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Division 12:  Agriculture, $135 870 000 - 
Hon Simon O’Brien, Deputy Chairman.  

Hon Kim Chance, Minister for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries. 

Dr G. Robertson, Director General. 

Mr M. Marsh, Executive Director, Corporate Services. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  On behalf of the Legislative Council Estimates Committee, I welcome you to this 
evening’s hearing.  Government agencies and departments have an important role and duty in assisting 
Parliament to scrutinise the budget papers on behalf of the people of Western Australia.  The Committee values 
that assistance. 

It will greatly assist Hansard if when referring to the Budget Statements volumes or the consolidated fund 
estimates, members give the page number, item, program, amount, and so on in preface to their questions.  If 
supplementary information is to be provided, I ask for your cooperation in ensuring that it is delivered to the 
Committee’s clerk within five working days of receipt of the questions.  An example of the required Hansard 
style for the documents has been provided to your advisers. 

May I remind those members of the public in attendance that only accredited media representatives may take 
notes.  However, full Hansard transcripts will be available to the public within a week of the close of these 
hearings. 

The Committee reminds agency representatives to respond to questions in a succinct manner and to limit the 
extent of personal observations.  On behalf of the Committee, I ask members to also keep their questions 
succinct and restrain from unnecessary explanations.  At this time, I ask each of the witnesses whether they have 
read, understood and completed the Information for Witnesses form.   

WITNESSES:  Yes. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Both witnesses have indicated in the affirmative.  Do both witnesses fully 
understand the meaning and effect of the provisions of that document? 

WITNESSES:  Yes. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Both witnesses have indicated in the affirmative. 

Hon B.K. DONALDSON:  I thank the minister and the departmental officers of both the Department of 
Agriculture and the Department of Fisheries for their briefing on the budget.  We appreciate that, as it gave us a 
better idea of the questions to ask during the short estimates debate.  The phrase “core services” is a generic term 
used in the budget.  The department is looking at some of its services and considering hiving off the non-core 
services.  I have my own ideas about what is meant by core services.  Could the minister outline three issues, or 
dot points, that he believes are the Department of Agriculture’s core services to its stakeholders? 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  We went to the trouble of spelling this out in our policy statements.  There are different 
ways of analysing exactly what are core services and what is meant by them.  In my view, the core services of 
the department are, first and foremost, the development of scientific outcomes for the benefit of agriculture, and 
I would probably rank as second the extension of those scientific outcomes to implementation on the ground.  
That encompasses what I believe is the core issue for the department.  The third dot point is slightly different 
from the previous two; that is, to be responsive to the identified needs of the industry.  

Hon B.K. DONALDSON:  I understand that an in-house review is being conducted into the absorption of the 
Agriculture Protection Board into the Department of Agriculture and the way in which that structure will work.  
When will those internal reviews be completed?  Is it an ongoing issue or does the minister feel reasonably 
confident that he will have bedded down most of those policy changes and the department restructure by the end 
of the year?  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  It is a bit of both.  The first formal stage of the review is now completed.  We asked the 
stakeholders’ representatives, principally the Western Australian Farmers Federation, now WA Farmers, and the 
Pastoralists and Graziers Association, to identify the range of issues that they thought were important for 
ensuring that the Department of Agriculture remains a relevant identity.  In effect, we said to them that, as 
taxpayers, primary producers and levy payers, they contribute a substantial sum of money to the Western 
Australian Government to provide services through the Department of Agriculture.  We asked them if they were 
getting value for money and, if not, to identify ways of improving the effectiveness and quality of the service.  
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That process is largely complete, although in some ways it is ongoing.  For example, before we travel to 
meetings of the Primary Industries Council - formerly the Agriculture and Resource Management Council of 
Australia and New Zealand - we show the Pastoralists and Graziers Association and WA Farmers the agenda of 
that conference and consult with them about the Government’s direction on those issues of national import.   

[7.20 pm] 

Just where we will go in the future and the things that we have not done - although some ideas are beginning to 
gel now - revolves around the consultative mechanisms and the whole-of-government approach to rationalise, 
and where possible, eliminate unnecessary statutory authority.  In my portfolio areas I have responsibility for 
some 209 statutory authorities, some of which will go on performing a very valuable function in the future.  
Others are defunct or perhaps not performing the original task that was set for them.  One of the issues that the 
member raised by name was the Agriculture Protection Board.  He might just as easily have mentioned the Soil 
and Land Conservation Council because they are two large statutory agencies that, under the machinery of 
government review, were identified for bringing within the scope of the Department of Agriculture, rather than 
standing it outside nominally as a statutory authority.  It is necessary for us to progress that by reviewing our 
consultative process.  Interesting ideas are being thrown around and the other day the director general, my 
principal policy adviser, and I spent some time doing that.  With three people in a room, we had three entirely 
different propositions.  However, we will eventually decide on a position that will be put to primary stakeholders 
and resolve some of those issues. 

Consultation and ongoing consultation is an issue with the key stakeholders that I have named, plus other 
umbrella groups like the Western Australia Fruit Growers Association.  We must ensure that we are also able to 
formally draw on the advice of some of the farm improvements groups such as the Kondinin Group, with some 
16 000 members, and some of the smaller but very active groups like the Mingenew-Irwin Group, the Liebe 
Group and the Western Australian No Till Farmers Association.  Some of the brightest and most active 
contributors to the agricultural industry now lie within those groups.  Some farmers do not play a particularly big 
role in the major agro-political lobby groups because a number of them are not interested in agro-politics but the 
science of farming.  Therefore, we are now working on that and at the end of day, we will arrive at what is a very 
effective system. 

