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COAL INDUSTRY SUPERANNUATION AMENDMENT BILL 2013 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 26 June. 

MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington) [12.16 pm]: I rise to make some remarks on the Coal Industry 
Superannuation Amendment Bill 2013. As the relevant shadow minister, I place on record WA Labor’s support 
for this legislation. I was pleased to be briefed by the departmental officers and representatives of the Coal 
Industry Superannuation Board. I was pleased to talk to the Collie Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy 
Union and its secretary, Gary Woods, who is a very outstanding workers’ representative. He has been a huge 
contributor to the labour movement and continues to do so. I know from personal experience, when I was vice-
president of the Trades and Labor Council of WA and later as assistant secretary and then secretary of the Labor 
Party, that Gary Woods is a fine person who always puts the interests of his members first. When he speaks, we 
should listen because what he says is sensible, well thought out and worthwhile. We are very pleased to support 
this legislation.  

What is this all about? Going back to 1943, the coal industry has had its own superannuation arrangements and a 
defined benefits scheme. That is because of the incredible nature of the work the people in the mines have been 
doing for all that time. Safety standards and other standards have improved over time, but back in the 1940s, 
coalminers’ lives were shorter, tougher and harder than the lives of people in any other industry. The fact that we 
have been able to provide proper superannuation arrangements for these guys who work in this difficult industry 
is the pride of Australia. Long before other sections of the workforce had decent superannuation standards, these 
workers achieved it but only on the back of their own blood and sweat. Modern mining is much safer than it was 
in the 1940s, but it is still a tough industry and it is understood that there are particular demands on the people in 
the industry. There has always been this separate arrangement for superannuation for those workers.  

Federal Labor has a very good history of supporting superannuation for working people. I go back to when I was 
a union official. The member for Mirrabooka and the member for Collie–Preston are both former union activists 
and officials and know about the struggle for decent superannuation. As the minister pointed out, the member for 
Fremantle is also a former union activist. She has a distinguished career in quite a number of unions and 
UnionsWA, which replaced the Trades and Labor Council of WA. The unions have worked very hard and are 
very pleased that the federal Labor Party has always been interested in the superannuation needs of working 
people in this country. In the 1980s, superannuation became compulsory and that has continued to build. Sadly, 
the increase in superannuation from nine per cent to 12 per cent has been delayed by two years as a budget 
saving. That means that money has been taken from the pockets of working people to pay off the promises made 
by the Liberal Party at the 2013 federal election when it promised money for industry in Tasmania but nothing 
for Western Australia. The incoming Liberal government has also cancelled the low-income superannuation tax 
offset arrangement, which, from last financial year, would have benefited people earning less than $35 000 a 
year. That has been retrospectively cancelled. 

Ms J.M. Freeman: Shame! 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: That is a big shame. People talk about class warfare. What bigger class warfare is there 
than taking a benefit from low-income earners that encourages them to save more and to provide better for 
themselves in their retirement? That sounds to me like class warfare. 

There has also been a series of changes to the superannuation arrangements arising from the Cooper review. 
These changes are to improve the functioning of the superannuation funds themselves. It is not well understood 
by people exactly how good the funds are in Australia. They have exceptionally low costs of administration. I 
belong to two funds—GESB and another fund called CareSuper. The administration cost on my current balance 
of $300 000 in my CareSuper fund is less than $75 a year. When we think that some retail funds are charging 
perhaps one per cent of the balance, which would be $3 000, we can see the picture of the efficiency of industry 
funds. That strong superannuation system is being improved by the changes that the federal Labor government 
introduced. However, there are impacts, one of which is on the Coal Industry Superannuation Board in Western 
Australia, which is a very small fund. The problem for the Coal Industry Superannuation Board, which has 750 
active members and 450 retained members, is that it was looking at costs perhaps in excess of $500 000 to 
convert its structure to comply with the new federal superannuation rules. Although it could have done that, it 
was decided that that money would be better off left in the pockets of members, rather than used to change the 
structure of the fund. So it has negotiated to have the fund taken over by a different coal industry fund that 
principally operates in Queensland and New South Wales. The minister will probably remind me of its name. 

