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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West) [5.07 pm]: Members will be pleased to know that I am coming to the 
end of my introductory remarks and will be progressing to the substance of the debate. I will not recap my initial 
contribution, but I bring to the attention of the house a couple of things in relation to the comments I made earlier, 
which were pointed out to me during the interruption for the taking of questions without notice. To that end I want 
to point out a couple of pieces of information in budget paper No 3 of last week to highlight some of the things 
that I pointed out earlier on.  

I looked at revenue and discovered that revenue was up by $2 billion, but I want particularly to go to the public 
non-financial corporations—that is, those government entities that provide services such as electricity, water and 
a few other things, but not the Western Australian Treasury Corporation because it comes under the financial 
corporations section. I note on page 186 in the operating statement of public non-financial corporations the 
depreciation and amortisation impacts that relate to the things I said about power infrastructure, in particular. The 
depreciation and amortisation was $2.15 billion in 2019–20, the budget estimate for the current financial year is 
$2.18 billion, and in the out years the figures are $2.25 billion, $2.31 billion and $2.37 billion. Depreciation and 
amortisation are being written down at significant cost. That reinforces the size of the original purchase of those 
items, but it is not necessarily a reflection of the actual cost. For those who have done general accounting, depreciation 
is, in theory, the setting aside of a replacement. I would suggest that most of the depreciation in the electricity sector 
is unlikely to be replaced in the way that it currently exists—it is $2 300 million, or $2.3 billion, worth of depreciation 
on these public non-financial corporations. 

On the next page, page 187, I note that property, plant and equipment on the public non-financial corporations is 
valued in the order of $58 billion, rising in the out years to $60.5 billion, $62 billion and $63 billion. Some of those 
assets are substantial, particularly the Water Corporation ones. I suspect that we will see a significant writedown 
of those numbers. It probably will not be in the budget process because the government often tends to do it outside 
the budget process, but I think we are going to see a significant writedown in those numbers in the not-too-distant 
future. To be honest, the Minister for Energy would be particularly foolish if he did not. I would encourage him to 
be realistic rather than optimistic in relation to the value of the property, plant and equipment. 
Further down page 187, I note that the borrowings of the public non-financial corporations have reached about 
$26 billion. That is not inconsiderable when compared with the net borrowing position of general government. 
Net debt is predicted to be $25.5 billion for general government in the current budget year. As I say, that is not 
significantly different from the public non-financial corporations. It is a significant amount of debt in total. Interest 
paid on that general government debt looks to be about $800 million, and that is at a very low interest rate. During 
the debate earlier, we talked about what would happen if interest rates rose. It is a significant threat to the process. 
Public non-financial corporations are paying interest of about $600 million, so slightly less than the general government 
sector. Between the two, $1.1 billion to $1.2 billion in interest is being paid every year. That obviously comes at an 
expense, and that is money that cannot be spent on other things. We talk about big numbers in the budget process. 
For most industries, $1 billion would be a significant investment. Public financial corporations obviously have 
very big borrowings, but they borrow to lend to government entities, including local governments. We take that 
one with a grain of salt. 
If we go to the “Total Public Sector”, there is obviously something of a balancing out when the two are combined. 
Net debt is expected to be around $40 billion. It is roughly a combination of the other two, minus some assets that 
help. They are significant amounts of debt. It is interesting that total public sector net debt is predicted to be $39 
billion, and heading for $42.8 billion—nearly $43 billion. I am of the view that it is not too difficult to manipulate 
budgetary outcomes by shifting expenditure around a bit. I suspect it is quite convenient for the government that 
total public sector net debt predicted at the end of the forward estimate period in this budget is effectively the same 
as the projected total public sector net debt that was predicted in the final budget of the previous government. 
Obviously, that makes it very difficult for anybody to criticise! I am unsure whether that was an accidental outcome 
or it was very carefully managed. I think the government is clever enough to manipulate that outcome. Then again, 
if it were that clever, I thought it would have gone a bit further and had a slight budget deficit to share the pain of 
the rest of the community in relation to the impacts of COVID-19. 
I added that as a bit of an update on some of the information we were discussing previously. Before being interrupted 
for question time, I was discussing the royalties for regions fund and the royalties for regions budget. A breakdown 
of those budgets is to be found in budget paper No 3, starting at page 172. It is a very useful breakdown. For many 
years, the entire budget has been broken down in a very usable and readable way, in my view. I have sometimes 
wished that all the other departments’ expenditure had this level of detail in the budget papers, because I think it gives 
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a significant amount of information. The list, commencing on page 176, is in alphabetical order. The “Country Water 
Pricing Subsidy” has $250 million a year over four years, totalling $1 billion expenditure. There are a few other 
projects I would like to raise, particularly given that the minister is present. I am interested in the $5.5 million set 
aside in the 2020–21 budget for the Motorplex complex in Albany. That is on page 177. At some point I will be 
asking whether progress is being made on that project and whether we are likely to see an outcome or significant 
development before the election. That item has been bogged down, in my view, in administration, or planning and 
development issues. It may be that those issues are not simply managed by the department and there might be 
a perfectly reasonable explanation for why that seems to be taking longer than it should have. It is a project that I am 
hoping to get the opportunity to chase down, at least during the budget estimates process. Hopefully, representatives 
from the Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development will be coming along to that. 
On page 178, I am interested in the item “Remote and Essential Services”, which has a $56 million-a-year budget, 
for a total of $224 million. I am not sure precisely what “Remote and Essential Services” represents and what 
precisely that expenditure is going on. Over four years, it is a $224 million program. It has been the case in the past 
that, after looking carefully, we have found the minister and the government have left themselves a bit of wriggle 
room, as it were, in a few of these little programs in the royalties for regions budget. Effectively, contingency funds 
are set aside for things that may develop in the future. I do not know whether that applies to the remote and essential 
services fund, but that is a significant fund that requires a little more explanation. 
They are a couple of examples of what we need to look into. I am pleased to say that both water projects, which have 
some issues around them, have remained in the royalties for regions budget. I am talking about the Myalup–Wellington 
project and the southern forests irrigation project. I am pleased to see that that money remains in place. I know there 
have been some issues in particular around the Myalup–Wellington project. I have to say that it was an immensely 
ambitious project. It was a very big water project. The majority of the money for that project came from the federal 
government and through a transfer by the state. It involves water from the Wellington Dam and it has above-the-dam 
and below-the-dam components to it. As I say, this project was immensely ambitious, and I am not surprised that 
there are some difficulties with delivering this project to its original specifications. I say to the Minister for Regional 
Development that I still think that this is a very important project, particularly the areas of the project that are below 
the dam wall, which, in my view, are close to shovel-ready and ready to go. I have tried not to be too critical about 
how this has proceeded, but I simply say this. If the minister were to review the parameters of this project and come 
up with one that was perhaps slightly less ambitious, particularly above the dam wall, and slightly more deliverable, 
I would happily publicly commend the minister for that outcome. I think that there are difficulties with some of the 
components that were originally put into this project and I think a good outcome would probably be a slightly 
scaled-back but deliverable project. I would hate to see the project disappear off the books completely, and I am 
glad to see that it is still in the budget papers as we speak. I do not mind if the minister reduces the scope a bit in 
this case; obviously, she would have to negotiate with the commonwealth, because the commonwealth will probably 
reduce its scope a bit as well if she changes the parameters. I think that would be a reasonable outcome. I say that 
publicly in the house and would say so publicly in the media if that were the case. I think that project is, in part if not 
in full, still very much worthy of support. If the minister thinks that she can deliver the entire project, kudos to her. 
I think that would be very difficult, but the government obviously knows better than I the exact parameters that it 
has to deal with. But if the minister were able to progress what I think are the deliverable parts, particularly focused 
on the below-the-dam-wall component, then I would congratulate the minister for that work. 

