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HOUSING — GOVERNMENT MANAGEMENT 

Matter of Public Interest 

THE SPEAKER (Mr G.A. Woodhams) outlined 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) [3.19 pm]: I move — 

That this house condemns the Barnett government for its failures in the area of housing, including the 

halving of building approvals, out-of-control rents, and mismanagement of public housing. 

This is an incredibly important issue. I am very disappointed that the Premier is not in the chamber to participate 

in this debate. I suppose he has more important things to consider, such as candidates in western suburbs’ 

electorates, rather than the jobs of ordinary Western Australians who work in the building industry! It is far more 

important to the Premier that he be out there worrying about who is going to represent the electorate of 

Churchlands rather than the important issues of jobs for ordinary people in the building industry in Western 

Australia! This issue has arisen directly because of the government’s changes to the Building Act in Western 

Australia. The fingerprints of the government are all over this issue. 

Mr T.R. Buswell interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Minister for Housing! 

Mr M. McGOWAN: The minister will get his chance to speak. He has completely wrecked the industry, so he 

can speak later about what he has done. 

The fingerprints of the government are all over this issue with the Building Act changes. We saw in the April 

figures a decline of 47 per cent in building approvals in Western Australia. What happened then? After those 

figures came out, we learnt that the minister responsible, the Minister for Commerce, Hon Simon O’Brien, had 

been refusing to meet with the building industry, which had been expressing concern about it. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: That’s not true. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: Ask the industry. Government members can say it, but none of them has even spoken to 

the industry. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: You’re lying. 

Withdrawal of Remark 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: Mr Speaker, I have a point of order. 

The SPEAKER: Before I take your point of order, member for Pilbara, I am going to ask the Minister for 

Housing to withdraw the last comment. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I withdraw that comment. 

Point of Order 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: My point of order is that the Minister for Housing is showing a contempt for you in the 

chair and for the Chair. You have previously asked him on a number of occasions to stop interjecting. Unlike 

members on this side of the house who immediately do what we are told, the Minister for Housing is persisting 

in ignoring your demand. 

The SPEAKER: I am not necessarily going to make a ruling on that point of order. I accept your advice; it is 

good advice, member for Pilbara. I will be keeping a very close eye on the Minister for Housing. He well and 

truly knows that. 

Debate Resumed 

Mr M. McGOWAN: We saw the disastrous situation that arose when the new Building Act was put in place by 

the government, resulting in a halving of building approvals in the month of April. 

Mr R.F. Johnson: Did you support that bill? 

Mr P.C. Tinley: We moved amendments to it. 

The SPEAKER: Members! I do not know that anybody’s cause is aided in this instance with members on both 

sides of the house interjecting on each other while the Leader of the Opposition has the call. I do not want to hear 
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anybody from either side of the house making any reflections at this point. The only person I want to hear from 

is the Leader of the Opposition. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: We saw the Building Act changes come in. The figures on building approvals halved in 

the month of April. Those figures came out at the end of May. It made the front page of The West Australian no 

less. Some considerable concern was expressed by industry figures. The Premier then called an urgent meeting 

of representatives of the housing industry in his office and said that the government was going to make some 

changes. He described the problem as being like a paper jam. So, housing industry approvals were being held 

back because there was a paper jam within the system. The Minister for Commerce, Hon Simon O’Brien, 

described the issue as teething problems in the industry that were causing difficulties with the new act. 

Of course, I asked the Premier last week what would happen and whether the situation would be fixed. In this 

house he said that it was only a short-term issue and just a logjam and it would all be resolved. I asked him about 

it again today. He said that it will all be fixed because of the changes that the government has made. I have an 

email sent to builders far and wide around Western Australia by the Housing Industry Association, the peak 

body of builders in the housing sector in this state. That organisation has hundreds, if not thousands, of members. 

It is a formidable and very knowledgeable group that deals with these issues. I will read the email to the house so 

that members know exactly what the housing industry is saying to its members around Western Australia, who 

employ tens of thousands of citizens in this state. It states — 

DYSFUNCTIONAL BUILDING ACT 

Dear Member 

Please find attached a copy of an HIA advice on the details of the recently announced Minististerial 

Exemption Order and changes to Regulations for the Building Act.· 

These changes 

 DO NOT fix the problems being experienced by the industry in both submitting Building Permit 

applications and having Building Permits issued.. 

 DO NOT unblock the system 

 DO NOT, unlike what has been portrayed by the Government, resolve the industry grinding to a 

halt. 

You need to ring TODAY your Local Member of Parliament and instruct them to force the State 

Government to act more decisively to resolve the situation.. 

This Building Act is the most dysfunctional piece of legislation ever introduced into the Western 

Australian home building industry. 

HIA warned the Government that: 

 It would not work and would have problems 

 Neither industry nor Local Government were ready for its introduction 

 It would create too many uncertainties which would require interpretation 

THE GOVERNMENT DID NOT LISTEN — HIA WAS RIGHT! 

Go to the following link to find the details of your Local Member of Parliament. Ring the member 

TODAY. Instruct the Member to force the State Government to Act. 

… 

This situation cannot be allowed to continue. 

Regards 

John Dastlik 

Executive Director 

HIA WA 

Mr J.H.D. Day: When was it sent? 

Mr M. McGOWAN: This email was sent on Friday to home builders all over Western Australia. It was sent 

after the government’s changes that were designed to fix the system. In other words, the Housing Industry 

Association is saying to the people of Western Australia that the government’s changes are rubbish and will not 

work. It is saying that something more dramatic needs to take place in Western Australia if we are to deal with 
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this incredible situation of a decline in building approvals as a direct consequence of the government’s 

“dysfunctional Building Act”. 

We are raising this issue in Parliament not just because I have a copy of the email sent to builders all over 

Western Australia, but also because people have taken the advice of the Housing Industry Association and are 

calling electorate offices. A very significant supplier of building products in my electorate has called my office 

to say that 70 jobs are under threat in his business. This is a major supplier of building products in an outer 

suburban area that not only provides jobs for many people but also provides houses for thousands of people in a 

growth area of the Perth metropolitan area. Builders and suppliers around the state have been calling the 

electorate offices of members of Parliament and begging for something to happen because their businesses are 

under threat and they could very well go out of business because of the changes that the government has made. 