Mr W.R. Marmion: The bill does not specify it, just in case. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: There is already an agreement in place. 
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Mr W.R. Marmion: The successor fund. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Yes. This bill will allow for the necessary changes to transfer the members of the fund 
to the successor fund. The good thing is that the successor fund has agreed to special administrative 
arrangements so that members in the fund will continue to receive a defined benefit, which is obviously very 
important to them; they do not want to move from a defined benefit. Mr Acting Speaker (Mr I.M. Britza), as a 
member elected to this place after 2001, I am sure that you have great sensitivity to the issue of a defined scheme 
compared with an accumulation fund. I note that every member in the chamber is in the accumulation fund, not 
in the old defined benefit scheme. 

Several members interjected. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: It has been put to me that that change cost us all $100 000 a year. Members can see why 
the members covered by the Coal Industry Superannuation Board do not want to lose the defined benefit under 
their scheme. Even though they will move to an Australian Prudential Regulation Authority–regulated fund, they 
will continue to maintain their very important defined benefit. There will also be a special committee—I do not 
remember its title—made up of representatives of employers and the union in Western Australia to provide 
advice to the trustees of the fund on the interests of the members of the current scheme. Although they will 
become part of the broader scheme, and the trustees of the scheme will have responsibility for the operations of 
the scheme in the future, the scheme will make a special provision for them so that their interests are considered 
separately in decisions of the new fund. That is obviously a good thing. We are taking actions so that the funds 
held by the current Coal Industry Superannuation Board on behalf of those members can be transferred to the 
successor fund. We are making all the administrative arrangements for that to happen. The successor fund will 
take actions through its trustee to protect the interests of these Western Australian workers. This is worthwhile 
legislation. It also provides for the winding up of the board once the assets and members have been transferred to 
the new fund and it is effectively defunct, which is obviously important as well. 

I understand that there are two full-time employees at the board. I asked that question because the manager of the 
Coal Industry Superannuation Board attended the briefing. He explained that he had not made up his mind 
whether he would take a position with the new fund or stay in government, or do whatever else he might choose 
to do. There is an arrangement so that the staff of the board will be protected and their interests will be fully 
considered. Under the trust deed for the new fund, arrangements are being made so that there will be a 
representative in Western Australia, as there is for many large industry funds, to ensure that local workers have a 
local contact for their superannuation needs and issues. 

It is sensible legislation that deals with an important issue and responds to very solid and sensible changes at the 
federal level. The federal Labor Party continued its long tradition of working on behalf of the working people of 
this country to deliver a better future, because, at the end of the day, that is what the Labor Party is about, 
including WA Labor. We are about helping people get ahead in life. There is no greater issue than 
superannuation. I have read that one-third of the assets in the superannuation industry in Australia at the moment 
are held by self-managed funds. A study that was recently put out showed that basically if people have less than 
$200 000 in their self-managed fund, they are missing out; they are losing. If they have between $200 000 and 
$500 000 and they are an active manager of their fund—in other words, they have enough time every day to look 
at how their fund is performing—they are probably matching an industry fund. If they have over $500 000, they 
might be getting a benefit. That means that most of those superannuation funds are costing their beneficiaries 
money; and, if they put that money into an industry fund, they would be better off than if they left it in the self-
managed fund. 

I also note that there is a large practice of financial advisers advising people to put money into property plays 
and, in fact, leverage into those property plays. That is a significantly dangerous practice for superannuation, at 
not only an individual level but also a structural level. The idea of leveraging superannuation is very, very risky. 
I remember reading a magazine back in the 1980s that used to give ratings to superannuation funds. One year, a 
small fund in Queensland of about 60 workers got a rate of return about three times higher than any other fund 
and this magazine highlighted it and said what a good thing it was. At that time super funds could not borrow 
money, so what this fund did was to buy all the shares in a company and then the company borrowed money and 
did a property play. As it happened, it went well. Leverage is when one borrows money to do an investment. 
There is an upside to that if things go well—the return is high because there is less of one’s own capital and 
more of the bank’s capital invested—but, conversely, if things go badly, losses are magnified because the bank 
will take its money first and the investor is left with the losses after the bank has protected itself. These are very 
complex issues.  