I am pleased to see that the southern forest irrigation scheme money is still in the budget. I think that the issues there 
are far less technical and more about marketing and community relationship, let us call it. I think that project still 
has many commendable elements to it. I am aware and I am sure the minister is also aware of the alternative proposal 
particularly from the group of farmers in east Manjimup. I do not consider the two projects as either/or; I think 
they both go through the process of proper assessment. That means, obviously, the next important step for each of 
those proposals is the result of the Environmental Protection Authority’s investigation. I do not think that it is of any 
value to any of us to take too strong a view until the EPA has reported. The EPA will be the absolutely final arbiter 
of this proposal. It might be noted that the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, whilst it is still 
perhaps temporarily so named, did look into this issue and hold a public hearing, and since it was a public hearing 
I can comment on the substance of that. In that hearing, the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation, 
when asked by me quite specifically whether the water that would be harvested for the southern irrigation scheme 
was coming off those farms in the east Manjimup region — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I think you have it the other way round. It is west Manjimup. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Sorry, I have it a bit backwards. Yes—west Manjimup; thank you. The department was 
unequivocal that the water was not coming from the west Manjimup creek. That is right; the east Manjimup creek 
is the Lefroy Brook catchment out the other side. It is the west Manjimup creek. I am pleased to see that that remains 
in the budget. I know that Hon Diane Evers takes a different view of this project, but I am pleased to see that the 
minister has retained that funding and I would hope that that will be retained until at least the results of the 
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investigation of the EPA are handed down. It is very different from the Myalup–Wellington project, but in my 
view is still worthy of consideration. I think those couple of projects need to be done. 

At some point, not necessarily in the house tonight, but hopefully in the budget estimates process, we will have 
a look at the Collie Futures fund and see what remains of that fund and how it is to be appropriately spent. I note 
that the government is expecting to spend $11.8 million of that in the current financial year, leaving $5 million for 
the year after. I note that the expenditure then stops at the end of 2021–22, and I suspect we will be having another 
debate in a year or two to work out what might be added to that. The rest of the Collie fund comes in a whole pile 
of other things. A breakdown of that would be useful, but I do not expect to get that today. 

I would be intrigued to see how we are going with the Albany wave energy project, which has a budget of $1.1 million 
in the current financial year. The Albany wave energy project has something of a chequered history, might we say, 
and is not at this point expected to contribute significantly to the energy demand of the Albany region, or anywhere 
in the great southern to be honest, but there is still $1 million being spent. I would be interested to know what 
precise activity we are going to get out of that fund. 

