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APPROPRIATION (RECURRENT 2017–18) BILL 2017 
APPROPRIATION (CAPITAL 2017–18) BILL 2017 

Cognate Debate 
On motion by Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for Environment), resolved — 

That leave be granted for the Appropriation (Recurrent 2017–18) Bill 2017 and the Appropriation 
(Capital 2017–18) Bill 2017 to be dealt with cognately. 

Second Reading — Cognate Debate 
Resumed from 11 October and 31 October respectively. 
HON Dr STEVE THOMAS (South West) [11.37 am]: Thank you, Mr Deputy President, for the opportunity to 
sum up the conversation around the appropriation bills and the first budget of the new government. We should bear 
in mind that we are only six or seven months away from the government’s second budget. Those who are aware of 
the budget process will probably know that the first negotiations and discussions about the 2018–19 budget are 
already underway. Departments will have already been approached for their wish lists and policy directions. 
Governments have very little rest in the budgetary process in the first 12 months or so following an election. We 
do not have an enormous amount of sympathy. We understand that a lot of work goes on within that process. 
I am pleased that we could debate both the recurrent and capital works budgets concurrently. Capital expenditure 
in the budget process is not treated in the same way in every jurisdiction as it is in Western Australia. It does have 
an impact on the final budget bottom line. In a federal sense, capital works are included in a single appropriation 
and within a larger budget.  
That gives us a fairly specific and more realistic view of the budget bottom line. A small business person who 
presents a budget for taxation or other purposes does not present a capital works budget and a recurrent expenditure 
budget. Their capital works, and their loans, drawings and interest paid, are all part of their overall budget. They 
have to budget for loan payments and for capital works. It is all part of the same budget. 
The budgets of Western Australian governments have traditionally been presented in a way that is different from 
the practice followed in many other states. The capital works budget is presented as a separate budget item. Not 
everyone is good at combining the capital works budget and the recurrent expenditure budget to work out the real 
bottom line for the state of Western Australia. The budget balance in a particular year, or what we call the general 
government operating statement, may come in at a plus or minus figure. When we include capital works, we 
generally shift everything to a much more significant minus figure, which means we are deeper in the red. 
I am not saying that this government is doing things differently from any previous government. However, 
I recommend to members that when they browse the budget papers—as some of us do quite intently—they look 
at the cash statement. People wonder why in the budget process we have a set of accrual accounts for the general 
government operating statement, a capital statement that basically shows the assets and liabilities, and a cash 
statement. The cash statement is particularly important because it indicates where the money is flowing. The way 
in which the budget deals with capital works hides the true picture. The actual surplus or deficit looks different 
depending on which part of the budget we look at. I suggest it would be good if in the future the Public Accounts 
Committee or the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations could look at the way in which we 
report our overall expenditure to see how we might be able to get a more realistic view of where the money is 
coming and going. 
While I am on that topic, I take this opportunity to reflect on a conversation between the Minister for Environment 
and me during budget estimates about the government’s debt reduction plan and repayment process. I know we 
put the minister on the ropes a bit, or in a corner, but the minister handled himself magnificently in avoiding giving 
an answer. I believe that in Yes Minister terms, we would phrase it as the minister obfuscated brilliantly. The 
minister was very good. The debt reduction policy of the government is that in the first year, it will put in 
$160 million or so, from a one-off windfall in duties, and in the following years it has budgeted for a $35 million 
or $36 million contribution from the government’s insurance arm. At this point, that is the extent of the 
government’s debt reduction strategy. My question to the minister in budget estimates was: at the rate of repayment 
under the debt reduction strategy as listed in the budget, how long will it take the government to pay off the current 
debt? We know that the government intends to pay off the debt like a mortgage. How will that $35 million or 
$36 million contribution to the debt reduction strategy compare with the interest the government is paying on its 
borrowings, which I understand is in the region of $1 billion a year? I would have thought it would decrease 
interest payments by only a small percentage. My question to the minister was: on the basis of the payments into 
the debt recovery account, how long will it take to pay off the $33 billion, heading towards $43 billion, of 
government debt over the forward estimates? The answer from the minister was excellent. He advised that it would 
take beyond the forward estimates to repay that debt. I think we are looking at fairly well beyond the forward 
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estimates at the current rate of repayment. The government’s debt reduction strategy is a little iffy at this point. 
Obviously, in about seven months the government will have an opportunity to correct that with a new budget. We 
hope we will see more detail at that time on the government’s debt reduction strategy and that it will be able to 
boost the $35 million or so that will come off our debt. I have done a bit of a calculation. If we assume zero interest 
on the debt held by Western Australia, mostly in government-issued bonds, and if that is paid off at the rate of 
$35 million or $36 million a year, it will take in the region of 400 years to pay off that debt. That is a fair bit of 
time to pay off a debt. I would like to think we could accelerate that a bit more. 

