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COST OF LIVING 
Matter of Public Interest 

THE SPEAKER (Mr M.W. Sutherland) informed the Assembly that he was in receipt within the prescribed 
time of a letter from the Leader of the Opposition seeking to debate a matter of public interest. 

[In compliance with standing orders, at least five members rose in their places.] 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Leader of the Opposition) [2.38 pm]: I move — 

That the house calls on the Barnett government to adhere to the promises made in relation to the cost of 
electricity and maintain existing exemptions from stamp duty for first home buyers. 

This is a core issue to the people of Western Australia. It is about the cost of living for Western Australian 
families. 

The SPEAKER: Members, if you want to have a private meeting, go outside. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: It is about the cost of living for Western Australian families, and it is also about the cost of 
housing for first home buyers. This is a test for the government in whether or not the Premier will stand by the 
word that he solemnly gave the people of Western Australia in the lead-up to the last state election. Tomorrow 
we will find out, but today we will get an indicator from how the government votes. Will the government vote to 
adhere to its own promise or will it not? Will it vote to assist first home buyers or will it not? We will get an 
indicator today of what will happen tomorrow. It will be very interesting to see how the government votes and 
how it responds to this matter. 

The first component of the motion is based upon what the Premier said in the leaders’ debate. I remember it well. 
In February last year, two weeks prior to the state election, in response to a question about electricity prices over 
the next term of government, he said to the questioner from the ABC in the most solemn of circumstances—it 
was not some throwaway line or some line to a Liberal Party branch meeting at which he would not be expected 
to be held to account—“We will keep electricity prices at or around the rate of inflation.” Later at the same 
event, he said — 

Well I just said, in keeping electricity prices around the rate of inflation, … 

That is what the Premier said to the hundreds of thousands of people in Western Australia who watched that 
debate, bearing in mind that it was in the context of massive rises in electricity prices over the previous four 
years. It was an issue of some sensitivity. It was an issue that people were looking at. It was an issue of some 
moment over the previous four years. We saw in last year’s budget the immediate breaking of that promise. 
Although the rate of inflation last year was 2.5 per cent, electricity prices went up by four per cent. That is an 
increase of at least 40 per cent above the rate of inflation. Let us see what happens tomorrow. Will the Premier 
adhere to the promise that he made to the people of Western Australia in the election campaign? That is what we 
are asking him for. It is not a big ask. We are just asking him to vote for what he promised the people of Western 
Australia. 

I must admit that it does not bode well. When the Premier was asked on 17 April by Alisha O’Flaherty, who also 
asked him the original question, about the promise he made during the leaders’ debate, he said — 

In my mind at the time I was thinking in the context of the coming budget, … 

Although she asked the Premier during the leaders’ debate about the following four years and he answered that 
the price would be kept at or around the rate of inflation, the Premier is now saying that, at least in his own mind, 
he was talking about only one budget. He failed in last year’s budget. Let us see what happens tomorrow. 

This is a great opportunity for a spirit of bipartisanship. The Liberal Party can vote with the opposition to support 
the promises it made to the people of Western Australia. Government members can stand in this place and say, 
“Yes, we stand by what we said to the people of Western Australia before the election last year.” The Premier 
runs away from all these things. I love it when he says to journalists, “Why are you worrying about that? That 
was last year.” He says it all the time as though we are in Cambodia and it is year zero and it all starts again. It 
does not all start again. We will watch very carefully tomorrow to see exactly what the government does, 
because that was a solemn commitment given to the people of Western Australia two weeks before the election. 

This morning I addressed the Western Australian Council of Social Service conference, and I said that the cost of 
housing is a very significant issue for Western Australians. There are few groups for whom it is as significant as 
first home buyers. They are predominantly people in their 20s or early 30s who are trying to make a start in life 
by buying their own house rather than being caught in the rent trap. Ordinarily, they are wage and salary earners 
and are not on high incomes but are trying to get a foothold into the first home market so that they have 
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something that is theirs and in the future they will be less reliant on things such as rent assistance, subsidies, 
public housing and the like. These people want to make a start in life, and the government should support them. 
Guess what? That is what we did. Back in 2007, the then Labor government legislated to exempt first home 
buyers in Western Australia from stamp duty on any property valued at under $500 000. That was a great Labor 
achievement; people who bought land valued at under $300 000 were completely exempt from stamp duty. It 
provided a massive saving of $20 000 on a $500 000 home. If any member can remember what it is like to 
secure a deposit, it is not easy. An extra $20 000 added to the deposit for a first home is a huge burden, and it 
prevents many people from purchasing their first home. Labor brought in that stamp duty exemption on homes 
valued at under $500 000. 

