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APPROPRIATION (RECURRENT 2018–19) BILL 2018 
APPROPRIATION (CAPITAL 2018–19) BILL 2018 

Cognate Debate 

Leave granted for the Appropriation (Recurrent 2018–19) Bill 2018 and the Appropriation (Capital 2018–19) 
Bill 2018 to be considered cognately, and for the Appropriation (Recurrent 2018–19) Bill 2018 to be the 
principal bill. 

Second Reading — Cognate Debate 

Resumed from 13 June. 

HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West) [5.10 pm]: As members make their way out of the chamber, I take 
this opportunity to comment generally on the appropriation bills by commenting on the economy and specific state 
expenditure. 

Hon Alison Xamon: Do you have any graphs? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I did not bring graphs today. I am sorry; I am a bit neglectful. Instead, I am hoping 
to build a visual picture. I know this will be deviating from the norm, but I would like to start by reflecting on 
some of the comments Hon Aaron Stonehouse made and his contribution to the consideration of the estimates. 
I appreciate and always have time for the enthusiasm and ideology of youth. I vaguely remember having that 
enthusiasm and ideology myself, although it was some years ago. 

Hon Michael Mischin: Were you young once? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Apparently, I was young once. I do not remember it! General consideration of my 
peers would indicate that I was born miserable, cantankerous and middle aged, and I am only getting grumpier 
over time. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: And you’re the nice one of the crew! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We are not going to put that to a division, Madam President, because I suspect 
I would lose the vote. 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order, members! There is only one person on his feet, and I know he is warming up very well. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you very much for your protection, Madam President. 

Hon Aaron Stonehouse’s comments yesterday were very interesting. I love listening to young people speaking 
passionately about economic issues, which makes me like bikies, who consider themselves one per cent of society. 
I think those of us who like passionate economic debate are the 0.1 per cent. I might get some badges made up and 
send one to Hon Aaron Stonehouse. 

Hon Michael Mischin: And some leather jackets. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, and some leather jackets. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You certainly won’t have to share them with members on your side. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We will see how many we need to get made. 

Honourable members, I am still progressing down the road of economic literacy. 

Hon Michael Mischin interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Let us not have them directly tattooed onto us! We are economic tragics not 
necessarily any other tragics. 

Much of what Hon Aaron Stonehouse said about capitalism yesterday is ideologically accurate, but as we get older 
and become experienced in the vagaries of life, we soon discover that pure theory is not necessarily reflected in 
practice over time. 

Let us look at these two theories briefly, only because, with great respect to Hon Aaron Stonehouse—who will of 
course be looking after government and this chamber in many years to come—the pure ideologies of capitalism 
and communism are of themselves quite practical. The two extremes at one level make sense. Occasionally 
I lecture in politics and I explain capitalism and communism—the left and right—in the following way. In my 
view, capitalism and the right wing of politics are strong believers in individual freedoms and individual 
responsibilities—that is, reward for effort directly and individually, and responsibility for actions directly and 
individually. I believe from his comments that that is something Hon Aaron Stonehouse and I have in common. 
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We believe in that quite strongly and would put ourselves out on the far right of the political spectrum. The left 
wing in my view is that group that believes in collective reward and collective responsibility—that is, everybody 
takes the efforts of all and everybody is largely responsible for the outcomes when they do not work, both in terms 
of economic and social policy. Normally, if I lecture in this, I ask the class to form a line and put themselves 
somewhere on that spectrum of left and right. Unfortunately, because I tend to lecture to young people, I get a fairly 
heavy diversion to the left hand of the line. I then place myself, sometimes right outside the door, on the right hand 
of the line to try to balance that line a bit. 

Both economic theories are particularly good, with one exception for each. Yesterday, Hon Aaron Stonehouse read 
some excellent quotes and presented his argument beautifully. In my view, the only part that was missing was the 
reflection of human nature in the ideology of both ends of the argument. In its purest form, and if human nature 
was always good and equal, capitalism would work beautifully. The same applies to communism. If human nature 
were removed and every person was always good and always equal, communism would work as well. They are 
both equally valid theories. The problem is that at the communist end, there will always be people whose human 
nature means that they will not contribute equally—some without choice and some with plenty by choice. To take 
an equal reward from that, given the frailty of human nature, obviously becomes a disincentive to achieve that. 

At the other end of the scale, capitalism is also equally corruptible. It is easy to quote people who believe in an 
ideology. Hon Aaron Stonehouse referred to some excellent quotes by those who believe in capitalist ideology, 
which I do; I believe in that despite the foibles of human nature. To reflect upon capitalism as a perfect system 
that does not fail removes from that end of the argument that human nature that makes it fall over also. As it is for 
those not to contribute at the left-hand, communist end of the argument, it is equally able to be corrupted at the 
right-hand end of the argument—that those who, in getting ahead and in forming power, put themselves in an 
advantageous position that some people will never be able to equal. It is and has never been the case that equal 
effort has been equally rewarded. That is the problem with the capitalist system. My advice to 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse is that if we are to be true capitalists—I consider myself a true and honest but also aware 
capitalist—we must accept that the capitalist system also can fail on that basis. That human nature, which causes 
the destruction of the communist system universally, can also cause the destruction of the capitalist system not 
infrequently. We capitalists must always be on our guard if we believe that corruption of the system of right-wing 
economic policy can be eliminated or minimised. We should never lose sight of that as capitalists. I hope that the 
right wing of politics and passionate economic thinkers like Hon Aaron Stonehouse eventually, in the fullness of 
time and as we age, get to a point at which we recognise the good parts of our system, the vulnerable parts of our 
system and ensure that we control and manage those vulnerable parts. He made an excellent speech yesterday. 
I wish the entire upper house had been in the chamber to hear it. I know members are very busy on urgent 
parliamentary business and it is difficult to maintain a constant presence in the chamber, but his speech was an 
excellent example of a young person with passion for economic discussion. We would all benefit from a bit more 
discussion about where the economy and economics sit in the social structure. 