The government effectively has no debt reduction strategy as yet. The government has a couple of years to address 
that. It will have to look at whether it can use one of the various pillars of debt management. One of those pillars 
is asset sales. The government has indicated that the former government’s proposal to sell Western Power is not 
on the table. I suspect that by the time a future government might relook at the potential sale of that asset, that 
asset will effectively be valueless. An opportunity to sell that asset at this point, no matter what the government 
thinks its value might be, might be better than the scrap metal price that we might get in years to come. There are 
other assets that the government might look at selling. I will be intrigued to see which assets the government 
identifies and how it will be able to maintain the value of those assets to the point at which it might realise their 
capital worth. One possibility is ports and port infrastructure. Hopefully, in the May 2018–19 budget there will be 
significantly more detail about the government’s debt reduction strategy. 

Another pillar of debt management is expenditure savings. The government has cut some things to make 
expenditure savings. One example is the volunteer fuel card. To be honest, so long as the government is up-front 
and genuine, preferably in advance, but certainly in the budget papers, that it is cutting expenditure here and there 
in order to make savings, that is the right of the will of government. Although we say in this house that we hold 
the government to account, in the end, in just over three years, the government will be held to account by the 
electorate for the decisions it makes. Our job in this house is to expose and make the public aware of where the 
government has made cuts. My biggest issue with the cut to the volunteer fuel card is not that the government did 
it but that the government hid it on the way through and was not up-front about the process. I refer to the comments 
of Hon Alannah MacTiernan at the time. I think she is aware that in the 2016–17 budget—the last budget of the 
former government—there is a line item with an amount of $1.9 million for the volunteer fuel card for 2019–20. 
The minister and I will continue that argument. I understand the point made by the government that the volunteer 
fuel card is funded under a memorandum of understanding until 2018–19 and there is no extension to that 
memorandum of understanding into 2019–20 and onwards. That is despite the fact that this line item is in place in 
the budget. It is a moot point to argue that there is no additional memorandum of understanding. The current 
memorandum of understanding is still in place. A new memorandum of understanding is not renegotiated until the 
old one is close to expiry, so I think that argument is rather immaterial to the debate. The reality is that there was 
a budget line item. Unfortunately, the government had to defend the Minister for Emergency Services’ comments 
in which he did everything he could to not admit a cut had been made. He then came out with some reasons and 
excuses that beggared belief, the first being that the volunteer fuel card was not taken up, when it was 
oversubscribed in its full financial year. That was absolutely astounding and indicated an inability to read the 
budget papers.  

Another thing came out of the debate we had earlier today. I am not sure this point has been made; I certainly 
could not make it from my exalted position during the rest of the debate after I had spoken. As I said this morning, 
I accept that the government had every intention of funding the south west rescue helicopter going forward. I agree 
with Hon Alannah MacTiernan and I think we both said this morning that no matter who won government, funding 
would be found for the helicopter. The Minister for Environment would be aware that I asked a specific question 
on this in the budget estimates process and was advised to look for some funding in the 2018–19 budget in May. 
I accept that the Minister for Regional Development has suggested that the south west regional rescue helicopter 
was part of the budget process but was not in a line item in the budget. It came as additional information and was 
always included in the extension program of the royalties for regions budget. I am prepared to take the minister’s 
word on that one—absolutely. However, that raises an interesting question, which I do not think we got to in the 
debate this morning. If funding for the south west rescue helicopter had been set aside in the royalties for regions 
budget the whole time, why did the member for Bunbury spend a couple of weeks telling the media that he would 
be spruiking for its inclusion in the budget? If the money was already in place, why did the newly minted member 
for Bunbury have to advocate for it? He told people throughout the region that he would fight strongly for the 
delivery of the service. As I said, I agree with Hon Alannah MacTiernan; I think it was always going to be funded. 
But two members of the government stood today and said that the funding was already in the budget; it was just 
in the supplementary part that we could not read in the budget papers. I am absolutely happy to accept that, except 
that it makes an entire mockery of the member for Bunbury jumping up and advocating for it. I think the 
government probably missed the timing a bit. I think it probably should have got a bit more media for a couple 
more months and then magically announced the success story in March or April next year in the lead-up to the 
next budget to give it a bit of a springboard for the defence of the seat of Bunbury. The member needs to look at 
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his advice on that, because I think it was probably a misstep. I probably would have advised him to do it a bit 
differently. The government has acknowledged that the project was already funded. It was merely then a case of 
announcing it at the most appropriate moment. I know that governments of all persuasions do this. 

Hon Darren West: There was quite a lot of detailed negotiation and planning to do before we could announce the 
money. There was no plan going forward by the previous government for the south west rescue helicopter and it 
did take quite a lot of work to get to the position we got to.  

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Hon Darren West, I absolutely accept that the negotiation process was still in train 
and that there was work to do, but the government’s defence today was that the money was always there. The 
government did not say initially that the money was always there and that the fine points just needed to be worked 
out. In fact, the government has put in a little bit more money than was there previously on an annual basis, which 
is a good announcement. The money was always there. Well done, government! That is fine. We appreciate that. 
We think that is very good, but why was the campaign by the local member necessary? Why did the government 
not just make an announcement some weeks ago, around the time of the budget process, that the money had always 
been there but that the fine print was being negotiated? The government was then caught on the hop a bit. I always 
assumed that the money would be provided. I put out no media statements; I did no media on the impending closure 
of the service or anything. I always assumed it would have to be funded. Perhaps the rhetoric that occurred around 
this process resulted in the government moving a bit sooner rather than later, and maybe that is why the new 
member for Bunbury was part of that announcement, although I do get that the opportunity to do media when 
cabinet is in town means that the government is also looking for things to announce. There might be a double 
political meaning to this process. That happens in governments of any ilk, but I am not sure it leaves the community 
with the sense that we are sage and educated financial managers when we politicise processes such as this. The 
outcome was good, but the process was a little questionable. The outcome, although good, was, in my view, 
inevitable. That was a reasonable outcome.  

