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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 

Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 9 September on the following motion moved by Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for Mental Health) — 

That pursuant to standing order 69(1), the Legislative Council take note of tabled papers 534A–D (2021–22 
budget papers) laid upon the table of the house on Thursday, 9 September 2021. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan) [2.10 pm]: I am delighted to comment on the tabled papers and 
make some comments in particular on two of my areas of responsibility—that is, corrective services and police. 
I say at the outset that there was great anticipation of this budget, particularly the anticipated surplus, and the 
$5.6 billion surplus did not disappoint, because it was not fictional; it was fact. The $5.6 billion operating surplus 
was fundamentally generated through two premises. The first was the change to the floor of the GST to 70¢ in the 
dollar, which is a long way from the 25¢ to 28¢ floor in the dollar that we received as a government all those years 
ago. The second thing is the iron ore price. To put that in perspective, over the last four years, the Labor government 
has received $14.4 billion in GST; that compares with the $8.6 billion in the last four years of the Liberal government. 
As I said, that is based on 70¢ in the dollar floor. Iron ore revenue was $7.9 billion above forecast, compared with 
the previous government’s last four years, so in total the Labor government has received $22.3 billion over the last 
four years from GST and iron ore, compared with $2.4 billion received by the Liberal–National government in its 
last four years. I repeat: that is $22.3 billion in the last four years from the GST and iron ore compared with the 
$2.4 billion received in the last four years of the Liberal–National government. 

I say at the outset that I will leave the forensic assessment of the budget figures to Hon Dr Steve Thomas. The reason 
that I am speaking first today is that a group of people will be watching this afternoon, and they will be listening very 
sensitively to what I have to say about the mental health of police officers. We have changed the format somewhat 
to ensure that people who are watching the stream will get the opportunity to hear their words in the Parliament. 

Corrective services is one of those no-win portfolios that anyone can have, because people do not mind people going 
to jail if they have done the wrong thing. It is as simple as that. I thank the minister for the very comprehensive 
briefing I received from the department and the union, which I had a very constructive meeting with, to get a bit 
of an understanding of the background of the overall portfolio. In a nutshell, we have 16 public prisons, one private 
prison and five work camps. Collectively, we have on average 7 000 prisoners at those institutions, including an 
average of 79 prisoners a day in minimum-security work camps. As a breakdown, the overall average is around 
7 000 prisoners, with 5 000 in the metropolitan region and 2 000 in the regions. There are around 6 200 males 
and 800 females. There are 2 707 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoners—I repeat: 2 707 of the 7 000 are 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. To put it into perspective, that is not nearly as bad as the proportion of 
prisoners in juvenile detention, which is a much higher percentage, and it is something we simply must deal with. 
To have such a high proportion of First Nations people in detention, particularly juveniles, is a problem for all parties. 
I turn to security. There are around 1 800 to 2 000 prisoners in maximum security, 3 400 in medium security and 
around 1 600 in minimum security. 

One of the biggest issues we have, of course, is with rehabilitation to try to stop the constant churn of prisoners—
that is, those that go to prison, come out of prison and go back to prison. Interestingly enough, I formatted my 
presentation today prior to the revelations that have come out in the last few days from the coroner’s report about 
the number of prisoners who have taken their lives since leaving jail. From 2015 to 2019, 139 prisoners who left 
prison lost their lives. The compelling component of that is that 37.7 per cent of those prisoners suicided—they 
took their own lives. We have to wonder whether we have sufficient rehabilitation facilities, both in our prisons 
and in the transition point back into the community, to ensure that does not happen. Even more compelling is the 
fact that 20 per cent of that 37.7 per cent are Aboriginal—yet again.  

In the media over the last few days we have seen some compelling testimonies from prisoners, former prisoners and 
families of prisoners and former prisoners that show we have a real problem. Are we doing enough for our prisoners, 
both in prison and then in the transition back into the community, to ensure that they are not repeat offenders—to 
get them out of that never-ending cycle of repeat offending and to provide them with skills, resilience and support 
mechanisms to assist them in the process? I have to say that the answer to that is an emphatic no. The fact that 
we have such a high rate of prisoners who are repeat offenders stands as stark evidence to that. I remember when 
I was training minister in 2010–11 and I introduced a number of programs with our TAFE colleges, in particular 
C.Y. O’Connor College of TAFE, at Acacia Prison, which provided certificates I, II and III in business management 
and a whole raft of other qualifications to assist those who were incarcerated to develop a skill set and provide 
a qualification and to assist them mentally—to assist their self-esteem and resilience. I went to a couple of those 
graduations at the prisons and they were extraordinarily positive occasions. Each and every occasion I went, I found 
that the fact that the prisoners had achieved something, whether a certificate I in business, a certificate II in hospitality 
or whatever it might be, was in a lot of instances the single most positive thing that had happened to them in their 
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adult lives. It was extraordinary. It was very therapeutic for these people who were very down and out. Their families 
were with them, and it was a wonderful occasion. 

I have asked a number of questions about this, and I understand there are still some programs going throughout 
our prisons with our TAFE colleges and educational institutions. Whether we are doing enough is open for debate. 
Evidently, from the figures of late we have from the coroner’s report, we are not. When 139 people have left prison 
over the last three to four years and over one-third, around 37 per cent, have taken their own lives, it shows that 
perhaps we are not doing enough. If we are pushing them out of our jails and back onto the streets of homelessness, 
unemployment and helplessness, the inevitable consequence is that they will either end up back in jail or, more than 
likely, as we are seeing, they will take their own lives. We need to do whatever we can, particularly with rehabilitation. 
It does not matter which side of the political spectrum we are on, everyone would agree that if we can do something 
to assist those in jail and not treat them as devoid of care or reason in our community, to have a meaningful life 
post-incarceration, that is a positive thing, not only for those individuals, but also for the community. One of the best 
ways to do that is to get in early. Early intervention is vital, both in schools and into adulthood. Any transition point 
in a person’s life is vital, and it is vital that we get it right. The early intervention years are vital, whether they be 
from kindergarten to pre-primary, primary school et cetera, the transition point from primary school to secondary 
school or from adulthood to employment. 

A large number of students fall by the wayside. They are widely referred to as disengaged. What we did as 
a government, and what I did personally as education minister and also training minister, was try to assist those 
students as best we could. In its lack of wisdom, from 2007 to 2009, the federal government reduced funding to 
the curriculum and re-engagement in education schools. We filled that gap. At that stage, there were five CARE 
schools. When we left office, we had expanded that number to 13. I am not sure of the exact number now.  
Hon Sue Ellery: There’s more. I can’t remember what the number is. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: That is right. They branched out. I know for a fact that a number of them developed 
hubs within their schools. 
Hon Sue Ellery: Different campuses. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: That is right; there are various campuses. There is one in Geraldton. The community 
schools expanded. I am not sure whether Corridors College is still going, which is a shame. That school in Midland 
had a very good program. These schools deal with disengaged students by providing them with meaningful education 
and training opportunities. More often than not, these students are incarcerated in juvenile detention in one form 
or another. A significant number of the students are Aboriginal. I would like to think that we are still doing that and 
that we can expand on that as a community, whichever government is in power. 
In addition to those CARE schools, it is absolutely vital that we provide students with a transition out of juvenile 
detention. Unfortunately, that is not happening to the degree it is needed. With the $5.6 billion, I would like to 
think that the government will be looking at that transition. I will continue to ask questions about juvenile detention 
and also the transition back into meaningful employment. If we do not do that, inevitably, a significant cohort of 
those people who go into juvenile detention will move to higher order crimes as opposed to getting qualifications 
and ideally making a meaningful contribution to society while at the same time developing resilience and self-esteem 
so they can live a quality life. It would be such a shame if those people, whose negative energy commenced at a very 
early age, with dysfunctional families, are never given a leg up. They move from home to home, from uncle to aunty, 
from father to brother or from sister to mother, whatever it might be, and, quite frankly, they do not have the coping 
skills to deal with life outside jail. 
I will conclude on corrective services from that perspective. As I said, I have asked a number of questions and I will 
continue to ask questions and pursue the issue over the next four years to see whether there are ways in which we 
can provide meaningful training and employment while at the same time provide constructive and comprehensive 
assistance from incarceration back into the real world. If we can do that, we can stop that never-ending cycle of 
recurrence for repeat offenders and they can move back into the community and live a wholesome life. 
I turn to the police. Again, I thank the Minister for Police and the Commissioner of Police for the comprehensive 
briefing I received. I also thank the WA Police Union and the multitude of police, who have been extraordinarily 
supportive. Our police force is such a professional unit. It is a portfolio that I absolutely relish; I love it. I would 
like to commend the police for the wonderful work and job that they do. I will identify some issues in the force. 
A sleeper that I talked about on numerous occasions is mental health pressures that a number of officers in our police 
force are suffering from. It is massive. Every single day, I find out that it is much bigger than I ever imagined. The 
budget papers are cause for concern, to be perfectly honest. In 2020–21, recurrent expenditure for WAPOL was 
$1.47 billion. That increased this year to $1.48 billion, or 0.8 per cent. Inflation is 1.75 per cent, so effectively that 
is a cut in the police budget. We are not even treading water with the police budget. In addition, it is of concern that 
the minister’s media release claims that there is a $56.9 million increase in funding to boost policing community 
safety. However, of that $56.9 million, COVID spending is around $35 million. In effect, it is a real increase of 
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only $20.8 million for the police force. That is recurrent spending. I will put that in perspective. The increase in the 
police budget is $20.8 million. If we take out COVID costings, that amount is about 0.4 per cent of one per cent 
of a $5.6 billion surplus. I will come back to that. We have a parlous need for mental health support for our police. 
As set out in the budget papers—it is true; members can look for themselves—we have a $20 million increase in 
the budget, which is a cause for concern. 
I wish to highlight a couple of issues in the policing portfolio. One of the biggest issues that we face as a society 
is illicit drug use, in particular, methamphetamine, not cannabis. I think everyone would agree that methamphetamine 
use, the scourge of meth, is having dire consequences in our community. Members should not just take my word 
for it; they should go and talk to any police officer on the beat, and they will tell them exactly the same thing—the 
meth issue is massive in our community. It is responsible for the destruction of families, relationships, crime, 
underachievement in our children and adolescents and across the community. It is a scourge on our community. 
We have cause for concern. If we look at the seizures of meth in Western Australia, in 2017, it was 84.34 kilos; in 
2018, it was 188.1 kilos; and in 2019, it was 454 kilos. It plummeted in 2020 because we closed the borders; it 
went down to 121.7 kilos, back to around below the 2018 figure. A cause of concern is that on 18 August, less 
than a month ago, 365.2 kilos of methamphetamine was seized in Western Australia. That is just seized. That is 
not the total. That is the amount that was seized. So far this year, we are almost back up to the dizzying heights of 
2019, because we still have three months of this year to go and we are sitting on 365.2 kilos of methamphetamine 
having been seized in Western Australia. That is a major concern. I have asked a plethora of questions on the 
Methamphetamine Action Plan Taskforce, and I will continue to do so. Whether we are identifying the issue in 
a targeted fashion is open for debate, and from what I have heard, there are areas of concern. 
In particular, let us look at the crime rate throughout Western Australia, because the Minister for Police and the 
Premier have been out there saying how the crime rate has been in terminal decline since COVID. They are technically 
correct. In a generic sense, crime has declined. That is because robberies are at an all-time low because everyone 
has been staying at home. However, the devil is in the detail. If members go back and look at the crime figures that 
are readily available and updated regularly on the Western Australia Police Force website, they will see that crimes 
against a person and domestic crime have absolutely skyrocketed. That is of real concern. 