What is happening now? We hear all the stories. The Premier said that it is overly generous. When we brought in 
that exemption, the median price of a first home in Perth was $375 000. The exemption was legislated for in 
2007 and came into effect on 1 July 2008, when the median house price was $375 000. That meant that there was 
a $125 000 buffer above that for people to buy a home that would be exempt. Guess what? The median price for 
a first home in Western Australia is now $470 000. In other words, when the government drops the threshold 
tomorrow to $400 000 or thereabouts, as has been speculated, it will drop the threshold way below—$70 000 
below—the current median house price for a first home buyer. The tens of thousands of people who currently 
benefit from these sorts of arrangements will no longer benefit from them. That is what the Liberal and National 
Parties will do; they will put up taxes on first home buyers. Are they proud of themselves? They could rule that 
out this afternoon by voting with us and adhering to the promise they made at the election and supporting first 
home buyers. What could be a better demonstration by the government that it is at one with us and adhering to 
its promises and helping first home buyers? That is the government’s choice this afternoon. 

The other group that feels strongly about this issue is the building industry. One of the things supporting the 
economy, particularly in the south west corner of the state and in Perth, is the home building industry. The 
industry is terrified that the government will remove the exemption. Western Australia has the strongest building 
market for first home buyers in Australia; it is around one-quarter of the entire market. The big builders and the 
brickmakers—the BGCs and the Dale Alcocks of the world—are incredibly reliant on the first home builders 
market. The Real Estate Institute of Western Australia is incredibly reliant on people buying their first homes. If 
the government proceeds to lower the exemption threshold for stamp duty, all it will do is rip the guts out of that 
part of the market.  

We say to the government, do not do it; adhere to what Labor did in government. Support our first home buyers; 
support the industry—support the plasterers, the roof tilers, the concreters and the bricklayers. Support the 
tradespeople of Western Australia and support us to support them. This is the government’s opportunity today to 
show that little bit of support for those two things—its own promise on electricity prices and the first home 
buyers of Western Australia and therefore the building industry. We will see what members opposite do. If they 
do not vote for it, it will send us a pretty good indication of what will happen tomorrow. If the government drops 
the threshold way below the current median price, we will not let all those 20-somethings and 30-somethings in 
Western Australia, who are predominantly the major part of the building industry, forget. The current median 
price is still significantly below the exemption threshold. First home buyers are currently exempt from stamp 
duty. If the government drops that to $400 000, the median price will be significantly above the exemption 
threshold. It is the government’s choice. Today is an opportunity for members opposite to stand with us and with 
families and first home buyers in Western Australia. 

MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington) [2.50 pm]: I rise to support the resolution — 

That the house calls on the Barnett government to adhere to the promises made in relation to the cost of 
electricity and maintain existing exemptions from stamp duty for first home buyers. 

It will be interesting to see whether any minister speaks against that resolution, because it is not apparent how a 
minister could oppose that resolution. I want to start with the Premier’s comments from the ABC news website, 
dated 17 April, where he is quoted as saying — 

“In my mind at the time I was thinking in the context of the coming budget, because there were 
certainly talks about large increases that were being speculated on, and we didn’t have that. 

That is what he said on 17 April to clarify his commitment during the election campaign to keep electricity 
increases during the current term of government to only two and a half per cent. I think it is worthwhile looking 
at some of the Premier’s other quotes, not those drawn attention to by the Leader of the Opposition but some of 
the other quotes during the leaders’ debate. The journalist asked the Premier — 

So you can give a guarantee tonight that there won’t be a further 25 per cent hike in the next term? 

The Premier replies, “No there won’t be.” 
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The journalist asks — 

So what are we looking at then? 

Clearly the context in which the journalist was asking was about the next term, and the Premier replies — 

Well I just said, in keeping electricity prices around the rate of inflation, … 

That was the specific question. It is simply disingenuous for the Premier to now try to rewrite his own 
commitment. He says, “I didn’t realise; I was thinking in the context of the coming budget.” How could he 
possibly have thought that when he was specifically asked by the journalist what he would do in the next term of 
Parliament? I cannot believe his defence that he was silly to not understand a simple and direct question from a 
journalist. 

Mr R.H. Cook interjected. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Of course he did. If that is his defence, there is still another pin to prick his new 
defence. Remember that all the government’s commitments were fully funded, fully costed. It is not like this 
matter went uncommented on by the Treasury department. I will quote from the 2013 Treasury document, “State 
election policy—Costings impact of Liberal Party commitments on state finances”. The Treasury department 
states — 

Also, it is noted that, during the Leaders debate on 19 February 2013, the Premier in response to a 
question from a journalist, stated that increases in electricity prices will be kept ‘at or around the rate of 
inflation’. 

That is not the Labor Party’s position; that is the Treasury costing document of the Liberal Party commitment at 
the election campaign. 