I will also mention the overall budget process. We have discussed that not having capital works in the budget 
process and presenting the budget as two bills leaves us a little unaware of the state’s real financial position. 
I would also like to discuss the overall budget picture and how we make savings. I accept much of what the minister 
said. I thought his response to the debate on the tabled budget papers was good. I have said the same thing; every 
member of the Legislative Council is interested in reducing expenditure and making sure that we make the best 
use of government expenditure but then, as the minister noted, most members tend to stand up and also advocate 
for additional expenditure for issues they are passionate about. Although that is very common and might be 
considered normal, in that process we lose track of the state’s overall budgetary situation. As I have said a couple 
of times in this place, I am interested in trying to stimulate what I call literate economic debate. I urge all members 
to look at how we might manage that process, because I am concerned that the standard of economic debate, not 
so much in this chamber, but across the state of Western Australia, has declined dramatically to the point at which 
we are now talking about alternative political parties forming on single issues based on a tiny subset of economics. 
I find that immensely disturbing. Surely in governance and in Parliament, a broad approach to and a broad view 
of economic management is absolutely essential. We are bogged down, as the minister rightly said, when we talk 
about economic management for the first part of our speeches and then start to call for additional expenditure on 
our points of interest in the second half. There is a disjoint between our economic management and how we deliver 
what we are delivering. I am quite concerned that the standard of economic debate across the state has declined 
remarkably in the time I have been following economic debates. It is not just a disease of Western Australia, 
necessarily; the economic debates around the commonwealth budget are not necessarily any more enlightening. 
The commonwealth budget also has a significant deficit and debt problem, and although the commonwealth 
government merges capital and recurrent expenditure, it also struggles with how it manages its budget. 

I think that has shifted significantly. Historically, the Australian government has gone significantly into debt in 
the wake of major historical events. When I say “major events”, I mean things like World War II — 

Hon Darren West: They still have a AAA credit rating, member. We don’t. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, that is right, yet the debt levels per capita are not dissimilar. The net debt level 
in Western Australia is around $33 billion, heading towards $43 billion; the commonwealth net debt is getting 
close to $400 billion and gross debt is now more than half a trillion. On a per capita basis, it is not dissimilar. 
Governments across the board have a significant issue with how they manage that. 

I am going to refer to what I think are some of the shortfalls of major economic processes. I have mentioned in 
this place before that I am no fan of Keynesian economics. I know members usually roll their eyes when this level 
of debate comes up! Keynesian economics generally suggests that in difficult times, government picks up the slack 
through major investment, going heavily into debt on the basis that it will pay it off when times become good. 
Keynes himself was a fairly conservative economist; I suspect he might even have been in the Liberal sphere of 
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the political spectrum, but he made a fairly fatal mistake, in my view. He made the mistake of assuming that human 
nature would ensure that debt would be paid off in the good times. Certainly, we have seen a classic example at 
the commonwealth government level of that not happening, and therefore a classic example of the failure of 
Keynesian economics. 

It is a little like the classic failure of communism. The theory of communism is quite sound; everybody works very 
hard and everybody gets the benefits of that. It is a perfectly reasonable theory. The problem arises when we attach 
human nature to it. What happens is that not everybody works hard and some people get more than others. Human 
nature seems to be a fairly selfish exercise, and the same applies to Keynesian economics. Under that theory, when 
things are tough, everybody says that the government has to spend to make sure that the economy is stimulated. 
There is no better example of that than what the 2008 Kevin Rudd commonwealth government called the stimulus 
packages. Members might be aware that I spent some years working in the federal sphere, and I have never quite 
understood why even right-wing conservative Liberals agreed that the stimulus packages were necessary and, up 
to a point, a good thing. We are talking about a total of a couple of hundred billion dollars, probably 98 per cent 
of which was, in my view, completely wasted. The great claim of the Rudd government at that time was that it 
saved 80 000 jobs by effectively spending money on projects to stimulate wage payment. 

Hon Darren West: We avoided a recession. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is a good point, Hon Darren West, and I am going to come back to it in 
a minute. I am happy to take that interjection, but just hold it for a second, because I am going to get there. 

The argument is that 80 000 jobs were saved on the basis of government spending. My argument is that the 
government extended those 80 000 jobs only temporarily and that we did not go into recession because of the 
underpinning industries of Australia, which at that point still included the mining construction boom in 
Western Australia, not because of the Rudd government’s stimulus spending. Members might note that I have 
actually charted this in this chamber. There was not a significant drop in revenue to the Western Australian 
government, for example; it flattened out for 12 months and then continued to rise. Over time, I will have a bit 
more to say about government coffers. There was stagnation in Australia and a drop in some areas of the economy, 
but in my view Rudd’s expenditure basically maintained jobs, but many of them were not maintained in the long 
term. Many of those things were simply a short-term sugar hit for which the state — 

Hon Adele Farina interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Well — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It’s the “animal spirits”, as Keynes would say. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I accept that that is the argument, and it was certainly Rudd’s argument at the time. 