In particular, the response times of police are a concern. I got this information through some questions that were 
asked in the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations. Priority 1 tasks need a response time of 
12 minutes or less. I remind members that a priority 1 task is when there is an imminent threat to life, a serious 
incident in process and urgent attendance required. Priority 1 tasks, according to WAPOL’s own standards, need 
to be responded to within 12 minutes or less. The number of priority 1s responded to in the required time across the 
metropolitan area has significantly decreased between 2016–17 and the current year. Throughout the metropolitan 
area, the priority 1 response time success rate declined from 94.7 per cent to 87.1 per cent. In Armadale, the success 
rate declined from 100 per cent in 2016–17 to 81.1 per cent this year. In Mandurah, it went from 100 per cent to 
84.6 per cent. In Midland, the success rate went from 100 per cent to 80 per cent. In the Perth CBD, the success 
rate declined from 100 per cent to 83.3 per cent. That is a massive decline. 

I am saying that if someone were in the CBD, for example, where we have chronic homelessness issues, chronic 
social dislocation issues and crime issues—all we have to do is walk through some of the city streets late at night or 
in Northbridge to see the problem, and we see it reported in the daily media coverage—they had better hope they 
do not get bashed, because the response time in the CBD has increased from 2.9 minutes to 13.6 minutes. There is 
a likelihood that if someone is a priority 1 case, the response time will be 13.6 minutes. They had better hope that 
they do not have a serious injury, because the response time has blown out that much. The police have provided 
those figures. 

I do not deny that there has been an increase in the number of police officers, but I question whether we have 
prioritised the right areas. For example, in 2016–17, there were 6 228 police officers of authorised strength. In 
2020–21, there were 6 741. That is an increase of 520 over that time. However, 460 of those officers are now on 
Operation Tide, which means they have been taken out of frontline services, and 100 are on the meth task force, 
which brings it up to 560. In fact, we are treading water. We are dealing with the same number of officers as we 
were about four years ago.  

The issue is not with the police themselves. They can operate only with the hand they are dealt, and they do a magnificent 
job. But when we find that the percentage of required response times has plummeted in those areas within which 
there are some evident social issues, that is a cause for concern, particularly when the government is sitting on 
a $5.6 billion surplus. It is all well and good to talk about the fact that we have these extra police officers, but it is not 
all well and good when, by stealth of hand, the government has 460 officers on Operation Tide, when apparently 
we do not have COVID in Western Australia, and another 100 officers on the meth task force. We are dealing with 
exactly the same number of officers. That is what I have found. 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 14 September 2021] 

 p3783f-3801a 
Hon Peter Collier; Hon Dr Steve Thomas 

 [4] 

That is a perfect segue into the area that I want to deal with for the remainder of my contribution—that is, the 
pressure that police are finding themselves under. I did not understand how serious this was until a lady by the 
name of Danielle Baldock came and saw me. She operated a program called Soldiers and Sirens. Members in this 
chamber will know I have spoken about this on numerous occasions, and I will talk about it in a moment, specific 
to Soldiers and Sirens. That meeting with Danielle was poignant because it identified to me a massive sleeping 
issue not for the Labor government, not for the Liberal–National alliance, not for the crossbench, not for society, 
but for police officers themselves. We have a dire issue in our police force at the moment. Dozens upon dozens of 
police officers are suffering in silence and having to deal with stress and pressure like never before, as a direct result 
of the meth scourge, reduced resources and the fact that insufficient priority is provided to mental health support 
for police officers and, I have to say, first responders. 

As a result of my entry into the Soldiers and Sirens issue, I asked a number of questions of the minister to find out 
whether he could get some funding for it. This is when the issue expanded further. I asked — 

(1) Will the minister commit to funding Soldiers and Sirens in order for this essential service provider 
to continue to support many Western Australian police, veterans and other first responders? 

I will not read the whole lot because he says a lot, but he says in his response, in part — 

Members of WA Police also have access to other mental health services, including 24/7 access 
to an on-call clinical psychologist and chaplain and in-house and external psychological services. 
Regionally, mental health practitioners visit the districts multiple times a year and officers are 
provided access to telehealth services and local mental health services are referred to when available. 

He goes on to talk about other things. The next day, I asked how many psychologists and psychiatrists are employed 
for the police and how much is allocated for contract services et cetera. The princely sum for contract services of 
psychiatrists and psychologists is $260 000 per annum for the entire police force for all 7 000 officers. I asked how 
many chaplains are employed by WAPOL. The minister said that there are four. I asked what other mental health 
services are provided, and he went through a range of other options. He said — 

(4) There is the peer support program; employee assistance program, external counselling service; 
pre-deployment assessments; wellbeing reviews; critical incident response crisis support service; 
welfare checks; fully funded external treatment for police officers’ work-related psychological 
conditions, with no cap; reimbursement for police officers for non-work-related psychology and 
psychiatry services, with no cap; visiting regional psychologist program, designated locations; 
reassimilation program; and Police Family website. 

That went down like a lead balloon with police officers, because police officers are unaware of these facilities and 
support services. Not only that, it appears that the police do not seem to know what services are being provided. 
I have been through the services that were indicated in answer to my question of 1 September, and have asked 
specific questions on each of them. It appears that the minister does not understand anything about the answers 
that were provided, given the responses I have received. At the outset, I asked how much of the $260 000 was used 
for contract services. An amount of $240 000 is allocated to contract services for psychologists and psychiatrists 
for 7 000 police. But it gets worse. I asked how much of the $240 000 was spent in 2018–19, 2019–20 and 2020–21. 
In 2018–19, it was $129 000; in 2019–20, it was $155 000; and the only time it came close was in 2020–21, when 
$243 000 was spent. The government was not even using the $260 000 allocated for contract services. That, to me, 
sets off many alarm bells. There is not even a quarter of a million dollars for contract services for psychologists 
and psychiatrists. 

I also asked how many psychologists and psychiatrists there were. The answer was 10 psychologists and one 
psychiatrist—for the entire police force. I then asked how many of them were full-time; I thought it would be good 
to look at the devil in the detail. The answer to that was even more staggering. I asked where the 10 psychologists 
and one psychiatrist were located, and whether they were full-time employees of the Western Australia Police Force. 
The answer was four full-time psychologists, two part-time psychologists and one contracted part-time psychiatrist 
in the metropolitan area; a further four full-time psychologist positions were being recruited. That means that the 
previous day’s answer was wrong; there are not 10 psychologists at all—there are six: four full-time psychologists, 
two part-time psychologists, and one contracted part-time psychiatrist. That is, effectively, five and a half full-time 
psychologists and one part-time psychiatrist—not even a full-time psychiatrist. The four full-time psychologist 
positions that were being recruited was not mentioned in answer to the previous day’s question. 
The minister was trying to be too clever by half. The Western Australia Police Force can only play the hand it is 
dealt. Do we honestly think only five and a half psychologists and one part-time psychiatrist for 7 000 police officers 
is adequate? Evidently, it is not. Members need only look at my email inbox to see why it is not. There are also 
four full-time chaplains located in the Perth metropolitan area, so police officers would not want to have an issue 
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in country areas of Western Australia that required the services of a chaplain, because there is none in regional 
Western Australia. 

Yet again, I point to the fact that the reality of the situation is vastly different from the responses I received initially. 
If the minister expected me to just accept that answer—“Oh, there’s all these services; what are they complaining 
about?”—then he has another think coming. As I said, I have asked subsequent questions on every single one of 
the areas he referred to on 1 September, and I have been disappointed with every single response. One answer, in 
particular, should surely have taken only the push of a button. I asked — 

(1) How many officers accessed the employee assistance program’s external counselling service in 
2017, 2018, 2019, 2020 and 2021 to date? 