I thank Hon Aaron Stonehouse for his excellent contribution. I urge him to temper his enthusiasm with a bit of world 
experience, which over time I am sure he will. I am sure he will continue to make an excellent economic contribution 
to the Legislative Council of Western Australia. I urge other members to step up to the plate and match the standard 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse has set. I did diverge, but I think his speech was worth commenting on. 

I will also comment on the budgetary process. In the spirit with which we have now started this debate, we could 
improve upon the budgetary process of Western Australia. I have a couple of suggestions. I think that 
Western Australia’s budget process is obviously amongst the best in the world. We are an open democracy. We 
have a very open process in which the opposition can, with sufficient diligence, ask significant questions. I thank 
the Minister for Environment as the economic representative of the upper house. We have a very open economic 
discussion in this place. The question I asked today is a prime example of seeking economic information and trying 
to stimulate that economic debate. His contribution to the debate is good and his support for that democratic process 
is very good. There are a few ways we can make it better. 

I have a very simple suggestion; it might seem very obvious but it needs to be put forward. During the budget 
process at a federal level, which I have been involved with a bit in my period in the wilderness, shall we say, the 
budget lockup includes some members of the opposition. That process allows the opposition to be prepared for 
questions that come up. They do not walk out blind from a budget speech. This happens on both sides, so this is 
not something the Labor government suddenly invented. The opposition members basically listen to the budget 
speech, they are presented with a set of budget books, which are plonked on the ground, and they are then expected 
to walk out and make comments in competition with various business leaders and social groupings who have had 
several hours in a budget lockup to ask questions. The journalists themselves have had several hours in the budget 
lockup working out those questions. Everybody else is prepared in this open debate for budget questions and 
budget analysis, except the poor old opposition, be it the Liberal Party at some period and hopefully the Labor Party 
in the not-too-distant future. The opposition obviously fell behind. I tell this story not necessarily to have a crack 
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at a particular media outlet, because I am a big believer in mainstream media, but as shadow Treasurer in 2008, 
I walked out about 20 minutes after having received a set of budget papers, which was my first view of the budget 
papers in that year presented by the then Treasurer, Eric Ripper. Everybody had been in the budget lockup, so they 
had several hours to work out what was in the papers. In the 20-minute period between being presented with the 
budget papers and saying, “I’m not available to the media”, having been given an incredibly cursory look, most of 
the media, having had their stories in the can at that point, disappeared. One journalist took great delight in saying 
that the shadow Treasurer walked out and there was nobody left to ask him any questions. With the exception of 
one journalist, that is basically true. They do not need to because they are prepared in advance. That is probably 
very politically astute because the government gets to embarrass the opposition and when the government flips, 
we will do the same thing in reverse, no doubt, and embarrass the Labor Party in opposition the same way. 

That is not delivering the best outcomes for economic debate. In the future, I would like to see governments look 
at including a representative of the opposition in the budget lockup, obviously subject to the same rules as 
everybody else—they cannot walk out, they give up their mobile phone and they cannot get anything out at that 
point but they are at least prepared to answer questions and forward policy positions—otherwise, we go through 
this cycle and circle of political opportunism simply leading the way. Political opportunism gives way, in my view, 
to a lack of respect for the process. I think it would be a useful process for all sides of politics to have some capacity 
to examine the budget. Even the timing of the budget makes things awkward. In the federal sphere, the Treasurer 
delivers the budget on a Tuesday evening towards the beginning of a sitting week and two days later, on a Thursday 
evening, the federal Leader of the Opposition delivers the budget reply speech as everybody flies out of Canberra. 

In Western Australia, for as long as I can remember, the budget is traditionally delivered on a Thursday afternoon 
in a sitting week. The lower house has question time a little early so the budget speech can be delivered at two 
o’clock. That is presumably designed for a media cycle that has to happen between 2.30 and three o’clock for 
everybody to get their stories into the news. We are lucky in the Legislative Council because when the budget is 
delivered at two o’clock and finished by 2.30, we still have one question time left. We have the opportunity to ask 
a question on the budget. 