Hon Adele Farina: It’s more than just an argument. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I do not accept that the link exists. Sorry; Hon Adele Farina is right — 

Hon Adele Farina: I interjected; I should be apologising! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I do not accept a link to the level that the Rudd government did. If it is argued that 
we saved 80 000, what is government’s role? Is it to remove and interfere with the marketplace at that level? 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: The marketplace had completely failed. It was uncharted waters. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I disagree with that. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Look at what happened to the American economy. People were sitting there, 
watching this massive collapse and saying, “Well, what can we do?” It was a risk, but we had to take that risk. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The member raises a valid point, but the issue is that at the end of that process 
America did several things. In particular, it seemed to be fixated on quantitative easing, so it printed trillions of 
additional dollars to inject into the marketplace. Australia did a small amount of that and I think ultimately 
Australia took a better position on that. At the end of that process, even though they did not have the same response, 
the American economy recovered, as the Australian economy has largely recovered, and continues — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: No, they went into over 10 per cent unemployment. That didn’t happen here. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No, it did not, but the argument — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: There were massive foreclosures on mortgages. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, but I disagree that — 
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The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Robin Chapple): Members, I am enjoying the conversation, actually, but I do 
not think it is quite appropriate at the moment, so if the member could continue to address the Chair, that would 
be great. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Sorry, Mr Acting President; we will come back to that. 

My argument is that we do not address debt reduction strategies particularly well. Hopefully at some stage we will 
have a more fulsome debate about expenditure during difficult times, but the point I was getting to as part of an 
interesting debate was that as we move into better times, those repayments do not tend to be made. Governments 
during better times are also under enormous political pressure these days to provide various incentives for 
re-election. I do not necessarily blame governments for that, but — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: We left a debt of $3 billion. After seven and a half years, we left a debt of $3 billion, 
not $43 billion. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Okay, but I have to speak through the Chair now, so we will come back to that later. 

The issue is that we are not very good at coming back and paying off that debt, and the pressure is very, very 
tough. This is where Keynesian economics falls over. We have not been able to repay debt for probably some 
decades now. One of the issues that we face in that regard is the way we now approach elections. There has been—
let us go out on a limb—a dumbing-down of debate in the election process. For generations, people would vote 
along ideological lines for the benefit of the country and for a number of other reasons, and I think that has shifted, 
particularly in the 1990s, so it has been with us now for 20 years. Far more people now simply vote on what 
election promises are made in their particular patch, and I think that is — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Or a general assessment of the quality of the government. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There is some of that. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I just point out that we did actually have surpluses when we were in government. We 
did actually have surplus budgets, so that thesis that governments won’t pay off debt —  