Surely the minister would know the answer to that, because he told me how much the government had spent on it. 
The fact is, he knows how much was spent on it, but he does not know how many officers accessed those services, 
because he asked me to place that question on notice. The government knows how much it spent on external services, 
but it does not know how many people accessed them. I can tell members that, out of 7 000 police officers, we can 
safely assume that not too many accessed those services. What an insult, to ask me to place the question on notice. 
He must have known the answer, but because the number was so low, it was embarrassing. I have asked many 
questions on this issue. I know I get a rolling of the eyes from the minister et cetera; why am I bothering? I can 
tell members why I am bothering: it is because I genuinely care about this. I think this is a massive issue. I really, 
desperately want to help these officers. I want, ideally, to assist the government in a bipartisan fashion to ensure 
that our police officers feel supported and do not feel that they are in such a dark, dim space in their lives that they 
will take their own lives. Unfortunately, we have lost two officers like that over the last three months. That is my 
biggest motivation. I will come back to Soldiers and Sirens in a moment. 
Another issue is the mental health co-response program, which was established by the former Liberal–National 
government in 2015. That has been reduced from 36 officers to 26. Again, I have asked a multitude of questions 
on this and have been pushed from pillar to post. I know what the situation is. It has been reduced from 36 officers 
to 26. These are officers who deal with mental health issues in the community. Now, as a direct result of 10 of 
those officers being redeployed elsewhere, we do not have any of these officers in the Armadale or Cannington 
districts; those districts are completely unsupported. We now have general duties police officers dealing with specific 
mental health issues at a time when we are living in such a complex society and when so many people require support. 
Domestic violence is at the highest level it has ever been in the history of the state, yet this mental health co-response 
program has been reduced. Yes, it was established by a Liberal government and, I am pleased to say, supported by 
the current Labor government, but it has now been gutted. That is unacceptable. We have a surplus of $5.6 billion: 
there are massive mental health issues in the community, domestic violence is at an all-time high, and there is 
out-of-control crime in the central business district, yet we cannot afford sufficient funds to support the one program 
that deals specifically with mental health. 
I will continue to pursue the issue of Soldiers and Sirens, although I am becoming very, very dismayed with the 
government’s response. This may seem minuscule, but it is massive. Soldiers and Sirens has gone beyond Danielle 
and her wonderful group; it is actually symbolic of a systemic lack of compassion from the government for police 
officers with mental health issues and post-traumatic stress disorder. It is a massive issue. When Danielle came to 
speak to me she told me that the funds for Soldiers and Sirens—I have said this over and again—originally came 
from a federal government grant. I will not go through this issue in its entirety again, because I have been through 
it on numerous occasions. I remind members that I tabled the Soldiers and Sirens capability statement in this chamber 
about six weeks ago. If members are interested, I strongly recommend they go and access that document. It goes 
through what Soldiers and Sirens did. Soldiers and Sirens was an organisation that provided extraordinary support 
to serving and past police officers, first responders and veterans. The big difference between Soldiers and Sirens 
and most other support groups was that it was organised and run by qualified former serving officers. They understood 
their clients; they had been where the officers who were suffering from PTSD and trauma had been. They intimately 
understood it. That is why dozens upon dozens of police officers and first responders accessed the services of 
Soldiers and Sirens. 
When Danielle came to speak to me, she explained about the funding but she also said that the vast majority of 
officers and individuals who came to see her were police and first responders, who come under the jurisdiction of 
the state government. To me, it is a no-brainer. I asked the Commissioner of Police in an estimates committee 
hearing whether he supported Soldiers and Sirens and he said that it was a good provider. The Minister for Police 
has said that it was a preferred provider. Yet, out of $5.6 billion, the government does not think that those dozens 
upon dozens of people who previously accessed Soldiers and Sirens are worth anything. I am telling members: 
they do mean something. 
I received a haunting email from the wife of a serving police officer yesterday. I feel out of my depth with this, 
much the same as when I was a house head at Scotch College and a young boy in year 9 came to see me and told 
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me that he was going to take his life. I had done the training for that and I knew what to do. I honestly do not know 
what to do in this situation. I do not want the death of a police officer on my hands. I have communicated with the 
wife over the last 24 hours, and I will continue to do so. Her husband does not know that she has communicated 
with me. I feel helpless; I genuinely feel helpless. The story she told of what her husband is enduring is compelling. 
Having read in a number of such cases over the last three months, I know that his is not an isolated case. This is 
a massive issue. How on earth can we not fund this program?  
It is evident from the responses I have received from the minister over the last month that the services provided by 
the Western Australia Police Force are sporadic at best and lacking in a lot of instances. I am not criticising the 
commissioner or WAPOL; they are doing their best. I am asking the government to please fund Soldiers and Sirens. 
As I said, I am not talking about this organisation in isolation; a raft of organisations and support mechanisms need 
attention. A constant trickle of cases are coming to me, but they are just the ones from people who have put up their 
hands. They are crying out for help. As I said, many officers must be suffering in silence. I refuse to believe that the 
only officers who are suffering from PTSD and trauma and who feel unloved and uncared for are those who have 
been in touch with me. That is not the case. 
I will continue to pursue this matter. Ideally, I want to do this in a proactive fashion with the minister and the government. 
I am calling out for help at the moment because I know for a fact that there is an officer out there who is seriously 
considering taking his own life. I do not know how I am going to handle it—I am going to get some professional 
advice over the next 24 hours—but I can tell members that from the three emails I have received from his wife, he is 
at risk. This is not some bland political stunt; this is fact. It is not like this is the first time I have mentioned it. 
To conclude, I met a wonderful woman about six weeks ago or a little longer. Her name is Janean Moulden. Janean 
and her husband, Randall, were accessing the services of Soldiers and Sirens. Randall had suffered from PTSD and 
trauma for a number of years. He felt completely alienated. He suffered from enormous demons that absolutely 
no-one could imagine. Janean had to deal with that as well. She supported Randall as best she could. When I first 
spoke to Janean, I told her that I did not want to make this a political issue; I said that I wanted to try to get an outcome. 
She understood that. When I explained to her that I could talk about it in the Parliament, she urged me to do so. 
When I said that we could try to get some profile in the media when the government did not respond, she urged 
me to do so. In fact, she has spoken to the media herself. She told me unambiguously that she wanted to tell her story. 
Never did I say to Janean that she should do it or strongly encourage her to do so; I always told her that it must be her 
decision. I said that if she wanted to be a voice for this situation, by all means she should do it. She is an extraordinarily 
brave woman. What she has had to endure over the last three months is devastating. But Janean has made the decision 
to go public; she has made the decision to be a voice for her husband, Randall. I want to make perfectly clear that 
she made the decision. As I read in various accounts from other officers and former officers, it became abundantly 
clear to Janean that her story needed to be told. I explained to her that I would be making this speech today and 
that I would be more than willing to tell her story. She was desperate for me to do so. As I said, I do not do this lightly; 
I do it because I genuinely believe in Soldiers and Sirens. Janean genuinely believes in Soldiers and Sirens. She 
genuinely believes that if Soldiers and Sirens had still been operating, Randall would be alive today. 
This is a compelling area for everyone, and particularly for police officers and first responders who are suffering. 
I will continue to tell their story. I will continue to be an advocate on their behalf. Wherever possible, I will not make 
it a political issue. But this is an issue, and, as a society, we can do better than we are doing at the moment. If we 
are sitting on a $5.6 billion surplus, a couple of million dollars over four years to help support dozens upon dozens of 
officers through Soldiers and Sirens, in addition to other support services, is well worth every cent. 
Having said that, I am going to read in Janean’s story. I know that Janean is watching today. Can I just say to you, 
Janean: you are a wonderful woman; I admire you so much. Stay strong, mate. This is your story. Her story reads — 