This is a scandal. This is a catastrophe for the building industry. The building industry is Western Australia’s 

second biggest employer, yet the government is more focused on preselections in Churchlands! It should be 

ashamed that it is not focused on this issue. This is the number one issue affecting employment in Western 

Australia today and it is all a consequence of what the government has done. 

On top of that, it is not just building suppliers that are calling our offices. I also have emails from families whose 

children are apprentices in the building industry. I have one email from a family whose son is a carpentry 

apprentice. He no longer has work as a consequence of what has taken place. This family has emailed us to say 

that this is a desperate situation; that he is in the process of losing his apprenticeship because the business at 

which he is an apprentice can no longer survive. It is affecting not only building suppliers and builders, but also 

apprentices and trainees and, in no small measure, ordinary employees in the building industry in Western 

Australia. When there is a 50 per cent decline in approvals, these human tragedies will appear around Western 

Australia whereby people’s livelihoods and solvency are affected and family members lose their important 

apprenticeships and traineeships all because of the changes to the law put in place by the government have 

failed. The government should come into this Parliament and fix the problem. Before government members 

stand and say that their fix will do the job, the evidence is there. The Housing Industry Association itself has 

emailed — 

Mr T.R. Buswell: Is that right—it won’t do the job?  

Mr M. McGOWAN: The Housing Industry Association itself emailed businesses all over Western Australia 

begging them to contact members of Parliament to get the situation resolved.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: They’re right.  

Mr M. McGOWAN: They are right. Both the Minister for Housing’s legislation and fix have failed. We are a 

couple of days away from the end of this parliamentary session. Parliament will not sit for another seven or eight 

weeks. It will be another seven or eight weeks before there is capacity, according to the minister’s timetable, to 

deal with this issue. My advice to the minister is this: he needs to get parliamentary counsel on the case. He 

needs to get — 

Mr T.R. Buswell: They are.  

Mr M. McGOWAN: He needs to get parliamentary counsel working around the clock to provide amendments 

to the laws that have been put in place, and the government needs to bring Parliament back to deal with this 

issue. It is not acceptable for ministers to jet off to Europe and places further afield over the winter break 

whilst — 

Mr T.R. Buswell: What’s more further afield than Europe? 

Mr M. McGOWAN: Iceland!  

It is not acceptable for ministers to jet off around the world over the winter break whilst the jobs of thousands of 

people in the building industry are under threat. The government must rush in legislation to fix the issue that was 

created by the minister. I will explain to members what the problem is, because I have spoken to people in the 

building industry. Basically the exemption order that the minister put in place as his fix to the Building Act will 

not work, because builders are finding it very difficult to obtain finance and are not obtaining finance under that 

arrangement.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: It’s not the builder, it’s the owner—the customer.  

Mr M. McGOWAN: And builders. Advice from the building industry is that both parties are finding it difficult 

to obtain finance. The exemption order is not working. There is a great deal of fear among builders that if they 

undertake building work under the exemption order, changes could be made to the building permit once it is 

granted, and if they have already commenced work in a certain way, that would result in a breach of contract or 

it would mean that they would have to rip down the work they had already done. Under the rules, the 
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requirement for neighbours’ approval means that there is a huge bureaucratic obligation on people undertaking 

housing work or extensions that requires them to consult neighbours, which they have not had to do before now. 

That new requirement in the legislation has caused a massive stoppage in approvals around Western Australia. 

There are three major things that the minister’s changes to the legislation have not fixed and will not fix. I heard 

the Leader of the House earlier. He will no doubt stand up and say that Labor did not oppose this legislation. I 

will tell members what we did do. We tried to amend the legislation—we do not have the numbers in this 

house—to make it better, but the government voted down our amendments. This is a government issue. The 

government created this problem. The Barnett government created this problem, not the opposition. The problem 

is the Barnett government’s legislation and the Minister for Housing’s changes which, he announced last week, 

are not working. It is time the government took this issue seriously. It should make Parliament come back from 

the winter break so that we can put in place changes to save the building industry in Western Australia.  

MR P.C. TINLEY (Willagee) [3.35 pm]: I rise to support this motion and to add my condemnation of this 

government, particularly for its failure to understand what is going on in the Western Australian economy. This 

issue has been going on since 2008, which is when this government came to power. The government saw it 

coming, but it did not move one inch. The only people who understood what was going on in Western Australia 

and who lifted a single finger to help the people of Western Australia in the housing continuum that the minister 

bangs on about was federal Labor. Federal Labor provided a stimulus package that stimulated the housing 

market of this state. It was federal Labor that directly assisted the construction industry of this state. Families are 

now better off for it and the public housing sector is now better off for it. What do we get from this government? 

We get nothing. What do we get from a moribund government that has no idea how to protect the state’s 

economy and keep it available for all in the future? We now have a failure in market supply. What else have we 

seen? We have seen the government’s inability to understand what is happening in the economy. No-one in the 

public housing sector is more at fault than the Minister for Housing. There are now 8 000 more people on the 

public housing waitlist than there were when the Liberals came to office. Of those, 3 000 are on a priority 

waitlist. There are more than 23 000 applicants and 51 393 people affected by the public housing waitlist that has 

been overseen by this minister—twice. Those are just numbers. This heartless, cold and uninspiring government 

does not have the capacity to understand what compassion means. There are victims behind those numbers. The 

victims behind those numbers are people like Cherie Pearce, who is homeless and of no fixed address. She is a 

mother of two. One of her children had critical birth defects, including a hole in the heart. A diaphragm rupture 

meant that the child required two operations, with the child given a 30 per cent chance of living. Where is she 

living? She is living in her car with her two children. She is hopping between girlfriends’ houses. Sachin is six 

and a half months old. I have written to the minister. I have raised this issue in the media. What compassion have 

we seen from the minister and the government? We have seen no compassion—nothing. The people of Western 

Australia deserve a better government than that. What else do we get? We get less. The total appropriation of the 

public housing budget is $105 million less this year than it was last year. The government is spending less and 

managing worse. It is spending more in a range of other portfolios that are not worth it. The government thinks 

more about the Perth stadium because it increased the spend on that project by $211 million. How many houses 

could have been built with that money?  