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I accept that. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT: Members, thank you for the explanation. The honourable member has the call and 
he will address the Chair. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Mr Acting President. I will talk a little about that history before we move 
on. What we call the mining construction boom commenced around 2001. There were some glimmers prior to that, 
particularly in the north west when activity started to move along, but in reality the explosion, particularly in iron 
ore exports to Asia, all started at about that time in a significant way. At that point, gas also was going through 
a fairly major expansion. That had a significant impact on revenues to the then government. I was in the other 
place between 2005 and 2008 and I had the joy of spending some time as the shadow Treasurer to then Treasurer 
Hon Eric Ripper. In my view, Eric Ripper was quite a reasonable Treasurer. Like most Treasurers, he hated 
spending money. I think that is actually a good trait in a Treasurer. All Treasurers should hate spending money; 
that is highly appropriate. Remembering that the Gallop government came into power in 2001, Eric Ripper was 
the Treasurer who experienced what I have called in this place—I think in my first speech back to this Parliament—
the first part of the biggest boom in the history of Australia. Having spent time as a shadow Treasurer in the Court 
government, he knew the financial limitations the state faced at that point and he was quite parsimonious. That is 
quite a positive thing. He discovered quite quickly that with rising revenues, he had more money than he knew 
what to do with. That is a pretty good place to be as a Treasurer. He invested in some reasonable investments, so 
I give that government its due. My memory is that it put $1 billion into Fiona Stanley Hospital and made a more 
than $1 billion cash payment one year to the Perth–Mandurah railway. I do not remember the number off the top 
of my head; it was $1.2 billion or something like that. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: That is about right. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That government was in power at the beginning of the boom. As we see in the 
charts, expenditure went along at a fairly standard level and revenues boomed, so the government, under 
Treasurer Eric Ripper, having taken that excess off, invested in some reasonable projects. That was quite 
reasonable. The catch-up and balancing out occurred after that process, but that is why in my view, and as has 
been discussed, the 2001 to 2008 government was able to leave a very stable set of financial figures. It experienced 
the first part of the boom, expenditure had not increased to a point at which it would impact, as it did later in the 
process, and it also had a parsimonious Treasurer who was not very happy handing out money, which is always 
recommended. When the comment is made that $3 billion of debt was left by that government, I accept that. It had 
the benefit of the beginning of significantly good economic times. Those circumstances have since changed. That 
is the reality of that particular bit of economic history.  
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Now we get to where we are now. The joy of winning government is that a party then has to take over and manage 
these things itself. We will be interested to see, hopefully in the May budget, a real and measurable debt-reduction 
strategy by the government going forward. That is going to be incredibly important. Although the state’s credit 
ratings were stable in the last month, without some form of debt-reduction strategy going forward we cannot 
necessarily rely on that into the future. 
I digressed a little, Mr Acting President; I apologise for that. I will jump back to where I was finally getting to with 
Keynesian economics and the electoral cycle. The problem we have now is that we do not repay debt in the good 
times as per the original theory, because governments spend too much time having to buy their way into the future. 
That is not an assertion based on any particular party or the reality of politics at the moment. It is very tough to be 
a far-right conservative politician in any Parliament or government at the moment. I think that even Eric Ripper 
would struggle now, with all members requiring election commitments to make sure that they get elected. I will 
give this example, without going into too much detail. In my patch in the south west, the election commitments by 
the Labor Party in the seats of Collie–Preston, Bunbury and Albany—which it won—amounted to well over 
$300 million. 
Hon Darren West: It is now known as the socialist republic of the south west. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There is always a last bastion! The government made $300-odd million worth of 
election commitments in that region. Some of those election commitments are quite reasonable and some, as I have 
said before, will never be delivered. That is where we have got to in this part of the economic debate, where we 
unfortunately lack the economic literacy to be able to move forward. We are now making massive election 
commitments to win seats; even when both sides of politics understood going into the last election that the budget 
process was incredibly tight. An amount of $330-ish million over three seats is a massive contribution. Something 
will have to give. If we are to get to a point of actually making debt-reduction payments, this process of the massive 
purchasing of political will has to stop. It is very hard, and I understand that. Candidates and members are 
approached by constituents and media outlets, who ask, “Where is your list of election promises?” These days we 
seem to be judged on what is effectively a list of election promises—if my list is bigger than your list, maybe I will 
win. That process of electioneering is immensely problematic. It is probably only possible in the short term, until 
such time as debt starts to spiral completely out of control. This is the problem with this model. Although we are 
in a situation in which massive commitments are required for electoral largesse to attain government, the capacity 
of any government to get into significant debt reduction is incredibly limited. I am not certain how we change that, 
because it is very hard to go to the community and say that it should be happy with fewer election commitments 
because that is what is best for the state. I am not convinced that there has been generational change. Heaven forbid 
we blame the baby boomers for anything else, but maybe we will blame the baby boomers for this as well. I am 
sure Hon Aaron Stonehouse is happy to blame the baby boomers. No? 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse: Yes. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is not the honourable member’s generation. Perhaps this is part of the society that 
we now inherit. That is incredibly concerning. It will impact on the government’s ability to make repayments in 
the future. 
Hopefully we will get into longer economic debate about some of the other issues raised through interjections. 
That would be a fantastic outcome for the Legislative Council. If the Legislative Council were truly the last bastion 
of literate economic debate in Western Australia, that would not be a bad outcome for us. That is something we 
can aspire to. I look forward to the May budget, on which we can perhaps advance the debate a little further. It is 
my intention to continue the agenda of literate economic debate for as long as possible. I am of the hope that we 
will hold the government to account in a way that has economic legitimacy.  
In my speech about the estimates committee process, I went through a large number of individual issues and I do 
not propose to run through them again. I have mentioned the ones that I think are more about the budget process. 
I look forward with interest to some of the answers that the government committed to provide during the estimates 
committee hearings. It is another useful process but I will comment on how we can improve it to make it an even 
better process. It should be used to hold the government to account. The other chamber does that to some degree. 
If members want to see where that is done in a particularly good way, I suggest that the Senate estimates is a good 
example. They do not always do things well federally, but if members watch the Senate estimates process, they 
will see the democratic system in full flight. If our budget estimates process worked a little bit along those lines, 
it would give this chamber and Parliament a bit of a boost in the way it watches over the expenditure of the state. 
I do not want to drag out the debate. There is an issue in this budget in its lack of debt repayment and forward 
estimates measurement. In many cases it was very hard to get answers from the government about the specifics of 
certain expenditure. I know that is quite common, but when a member asked during budget estimates what 
a $20 million fund was going to be spent on, the answer was, “We don’t know yet”, which happened during my 
contribution to the budget debate and elsewhere. In a period when there are budget problems, having bits of the 
budget put aside with a good name on them without knowing exactly what they will be spent on makes us wonder 
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whether budget repair is the ultimate goal. I think we can be much clearer and make sure that there is better 
accountability going forward. 
I thank all members for their contributions. I tried to listen to most, if not all, of them. I leave the Minister for 
Environment with the thought—I am sure he will be very pleased to know this—that I am far from finished in 
analysing the 2017–18 budget. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: I know! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There is much, much more to come in this debate in whatever form we do it. I am 
sure that the minister will be pleased that we will get a lot further yet before we start on the next budget in seven 
months’ time. 