In the federal sphere, the government seems less afraid of scrutiny. If the budget is delivered on a Tuesday night, 
members have question time on Wednesday and Thursday to prosecute arguments and put forward questions and 
find out information. In the state sphere, effectively they have to wait until the next Tuesday, so everything is 
effectively done over a weekend. That is designed to minimise scrutiny. Ministers in government race out all over 
the state and present budget presentations carefully prepared by Treasury on all the goodies that will be delivered 
for each region. The Treasurer and/or the Premier deliver the big Perth budget breakfast at the Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry of Western Australia. The government always get an advantage out of that and that will 
obviously continue. Changing the time frame, changing when the budget is delivered and changing the amount of 
scrutiny available before questions are asked would make a difference, in my view, to the scrutiny available to the 
community and it would make the process more open and accountable. If governments are a little frightened of 
what they put in budgets and therefore a little scared of scrutiny and therefore they want to keep the same process, 
we are back to that acknowledgement that there is something a bit corrupt in the system—that “something is fishy 
in the state of Denmark” conversation. I think there is a way that we can make the budget process a little more 
open and scrutable, and I think that would be a good outcome for everybody. 
The follow-up, I guess, is that we move into the estimates sessions afterwards. I thoroughly enjoy estimates. 
I consider myself a bit of an estimates groupie. I know that I annoy the blazes out of Hon Alanna Clohesy in the 
chair. I have enormously good fun in estimates. That sounds weird too. 
The PRESIDENT: Can you say any more about that? 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, I may seek some counselling later, if I had any respect for the psychology 
profession. 
We can strike a couple of issues with that. I know that members have been having a debate about that today. It is 
almost impossible that we will basically make everybody happy in the process. I get that. Because I am not an 
active member of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, I go to a fair number of the 
sessions, and the agency estimates are the same. I love to go along. I plan to get a line of questioning up, so I do 
my very best to make sure it is a good one. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: You’re giving us your modus operandi. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: They are pretty obvious tactics. It is not rocket science. If a new member of 
Parliament, say, a member of the crossbench, takes advantage of that and works out how the system works, I am 
quite happy with that. That is how we work. I recommend that if a member is not a member of the committee, they 
walk in with one good line of questioning—the one that they hope will bring down the government or provide 
them with the information for the next couple of years that will do so—and run that line. 
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I understand that we will not make everybody happy every step of the way. When we are in there, it is obviously 
a frustrating process while we wait for everybody to have a turn. Ultimately, in my view, the only solution is 
additional estimates. The only way that we can change that outcome is to put more work on the estimates 
committee. It might be worth looking at over time. I know this is making work for somebody else but perhaps at 
some point the estimates committee could look at a twofold estimates process whereby the committee brings in 
departments to examine—the ones that it is interested in—and has a more generally open process for other 
members. I do not think we could have multiple weeks of committee members together. I would come to every 
one with one line of questioning to everything. If everybody else was in the same boat, it would be unwieldy. The 
committee starts at the end of each of those estimates processes with a round of questions. I apologise; I am making 
work for the committee, but I think that is what its members are paid the big bucks for. If the committee, like the 
Senate — 
Hon Alanna Clohesy: He is joking! 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Sorry, Hon Aaron Stonehouse; the committee could look at additional estimates just 
for the committee and then have a week of estimates for us—the great unwashed, as it were. That would potentially 
work as an option. I throw that out there. 
A good part of the Treasury and budget debate might be the various models we could look at in that process to 
provide good scrutiny and accountability. I am not unhappy with the process as it is. I get the unwieldiness of it. 
It is a suggestion that I think over time might make it better. I will remain a bit of a groupie of the estimates process 
because I think that is where we have, apart from the questions that I give the poor old Minister for Environment 
most of the time, the best way of gleaning information out of governments and government departments. “It’s the 
economy, stupid; follow the money”—I think all of those things are incredibly accurate. As much as we like to 
talk about policy and good governance, in the end, in my view, my best advice to members, particularly in 
opposition, is to follow the money. That is where we find government traps—its banana skins. The places we want 
to find are found when we follow the money. That is my first suggestion about the budget process. I think we could 
make it a little better. Having said that, it is not bad. The overall budget process is actually pretty reasonable. It is 
pretty standard no matter who is in power or in opposition; the process is not significantly different. We could 
improve it, and I think we should do exactly that. 
I would like to turn to a few specifics that I find incredibly interesting about the budget process and some of the 
things in the budget and some programs that the government has put in place. I do not propose to go into a lot of 
detail on Local Projects, Local Jobs. I think that debate is being held in another forum. We will go back to that 
again in another motion by Hon Tjorn Sibma. I suggest that would be something that the estimates committee 
might at some point have a look at. 
I was incredibly interested to hear some comments made recently about renewable power. It is a very common 
topic. We had an excellent debate in the chamber last year on where we think renewable energy will go in relation 
to climate change. Although the minister and I have a slightly different view about whether large-scale, small-scale 
or micro renewable energy will be the solution, we are kind of arguing around the edges a bit. After I am proved 
right, he will probably come to my side! It was an excellent debate. I think we are getting somewhere in the process. 

Let me make a comment on the centralist process that goes on. It does not really matter whether it happens on the 
left side or right side of politics, whether it is federal Labor or Liberal–National, a centralist program has been in 
place for some time. I will come back to that in more detail in a little while. It intrigues me that the most important 
debate the federal government is having at the moment is about the generation of electricity and what form of fuel 
we might use for that and under what circumstances it might be subsidised. I am astounded by that because for as 
long as I can remember it has been the purview of the states to deliver energy to their people. Like so many other 
issues, we kind of get bogged down. When it is convenient federally, everybody jumps on board and we have this 
debate federally. I have seen federal governments fund hospitals in the face of state investment. I am now watching 
a federal debate about how we are going to fund power stations. I do not think the federal government builds power 
stations. I do not think the federal government should involve itself in the process of deciding how power is 
generated. I would rather see the federal government say to the states, “It is your job to provide power for your 
community.” I recognise that the system in the eastern states is now a multistate system. The system in the eastern 
states is an integrated electricity system that goes from Queensland to South Australia. Europe also has an 
integrated power system. It can work across boundaries, but each state still maintains control over its own outcomes 
and destiny. I understand the Netherlands has a huge amount of wind power production. When the wind is not 
blowing, it purchases nuclear power out of France. It still comes through. It is possible that states—in this case 
countries—can manage their own system. States should be managing the power supply and should be responsible 
for making sure that the lights stay on. 