Another issue with this moribund government, which has an inability to manage, is the fact that vacant homes 

are, on average, vacant for a year. On average, a vacant house in the public sector sits vacant for about a year. I 

do not know about the minister, but I own a house—which he has been keen to point out to members. As a 

landlord, one day vacant is not what I would expect. Why would the minister expect that from his department? 

Why would he not expect his department to get that housing stock into the market, which it so richly deserves? 

The government has run out of money—it has simply run out of money. It is spending less, wasting more and 

managing mediocrity. What did we get from this minister in his first attempt? Lord knows what he will do when 

he gets hold of Treasury—again! The privatisation of housing maintenance, the head contractor model, was 

implemented in his first attempt at this portfolio. The minister’s best hope is to pass this portfolio on like a 

ticking time bomb to the next poor mug who has to tidy up his waste, and his inability to lead and to take 

personal responsibility for the leadership of his portfolios. The head contractor model is in such tatters that we 

have to ask the minister questions about how much is fraud and how much is noncompliance. Transfield, one of 

the three key contractors, issued noncompliant job orders and has been paid for noncompliant job orders to the 

tune of $627 185. That was the recovered amount. How much of that was fraud? The government does not 

know. The minister cannot tell us what was noncompliant job orders and what was fraud. 

The minister had to instigate, with his own terms of reference, an independent report to the value of $140 000-

odd from KPMG to tell the minister something he already knows—he is a failure to the people of Western 

Australia, and a failure to the public servants working as hard as they can in the Department of Housing to 

deliver what should be the absolute right of every Western Australian; that is, shelter, a place to call home. The 

most basic of needs for survival is shelter. There are women and children and other disadvantaged people in our 



Extract from Hansard 

[ASSEMBLY — Tuesday, 19 June 2012] 

 p3880e-3892a 

Speaker; Mr Mark McGowan; Mr Peter Tinley; Mr Tom Stephens; Mr Troy Buswell; Acting Speaker; Mr John 

Day; Ms Rita Saffioti 

 [5] 

community living in their cars, on the minister’s watch. There are 8 000 more people on the public housing 

waiting list than there were when the Labor government left office. There is waste in Transfield with $600 000-

odd recovered and a further $2.8 million believed to be there. That is based on only a 10 per cent desk audit, I 

might add. How much is the waste? We do not know? How much is the budget? We do not know. How much is 

the maintenance budget? The minister told us it was $107 million. We asked in the other place: what was the 

actual housing budget and was there a blow-out? Yes, there was. Hon Simon O’Brien mentioned in his response 

that in fact the original budget for housing maintenance was $84 122 000, so who is right—the Minister for 

Housing or Hon Simon O’Brien? We have seen what he has done with housing approvals. We have seen his 

capacity to assist the industry!  

The Liberal Party is the party of business. This is the party that is meant to look after business. The minister 

outsourced or privatised, as he wants to call it, housing maintenance to business so that family businesses and 

small businesses can get a good go. It is a completely laudable idea, except he has sent many of them broke. I 

refer to Genex and other companies that today have cash flow problems at the minister’s own hands because 

Transfield has not paid them. I can tell the minister that subcontractors to Transfield have come to us and 

actually said that Transfield has told them they are not going to get paid again until 2 July. Does the minister 

know that?  

Mr T.R. Buswell: So you are asserting. I have learnt in this place not always to understand when you open your 

lips.  

Mr P.C. TINLEY: The minister has learnt nothing but how to be a vacuous vacillator who hops from portfolio 

to portfolio in some vain attempt to engender some sort of credibility among his back bench. He milks his back 

bench for all its worth because he knows that a vote for Barnett is a vote for Buswell. He knows that if he 

positions himself right, he is the big winner. Christian Porter has run like we would not believe and the minister 

knows that he will be the big winner if he just plays his cards right.  

The SPEAKER: If you are going to refer to a person in this place, I ask that you refer to that person by the seat 

that they occupy.  

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [3.43 pm]: It is important in a debate like this before the house today that we 

be reminded of not only the housing circumstances we are faced with in the metropolitan area but also the 

housing circumstances that have been delivered in regional areas, particularly in the Pilbara. Simultaneously 

with the problems that have been identified by the leader and the shadow Minister for Housing in this debate in 

the metropolitan area and more widely, an acute set of problems has developed in the Pilbara. Those problems 

are as a result of the failure of this government to focus methodically on the needs of that region rapidly enough 

to address the housing crisis, not only for government employees, not only for those in the small business sector, 

not only for those in the public housing sector but also those who are desperately looking for housing within that 

region to take up the job opportunities from the resource sector that is driving so much money into the coffers of 

this government. Simultaneously, answers have been recorded in the chamber by this government during the 

estimates hearings that show average weekly rentals in the March 2012 quarter in places like Karratha at $1 651; 

Port Hedland, $2 108; South Hedland, $1 746; Newman, $1 668; Tom Price, $1 875; and Onslow, $2 050. These 

are just the average figures for the March quarter. That is the reality. For many people it is impossible to get 

housing, no matter how much they wish to offer on the table. It is certainly difficult for people in the small 

business sector and the service sector to respond to the challenges with which they are faced. This is a 

government that is fiddling while there is a crisis—a real burn going on; a burning off of the ordinary citizens of 

Western Australia—particularly in a region like the Pilbara. Simultaneously, the Minister for Housing is 

presiding over the rapid sale of government-owned assets—public housing stock in the Pilbara region—as part 

of the new living program, which is not simultaneously delivering the focus and investment on new housing that 

is needed within the town of South Hedland for instance. There is not the simultaneous injection of funds into 

government employee housing that is needed in that region; there is not an adequate construction program.  