I turn back to Collie. Obviously, in the breakdown of this, $9 million is going to the Collie adventure trails project. The 
Collie delivery unit is the public service unit that we talked about before. Over four years, $3.2 million—four lots of 
$800 000—is going to what is called the delivery unit, and I understand that a number of those people are housed in 
Perth. I think one or two of those people are actually housed in Collie; I would be interested to know the exact number. 

The industry attraction and development fund in Collie is expected to expend $11.2 million this year and $10.6 million 
next year. I would like to see a breakdown of exactly what that is going to be spent on, given that we are now in 
the middle of October, so we are three and a half months into the expenditure of the $11.2 million. I would not 
mind seeing precisely what that money is going into. Obviously, there is some money going into Lake Kepwari, 
and I would be very interested to know precisely when the opening day for Lake Kepwari is, given that it was an 
election commitment of the member for Collie–Preston at the 2017 election that it would be open within six weeks 
or six months, I think it was. There was a commitment in 2017 that it would be open within six weeks or six months. 
Maybe I missed my invitation to the opening, like I did to the grains event that we discussed earlier, but I would 
be very interested to know when the opening ceremony will be. 

Those are just a few issues out of the royalties for regions budget, but the big issues around royalties for regions 
are the parameters by which projects are approved and the ground rules by which this operates. As I say, I think it 
is critical that, at some point, in an ideal world, the entire Parliament has a debate about what the ground rules of 
royalties for regions should actually be. At some point, I think the Liberal Party and the Nationals WA should have 
that debate, but, in reality, I think it is important for all crossbench parties. 

Hon Darren West interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Somebody woke up Hon Darren West; sorry about that. I think that the crossbench 
should be included in that. The Greens have regional members. 

Hon Diane Evers: If the Liberals can decide how we can use the slush fund, I think everyone should have a go at 
it and actually come up with some rules. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I agree. We are not always on the opposite side. 

Hon Diane Evers: When you’re in government, that would be an interesting case. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I would like to get into government so I could say it to you. The member could help us! 
What about Greens preferences? Help us get into government. Then I will say it to the member from the government 
benches over this side. I do think that there should be a mechanism, because, in the end, both the royalties for regions 
program and, to some extent, this entire Parliament is there to look after the interests of Western Australians and 
especially regional and rural Western Australians; therefore, I think all parties should be involved in that debate.  

Royalties for regions funding cannot be a sacred cow in the Western Australian budget process. It lends itself to 
very poor outcomes if it cannot be transferred in the way other parts of the budget generally are. If we look at what 
is effectively a discretionary budget, I know that if the Minister for Education and Training had a five per cent 
discretionary spend in the Department of Education budget, she would be doing remarkably well, because that is 
a big budget. If the budget is $5 billion, a 10 per cent discretionary spend would be 500 million bucks, which the 
minister could throw at wherever she wants. Five per cent is $250 million. I imagine that if the government got 
a couple of per cent of discretionary spend, it would be doing remarkably well. The same applies for health and a whole 
pile of other budgets. The discretionary spend in royalties for regions is enormous. Members cannot complain when 
their government uses it to its advantage and then another party in government uses it to its advantage. That is 
precisely what will happen, and that is why that debate is absolutely critical. I know that it will cause some tension 
around the house, around the election and around politics in general, but it is too important for us to leave unspoken, 
because if we do that, the ultimate risk is that the entire program will disappear. If it lacks rigour, accountability 
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and the decision-making process that it deserves, it is inevitable that with a change of government the initial purpose 
will be corrupted—I use that word not to say corruption in government, but to say diverted—and inevitably, in my 
view, at some point in the future the whole program will disappear. 

Hon Jim Chown: That would be a bad thing for regional Western Australia. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That would be a terrible outcome for regional Western Australia. The only way 
royalties for regions will have a long-term life span is for the parameters around it and the decision-making process 
to be completely aboveboard. That has to happen. 

Hon Diane Evers interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The revenue component of it is an act of Parliament. Some of the expending parameters 
are an act of Parliament but they are incredibly loose. If it was not loose, the government would not get away with 
this trans-subsidisation process. The act of Parliament on the revenue side is quite strict. It is 25 per cent of revenue 
to a cap of $1 billion averaged over a number of years. The expenditure side is loose, and that needs to be addressed. 
I am not talking about some new and magical process. The issues around these sorts of funds are not new and are not 
restricted to either side of politics. There is a long history of, let us say, inappropriate infrastructure expenditure, 
more so in the federal sphere than in the state sphere. Hundreds of millions of dollars have been invested in projects 
around Australia that have never seen a shovel in the ground or a sod turned, as it were. The lack of accountability in 
some of these projects is not new and it is not just infrastructure and regional development. The most recent example 
I can think of brought down a sports minister. 

Hon Jim Chown: Ros Kelly. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I was thinking of a more recent example than that. 

Hon Stephen Dawson interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: He said Ros Kelly. I was thinking of a more recent one, and I like a whiteboard myself! 

