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MEMBERS’ STATEMENTS 
Aboriginal Pastoral Properties, Kimberley Region 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [5.32 pm]:  I have some comments on the proposed management 
of several pastoral properties in the Kimberley region.  I will also make some cursory comments on one or two 
other stations that I believe are successful.  Noonkanbah Station has a prominent history in Aboriginal affairs in 
this State.  Like the success of Mt Barnett Station, it is one of the very few success stories.  It is particularly 
interesting that while this success was not achieved easily or quickly, it was achieved in spite of the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Commission and other manifestations from the Aboriginal industry.  It is difficult not 
to give too much credit to Dicky Cox, who has been the chairman of the community since its inception.  Dicky 
Cox is an old cattleman who brings his own extensive experience to the management of the property.  From what 
I have observed and heard, Dicky Cox is a man of integrity and commonsense.  He is well regarded in the wider 
Kimberley community and has a large and well-deserved following among Aboriginal people.  

Noonkanbah became successful when Mr Cox sought the advice of the Kimberley office of the Department of 
Agriculture in Derby.  At that time, the officer in charge was Mr Greg Brennan.  Dicky was seeking to have Kim 
Carter, a departmental officer, seconded to help get the station’s cattle operation on a commercial footing.  Greg 
Brennan was very helpful and due to his liaising with the department’s head office in Perth, a deal was struck 
and Kim Carter was able to give Noonkanbah his full attention.  Since that time, it is pleasing to note that the 
station has performed extremely well and has been able to sell cattle regularly.  It is making a handsome profit.  

I refer now to Leopold Downs and Fairfield stations, which Aboriginal people also own.  I have long thought it 
sad that often the real crooks who rip off Aboriginal people are of Aboriginal descent.  For some reason, the 
management of these properties seems to be in the hands of the Bunuba Corporation, which also runs the super 
market, the pub and other businesses in Fitzroy Crossing.  As members can imagine, the Bunuba Corporation is a 
licence to print money and no doubt the directors do very well out of it.  Until recently, the stations were 
managed by an Aboriginal cattleman called Kevin Oscar.  Inquiries I made indicated that Kevin appears to be 
both competent and committed.  Unfortunately, he was sacked by the Bunuba Corporation and no doubt, as is 
often the case in these instances, the corporation will try to blame him for the $1.2 million debt the station has 
incurred.  

It appears that the Bunuba Corporation has arranged to transfer the lease of the property to interests controlled by 
Mr Frank Nichol from Melbourne.  I am interested to know whether he is one of the people involved in the 
enormous rort at Roebuck Plains Station where, as we have come to expect, Aboriginal people, with the 
exception of a few high fliers at the top, were well and truly ripped off.  It appears - it is very worrying - that this 
may be happening all over again with Leopold Downs and Fairfield.  The Aboriginal people who live on the 
stations and are the traditional beneficial owners want the management structured along the same lines as the 
management at Noonkanbah.  The elders in the community, Banjo Wooranmuarra, the Marr brothers and 
William Leopold, all believe the station could be a place that provides training and employment prospects for 
young people in the community. 

It is difficult to find out exactly what deal has been struck because there is almost no accountability.  As far as I 
can make out, the Frank Nichol interests have offered to assume the station debts and hand the station back in 10 
years with improved infrastructure.  They also agreed to provide the community with killing beef for tucker.  
Considering about 7 000 head of breeders are on the property, which includes 2 000 head of sale cattle available 
now, at current prices that should provide a total net return in excess of $600 000.  This is an absolute scandal.  I 
expect that other money will probably change hands somewhere down the line.  I am reasonably certain that the 
traditional and beneficial owners will not collect a brass razoo of that.  

This sort of deal is an indictment on ATSIC, the Department of Indigenous Affairs and the State and federal 
Governments.  I have no doubt that Dr Gallop and Hon Tom Stephens will claim it is not their concern because it 
is a federal problem.  However, that would be a total cop out.  Of course the Department of Indigenous Affairs 
has responsibility for indigenous people.  It could do many things, such as enlist the expertise of the Department 
of Agriculture and advise the traditional owners of other options.  It could well instigate a close look at the 
operation of the Bunuba Corporation.  

Dr Gallop is always very quick to attack One Nation.  In fact, prior to the last state election he insinuated that 
104 000 Western Australians were Nazi sympathisers.  I took great exception to that and still do.  He has often 
painted us as racist and anti-Aboriginal when the only use he has for that section of the community is to see how 
much political mileage he can squeeze out of their disadvantage.  This is always easier and more enduring than 
trying to remedy the situation.  Hon Tom Stephens is of the same ilk and, no doubt, on very good terms with the 
directors of the Bunuba Aboriginal Corporation.  I doubt very much that he will make any more fuss over this 
than he did over Roebuck Plains, which, as I said before, was a complete rort.   
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Many questions need answers and I intend to pursue this matter with tenacity.  It may be too late to do much for 
the old people in this case, but members can rest assured that if the participants are allowed to get away with 
these scurrilous deals, they will continue to do it over and over again.  It is about time that this Labor 
Government became accountable for some of the rorts that have occurred in these areas and opened up its record 
for a bit of scrutiny.   