Sergeant Randall Moulden always lived by the mantra of “The day I stop seeing a deceased person as 
a human, is the day I hang up my uniform”. 
On June 29th, 2021, Sgt Randall Moulden, a dedicated police officer of 31yrs took his own life. That’s 
the day he HUNG his uniform up for good. 
A police officer, that everyday woke up, put on his uniform, and wore it with pride, dignity, grace and respect. 
A police officer to his very core, dedicated to helping people, right to the end. 
His last call-out to a job, was 2hrs before he took his life. 
A tragedy that should never had happened. 
A department left scarred and grieving. 
It is my understanding that 100s of WA police officers rang the department in distress over what Randall 
did, “People like Randall don’t do that”, but he did. 
Our children’s father, my husband of 25yrs, my life partner of 30yrs. My best friend, my soulmate gone. 
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Our daughter will never know the honour of her farther walking her down the aisle on her wedding day. 
Randall will never get to hold his grandchildren, watch them grow, tell them stories, teach them to drive, 
to simply love them. 
A loving wife and son, who will be forever haunted by seeing him, in the shed with a rope around his neck. 
Haunted by the look on his face, a look of anguish, torment, scarred, fear, sadness, helplessness, exhaustion, 
the guilt. He had given up. 
He just wanted the pain to stop. 
A loving wife, that held him up as she unwrapped the rope from his neck, as she lay him on the ground 
and held him. As she kissed him, as she begged him not to give up on us, because she loves him so much. 
Watching her whole life, disappear in front of her. 
Loosing her past, her present and her future. 
The only person that made her complete on every level. The person she got up every morning and breathed 
for, gone. 
Our 24 year old son, so traumatised by what he saw, that he had to break the law, by having to drive to 
find an officer to help us. 
The agony of having to ring his daughter, his brother, his mates. 
Watching 6 polices officers, having to see a respected colleague, a mate of theirs deal with that situation. 
3 paramedics, again having to witness someone they respected both in and out of the uniform work on 
him, trying to save his life. 
Knowing that, that pain they suffered that night, will affect their families as they try to deal with it. Trying 
to help, but knowing they can’t. 
All of us innocent in this, left scarred and haunted, with no answers, just a world of pain. 
Our lives will never be the same, both personally and professionally. 
Randall had been suffering from PTSD for 7yrs, he was finally getting on top of it, when funding, to 
Soldiers and Sirens was cut. Leaving him nowhere to go. 
A service that our boys/girls in blue rely on, not only them but also their families. 
As families, it’s us, that have, to deal with these tormented officers. 
We have, to watch them struggle with what they deal with daily, you don’t. 
Watching someone you love battle demons, that you have no clue about. 
That was me for 7yrs. For 7yrs I watched the man I love, admire and respect fall apart. 
Watching him deal, with the constant night terrors, night sweats, the physical torment, the emotional torment. 
The hallucinations, the smell of death. Hearing victims screaming. Seeing dead people, so much so that 
he had to sleep with a TV on at night to try and drown out the noises. 
Having no appetite, not being able to sleep out of fear. 
The constant guilt he felt at not being able to help the very people he was trying to protect. us, society. 
Watching him sit outside wondering why he could see and hear all the dead people he, had, had to deal with. 
The screams of innocent children. 
Laying with his head in my lap, comforting him as he cried, wiping away his tears because he couldn’t 
understand why he was so tormented. 
Not being able to do anything to make the pain go away for him. Leaving me with a feeling of helplessness 
because I couldn’t, protect the one person that means the whole world to me. 
I thought I understood Randall’s pain, I did. 
My reality is, I didn’t have a clue, how could I? 
I do now, I feel it every second of every day. 
I can’t say from the minute I wake up, to the minute I fall asleep, because I don’t sleep. 
I don’t sleep out of constant fear, fear that I will wake up screaming, causing more terror for our son. 
Not being able to eat, something I always had a go at Randall for. 
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You don’t eat because you can’t eat, ive lost almost 13kilos since Randall died. 
The physical pain in my back that I live with, from 4pm when he would get home from work, to 4am when 
he was pronounced dead. 
I understand the need for that pain to stop, I understand it and feel it. 
The constant fear that grips my entire body 24 hours a day. 
The images, of his lifeless body hanging in the shed, the horrific, vivid flashbacks that are so realistic 
I almost pass out. 
The paranoia I now live with. 
The hypervigilance. 
The feeling of complete helplessness. 
Everything has changed for me now, my sense of smell, taste, sight, hearing. 
The guilt that grips constantly grips me, because I couldn’t help him, that hurts me to my very core. 
The distorted images of the life that I now live with. 
Every single person in this room, should consider themselves extremely lucky, that you will never see, 
experience, or even understand the pain associated with not only suicide, but trauma. 
Nor will you ever experience the pain associated with seeing death and destruction. 
I have experienced 1 trauma, Randall experienced 31yrs of it. 
Since January this year, I was also under the care of a psychologist with Soldiers and Sirens. 
Both Randall and I were working hard on ourselves. 
There were significant changes in both of us. 
Then the funding was cut, I can not stress this enough, Randall felt abandoned, completely alone. 
The bottom line is, why should he have had to find another psychologist? 
He had built a rapport with Danielle, he had been seeing her for 4 years. He trusted her, because she 
understood the fundamentals of trauma, having been a WA police officer herself. 
He felt safe, to be able to talk to her, talk to her without fear or judgement. 
That’s the key for a lot of front-line workers, the understanding they offer. 
The safety of being able to open up, in a setting that is comfortable to them. 
Opening up to someone about the horrors of trauma, means having to allow yourself to be vulnerable, for 
Police officers that’s not an easy thing to do. 
Soldiers and Sirens offer that warmth, comfort, and safety. Its like talking to a friend, because you know 
they understand trauma as they have experienced it firsthand, they understand. 
I speak for myself also, I had been seeing Dylan since January, where do I go now? Where do I go, I go 
to get the help that I need to deal with my own PTSD? 
The last 3 images of my husband are 1, seeing him hanging in the shed, 2 seeing him in a body bag with 
a breathing tube in his mouth, the bright purple bruise around his neck from the rope, 3 the image of 
Randall’s distorted face that comes flying at me from nowhere. 
Being told that, in those final moments that he was here, I couldn’t touch him, kiss him, stroke his hair 
the way he liked. Because my husband was a crime scene. 
So, I ask you where do I go for help? 
Who helps me, a stranger? Having to open up to someone I don’t know, having to re live not only the last 
51yrs of my life, but having to talk about the most horrific and traumatic night of my life. What I experienced 
that night was incredibly intimate and deeply personal, I don’t want to speak to a stranger, I want and 
deserve the safety of those people that have got me this far. The people that make me feel safe and secure. 
Soldiers and Sirens were my godsend, up until the 1st August, when their doors closed, so now, I’m in the 
same boat as Randall, trapped, scared, abandoned, alone, frightened. Because the only people that can get 
me through this can’t. That’s not right, its cruel on every single level. 
Our Police work for the government, that’s a basic fact. 
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As our government, its up to you to ensure the safety of every single police officer, whether they be serving 
or retired. 
Taking funding from a vitally important organisation like Soldiers and Sirens, is unfathomable and reckless, 
you the government have neglected your duty of care to the very essence of our society, the people that 
protect us. 
These officers put their lives on the line every day to protect you and your society. 
They make sacrifices every day, their families make sacrifices. 
They do it, because they love it, no questions asked. 
They deal with the very worst of society on a daily basis and they never complain. 
They go to work knowing that they are probably going to be abused, spat on, disrespected, punched, kicked, 
their families’ lives threatened. 
Do you have any idea the mental anguish that this causes them?’ 
They are expected to put their lives on the line every day, yet backs are turned on them when they need help. 
It’s a sad state of affairs, when the criminals are justified, and the Police are vilified. 
Where is the respect from you the government to them? 
Respect from the government comes from you allowing every officer to seek help where they want to seek 
help, not where you think they should go. That system doesn’t work. 
Where is your compassion, empathy and respect to our serving police officers? 
Are we going to have to wait for more officers to take their lives before you learn the basic fundamentals 
of how important places like Soldiers and Sirens are? 
More families left suffering their worlds turned upside down? 
This is down to you Mr McGowan, this is your call, its now on your shoulders. 
I find the “There is no money to give them” attitude, Insulting and disrespectful. 
Not only to the officers, but to the families of officers that also suffer. 
What would you do if it was one of your children suffering from trauma? Would you force them to see 
someone they weren’t comfortable with, or would you want them to seek help from someone they felt 
comfortable with? You know the answer that to that, so be a real premier, lead by example. 
It’s not that hard to work out a solution to enable Soldiers and Sirens to continue the brilliant work that 
they do. 
Allow officers to continue seeing them, allow them to put the claim through the department. 
Offer them office space, that they don’t have to pay for. 
These small gestures, allow big steps for the system to change. 

“You live in a constant world of ignorant bliss 
When our Police officers live in a constant world of reality”. 

If soldiers and Sirens hadn’t been forced to close their doors, then Randall would still be here, and none 
of us would be going through this torment. 
You, the people of parliament, that are listening to mine and Randall’s story, you are where I was 4 months 
ago, me, I’m where Randall was 4 months ago. 
You think you understand my pain, just like I thought I understood Randall’s pain, I now live Randall’s pain. 
Soldiers and Sirens, Danielle, Dylan, and Terance, they understand my pain. 
All Ive got is a haunted photograph of a bridge to try and bring me some peace. 
From the distraught, tormented, broken wife of Sergeant Randall Moulden. A woman left in pieces; her 
whole life turned upside down. 
The proud wife of Sergeant Randall Moulden 
Janean Moulden. 
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HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West — Leader of the Opposition) [3.10 pm]: Hon Peter Collier put 
forward a very sombre position that is worthy of serious consideration. I, on the other hand, am likely to be a bit 
more direct in my comments about the state’s finances. I am not going to waste too much time; I will move to 
some of the Premier’s statements and the financial position in which this state finds itself. I did note during the 
budget speech, particularly the budget speech of the other place, that the Premier is very keen to claim that good 
financial management has resulted in the financial position in which the state finds itself, which is a $5.6 billion 
surplus in the 2020–21 financial year and total surpluses of $15 billion over a five-year period, a position in 
which this state has never found itself before and a position in which I do not think any state in Australia has 
found itself before.  
I did go looking to see whether that is the largest surplus in the history of all Australian states. It would appear that 
it was bested by one; we have the second-best and second highest budget surplus recorded in the history of Australia’s 
states. The biggest was $5.7 billion, so $100 million more, which was not the original prediction of the New South 
Wales government that eventually announced it. Its year turned out to be better than expected and, therefore, 
when it got to the end of financial year statement—the annual report on state finances—it had a budget surplus of 
$5.7 billion. Of course, we found out about ours only at the end of the financial year to which it applied. Members 
need to remember that the $5.6 billion surplus applies to the 2020–21 financial year, which finished a couple of 
months ago. This money has been rolling into the coffers—it is already, as it were, in the money bin—and more 
money continues to roll in. 
Members who were around in the previous Parliament might remember question without notice 13 of 12 February 2019, 
in which I asked — 

In light of the globally significant and ongoing problems experienced by Vale, Brazil, in the production 
of its iron ore, which has resulted in a local price of $US90 a tonne for iron ore being realised, what would 
be the predicted impact on the state’s iron ore royalty income over the next four years should the average 
iron ore price remain at $US90 a tonne? 

The answer in February 2019 when we hit $US90 a tonne was this — 
(1)–(2) A scenario where the average price of iron ore remains at $90 a tonne has not been modelled, as 

this assumption is highly unrealistic. 
Highly unrealistic; I will let that settle in for a while and come back to it in the story about whether it was good 
financial management or a nice piece of luck that led the government to find itself in this fairly amazing fiscal 
position. Let us look at the price of iron ore. In an average year, iron ore royalties have traditionally sat, with 
some expansion throughout the 2000s, between $5 billion and $5.5 billion. In a budget of between $35 billion and 
$40 billion, it sat at a bit over 10 per cent, around 12 per cent on average, but that has changed. Members might 
remember there was a $12 billion royalty income for 2020–21 in a $40 billion budget, which is a higher than 
25 per cent share of revenue, which is an immensely unusual situation. That is not to say that the 2019–20 financial 
year did not have high iron ore royalty revenues and that the 2021–22 financial year will not experience high iron 
ore royalty revenues. I note the budget papers maintain a significant level of iron ore royalty revenue over that 
period. What has been the reality of iron ore prices? Unfortunately, there are a couple of people who are not in the 
chamber these days whose budget presentations I will miss. One is former member Aaron Stonehouse. I do not 
know whether to refer to him as “honourable”. I am canvassing that. No, he is private citizen Aaron Stonehouse 
these days. He is a good fellow. I will miss his contribution to the economic debates because they were fun, joyous 
and interesting. I will also miss the contribution of Hon Alison Xamon to budget debates. She truly appreciated 
a budget chart or two during a presentation. In honour of the fact that she is no longer here—she was here today and 
she is here with us in principle and at heart—I intend to leave members with additional information that they might 
like to use for a comparative analysis of the budget. 

The answer to what happens if the government gets $US90 a tonne for an extended period is that it will be fairly 
well-off. The government’s answer was that $US90 a tonne was highly unrealistic. I wonder what the former Treasurer 
thought when the price of iron ore hit $US235 a tonne briefly somewhere around May this year. I think he might 
like to go back and have another look at that answer. For the interest of members, I will be seeking to table a chart 
of iron ore prices since that period. The chart I will be seeking to table goes from October 2018 to the current date. 
For the interest of members, I have drawn in the $US90 a tonne mark so that they can see what period of time since 
then the price of iron ore has been under or over $US90 a tonne. Since it started in February 2019, the price was 
in the high $US80 a tonne region for a few months and in the month of December 2019 and for a couple of months 
in early 2020 the price slipped under $US90 a tonne. I encourage members to look at this document because it is 
very interesting. It shows a mountain in recent times—an absolute mountain—in the iron ore price, which, as I say, 
reached $US235 a tonne. When I designed this document yesterday, the current price was $US129 a tonne. It was 
interesting to learn during the briefing that the Public Accounts Committee of the other place said that today it is 
$US122 a tonne but had dropped $US7 overnight, but it was still in the 120s. It is $US120 a tonne at a time during 
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the biggest boom in the history of this country with a government that suspected that a price over $US90 a tonne 
was highly unrealistic. I seek leave to table the iron ore price chart from October 2018 to date. 