Often, financial advisers act in their own interests and not in the interests of their clients. We are dealing today 
with the consequences of one of the reforms attempted by the former federal Labor government to align the 
interests of financial advisers with their clients. The incoming federal Liberal government opposed those changes 
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on the basis that it was undermining the operation of small businesses in Australia. We still have some distance 
to travel to get proper reform in the superannuation sector. We are dealing with just a little of that today, but 
there is obviously a lot more that can be done. It is sad that the incoming federal Liberal government is 
promising to delay by two years the increase in compulsory super from nine per cent to 12 per cent. Singapore 
has had a 20 per cent compulsory contribution from employers on top of compulsory contributions by employees 
for over three decades, so whilst we have a strong and growing superannuation scheme, we have a long way to 
go. It is interesting that Australia is the fourteenth largest economy but has the third largest pooled investment 
funds in the world, basically because of compulsory super. There is actually now more foreign investment by 
Australians in the United States than there is by Americans in Australia, and that is driven by our superannuation 
funds. Today we are dealing with only a little bit; there is a bigger picture, and it is important to note that.  

The opposition is being very cooperative. Whilst the minister and I have had a number of behind the Chair 
conversations about being ready to deal with this bill, it was not actually on the green for today. I acknowledge 
that the government did not bring on a health bill because the shadow Minister for Health is paired, but I put on 
the record how cooperative the opposition has been in having just passed the bill on firefighters in 25 minutes. 
That was an issue we had raised in the previous Parliament and which the Liberal government had voted against. 
We dealt with it in 25 minutes today. 

Mr P. Papalia: Shameful!   
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: It was shameful. We are now dealing with this important legislation, without it having 
been — 

Mr P.B. Watson: We are the good guys.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: We are the good guys. The bill had not been foreshadowed for discussion today, but we 
were ready to go and were happy to be accommodating to the government; that is what we are like, are we not, 
Leader of the House?   
Mr J.H.D. Day: And we have been accommodating to the shadow Minister for Health. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Absolutely; I made that point.   

Mr J.H.D. Day: And I look forward to the opposition keeping up this approach between now and the end of the 
year.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: We always do. I think I am getting a little way away from the bill, Mr Acting Speaker 
(Mr I.M. Britza), but I make the point that we dealt with a range of bills that had to be declared urgent, not 
because they were urgent but because the government had forgotten to introduce them. We should not go there! I 
do not blame the Leader of the House; I blame someone who sits a little in front and to the right of him.  

Mr P. Papalia: He is very erratic.  

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Yes. Anyway, we are happy to do this today. I know the member for Collie–Preston 
wants to say a few things. We look forward to this legislation making a difference in the lives of working people 
in the Collie region.  

MR M.P. MURRAY (Collie–Preston) [12.34 pm]: I will follow on from that contribution to the Coal Industry 
Superannuation Amendment Bill by the member for Cannington. I would first like to thank the trustees of the 
fund over the years. There have been quite a few. In the main it has been the secretary of the Construction, 
Forestry, Mining and Energy Union along with delegates from the Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union, 
formerly the Amalgamated Metal Workers’ Union. The history of what was previously the pension fund is quite 
interesting. I am not sure exactly what date it started.  

Mr W.R. Marmion: In 1943.  

Mr M.P. MURRAY: I thank the minister; I should have done that research. I am not quite old enough to 
remember it.  
Mr W.R. Marmion: Only just.  