The Government cannot claim ignorance or lack of awareness.  Morally, there is no doubt that it should instruct 
the Department of Agriculture to ensure that the best outcomes for traditional owners are achieved.  I await with 
interest the further outcomes with regard to Leopold Downs and Fairfield stations.  The Government should be 
held accountable for these outcomes and every effort should be made to ensure that we end up with the best 
outcome for the traditional owners.   

Wheat Marketing, Single-Desk Arrangement 

HON FRANK HOUGH (Agricultural) [5.42 pm]:  With the Iraqi war coming to an end, my concern is that the 
United States will put pressure on the federal and State Governments to remove the single desk under the free 
trade agreement.  As members know, there is no such thing as free trade or a level playing field with the 
Americans.  The international market is composed of many regional suppliers as well as buyers.  This means that 
the suppliers in any region act to distort the market to ensure their own region’s economic security.  It is a game 
of placing one’s region in the best position.  I do not want to bash the Americans, because next week I will be 
visiting my father over there and he will probably belt me behind the ears if I do.  However, the United States 
has a history of twisting bilateral and multilateral trading agreements so that the greater benefits are returned to 
the Americans.  It is called “moving the goal posts”.  These benefits come at the expense of the other trading 
partner or partners.  Trading is a zero game.  In other words, one party can only gain at the other’s expense.  
With this in mind, our domestic Governments must defend Australia’s current wheat marketing arrangements 
under the FTA with the United States. 

Late in June 2002, Canada’s Parliament asked the Canadian Wheat Board, controlled by the western Canadian 
farmers and the largest wheat and barley marketers in the world, to authorise a free market for the sale of wheat 
and barley on a trial basis.  The suggestion was met with shock and dismay because the CWB chairman said at 
the time - 

“Everyone knows that once farmers’ marketing power is broken, it cannot be put back together, either 
practically or legally under the terms and conditions of the free trade agreement,” 

The single-desk arrangement is dear to our market.  It is unique to this country, because the system we have built 
offers the best service and the best wheat.  The system is successful because of the single desk.   

This is the position that the Australian farmers are being told to put themselves into.  The United States will 
protect its own interests with non-tariff barriers to trade while seeking inroads into the Australian market by 
reducing our non-tariff barriers to trade.  The US Farm Bill will boost subsidies to the American farmers by 
$135 billion.  It will have the American’s receiving about $A40 000 every year for the next 10 years at a cost of 
$270 billion as it tries to relax the Australian quarantine laws and non-tariff barrier to trade under the FTA.  In 
return, Australia has promised to reduce tariffs on Australian imports and to increase quotas, two actions on 
which the United States can and will easily renege.  There is no question about that.  It wants the best of all 
worlds at the expense of our market.  We know what the national competition policy has done, because 
historically it has not been really successful here and has caused a lot of grief.   

It is vital that the single-desk arrangement be kept intact, because it remains Australia’s best defence against the 
trade distorting actions of overseas competitors.  It is the most efficient and effective grain marketing 
arrangement currently in operation anywhere in the world.  Why should we muck around with that?  We have it 
down to a fine art and we are the best people in the world to do it.   

At present, the Australian Wheat Board offers growers management of pooling services, international sales and 
marketing services.  It provides the benefits of security, pooling arrangements and the ability to capture the best 
possible financial returns in a distorted international market.  Furthermore, it allows a fully deregulated domestic 
market in which competition benefits the grower.  Historically and plainly, it shows that whenever the American 
farmers are called upon to act under terms of any free trade agreement, tariffs shoot up in the United States, and 
the playing field is no longer level.  The flagrant difference between the theory of the United States’ trade 
liberalisation and its practice are totally diametrically opposed.  

I am pleased that the minister is in the Chamber to hear this.  No matter what happens, I know that pressure will 
be placed on the State Government to remove the single desk, which is one of the finest tools and strongest trade 
advantages that our farmers have got.  Therefore, I ask the minister to do the utmost - perhaps with his federal 
counterpart Warren Truss - to make sure that the single desk is not removed from our marketing tools in 
Australia.   
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Rottnest Island, Asbestos Roofs 
HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [5.47 pm]:  I will say a few words on the asbestos roofs on Rottnest 
Island and, in particular, those in the education camp.  I wish to thank the Government for its relatively quick 
response in treating most of the roofs in that camp.  Some members may remember that I gave quite a long 
speech on the condition of those roofs some time ago in response to the Minister for Education’s reply to a 
question, in which he said that he felt he had no responsibility for that camp.  However, I wish to compliment the 
Government on its reaction.  It is a little sad that it has not quite finished the job, because the roof of the central 
building in that education camp - 

Hon Barbara Scott:  The barracks.   

