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FINANCE LEGISLATION AMENDMENT (EMERGENCY RELIEF) BILL 2021 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 14 September 2021. 
HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West — Leader of the Opposition) [7.20 pm]: Thank you, Acting President. 
I have to say that it is a relief to take off the mask, to be honest. 
Several members interjected. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There is a bit of cheek coming from the opposite side of the chamber, Acting President, 
so my half-hour address just turned into an hour! I am sure everybody is just hanging on for a good discussion about 
compensation for COVID. 
Let me start by saying that the opposition will be supporting the Finance Legislation Amendment (Emergency Relief) 
Bill 2021 because although it does not require the government to give tax relief or take the burden off business, it 
gives the government the opportunity to do so. There are two areas I want to address in this bill. The first is just 
the functioning of the bill. It is my hope that we can get through this potentially without going into the committee 
stage. We want to get through some of the basic principles. Then I want to have a more rounded discussion about 
the compensation process for COVID outcomes. I will start with the bill itself. This bill effectively removes the 
need for the government to come to Parliament to provide economic relief for businesses in the event of what it 
deems to be an emergency. Obviously, the first question mark that we face with this bill is whether it diminishes 
parliamentary scrutiny. Is it really a burden upon the government to bring legislation through to the Parliament in 
order to provide relief? I would imagine the government, as it has done with other bills of this nature, has suggested 
that it is the time frame with which it wants to operate so it does not necessarily have to draw up legislation, present 
legislation and negotiate it through the Parliament. I would have some sympathy for that position. If we can roll 
out tax relief more quickly and relieve the burden for those who are beset particularly by government-imposed 
rules that impact on their capacity to make a profit, then there is probably a legitimate argument. 
It becomes a bit more difficult when we consider the time frames by which most of the government’s compensation 
processes have been occurring. The question we probably should consider is whether the time frame that it has 
taken to get compensation out there is primarily held up by the functioning of Parliament—the democratic process—
or whether this is more about the time frame the government takes for its administration and its administrative 
process. I will make reference to this at a later stage of my contribution but, in reality, in the latest round of business 
compensation, businesses still do not have a time frame by which processing will occur, so it may well be the case. 
Most compensation, in the current system, is paid for after the fact. Businesses put in an application once they can 
demonstrate a significant reduction in turnover, for example. They actually have to get to the end of that process 
and then seek to apply for compensation as part of the government’s package. In fact, the legislation to empower that, 
in many circumstances, can take some time to go through. But I get the basic principle and that is if the government 
can provide, in the early stages, some certainty to businesses that a package will be available in which their tax 
package will be reduced, then particularly for small business and those businesses that are closer to the edge, it will 
be a good thing. For that reason, above anything else, the opposition will be supporting the bill before the house 
because it does give some additional freedom. But, of course, we remain concerned that the parliamentary oversight 
process under this government seems to be repeatedly in question or under attack. 
This is a government that tends to seek to bypass the parliamentary scrutiny process. There are not many parts of 
the parliamentary scrutiny process that we have a lot of faith in at the moment. If it were not for the excellent 
estimates committee of the Legislative Council and its ability to provide some unbiased advice, I would have to 
say that the scrutiny that is able to be applied to this government is less than scrutiny that has been applied to any 
government in the past, despite the best attempts of the opposition. There is a concern, obviously, that a lack of 
parliamentary scrutiny may not be a good thing. If it was the case that there were other options within this bill 
potentially that could be moved around, I think we would have great concerns but the simple reality is that this bill 
will provide the opportunity for the Treasurer, in conjunction with the Minister for Finance, to declare some tax 
relief process that does not need parliamentary scrutiny. There are some bits in there that I think are worthy of 
noting. I refer to the second reading speech where the minister referred to what might be reduced and the way it 
might be reduced. When allowing a tax relief or grant relief measure, I quote — 

A tax relief measure means a waiver of tax, a reduction in a tax rate, an exemption from tax, or a deferral 
of the due date for lodging payroll tax returns. 

