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WASTE AVOIDANCE AND RESOURCE RECOVERY BILL 2007 
WASTE AVOIDANCE AND RESOURCE RECOVERY LEVY BILL 2007 

Cognate Debate 
Leave granted for the Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Bill 2007 and the Waste Avoidance and 
Resource Recovery Levy Bill 2007 to be considered cognately, and for the Waste Avoidance and Resource 
Recovery Bill 2007 to be considered the principal bill. 

Second Reading - Cognate Debate 
Resumed from 17 October.   

DR S.C. THOMAS (Capel) [1.43 pm]:  I was so enthused with the Nuclear Facilities Bill 2007 that I have not 
had time to race up and get my notes on the Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Bill.  It is okay, member 
for Darling Range, as I have a fair bit to say, and no doubt question time will give me ample opportunity to get 
the bits that I want to use. 

The Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Bill has been a long time in the making, and it has been a very 
slow process.  Finally, Western Australia is at the point at which the merger of most of the waste management of 
Western Australia will be brought under one major piece of legislation.  That is a good thing, and the opposition 
supports that process.  The opposition supports many of the bill’s initiatives, many of which have general 
support around a large area.  I will raise some of the contentious issues, and I will talk in my contribution to the 
second reading debate relatively generally about waste management in Western Australia, which is the issue that 
the bill, to some degree, seeks to address.   

The bill does not give us the detail about how waste will be managed into the future and the mechanisms that 
will apply.  Other bits of legislation still have a couple of shortcomings in relation to waste.  Therefore, not 
everything will be brought together in one act.  I refer to legislation like the Contaminated Sites Act, which will 
still catch major proportions of the waste management area.  Those issues still have to be considered.   