This government is the successor to governments of conservative persuasion that destroyed the small business 

rental housing program, the Industry and Commerce Employee Housing Authority—ICEHA—when it sold the 

housing stock that was once on offer to the residents of that region. This is the government that has failed to pick 

up some of the initiatives that could respond better to the housing needs of that region; for instance, the 

opportunity, with grants and support, to encourage government employees to build and buy housing for 

themselves that would take some of the pressure off the housing stock within that region. This is a government 

that has delivered red tape and bureaucracy for the housing and construction industry. It can more rapidly build a 

palace for the “Emperor” or tug pins for industry at the blink of an eyelid while someone who is trying to build a 

house in an area as vital as the Pilbara has to go through red tape and uphill and down dale before they can get 

approvals in place due to the red tape that has been positioned by this government. That is if they are lucky, 

because simultaneously with the pressure on the bureaucracy and the red tape this government has delivered to 
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that region, the government has stripped the capacity that is needed for the delivery of power, water and 

infrastructure that make it possible for developers to get on with the mass development of land within that area.  

I demand on behalf of the people of the Pilbara that the minister get up there this week and announce new 

initiatives that can respond to the people of the service sector.  

Mr T.R. Buswell: When?  

Mr T.G. STEPHENS: By Friday at the latest I would say, if the minister can possibly do it. In response to the 

demand of the people in the Pilbara articulated in this chamber today, we say to the government: get up there and 

announce some stuff by Friday or no later and respond to the housing needs of the people of that region. Friday 

will be later than it should be. They have been in government for four years and they should have done it by 

now.  

MR T.R. BUSWELL (Vasse — Minister for Housing) [3.47 pm]: I should not laugh; it is a very serious 

matter. I will work through all the issues that have been raised. I will start with the member for Pilbara and work 

backwards. He will know that the Minister for Regional Development will be in Port Hedland, I think, this 

Friday. No doubt he will have a discussion with the community there, as part of ongoing dialogue with the 

community, to deal with some of the issues the member for Pilbara has raised. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: Action is what is needed; not discussion and dialogue.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: It is funny that the member for Pilbara should follow the member for Willagee and talk 

about affordable housing in Port Hedland. One of the most affordable places to live in Port Hedland was the 

caravan park the member for Willagee kicked all those people out of.  

Mr T.G. Stephens: Where that massive housing estate will be built! 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That caravan park that he kicked all those people out of. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: Where there will be a massive development with accommodation galore!  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That is fine. I am happy for the member for Pilbara to get someone else up for the last 

four minutes, but it is somewhat ironic that he has raised that issue when the person who spoke before him 

kicked all those people out—kicked them out! Anyway, that is a well-established fact.  

The only other point the member for Pilbara raised was the situation in South Hedland. He was critical of the 

government’s efforts in South Hedland. I have visited there a number of times. No-one would argue that South 

Hedland has not been, and is not being, transformed. Does the member for Pilbara not support the outcomes for 

group housing that have been delivered in South Hedland?  

Mr T.G. Stephens: People are begging for housing.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The first time I went to South Hedland there were areas that were very undesirable; there 

are now significant areas of South Hedland that are very desirable places to live—a good mix of private and 

social ownership, a great provision of social infrastructure, including things like the new hospital and, as I recall, 

the new pool and other recreational facilities in and around South Hedland. If there is one example of the 

government’s commitment to renewal and reform in the Pilbara, it is in South Hedland. There are some issues 

that we are going to have to tackle around rentals in Port Hedland, in particular, and the Leader of the Opposition 

will see action from the government on that issue in the not-too-distant future, as he has requested in the house 

today. 

I cast back now to some comments and observations made by the member for Willagee—I think; it is a bit hard 

to tell. If he was watching Sesame Street this morning, the letter V must have been the letter of the day. The 

member came up with as many words as one could find that start with V, and he somehow managed to join them 

together, although without providing many facts to the house. I think I heard him allude to construction and say 

that this government has not overseen a construction program. It is true, and I acknowledge the fact, that the 

commonwealth government made a contribution towards our construction program; but the state government 

also made a direct and discrete contribution to the housing program. More importantly, the Department of 

Housing delivered those houses. It not only delivered houses in the metropolitan area and areas of regional 

Western Australia, but also it overachieved on its targets in remote Indigenous communities. Perhaps one of the 

best outcomes in terms of the transformation of the Department of Housing is its transformation in and around its 

ability to deliver better housing outcomes in remote Indigenous communities. Yes, there are still a lot of 

challenges, and that has been acknowledged by the commonwealth government. I remember when we first 

entered into that program that the then shadow Minister for Housing and now Leader of the Opposition said, 

“You’ll never make it; you’re doomed!” It was a bit like Fraser from Dad’s Army: “We’re all doomed! We’re all 

doomed!” We got there. We overachieved, we got additional funding, and I would like to acknowledge the 
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partnership we built up with Minister Macklin in the implementation and delivery of that program. It has not 

been easy, but it is happening and, I think, happening well. It is funny that the member would overlook that. 

In terms of construction, there is just one very simple statistic that is probably worth the member for Willagee 

reflecting on before he criticises this government: this government has constructed almost 3 200 new properties 

in three and a half years. When I look back at social housing stock from 2001 to 2008—the great glory years of 

the previous Labor government—I take the total increase and divide it by the number of years, which is an 

average increase per annum, to help the member for Willagee through the analysis. Do members know what the 

average increase per annum was over that time? It was 203 additional dwellings per annum during the years of 

the Labor government. We have commenced the construction of nearly 3 200 dwellings in three and a half years. 

Mr A.P. O’Gorman interjected. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: If the member for Joondalup had turned his ears on, he would know that I have already 

dealt with that point. I have already acknowledged the role that the commonwealth government played. I have 

said that both the commonwealth and the state played a role. We had to reform the way that we build and deliver 

product to get those fantastic numbers, and that housing has been delivered. When we add all that up it is only, 

by my reckoning, we have achieved about 15 years of Labor effort in three and a half years. In three and a half 

years, we have managed to construct 15 times what the Labor Party did during its entire time in government. 

That is not a bad outcome. 

Mr R.H. Cook interjected. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: It is not irrelevant for the person moving into that house. I could take the member for 

Kwinana down to see the Stella Orion apartment development, which was opposed by the member for Cockburn. 