Effectively, in that process, it means that there is no opportunity for surreptitious increases in taxes or generally a way 
to manipulate the system. It is only up to the Treasurer to provide waivers, exemptions, extensions and reductions. I think 
that very much restricts the Treasurer to a position where he or she is able only to put money back into the pockets of 
taxpaying businesses rather than the reverse. For that reason, I think this legislation is worthy of support. It also says 
in the second reading speech that the declarations “can be used only in limited circumstances”. It has to be an — 
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… emergency situation declared under the Emergency Management Act 2005 or a public health state of 
emergency declared under the Public Health Act 2016. 

Obviously, that would include the current COVID crisis, which I think has been declared under both acts at various 
times, and it might be due for an extension in the not-too-distant future. I think that will be a particularly interesting 
debate. The minister also said that — 

The declaration can contain relief measures for a period that occurred before the emergency was declared 
or before the tax relief declaration came into effect. 

I think that is another good measure in that people can apply this to a profit-making period that occurred before 
a major downturn occurred—for example, if there is a significant lockdown. Interestingly, the second reading 
continues, stating that the — 

… measures also cannot be declared for a period longer than two years. This is on the basis that longer 
term relief measures should be supported by specific legislation. 

We could get into an argument about whether two years is the most appropriate period. I would have thought that 
two years is a very long time for most emergencies. I know that the government is very keen. We have now been 
under COVID emergency provisions really for effectively a two-year period and there is some argument that, after 
that, you want to get back into general management or you are doing something wrong. However, having looked 
at this and examined the various parameters and how we might vary them, I think that, ultimately, the debate around 
whether two years is better than one year or one year is better than 18 months is probably not a useful debate or 
a good use of the time of the house. We are prepared to accept that a two-year period is a long time, for the most 
part, to be honest. Outside of a pandemic, we would hope that most emergency declarations—for natural disasters, 
for example—would not take that long. In his second reading response, the minister might comment on how the 
time frame was arrived at and why two years was considered the most appropriate time. I am a little concerned 
that, for the most part, that is probably too long a time. 
The bill is not particularly complicated or big. It will provide emergency tax relief and it will allow the Treasurer 
to make changes to the first home owner grant. Again, I quote from the minister’s speech — 

Corresponding amendments will be made to the First Home Owner Grant Act to allow the Treasurer to 
declare an increase to the grant or cap an amount to alleviate the financial or economic impacts of 
a declared emergency. 