Mr R.H. Cook: They got it wrong too. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Treasury must have got it wrong. Not only did the Premier not understand the question, 
but also, clearly, Treasury did not understand the answer. It is interesting that we come then to this term of 
Parliament. On 9 May the Leader of the Opposition asked the Minister for Energy — 

(1) Why has the minister increased electricity prices by four per cent when he said it would be 
2.75 per cent? 

(2) Given it is now only three weeks since the minister made that promise, how can he explain 
breaking that guarantee that he made in this house? 

What did the minister say? The minister replied — 

(1)–(2) The Leader of the Opposition asked me a question three weeks ago which I answered 
succinctly “Yes”. The second question he asked me was, “What is the expected rate of 
inflation?” The Leader of the Opposition suggested it was 2.75 per cent, and I said “Yes” to 
that. That is the estimate in the budget. He also asked if the Premier had announced that the 
rate of increase in electricity prices would be at or about the rate of inflation, and I said “Yes” 
to that. 

Except they were not the questions he was asked. Typically, the minister cannot bring himself to tell the truth in 
this chamber. What was he actually asked? On 18 April 2013 he was asked — 

I refer to the minister’s promise two weeks ago to keep electricity prices at or about the level of 
inflation. 

(1) Does the minister stand by that promise? 

(2) Considering Treasury estimates that inflation will rise at the rate of 2.75 per cent from 2013–
14 over the forward estimates, can consumers expect electricity prices to rise at the same rate? 

The minister replied — 

(1)–(2) Yes. 

The question never mentioned the Premier; in fact, it referenced the minister’s own words. When the minister 
comes in three weeks later and rewrites the question he was asked, the problem for him is that some of us read 
Hansard. The minister has a reputation around the industry of getting things wrong, misunderstanding briefings, 
not being across the detail and providing inaccurate information. That is just another example of what happens 
with this minister. 

I want to go on to another issue in appendix 8 at page 309 of last year’s budget papers. It is table 8.2 of the 
2013–14 Economic and Fiscal Outlook showing the non-contestable tariff increases and the contestable tariff 
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increases. It shows the assumed tariff increases for the forward estimates. Residential A1/A2 tariff, which is the 
one most people pay, shows the budget decision of four per cent increase and seven per cent for each of the years 
2014–15, 2015–16 and 2016–17. On a number of occasions the Premier likes to pretend that these figures are 
provided by Treasury. That is usually his defence to the fact that he is planning these high increases. I refer to 
page 8 of the upper house Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations transcript of evidence of 
the Treasury department on 10 February 2014. The chair asked a question about the figures on page 309, the one 
I have just referenced, and Mr Marney replies — 

The seven per cent figure is actually a decision of government; it is not an assumption of Treasury. That 
was decided as part of the budget formulation process, along with all other tariff and expenditure 
decisions of government. 

The chair then asks another question because the answer was not as he had thought. Mr Marney then replies — 

For the purposes of the forward estimates, government decided that those increases of seven per cent 
will be factored in. 

This is another example that tells the lie of the Liberal Party’s defence about these matters. This is a serious 
issue. In the last Parliament the government had plenty of opportunity to rescue the energy system from the 
clutches of Hon Peter Collier, who was making such a dog’s breakfast of that portfolio. But the government 
chose to defend his decisions at each step rather than put the interests of the taxpayers ahead of the interests of 
that one person. Now in this term, the government has again had opportunities to make good decisions in the 
energy sector but it has not done so. The fact that the Premier, the Minister for Energy and the Minister for 
Housing—the responsible ministers for this matter that we are debating today—are not in the chamber shows 
that none of them are brave enough to front the people of Western Australia and explain themselves. Typically 
for this government it is cowardice writ large that none of them are here to answer these questions. But let us 
remember that when the current Premier was in opposition and was newly elected as Premier, he used to come 
into this chamber and rage about the subsidies being paid by the former Labor government to Verve Energy. Did 
you know, Madam Deputy Speaker, that the subsidy paid to the electricity system by the current government is 
nearly three times higher than the subsidy being paid when the Labor Party lost government? This government 
has had six years of management of the electricity system in Western Australia, and is now tipping $1.9 billion 
into the electricity system. 

Mr R.H. Cook: How could they be that incompetent? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: That is a good question, member for Kwinana: how could it be that incompetent? When 
this government was in opposition, it criticised the Labor Party for needing to provide a $7 million subsidy to the 
system, and now it is providing $1.9 billion after six years of this government. This government will get up and 
say, “Oh, yes, but remember what happened in 2006 and 2004?” But 2004 was 10 years ago, and this 
government has been managing the electricity system in this state for six long years. 