The system will largely work around two levels of consultation, one almost entirely agro-political and revolving 
around the minister, the other basically scientific and revolving around the director general.  How it will all come 
together is some time away.  However, it is an ongoing process and we are considering any means that can help 
us concentrate on our effectiveness and ensure that our stakeholders get value for money from the $200 million 
that they give us to perform that function. 

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  Page 233 in the Budget Statements refers to major initiatives for 2001-02.  The third dot 
point states - 

Use research, development and extension to enhance the productivity of agriculture, food and fibre 
industries.  Emphasis will be on the: . . .  

. . . utilisation of the latest developments in communication technology to enhance the 
provision of critical information to producers . . .  

I am interested to hear what information is available on that initiative. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Farmers are a group of producers within the broad range of commerce in which the uptake 
of modern technology is surprisingly high.  The number of farmers who use the Internet for business purposes is 
extraordinarily high.  I will not quote a figure off the top of my head, although I recall one but it is rather old 
now and I am sure the uptake has been more rapid since then.  This uptake has been recognised by the State and 
particularly the Commonwealth Government in their attempts to improve communication links in regional areas 
to enable this uptake to have value added.  One of the most severe impediments to the uptake is slow links over 
copper wires making Internet performance poor.  However, this refers to an acknowledgment of the rapid uptake 
of modern communication technology among farmers.  The Internet can be used as either a one-way or an 
interactive method of communicating information extremely efficiently.  That particular line item refers to our 
enthusiasm to meet primary producers’ demands in that area. 

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  I imagine that the quick provision of up-to-date market information would be an 
important part of its use.  Has the department any evidence of that ready-access to market information impacting 
on production decisions made by farmers? 
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Hon KIM CHANCE:  It is impacting and we are not the only source of market information.  The private sector is 
also a big provider in this area.  However, with the rapid changes that are occurring in the grains industry, a 
bigger market is opening up for that kind of data than previously experienced.  In the main, and historically, the 
people who sought market information were livestock producers who were dealing with daily livestock markets.  
In the past, the grain growers were essentially sellers to large statutory corporations.  They are now going 
through the process of rapid change, which is besetting Australia’s grain industry.  Grain growers are now 
required to keep on top of what is happening - particularly in the Chicago futures and the physical forward 
markets - with the various types of grain in which contracts are offered by parties seeking to buy grain in 
Australia.  The market has expanded rapidly.  I mourn the passing of those good old days when we dealt with a 
single buyer.  Modern farmers today are required to keep on top of a significant amount of market data to run 
their businesses. 

[7.30 pm] 

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  I am interested in the staffing arrangements.  On page 230 under output 1 “Industry and 
market development” the estimated staffing level will decrease by 66, on page 235 under output 2 “Sustainable 
rural development” it will vary by 32, and on page 239 under output 3 “Agriculture protection” it will vary by 
22.  How will those reductions be achieved?  What will be the impact on services?  From where, particularly in 
rural areas, will the people be removed? 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  The reason I nominate someone to respond, even though it may be obvious to 
people in the Chamber, is for the benefit of Hansard and the closed-circuit television operator. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Superficially, and without going to the individual references, which were on pages 230, 
235 and 239, in each case it is correct that the full-time equivalent figures for the current year are lower than they 
were in the 2000-01 budget or estimated actuals.  Although that looks as though the level will reduce in most 
cases, the figures represent the present situation.  Details are available of precisely in which area those reduced 
levels exist.  I had not seen them until today.  The reduction in numbers has occurred generally as a result of 
attrition or movement from one area of work to another.  

Dr ROBERTSON:  The overall reduction indicated in the aggregation of those three numbers is 120, which is 
the predicted reduction.  That number was indicated to the department when the original budget figures came out 
in April, so the agency had made the necessary changes by 1 July largely by attrition, as the minister said.  
Clearly, 120 people cannot be removed without some services being affected.   

The first issue this evening is that the organisation has focussed on its core services and done everything possible 
to ensure that it can continue to deliver, if not enhance, its research and development activities.  We were asked 
in the other House for a break up of locations by functions.  We can provide that as supplementary information 
rather than spend time reading it now. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  We can provide it tonight if it can be photocopied. 

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  I would appreciate that.  How will a reduction of 22 staff be achieved in the Agriculture 
Protection Board?  I understand the APB is being brought under the umbrella of the Department of Agriculture.  
What is the situation regarding legislation for that change?  What impact will that have on the delivery of 
protection services? 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The reduction from 560 to 538 FTEs relates to the whole of the agriculture protection 
program, not specifically to the APB, which occupies only a small part of that.  I am not entirely sure where the 
loss of jobs has occurred within the agriculture protection program.  A quantum of 22 from a base of 560 is not 
quite as frightening as it first appears.  It could well be that a significant proportion of the 22 are due to the day-
to-day fluctuations that can occur in the system, or they could be corporate staff who, as a result of functions of 
the APB being drawn into the agency, are redundant in that area.  