I hope that in the minister’s second reading response he might give an indication about how the use of the first 
home owner grant is of particular use in an emergency situation. I will use the current COVID situation as a good 
example. Thanks to reasonably generous state and commonwealth housing grants, the construction industry is in 
an absolute boom. The biggest issue for the construction industry is not a lack of work; it is a lack of labour and 
materials. I think it is an exaggeration to say that people are now waiting three years to build a house, but it is not 
an exaggeration to suggest that people are waiting two years to build a house that would, in normal circumstances, 
have taken six to eight months. That is just a reflection of the popularity of the housing market at the moment. It 
is exceedingly hot and driving up prices, to some extent, to the point at which a large number of people have been 
priced out of the marketplace. I am interested to know from the minister why an increase in the cap of the first 
home owner grant is considered to be such a good economic tool to use. In particular, I am interested to hear his 
comments on how changes to the first home owner grant impact on the overall price of housing, because there are 
plenty of construction businesses that simply increase the price of housing to absorb the very generous subsidies, 
which have mostly now ended, paid by the state and commonwealth governments. The price of housing construction, 
I have to say, went through the roof. 
I think we need to be very careful about using the lever of housing subsidies as an economic stimulus. I have been 
around in economic circles long enough to know that it is a very popular move for governments, particularly close 
to an election. I am not suggesting that is happening in this case, but governments around election time like to start 
talking about putting additional revenues, grants or subsidies into the housing market. It sounds very good, but 
most of the time I suspect they are trying to appeal to the younger demographic who have largely been priced out 
of the housing market. At some point we should have a debate in this chamber about the economics of house prices 
and what the trend has been over the long term and what impact subsidies generally have on that. I think that without 
doubt we would see a significant increase in the price of established houses and the cost of the construction of 
houses when government money is available. Funnily enough, it seems to be absorbed very quickly into the price 
of housing. Is it really a stimulus package? It certainly encourages young people in particular, I guess, to take a loan 
and get into the housing market, but whether they are any better off is a really interesting part of the economic 
debate. Is the economy better stimulated through that process, or is it simply that those people who make good money 
out of that industry make even better money out of the industry and that it does not trickle down to other parts of 
the economy? We have not seen a major shift, for example, in wages in the construction industry, but we have 
seen a major increase in the price of housing as a result, from memory, of grants of up to almost $70 000 off the price 
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of a house if the state government grant is added to the federal government grant and the first home owner grant. 
A massive amount of money was plunged into the system without necessarily seeing a benefit to anybody but the 
profit margins of the construction companies or developers. It is a great debate to look into. I am hoping to avoid 
the need to go into the committee stage of the bill to ask these questions because my questions are very much 
around the philosophical basis of the bill rather than asking about the specifics, because the bill itself is reasonably 
straightforward. I would appreciate an answer to those key questions on the technicalities of the bill because I think 
it would be useful. Having said that, the opposition will support the bill, even if the answers are not exactly what 
we want them to be because any bill that allows a Treasurer or government to reduce taxation has to be worth 
some support. 
As part of this process, I would like to initiate a discussion around the government’s response to the COVID crisis 
in particular and, to some degree, crises in general. Much of what is encompassed in the Finance Legislation 
Amendment (Emergency Relief) Bill is very much based around the support for business and the reduction of 
taxation for business. That is a very good thing, but the examples of support that the government has provided for 
business and industry throughout the current COVID crisis would have to be described as patchy, at best, and, in 
some circumstances, I would describe it as wholly inadequate, and I stand by that definition. When COVID first 
arrived in early 2020, there were significant lockdowns. The problem—the government might use this as a reason for 
this bill—was that the compensation that businesses, especially small businesses, could apply for was delayed and it 
was small. The response was modest, at best, and inadequate, at worst. I could understand if the Western Australian 
government was in the same situation as the New South Wales or Victorian governments. They had budget deficits 
that were forecast to be in the billions of dollars. Their state debt blew out when they tried to compensate for 
massive outbreaks of COVID and those governments did not have a massive iron ore industry that not only effectively 
funded all the government’s expenses and costs, but also made the government rich in the process. I can understand 
New South Wales and Victoria being modest in their response to the business community. They might have had 
to temper the support that the government could give. However, Western Australia has made a fortune out of COVID. 