It brings down ministers. The concept of having greater accountability around the process is not new. It is politically 
difficult because it is very politically advantageous to have a fund to throw money around from. We can go in 
two directions on this. We can either decide to have better parameters and outcomes, or we can say that when the 
Labor Party is in power, it can have its parameters and get its outcomes and we need to stop whining about it. We 
set up the system that allows that to happen. We gave the government that opportunity; who are we to complain 
when it takes advantage of it? We have a choice to do one or the other. We can attempt to fix it or we can shrug 
and say, “That’s the system”, and one day when we get back into power, we can reverse the previous government’s 
changes and do it our way. There are only two options. We cannot complain about the way in which the government 
uses the fund but not fix it ourselves. Thus my call—it has been and will remain public—that a better set of parameters 
is very important going forward. It probably should be a debate between all parties with regional representation. 
I do not know whether those that do not would be excluded. Do we have any parties that do not have regional 
representation? East Metro is nearly regional! Certainly, One Nation and the Greens do. Labor has the occasional 
regional member. Every party is regionally represented. It would be a great debate to have. Hon Laurie Graham is 
a regional member, is he not? There are one or two of them around, including the Minister for Environment. A few 
of them are out there. I have again woken up Hon Darren West! He is the only farmer in Parliament who cannot be 
the agriculture minister! There are some regional members here too, so that would be an important debate. Otherwise, 
we simply let royalties for regions tick over and become more of what it is today—slanted one way and then slanted 
the other. If that is the outcome that all parties within Parliament choose, so be it; sometimes we reap what we sow. 
I will move on from regional development to address some of the issues around agriculture that are in the budget 
and some of the things that potentially are not in the budget. It would be good to have a greater focus on biosecurity 
and I will raise a couple of issues about that. Members who have travelled to the south west recently will have 
noticed that the arum lilies are most rampant at this time of year. They are probably coming to the end of their 
flowering season. 
Hon Stephen Dawson interjected. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I am sure that at some point the Minister for Environment will go to the south west 
to see them. I have refrained from sending anybody a bouquet of arum lilies for their birthday this year. I sent 
a bouquet to the then environment minister Mark McGowan many years ago when I was in the chamber that shall 
not be named. I have repeated it once since, but I am no longer the shadow Minister for Environment so I do not feel 
the same urge to show such largesse or generosity. But arum lilies are certainly looking healthy at this time of year. 
That brings me to the issue of biosecurity. Again, the problem with biosecurity is that a double standard exists. I will 
talk in some detail on this because it is an issue in the south west, in particular. It is also an issue that is developing 
in my good friend Hon Jim Chown’s electorate, in the midwest region because a new recognised biosecurity group 
has been approved for the Dalwallinu–Moora–Dandaragan area and landowners will start being charged the biosecurity 
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levy. They might have already; the member might be aware of it. This will be the first year because the group has 
just been declared. 
What has happened on biosecurity, honourable members, and why has it gone so wrong? I will refer to a small 
amount of history, not in too much detail. Once there was the Agriculture Protection Board. It existed because the 
Department of Agriculture and Food was set aside to develop and enhance agriculture, and biosecurity was a sort 
of latecomer to the table. An individual body was set up to look after biosecurity. It had its own budget and employed 
people to partake in biosecurity action. 
Hon Jim Chown: They used to educate people as well. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It absolutely did that as well. 
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the Agriculture Protection Board did a reasonable job. The ag department—or the 
Department of Agriculture and Food WA as it was then—never liked the existence of the APB. It was an independent 
body that had its own board and it was not controlled by DAFWA. Through the lobbying of various ministers over 
many years, the department eventually managed to cut the APB’s throat and had it killed off. That started in the 90s 
and was finally completed, I think, around 2010 or 2011—it might have been 2012. A final annual report came out 
in about 2013 and it disappeared, but it took a good 15-plus years to really get rid of the entire process. The problem 
was that the role of biosecurity passed from the APB to the Department of Agriculture and Food under the auspices 
of what is called the Biosecurity and Agriculture Management Act 2007, commonly known as the BAM act. 
When I was in the place that shall not be named, I was, again, shadow environment minister. The then member for 
Moore, Gary Snook, and I took that bill through the lower house on behalf of the opposition, and we had some issues 
with it. One of the first was that penalties were put in place for failure to comply with biosecurity, particularly 
biosecurity orders on private property, with fines of up to $50 000 for failure to comply with an order, yet the penalty 
imposed upon a government department for failing to do the same thing was that it would be listed in the annual 
report of the supervising department, which was the then Department of Agriculture and Food. We thought that was 
pretty paltry. However, it is unusual for a government department to fine another government department, and it 
was at least a recognition. I did not realise, and I suspect that Gary Snook did not realise, that when it came to the 
lower house at that time, the reporting process had been removed from the bill. No longer is the annual report of 
the department of agriculture and food—the now Department of Primary Industries and Regional Development—
required to list when government departments fail to do biosecurity on lands that they control. The department that 
was most at risk then was the then Department of Conservation and Land Management, now the Department of 
Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions. It is still a sort of subgroup operating under parks and wildlife, which 
is a far easier blooming name to use! It, of course, has responsibility for the millions of acres of unallocated crown 
land, and the budget it is given to do that is infinitesimal. It ends up with a cent or two per hectare in funding to 
control invasive weeds and pest species on unallocated crown land. What happens then is unallocated crown land 
and crown land in general becomes a reservoir for invasive species. 