Mr D.J. Kelly: Managing? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Well, failing to properly manage the electricity system for six long years. The subsidy 
being provided to the merged Verve and Synergy has gone up since that decision by this government. The 
midyear review states that there has been a $558 million increase in Synergy’s operating subsidy. After the 
government made the decision to put the two entities together, the subsidy went up by half a billion dollars. That 
is the outcome of the management of the electricity system by the current Minister for Energy and the former 
Minister for Energy, Hon Peter Collier. The government can come into this place and give long political 
speeches, but those are the facts. I know it is uncomfortable, minister, but, as I say, under our system of politics 
the truth has to be told in this chamber. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: Then why are you here? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: That is what has to be done. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: Why are you here? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Minister, tell me one occasion when I have not told the truth. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: Why are you here? You are the most despicable member of Parliament. 

Point of Order 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: I am just saying that I did hear the Minister for Energy interjecting quite a few times; I was 
just wondering whether he would be called to order. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Member for Cannington. 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Wednesday, 7 May 2014] 

 p2937d-2946a 
Mr Mark McGowan; Mr Bill Johnston; Dr Mike Nahan; Mr Dean Nalder; Mr Terry Redman; Mr Fran Logan 

 [5] 

Debate Resumed 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Thank you very much; I am just concluding. 

It is interesting that the minister gets things wrong on a regular basis. That is the thing he is known most for in 
the energy sector; he does not get the detail, he misreads figures, he cannot name organisations and he gets 
things wrong. He comes into this place and accuses me of lying, and yet when I ask him to show me a single 
occasion when I have not told the truth, he is silent. That is the problem with the minister. He does not get it; he 
is the minister, I am in opposition. He is the one messing up the system, not me. He is the one being held to 
account. The facts are the facts, and he has to explain why he is going to break a promise in tomorrow’s budget. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Treasurer) [3.03 pm]: I would like to make a few comments about the aspects 
of this matter of public interest on energy. The member for Cannington is wrong on one thing: he cannot 
airbrush Labor out of existence on energy. The Labor Party came out with great fanfare with one of its most 
significant reforms. The reform it put the greatest effort into in its last term of government was to disaggregate 
and reform the electricity industry. The debate about it went on for four years or five years and the Labor Party 
put a lot of effort into it. It had a big impact on the industry; it basically took the then integrated monopoly and 
split it into four groups. The Labor Party spent $150 million doing that and set up the Independent Market 
Operator; it set up a range of industries, and in fact it pulled government, to a large extent, out of controlling the 
industry. It took apart the integrated monopoly and set up an independent market. Hansard is rife with comments 
about the whole intent being to drive down the costs of energy through introducing private competition to the 
electricity market. That was the whole objective. The former Labor energy minister, Hon Eric Ripper, repeatedly 
said that the whole objective was to get the government out of building new generation, but primarily to drive 
down costs in the energy sector. In fact, he kept saying that this reform, according to the model it set, would lead 
to an 8.5 per cent reduction in the cost of energy. In 2004, when it decided to go ahead with this, and when 
Western Power had an integrated monopoly—not a total monopoly, but totally dominant—the total subsidy to 
Western Power for both rural and metropolitan was about $50 million, which is not high. In fact, Western Power 
more than covered that and paid a large dividend to the state. It has now grown to $500 million over that period, 
and when we add all the subsidies in, it is $600 million, including concessions. This is despite this government 
having to increase electricity prices by 80 per cent. 

Ms R. Saffioti: Eighty per cent? 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Eighty per cent, including the carbon tax. 

I might add that during this time coal costs have declined. In 2004, under the old contracts, coal was about $70 to 
$80 a tonne. In fact, I was told by the head of Synergy that the last coal price under the old contract they paid for 
was $100 a tonne. It now costs in the vicinity of $35 and $40 a tonne. There has been a very sharp reduction in 
the cost of coal, which provides about 30 per cent of the electrons, and therefore even though gas has gone up, 
fuel costs have not gone up sharply since 2004. 