It is very risky for a system to have partial responsibility at two levels of government. My memory of dual 
responsibility of systems is that it usually causes an absolute mess. In the end, responsibility is passed back and 
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forth between two systems of government. Ultimately, one never knows who to blame. I think we are far better 
off to have a simple, defined and discernible line of authority that can be questioned. It is dangerous when we start 
to blur those lines. I would recommend that we go back to a more defined set of responsibilities between state and 
commonwealth. That is probably not the community’s expectation because the community does not necessarily 
define the difference between state and federal responsibilities. Many times people do not know the difference 
between state and federal politics, and politicians. Sometimes they get a bit confused about which mob they are 
voting or not voting for. It does become a fairly complicated issue. That is why the political leadership at state and 
federal levels needs to make some strong definitions on precisely where those lines of authority and responsibility 
lie and actually take the responsibility for that themselves. We should be very cautious about allowing any other 
sphere of government stepping in and dictating to us. Western Australia would be within its rights to be quite upset 
if we were being dictated to on what our power infrastructure should look like, for example. 

Perhaps Western Australia is a little more insular and isolated than other states. From my travels, I certainly think 
Western Australia is seen as the wild west versus all of them over there. I have to say that it does not always work 
in our favour. In a lot of negotiations we are frequently not respected because we take that position. We need to 
be a bit smarter about that. The secessionist movement in my view does us enormous harm rather than much good. 
Being an object of ridicule at the end of the day is ultimately the political death of us all. 

Talking about power infrastructure—I have deviated a little again—I was particularly interested quite recently to 
see that the Shire of Collie rejected a proposal to put solar panels on shire offices. The proposal was roughly this: 
the Shire of Collie would fund, through a $90 000 loan, photovoltaic cells on shire buildings. It was expected to 
save the shire, according to staff estimates, towards half a million dollars over the foreseeable future. That would 
be a reasonably good investment from the Shire of Collie. It was voted down. Only two councillors voted in favour 
of it. It was voted down because the Collie councillors’ view was that they should not support renewable energy 
as Collie is a coal town that is doing it tough. There is no doubt that the town of Collie is doing it tough. An 
economic rationalisation has only just started in Collie. It is not complete and, in my view, it will get worse before 
it gets better. We need to do a lot of work around Collie, and Collie will need to do a lot of work to build into the 
future. I thought this was a fairly extraordinary decision by the councillors of Collie, particularly in the face of 
a few bits of information. The Shire of Collie rejected a proposal to put $90 000 of solar panels on the shire roofs 
to save itself near half a million dollars. At the same time, the state Labor government has a $30 million election 
commitment to build a solar farm in Collie. 

The solar farm in Collie, as far as I can tell—although there may be a few jobs in construction—will be remotely 
managed from Perth. The solar farm will not provide a single long-term job in Collie. A $30 million state 
investment in solar technology in Collie flies in the face of the council’s decision to reject installing solar panels 
on roofs to save ratepayers a measly half a million dollars. It does not stop there. The state Labor government has 
also committed to $30 million to a biomass plant in Collie to use renewable energy. The definition of “renewable” 
can be a bit questionable when we talk about biomass plants. I am not proposing to get into a debate with the more, 
shall we say, left-wing members who might think that, depending where a product comes from, it is not necessarily 
renewable. I am happy to have that debate in a different forum. The reality is that it is still a renewable energy 
project worth $30 million. Whilst the Shire of Collie has rejected a $90 000 project to save ratepayers half a million 
dollars, the McGowan government will put $30 million into a solar farm in Collie and $30 million into a biomass 
plant in Collie. 

But wait, there’s more! No, it is not a set of steak knives. Under the Local Projects, Local Jobs program—
a program of grants or not grants, depending on who we ask — 

Hon Darren West: Not grants. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Was that “not”? This afternoon they are not grants. 

Hon Peter Collier: The Premier says they are. Is the Premier wrong? 

The PRESIDENT: I do not think Hon Dr Steve Thomas needs any assistance from his own team tonight. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The enthusiasm is getting to us. But wait, there’s more! Under the Local Projects, 
Local Jobs program, the Collie Eagles Football Club received a grant—I think it was a grant—of $300 000 to put 
solar panels on its roof. It is a very interesting process in which the Shire of Collie is rejecting this 
$90 000 proposal, the state government is putting $60 million into renewable energy, and another $300 000 under 
a Labor Party fund to provide a grant to put solar panels on the footy club. Very mixed messages are coming out 
here. I think we should have a bigger debate about where energy is going to go, but we are going to have to 
acknowledge the infiltration of rooftop solar as an energy source. It has the biggest growth in energy production 
in Western Australia at the moment. It has an infiltration rate of about 25 per cent. I looked up how many houses 
might have rooftop solar in the town of Collie, because if it is being traitorous to the energy industry to put on 
rooftop solar, about 820 houses in Collie are in trouble—and the footy club—because they have put solar panels 
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on the roof. It was 820 houses at the 2016 census, so I suspect that the figure is higher now. Probably close to 
1 000 houses in Collie have solar panels on their roofs. We need to accept that this is the inevitable outcome of 
life as we know it. Solar energy is starting to become cheaper. 

I have said this before: once we solve the storage issues, solar energy becomes more economically and financially 
attractive, not less, and the future will look very different. That means that we have to manage a transition in the 
economy of Collie very carefully, because right now that is a very vulnerable community. To a large degree that 
community is reliant on coal production, which is not making any money. Taking coal from Collie to use in various 
sources is resulting in, at best, a break even or, at worst, significant losses to the companies involved. There has 
been a significant restructure of the wages profile. I suspect that that will continue and there will be some company 
ructions going forward. There will be a need to either maintain significantly or, I suspect, decommission more coal 
power over time as those old units in Muja C and D, units 5, 6, 7 and 8, start to struggle. Units 5 and 8 have 
traditionally been a bit more problematic than the rest. 