Mr M.P. MURRAY: I am getting close. The retirement age at that time was 58 because of the nature of the 
work those people were doing. The average lifespan of underground workers was 70-odd years. The pension 
fund used to fill in the gap between when these people retired and the age pension came into play. Sometimes 
there was a bit over and above the age pension at the time. There were horrific stories from those earlier times of 
how people were injured. Even in my 12 years in the underground mines, the injuries I saw were horrific. In 
earlier times it was very physical work, involving shovelling and using horses to pull out the skips. In one place, 
I think it was Western 3, there was not enough room for the horses so the workers had to push the skips out, 
sometimes a distance of up to two or three kilometres. Not so long ago when they finished mining the Hebe 
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seam, the portals could still be seen in the face of the coal. Members can imagine that it was very similar to the 
British style, but the seams were not down quite as low and were not as small as in some British areas. Even in 
my time miners had to stoop to walk around underground to the pit. Members can understand the back injuries 
that many people received. Many people had fingers missing. All the props from the timbers were cut by hand 
with a very, very sharp axe. Some of the beams that were used to hold the roof up—I understand what I am 
talking about but others might not—were as big as lampposts and had to be manhandled into place. Members can 
imagine why injuries happened and why people retired early. Also at that time some people began as what were 
called “boys”—they started at 16 years of age and worked their way through to 55. Members can imagine the 
toll that took on their bodies over that time. Axes were used to cut the props off—it was not until later that 
chainsaws were used. Many times workers would sit on the set, which was the rope, and as they went down they 
would see miners sharpening their axes with a stone to make them very, very sharp.  
There is a bit of a story that went around the mine. I am sure most people recognise that there are tricksters in 
any game. A certain gentleman I knew had a racehorse that was not that fast. Its name was Credit Union. He got 
behind with his bills, so to keep Credit Union going—I am sure that a credit union is the obvious place that the 
money had come from—he whipped a few fingers off. He put them up there on a Monday morning and gave 
them a hit with the very sharp axe. He reckoned it did not hurt too much because the axe was sharp. It helped 
him to pay the bills as he got a total and permanent injury payment. He was able to get money to pay his bills, 
but it still did not help the horse win a race. We had those sorts of characters underground.  

I remember many people, even in my time, who did not live a long time after retiring. They were able to retire at 
55. Some people thought that because they had worked underground for so long, their hearts had become reliant 
on the nitrates from the shot firing. This is absolutely what we call bush-lawyer stuff, but nitrates stimulate the 
heart, so the thinking was that when these people retired, they no longer had the appropriate level of nitrates to 
stimulate their heart, so they died early. We would see on a regular basis that before people had even got to the 
65 mark, they would die, even though they had retired at what they thought was the early age of 55 or 58, which 
they could do in those days. We can understand, therefore, why this defined benefit pension fund was set up. It 
was because these people needed to retire early. I would say without doubt that this is the reason this fund was 
legislated in this way. It was to provide support for the thousands of people who were working in the coalmines 
at that time.  
Boring holes was very hard work for the underground workers in those early days because it was all done 
overhead using a 20-kilogram borer. If miners could hold a 20-kilo borer above their head and bore 15 holes, 
they were pretty good, because it was very strenuous work. Air goes into one end of a mine and comes out the 
other side. On the down side of the mine, the smoke would be so thick that I would not be able to see someone 
walking towards me even if they had a light. To get away from the smoke, we used to have to go into a cut-
through, which was a blind end where the air was not very good. The nitrates that came from that smoke were 
very heavy. It is a special smell that coalminers will never forget. It was in air all the time and we knew that we 
were in an area in which firing had been taking place. Thank goodness things have now changed and 
underground mining has been mechanised, and miners are now using machines that are a bit like pineapple 
cutters, such as AM65s and Doscos.  
In those early days, they had what were called scoop crews. That is the most dangerous thing I have ever seen 
happen in my life. They had steel conveyors with a chain with big links in the middle. To make things go more 
quickly and to help people with the physical side of the operation, they would fire the coal onto the top of the 
chain, and it would then feed out and would have to be shovelled out mechanically using large shovels. 
However, someone had worked out that if they hooked a bar into the chain and put what they called a pin and 
feather into the face of the coal and put a rope around it, they could use what they call a scoop, which was 
actually just a big shovel. One guy would be on the chain, and he would put the bar into the chain, and the other 
bloke would squeeze out the coal with this great big scoop. However, if they had a bad borer and it went bottoms 
up, which meant that it broke through the stone, sometimes the scoop would jam and the bar that was holding the 
chain would come out and would fly through the air. That was very dangerous—if people did not duck when that 
happened, they were history. I know of two people who were hit in the head by the bar and suffered major 
damage. 
I am pointing out the dangers of underground mining. Certainly in my time I have seen the changes from scoop 
crews through to Bobcats, which everyone thought were marvellous, except for the fitters, such as me, because if 
the miners wanted to knock off early, they would break an internal chain, and that meant they could go home—
so we would be up to our necks in hydraulic oil, and they would be at the pub playing darts. That was always a 
bit of a quirk that I did not like about the mining industry. Fitters were not allowed to go home early, but if the 
miners got their coal out early, they could go home. 