What caused this rapid increase? We have been in government for six years, and we have been trying to fix up 
Labor’s mess. When the dust settles on this electricity industry and when the featherbedding and costs imposed 
by the Labor Party are fully known and quantified, Labor will be in trouble in a big way. We are having a hard 
time changing this because we do not control—because of the system Labor put on—the capacity in the market. 
The Independent Market Operator determines the capacity in the market; we do not. Neither I nor anybody can 
even tell it to not put on additional capacity; it does it itself. When it goes out and authorises new capacity, it 
pays for that capacity at a price determined by it—not by me or the government—and it passes it on to 
consumers, largely Synergy and largely taxpayers. The IMO has gone out, under Labor’s system, and added 
more and more and more capacity—large volumes of excess capacity—that it is paying for to sit idle and it is 
putting it onto us, and therefore to taxpayers through subsidies or prices. That is the system the Labor Party put 
on, and it is proud of it. As the excess capacity gets higher and higher, the IMO also implements demand-side 
management; that is, it supposedly pays people to, if requested, consume less. But in the last six years it has been 
called on only twice, and it will not be called on because we have so much excess capacity. That is the system 
the Labor Party put in place. The state or minister are not in control; an independent body, under its own guide, 
is putting on more and more excess capacity, and the state and the taxpayers are carrying the can. That is the 
system the Labor Party liked, and it asks us why subsidies have increased under our watch. Yes, they have, but it 
has not been because of fuel prices or the old plant, Muja A and B; it is the system the Labor Party set up. There 
is also an issue that during the Labor Party’s watch it wanted additional capacity on the market with the private 
sector, which is fair enough, but it could not sell the capacity so it went out and had Synergy—the then retailer—
underwrite long-term take-or-pay contracts of fixed price and minimum quantity. As it turns out, those contracts 
are, as they say, grossly under the water. Under those contracts, Synergy has to buy energy at way above market 
price and in excess of what it can use, so it dumps it on the short-term energy market at a loss. That is the system 
the opposition set up; those are the contracts it signed. The opposition, not us, set up an independent market 
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authority that determines capacity. The opposition set it up, not us, to determine the price paid for that capacity, 
and it is just passing it on to the state. That is the system we have, and the opposition has the gall to ask why 
costs are increasing. The costs are increasing because of the system set up by the opposition; so how do we 
change that? 

Mr F.M. Logan interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Member for Cockburn! 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: The former Minister for Energy is squawking, but he is largely responsible for this mess. His 
only claim is that he did not know what he was doing. 

Mr F.M. Logan interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Member for Cockburn, will you please desist from calling out across the chamber. I 
want to hear the minister. There are many members on three calls at the moment, so I suggest we allow the 
member on his feet to speak. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: The former minister obviously did not know what the structure was, how it worked, and 
what its problems were. 

Anyway, we are trying to address Labor’s mess, and we will go out there and address it in an open, transparent 
way. We merged Synergy and Verve, which the member for Cannington criticised, but it will save the taxpayers 
money. He is apparently against that; he criticises us for saving money, in other words, but that is what we are 
going to do. We are also undertaking a major review that will fix Labor’s mess and reduce our subsidies. The 
whole aim of our policy is to focus on costs rather than increasing prices. We have already increased prices too 
much, in my view, and we will strip the costs out of Labor’s system, which will allow us to hold prices low. That 
is what we have been consistent in doing, and we will continue to do so; it is not easy, but Labor’s electricity 
policy was nothing less than scandalous and I expect, eventually, major studies into this will take place. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order, members! 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: I think there will be a number of major inquiries — 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Minister, can you direct your comments to the chair, please. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Once the dust has settled on the examination of this, we will look into some of the decisions 
made — 

Dr A.D. Buti: What about Muja? 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Muja—I thank the member for that. We have disclosed a great deal of information on Muja; 
more than — 

Dr A.D. Buti interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Member for Armadale, you are over three calls; the Speaker has suggested that the 
next time you call out, you will be dealt with under standing order 48. I advise you to maintain your silence. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: As I have said before, if we had to start over with Muja, we would not go in this direction, 
but the decision was made to complete its refurbishment and that has been proved right. The opposition resisted 
that, and would have written off a large amount of money, but that is the opposition’s prerogative; it does not 
care. 

Mr F.M. Logan: We wouldn’t have done it the first place. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Oh, the opposition would have. 

We have refurbished it, it is up and operating and making money in the market, and we expect to cover the cost 
over 15 years. It was a tough decision, but it was the right decision. The interesting part will be when it is 
realised that the opposition was against it. The real issue of leadership is in making tough decisions rather than 
cringing, walking away, and taking the cheap political route of knocking everything, like the member for 
Cannington does. 

Mr F.M. Logan interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Member for Cockburn, I call you to order for the first time. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: We are in the business of ripping costs out of the electricity system—the system that Labor 
put in place. We are going to change that system so that it moves to a lower cost structure and is actually 
competitive, with the private sector coming in to invest and take the risk. 
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MR D.C. NALDER (Alfred Cove — Minister for Transport) [3.15 pm]: I stand in support of the comments 
made by the Minister for Energy, particularly on electricity. I reinforce that this government is subsidising 
electricity to the tune of more than $500 million this financial year. Any tariff increases must balance the need to 
match the cost of electricity with household affordability. In addition to the operating subsidy, this government 
also provides targeted assistance to those in need through the hardship utility grant scheme. Although the cost 
increases of supplied electricity are not isolated to Western Australia, the government remains committed, as 
pointed out by the Minister for Energy, to reducing the cost and related subsidy of providing that electricity. The 
government continues to take action, and we have recently announced an undertaking to review the entire 
Western Australian electricity market for the south west interconnected system. 