Hon Jim Chown: A nursery. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Absolutely; it becomes a nursery for invasive species. Those invasive species invade 
the land of private property owners who do the right thing—that is not all of them, just quietly. Some private property 
owners do not bother and need to be held to account. The Minister for Agriculture and Food and I disagree on this. 
I would like the department to advise, warn and then prosecute landowners who do not do the right thing. I think that 
if we made an example of a few landowners, we would get a generalised response across the board for those people 
who refuse to do the right thing. That is one issue with the BAM act and the management of biosecurity. 

The second component of this is with government departments. There has to be a way that government departments 
can step up and do the job properly. The government has largely abandoned ship on biosecurity and handed it over 
to volunteer organisations that we call “recognised biosecurity groups”. What happens with a recognised biosecurity 
group? A meeting will be called through an ad in the newspapers. A decision will be made about what area the 
group will work in and an advertisement will be put in the most common paper in that area or in multiple papers. 
If 20 people turn up to a meeting, there will be a vote. Usually the people who turn up are passionate about these 
issues, God bless them, and they are most likely to say, “Yes, absolutely. What we want is an institution that can 
get the job done.” These people are very well meaning and may be passionate about arum lilies or cotton bush or 
pigs or dogs or whatever the issue. In an ideal world, they would be a cross-species groups, but they tend to be 
single issue groups. A dog group in the eastern areas will focus on dogs and in my area they may be focused more 
on weed invaders or pigs. They are absolutely dedicated to their cause, but they are absolutely under-resourced. 

The government will tell them, “Set up a group. Call a meeting. Have 20 people there, and as long as 11 of you 
vote yes, the minister will approve you as a recognised biosecurity group and you can then charge a levy on all the 
landowners in the region to do biosecurity work.” The government matches what these groups raise dollar for 
dollar. The levies are not huge. I pay one. I put it out there; it is a vested interest. I pay my levy. In fact, if I am asked, 
I tell people to pay it and to not withhold it. There is an argument about whether people should pay these levies or 
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not. I pay mine. I think it is about $50 or $60 a year ad nauseam forever. I do not think that is a huge impost. But 
what makes people angry is that the majority of people who pay this landowner charge do the right thing and control 
invasive species on their land already but it costs them time and money. In my case, I go out there and by hand 
pull out the blue lupins and any cotton bush. I have not had much cotton bush, thank heavens. My neighbour has 
blackberry. I pull out the blackberry that comes through the fence. If people use spray, it costs money. It all costs time 
and it is an impost. People do that and then the system charges a levy so these well-meaning groups of volunteers 
are able to go out and do exactly the same job on the land of the people who cannot be bothered. These groups will 
go and spray the land for those people who do not do the right thing. If they refuse, they will go onto crown land. The 
guys at Esperance, for example, are out there spending most of their time baiting unallocated crown land because 
that is where the pests reside. They come through farmland and cause damage, but the breeder area is unallocated 
crown land. 

Most people in the system are paying to do the job themselves and then paying a second time for the people who 
do not bother. It is easier for the government to do that than to force people who cannot be bothered to do the job 
that they should be doing or investing to get the job done properly on government land. It is this double standard 
that makes the people who are opposed to the system so angry. We are rewarding people who cannot be bothered 
or have no budget or are a state government department and passing the job off to somebody else, and we are making, 
in the most cases, people who do the job themselves pay. It is no wonder that there have been protests out there. It 
is no wonder that local governments refuse to hand over their rates lists to government departments so that these 
properties can be rated. Government can get around that; it can get the property list anyway. 

Hon Jim Chown: The other problem is that moneys raised locally can be withdrawn any time by the minister or 
the director general of the department. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is right. It can be withdrawn. I do not think it is generally, but it can be. 

Hon Jim Chown: And used elsewhere. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It could be. But people get angry and refuse to pay. My personal opinion is that those 
people who are paying twice, effectively, need to see the government’s real intention is to have an impact on 
biosecurity. Biosecurity is at two levels. When we debate this, the minister always talks about “exotic” pests—the 
ones that are not yet in the state. That is the government’s focus. That is also the department’s focus. I get that. It 
is important that we keep out exotic pests. An outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease et cetera would have catastrophic 
consequences. We have been training for that for as long as I have been in the veterinary game, which is now 
a lot of years—some decades. That is all the exciting, sexy stuff, but that is not what most people experience in 
Western Australia. They experience biosecurity at a local level. We see species that start out on the biosecurity lists. 
Listed species, the exotics, the ones that we are frightened of coming in, are at the top of the list—eradicate, eradicate. 
It is like the Daleks—exterminate! They are at the top of the list. Then we come down to species to control. Species 
fall down the list as they become endemic—theoretically, we are supposed to do something about them, but we 
are not required to actually do anything. Under this government, a bunch of things have shifted down the list, so at 
the bottom is something such as Paterson’s curse, which used to require action. It does not require action anymore. 
I think skeleton weed still requires some action, but Paterson’s curse has drifted off. 