Dr ROBERTSON:  Treasury requires the department to spread corporate service staff across all our operational 
program areas.  Although that looks as though people are directly involved in agriculture protection, a fair 
number of them represent a pro rata reduction in corporate service activities across the whole organisation.  
Some specific programs have been completed in the agriculture protection area that resulted in a reduction in 
staffing levels.  A fruit fly eradication program in Broome last year employed four or five people.  Some 
activities in the cotton industry in the west Kimberley are on hold at this stage.  Some programs are directly 
involved with service delivery.  In the main, overheads and corporate service functions have been reduced. 

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  Is the old rabbit-proof fence - now the emu-proof - in any way inhibited?  Has the 
maintenance service been reduced?  
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Dr ROBERTSON:  Not to my knowledge.  The staff who are presently responsible will continue to have 
responsibility for that section of fence.  Over the past two years the fence has undergone an accelerated 
maintenance and upgrade program.  I am confident that we spent more money last financial year than we intend 
to spend this financial year.  That came from a review by the Agriculture Protection Board on the fence two 
years ago.  It has undergone a capital upgrade since that time.  Some ongoing upgrading will be carried out as 
per the long-term budget. 

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  Can that four-year projection be tabled?  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  If it is available we will be happy to provide it as supplementary information. 

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  I am happy for that.  What about the legislation concerning the APB? 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The legislation relates to the Agriculture Management Bill, which, as members are aware, 
has been in the planning and construction stages for some years.  One of its functions is to bring into the agency 
some of the external statutory agencies to which I have already referred.  It is an interesting piece of legislation.  
The House will enjoy the debate on it because it will be the first legislation of its kind in the State, in that it will 
provide essentially a set of heads of power to do certain things.  The vast bulk of the meat of the legislation will 
be contained in its regulations.  The process of handling those regulations will be interesting.  I have already 
discussed that matter with the Clerk.  However, one of the functions is to draw into the agency the primary 
responsibility for a number of things, including the agriculture protection and soil and land conservation roles.  I 
believe the member’s question had another facet. 

[7.40 pm] 

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  I want an assurance that it is entirely feasible and that we are not getting ahead of the 
legislation.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I understand.  We should not be acting as though we have already enacted the legislation.  
That is always a risk.  I hope the member will keep his eye on us.   

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  That is why I am asking the question.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  I am sure the member will do just that. 

Hon CHRISTINE SHARP:  I thank the minister for the Treasury briefing about the budget cuts.  Compared with 
the information provided by many other departments, the information provided in these budget papers is very 
useful.  I thank the minister for that.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Eight years in opposition can do that.  

Hon CHRISTINE SHARP:  I refer to page 225 and the third dot point, which contains very depressing 
information about declining rates of return; that is, it is anticipated that they will decrease from 12.2 per cent a 
year for broadacre farming to a possible negative in the current financial year.  Reference is also made to 
possible changes in land use and replacing traditional agricultural land uses.  What does the Government have in 
mind?   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  It is not what the Government has in mind; it is a recognition of the reality of working in a 
globally competitive industry.  Despite the conventional wisdom, farming is a very dynamic market.  Since I 
have been a member of this place - I am in my tenth year here - the changes that have occurred in wheatbelt 
farming, with which I am most familiar, are such that I almost feel out of my depth when confronted with the 
issues facing wheatbelt farmers.   

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  So do I, and I live on a farm.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The changes are dynamic.  It is true that, as a result of the dynamism and extreme pressure 
confronting farmers and the cost-price squeeze, we will see a rapid adoption of new technology and the 
production of new commodities.  That is what that line item refers to; it is simply a recognition that things are 
changing quickly.  If farmers are to keep up with and, hopefully, stay ahead of the game - which is something 
they have done extraordinarily well - they must run faster than the world is spinning.  

Hon CHRISTINE SHARP:  The first thing that occurred to me when I read that was carbon sequestering.  I am 
aware that this Government has a carbon credit task force looking at that issue.  Would a formalised system of 
carbon credits in this State be designed to facilitate a change in land ownership per se; for example, if a Japanese 
power station operator bought a swathe of the wheatbelt to plant perennials -  
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Hon KIM CHANCE:  It is possible but not necessary.  We hope that in the near future we will be able to 
introduce the profit à prendre legislation in more or less the same time frame as we do our first legislation on the 
acknowledgment of carbon rights.  The beauty of profit à prendre legislation is that it allows separate ownership 
and separate trading of the trees on the land without necessarily trading the land.   

The member referred to the point of concern that has been expressed so widely in the south west that the rapid 
expansion of tree plantations in that part of the world has caused land-use and social problems - as it has in 
Tasmania.  She should be less concerned about the extensive areas of the wheatbelt than one would normally be 
about a tightly held rainfall zone, such as the south west or the north west of Tasmania.  It simply will not 
happen; there is so much land and such a clear delineation between land forms and soil types which are suitable 
for tree plantations and those which are not that that will not be an issue.  I wish there were a risk that it would 
become an issue, because it would make our life much easier.  On the basis of the available tree varieties and tree 
farming technology, there is no risk that that will happen, except at the most localised level.  An area like 
Gillingarra could be dominated by tree plantations, but it is highly unlikely that one would be able to identify 
many other places where the combination of suitable soil types and watertable height might be suitable.  