I turn to the first home buyers’ transfer duty and two strategic imperatives when considering this market. The 
first was the imperative to support the market and the industry, if you like, particularly when we faced the global 
financial crisis. The second imperative is to support those who are trying to enter the market and to facilitate a 
program through which they can be provided assistance in entering the market. Interestingly, unlike most other 
jurisdictions, first home buyers of established homes in Western Australia will continue to receive a first home 
owner grant. As the Treasurer pointed out, only Queensland has a more generous first home buyer transfer duty 
concession for the purchase of an established home. The government continues to provide significant assistance 
to low income earners through its ongoing support of the Keystart loan program. The value of the government’s 
loan book, as at March 2014, stands at $3.5 billion. In 2012–13 alone, the value of loans increased by 
$850 million. I would like to go into a couple of more details on that, for the benefit of everyone in the chamber. 

As part of the 2013–14 budget, the first home owner grant scheme was retargeted to provide greater assistance 
for people purchasing or building a new home, and to reduce it for those purchasing an existing or established 
home. The government retargeted the scheme as part of its initiative to help increase housing supply by 
providing greater incentives for first home buyers to build new dwellings rather than purchasing established 
homes. In 2012–13, around three quarters of first home owner grants in Western Australia were for established 
homes. Evidence from around Australia suggests that the first home owner grant tends to be capitalised in the 
price of a home. This poses an interesting economic question for this and future governments to consider: does 
the first home owner grant support those entering the market, or does it flow through to increased asset prices, 
meaning that the benefit really flows to the seller of the home? 

From September 2013, first home buyers building or purchasing a new home were eligible for a grant of 
$10 000, up from $7 000. As we have acknowledged, in support of new home buyers, we also reduced the grant 
from $7 000 to $3 000 for established homes. I also acknowledge that the first home owner grant established for 
new homes applies to homes of a value up to $750 000; for homes north of the twenty-sixth parallel, it is up to a 
value of $1 million. 

In addition to the first home owner grant, the buyer’s assistance account, which is funded by interest earnings on 
real estate agents’ trust accounts, also provides a grant of up to $2 000 for the incidental expenses of first home 
buyers when they purchase an established or partially built home for $400 000 or less, if the purchase is made 
through a licensed real estate agent. First home buyers also receive an exemption from stamp duty if they 
purchase property up to a certain threshold, with a concessional transfer duty rate applying thereafter, up to a 
specified limit. First home buyers are also exempt from stamp duty for the purchase of vacant land of a value of 
up to $300 000, phasing out at $400 000. Putting aside concessions to first home buyers, it should be noted that 
the average tax rates for transfers of residential property valued at $500 000 are amongst the lowest in Australia, 
with only Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory having lower averages.  

MR D.T. REDMAN (Warren–Blackwood — Minister for Regional Development) [3.20 pm]: I want to make 
a couple of general comments. I know that the matter of public interest targets a couple of specific issues. One is 
around electricity pricing and the other is around stamp duty for first home buyers. I guess this is the lead-in to 
the state budget that will be delivered tomorrow, and no doubt all will be revealed when our good Treasurer 
announces the state budget tomorrow. Of course, all those issues that people have been either speculating on or 
making judgement on from a distance will be brought to light, and there will be a lot of public commentary about 
them. 

I want to reflect on the budgetary challenge that all governments have, but in particular some aspects of our 
budgetary challenge. There is no doubt that since we came to government in 2008, there has been unprecedented 
growth in Western Australia. At certain points Western Australia has had—I think it is pretty close to it now—a 
net position of 1 500 people a week coming into the state. I think two-thirds of them come from overseas, 
supporting what has been a real driver for the Australian and the Western Australian economies. That 
unprecedented growth means that there are a lot of demand drivers on the state budget and on all those services 
that are so critical to support that growth. 

Ms R. Saffioti interjected. 
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Mr D.T. REDMAN: The service side of the budget has some pressure on it, but there is also significant pressure 
on the capital investment program. What was the member for West Swan’s comment just then? 

Ms R. Saffioti: I said that population growth also creates a lot of revenue. 

Mr D.T. REDMAN: Yes, it does; I support that. 