Hon Jim Chown: There’s still a levy. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, there is still a levy in place. It is where a species sits on that list that counts. People 
being charged need to see the government is making a real investment in biosecurity at that local level—not the 
glamorous stuff out to the side; not, “We’re keeping you safe from fire ants or European house borers.” I think they 
are properly endemic now too. Things such as foot-and-mouth disease and, hopefully, African swine fever and 
a few other bits and pieces are absolutely important. They are also things that the federal government assists with, of 
course, so it is not just the state government that is working on those. There is a combined exercise. If landowners 
who are subject to this model were able to see that the government was investing itself in a significant biosecurity 
effort, I think a lot of the heat would be taken out of the argument. In the end,  that $50 bill is not the most significant 
bill that most landowners will face. It is not huge amount of money. It becomes more annoying if their properties 
are held under a number of titles. If their 1 000-acre property is in 10 titles of 100 acres, they will get 10 biosecurity 
levies. That is a bit more problematic. Maybe they should be encouraged to amalgamate all the blocks—I do not 
know—but people out there with blocks on a number of titles pay multiple times. Again, they are doing their own 
biosecurity, their own weed and pest control, and they are basically being charged multiple times for that. I do not 
think it would be such an issue if government was seen to be doing its fair share of the lifting, but the reality is that 
the government is doing very little. This is a hands-off process. The government tells people to form a biosecurity 
group and that it will declare the group so it becomes a recognised biosecurity group. If the group raises $150 000 
in levies, the government matches it, so there is $300 000. In terms of activity, $300 000 covers one to two staff, 
and most of them spend their time in an advisory role. If we want activity on the ground, like the Esperance guys—
the Esperance biosecurity group—to control wild dogs on the ground on unallocated crown land, the group has to 
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work a lot harder than simply raising a bit of a levy and giving advice to people. The capacity that the government 
has given groups is not sufficient—that is, hand over responsibility for the issue and say, “That’s what we do now. 
We do not bother with biosecurity anymore. Go and see a recognised biosecurity group, and if they do not deal 
with the species that are considered a problem, there is not much we can do.” If someone’s issue is not wild dogs 
and the group only deals with wild dogs, they are pretty limited. Those groups have a very limited budget. Their 
capacity to respond is not great. There has to be a better system than this. I do not want to denigrate the recognised 
biosecurity groups. Those people are effectively volunteers for a cause looking after regional Western Australia. 
They are as important as local firefighters, ambulance volunteers and everybody else. 

The environment is important, and it is not just about protecting farmers, although that is important in its own right. 
There is an intrinsic environmental value that also gets destroyed. A significant pig population in an area with rare 
orchids, for example, loves running over that ground and making a mess of it. It is an environmental issue as well 
as a farming issue. The two go hand in glove. For the government to simply hand this over and say that this is all 
it will bother to do is not good enough. There has to be a better response to this. There has to be a greater investment 
by government in that biosecurity response. There has to be a greater investment in the work of the departments to 
manage the pests, which, in many cases, are infesting neighbours. The arum lilies that the Minister for Environment 
is so fond of are a good example. For many years not much happened, and then we got into this thing called perimeter 
spraying, by which tuart forests are sprayed back so that people see the tuart trees, and not so many lilies, and there 
is a strip around the edges. In theory, it is about trying to contain the spread, but in reality it is hiding the problem as 
much as possible. Anyone who drives down there now will see that there are many arum lilies. Perimeter spraying 
has mostly been stopped. We cannot miss them. There are so many arum lilies now in the tuart forest, for example, that 
even perimeter spraying would not help. They are just so prolific. There is a group in the Busselton–Margaret River 
region making really good inroads into arum lilies in certain areas. There is an environment group. Hon Diane Evers 
might have visited it even. It has done a fantastic job. It has sprayed. God bless arum lilies, but spray is probably the 
most effective tool. Hon Diane Evers would probably agree with that. 

Hon Diane Evers: There are a number of different methods. It is usually not a one-step process. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, and chipping them out is hard work. We have to be careful with sprays, but 
spraying is the most effective thing. I cannot remember the name of this community group off the top of my head. 

Hon Diane Evers: Are you thinking about the Margaret River one? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, the main one is based in Margaret River. I will come back to it. 

That group does a fantastic job and has demonstrated that it can be done. It just requires enough effort and resources. 
Most recently, that has been recognised, so now a couple of mining entrepreneurs—I do not want to name names, 
because I do not want to be seen as playing favourites—a couple of philanthropic donors, have put some additional 
resources into these recognised biosecurity groups, so they should be able to extend the amount of work they do. 
In the areas in which they are operating they are winning the fight. In some areas they have arum lilies under control. 
It can be done. It is not easy, and not every species of invader will be as obvious as this one. A whole range of 
invasive species would be better treated if a bit more effort was made. It is not sufficient in the agriculture portfolio 
for the government to simply put this off to recognised biosecurity groups and say that RBGs are the solution to 
the biosecurity issue. It is not adequate. It does not do the job. There has to be a greater investment by government 
in control. 
A couple of very interesting reports have come out just lately. A couple of months ago, the Office of the Auditor 
General released a follow-up report to its 2013 report on this process of RBGs. There were significant questions 
about their effectiveness. The report of a couple of months ago said that those significant questions still exist and 
nothing has really been fixed. Not long after, that was followed by a report from the Biosecurity Council, which 
effectively raised enormous questions about the effectiveness of this process. Both the Auditor General and the 
Biosecurity Council agree on a few things, and one of those is that there is no measure of whether any of these things 
work. There is no measure of whether they have been successful or not. That is the definition of “optimism”, is it 
not? We create a biosecurity group or allow one to be created, but we are not certain of the parameters it is going 
to operate under, so to get around that, we do not set any key performance indicators to measure them by. It is 
a wonderful system. If there is no target, it will certainly be reached, will it not? That is what happens. Both of these 
groups effectively said that there is no measure of success in this system that the state government has put together. 
There is no measure of whether biosecurity is being successfully done or not because we do not measure the 
outcomes. We hear stories of the cost per action, and it is absolutely phenomenal. The cost per action is dreadful. 
That means that this system cannot be measured, apart from the fact that we know it is horrendously expensive. 