Hon FRANK HOUGH:  I refer to dot point two on page 226, which deals with sustainable rural development 
and which states - 

A key requirement for the agricultural sector is the provision of a realistic salinity risk assessment to 
farm businesses coupled with information needed to make sound business decisions.  Advice on broader 
land degradation issues is required along with advice on salinity. 

For as long as I can remember, we have been getting advice and risk assessments have been carried out.  I have 
been told that there are 10 000 piezometres in the soil in the Narembeen area.  It is becoming frightening.  Can 
we do anything to address the salinity problem?  Several systems can handle it, but no-one seems to do anything.  
Will we keep doing assessments into the next millennium? 

[7.50 pm] 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  That is a good question.  Those points of view are widely and accurately held.  In response 
to the direct question: yes, we are getting somewhere.  I say that with strong conviction.  I know the member has 
seen some areas in which not only are there piezometers, but the water levels in them are also falling.  That is 
encouraging.  I spent some time with the south Tammin land care group a couple of days ago.  The group is 12 
years into its program - about far enough to be able to see what can happen in farming environments that are 
under great pressure.  The south Tammin area is probably under more pressure than any other area that comes to 
mind.  Having seen the results that have flowed from those 12 years of work, the piezometers are starting to tell 
stories, such as one I am about to share.  One piezometer was monitored over a 12-year period.  The mean depth 
of the watertable was originally half a metre.  The mean depth is now 1.5 metres.  Over the 12 years, the 
watertable has been driven down one metre.  It is in a highly sensitive area.  Its broad catchment area is fully 
cleared.  The local catchment has been treated.  Alley farming techniques have resulted in the trees getting quite 
large.  It is an indicator that we are going somewhere.  People must learn from groups such as the one in south 
Tammin.  They are not unique; there are groups of similar quality spread throughout the State.  Gaining baseline 
scientific data is a frustrating process, but without the data we do not know where we are going.  We have not 
overdone the development of science in the salinity problem, but we have overdone the processes of agricultural 
politics and glossy documents.  Some of our planning and administration processes in what some people call - 
when they let their attention slip - the salinity industry, have been overdone.  I sympathise with people who 
believe that the money has not got to the ground.  Despite my sympathy for that point of view, it is an arguable 
point that much of the money spent on the early stages of scientific research was well spent.  Time will tell. 

Money contributed by the public sector cannot be viewed as being able to correct the problem.  The people who 
have the ability and responsibility to correct the problem are the land-holders.  The state and federal public 
sectors can only provide the science.  This goes back to the first question asked by Hon Bruce Donaldson.  It is 
the same with the land care: we can do the scientific work, we can make the science better and we can make it 
more achievable, and possibly cheaper, for farmers to do the work.  If this work is to be done on this scale it 
needs to be done, it must be done by the land-holders.  We note that point and understand what is being said.  
Baseline science needs to be done as well.  We have entered into processes that open us up to that criticism.  We 
welcome it and we want to respond to it. 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  My question relates to an issue I raised with the minister on another occasion.  
Programs are not specifically mentioned in the budget papers.  What is the current status of the industry 
partnership program that existed to provide for industry donations for demonstration projects in land care?  
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There were some problems, but they were very successful in some areas.  In some areas, the program cost the 
Government about $100 000 but earned over $1 million and provided for extraordinary demonstration projects 
that might not otherwise have been able to be conducted. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The member is referring to the WA Landcare Trust.  There are two forms of Landcare 
trust.  The State has a trust and it performs the function mentioned by the member.  Since the establishment of 
the WA Landcare Trust, the Commonwealth has also established a trust with the same intent.  The type of 
corporation that finds it attractive to invest in the trusts tend to be one with a national outlook in its marketing.  It 
is often a major resource company that operates nationally or internationally.  I do not know whether it is a trust 
contributor but, for example, if Coles Myer wanted to contribute to a trust, it is more likely to contribute to a 
national trust through which it can gain some nationwide recognition than contribute to a state trust.  The 
National Landcare Trust has been extremely successful, but it has been to the disadvantage of the state trust.  We 
do not much care whether money goes through a state or national trust provided it is invested and gets on to the 
ground.  In the light of that, the relevance of the state trust has diminished as a result of the operations of the 
national trust. 

Dr ROBERTSON:  For a number of years no real money has been going through that trust.  Money has been 
committed for projects in Western Australia and it has gone into the trust as an administrative process rather than 
as a donation.  The trust has not attracted new money.  It preceded the conservation trust that the Department of 
Conservation and Land Management runs in Western Australia. 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  I gather that there were regional officers that had the goal of attracting funding.  Am I 
wrong? 

Dr ROBERTSON:  An officer operated from Geraldton, part of whose duties was to promote the trust.  He 
worked there for two years.  My understanding is that no-one else was involved. 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  I understood that they were continuing to attract funding.  I am perplexed to hear you 
say that funding has dried up.  I need clarification.  Has the state program been closed? 

Dr ROBERTSON:  The process is under review.  We are providing a summary for the minister’s consideration 
as to where the money has come from.  The trust has been used by a couple of donors who identified projects to 
which they wanted to contribute.  They found it convenient to use the trust to write cheques.  It works in the 
same way that the Natural Heritage Trust provides money to the Western Australian Government, which then 
writes cheques to third parties.  The trust did not receive any money that was not previously allocated to a 
specific project.  The trust was not used for the purpose for which it was set up, which was to attract new money.  
It has not attracted new money for a number of years.  We can provide more information on that. 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  I would like that.  It is not the story I got.  I am happy to hear the other side of it. 