HON DIANE EVERS (South West) [12.22 pm]: First off, I will respond to my colleague Hon Steve Thomas, 
who made a lot of good suggestions and points about collaboration, which I will go into further. I think it is really 
important that we talk through these things. As I see it, the big situation we are in now is perpetuated by both sides. 
As members have discussed, every time an election comes around, the political parties just make promises. It is 
like Christmas—what can we hand out? One of the first papers I received upon getting this position showed me 
the $5 billion worth of election promises made by both sides. Come on, guys; that is not what we are here for. 
There is much more to it than just handing out Christmas gifts. I do not know the way past that because, 
unfortunately, our system of government puts us in a situation in which when each election comes around, people 
believe the promises that are made, and then the party that is elected feels obligated, and is pushed by whichever 
side is not in government, to fulfil those promises. There we go; the government is stuck with it. It has to come up 
with $5 billion in addition to what was there before. I also point out that these lofty heights that we are at with debt 
figures at both a state and federal level were for a large part brought in under Liberal governments. When people 
talk to me about economic management, I just shake my head and cringe because I just do not see it happening. 
Maybe it did 30, 40 or 50 years ago, but it does not happen now, guys. We really have to look at it from a different 
perspective. As my honourable colleague Hon Dr Steve Thomas said, we need to look at what we are not going to 
spend and where we can hold back. As I said in another speech, when we do spend, we should look at it as an 
investment, because we are investing in our state, and we need to invest in the things that will reduce ongoing 
costs. We should invest in things such as the prevention of disease and illnesses. We should look at why people 
end up in hospital and figure out what we can do. We should put money into education so that we have a more 
educated population that is more likely and able to contribute to society. That is what we should look at. We need 
to put money into assets that will continue to give us a return in the future—things such as renewable energy. Once 
we build things that provide renewable energy, they keep on producing energy. If we put money into public 
transport, we will not have to spend so much money on an ongoing basis on road construction and maintenance. 
In doing those things, we will end up with a healthier community. There are ways the government can do this with 
the limited funds it has. 

The budget is not just about money. It is about governing Western Australia and the people of Western Australia 
so that we are all healthy, educated and able to look after ourselves and others so that our environment is looked 
after. It is not just about money. We have to look at how we are treating people. That brings me to my comments 
on the recurrent budget. We need budgets that work with the community. We have to get people together and stop 
the idea that it is us, the government, and them, the people. We are all part of the same thing. We are a part of the 
people of the state and in being represented by us, those people are the government as well. We need to collaborate, 
and I do not just mean collaborating out there; we have to start from within. We need collaboration within and 
between our departments, and we need collaboration between the government and the community. I am sure that 
all of us have heard of cases of one area of a department not talking to another area and not sharing their 
information because they want to keep the kudos for themselves. That will come from above; it will come from 
leadership, and we are in that position of leadership. When I look at career politicians and career bureaucrats, 
sometimes I wonder whether they are still a part of the community. If people go into this thinking that they are 
going to be a politician and that is their goal, does that really lead to the best decisions? 

Many members have probably heard of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs—the physiological ones are first; people 
need to breathe, eat and sleep. The next one is safety. We are all safe. I would like all the people in 
Western Australia to feel safe and secure in their homes, in their jobs and in their day-to-day living. Then we get 
to the feeling of belonging and being a part of something. Again, I think we were all a part of our communities 
when we got into this, when we first put our hands up to be elected. I have been here for a short time. The next 
level on that hierarchy is esteem. I imagine everybody in here feels quite strong in themselves. After being elected, 
we feel confident and we have self-esteem because things are going well and people are listening to us. It is a good 
feeling and, again, I would like us to be able to share that with everybody else in the community. The next step is 
self-actualisation and that is where we sometimes fail. I do not think we are here to self-actualise to find out what 
is the best we can be and the best we can do. We get to that point and we think, “I’m up here; I’ve got esteem. 
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I can go for either the money and the power or self-actualisation”, and often self-actualisation does not get a look 
in because money and power have such a strong pull. I am sure that just about every human would try to go for 
that. I would like to think that we are bit better than that. I would like to think that the people who elected us did 
so because they trusted us to represent the community and to do the right thing by putting our brains together to 
come up with solutions. But to put our brains together we have got to stop the bickering and we have got to stop 
the “he said, she said”. We have got to start looking at the issues, collaborating and trying to find the best solution. 
Unfortunately, I recognise that it does not bode well for the next election, because, of course, to get re-elected 
parties have to prove that they are better than the other side. I will leave that to others to work out. All I want to 
see is more collaboration while we are in this place. It gets back to role models for the rest of the departments. 
When they see how badly we act and how badly we treat each other from time to time, is it any wonder, when they 
are working with each other or when governments are working with directors general, that that sort of bickering 
continues? 