There are two sides. There is the service delivery part of the economy, which has a lot of demand drivers in it. 
The growth in the number of people coming to Western Australia is one of the things that affects that, and it 
impacts on our ability to deliver those services. The other part of it is that there is a significant need for 
infrastructure. Consistently we have had in our budget $6 billion to $7 billion a year in capital infrastructure 
investment supporting schools, the health system and key pieces of infrastructure in regional Western Australia 
to support those services at a time when I think it has been really critical. In fact, we have been criticised by the 
opposition and others about what is happening with state debt and its contribution to the challenge in the budget, 
but at this time I think it has been the right decision to support the infrastructure that is needed to support the 
unprecedented growth happening in Western Australia. 

I was in this place during the last term of the Labor Party’s government, which finished in 2008. I was elected in 
2005. I remember during that period that there were successive $2 billion surpluses, yet there was not the vision 
or the infrastructure investment decided upon to build, grow and set up Western Australia on the basis of those 
sorts of surpluses. In my view, the government should have taken on that infrastructure investment at that time. 

Ms R. Saffioti: Do you understand that surplus doesn’t include capital works? 

Mr D.T. REDMAN: I understand that, but the Labor government’s debt position was low. I am saying that the 
government had a set of financial parameters at that time that, in my view, could have helped support 
infrastructure investment in a much bigger and more targeted aspirational way than it did at the time. 

Ms R. Saffioti interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order, members! Minister, can you direct your comments to the Chair, please. 

Mr D.T. REDMAN: Thank you, Madam Deputy Speaker. 

Another thing that has happened and is a challenge that the government faces now is the changes in the nature of 
the economy. We still have growth in revenue. I know that the shadow Treasurer makes the point that revenue is 
still going up. Yes, it is, but it is going up at nowhere near the rate that it has done in the past. The growth of a lot 
of those government income streams that come from the nature of the economy is reducing. Of course, those 
demand pressures that I just talked about are still there, so we have a disconnect between revenue growth and 
expenditure growth that the government has to respond to. When a government pitches and delivers a budget, it 
is about balance. It is trying to find the balance between all the issues that a state has to deal with such as a 
significant growth in population, a significant growth in the demand for services and the challenge around 
managing the infrastructure investment that is needed to support that. We have to try to find those balances. 
There is the challenge of first home buyers, of the homeless and of people who are in need of housing 
accommodation but are not in a position to get it. There are all these competing interests. 

In the next week or so when we respond to the budget, a whole raft of debates will come from the opposition. I 
can almost picture now how it is going to happen. Most of the opposition will put forward the fact that the 
government has cut this, cut that and changed something that is having an impact on their electorate and on the 
areas of the economy that they think are important. They will have a debate about cuts and the things that they 
see will have an unreasonable impact on the areas that they represent or are passionate about. 

The other issue will come from the Treasurer, and he will be the only one. I cannot reflect on the budget; it is up 
to the Treasurer to announce it tomorrow. But we know the net debt position that is projected in the current 
budget; it is about $28 billion in the out year. The Treasurer will criticise the net debt position of the government 
and the fact that debt is constraining the management of all those other aspects of the budget, which we need to 
do something about. He will be the only one; he will be there by himself. Everyone else will be talking about the 
challenge of providing services and all those things that are critical. He will be the only one who will stand and 
talk about debt as being a challenge. 

Running alongside the budget—of course, it is not something that has been hidden—the government is looking 
at government assets. Cabinet will no doubt make decisions in time about where the government will go with the 
sale of assets to support the broader budget position. I can lay out the picture. There will be hypocrisy from the 
opposition—a position taken by the large majority of opposition backbenchers. That will be in stark contrast 
with the position taken by the member for Victoria Park, who is the shadow Treasurer, because he, in my view, 
shows much more fiscal responsibility than many of the others who sit behind him. 
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It is about balance, and the government makes every effort to find that balance. No doubt the people of Western 
Australia at key points in time—notably, elections—will make the call about our levels of fiscal responsibility 
and commitment to the promises made in the last election. They will do that when they vote in the election in 
2017. But I lay out now what the next couple of weeks will show. I think we will see a stark contrast between the 
shadow Treasurer, the backbenchers and, in fact, many other members of the opposition frontbench. 

MR F.M. LOGAN (Cockburn) [3.27 pm]: First of all, I want to address the motion before the house, which 
deals with the threat to first home owners, particularly the threat to reduce the stamp duty concessions that Labor 
introduced and legislated for. These are not concerns expressed by just the Leader of the Opposition and the 
member for Cannington; these concerns are also expressed by organisations such as the Real Estate Institute of 
Western Australia. They express those concerns because if the threshold to which the stamp duty exemption 
applies comes down, as has been rumoured and suggested, to $400 000, it will cut out a huge number of first 
home owners who are struggling to get into new homes. It will cut out a huge number, and the reasons are very 
simple. It is because of the price of housing as it currently stands. REIWA has written to all members of 
Parliament, not just members of the opposition, pleading with us to lobby the Treasurer and the Liberal–National 
government to not make that choice of reducing the threshold for the stamp duty exemption. It does so for very 
simple reasons. The Business News Western Australia of 5 May stated that, according to the president of 
REIWA, David Airey — 

Perth’s median house price for the three months to March 31 was $553,000, up $4,000 from the 
previous quarter. 