We have to remember that these power stations were expected to close before now. Their life has been extended 
by significant investment in maintenance, but we can only add number 8 wire and baling twine for so long before 
things start to crash. A major redirection will have to happen. A lot of it will be foisted on us. Policy will not 
dictate the outcome. The outcome will happen and policy will have to adapt no matter who is in power. This 
process will take a decade to trickle through. Collie is not going to die. It is a resilient town. It will continue. The 
end of whaling did not end Albany. It is a beautiful town. The coal transition and the transition of that economy 
will not kill Collie, but there is always some pain in the process. Managing the jump is the most important thing 
that needs to be done at this time. 

I will move on to a couple of other topics as we go. I have been running a campaign—the minister has probably 
noticed—on the rural fire division. I will not go into much detail there. The government has announced the rural 
fire division. I think the name is very important because it is not a rural fire service. It is a different fire division. 
The government and the opposition are not miles apart on the proposals that we have put forward. The government 
has made some good steps in this proposal. A couple of things absolutely need to be maintained. The first is that, 
in my view, the division must be housed in a regional area. I still think that it should be headed up by a deputy 
commissioner to give it the oomph that it requires, but, most importantly—I give this to the minister as an absolute 
guarantee—it has to have an operational role. It might not be universally operational. Local fire brigades attached 
to councils will continue to manage local fires, but I can guarantee that we will have no choice but for the division 
to have an operational role, particularly at level 3 fires. With the people who are going into that rural fire division, 
the Department of Fire and Emergency Services cannot afford to lose that operational capacity. I can guarantee 
the minister that there will be another ministerial backflip. We probably will not notice because there are so many 
backflips in the government that has become the status quo. When it happens, of course, we will put out a media 
release and claim credit for it, as we do. The government will try to hide it on a Friday afternoon when nobody is 
watching. “Look over here.” When it happens, I will stand in Parliament and say, “I told you so, minister”, because 
the rural fire division will require an operational role and we will be unable to avoid that. It does not really become 
operational for about a year, so the government has a bit of time to house it somewhere in the south west, I suspect, 
Hon Colin Tincknell, in that Pinjarra–Manjimup kind of area. Ideally, it will put a deputy commissioner level in 
charge of it. The two it has are ideal. At that point, it will have an operational role and I am sure that this house 
will take credit for telling the government where it needed to go, and that will be fantastic. 

Speaking of backflips, I have a couple of quick comments on this week’s backflip on the government’s position 
to put some Shark-Management-Alert-in-Real-Time drum lines in the water off Gracetown. That backflip is 
welcomed. Luckily, on this issue we are talking about water, so the backflip is over water, which is a bit safer. 
Backflips over land are obviously a bit more dangerous. The minister who is backflipping is obviously getting in 
some practice on sharks before he will have to do the land-based backflip with the Department of Fire and 
Emergency Services. It is obviously easier for Minister Kelly to backflip when he has a water landing. 

Hon Colin Tincknell: Water first, trampoline second. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, water first, trampoline second, and then land. Can I say it is an excellent 
backflip. In my view, the most important part of this proposal is that it has scientific credibility. I am on the public 
record as saying that the proposal by the federal Minister for the Environment and Energy, Josh Frydenberg, for 
167 drum lines was so large as to exceed the requirement for scientific validity. My question to the government, 
and I think this would ultimately be a question to the Chief Scientist of Western Australia, who will oversee the 
project, is whether the size of the proposed project is large enough to give it scientific validity. 
Hon Colin Tincknell: That is part of the reason. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I think it will have some capacity, but I do not think it will be statistically valid. 
Those of us who have done a bit of statistics would understand the concept of statistic validity. I think the size of 
this particular proposal will not enable it to be statistically valid; therefore, it will need to be increased. My 
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back-of-the-envelope estimate is that the project will need between 12 and 25 drum lines to give it statistical 
validity. In my view, that means that the area will need to be extended a little to give it greater coverage and 
provide some quantifiable data. I look forward to having that debate in the not-too-distant future. I hope the 
Chief Scientist will apply the necessary degree of rigour to give the project statistical validity. I am sure he will at 
least convey that view to the government and will suggest that outcome, but he may come up with a different set 
of numbers. That is fine. I think that is a great debate that we can have. However, the backflip is welcomed. The 
proposal that SMART drum lines have a valid purpose is very good. The reason is that it is part of a scientific 
process. Sharks are caught and tagged, and then released, I think further offshore. We know from the New South 
Wales experiment that because of the unpleasantness of the process—it cannot be a pleasant process to go 
through—the sharks then tend to drift offshore a bit further and stay offshore. However, they do not stay offshore 
forever. It is a short-term phenomenon. They eventually move back to their normal migration program. 
The critical part of this process is that it delivers a tagged shark that can be followed and studied. Ultimately, shark 
mitigation requires a multi-pronged approach. It requires the government to look at eco barriers. It used to be called 
netting. We do not call it netting anymore. I apologise for giving the politically correct version of this. It is now 
called eco barriers. Eco barriers placed in appropriate places are very good. SMART drum lines also play an 
important role. Monitoring plays a critical role, particularly when there are known interaction hotspots. I am 
intrigued that we are having a debate about moving the Margaret River Pro. That would be a dreadful shame for 
the Margaret River region. 
Hon Colin Tincknell: It would be a disaster, 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It would be a dreadful outcome. The member is absolutely right. The Margaret River 
Pro was not damaged by an interaction between surfers and a shark. Two other people were involved. The first 
person was unfortunately a victim of circumstance to some degree, although the shark warnings were available. 
The second person beggared belief, to be honest, because he had been ordered from the water and refused to go. 
I need to put that into a bit of context. I want to make some comments about this because it is critically important. 
Members will remember that it was not that long ago that Mick Fanning was attacked by a shark at Jeffreys Bay 
in South Africa. That was an attack on a surfer in the program. Guess where the World Surf League South African 
competition was held a couple of months ago? It was held at Jeffreys Bay. Therefore, a direct attack on a surfer in 
that circumstance did not result in a scare campaign that resulted in the program being moved. It is still held at 
Jeffreys Bay. A couple of months ago, surfers at Jeffreys Bay were removed from the water while a couple of 
sharks who were moving through were monitored and hazed away from the area. Not long after that, the surfers 
went back in the water and continued to compete. That tells me that if there is enough will, it is possible to manage 
the interaction. However, nothing is ever guaranteed. We would assume that a few years ago, after the first attack 
at Jeffreys Bay, there was monitoring as well. However, we would assume also that the monitoring has improved. 
It is guaranteed that there was no discussion about shifting that event to somewhere else. We need to get better at 
how we manage interactions and at how we monitor and remove sharks. That is why monitoring, be it by shark 
patrols or drones, is critical. Warning signs can be put up. I note that Hon Colin de Grussa has been part of 
a program in Esperance to enhance the warnings for people in a fairly isolated area. That is to be commended. 
Hon Darren West: They put up a sign that a shark is in the area. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Absolutely. That is a good outcome in which the community can get involved to 
make it safer. However, we need to be cautious that while we take this multi-pronged approach to this issue, we 
do not scare everybody out of the water. I hate to tell people that the movie Jaws was not actually a documentary. 
It had us terrified for years. If we have seen that movie recently and try to go for a swim, we are looking around 
for a shark; we cannot help ourselves. 