Western Australia had a $5.8 billion surplus last financial year and it has pencilled in a $2 billion or $3 billion surplus 
this financial year. The price of iron ore has remained remarkably steady. I am drawn to a question I asked in 
February 2019 of the then Treasurer about what would happen if the price of iron ore stayed above $US90 a tonne 
and was told that no-one was modelling for that because it was highly unrealistic. Today, the price of iron ore is 
in the order of $US150 a tonne. It did drop; it came down. It is Thursday in a couple of days and I suspect the minister 
can expect a financial question about the average iron ore price for the 2021–22 year to date. Call it a psychic event, 
but I suspect a question along those lines might come up. I think we will find that the government budgeted a higher 
price for iron ore this financial year because it would have been ridiculous to go back to the $US64 it has used every 
other year. At one point it looked like it might even come under the government average, but it is actually looking 
pretty good at the moment. I noted a media article, I think from last week, that suggested that the budget surplus 
might be another $5 billion one. I am not quite ready to call it that high at the moment. I am claiming credit for starting 
the $5 billion budget surplus discussion for the last financial year. I am not quite ready to call it yet, but let us say 
that we hit $4 billion anyway. It looks like it is going to be another $4 billion. If there was a $5.8 billion surplus 
last year and there is a $4 billion surplus this year, that will be $9.8 billion. When we look at it, the amazing thing 
is that this state looks like having a $15 billion surplus over five years, and the reality is that that might be an 
underestimate. In fact, it is exceeding expectations, but not because of the financial decisions made by the government. 
To some extent, the government is struggling to spend the money. It is parking it in special-purpose accounts. 
There is obviously an issue with expenditure, with such massive resource and construction projects happening. 
The time frames for Metronet are blowing out for realistic reasons. The Leader of the House often quotes me in 
question time and says that I say delays in projects are not only understandable, but also probably not a bad thing. 
That is true; I have said that on numerous occasions. I have said that in public and in private. When there is this 
massive spend in both the public and private sector, it is hard to keep up. When the borders are closed and the 
workforce is limited, that will obviously make it even worse. So I understand that. But it means that the government 
has got so much money, it is struggling to get it out the door.  

I have to say that I love the analogy of Scrooge McDuck rolling around in the Money Bin. Every time I manage to 
get that in the media, it is worth a celebratory something. I think it is a ripper. I know the younger generation struggles 
to know who Scrooge McDuck is, but in my generation he is well known. Scrooge McDuck rolling around in the 
Money Bin is apt. The West Australian nearly printed a picture of it on the front page; it was very close. The only 
thing that was missing was the beak. Apart from that, it was effectively the Premier rolling around in the money bin. 
Again, I claim that one. I reckon I got that close. 

When a government has so much resource and so much capacity to support business in particular, it revels in changing 
the rules at every opportunity. To some degree, the legislation before the house will assist that, because now the 
government does not even have to bring some of these tax relief measures into the Parliament; it can just walk out 
there and announce them. But this government revels in keeping everybody on tenterhooks. This is a government that 
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says, “We love changing the rules, and you’ll jump to them, and in a week’s time we might change them again. We’ll 
announce an opening date, but then we will reverse it and change it.” This is the most astounding thing: I read an 
article in a newspaper this week that said that the Premier might change his mind again and put a date in place, but 
he would not give more than a week’s notice. I thought that was surely the most arrogant statement that this demonstrably 
arrogant Premier has made. He is saying, “I am just letting you know I am going to change the rules again, but I am 
not going to give you any notice. I will give you less than a week’s notice; I might give you a couple of days’ notice.” 
It demonstrates to me that at that level the government has no understanding of how business operates, because 
less than a week’s notice means that if a business makes changes, its week-long roster has already been set and so 
has its pre-purchases. This government has a complete lack of understanding of how business operates.  