What will happen immediately if the stamp duty exemption is cut to $400 000? It will cut out everybody trying 
to purchase their first home for between $400 000 and the median house price, which is now $553 000 in Perth. 
When we look at the actual percentage of the market that first home owners make up, we see, as Mr Airey 
pointed out in the article — 

The number of first home buyers purchasing existing homes — 
In the last year — 

fell by 17 per cent … 
So the market is already going down in the area of first home owners, probably because of economic reasons. 
Mr Airey went on to say — 

House sales under $400,000 fell to 14 per cent of the market, while those between $400,000 and 
$800,000 represented 66 per cent, up from 64 per cent in the December quarter. 

So the first home owners market is trending down. It represents a relatively small share of the market in any 
case, and by then reducing the threshold to $400 000, we are causing absolute mayhem for first home owners—
young people struggling to get into their first home. The average cost of stamp duty, should they then be required 
to pay it, is $20 000 on a median-priced home. Bracket creep alone has increased that by $4 280 over the past 
five years. If we go back to what the member for Vasse said in this house in 2008, before he was the Treasurer, 
he indicated that the stamp duty itself represented a shift of public debt to the private sector. His argument was 
that the debt carried by government at the time was being paid for by first home owners having to pay stamp 
duty. In 2008 that is what the previous shadow Treasurer was arguing and accusing the government of. Where do 
we find ourselves now? The current Liberal-National government has not addressed the issue of stamp duty at all 
in terms of first home owners, but it has reduced the threshold for stamp duty to $400 000. It is another broken 
promise from this government and a further impost on young people and young families in Western Australia 
who are already suffering from the impact of fees and charges increases, and who will then be hit further in their 
attempt to get into their first home. 

In the last two minutes that I have to speak I will raise the issue of electricity prices and the arguments that have 
just been raised by the Minister for Energy who, whenever the issue of electricity reform comes up, seems to 
have this complete blank about how the electricity reform took place and who supported it. Electricity reform 
was put forward by Labor as a means of encouraging more private sector involvement in power generation and 
thereby reducing the cost burden on the public sector so that we could put more money into hospitals, roads and 
schools. Who supported it? The Liberal and National Parties voted in favour of electricity reform. So when the 
Minister for Energy talks about when the dust has settled and there is another PhD—probably his—written on 
electricity reform, I will tell members what will be highlighted: the fact that electricity reform was endorsed by 
both sides of this chamber but that it came with one condition, that the Labor government of the time hold 
electricity prices at their current rate until 2010. 

Division 
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Question put and a division taken, the Deputy Speaker (Ms W.M. Duncan) casting her vote with the noes, with 
the following result — 

Ayes (17) 
Ms L.L. Baker Mr D.J. Kelly Ms M.M. Quirk Mr B.S. Wyatt 
Dr A.D. Buti Mr F.M. Logan Mrs M.H. Roberts Mr D.A. Templeman (Teller) 
Mr R.H. Cook Mr M. McGowan Ms R. Saffioti  
Ms J.M. Freeman Ms S.F. McGurk Mr C.J. Tallentire  
Mr W.J. Johnston Mr J.R. Quigley Mr P.B. Watson  

Noes (32) 
Mr P. Abetz Mr M.J. Cowper Mr C.D. Hatton Dr M.D. Nahan 
Mr F.A. Alban Ms M.J. Davies Mr A.P. Jacob Mr D.C. Nalder 
Mr C.J. Barnett Mr J.H.D. Day Dr G.G. Jacobs Mr J. Norberger 
Mr I.C. Blayney Ms W.M. Duncan Mr S.K. L’Estrange Mr D.T. Redman 
Mr I.M. Britza Mr J.M. Francis Mr R.S. Love Mr A.J. Simpson 
Mr T.R. Buswell Mrs G.J. Godfrey Mr W.R. Marmion Mr M.H. Taylor 
Mr G.M. Castrilli Mr B.J. Grylls Mr P.T. Miles Mr T.K. Waldron 
Mr V.A. Catania Mrs L.M. Harvey Mr N.W. Morton Mr A. Krsticevic (Teller) 

            

Pairs 
 Mr M.P. Murray Mr J.E. McGrath 
 Ms J. Farrer Ms E. Evangel 
 Mr P. Papalia Dr K.D. Hames 
 Mr P.C. Tinley Ms A.R. Mitchell 
Question thus negatived. 
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