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm 
The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Robin Chapple): Members, noting the budget, I give the call to  
Hon Dr Steve Thomas—I was going to say Smith for a minute; I do apologise—for his continuing remarks. 
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Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Mr Acting President. The joy is that there are only a couple of doctors, 
and the other one is not in the house, so we will narrow this down! 
You will be pleased to know, Mr Acting President, that I have resisted the urge to do a recap of my contribution 
to date. Perhaps I should recap, because you were not here? Shall I start over? No. 
I want to make a handful of additional remarks before I pass the baton to somebody else. We have gone through 
a significant amount of detail of the general economic position of the state, and the state of the budget itself. We 
have digressed into modern monetary theory and Keynesian economics. We have moved into electricity production. 
We have gone through the royalties for regions component. We have done the start of agriculture, which is where 
we had finished before we were interrupted by the dinner break. 
I want to make a couple of additional comments about agriculture. We were talking about arum lilies. I want to 
take the time to note that the Minister for Environment has told me that he did visit the south west. I am pleased 
that the Minister for Environment has taken an active interest in the issue of arum lilies and has taken that on board. 
That is great. The other thing is that during the dinner break, I entertained a couple of representatives from the 
Esperance Biosecurity Association and commended to them that the Minister for Environment is interested in the 
workings of their group and the impact of the change of procedures that has been put in place in some form of 
dispute between the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions and the Department of Health in 
relation to their activities. I would ask the minister to facilitate some communication between his office and the 
Esperance Biosecurity Association. In making that request, I am confident that the minister will make sure that 
that happens, because I know that he is interested in biosecurity. I thank the minister for both those things. 
I want to make a few other comments as we go through the process. I know that the responsible minister does not 
always have the opportunity to give a broad response to every issue that is raised in contributions to the budget debate, 
and I know also that this issue will be debated in the house in the not-too-distant future, but I am very interested 
in the budget outcomes of the machinery-of-government changes. I know that every government that comes in makes 
a series of changes. We get departmental mergers or departmental demergers. We get changes to the names of things. 
We sometimes have to wonder how that is serving the state of Western Australia. In the environment portfolio, we 
have had the Department of Environment, Department of Environmental Regulation, Department of Conservation 
and Land Management, Department of Parks and Wildlife—a pile of different things — 
Hon Stephen Dawson: DEC. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, the Department of Environment and Conservation. It is now DBCA. I am sure 
that if we get the opportunity in budget estimates, my first question will again be: will the minister change the 
name, because DBCA is a most unwieldy moniker to have to use? I will be interested to see how we measure the 
machinery-of-government outcomes. It would be nice if the budget papers that are presented gave us the outcome 
of the machinery-of-government changes. That would go a long way towards that rolled-gold demonstration of 
accountability that the Premier claims. 