[Leave granted. See paper 567.] 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Members should look at that, because it is important to note precisely where the wealth 
of Western Australia is coming from. 

I think this chart, which is of my own making, is probably even more telling. Instead of simply charting the price of 
iron ore and looking at the mountain of the price that the current government has climbed, let us look at the dollars 
rolling in, because I think the dollars rolling in are even more telling than the actual price. I take this chart all the way 
back to roughly the turn of the millennium, so around 1998–99, when iron ore royalties were still at a modest growth 
rate. I have taken it all the way through to the 2021 financial year. We have had some debate about comparisons 
of various governments and levels of income they had, and it is very hard to measure or compare unless we can see 
something sitting in front of us. When members get a chance, I ask them to look at this chart, which demonstrates 
where iron ore royalties have been pouring in. I start at the left-hand side in 1998–99. This is the era of Eric Ripper 
as Treasurer. I have always thought of Eric Ripper as a friend, but he did quite well out of the small growth. The 
next part of the chart shows the previous Liberal–National government. Just in case there is any confusion about 
the amount of money that the current government is receiving, I am pointing to the current mining boom royalties, in 
graphic, charted form, that the government has the benefit of. I urge members to look at this before they frame their 
debates. This will be my final chart. I seek leave to table the chart showing royalty income for the Western Australian 
state government from 1998 to date. 

[Leave granted. See paper 568.] 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Those documents are important for a couple of reasons. The first, and probably most 
important reason, is that we need to test the assumption of the Premier, who is now the Treasurer, that good financial 
management has resulted in the financial position we find ourselves in today. He is claiming good financial 
management, but he has had a greater income than any government that preceded it, and not by a small amount. 
He has been sitting on the wealth generated from iron ore, and has not been using that wealth to date to deliver the 
services required to the people of Western Australia. I have said this in a number of circles: he reminds me of those 
old cartoons of Scrooge McDuck rolling around in his Money Bin. I have said that in a number of places and I have 
found to my chagrin a generation gap, because it seems to me that not too many people in the younger generation 
have the slightest idea of who Scrooge McDuck is. I am sure members of a certain vintage would remember the 
cartoon character Scrooge McDuck. I had to explain to my children who Scrooge McDuck was, which was a sad 
but humorous event, and they looked him up on the internet just to find some pictures of him. I have used a number 
of times this image of Scrooge McDuck rolling around in his Money Bin. I keep waiting for Alston to draw that 
one day. I have my fingers crossed. I have to say that one of the cartoons from Friday last week after budget day 
looked enormously close to Scrooge McDuck rolling around in his Money Bin. The Premier was just missing a beak! 
If a beak had been put on the Premier in that cartoon, we would have had Scrooge McDuck! He has been sitting 
on this money, rolling around in it and enjoying the feel of that wealth, and he has been doing so for quite a period 
of time. 
The Premier’s claim of good financial management is interesting. I do not know how he is taking responsibility 
for the iron ore price, because it is related to two major things: the first is a massive increase in usage as countries 
around the world engage in stimulus on the back of the COVID-19 crisis; the second is a shortfall of supply, 
particularly after Vale had a dam burst in Brazil nearly three years ago and was unable to meet its original contracts. 
That is still the case. It is hilarious to me that the Premier, who is also the Treasurer, takes responsibility and claims 
credit for the financial position in which the state finds itself, because the first thing that contributes to it is the iron 
ore price. Unless the Premier was at the bottom of the dam wall in Brazil with a shovel taking a few of those layers 
off to try to weaken it, or unless his influence in China is so strong that China would not have had a stimulus 
package following COVID-19 and was only doing so at the behest of the Premier of Western Australia—unless those 
things are true—the Premier who is the Treasurer is not responsible for any of the biggest component of the financial 
management. He has reaped the reward of it, he is the beneficiary of it, but he has not generated it. 
It has to be said that it is not only in the current year that this Premier who is now the Treasurer has been receiving 
this benefit. I asked a question on 3 November 2020, so not quite a year ago now, because I was interested in the 
rate at which iron ore royalties were flowing into the state coffers. Part of this question, question 1196 asked on 
Tuesday, 3 November 2020, was about how much additional iron ore royalty revenue the government had received 
above budget expectations in each of the financial years from 2018–19, 2019–20 and 2020–21. The answer to 
part (4) of the question was that in 2018–19, iron ore royalties were $1.722 billion higher than the budget estimates. 
That is free revenue; it is revenue that the government got that it did not expect to get. That is winning the lotto 
stuff. In November 2020 there was a different Treasurer. The previous Treasurer went, came back and went again, 
which I suspect related to his commitment to get the Westport project up and going before he left Parliament. I am 
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sure he made sure that everybody was aware that he so believed in that promise that he quit twice just to keep our 
attention upon it. 
[Interruption.] 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Bless you! 
In 2018–19, the revenue was $1.722 billion higher and in 2019–20 it was $2.199 billion higher. Over two financial 
years this government received $3.921 billion above its budget expectation—that is, in the years 2018–19 and 
2019–20. In 2021, it received $12 billion worth of iron ore royalties, which, if we go back to those original budgets, 
is probably close to $6.5 billion above those original budget expectations and several billion dollars above the 
previous budget expectations. The government had effectively $4 billion above expectations in the lead-up to last 
financial year and $6 billion above expectations last financial year, so much so that it has a $5.6 billion surplus for 
the 2021–22 financial year. What does that mean? It means that the government’s entire budget dedicated to its 
response to COVID was paid for in advance. The government had the money in the money bin, and was rolling 
around in it, before it was required to expend it on the COVID response. Guess what, members: the COVID response 
includes a significant amount of infrastructure spend, which is still coming. There is plenty of the $9 billion COVID 
response left, which is still part of expenditure into the future. The government has nearly $9 billion to spend. It 
was paid for in advance, but some of it has not been spent.  
Beyond that, the government is expecting budget surpluses throughout the forward estimates. The government 
did not just have a short-term windfall of $10 billion above its expected budget; it is expecting operating balances 
of $2.8 billion for the current financial year and then $1.99 billion, $2.871 billion and $1.576 billion for the 
three forward estimates. In the financial year just gone—the big one, that enormous financial income year; I do 
not know what the right term for it is, maybe the Lollapalooza or one of those good American expressions—we 
saw $12 billion worth of iron royalties, plus the four years of the budget, and a $15 billion surplus. The government 
could possibly have argued that it had to wait for the money to come in to expend on the various COVID parts before 
it got serious about looking after the issues in Western Australia. As we have already seen, thanks to the answers 
provided by the Minister for Mental Health representing the Treasurer—he works very hard to get proper, fulsome 
and truthful answers, and I appreciate that—we know that this government had the money in the bank before it started. 
The iron ore price was $US90 a tonne in February 2019. I recall that COVID-19 is called COVID-19 because the 
major outbreak in China started right at the end of 2019, but the impacts in Western Australia were not really felt 
until early 2020. The government had a year of massive income—a year of fiscal fun, a revenue party—and it sat 
on that money. 
I turn to the question that we all have to ask. I am at the beginning of my contribution but I will be asking this question 
several times during my contribution. The first and most important question that we have to face in this budget is: 
how does this government have its entire COVID response funded in advance? How does it have billions of dollars 
sitting in the bank, rolling around in it like Scrooge McDuck? How does it get to this point, with all that money—
more money than any boom in the history of Australia, bigger than the gold booms in Bendigo and Kalgoorlie, the 
biggest income boom of any state in the history of this country—and have a health crisis, a housing crisis, a skills 
shortage crisis and a mental health crisis? How did we get to this stage? That is the question that every member 
who stands and talks about this budget needs to either ask or attempt to answer. How did we get to the stage of 
having so much money, more money than the government can seem to spend, and yet service delivery in this state 
is in crisis? How did that happen? There has never been a better time for the people of Western Australia. We will 
probably never see this level of income again. Why do we have a crisis at a point when we are immensely wealthy, 
more wealthy than any people who have come before us? We should be saying that we are the luckiest state in the 
luckiest country in the world. We are the wealthiest country, not just in terms of average incomes et cetera but our 
government is the wealthiest by far. We will get to a point in which we will start discussing Keynesian economics 
versus freedom. It is almost ambivalent in Western Australia. It is the only jurisdiction that I am aware of in which 
that economic debate, which occupies the mind of economists around the world, is almost irrelevant. Because we 
have so much money, it does not seem to matter. We have all this money. We have the money partly of the last 
generation but we are probably getting most of the financial wealth of the next generation as well; it is all pouring 
into the coffers right now. Is it good financial management or have we ridden the best of luck in a crisis that impacted 
the rest of the world? 
The budget papers demonstrate quite clearly, as does the briefing that the Public Accounts Committee made 
available, that every other jurisdiction in Australia has struggled to deal with the economic costs. They do not have 
massive iron ore resources. Their budget deficits are immense. Their debt is heading through the roof, no more 
so than the commonwealth government, which is heading for a debt of $1 trillion. I was interested to read the 
2021 intergenerational report, which suggested that at some point that would head towards $1.7 trillion to $1.8 trillion 
worth of debt over the next 40 years. I would have thought that was a fairly grim prospect, unless one is a Keynesian 
economist and believes that debt does not matter and when we have too much, we simply start printing more money. 
I will go into a bit more detail shortly. 
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What do we know? We know that much of our wealth is generated by iron ore. We know that much of that wealth 
was given to this government in advance. We know that despite the fact that it was rich in advance, there is 
a significant crisis across a number of public sector service areas, probably none more so than health, but certainly 
there are a number of others. 
As generally happens, the government is very conservative when it starts to make iron ore estimates. If we look at 
the key budget assumptions on page 3 of budget paper No 3, which are always interesting, we see that the government 
has been less conservative in the 2021–22 financial year, with an iron ore estimate of $US121.3 a tonne. Quite rightly, 
it goes back to a very conservative estimate after that—$US66 a tonne in all of the out years. The forward estimates 
are based on a far more modest set of revenue figures. That is reflected in the overall surplus but they do go back to 
being very conservative. If the iron ore price stays anywhere near its current long-term run, $US66 a tonne will not 
be too far off. I would have said it would probably be in the early 70s. In modern terms, that is probably the 
long-term figure for iron ore. The government has been very conservative. Interestingly, it has taken $US121.3 as 
an average for the current financial year. Given the papers that I tabled earlier, which show the price of iron ore was 
$US122 a tonne today, the government might find that it needs to recalculate that figure in the Government mid-year 
financial projections statement, which will be out in a paltry two to three months. 
That is one part of where this government is getting its money from. Where else do the additional funds come 
from? There are additional taxes, along with higher taxation revenue, and payroll tax is up, land taxes are up and 
transfer duties are up. The budget demonstrates that payroll tax is up by $314 million in the current year, according 
to the budget papers, or 8.4 per cent. Transfer duty, which we know is stamp duty, is up 58 per cent, or $770 million. 
Those are significant increases in taxation as well. The third plank of this government’s wealth rolling into the bin is, 
of course, the commonwealth government’s floor inserted into the GST arrangements, which was worth $1.5 billion 
last financial year and $1.85 billion this financial year. That is not the baseline GST. That is the GST that is additional 
as it ramps up to the 70 per cent floor instigated by the Morrison government. The additional revenue is coming 
from those areas. It is a massive amount of money. The question that has to be asked is whether this government is 
spending it in the right places, and we need to keep coming back to this question. Are the priorities of the McGowan 
government correct? Is the McGowan government interested in maximising the services and the rewards, the 
dividend, for the people of Western Australia, or is it intent on maximising its election chances in 2025? We need 
to keep coming back to that question repeatedly. 
Amongst some of those key assumptions, of course, are assumptions around gross state product and state final 
demand. The difference is gross state product includes exports, so it obviously includes iron ore, and state final 
demand is the domestic economy. During the COVID period we have had some pretty significant growth. Gross state 
product in 2021 went up 3.5 per cent. The budget for this financial year is 3.5 per cent. State final demand last 
financial year was 4.5 per cent, and is going even higher at five per cent. Then Treasury and the government have 
gone back to their very conservative long-term statistics. In the forward years, gross state product growth is estimated 
to be one per cent, 1.25 per cent, then 1.5 per cent. That would make sense, honourable members. If we think that 
a correction will occur in the iron ore marketplace, it absolutely makes sense, and we would think there has to be. 
The high iron ore prices cannot continue at the current level of $US120 a tonne in the longer term. 
When I go as the shadow Treasurer and discuss economics with banks, interest groups and lobby groups, I always 
try to instigate a conversation around two areas. The first is, obviously, the iron ore price and what their predictions 
are, and the second is whether the government accounting has changed significantly and Keynesian economics has 
taken over. I think iron ore prices have been very interesting. I had been thinking that the iron ore price would 
stay for the next financial year somewhere around where the government had put it. I would have said it would be 
$US120 or $US130 a tonne for most of this financial year. It is dropping faster than expected. I met with a couple 
of banks that suggested it will be under $US110 a tonne by the end of this year—bear in mind that the end of this 
year is only three months away—in which case, it will go under $US100 a tonne in the early part of next year. 
Plenty of others have suggested that the decline will be somewhat slower and more moderate, but nobody anywhere 
is suggesting that the iron ore price will increase over that time. Some optimists within the industry say it will stay 
higher than the banking sector says it will, for example, but there will be, hopefully, a long and slow decline taking 
us back towards that $US65 a tonne rate. 
The speed at which that happens will be a pretty big determinate on the budget going forward, so it is appropriate 
for the government to be incredibly conservative around the predictions for gross domestic product. Working that 
into state final demand is a bit more complex because we take out what we know probably the most about, and that 
is what the export market is going to look like. Then we rely on the domestic economy. The expectation around the 
domestic economy is still slow growth, but it is better than gross state product. The budget says that the final demand 
will grow by 1.25 per cent, rising to 2.25 per cent growth over 2023–24 and 2024–25. All of that will depend on how 
the economy deals with whatever comes next with COVID. If the borders are not opened up and we are restricted 
to a purely domestic economy for the greatest part, there will obviously be swings and roundabouts and winners 
and losers. 
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It is interesting to note that some areas of tourism do very well when the borders are locked up. In those areas that 
are providing a reasonably priced experience for Western Australians, particularly in areas such as the south west—
where those people who want to get out of Perth for the weekend go—plenty of businesses have done extremely 
well in the COVID period. The shutdowns do impact on them, but overall plenty of businesses down in my patch 
have made more money than in previous years. The other end of the argument is those very high cost adventure-style 
tourism experiences that tend to rely on the international marketplace. They are probably unlikely to see a massive 
increase in activity until the borders are opened up. The Tourism Council Western Australia did some very interesting 
work a couple of years ago. I am going to work from memory, but I think the numbers it provided were that the 
amount of money that Western Australians spent interstate and overseas on travel and recreation was approximately 
$7.2 billion, and the amount of money international and interstate tourists brought to Western Australia was $2.2 billion. 
There is a $5 billion net loss in the tourism industry for all of us who remain here. I do not know how much of that 
$5 billion differential is picked up by Bali, but I would say it would be a pretty big contributor to that. 
It is absolutely the case that people have more money in their pocket because they cannot go many places, to the 
point at which a couple of the banks I have been talking to have been talking about the amount of savings that 
are in place. There are hundreds of millions of dollars and in some cases billions of dollars in additional savings. 
At best guess, across Australia people have a couple of hundred billion dollars of additional savings across all the 
banks because they cannot go out and spend that money. It is a phenomenal amount of money. People are looking 
for places to expend it, and obviously I think the south west is a good place to do that, but certainly there is some 
money floating around. 
I want to deal with the debt situation, which can be seen in a couple of places in the budget papers. In the first case, 
on page 3 of budget paper No 3, we see the total public sector net debt. In 2019–20, it stood at $35.5 billion. The 
estimated outcome at the end of the 2020–21 financial year is $33.5 billion, so that is down $2 billion. The estimated 
outcome at the current budget estimate for the 2021–22 financial year is $32 million, so that is down another 
$1.5 billion. Interestingly, it starts to sneak back up again to $34.4 billion, $35 billion in 2023–24 and $36 billion 
in 2024–25. I am reminded of the comments made in 2017 by the former shadow Treasurer, who was endorsed by 
the then Leader of the Opposition, who is now both the Premier and the Treasurer. The then shadow Treasurer said 
that debt was an issue and they were very concerned about it. When asked how the Labor Party would deal with it, 
he said that it would pay it down like a housing mortgage; it would pay it down slowly, over time. I guess we should 
take the Labor Party at its word that indeed its plan was that it would pay it down in a housing mortgage style. What 
was it paying down? In the previous budget, the 2016–17 state total public sector net debt was $32 billion. In 
2017–18, it got to $34.6 billion. By the time we got to 2019–20, it had gone from $34.6 billion to $35.5 billion, so 
it was up $1 billion. It then went down to $32 billion, which is probably just slightly below the debt level inherited 
by the McGowan government. It is hard to tell precisely where the turnover occurred; it was somewhere around 
the $33 billion mark, but we do not have day-by-day records to work out precisely where it was on election day. 
Let us make the assumption that it was $33 billion, give or take some. I think that is probably pretty reasonable. 
I suspect that if Treasury officials gave the Minister for Mental Health the actual exact debt level for whatever date 
it was in March 2017, he could come back and tell us what it was, but let us go with $33 billion. 
By the end of the 2022–23 financial year, debt will be higher than the debt inherited by the McGowan government. 
It will then go to $35 billion, and then to $36 billion. Those are not massive increases—I get that—but let us compare 
it with how the then shadow Treasurer said, prior to the 2017 election, a future McGowan government would operate: 
it would pay down debt like a housing loan. In fact, debt has gone up and is going up, so the government’s high 
moral ground on the debt argument is sinking; it is like when too much groundwater is taken out of an area and the 
soil sinks down. There is a sinkhole in the Labor Party’s credibility on debt, because debt is not going down, it is 
going up. Fair enough, it is not going up dramatically, but we have to bear in mind that it is going up at a time when 
the government has a surplus of $15 billion. It is going up at a time when this government has more money than 
any WA government in history has had to spend.  