What does business require for compensation and COVID management? It needs certainty and consistency, and it 
needs as much notice as it can get. Every time the government makes changes, it impacts the viability of business 
and adds cost to business, and drives a few more businesses into bankruptcy. That happens every time the 
government makes a set of changes. The Premier comes out and says things. It is almost a weekly event now. It 
seems to happen on Thursdays, which is good, because that seems to be my day to do some media as well. In 
a couple of weeks, I will follow the Premier out. He walks out there and says, “I have decided to make a few more 
changes. I have given nobody any notice, business does not know, but here we go, I have got a date, I have 
removed the date and I have made changes.”  
By the way, some of those changes are positive. The changes that the Premier announced the week before last, I think, 
on the new isolation roles were good. I put a press release out that said these were good changes. It would have been 
nice if there had been a bit of lead-in time though—if business could have been made aware. The problem is that even 
with good changes, business needs time to prepare and adapt, and nobody in the government at this point seems to be 
looking after business. It is easy to say that business can look after itself to some degree, and to some degree that is true. 
Things have been so traumatic that Wesfarmers announced it was going to move some of its executives over east. To be 
honest, I do not know whether that will assist the process. However, I make this point: Wesfarmers can afford to 
do that and its business allows for it, but there are nearly a quarter of a million small businesses across the state of 
Western Australia and not many of those can suddenly decide to shift their chief administrator to Sydney or Melbourne. 
The mum-and-dad corner store that is struggling to deal with the business mandates that have been applied by the 
government can hardly send one of the two owners over to Sydney because they want some sort of consistency. Small 
business has no power that it can exert. It deserves a bit more respect from the government. But it is not so much about 
what the government does. The most recent compensation, which was announced only last week, was for $77 million 
for a range of industries that have been particularly smashed by the government’s regulations and rules around COVID, 
no more so than the events industry. But there are still significant issues with that. First off, there is an application process. 
Businesses do not know how long it will take. As I asked in question time today, the focus of that compensation, let us 
say for the events industry, is ticketed events. What will all those people who supply to non-ticketed events have to do? 
They will have to go back to the previous small business grants that were announced, which are very, very small. The 
amount of $77 million for nine industry streams basically ignores every other industry stream. What did I say 
about the $77 million compensation package announced by the government? I said it was far too little and far too 
late, and I absolutely stand by that. This government is probably shifting from having a $2 billion surplus to a $4 billion 
surplus on its books this financial year. It has a couple of extra thousand million dollars that it could spend, and its total 
compensation package announced last week was for $77 million. The government is very good at bringing money in, 
but it is not good at supporting the businesses that unfortunately have been damaged because of the rules imposed 
by it. I accept that rules have had to be imposed for the most part but some of them potentially are over the top. This 
government has the wherewithal to provide the most generous packages in Australia yet it has generally been the least 
generous. A week ago, the state of New South Wales announced a billion-dollar compensation package for businesses 
and it wanted the feds to step in and match it. It is a state that is already billions of dollars in debt with deficits of billions 
of dollars. This state, with surpluses of billions of dollars, is one-tenth as generous. It is a pittance by comparison. 
This government absolutely has the capacity to be more generous and, to be honest, it could be more generous far more 
quickly. It has far greater capacity than any other government in Australia to support the business community and 
the business sector. I would like to see a far greater focus. The Finance Legislation Amendment (Emergency 
Relief) Bill 2021 is a good step and we support it. We are prepared to allow it to pass. We will actually support it. I am 
happy to vote in favour of it because it will allow the government to take a bit less tax out of businesses’ pockets in 
particular, but it will also increase the amount it pays in grants to first home buyers, and those are good things. 
The government changes the rules on a whim. I think the Premier enjoys having everybody jump at his beck and call. 
He has developed a degree of arrogance and likes being the puppetmaster. He likes having everybody waiting for his 
next announcement. It probably makes him feel very powerful because the whole state is at his whim. But what he is 
doing by changing the rules is toxic to business and it is toxic to industry. We have finally seen a little bit of a shift 
in the community of late, particularly the business community. The Premier was getting a dream run from the media 
and he had all the business organisations on his side. Anybody who criticised the Premier in the first two years 
probably took their reputation in their hands and held it at risk. In the last couple of months, businesses have finally 
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started to work this out. Suddenly, a lot of people are unhappy—I put aside those who march because they do not 