The changes that have been made in the mining industry have been tremendous. Along with those changes, 
people have been willing to change their superannuation fund for their future. In recent times, Gary Wood from 
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the Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy Union’s mining division, who has been mentioned previously, 
has been a major worker in this area, along with John Kearney and Brett King from the Australian 
Manufacturing Workers’ Union. Had it not been for the foresight of the people who set up this fund, probably 
only a minimal amount of money would be coming through for coalminers in their retirement years.  

This bill is about moving the fund to another black coal fund that is larger and will provide people with greater 
protection against the ups and downs of the world of superannuation. It is with pleasure that I am standing here 
and relating a few stories. It is also with pleasure that I am able to say that the mining industry is not stuck in the 
past but is willing to change and move forward. Along with the super scheme, there have also been shift 
changes. Collie has gone from a town in which people worked seven-hour shifts, five days a week, and had a 35-
hour week, to a town in which people work 12-hour shifts and have seven-day rosters, which I thought would 
never happen in my time. Unfortunately, the advent of 12-hour shifts and seven-day rosters has broken down 
some of the social fabric of our town, which is a bit disappointing. Because of the way the shifts operate, people 
work two 12-hour day shifts and two 12-hour night shifts, and the first day they have off, they walk around like a 
zombie and have a sleep in the afternoon and try to function the next day. But it breaks up family groups and 
social groups, because if people are on opposite shifts, they are not able to catch up with their mates unless it is 
Christmas time, and that is a bit sad. 

We are proud to say that the coalmining industry in Collie is now the most efficient in Australia. It also produces 
the cheapest coal in Australia. In fact, it is probably too cheap, which is causing some problems in Collie. Collie 
also produces, through the generating areas, the cheapest electricity in Western Australia. It disappoints me that 
we are not using more of that electricity. However, because of certain take-and-pay contracts that were made 
under a different government, we have a spinning reserve at night-time. That spinning reserve should be 
utilised—the minister should listen to this very carefully—to bring down the price of electricity across the board.  

Of course, we also have environmental issues that are not forgotten in our town. Some of the best rehabilitation I 
have seen anywhere in the world is taking place in Collie. Much of that goes unnoticed when we do it well. 
People notice these sorts of things only when we do not do it well. I was reminded of that recently when I was 
flying to Kununurra and I looked out the window of the plane and saw all these mines that have had no 
rehabilitation at all but are just holes in the ground. Yet because the coalmining industry is under focus, it cops a 
lot of flak.  
This bill is a positive move forward. This fund has been very well managed over time. I was hoping to get the 
name of the person—I think it is Garry Gillies—who has worked very hard behind the scenes and has given 
some very good advice. The coal industry has never taken a backwards step on this issue. There was a time when 
there were returns in super funds of around 21 per cent, and being an allocated pension-type system, there was 
some dissension and people were asking why they were not getting a 21 per cent return from this fund. But time 
has proved that people were very wise to stay where they were, because during the global financial crisis many 
of the super returns dropped, but the returns in this fund remained the same. 

It is with pleasure that I commend this bill to the house, and it is with pleasure that I say thank you very much to 
the people who have done this work over the past couple of decades.  

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
[Continued on page 4541.] 
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