There are a whole lot of people there enjoying affordable housing outcomes that they could only have dreamed 

of otherwise; I do not think it is irrelevant to them. Maybe I will find all the new properties in the member for 

Kwinana’s electorate and write to those people to tell them they are irrelevant. Notwithstanding the member for 

Willagee’s bombardment of Vs, construction has gone very, very well indeed—two Vs! I am really pleased with 

the building program that this government has delivered. 

Another issue raised by the member for Willagee was the issue of vacancies. He said, as is his wont from time to 

time, that there are far too many vacancies in Western Australia under this government and that the number of 

vacant housing stock is too high. He said that it was a disgrace and an absolute outrage, and that I, as minister, 

should hang my head in shame and be very, very upset with the outcomes. As of 31 May 2012, about 370 

properties were awaiting reallocation. Let us put that into some historical perspective. It is always important to 

understand how things change when one moves out of government and into opposition. An article in The West 

Australian of 6 March 2007 revealed that Homeswest had 1 268 vacant properties. That seems to me to be a 

relatively large number; it is certainly a lot larger than 370. The then minister—the member for Midland—was 

reported as not responding to questions about why the remaining houses were empty and as having shrugged off 

concerns raised by the opposition over empty properties by saying that it was a non-issue. I ask the member for 

Willagee: how can it be that 1 268 vacant properties is a non-issue, but 370 vacant properties is a disaster that 

should shake the government to its foundations? It is a volatile, vacuous disaster, or however he wants to term it! 

How can it be that a transition of that nature goes from being a non-issue to being a complete disaster? 

The last issue the member talked about was privatisation. I should add that the outsourcing of Department of 

Housing maintenance happened many, many moons ago; long before this government was involved. In fact, I 

cannot remember when it happened. I do not even think that the member for Pilbara, when he was Minister for 

Housing for that brief but glowing time back in 2001, had Department of Housing employees conducting 

maintenance. This is a long-term program within the Department of Housing. There were changes to the way it 

was managed; there is no doubt about that. But to suggest that the people out in the field effecting the 

maintenance have suddenly been privatised is completely and absolutely misleading. It shows a complete lack of 

understanding of the concept of privatisation. This is a complete and utter attempt to beat up an issue that does 

not exist. These are private contractors. I spoke to one of them last week — 

Mr M. McGowan: Are you saying that the Transfield leasing doesn’t matter?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I did not say that at all. 

Mr M. McGowan: It’s a huge issue. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I understand that there are some issues around the implementation of the head contractor 

model. I said that the fact that the contractors who are doing the repairs are private contractors is a non-issue, 

because that work has been done by private contractors for decades. I was talking to one of those contractors last 

week in Busselton, and he gave me an idea that I am looking to implement; it gets back to maintenance. He told 
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me about his frustration at having to go back and repair the same houses over and over again, and the disgraceful 

state in which some of those houses are kept. His view was that it would perhaps be good if other people in the 

community could view those houses. Something I think might be a good idea is that we might suddenly have 

home opens; I think that is a good initiative. When we have to go in and fix a house that has been devastated by 

tenants, I think we should have a home open so the rest of the community can see how people treat taxpayer-

funded houses. We might put a big sign up outside and have a home open on a Saturday morning. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: That’s a display of the failure of government policy to adequately insist on tenants lifting 

their standards. It’s a failure of government policy! 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Very interesting segue, member for Pilbara! 

Mr T.G. Stephens: You should have in place the home strategies to fix that. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That is a very interesting segue into another area of policy development under this 

government that the previous government ignored. What do we do with people who bust up their houses and 

neighbourhoods, and who think it is acceptable — 

Mr T.G. Stephens: You shouldn’t allow it! 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: We are not. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: If you weren’t, you wouldn’t need home open programs, would you? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The unfortunate reality is that, notwithstanding our best efforts, there are some people 

who have complete disregard for the properties that the Department of Housing and, by extension, the taxpayer, 

provide. I think it might not be a bad idea to let other people in the community understand — 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: There are a lot of good, honest tenants who aren’t — 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: There are many good, honest tenants, member for Midland; many, many good, honest 

tenants, but one of the things — 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: There are pensioners and others in my electorate who really look after their houses. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: There are, and they are probably the ones who contact us more than anybody to say that 

the tenant in unit A, B, C or D is the one who is terrorising the neighbourhood. I reckon there would be as many 

Homeswest tenants as non-Homeswest tenants who make complaints to us about the behaviour of a small group 

of bad apples. We are trying to get rid of that small group of bad apples, and that is why we have antisocial 

behaviour strategies and why we unfortunately have to evict people. If this strategy works, we should not have to 

evict anybody, because the penny will finally drop that there is a need to improve behaviour. The anecdotal 

feedback I am getting from departmental staff is that the strategies are starting to work and that people are 

starting to get the message. We put $12 million into the budget this year to provide recurrent funding for the 

Department of Housing—$3 million per annum over four years—to boost the antisocial behaviour strategies and 

to put more resources closer to the people to help implement those strategies. The unfortunate reality is that since 

we introduced the beefed-up version in May 2011, there are more people than ever leaving departmental 

properties because of behaviour and other related issues.  

Just very quickly to put this matter into perspective, under version 1 of the behaviour strategy we are issuing on 

average 60 strikes a month, and on average 19.4 people are vacating their property. They may vacate because 

they are evicted, but there are some other steps in the process when they vacate. Since the beefed-up strategy 

came online in May 2011, the average number of strikes issued per month has gone up to 125.9—effectively 

doubled—and the average number of people leaving their properties has gone up by nine to 28.4. I suspect that 

difference is because of the clampdown on antisocial behaviour. My hope is that it has reduced because people 

are heeding the message. Member for Pilbara, of course we have in place a whole lot of programs to help tenants 

be more resilient. But at the end of the day, and the member for Pilbara knows this as well as I do — 

Mr T.G. Stephens: They are pilot programs. Embed them in the system. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The member for Pilbara was never there long enough to embed anything into the system; 

that is one of the problems. I still see briefing notes that he had not signed. 