This bill does not necessarily set up a waste management system for Western Australia; it simply sets the 
legislative and statutory framework by which the government is expected to deliver a waste management system 
for the state.  It does that in a number of ways.  Firstly, the bill creates a waste management body, the Waste 
Authority.  To a large degree, various people work on these issues already, so it is not necessary to generate a 
whole new bureaucracy.  The move to create the authority is not necessarily a waste.  I will deal in further detail 
with concerns about the effectiveness of the bill.   
The bill sets up the Waste Authority and gives it certain rights and obligations.  Most of those, interestingly, deal 
with the setting of a policy for waste, which, to some degree, has to be taken on trust.  The government states 
that this bill will set up a legislative framework for it to deliver a waste strategy and policy on waste.  From that 
process, it will work up a business plan for waste, and from there it will develop actual action plans on the 
ground for waste management.  If the state were starting from scratch and had nothing to begin with, obviously 
this would be a long and drawn-out process.  However, this process needs to be about melding what currently 
exists into a legal and statutory framework to allow it to be developed, enhanced and improved.  The government 
of the day will have to deliver that policy, and the opposition’s role will be to make sure that occurs.  As to a 
large degree the debate on the substance of the bill will not cover how that policy delivery will happen, the 
opposition will have to take it on trust; nevertheless, it will be supporting the legislative framework that will 
generally deliver the outcomes it hopes the government will reach in the long term. 
Opposition members will get to other parts of the bill in a little while in relation to other systems, particularly 
regarding interaction with local government.  I know that my colleague the member for Moore will discuss parts 
of the bill from a local government perspective.   
I begin by arguing more generally about the waste management of Western Australia.  The management of waste 
has some positives and negatives: the government has done some things in a relatively efficient manner and 
some aspects have considerable shortfalls, although many of these shortfalls relate not to the current minister but 
to some issues that have arisen in the past.  An example of a negative in waste management is the attempt of the 
Core Consultative Committee on Waste to deal with that thorny issue of toxic waste management.  That process 
was a major failing of the government.  Although this bill will not fix that matter, because it does not set out the 
strategy to repair it, the waste management strategy to come out of this bill will hopefully start to address some 
of those issues, which, through the 3C process, have generally been left unresolved.  That is a concern.   
Let us look, first, at the overall policy.  Let us consider what the opposition says is almost a religious fervour for 
this thing called “zero waste”.  Zero waste was one of those wonderful policies and positions enunciated in the 
1990s, particularly from the conservation movement.  For some reason, the community has taken up this mantra 
that suggests that as a society we will be able to deliver zero waste, or even in Western Australian terms, zero 
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waste to landfill.  “Zero waste” is an oxymoron because as long as there is consumption, there will be waste.  It 
must be dealt with.  I want to talk in particular about some of the more obvious ways that waste can be dealt 
with.   
I put it to the chamber that landfill will remain a significant component of waste management for the foreseeable 
future in Western Australia.  Again, we are not talking about the next 10 years.  We are probably talking about 
the next 100 years.  In a lot of areas, landfill will remain a significant component of waste management.  
Obviously, we want to try to recycle as much as we possibly can.  That is the intention of this bill.  We see 
littered throughout the WARR bill - sorry; I did not quite mean it to come out that way! 
Mr D.A. Templeman:  I like that!   
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  We see throughout this bill references to waste minimisation programs.  That is very good. 
We occasionally see throughout this bill and the explanatory memorandum, etc, references to zero waste and 
zero waste to landfill.  That remains a concern, for a number of reasons.  When we consider whole of product 
life costings, including the ultimate treatment of product as waste, it is relatively easy to calculate the costing of 
waste and recycling in the metropolitan area, because the transport and collection process is relatively condensed 
and simple.  However, in many areas in Western Australia, a significant energy cost is involved in transporting 
the waste product and collecting it in such a quantity that it is reasonable to recycle that product.  In many areas 
in Western Australia, the energy that is expended in collecting and recycling waste products is greater than the 
energy that is expended in creating those products anew.  Therefore, one important issue that needs to be 
considered when we are talking about the effective management and recycling of products is the lifetime cost of 
that recycling.  That does not necessarily mean that we should not engage in recycling, because if we were to 
recycle only products that are energy positive - that is, where it is more efficient to recycle the product than build 
it from scratch - we would recycle very little.   
As I have said, in many cases it requires more energy to melt down a product and re-form it and re-use it than it 
does to mine the raw materials and form that product from scratch.  However, that does not mean that we should 
not recycle products.  I say that because we also need to consider the long-term consumption issue that goes 
along with that.  That issue is the overall amount of product that is available to us across the planet.  Not every 
product is in unlimited supply.  Therefore, we need to consider factors other than the purely financial.  That 
means that recycling will for the most part, and for probably the long-term future, be a subsidy that is put in 
place to reduce overall consumption.  In a lot of cases, that is what recycling is - it is a subsidy to reduce overall 
long-term consumption.  That is actually a good outcome.  In our ever more consuming world, to be able to 