Despite the COVID crisis, the government has money in the money bin, waiting to go. If ever there was an 
opportunity to do something about debt, this would probably be such an opportunity. We have a 70¢ floor in 
GST payments, which is worth close to an additional $3 billion over a couple of years. It will certainly be worth 
more over the next few years, when the new system falls into place. Just checking those numbers, $1.5 billion and 
$1.85 billion means $3.35 billion in additional GST, along with the surplus of $15 billion. That would probably 
not be a bad time to pay down debt; there might be other arguments, but this is a government that said it would pay 
down debt like paying a mortgage. The government has won lotto—the dam burst in Brazil and there was a massive 
Chinese construction response—but debt is going up. If a bank manager was looking at that as a financial strategy, 
they would probably call the home owner in to ask a few questions. There will never be a better opportunity to do 
something about debt, if that is the government’s intent. 

I absolutely get the argument that there are, generally speaking, two ways of dealing with debt. If you have cash in 
hand, you can pay down debt or you can invest in such a way that you have greater capacity to pay down debt in the 
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future. I am sure that at some point, someone in the government will stand up and say, “Okay, we’re not paying 
down debt”, and if we get that admission, that would be good. “Yes, debt’s going up; it’s not going up a huge amount, 
but it’s going up and it’ll be about $3 billion higher than the debt we inherited. It’s going up at a time of massive 
revenues, so we understand that, but this is the alternative vision we are putting forward. We’re investing in the future 
so that we can get more revenue back over time.”  

There are a few disappointments in this budget, but there is probably nothing more disappointing than the fact that 
the economic reform component is all but non-existent. There is a tiny chapter on economic reform—a couple of 
paragraphs that say almost nothing. I could understand it if the government said, “No, we’re not paying down debt 
because here’s the economic reform we’re going to go through. Here are the sorts of things you might do to put 
economic reform front and centre.” That would be a reasonable argument, except the government did not do that. 

At the same time, when there is a $15 billion surplus over a few years, there will never be a better time to pay down 
debt. Alternatively, there will never be a better time to engage in economic reform. There will never be greater 
capacity to change the structure of the economy to get better outcomes for Western Australia. What might that 
look like? There are a few obvious and easy examples. Taxation reform is something that industry is always talking 
about. I think payroll tax reform is overdue; we would love to do more payroll tax reform. Payroll tax is a tax 
on employment; the more people you employ, the more tax you pay. What do governments generally tax? We tax 
land and jobs, because they are the hardest to hide and the easiest to see; that is why we apply those taxes. They 
are the hardest to cheat and the easiest to grab. As I said before, payroll tax is up $300 million, so we are getting 
more payroll tax.  