Hon Colin Tincknell: I understand a new one is coming. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, and the fish is even bigger, I am told. We think that is a documentary as well. 
The reality is that the government needs to do more to deal with this issue. I am glad the government has decided 
to do more. It is probably still not enough, but it is a small step in the right direction, and that is a plus. However, 
we need to be a little cautious, because the tourism industry in the south west relies on people coming to visit. 
A lot of those people are families who bring their kids to swim in the ocean. If those families are too frightened to 
put their kids in the water, it will cause a problem with tourism. It is not just surfer tourism. There will also be 
a greater problem with general tourism. The communities around Margaret River and Busselton and even towards 
Bunbury rely heavily on tourism dollars, and they are struggling at the moment. It is critical that the state 
government does more. It is also critical that we recognise that this needs to be a scientifically-led debate. That is 
what we will ultimately need to get to. I hope the Chief Scientist will ensure that we have an environmentally 
sensible but also scientifically statistically valid study that will provide some good outcomes that will dictate how 
we handle this process in the future. I am pleased to be able to make some comments along those lines. I am 
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a frequent attender at chamber of commerce events in Busselton and around the south west, and it is a concern to 
the industries in that area. 

I now move to a couple of other topics. I would like to mention briefly—noting the government’s activities—the 
potential replacement of the Boyanup saleyards. Members might be aware that there is a regional saleyards 
strategy. That strategy has been around for a long time. It was championed at one point by the then Minister for 
Agriculture and Food and member of this place Hon Kim Chance, whom I had the pleasure of dealing with on this 
issue many years ago. We had reached the point at which the regional saleyards strategy was about four saleyards—
replacement of the Midland, Katanning and Boyanup saleyards, and the upgrade and some funding issues related 
to the great southern or Mt Barker saleyards. The sale of Midland saleyards brought home $79 million net profit 
because of a fair bit of remediation that needed to be done for some contaminated site work. That $79 million 
effectively paid for three of those four projects. Muchea was built, Katanning was rebuilt, Mt Barker was upgraded 
and some money was given to the Shire of Plantagenet to reduce the debt levels in the process. 

Hon Darren West: The Narngulu saleyards were upgraded as well. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Okay, but that was not part of the regional saleyards strategy. The net effect was 
$79 million, and then the money ran out. It was critical that the entire regional saleyards strategy was developed. 
I note that the Minister for Regional Development; Agriculture and Food has recently put out expressions of 
interest for the private development of the Boyanup saleyards. The economics of those yards by themselves with 
a throughput of around 60 000 head are really tight. It is a difficult process to make them stand up on their own. 
I understand that the minister is in discussions about how the Muchea saleyards might be rolled into a package 
deal. Whilst I am not afraid of privatisation, and it is good to see a Labor government in the privatisation area, 
I can suggest other areas it might like to look at for privatisation. We might start with Western Power while it still 
has any value. That value will be gone fairly quickly, so the government should sell it while it can. The privatisation 
process should not necessarily be scoffed at, but it is not an easy argument. Ultimately, if a government does not 
get private investment on a good deal for Western Australia at some time in the future, it will have to rebuild that 
saleyard. My suggestion to government is that it is obvious that royalties for regions should be investing in that 
program. It makes obvious sense because it is an agricultural industry supporting regional areas. That saleyards 
should have been rebuilt previously. That $20 million should have already been spent on it. A government will 
have to do that and step up and put additional money into finishing the regional saleyards strategy, a strategy that 
would probably be a testimonial immemorial to Hon Kim Chance because he was a passionate advocate for that 
particular proposal. That would be particularly important. 