They are the facts. The facts are that a lot of these policy initiatives will work and will address some significant 

issues. Other than that, as I reflect on the member for Willagee’s comments, not a lot else was said. He talked at 

some length saying that under the new head contractor model accounts may be paid for work that is either not up 

to standard or not done. That may well be the case. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: What have you got to say about the HIA complaints? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I will get on to that; I still have a fair bit of time. 
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We have put in place better audit processes. I have asked PricewaterhouseCoopers, which did the original report 

into the head contractor model, to go back and extend its terms of reference to look at issues around quality of 

work and the auditing of payments, because I take those matters very seriously. However, I remind the member 

for Willagee, as I reminded the house, that implicit in his argument is that the old system was better than this 

system. The problem with the old system — 

Mr P.C. Tinley: Don’t verbal me! I never said the old system was better than the new system. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I did not say that. I said that implicit in the member for Willagee’s argument is that the 

old system was better than the new system. I did not say the member said that, otherwise I would have said “you 

said”. 

Mr P.C. Tinley: It’s my argument so it must be me! Who’s confusing the house now? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Avoiding the semantics before I have to use a V-word, the fact of the matter is that there 

were significant issues in the previous system. In fact one of the unfortunate things is that it was impossible to 

work out what those issues were unless an exception occurred or an event occurred whereby it was drawn to our 

attention. I have mentioned in the house before the very unfortunate case of the young boy Cassius Norman who 

was tragically electrocuted in his own home; I think it was in Harding Street, Roebourne. It was a horrible thing. 

Young Cassius was crawling around and, unfortunately, he was electrocuted. Under the old system, an 

electrician had been paid to install a residual current device—RCD—in that home. He had been paid, and 

contractors had been paid and had signed a document saying that they had inspected that residual current device 

and that it was in the home. That residual current device was never installed and it could never have been there 

when anyone inspected the property. There were clearly issues in the old system of maintenance. Would the 

existence of the residual current device have saved Cassius Norman’s life? Quite possibly, but there are no 

guarantees. The member for Willagee is right when he says there are problems in the current system. I think we 

now have audit processes in place to deal with those problems. My view also is that the independent audit team 

will provide me with more advice around those problems and if we have to make any changes, we will make 

those changes. 

I wish to move on to the substantive matter raised by the Leader of the Opposition; that is, the changes to the 

building approval system in Western Australia and that those changes have led to a reduction in the number of 

building licences that were issued in the month of April. He is right. 

Mr M. McGowan: How do you expect May will be? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: When the Australian Bureau of Statistics has concluded its analysis and produced its 

results, we will be able to discuss May, but the ABS has not produced those results yet. 

Mr M. McGowan: I’m pretty sure they’ll be bad. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That ABS data system is quite interesting. People can go into the website, unzip the data 

and have a look at the history. I think the system started back in 1983. In April 2012, as the Leader of the 

Opposition pointed out, the number of licences issued dropped to 950. That is lower than the previous April, it is 

lower than the previous month of March and it is lower than preceding months. It is of concern to the 

government. Also of concern to the government is that the lower level of building licences issued was also 

accompanied by a reduction in applications into the system. Clearly some unintended and unanticipated issues 

have arisen through the implementation of the changes to — 

Mr M. McGowan: They were anticipated by the Housing Industry Association. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Perhaps, to a degree. I have had a number of conversations with the HIA about this. I was 

at a meeting yesterday with the HIA, the Minister for Commerce and the Minister for Planning. I think some of 

the unintended outcomes of this legislative change were beyond the expectation of anybody. Yes, the industry 

had some concerns, but I think some of the unintended outcomes were beyond anyone’s expectation. I will talk 

in a minute about what we are doing to fix those concerns. But there is the important point that this legislation — 

Mr M. McGowan: But your fix hasn’t worked; you acknowledge that. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I am going to talk about that in a second. 

This legislation was introduced in an effort to improve the system, and its intent was supported by both sides of 

Parliament and by the building industry. This legislation was introduced to implement a private certification 

system in Western Australia. My personal view is that we probably have not gone far enough with the private 

certification system, and I think I can say quite safely that is a matter the government will be looking at. There is 

a difficult balance between how we work with local government and the building industry. My view is that we 

perhaps need to push ourselves further towards private certification, which will lead to a reduction in the formal 

role for local government. That is a matter that we need to work through. 
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There was therefore good intent with the legislation. There were unanticipated issues, some of which are 

relatively minor and some more complicated. I just want to touch on what has happened in and around those 

issues. As the Leader of the Opposition indicated last week, I think on Friday, the minister signed an exemption 

order that applies to class 1 and class 10 buildings. It basically says that a builder can start work before formally 

getting building approval. Industry indicated to us last night that there are some issues around that. As the Leader 

of the Opposition or one of his colleagues pointed out, builders are reluctant to build without formal approval 

because there are risks associated with that, in that there is a risk that the permit process comes up with an 

outcome that means they have to change the structure of the building. 

Mr M. McGowan: That is right. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: There are also some risks because banks are reluctant to lend, primarily to the person 

getting the house built, without a building permit simply because it is a secure indicator about what is going to 

happen. From a government point of view the industry certainly raised those issues with us yesterday. We will 

be investigating with the banking sector and also with the building industry to see what we can do in the short to 

medium term to address that particular issue on the back of the exemption order. 

Mr M. McGowan: But this is your short to medium term. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: A number of other changes were also implemented last week by regulation. The Leader 

of the Opposition said that we should be keeping parliamentary counsel busy. They were very busy last week. 

Reading from the Master Builders Association member alert on regulatory changes that went through, I can see 

that some dealt with relatively minor but still important issues; for example, the definition of an owner, and 

approvals and notifications removed such that a building permit can now be approved without the need for an 

approved crossover or approval from the Water Corporation. Again, they are small but not insignificant changes. 

There are also some regulatory changes around time to determine an application, when a building permit is not 

required, and certifications of design and compliance. Therefore, five or six issues were dealt with by regulation 

on top of the ministerial order. As the Leader of the Opposition pointed out, industry had a look at those changes. 