Industry is crying out for some vision on taxation, and I would have said that that should probably be the first cab 
off the rank. I would have thought a tax on employment would be the first place for the government to go. I note 
that both the Liberal Party and the Nationals WA took different payroll tax policies to the last election; there was 
no payroll tax vision from the Labor Party. Unfortunately, not too many people know that the Liberal Party took 
a payroll tax policy to the last election, because it did not seem to be central to debate—an issue that I found incredibly 
frustrating, if for no other reason than I wrote the damn thing, and it seemed like such a wasted effort, given that 
it did not get talked about very much. But it was a good policy. Reform of payroll tax is a good issue to play with, 
because it takes some of the pressure off business. That is the sort of vision that a government might put into a budget 
when it has a $15 billion surplus and more money than anyone except Scrooge McDuck and maybe the Rockefellers 
and some of the US oil barons in the past. When a government has that sort of money, it is a good time to engage in 
some form of economic reform. It was immensely disappointing to see next to no economic reform.  

The one thing that was quite interesting in that tiny chapter on economic reform in the budget was the $120 million 
for 150 public servants to try to streamline approvals. I will give the government a bit of credit here: if the genuine 
intent is to streamline the approvals process, I think that is a good thing. Not every approvals change made by the 
government has been bad; there have been some that I have agreed with, and some that Hon Tjorn Sibma, when he 
was shadow Minister for Planning, also agreed with. Not everything the government does is bad or wrong. I am not 
much interested in debates that consist of rocks being thrown from either side; there were some positive outcomes 
from that, but economic reform in this budget was minimal. Basically, there was the re-announcement of $120 million 
to employ 150 more public servants. Call me a cynic, perhaps—thank you!—but I am not convinced that putting 
more public servants on is a way of reducing red tape. I have not noticed that being the case. As the public service 
has risen in number over the last few years, I have not noticed a massive drop in the time frame for approvals 
generally. That is not to say that the approvals process is unnecessary and that there should be development at all 
costs—that is not what I am saying—but I am not of the view that just adding another 150 public servants will do 
the job on approvals.  
The government could have taken some of its enormous budget wealth and invested in genuine reform. To me, payroll 
tax is the obvious one. In my view, simply raising the threshold for payroll tax will benefit businesses at the bottom 
end of the scale, but it will also give an equal, and sometimes bigger, benefit to the very big companies that are 
making an absolute fortune. Right now, of course, it is hard not to recognise that the mining companies are making 
a lot of money out of the iron ore industry, as is the government. They are doing equally well with the price at $US120 
a tonne, and it has been as high as $US235 a tonne. The biggest contributor to payroll tax, of course, is the mining 
sector. The information provided by Treasury officials during the briefing on the budget today, but also on other days, 
outlines that about 40 per cent of payroll tax comes from the mining sector. I would not necessarily propose that that 
group, which at this point is making very good money, should not continue to make a significant contribution to 
the coffers. Simply raising the threshold will not do anything except give everybody, equally, additional cash. 
In a policy that the Liberal Party took to the election, I included a rebate system for genuinely small businesses. 
Under my scheme, small businesses were those with a payroll of up to $3 million. The government did extend 
payroll tax relief as part of its COVID-19 measures, which was welcome. I have to say that it was a sheer joy to stand 
here and debate a bill to reduce payroll tax, even if it was a COVID measure. I am sure all industry viewed that 
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debate with pleasure; it was wonderful. However, it effectively meant that the thresholds were put up. Depending 
on how much employees are paid, businesses would need between 10 and 12 employees, and maybe up to 15, to 
start to hit the threshold. I would have taken that to a rebate system that gave a benefit to businesses with a payroll 
of up to $3 million. That would be businesses with around 30 employees. Would they be genuinely small businesses? 
I would say that having 30 employees would probably still qualify as a small business. I know that various options 
have been modelled. I have seen models of a payroll of up to $10 million, which is approximately 100 employees. 
I struggle to call a business with 100 employees a small business. I will make this comment: that was the level 
on which the John Howard WorkChoices legislation was modelled—a business with 100 employees was still 
considered a small business. Many of us in the Liberal Party at that point were concerned with that definition of 
a business with 100 employees being a small business. We generally think of small businesses as having a handful 
of employees. Providing some payroll tax benefits to somebody with around 20 employees is an eminently sensible 
and suitable suggestion. 
Where was the vision in this budget for economic reform? It certainly was not around taxation. There is no vision 
around payroll tax or land tax. I think the modelling around stamp duty is even more difficult than payroll tax. 
Payroll tax is anathema because it is a tax on employment. It is hard not to tax land. I have probably read more 
than anybody else in the Parliament at the moment about the various models to shift stamp duty on the purchase 
of a property to an annual land tax. It is a fairly problematic model. It is not impossible, but it would come at 
a significant cost. The modelling in Victoria was that there would be an $8 billion cost to the state’s coffers. If we 
were going to do that sort of thing here, now would be the time to do it. Victoria’s economy is twice the size that 
of Western Australia, so the cost might be more like $4 billion here. I am not even advocating for that. What I am 
saying is that this government has no agenda on economic and strategic modelling. It does not seem to be in the 
sphere of economic reform in the slightest. Again, as I have said with all other things, if the government is ever 
going to look at these things, the time to look at them is when it has wealth coming out of its pockets. The time to do 
it, if ever, is surely now, but it did not. So we are not paying down debt. The government has not shown vision or 
courage in economic reform. 
Where else might the dollars go? I will give the government some credit for its pretty significant infrastructure 
spend in the budget. Like most governments, it is very keen to advertise the fact that its infrastructure spend is 
remarkably big. It is in the budget papers, it was in the budget speech and it was in the briefing. According to Treasury 
officials, there will be a $30.7 billion investment in infrastructure over four years. That sounds pretty good, but it 
is always hard to compare. This is a criticism that I make of every government, whether on the left or right of politics: 
they are very good at spruiking their infrastructure spend but they do not tell people what is the normal infrastructure 
spend. All the stuff that is put out is designed to sell. Media statements come out with every budget. They all do it 
now. Every budget, state or federal, is a bit the same. There is now a two-week budget-drop period when all the 
exciting stuff comes out and there is almost nothing left to announce on budget day. Obviously, the reason for that is 
that the government will potentially get half a dozen budget stories instead of a one-day analysis that overwhelms 
everybody. Governments certainly do that. They put out information on how many billions of dollars will be spent 
in the regions. Everything is repeated multiple times. Every infrastructure stream is discussed. Governments say, 
“Across the state, we are spending this much.” The headline numbers are given for every region. But we have to 
try to break this down. I will be interested in breaking down these figures as much as possible during the estimates 
process in particular. 
Forty-two per cent of the infrastructure program—nearly half—is allocated to road, rail and public transport 
infrastructure. Those areas will get $13 billion of the $30 billion spend. According to the budget papers from 
Treasury, it will be spent on roads, rail and transport. One thing that is not found in the budget papers and we actually 
have to ask for is how much of the $13 billion to be spent on road and rail infrastructure is funded by the federal 
government. It is 35 to 40 per cent. That is straight-through funding. When the state says that it is spending $30 billion 
on infrastructure, with $13 billion of that on roads and rail, nowhere in the budget papers does it state, unless one 
knows where to look for it, that of that $13 billion, $4.5 billion is funding from the federal government. The biggest 
part of federal government infrastructure funding goes into roads, rail and transport. That infrastructure program 
is getting $13 billion out of the $30 billion. It is 40 per cent of the budget. But 35 to 40 per cent of that amount is 
federally funded. It is pretty hard to give this government all the credit for that, even though it would claim it.  

The other interesting thing that came out of the briefing from Treasury officials at the lunchtime event today is 
how much of that money has actually already been spent and claimed as COVID recovery. As we are well aware, the 
government is claiming nearly $9 billion of expenditure for COVID recovery, and, in fact, the Minister for Mental 
Health has been very helpful in the past by providing breakdowns of that. Hopefully, the minister has an answer 
to a question on notice that has been given today asking for a subsequent breakdown of some of these things, but 
we may have to get to that over the next little while and into the budget estimates. But I did get the opportunity to 
ask Treasury officials today how much of the COVID recovery money is included in this asset investment program, 
and they told me that it is $1.5 billion of the nearly $9 billion, so the actual expenditure on COVID in other ways 
is $7.5 billion. It will be interesting to see where some of this COVID expenditure will go. 
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Members, this is a document that the Minister for Mental Health provided and tabled some time ago, I think early 
to the middle of last year. I cannot give members the tabled paper number, but there is no point in tabling it again. 
This document gives a breakdown of the first $2.5 billion of COVID response, which was up until the middle of or 
late April 2020, so it is now a year and five months—nearly a year and a half—later. Some of these things are in train 
and some have probably already been delivered. That $2.5 billion includes $200 million in school maintenance 
and $81 million in hospital maintenance. These are significant infrastructure components, too. I was interested to 
find that out. Maybe the minister could give us a bit more of a breakdown of the asset investment project, because 
in the original stuff that the minister gave us — 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Honourable member, because this is a budget speech, I don’t reply. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: True. I will get it out of the minister eventually some other way; I am just giving 
him lots of advance warning. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Thank you. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: This includes a lot of things that are not infrastructure or asset based. I am pleased 
that the payroll tax threshold increase is in here at a cost of $170 million, which, as I said before, we are all very 
thankful for and we agree with. The freeze to household fees and charges was $402 million; energy assistance was 
$91 million; a second payroll tax grant was $107 million, bringing the threshold forward, because the million-dollar 
threshold was brought forward quickly, so that is $7 million. All those things were welcomed by the opposition at the 
time. Payroll tax liability was waived for four months at a cost of $165 million. There is some reasonable expenditure, 
but this is the number that I want to chase going forward. According to the number given to us today by Treasury 
officials, the infrastructure investment of $30.7 billion contains $1.5 billion of asset investment. This is where we 
get to this issue of somewhat double accounting. The government is claiming this as COVID response, while claiming 
it as infrastructure funding as well. I am interested in where all of that goes. It is obviously reasonably necessary to 
have the maintenance program for hospitals and schools—lots of the money has gone into that and some of it may 
be going into road infrastructure—but the question we have to ask is whether that is normal expenditure that the 
government is claiming as COVID expenditure or a genuine need and benefit that can be explained as COVID response. 