Machinery-of-government changes are very interesting. However, they rarely yield the sort of successes that 
governments intend. There is probably no better example than the former Office of Shared Services. In my view, 
the then Treasurer, Eric Ripper, approached that process with goodwill. His intent was to save the government 
money. However, as often happens with goodwill, the delivery does not live up to the intent. We all know that the 
Office of Shared Services was a debacle, and it was eventually closed. The intent of that process was good. I have 
enormous respect for Hon Eric Ripper, as I think we still call him, as a former Treasurer of the state. His management 
of the finances of the state was very good. However, it does not always work out. The Office of Shared Services 
was a good example of that. I suspect that if we could measure the impacts of the machinery-of-government changes 
proposed by this government, we might discover that the intended savings, and the joy with which these things 
were represented, are not demonstrated in the final accounting—although perhaps not to the same financial extent 
as with the Office of Shared Services. I believe that the budget papers should give a financial outcome for the 
machinery-of-government changes, and I am quite sad that they do not. 
I want to make a few comments about forestry. One argument that comes up all the time is that the Forest Products 
Commission does not make money. That will probably come up in the contribution from the Greens. I simply make 
the point that almost no government department makes money. We get into this very complex argument that because 
the FPC does not turn a profit, it is an evil entity. 
Hon Diane Evers: It was not set up to turn a profit. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, but the optimism with which it was set up is not the reality of the industry that 
we inherited. 
Hon Diane Evers: Why set up something that we would lose money on? 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The FPC might lose money, but the industry does not. 
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Hon Diane Evers interjected. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT: I am listening intently to Hon Dr Steve Thomas. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Mr Acting President. As a speaker, I quite enjoy interjections, but I take 
your ruling that they are unruly, and I shall try not to encourage other members to contribute. 
I simply say that it is an industry that provides income and employment. The fact that the FPC itself does not make 
money is about as relevant to me as the fact that the department of agriculture does not make money. In fact, almost 
every government department does not make money. The debate has been had for many years about whether the 
FPC should be subsumed into the department of agriculture. I have some sympathy for that position. I would have 
a bit more sympathy for it if I thought the department of agriculture had the level of funding and the performance 
outcomes that would give me confidence that the roles of the FPC would be performed to the same extent. I say that 
because, as we have discussed earlier tonight, the department of agriculture ostensibly subsumed the role of the former 
Agriculture Protection Board, and that although the department was glad to see the end of the Agriculture Protection 
Board, it had very little interest in doing the jobs and the role that the Agriculture Protection Board fulfilled. Although 
it would be sensible to merge those groups, the concern would be that the Department of Agriculture and Food 
would not necessarily have the same interests at heart as the role of the Forest Products Commission. 
There are a couple of other interesting components within the Health budget, which is obviously an enormous part 
of the overall budget. To be honest, I failed to see an adequate construction or redevelopment investment in the 
Health budget; for example, I thought that there would have been a significant investment in the replacement of 
King Edward Memorial Hospital for Women. I may be waiting for the government’s election commitments because 
I suspect that even the government realises that it would be inappropriate to get to the election without some sort 
of commitment in that direction. In my view, it should have been in the budget. It is not in the budget. It may be an 
election commitment, but it should have been in the budget. A couple of other hospitals need to be looked at, probably 
none more so than the redevelopment of the Peel Health Campus, which is one that absolutely requires investment 
as it is struggling to keep up with its demand. 
In relation to the education budget, it is nice to see that there has been significant investment in the upgrades et cetera. 
I would make this comment, though, in particular in technical and further education: governments of both sides 
have invested significantly in the bricks and mortar of TAFE, but there remains an issue that we still need to address 
and that is the integration of the expectations of industry with the outputs of TAFE. I note the work of the Minister 
for Education and Training. I know that in the south west the department and TAFE have put in a couple of industry 
management officers, and I think that that is a very good move. I hope that they will be able to bridge that gap between 
the expectations of industry and the operations of TAFE. In my view, TAFE’s outcomes are very much dependent 
on the quality and experience of the lecturers involved, but I have to say that almost anywhere I go in regional WA, 
the industry is telling me that the graduates who come through the courses are not trained to the specifications that 
it requires. 
I accept that we can never make everybody happy all the time and it is obviously too easy to just throw rocks and 
say that this is something of the government’s creation because I think it has been around for a fair while. In the south 
west, some pretty big trainers of apprentices have shifted their training programs into the private sector. I think 
that demonstrates that there is an issue around what TAFE delivers and whether it is considered to be industry and 
job ready. The move by the minister to put in the industry liaison people is very good and the people who were 
chosen in the south west—I know both of them on a longstanding basis—are people of high integrity and quality 
and I think they will do a very good job. Therefore, I hope that they can build that bridge. Minister, I do not know 
whether that process is repeated in other districts as well? 
Hon Sue Ellery: Yes, across the state. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, good. Hopefully, that will bridge that gap. I think that is probably a really 
critical component of the TAFE industry and I am pleased to see that develop. 
Overall, as I sum up, to the relief of many in the chamber, I say that the budget was a steady as she goes budget. 
It had no whistle effect. It was certainly not glamorous. It was immensely workmanlike. It was a budget that would 
have pleased Philip from the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. It is not a budget that outlines, in my 
view, a vision for the state of Western Australia. It contains some good policies, but it missed the opportunity for 
fundamental change. It missed the opportunity to reform anything in relation to the taxation system. That, in itself, 
is a problematic exercise because I accept that it is very “industry” for everybody who pays tax to demand that 
they pay less of it. It was an opportunity missed, particularly around the COVID environment. COVID gave this 
government an opportunity to make the world look a little bit different. It gave this government an opportunity to 
have even greater investment than it did. It gave this government the opportunity to make greater change than what 
occurred. It also gave this government the opportunity to set an example, and this is the message that I want to 
leave members with and it is the message that I started with. This government has told local governments to go 
out and spend for the good of the nation. This government has told families to go out and spend for the good of the 
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nation. It has told everybody else to go out and spend for the good of the nation and then it said, “But we are saving 
our money for a rainy day in case we need it.” 
Why would families spend when the state government that has far greater capacity does not? Why would local 
governments spend when the government that has far greater capacity does not? It is that double standard and the 
lack of vision that I think will be the hallmarks of the 2020–21 budget of this government. I know that it is designed 
to get the government to a political outcome. I will be very interested to see whether it has a significant range of 
election commitments or whether this budget represents its election strategy. It is a small target, a small vision, in 
an attempt to maintain the status quo. I think those are the questions that we need to ask ourselves as we work our 
way through this budget process. It was a lost opportunity to show grand vision and it is an opportunity that the 
government did not take up. 
Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Ken Baston. 
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