I have a couple of other quick issues before we proceed and allow the next person to jump in. All members should 
be aware of an issue that is starting to bubble along, and that is the funding issue for natural resource management, 
not specifically catchment councils. Every one member present will have a catchment council associated with their 
region, and some lucky members will have more than one—the South West Region has three. But beyond the 
simple catchment council—I will come back to them in a little more detail in a minute—there is a general issue in 
the funding of natural resource management where state and federal governments over time have stepped back and 
stepped away from that process. Members will probably remember that in order to pass the legislation for the sale 
of Telstra, the then Prime Minister, John Howard, required the support of the Democrats. The Democrats held out 
for some pretty good sweeteners, one of which was a fairly significant environmental package that we ended up 
calling natural resource management. It contained the national water and national land packages and it was 
a significant fund of money. Massive amounts of money were put into it. The minister will probably remember all 
this from his days in a previous minister’s office. That funding has largely now been diverted. In recent years, 
a significant amount of what was then natural resource money was moved into Landcare Australia, and a lot of 
that went into Green Army projects. There were some reasonable Green Army projects. There was also an 
enormous amount of wastage in the Green Army program. Federally, we had this vision of the old Green Corps 
programs and those programs of many years ago where young people threw themselves into environmental work 
and some developed careers out of that. Unfortunately, those days are largely gone. It would be very interesting to 
see the final commonwealth Auditor General’s report on the Green Army projects because I think we could find 
some really interesting outcomes from that, but what happened, effectively, is that the money was shifted out of 
natural resource management and into that program. That left a lot of natural resource managers fairly tight. At 
the same time, state funding has declined for natural resource management. I acknowledge that the current minister 
has managed to hold onto the environment budget reasonably well. The minister must have friends in high places—
a bit of a power player amongst the Labor elite. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: Not at all. We are just very caring about the environment. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: He is one of those behind-the-scenes puppetmasters. He has done remarkably well. 
The PRESIDENT: I think the member is veering off track here. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Sorry, Madam President. I am just trying to impact on his next pre-selection. 
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In 2009, the state NRM budget was $30 million, which is a significant amount. I understand that this year it is 
going to look like $7 million and a bit. The commonwealth has stepped back significantly from natural resource 
management funding at the same time as the state, which is not all the responsibility of the current government. It 
has been a gradual and constant decline at a state and a federal level, but the end result is that many environmental 
groups are struggling economically. I have to say that the environment is not the powerhouse policy area that it 
was 10 years ago. The environment is not as sexy as it used to be. Environmental sectors have aged a bit and lost 
some of their youthful appeal. I suspect that that is as much about the economy as anything else. When the 
economy is going well, people think about lots of other things. When the economy is not going so well and wages 
are not growing, everybody thinks about the economy and wages, and the economic tragic in me is like that too. 
But there has been a step back from that focus on environmental outcomes and it is a much tougher environment 
in which to operate. 
I am keen to see that we maximise our effort in the area. Not every NRM project or every NRM council has done 
a sterling job necessarily, but a strong focus on community engagement and environmental outcomes is absolutely 
critical. In the end, we will never be able to pay public servants or a workforce to work those volunteer hours that 
the community does. The community contribution to environmental outcomes, particularly in the larger population 
centres, is absolutely critical. Everybody has those little “friends of” groups. Last week—it might be the week 
before now—Hon Tjorn Sibma and I visited the Friends of Yellagonga Regional Park in the north metropolitan 
region. It is an example of one of those magnificent little community groups with not many members. Most of 
them are ageing like we are, but they are out there pulling up weeds and maintaining an ecological standard in 
their local environmental asset. They are critical and crucial to built-up areas particularly in the metropolitan 
region, but even in the south west with those groups around the larger centres like Bunbury and Busselton. They 
are critical groups. I am intent on making sure that they still have access to the basic equipment that they need to 
maintain those environmental assets. It is not a highly expensive process, but when such a group is struggling for 
the bare basics such as rakes, wheelbarrows and shovels, it is very hard to be active, especially without a shovel 
to dig. When those groups are struggling, we know there is an issue. I get it that the environment is not as sexy as 
it once was, but I would hate to think that we are starting to let it go to a point where it will start to lose its value. 
I was hoping to finish with a few general observations around the budget, in particular where we are going, and we 
also need to understand where we have come from. I hope to complete my contribution based on some history of and 
some conversation about budget repair. I know that my friends in One Nation were very interested to have 
a conversation about GST. I could not go through without necessarily including a little bit of that debate in the process. 
As I said on energy some time ago, economic policy is also something that has been centralised over time. This is 
not a new process. I think it would be useful for us to have a quick examination of the history of economic 
centralisation in Australia so that, in our effort to become economically literate, members are aware of where we 
have come to and why we got there. 
In the 1890s there was debate about whether the colonies of Australia should federate. It was quite an acrimonious 
debate for some period. There was concern particularly about the various economic capacities of the colonies. 
Some colonies were far older and more established and obviously had bigger populations. There was an 
agricultural focus. The squattocracy in New South Wales was fairly well established. They undoubtedly had the 
capacity to look after their areas. That was not the case for every state. Obviously, Western Australia was 
represented at that time by its iconic Premier, Sir John Forrest, later briefly Lord John Forrest. I will quote him. 
I should know this quote off by heart, but I will read out my note in case I make a mistake. I would hate to get it 
wrong. It states — 

… in 1896 John Forrest said—All we desire … is that three fourths of the custom revenue shall be 
returned to the States. Unless the States have some security of this kind the people cannot be expected to 
accept the constitutional bill ... it is like beating the air to tell us that we are to give up our great revenue 
producer—the customs—and that we are to have no guarantee whatever that any part of that money will 
be returned to us, although we shall each have to provide for the payment of interest on our public debts. 