Some of the impetus for this was the government’s concern that the construction industry would fall off a cliff 
during the COVID pandemic because people could not move about, but that has not been the case. In fact, we now 
have an overheated infrastructure and construction sector for which we cannot find workers and materials are in 
short supply, so the reverse has been the case. I would be really interested to know how Treasury has modelled 
this to say that we have an overburdened infrastructure sector, whereby we cannot get all these supplies. I am not 
sure that, as per some media reports, people are waiting three years for houses to be constructed, but, without doubt, 
even simple household construction time frames have blown out. Instead of one year, it is now two years. Perhaps 
three years might be considered a significant exaggeration, but time frames have blown out because people cannot 
get the building materials, the bricks, the brickies or the workers, and they are in competition with all these other 
sectors. How much of the infrastructure spend, which is apparently a part of the COVID response, is genuinely 
needed? That will be an interesting question to chase down over the next few months and couple of years. I would be 
very interested to know how much of that $1.5 billion that is put down as infrastructure spend is genuinely required 
as COVID response. That $1.5 billion figure was given to us today. 

In fact, the construction marketplace is so overheated that some of the Metronet projects have had to be—I believe 
this is the expression that the government is using—“smoothed out”. What does “smoothed out” mean? It means 
that the government is pretty much unable to deliver those projects within the current time frames. As much as it 
would be fun to jump up and down and accuse the government of blowouts of time et cetera, in fact, the extension 
of some of these projects is probably not a bad idea, economically speaking. It is probably quite reasonable of the 
government to extend the time frame on some of its Metronet projects so that it is a bit less in competition with 
the private sector trying to construct all the things that the private sector builds, with none being more important 
than the houses of another generation. Those blowouts—if we call them blowouts; I do not mind calling them 
blowouts—are potentially quite reasonable, and it would be quite reasonable for them to occur. The government 
should acknowledge that it has the cash for that infrastructure spend. The Premier and Treasurer is rolling around 
in that cash metaphorically as we speak. But the government cannot deliver those projects because of constraints 
around construction and the delivery of those things, which, again, lends itself to this question: how required was 
that infrastructure spend for that COVID response? As I said, those blowouts might be quite reasonable, and I do not 
think that we want the public sector dominating the private sector in terms of construction. I am not too concerned 
about the total of those projects and the time frames. In the long-term, I will be interested in the final cost, because 
I think that the government originally took Metronet to the 2017 election with a commitment of around $3 billion. 
I understand that there have been some alterations of scope, and that is reasonable, but my calculation of the budget 
as presented is that Metronet is now hitting total expenditure in the region of $7 billion, and I suspect that that does 
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not include some of the expenditure that has already happened in previous financial years. As currently proposed, 
to its final stages, will the total expenditure of Metronet be $7 billion, $8 billion or $9 billion? 
To be honest, I am not going to panic if the government tells me that it is a significantly high number, but we would 
like to know some of the details about how it will get to that number. Bear in mind that we will still be constructing 
with a highly constrained construction and industrial sector that is still trying to compete everywhere else. 
I guess in an ideal world—this might be the government’s strategy—if the government sits on the money in the 
money bin until the heat comes out of the economy, and we get to the inevitable correction in 2023 or 2024 and 
suddenly everybody is looking for work, it will get a lot more value because it will not be in competition with the 
private sector so much. Perhaps that is the government’s strategy.  
It would appear at one level that the government is going down that path and that that is its strategy because 
a plethora of new special purpose accounts have landed in the budget papers. The government has parked a few 
hundred million dollars here and a billion dollars there; suddenly, it is squirreling all this money aside in these 
various special purpose accounts. I note that when we debated the Financial Legislation Amendment Bill 2021 
not that long ago, we enabled the Treasurer to have a strong look at some of these special purpose accounts to 
potentially grab unnecessary cash. I expect the current Treasurer to do exactly that. I will be interested to see how 
many of these holding accounts are sitting there simply to store cash. Have I got this wrong? Is it not one giant 
money bin with all this cash rolling around? Is it instead a honeycomb of smaller money bins that are special 
purpose accounts? Is it a bigger number of smaller money bins whereby the Treasurer goes from one to the next 
and throws the cash up in the air? I might be wrong. This might be a better analogy potentially than the one big 
money bin analogy because a lot of special purpose accounts have been developed. There are plenty of disturbing 
trends, but one of them is the manipulation somewhat of the economic system.  
Suddenly we find that every area has a special purpose account, including, I might add, one for debt reduction, which 
is one of the funniest things in the budget papers every year. Every year I look at the debt reduction account. Every 
year the government puts in a few dividends from the Insurance Commission of Western Australia and the occasional 
one-off large stamp duty receipt. It throws a few dollars in there and effectively treats it like the consolidated account. 
A couple of times during budget estimates, Treasury has come in and said, “We didn’t actually pay off debt with 
it even though it is called the debt reduction account. We used that money and the rationale is that because we spent 
the money, we didn’t have to go into debt for it.” It really should not be called a debt reduction account despite 
the fact that it was a 2017 election commitment. It is not really a debt reduction account. It is another one of these 
little sideways purpose accounts from which the government pulls money when it is useful to do so. I hesitate to 
use the term “slush fund” for this procedure because it is probably cleverer than that. It is probably a bit smarter than 
a slush fund in that it is clever accounting. In this case, over a lot of years, the government has parked $200 million, 
$300 million or $400 million in this special purpose account knowing full well that it is going to spend it effectively 
as consolidated revenue on whatever it decides to spend it on, but it looks like it is doing something about debt 
reduction. It is one of those smoke and mirrors things. It would be far more honest if the government said that it is 
not going to pay off debt: “We’re spending this money. We’ve got it in the bank. The alternative was to go into debt.” 
Guess what? It is effectively just part of the government’s revenue. It is part of its weekly wage: “We’ve put it into 
a holding account. We’re not paying off debt with it though. We’re still spending it on a holiday.” It is not the 
most honest way to proceed as economic managers. It is, in my view, one of the more embarrassing but hilarious 
examples of smoke and mirrors in the budget, but it is not new because it has been going on since 2018. 
I am going to run out of time in a minute. I will have to come back to this after question time. I want to make 
one comment about general accounting themes before I get into some of the more detailed areas of the budget. 
Mr Acting President (Hon Peter Foster), you will be pleased to know that I am coming to the end of my introductory 
remarks! In the limited time before we take a break, I want to introduce a small discussion around what economics 
looks like at the government level because it has absolutely changed dramatically. The question is whether COVID 
changed it or whether it was simply the trigger for what was coming anyway. 
As I said earlier, Western Australia finds itself in a lucky situation in that its debt has gone up only modestly. If 
we stick to the budget trajectory that we were presented with last Thursday, it will go up $3 billion on the debt that 
the government inherited when it came to power in 2017. That is not the case for most other jurisdictions, so the 
question we have to ask ourselves at some point is this: is the old-fashioned monetary policy and the debt and deficit 
argument dead and are we all Keynesians now? Is it the case that the debt level of jurisdictions no longer matters? 
The federal government has paid for the bulk of the impacts of COVID across Australia. It paid the JobKeeper and 
JobSeeker payments and its net debt level is heading towards $1 trillion. According to estimates, it will be $1.8 trillion 
going forward, which is a massive debt. Given that the interest rate that the federal government pays is less than 
one per cent, it is probably not the end of the world, but on the assumption that interest rates will rise at some 
point, that is a fairly significant impost. Are state and country jurisdictions still too big to fail? Has Keynes been 
proven right?  
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If he has been proven right, is it not necessarily because he was correct in his economic theories but simply because 
it is easier for politicians and governments to believe them because that is the simple solution? Ultimately, if 
the government believes Keynes’ economic theories, it never has to balance the budget again. John Maynard Keynes 
never said, “Print the money and spend it”, because that is where governments went horribly wrong. That was where 
Germany went horribly wrong and had massive hyperinflation and it is where Zimbabwe went horribly wrong. 
Keynes’ modelling has always said, “Borrow the money and print money to repay it. Borrow the money now and 
then sometime in the future, because money doesn’t matter, print as much as you want to repay it.” That is not quite 
as immediate, and the impact is not quite as affronting as if the government just printed off money to buy the next 
warship, pay the Army or whatever. The question is: is that true? I did an opinion piece on this and it actually got 
a run. It has been a very frustrating exercise. Minister, I am still trying work out why Bill Shorten is doing a weekly 
opinion piece in The West Australian. I find that quite bizarre, but, anyway, that is one of those things. Is it the case 
that it does not matter anymore? Is it the case that the government can simply borrow money and at no point does it 
have to repay it? The debt level of the American government is now, from memory, in the region of $US28 trillion. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Modern monetary theory. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The Minister for Regional Development has come into the chamber at the right time. 
I know that she is a passionate supporter of Keynes, but I am not so sure whether she is a supporter of modern 
monetary theory. We will have to find out after question time. That is the point that we have come to in the debate: 
is it the case that debt and deficit budgets do not matter anymore? 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: There is a difference between federal and state. There is a fundamental, and anyone 
who talks about modern monetary theory talks about it exclusively in terms of the federal government. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: They should, but the theory extends. The minister is right about the manufacture of 
money, because, of course, only the commonwealth government can print another trillion dollars if it wants to and 
it can spend it. States and other jurisdictions are ultimately going down a path that, in my view, is similar to a very 
left-wing philosophy that ultimately debt does not matter. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You would be a strong supporter of the McGowan government, which is concerned 
about managing debt. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Unfortunately, the minister was away on urgent parliamentary business and she missed 
the entirety of the debate. 

Hon Peter Collier: Start again! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Perhaps I will start over after question time! Minister, we might have to start that debate 
after question time! 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I will read Hansard. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes. 

The PRESIDENT: Question time is looming, so I encourage the honourable member to continue his remarks later.  

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, President. I apologise; I get a little distracted! 

The question will be whether debt and deficit really matter. I have to say, honourable members, that when I meet with 
economists, banks and anybody with an interest in fiscal debate, the other question I put, apart from the one about 
the iron ore price, is: is the old debt and deficit argument dead? Are we all Keynesians now? It is interesting that 
no-one has given me an answer, including the chief economists of three of the four major banks, who say that it is 
a really interesting and good question, but no-one is really sure what the answer is. Is it the case that it does not 
matter anymore? I would think there are some very nervous people in the banking system who are not convinced 
that their money is completely safe. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! That might be an appropriate time to interrupt debate for the taking of questions. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 3811.] 
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