Mr MARSH:  We may be talking at cross-purposes.  We have a number of officers located in various parts of the 
State, mostly at Northam, Albany and Bunbury, whose function is to obtain industry funds for the purpose of 
agricultural research.  That is very different from what we have been talking about; that may be the cause of the 
confusion.  

[8.00 pm]  

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  I had heard about the office at Geraldton.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  We will try to work our way through that and determine whether we are talking about the 
same program.  

Hon B.K. DONALDSON:  The subject we would all like to talk about is dogs.  In the fringes of the wheatbelt, 
there have been growing concerns about the increase in the number of dogs.  Some changes have been made to 
the allocation of time and resources.  The issues must be addressed fairly quickly.  I have forwarded a letter to 
the Minister for Agriculture on behalf of a group that has succinctly outlined the issues.  As a result of dogs 
having been seen in daylight and run over by vehicles, the group reckons that the dogs have encroached into the 
agricultural and pastoral industry for some distance.  As part of the overall structure, I hope that the Department 
of Agriculture, which is responsible for the Agriculture Protection Board, will consider this issue.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I am not sure that Hon Bruce Donaldson referred specifically to the north eastern 
wheatbelt, but I think his question was directed at that area.  There has been a problem in that corner of the 
wheatbelt.  The shires of Yilgarn, a little of the northern end of Merredin, most of Mukinbudin, and a good part 
of Mt Marshall and Westonia have been loosely described as the Lake Deborah group.  The Department of 
Agriculture, the APB and that group of shires have met to determine a strategy.  I am aware that the 
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implementation of that strategy has involved some difficulties.  Indeed, just the other day after a meeting of the 
APB in my office, I was approached by Ron Creagh specifically to talk about that issue.  Although funding has 
been provided to do the job and although the dogger is on site to do the job, there is some difficulty in getting 
that dogger the appropriate authority to use strychnine.  That problem might lie with the Health Department.  As 
luck would have it, as Ron Creagh walked out, the very next person to walk through my door was Michael 
Jackson, the director of environmental health.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  He was obviously walking forwards!  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Yes, he was walking forwards.  I raised that issue immediately with Michael Jackson.  I 
have not told the director general about this because it happened very quickly.  The Department of Health was 
aware of the position after I told it about it, and it is determined to fix the issue.  Now that the matter has been 
raised - and I thank the member for raising it - an opportunity has been provided to contact the health department 
to find out whether the matter has been fixed.   

Hon B.K. DONALDSON:  There is an issue about the allocation of time between the fire fighting role and the 
dogger role.  A balance is required. 

Hon KIM CHANCE: Perhaps the member can explain that in more detail so that Dr Robertson can take note of 
it.   

Hon B.K. DONALDSON:  The issues were raised in the letter that I gave to the minister.  If the minister passes 
that on to Dr Robertson, he can read it.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Is that information contained in the letter?   

Hon B.K. DONALDSON:  Yes.  It was recently announced that the Department of Agriculture offices in Harvey 
and Pinjarra would close and staff would be relocated to Waroona.  There are about 390 clients in the Harvey-
Murray area compared with about 89 in the Waroona area.  I cannot understand the logic as to why that has 
happened.  The facilities at Waroona are no better than those that were provided at Harvey and Pinjarra.  I want 
to know why this has taken place.  There may be a good explanation, and I would like to hear it.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The facilities at Harvey and Pinjarra were not entirely adequate, although in the case of 
Pinjarra there was an ideal alternative location at the old hospital site, which could have been developed for its 
purposes.  However, one must bear in mind that Waroona is central to Harvey and Pinjarra.  The distance from 
Waroona to Pinjarra is about 27 kilometres, and the distance from Waroona to Harvey is 29 kilometres.  They 
are located close together.  Although, as the member says, there are fewer farmers at Waroona than at Pinjarra 
and Harvey combined, it is nonetheless a central location.   

It is essentially true that the facility at Waroona to which the member refers is no better than the facilities at 
either Harvey or Pinjarra.  However, by the time the rehabilitation works have been completed at Waroona, some 
very good facilities will be provided.  That is a matter for the department to work through.  The logic of the 
move in the long term is that the Pinjarra facility probably did not have much of a future anyway.  It was 
established in response to the Peel-Harvey estuary nutrient pollution issues.  By and large, that job has been done 
and there is no need for a standing process to continue.  There is some monitoring work to be done; however, 
that work has essentially achieved its aims, particularly since the demonstrated success of the Dawesville Cut, 
which was one of the great achievements of the last Labor Government.   