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  Yes, the Kingston Barracks.  That central building was probably in the worst condition 
of all.  The Government has treated most roofs, which is a temporary but nevertheless pretty effective way of 
making these roofs safe.  Unfortunately, it has yet to work on the central building.  I urge the Government to 
complete the job that it started and to make Western Australian school children safe from this dreadful disease. 

Wheat Marketing, Single-Desk Arrangement 
HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [5.49 pm]:  Hon Frank Hough may well have been 
listening to my speech earlier this morning at the Australian Grains Institute at Co-operative Bulk Handling 
Ltd’s new headquarters, Gayfer House - 

Hon Frank Hough:  I had a spy there.   

Hon KIM CHANCE:  I did not notice him there, but Hon Frank Hough is very good at turning up at the 
functions within his electorate that I share with him.  On this occasion, I did not see Hon Frank Hough.  
Essentially, the core of my speech outlined where the Western Australian Government stands in relation to the 
single desk, in the context of both the grain marketing legislation that this Parliament progressed towards the 
middle of last year and grain marketing legislation at a national level; that is, our attitude to the commonwealth 
single desk for wheat currently held by AWB Ltd.  Most particularly, I dealt with our attitude towards the single 
desk in our international relationships, in particular in the light of the Doha round of World Trade Organization 
negotiations and the proposed United States free trade talks.  I have indicated on other occasions that I am not an 
enthusiast for the US-Australia free trade talks, although I am not opposed to them either.  I am somewhat 
agnostic about them.  I am not an enthusiast because, although the United States is a promising market of some 
290 million people, the odds against Australia ever regarding the US as a significant trade partner, particularly in 
agricultural products, are great.  The reality is that our three key markets these days are north Asia, followed by 
South East Asia and then the Middle East.  The United States, to the extent that it is a market at all, is about one-
third of the size of our third largest trade partner.  Trade with the United States is about one-third of our trade 
with the Middle East.  It is not a very significant partner, and I do not think it ever will be. 

The thing that concerns me most about trading with the United States, and its attitude to bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, is that the tariff wall between Australia and the United States is already quite low.  The 
nominal gains we could make from a free trade agreement with the US are marginal.  Australian agricultural and 
manufactured products are prevented from getting into the United States by the most sophisticated non-tariff 
barrier in the world.  No country in the world is quite as adept at preventing imports coming in from a non-
American source as the United States.  I have asked myself over a number of years, particularly about 
engineering exports, which we seem to be losing on a weekly basis from Australia to Canada and more latterly to 
Mexico, why this is happening.  What are Canadians and Mexicans offering Australian engineering 
manufacturers that is so attractive that we are not offering here in Australia?  It is the open-border access into the 
United States market, which on paper is no better than access from Australia.  However, if a company is 
manufacturing farm equipment in Canada, it can be rolled across the border without many questions being asked 
at all.  That cannot be done out of Australia, and no free trade agreement will ever make that trade relationship 
more rewarding than it is at the moment. 

I am a sceptic, but I hope a reasonably open-minded one.  If someone can show me that a trade deal with the 
United States can be profitable, I may become more positive about it.  At this stage I am negative.  My reasons 
are that, as soon as the trade talks began, indeed even before they began, the United States placed two things 
squarely on the negotiating table.  The first, as Hon Frank Hough indicated, is the single desk.  The one thing 
that hurts the United States in the grain market, the one area where we have leverage over the United States, is 
our capacity to deal as a single supplier.  The second was the issue of quarantine.  The United States, as is 
Australia, is already a World Trade Organization member.  We already work under the same import risk 
assessment process under WTO approval.  Why on earth, having just adopted this process, would we be talking 
about changing it in the context of a free trade agreement?   The fact of the matter is that Americans want 
preferred access through our quarantine barriers, which are already arguably insufficient.  When we eventually 
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get on to debating the Trans-Tasman Mutual Recognition (Western Australia) Bill 2002, members will see 
arguments coming to the fore that the WTO basis is probably insufficient, yet the Americans are trying to drive 
that down even further.  

I am a sceptic.  At the moment, in my view, there is nothing in this deal for Australians.  However, I stand ready 
to be corrected on that matter.  At this stage, that is the attitude I will be advising the Commonwealth to adopt in 
the Doha round.  The Commonwealth is not snowed by the sudden indication by the United States of its 
willingness to trade with Australia any more than I am.  To the extent that I can relate that to my opposite 
number in the federal Cabinet, Warren Truss, I will be making him aware of my view on that matter. 

House adjourned at 5.57 pm 
__________ 

 