I have to applaud the government on its bill to cap salaries and allowances. It is a great start to be able to say, 
“Enough is enough; we have said you can only have such an increase and we’re going to go for that as well.” 
I would like to see that flow into the community. Not only do we think that politicians and directors general earn 
enough, but what if every shareholder went to their board of directors or superannuation companies and said they 
thought income disparity had become too great and they would like to see a cap or a freeze on salaries of all board 
members, CEOs and executive members of the corporations that people own shares in? We are seeing their salaries 
go higher and higher compared with the average salary, and it is not doing anybody any good. Sure, those people 
have more money and power, but does it really make them better people? Does it make them more able to do 
anything? Maybe not. That is just one example. We could lead by example by collaborating in this place to some 
extent and then ask the government to collaborate with its directors general, rather than it being about “he said, 
she said” and finding who the fall guy will be when something goes wrong—actually start collaborating. 
We need to respect, appreciate and recognise what our public servants do. They are doing their jobs. They are 
trying to do the best thing. They are trying to keep their jobs and they are trying to deliver. The 
machinery-of-government changes in this budget are bringing in significant cuts to a lot of these departments, yet 
there is no talk about cutting services at all. How is that going to happen? How can eight people doing a job that 
10 people used to do be expected to do it just as well or better than before? It is going to be hard. Things are going 
to change. The government has only been in for six months. It has come up with this budget. We do not know 
where it is going to go. We do not even know what the final financial changes will be due to these 
machinery-of-government changes, but we will find out before the next election. We will probably find out by the 
next budget or a year after that, and we will be able to see whether it worked and whether we are still getting those 
services. I am sure there are activities within departments that maybe do not need to be done. I do not know what 
they are; I am not in there. Luckily we have a great Auditor General. I think he does a remarkable job looking after 
those departments and where services can be improved. We have to make sure that the people in those departments 
feel positive about what they are doing, that they are appreciated and that they are working well. Then, we need 
the departments to work with each other—to share services when they can and share information when it makes 
sense to do so and privacy is not an issue. They need to share resources and ideas. As I asked about in question 
time earlier this week, the more collaboration we can get and the more opportunities there are for collaboration, 
the more likely it is we will come up with solutions. These solutions will not necessarily cost more money. They 
may just work. They may make us more efficient and make things work better. Again, it comes back to us showing 
respect, appreciation and recognition, so directors general can pass that down to their staff and so forth and we are 
all working towards the same end of making Western Australia a better place for all of us. 

The next step is community engagement. The community has put us in this position. It trusts us to make the right 
decisions and deliver services. Sometimes the community lets us know when we are not doing that correctly or 
when it would like to improve things itself. There are a lot of people in the community who would be delighted to 
be listened to. I do not just mean bringing them into a room, having somebody talk to them, listening to them and 
then walking away, writing up a report and forgetting the whole thing happened. That is not how it works. In 
Geraldton, there was a deliberative participatory budget process in which, I think, 100 people were randomly 
selected from the community in order to represent different demographics. The people got to look through the 
budget and make decisions. They were able to say there were things they wanted and things they did not want or 
need. It worked. I am looking forward, in this term of government, to having some more of these deliberative 
democracy opportunities so we can go forward and bring in community members, present them with the facts and 
ask them what they are looking for. I am asking that we listen when we bring in the community and to engage with 
it. We need to listen and try to improve what we are doing. As I said, I believe there are some opportunities for 
that in this budget. 

When I talk about helping everyone in Western Australia, I concede that I am in a really ideal situation. I have 
a secure job for at least the next three and a half years—all of us do. There are many people in that situation, but 
there are also many others who are not. I feel for them. It would be nice for all of us to double our wealth, but I do 
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not think it would help. It would be nice if each individual could think that having more money would make them 
happier, that it would make them feel like they could do more—to feel they could do things with it such as donating 
or investing—but those sorts of people do not need our help. The people who need our help are those who are 
disadvantaged. They may have been born into disadvantaged situations or something else may have happened to 
them along the way. That is why I would really like to see an effort made to address homelessness or to help the 
young, the unemployed, victims of abuse or people who are drug dependent. Those are the people who could most 
use our help. That is something we have to be able to deliver. It is not necessarily going to take more money to do 
that. It is going to take more thought, more empathy and more collaboration. Many things could be done, but that 
is where our hearts should be. Without those people coming along, our society as a whole will never come along. 

I turn to the capital budget. In many ways, I feel this is the capital expenditure budget we had to have. Most of the 
capital, the $1.5 billion we are spending this year, was pre-existing and we are just continuing with the work in 
progress on those capital projects. There is maybe 10 per cent of new works. When I flicked through this document 
showing the amounts allocated to different areas, it was interesting that of the $587 million being spent on capital 
projects in health, there is only $24 million worth of new works—four per cent of new stuff. That may be because 
the previous government put a lot into health and a lot of projects are ongoing and will be continued and finished. 
I turn to education. There is $452 million allocated and $67 million of that is for new works; so 15 per cent of 
capital expenditure in education is for new works. I turn to local government, sport and cultural industries. There 
is an allocation for $196 million of total capital spend and $12 million of that is for new works. Of the $12 million, 
$10 million is in support of our libraries. I know from the people I have spoken to that they are really appreciative 
of that. I do not know about the metropolitan area, but there are definitely people in the regional areas who still 
love their libraries. I suggest to everyone in this room that if they have not been to a library recently, they should 
go into one, have a look around, see who is there and see the communication that is happening. The library is 
a good place to be. It is a really nice community place. The library is a fallback for a lot of people. It is somewhere 
for people to go when maybe they cannot afford to go shopping or they have done all the shopping they can but 
do not want to sit at home. Members should head out to their libraries and have a look. They are good places. 