The central location at Waroona has another very considerable advantage; that is, it combines two, probably sub-
economic, Department of Agriculture establishments to create a scientifically viable unit.  That is what is driving 
the move.  We are trying to deliver better outcomes to ensure that we can attract and keep the appropriate 
horticultural personnel and, possibly in the future, acquire beef team scientific personnel.  It has not been 
possible to do that either at Pinjarra or Harvey.  The process was well thought out and made in consultation with 
the affected local government authorities and the farmers federation - although not always with its support.  
However, it did at least get to air its views and it took the time to listen to what we had to say.  I am not sure that 
everybody is entirely happy about the outcome, but I believe the outcome delivers better services more 
effectively by the Department of Agriculture to its client group, which is what it is here to do.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  I indicate to members that because we started later than our arranged time, it 
seems appropriate to go past our preordained conclusion time of a quarter past eight.  Before we commenced this 
division, a number of members indicated to me that they would like that to happen.  I understand that the 
minister agrees with that proposal.  However, we will have to finish at about half past eight.  We must establish 
some parameters or else we could be here all night.  I ask members to keep their questions brief.  They can even 
refer to the budget papers if they wish! 
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Hon JON FORD:  My question relates to significant issues and trends that concern the industry and market 
development on page 225 of the Budget Statements.  I refer to the dynamic market and the impacts on the 
industry from market globalisation, the environment and competition.  However, I could not find any mention of 
plant breeding activities for 2001-02.  Does that mean that plant breeding is no longer a priority for the 
department?   

[8.10 pm] 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I assure the member that that is not the case.  While my advisers look for the appropriate 
reference in the budget papers, I will say that the department is particularly proud of its plant breeding program.  
Significant advances are being made.  At the opening of the Dowerin Field Days in late August, I had the great 
pleasure to release two new wheat varieties and one new pea variety, which were the result of the department’s 
breeding program.  Earlier in the year I opened a significant new development in gene technology at the 
department’s South Perth office.  I hasten to add that, although this is advanced gene technology, it is not 
genetically modified organism technology.  GMOs represent just a tiny fraction of the whole area of gene 
technology.  It was a new doubled haploid facility.  The Department of Agriculture was the first to have this 
facility in Western Australia, although I think the University of Western Australia now also has a doubled 
haploid facility.  The effect of the implementation of that technology is that, using genetic markers and locking a 
variety into a particular genotype, it takes five years off the time needed to breed and release a particular variety.  
Normally the process takes 15 years.  The department is employing some very good technology in that area, and 
our emphasis on plant breeding has probably never been higher.  Page 231 of the Budget Statements refers to the 
department’s achievements.  The member made a justified criticism, however.  The Government should have 
given a clearer direction for the future in the budget papers.  I thank the member for his comment.  

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  My question relates to the Agriculture Protection Board.  On page 252, the mission of 
the board is stated as -  

To assist the agricultural industries to be competitive and sustainable by protecting themselves from the 
impacts of pests, diseases and associated threats.  

Will the minister please explain why this does not seem to relate to the second paragraph on page 257 -   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN (Hon Simon O’Brien):  Order! Does the minister have sufficient advisers present to 
answer this question?  It is outside the scope of this division.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Most certainly; I am happy to receive the question.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  It is outside the area we are considering, but if the minister is able to deal with it, 
Hon Paddy Embry can continue his question.  

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  The second paragraph on page 257 reads -  

Rabbit management activities will shift to baiting risk assessment and approval processes, enabling 
more resources to be applied to the exclusion, early detection and control of exotic or recently 
established animal pests.  

One of the real and increasing problems in many areas is rabbit infestation.  In the area I come from, farmers 
have had it pretty tough for 12 to 13 years, and there is not much money around.  The previous Government 
privatised the manufacture and distribution of the 1080 poison.  I am told that, as a result, the price has gone up 
by approximately 8 000 per cent.  Rabbits are on the increase.  Is the minister able to assure me that all the 
finances will not be put into what I call the paper warfare?  Can some action be taken on the ground?  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The former Government did go through the process of privatisation of the 1080 bait 
production facility, but that process was never completed, for a number of reasons.  The buyers of the factory 
decided that they would not have sufficient security in the markets available to continue their investment.  It is 
still a proposition before the Government.  I would certainly consider the privatisation of that facility, if I 
thought it still made sense in the delivery of core services.  Frankly, I do not regard the manufacture of bait as 
one of the department’s core services.  In that process, the distribution network was privatised.  That relates to 
the dealings in schedule 7 and above poisons, which the Department of Health determined needed to be more 
tightly regulated. 

Returning to the question of rabbit control per se, a rabbit is a proscribed animal.  Its control is the function of 
landowners.  When rabbits occur on public land, it is a public problem.  It is not, and has not been for many 
years, a core function of the Agriculture Protection Board to carry out rabbit destruction, unless it is carrying out 
rabbit destruction as a contractor when the land-holder is in default of an order.  If there is justified criticism of 
the board’s function in that regard, it is perhaps that it has not enforced control on occasions when it should 
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have.  I sympathise with the view expressed by the member of how annoying it can be to see rabbits running out 
of control.  After the rapid change from a very high level publicly-funded rabbit control program to the reliance 
on land-holders themselves, I expected to see a huge increase in rabbit numbers in my part of the world.  In fact 
now I see fewer rabbits than ever before.  

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  In my area the roadsides are vastly wider than in the older established wheatbelt areas.  
Many of the rabbit problems are in the roadside.  That should not be the farmers’ problem.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  No, it should not, and it can create a huge problem for farmers.  I will certainly take that 
on board.  It is a matter that the department will relay to operational staff.  

Hon LOUISE PRATT:  I know I am expected to refer to the budget papers when framing questions, but 
unfortunately I can find no reference to this topic, despite the fact that, as Hon Christine Sharp said, in the budget 
papers there is more information on agriculture than on any other division.  I did not find any mention of 
viticulture, which is very important in my region.  Obviously, there must be some budget initiatives associated 
with this area.  Can the minister say what they are?  