recycle and re-use products, even at an expense and a cost to the consumer, is likely to be a good outcome.  This 
particular piece of legislation recognises that, although perhaps not in as much detail as I have outlined here.  
That is something that we need to consider.  A good example is an aluminium can that contains mineral water.  
The cost of energy for transporting that can to be recycled, once we have drunk the mineral water that is in it, 
may actually be higher than the cost of energy for mining the bauxite, converting it into aluminium and 
producing a new can.  We may say that the only alternative is that the can will go into landfill.  The argument is, 
again, about consumption of the world’s products.  It may take more energy to recycle a product that has come 
out of the ground and has been mined than to produce that product from scratch, yet if that product then goes 
back into the ground in a landfill site in an inert form, what is the net difference?  That is a very common 
argument that is used quite frequently.  
That same argument is also used quite frequently, and often quite gratuitously, in the debate about the 
geosequestration of carbon dioxide.  It is often said that the carbon dioxide will be injected back into the ground.  
However, no-one looks at this as a whole of product life issue.  The carbon that is coming out of the ground in 
the form of natural gas or other products is in a six ring carbon-based form.  It is a breakdown of biological 
carbon rings.  These carbon rings break down into a number of products, including methane, ethane and 
propane - CH4, C2H6, etc.  These are carbon-chain products that develop from biological breakdown.  In the 
process of carbon dioxide sequestration, we are taking what is effectively a flammable and explosive carbon-
based chain product, capturing from that product CO2 - which is actually an inert carbon-based product - and 
reinjecting that into the ground.  There is a risk from geosequestration, because we are taking a dangerous 
product, converting it, and putting it into the ground as an inert product.  However, the net change to the planet is 
most likely a positive one.  The same applies to inert waste that is coming out of the ground.  If we take an inert 
waste product, particularly if it is metal - plastic is a bit different, and I will get to that in a moment - that has 
come out of the ground, and if that product is used and then goes back into the ground, the net damage to the 
environment is relatively minimal.  The damage that occurs is in the consumption and in how much product is 
available long-term to the planet.  My point is that if the energy that is required to take that product out of the 
ground, convert it into a can and use it, is less than the energy that is required to collect that can and take it to a 
place where it can be melted down and reused, then the overall consumption cost of putting that product back 
into the ground may be less for a new product than it is for a recycled product.  That is an issue that we need to 
deal with.  I make the point that recycling is about two things.  It is about reducing overall resource consumption.  
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It is also about expanding product life for as long as possible.  However, that will come at a cost to the 
community.  I think generally speaking that is a cost that the community will absorb.  That is why I believe it is 
incumbent upon us to allow the government to move this bill forward and do the things it wants to do.  We may 
disagree on what are the best outcomes to minimise waste, and in government we may well put different 
programs in place.  However, I accept the need for the government to have this legislation passed to allow it to 
run its agenda.  Therefore, we will not hold up this bill significantly, although there are a number of points that 
we need to make.   
I have discussed the recycling of products and the cost that is involved with that recycling.  I have said also that 
this issue is about extending product life for as long as possible.  Interestingly, I think we will need to come back 
to extending the life of waste pits, or landfill sites, for as long as possible.  That is a considerable concern.  I find 
it amazing that even though the state government controls some 90 million hectares of land in the state of 
Western Australia, it cannot find sufficient space for new landfill sites.  This is not specifically a criticism of this 
government, but I also find it amazing that historically we keep trying to put landfill sites close to a population 
base in order to minimise transport costs.  Therefore, our landfill sites end up being - surprise, surprise - mostly 
on the Swan coastal plain.  That being the case, most of those landfill sites on the Swan coastal plain are in areas 
in which they are probably causing the most environmental damage.  That is a significant problem for the state 
of Western Australia to address.  Even once we get over the Darling scarp, we still need to address the issue of 
watertables, etc, and the contamination of those sites.  It is interesting to note that the Contaminated Sites Act 
will pick up a lot of these landfill sites - not while they are active, but when they are closed down.  Although it is 
recognised that these landfill sites are potentially causing damage, no impost will be placed on the people who 
are operating them until such time as they are no longer used as landfill sites.  For the most part, these landfill 
sites are operated by local government.  I suspect that in the future, these local governments, and by extension 
the state government, will be in for an enormously difficult time in managing these contaminated sites that were 
formerly landfill sites.  A lot of those old landfill sites, for example, are in relatively populous areas where the 
watertable is relatively high.  In a lot of cases, those older sites are unlined, so they are, in effect, holes in the 
ground.  If the landfill material is relatively inert so that no major breakdown is occurring and is in a hole in the 
ground in an area that is well above the watertable and is in a rock-based area that is relatively inert, it is not 
necessarily a bad thing.  In fact, it can be a positive thing because, even if there is biological waste material, as I 
said, energy sources come from biological waste material.  With the biological waste material, it can be a 
positive, because we can generate methane, ethane and propane and get biomass energy from it. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 7145.] 
 