I have often heard police and justice issues discussed in this chamber. It is interesting that out of the $68 million 
allocated for the construction of new assets under the police portfolio, $17 million, or 25 per cent, of that is new. 
Although the average is around 10 per cent of new capital projects, in policing it is 25 per cent, and in justice it is 
28 per cent. This government is focusing on spending money on new projects, where things were lacking and new 
projects needed to be developed. That needs to be recognised because we often say that the government is not 
doing the right things. Capital works is one area that is increasing. 
The last two areas that I will look at are my favourites—public transport and Main Roads WA. Public transport 
has $877 million in total—$77 million, or nine per cent, is for new works. Main Roads has nearly $1.5 billion in 
total—$200 million, or about 13.5 per cent, is for new works. The interesting thing that I came across when I was 
looking through the budget last night to get these figures together is that Main Roads does not even show up in the 
Appropriation (Capital 2017–18) Bill because Main Roads is funded through the Road Traffic Act 1974, and all 
funds raised from vehicle licensing go to the Main Roads trust fund. This comes back to the point I made the other 
day about public transport and Main Roads. Public transport is a government trading enterprise because it can raise 
funds, but only 20 per cent—I think it is $197 million of about $1 billion in operating costs—of its revenue is 
raised by that. Main Roads also has operating costs of about $1 billion and raises nearly $1 billion from vehicle 
licensing. Because it goes through the Road Traffic Act and then into the Main Roads trust fund, it does not have 
to be called a government trading enterprise because it is not really raising the money; it is just getting the money. 
To me, that seems like the same thing. Hopefully, it is just one more nail in the coffin of the two of those being 
treated differently. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: That funding mechanism is obviously an attempt to force it, a form of user pays. 

Hon DIANE EVERS: I suppose it is. They should be treated the same way within the accounting system. In fact, 
considering that figure, it would almost appear that Main Roads should be the government trading enterprise and 
get the subsidy, and the Public Transport Authority should get the appropriation. 
This budget makes a start. Given the election promises, we are getting there. Something is changing but we are 
only six months in. We will get another budget in another six or seven months. We know that the 
machinery-of-government changes are coming through. We know that they will have a significant impact on some 
of the departments when they start losing staff and the remaining staff try to do the same work that was done in 
the past. We need to support them to do that because I am sure we would all like to have a very efficiently run 
government and departments. I would like to suggest that we improve how we treat each other so that this would 
then be replicated when the government is working with the directors general, and the directors general also spread 
that down to their staff. There is a lot to it. 
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We need to recognise that the impact of these redundancies and the other budget reductions will cause a lot of 
stress in those areas. It will increase the workload. We know that some services may drop off but let us make sure 
that the services that do are not the ones we really need and the ones that make our community stronger. 

One other point I would like to make is that it would be nice if the next budget had a clearer view of the 
consolidated account. It was very big on expenses but the revenue side of it was a bit sketchy, and we had to look 
through a number of different areas in the budget. It would be good to improve the figures for the consolidated 
account to make what we are doing clearer. 

Finally, we have to try to do more with less; we have to rein it in, as Hon Dr Steve Thomas said. We would like 
to see a bit of debt reduction or at least no increase in it. We have set ourselves up to increase it over the next few 
years but I really hope that we can rein it in. Maybe we can put a cap on election promises by the next election. 
What do members think? We should discuss this so that we are not spending the next four years paying for the 
promises that were made purely just to get back in and get elected. Thank you. We will see how it goes. 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral — Minister for Environment) [12.45 pm] — in reply: 
I appreciate the contributions from members to this debate this afternoon. I thank Hon Dr Steve Thomas, the lead 
speaker on behalf of the opposition, for his contribution. He spoke about the debt-reduction strategy and he had 
some ideas for the future. I am sure that the government will take those on board. He also mentioned the previous 
government’s plan to sell Western Power and the fact that it is off the table. The member is right; it is off the table 
and remains so. 

Hon Dr Steve Thomas spoke about the south west rescue helicopter. The member for Bunbury, Don Punch, MLA, 
has worked hard to ensure that those issues were addressed by government. Any funding questions that remained 
were dealt with quickly to give the south west some comfort that this vital service will continue to be funded going 
forward. Having been to his electorate over the past few days and spoken to people there, I know how valued this 
service is. I am pleased that there is no confusion over the future of the service. I also appreciate the comments of 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas about literate economic debate and the need for that moving forward. I know that he will 
have a lot more to say in that space on another piece of legislation. 

I thank Hon Diane Evers for her contribution. She was vouching for us all to work collaboratively for a better 
future. She raised issues about intervening early and spending early to ensure that we are saving money down the 
track. Early intervention across government is vital and can save us money in the long term. I thank her for her 
contribution and her ideas. With that, I thank members for their contributions. I commend the bills to the house. 

Questions put and passed. 

Bills read a second time. 

Leave granted to proceed forthwith to third reading. 

Third Reading 
Bills read a third time, on motions by Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for Environment), and passed.  
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