I can tell the Leader of the Opposition that having met industry members last night, their strong view is that there 

is still more that we in government need to do to fix those changes. 

Mr M. McGowan: They’re saying it needs to be a legislative change. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Correct, and I will get on to that in a second as well. 

Mr M. McGowan: That’s months and months away. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Not necessarily. 

Mr M. McGowan: Recall Parliament. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I can also say to the Leader of the Opposition that industry has also put a very strong view 

to us that we need to revisit the argument about the extent to which we embrace private certification. I have 

canvassed that and I think it would be fair to say that there is general support in government to embrace a lot 

more fully this concept of private certification than perhaps this bill has delivered. But, again, that will require 

some pretty robust discussion with local government because it will inevitably reduce the role of local 

government in that process. The Leader of the Opposition is right that there are some other matters we need to 

deal with—and Mr Dastlik pointed that out. Some of that will be by way of legislative amendment. We need to 

develop amendments to deal with the issue of adverse effect on neighbours and to reduce the requirement for 

builders to basically get a signature from a neighbour. In some cases, especially on greenfields developments, 

there are effectively no neighbours. We have to deal with that issue. That legislation passed through this 

Parliament. I sat through consideration in detail and never heard that issue raised once on either side of the 

house.  

Mr M. McGowan: So it’s our fault. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I am not saying it is the opposition’s fault. I am saying that it was an unintended 

consequence. I can tell the member that this was not an issue that was particularly raised by industry at the time 

either.  

Mr M. McGowan: The HIA told you to delay the bill; read their email.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That was subsequent to that. There has to be some legislative change. There is urgency 

around that, but we simply cannot respond to the opposition’s request to rush back to Parliament next week and 

do that, because we have to make sure that we get it right. There are significant issues that we need to resolve. 

We want to make sure that we get it right. Rushing into Parliament next week with cobbled-together legislation 

will not allow us to do that. We will make sure that we make those changes, we get it right and we get it back 
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into Parliament. Perhaps when we come back, a motion will be on the books to enable both houses of Parliament 

to deal with that as a matter of urgency. From what the opposition has said today, I understand that we will have 

its absolute support to enable us to do that.  

We need to clearly understand the practical issues being faced by certain builders—not all builders, but in 

particular larger building companies. We will approach the Housing Industry Association and perhaps the Master 

Builders Association to second a person into the Building Commission for a time to make sure that we can 

provide a better channel of communication between government and those industry groups through the Building 

Commission. We will probably also need to iron out some other issues.  

I am sure my colleague the Minister for Planning wants to make comments about some of the planning matters 

around housing approvals that have been raised with us.  

Mr M. McGowan: Is the Premier going to speak?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The Premier has been asked the question twice. He has given an excellent answer that 

illustrates a thorough understanding of the issue and indicates a clear understanding of the significance of the 

issue. We, as a government, have committed to resolving it. As I said, the Minister for Planning, the Minister for 

Commerce and I met with the housing industry yesterday. Some robust points of view were put, as we would 

expect in the circumstances. We have given a commitment to progress the changes we need to the framework to 

do with the issues that industry has identified and that is what we intend to do. Some issues about planning were 

also raised. The Minister for Planning will deal with those.  

To close, when we have dealt with the issues in this legislation, there will still be a broader need for reform in 

the building approvals process in Western Australia. That broader reform, in my view, should see us land about 

where Victoria is; that is, a private certifier can issue a building licence. Under the current framework in Western 

Australia, that is not the case; the issuing authority remains the local government. That is a broader issue. I am 

not sure whether we will be in a position to tackle that when we bring back the changes to the legislation needed 

to deal with the problems in the short to medium term. However, from a policy development point of view, that 

is clearly something that we need to look at.  

Before I close, it is worth reflecting on some of the challenges in the Perth housing market, because they are 

significant. It is also worthwhile to understand that challenges in housing markets do not just creep up on us. 

Challenges in housing markets emerge over a longer time. Two great failings of the former government have led 

us to the circumstance more broadly in Western Australia and the pressure in the rental market. One was the fact 

that despite announcements by both the member for Pilbara and member for Midland during the former Labor 

government’s term that the government would produce a housing strategy for the state — 

Ms R. Saffioti: Yours is working well, isn’t it? Families in cars—is that working well?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Is the member for West Swan saying to me that there have never been families in cars in 

Western Australia? How two-faced, member for West Swan! I will tell the member something: I found out 

something about the member for West Swan’s gravy train last week. What I found out is a bit wider than the 

member had given us reason to believe. She helped a few other people get on that gravy train, did she not, 

member for West Swan? I will not talk about that now; I have other things to talk about. We will talk about that 

another day.  

There was a problem; no housing strategy was produced. Another person, member for West Swan. Secondly — 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: Yours is a Clayton’s strategy. It is a disaster.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: It is not a Clayton’s person, I can tell the member right now. I know who signed off on it 

too, member for West Swan, do I not? I know who the chief of staff was who signed off on it.  

Point of Order 

Mr B.S. Wyatt interjected.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Ms L.L. Baker): Member for Victoria Park, someone is on their feet.  

Mr M. McGOWAN: The debate is around the housing industry and thousands of people potentially losing their 

jobs, and once again this minister devolves into personal attacks. I ask that he comes back to the motion at hand.  

The ACTING SPEAKER: I think the minister was intending to come back, because I was about to call him and 

ask him to do that. Please, minister, will you come back to the point?  

Debate Resumed 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I apologise.  
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The last point I want to make is that we have to remember that the reason we have a big problem now is that 

between 2004 and 2006, the median house price in Perth went from $260 000 to $460 000. That was an 

80 per cent increase under the watch of the former Labor government. Why? Because the former Minister for 

Planning and Infrastructure and the former Minister for Housing were so good that in WA, the biggest state in 

Australia, we ran out of land!  

Several members interjected.  

The ACTING SPEAKER: Members! 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Planning) [4.17 pm]: This issue is not primarily one that is 

directly affected by the planning legislation. In fact, there have not been any changes to planning legislation in 

recent times that have had any impact on the building approvals issue, but there is a relationship to the planning 

system.  