[8.20 pm] 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Viticulture is of enormous interest to the department.  It is a rapidly growing industry. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS:  I thought the minister was a beer drinker! 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I am.  The third dot point under the major initiatives for 2001-02 on page 233 of the 
Budget Statements encompasses investment in the viticulture industry.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  It is probably not the role of the minister to find a reference in the narrative.  Can 
you refer to a specific figure?  I invite the minister to answer the question. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The Department of Agriculture’s horticulture program is investing around $750 000 in 
viticulture research and development activities, of which $470 000 will be invested in the wine industry and 
$280 000 in the table grape industry. 

Hon W.N. STRETCH:  My question relates to the significant issues and trends listed on page 225 of the Budget 
Statements.  This is the crystal ball part of the report.  Has the agency returned the market and economics 
department in its own right, or does it rely on figures such as those provided by the Australian Bureau of 
Agricultural and Resource Economics? 

Dr ROBERTSON:  The agency still has a trade market and development section that is responsible for collecting 
information on market opportunities and making that information available. 

Hon W.N. STRETCH:  Has the agency monitored the impact of the 20 to 30 per cent price drop in the wool 
market since 11 September, particularly for 21 micron and finer, bearing in mind that there has also been an 
increase in the price of 21 micron and broader, and how is that affecting the current estimates?  Hon Christine 
Sharp said they were a bit gloomy.  If my prediction is anything like yours, they have become considerably 
gloomier since then.  Has the agency’s marketing tracking system enabled it to put a figure on that decline?  As a 
part of the same short question, I take it that these figures are Western Australian figures and that there is no 
reliance on national figures.  We had problems for some years with the Victorian wool clip, which was an 
average of 14 bales.  That was irrelevant when compared with the Western Australian scene. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Issues concerning the world economy since the events of 11 September are obviously of 
major concern to us.  I will ask Dr Robertson to comment on the wool industry if he is able.  This is a whole-of-
government issue; it is of concern to the Cabinet, and particularly Treasury.  It is easy enough to see what the 
current situation is, but it is still too early to try to calculate or forecast the longevity of the artificially depressed 
conditions.  A severe downturn engendered by an event like this can drive the economy technically into four or 
five per cent negative growth in the short term.  That in itself would not necessarily cause long-term damage to 
the economy, provided its duration was short and we were able to get back to normal long-term levels in a 
couple of months.  The answer is the same for specific commodities and the whole economy.  I suspect that Dr 
Robertson will be able to tell the Committee what we know about the current effects, but it is hard to break those 
out into the future because we do not know what the duration of this crisis will be. 

Hon W.N. STRETCH:  I understand that.  Is the department tracking the current effects, because they will have 
major impacts on the figures? 
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Dr ROBERTSON:  The figures were for a close to negative return on capital.  The figures were for the past 
financial year, not this one.  The estimates for this financial year have been all over the place as the season has 
developed.  We were originally more negative than in the past financial year, but we became very positive four 
or five weeks ago because of the way prices and returns were moving.  However, the past four weeks have been 
uncertain; a lot of things are happening that will have potentially negative and, we hope, short-term impacts.  We 
are tracking what is happening.  The outbreak of bovine spongiform encephalopathy in Japan has reduced the 
consumption of red meat in that country by 40 per cent.  Another outbreak was detected in Tokyo on the 
weekend, which appears to be having an even greater impact.  Live cattle and sheep boats to the Middle East are 
having great difficulty in getting insurance, because they have to go through a declared war zone.  All these 
things are happening at the moment.  All we can say is that we will watch them and provide advice to industry.  
It would be a brave person who suggested how they might turn out over the next month or two. 

Hon W.N. STRETCH:  Just to put that question to bed, is the wool desk still operating and undertaking similar 
monitoring of the sheep and wool markets? 

Dr ROBERTSON:  Yes it is, but it has been moved from Fremantle to South Perth as one of our corporate 
service savings.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  I indicate to members that there are only a few minutes left; however, I will not 
cut proceedings off on the deadline.  I will give the call to Hon Ed Dermer before turning to Hon Murray 
Criddle, Hon Barbara Scott, Hon Christine Sharp and Hon Barry House.  I ask members to put brief questions.  I 
hope we will not get to the stage at which questions must be put on notice.  We will try to get through them so 
that everyone is satisfied. 

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  I am asking a brief question, but it will probably require a long answer.  Adverse 
seasonal conditions are referred to under significant issues and trends on page 225 of the Budget Statements.  
Can you briefly outline the most essential and important strategies the department is adopting in response to 
adverse seasonal conditions? 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The department will provide direct assistance, advise the State Government on its 
response, and coordinate the formation of applications for exceptional circumstances.  The most recent 
exceptional circumstances application, which is the largest in the State’s history, went to Canberra yesterday. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  I refer to dot point four under the major achievements for 2000-01 on page 255 of the 
Budget Statements.  As we know, there was a huge outbreak of Australian plague locusts in Western Australia in 
2000-01, and an effective program was put in place by AgWest to prevent high-density swarms from causing 
damage.  Did AgWest have an intervention program in place this year or has any funding been allocated to 
identify a potential outbreak?  If so, what does that funding entail? 