It is interesting that we were debating public debt in 1896. The circle has turned — 

Hon Stephen Dawson: It was a conservative government in those days as well, wasn’t it? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I think we largely preceded parties, did we not, in 1896? 

Hon Darren West: Was it 1891? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: In Australia or in Western Australia? I will have to look that up to see when the 
Labor Party was developed in Western Australia. I was not there at the time, Hon Darren West; I will take the 
member’s word for it. 

At that point, in 1896, about 125 years ago, they were debating the issue of public debt and the returns of finances 
from the commonwealth. It is massively different from the finances of today. The circle has turned and we are 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 15 August 2018] 

 p4570d-4580a 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas 

 [10] 

back to exactly the same thing. Effectively, following those words, in the next year, 1897, it was agreed that the 
Constitution would include three-quarters of the customs duty being returned to the states and the commonwealth 
would exist on the rest. In the early Constitution, the states were the major revenue raisers and the federal 
government relied on the states’ largesse to survive. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: They got the right to do customs duty. Every other state had a big land tax base. We 
didn’t. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is why we got a special deal, yes. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It is one of the ways in which Federation discriminated against Western Australia. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is partly why Western Australia did not sign up to the original Constitution. If 
we look at the Australian Constitution that was signed, we can see that Western Australia is not in it. It was added 
in due to the debate that went on. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: That’s right. Then they gave us a five-year deal. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Ultimately, they gave us a 10-year deal. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: A 10-year deal—still not good enough. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes. In the initial Constitution, there was a 10-year deal that three-quarters of the 
revenue would go directly to the states. Not just customs duty, but overall revenue was to go to the state. That was 
written into the Constitution at the time, even though Western Australia was not a signatory to the Constitution at that 
point; it was included, I think, the year afterwards. At that point, Western Australia was included in the 10-year deal. 
What do we think happened when the 10-year deal expired? Naturally, those revenues were no longer returned to the 
state. That was the beginning. It was in 1910 that the first centralisation process occurred. The commonwealth then 
started to accumulate the economic fundraising powers that were traditionally part of the states. 

Hon Colin Tincknell: That is why we were thinking of seceding. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That would not work, member. Unfortunately, that is not the answer and it will never 
be the answer. We will get to that in a bit. In 1908, the commonwealth Parliament stopped paying the states surplus 
commonwealth revenue. Until 1908, for the first eight years effectively, the commonwealth spent what it needed 
to spend and any money left over went back to the states, because the states at that point were the fundraising arm 
of the commonwealth. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: They also had very limited powers in those days. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Is the minister talking about the commonwealth? 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: That is right. It was before the High Court developed a very expansionary interpretation. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The minister raises a very good point. We will get to the High Court in a minute. 

In 1908, the commonwealth stopped returning commonwealth revenues. In 1910, it legislated to abolish the 
requirement to pass on three-quarters of customs and excise duties that had been transferred to the commonwealth. 
Effectively, over that 10-year period, it became the money-making arm, but with an exception—we will come to 
that in a minute. Members may well know that in those early days, the state raised income taxes. Income taxes 
were not levied by the commonwealth; they were levied by the states. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: We could still do that. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Constitutionally, we could still do that. For those of us old enough to remember the 
Malcolm Fraser days, he debated with the states whether those powers should be partially transferred or there 
could be a dual income-taxing regime. I suspect constitutionally, and the expert advice from most constitutional 
lawyers is, that there could be a dual income-taxing regime. It would be a very brave government, minister, who 
pulled on the proposal for a state income tax as well as a federal one. It happens around the world and is possible 
to do constitutionally, but as Sir Humphrey would say, that would be very brave. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: A courageous move. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: A courageous move by a minister. I look forward with interest to see whether that is 
part of the Treasurer’s debate going forward. At that point in the early part of Federation, the states levied income 
taxes until World War II, when one of our own, Prime Minister Curtin, proposed that income tax would from then 
on be transferred to the commonwealth on the basis that it was required for the war effort. That is probably 
a reasonable argument, although I note—I will check the records—that that proposal was resisted by the states. At 
that point, in 1942, the states did not voluntarily hand over income-taxing powers to the commonwealth. In fact, 
the commonwealth had to legislate those powers away. 
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Here we come to the point raised by the Minister for Regional Development on the High Court, because, at that 
point, despite the fact it flew in the face of the intent of the Constitution, the words of Sir John Forrest and the 
interests of most of the states, the High Court, as it has traditionally done, backed the commonwealth when the 
High Court challenge was made, and income-taxing powers were transferred to the commonwealth. The 
commonwealth has taxed income ever since, so it was never returned. That started a process, in my view, of the 
High Court traditionally backing and promoting centralisation as an economic process. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I think it started well before then. If you look at the engineers’ case, there is a whole 
range of cases where they interpreted very broadly what the heads of power meant. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is true, but I am speaking economically. It was a pivotal case. Members should 
be aware that the High Court is a child of the Constitution and the commonwealth. It is obvious that the High Court, 
which is constituted by the commonwealth—a court effectively of the commonwealth—would defend the 
commonwealth. It has been very difficult to find any dissenting view in the High Court to the centralisation agenda 
of the commonwealth, but I note that in one of his last High Court rulings on corporations powers, 
Justice Michael Kirby went against the grain and voted against his fellow judges. As far as I know, that is the most 
significant attempt by a High Court judge to reinforce some power in the states according to the Constitution. 
I think that occurred a year or two before his retirement. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 
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