We certainly accept that there have been unintended consequences from the new Building Act. To what extent 

those changes were foreseen to have the outcomes that they have had is at best debatable. The outcomes caught 

most people by surprise. The new Building Act has, it seems, clarified some of the issues that needed to be dealt 

with. Neighbour consent, when there is some impact on the adjacent property or on the boundary, has certainly 

been made more difficult to obtain. That will be looked at through legislative change. As a result of that, it is 

harder for building licences to be sought, because it is harder for the applications to be accepted by the local 

governments.  

I also understand that it is less likely now for R code variations to be dealt with by building surveyors under 

delegation, as was the case before. Previously, planning approval could be acquired in parallel with the building 

licence approval being considered. Now, the building licence can be obtained only once the planning approval 

has been given, when planning approval is required. That also needs to be looked at.  

The fact is that there is a new system causing a variable effect in various local governments across the state. 

Some are dealing with the issues more readily than others. The Department of Planning is making officers 

available—this comes out of the discussion we had yesterday—to go to local governments to assist with the 

implementation of the new scheme and to identify any backlogs and how those backlogs may be overcome. One 

of the aspects that need to be dealt with is more education and training and information provided to local 

government officers so that the new system can be made more efficient. A review of the R codes is underway; 

that has been the case for the past 12 months or so. Over the next few months or so we expect some changes with 

the R codes to simplify the approvals system. We are also looking at the Victorian and Queensland systems.  

MS R. SAFFIOTI (West Swan) [4.19 pm]: Today we have heard why the housing industry is in a mess. We 

have a Premier who cannot admit his mistakes and a Minister for Housing who does not accept responsibility, or 

care about the situation that the housing industry is in. From early April we heard from the housing industry that 

an act brought in by this government was having severe consequences. The figures came out on 1 June. They 

showed a 46.7 per cent decrease in the number of approvals. That is the biggest drop in history. What have we 

heard from the government today? It says it has no time frame or plan of action to fix the situation—absolutely 

none. So, when the figures came out, we heard nothing from the government; it was all going to be okay.  

Last week we heard from the Premier that this was just a paper jam, and that the government was just going to 

unclog the paper from the photocopiers out there and it was all going to be okay; now we have heard there will 

need to be legislation that will not be brought in for a number of months. We have a housing industry in 

complete despair and disarray, and a government that is not fixing it. The Housing Industry Association is saying 

that the government’s proposed action is not enough; it will not work and it will create problems. When the 

housing bill was brought in, the HIA warned the government that it would not work and there would be 

problems, that neither industry nor local government were ready for its introduction, and that it would create too 

many uncertainties that would require interpretation. This government ignored the industry and brought in this 

bill. In April, the industry was telling the government there were significant problems. On 1 June, figures came 

out that showed there had been a massive collapse in the number of approvals throughout Western Australia. 

When the government heard that, it said it was not a problem. Last week we heard it was a paper jam, and today 

we have had no commitments, no time frame and no plan of action.  

As I said, the minister is prepared to say and do whatever, but not to actually handle his portfolio to ensure that 

apprentices are retained, and that builders actually have a pipeline of work so that they can continue to offer jobs 

and employ people. This government just does not care and is not willing to roll up its sleeves and get down and 

fix these problems. It is willing to stand and say whatever and do whatever, but not actually address the problems 

in the portfolio.  

We have a significant issue. In April there was the biggest drop in the history of building approvals. 
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Several members interjected. 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: The Treasury note released in April stated that building approvals — 

Point of Order 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: The member on her feet has only a minute left; she has only had a short period to 

speak — 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Ms L.L. Baker): Yes; I quite agree. 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  — and the Premier and others have interjected on her incessantly. She needs to have the 

opportunity to be heard in this place and not bullied by people opposite.  

Several members interjected.  

Debate Resumed 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: I quote from the Treasury document released in April that states — 

Building approvals decreased by 46.7% in Western Australia during April 2012, the largest monthly fall 

in the history of the series. 

There is some homework I did!  

Mr T.R. Buswell: That’s right! 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: The minister just said it was not right, and now he is saying it is right. Building approvals—

that is what it states in the Treasury document. There has been a massive collapse! That is what is happening out 

there in the industry, and this is a government that is not ready or prepared to fix it. 

Question put and a division taken with the following result — 

Ayes (26) 

Ms L.L. Baker Mr J.C. Kobelke Ms M.M. Quirk Mr A.J. Waddell 
Dr A.D. Buti Mr F.M. Logan Mr E.S. Ripper Mr P.B. Watson 

Ms A.S. Carles Mr M. McGowan Mrs M.H. Roberts Mr M.P. Whitely 

Mr R.H. Cook Mr M.P. Murray Ms R. Saffioti Mr B.S. Wyatt 
Ms J.M. Freeman Mr A.P. O’Gorman Mr T.G. Stephens Mr D.A. Templeman (Teller) 

Mr J.N. Hyde Mr P. Papalia Mr C.J. Tallentire  

Mr W.J. Johnston Mr J.R. Quigley Mr P.C. Tinley  

Noes (30) 

Mr P. Abetz Mr V.A. Catania Mr A.P. Jacob Dr M.D. Nahan 

Mr F.A. Alban Dr E. Constable Dr G.G. Jacobs Mr D.T. Redman 

Mr C.J. Barnett Mr M.J. Cowper Mr R.F. Johnson Mr M.W. Sutherland 
Mr I.C. Blayney Mr J.H.D. Day Mr A. Krsticevic Mr T.K. Waldron 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mr J.M. Francis Mr W.R. Marmion Dr J.M. Woollard 

Mr I.M. Britza Mr B.J. Grylls Mr J.E. McGrath Mr A.J. Simpson (Teller) 
Mr T.R. Buswell Dr K.D. Hames Mr P.T. Miles  

Mr G.M. Castrilli Mrs L.M. Harvey Ms A.R. Mitchell  

            

Pair 

 Mrs C.A. Martin Mr C.C. Porter 

Question thus negatived. 

 