[8.30 pm]  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  We certainly have an intervention program for 2001-02.  It is based on the very successful 
program that was put in place for the last locust outbreak.  There will be some limited finetuning of the program.  
We have learnt from the little things that we did not get quite right last time; however, the locust control 
response in 2000 was extraordinarily successful.  We have a very strong foundation on which to build.  Our 
actions on this occasion will amount to only finetuning.  Based on the latest information available to me, it seems 
that the problem is similar to that of last year, but of much smaller geographical significance.  It will impact on 
about a quarter of the geographical area affected by last year’s outbreak.  The elements of the program are the 
same as for 2000, and it is funded.  

Hon CHRISTINE SHARP:  I will expedite things by putting together a couple of questions on the protection of 
remnant vegetation.  The stopping of the remnant vegetation protection scheme has resulted in savings of some 
$500 000.  How many hectares were protected under that scheme in the last financial year?  I draw attention to 
one of last year’s major achievements, listed on page 236 -   

A project team to advise landholders on managing native vegetation was establish to implement a 
Special Assistance Process . . .  

What does that process do, is it a substitute for the remnant vegetation protection scheme, and will it continue?   

The minister has recently commented that the memorandum of understanding on clearing is ultra vires the 
Environmental Protection Act.  Does the minister have any intention of implementing statutory remedies to that 
predicament in the coming year?  
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Hon KIM CHANCE:  I will take on notice the question relating to the area that has been protected by the 
remnant vegetation scheme in the past 12 months.  I have seen those figures, so it will take only a day or two to 
provide the information.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  The question on the remnant vegetation area will be provided as supplementary 
information.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The winding down of the remnant vegetation fencing program was a disappointment to 
me, although it had effectively run its course, and therefore expired.  That provided an opportunity to look at the 
direction in which the program was going.  It had been around for a long time; in fact, it began when Julian Grill 
was the Minister for Agriculture, which was some time ago.  It nominally protected a significant area of remnant 
vegetation; however, aspects of the program needed reviewing.  Some compliance issues needed tightening.  We 
hear of people who have received the money for fencing but have not installed it, or have not installed it in the 
agreed location.  There were also significant issues about effective maintenance of that fencing.  These issues 
seem to occur after the farm has changed hands.  Although the number of hectares that have been nominally 
protected by the remnant vegetation fencing program is impressive - the actual result is also impressive - the 
compliance issues suggest the scheme is not as good as we might like to think.  As a result of that and the 
winding down of the program, we have an opportunity to look at how such a program might be better designed.   

The member referred to vegetation management on page 236.  We are looking at some issues that arose out of 
the recommendation of the native vegetation working group; however, the special assistance process is separate 
from the question of remnant vegetation fencing.  

Hon CHRISTINE SHARP:  What is the special assistance process?  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I will go into that in a moment.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  We should bring things to a close.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  It is a large question.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  It is.  It would be appreciated if the minister were able to bring his answer to a 
close; otherwise it can be placed on notice.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The memorandum of understanding issue is being addressed by an interagency group that 
includes all the ministers and agencies with a legitimate interest in this matter.  I have for some time been 
concerned that the MOU did little more than sweep the problem under the carpet.  The member asked if it will 
lead to legislative change.  The answer is yes.  I refer to legislative change in its broadest sense; that is, both 
primary legislation and secondary legislation by regulation.  I will cut the answer short, and we can take up that 
issue another time.  

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  The capital works program has in the past been substantial, but there is almost nothing 
new in this budget, which is shown on page 244.  New works for 2001-02 account for only about $700 000.  
What is planned for the next three or four years?  The minister can put that on notice if he wishes.  He mentioned 
work in Waroona, which is not mentioned in the budget, and there is a need for housing as far north as 
Kununurra.  They are just two examples across the State.  Bearing in mind that an enormous amount of work is 
in progress - $37 million is identified in the first column - can the minister outline the new works?  He can put 
the question on notice.  The Midland saleyards relocation is also taking place. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  That will not appear in our accounts.  

Hon M.J. CRIDDLE:  Okay.  Can the minister explain the other capital works?  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  The project that is not outlined in the new works is the replacement of the South Perth 
facility, which is a major item.  It is not included because we have not made the relevant decisions, although we 
are looking at a range of options.  I will be travelling to one of the possible sites in the next couple of days.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Will you be able to provide as supplementary information some of the detail of the 
out years? 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Certainly.   

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  The final report of the Scott Coastal Plain Steering Committee, which I had the pleasure 
of chairing for the past four years, was released without fanfare.  The Department of Agriculture was the lead 
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agency in that process.  What plans does the Government have for continuing the process, and the agricultural 
potential of the Scott coastal plain?  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Horticulture is a matter of intense interest because it is one of the key growing industries 
for the future of agriculture.  I will defer the question to Dr Robertson, but I intervene at this stage to say that the 
Government is an enthusiastic supporter of what it sees as one of the most exciting potential export industries in 
Western Australia.  

Dr ROBERTSON:  I cannot add much to that.  A report has been released but at this stage it has not been 
considered by the Government because more than one organisation has to consider it.  However, the report will 
be considered in the next few months.   

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  That brings this session to a close.  I thank members for their cooperation and Hon 
Kim Chance for his assistance.  I also thank Dr Robertson and Mr Marsh for their attendance and assistance, and 
on behalf of the committee, I now bid you a good evening.   

Committee adjourned at 8.40 pm 
__________ 

 