want to be vaccinated. There are businesses trying to do the right thing that are unhappy about the mandates they 
have to enforce. We need to bear in mind—this is why I like to see some support for business—that the business 
community is doing far more of the heavy lifting than is the government in relation to COVID-19. Who is applying 
the vaccine mandates as people walk into shops? It is not a government worker standing out the front checking the 
vaccine certificate of people who walk into a cafe or a bottle shop. In terms of applying a vaccine mandate to enter 
bottle shops, dare I say it that in some regional communities in particular, it has boosted the rate of vaccination 
significantly so we can probably consider it a successful measure. But each one of those businesses has to have 
somebody checking and all that comes at a cost. There are businesses out there doing the right that are losing staff to 
businesses that are doing the wrong thing and that needs to be supported. It is interesting to see that the government 
has stepped up enforcement on that, which is a good thing. I know that there are businesses that do not like it and we 
need to be really careful with this. The target has to be businesses that are deliberately flouting the rules rather than 
businesses that are accidentally struggling or simply do not understand how to apply the rules. I have spoken with 
businesses, including construction businesses, down my way that have seen subcontractors and workers walk out the 
door and into the business two blocks away because the business they left applied a vaccine mandate and the 
competing business did not. That provided a specific advantage. 
I am pleased that the government has arced up on enforcement. Hopefully, we embarrassed it to the point at which 
it had to enforce it. I am not necessarily sure that the police are the most ideal people to do this. I asked questions 
of the Minister for Health in December. The advice I received via the Minister for Emergency Services—I was 
going to say the Minister for Mental Health—was that 59 staff members of the Department of Health were targeting 
this. I am interested to see how much compliance is occurring, but at least compliance is happening. Work is being 
done in this sphere. I know the government has copped some criticism for it but in reality this is an important 
component, and if I get the opportunity, I am happy to support that activity. We cannot have one business doing 
the wrong thing and gaining a competitive advantage over businesses that are doing the right thing. Work on 
compliance needs to continue, despite the frustration of a lot of businesses. A lot of businesses struggle with the 
rules. I got a phone call from an orchardist who has one set of rules for orchard workers for whom vaccine mandates 
do not apply but that orchardist also has a packing shed to which some vaccine mandates apply and a retail outlet 
to which all vaccine mandates apply. It is an immensely complex process. We need to make sure that we support 
businesses as a part of that and, to be honest, I do not think we are there. I can give examples of ministers of the 
government—obviously not the minister who is dealing with this bill—who were asked to explain the rules around 
vaccine mandates for businesses but they could not explain them. They were asked by their chambers of commerce 
but they could not explain those rules. It is not easy. If ministers of the Crown struggle to explain the rules of 
vaccine mandates, what chance does a poor business have of understanding them? What chance does the one 
employee, one–owner business have of being certain of the rules? 
I find myself in the unfortunate situation of giving a lot of advice to businesses. I am always very cautious about 
that because at some point that might come back to bite me and potentially there is some liability in that. It is 
absolutely the case that a lot of businesses are struggling with the application of these mandates and in some cases 
they are being abused. I spoke to a hotel owner at one point, for example, who said, “We have an unvaccinated 
person who is a regular at the hotel who said to us, “I’ll be here next week; you need to get a bigger bouncer””. 
There are people who will take that extreme measure and we need to be as supportive of business as possible. 
Not everything the government does is bad. There are some very good components to the compensation package 
but, as a rule, the government’s compensation package is reactive rather than proactive and it is insufficient. I come 
back to the point that this government has the greatest capacity of any government in the country to support the 
business community but it seems incredibly reluctant to do so at a time when businesses are screaming out for 
support. The bill before the house will hopefully provide a little more of that support. We will not know whether 
it will until the Treasurer or a Treasurer provides it. We may well pass this bill before the house and it might never 
get used because the current Treasurer seems very keen on accumulating money in the money bin, obviously very 
keen in swimming in it. The reality is that that capacity exists now. We would like to see this legislation being 
used and some evidence that the government will genuinely support business, and not just the businesses that make 
a lot of noise. There are a lot of businesses for which compensation, despite being shut down, has been unattainable. 
I sometimes use the example of the allied health community. You can get an exemption to see your doctor but a lot 
of allied health professionals had to close down and were completely excluded from compensation. 
It is true that not every business is worse off in the pandemic. I know of tourism businesses that are better off. 
Some businesses in the low to middle of the marketplace, particularly regional accommodation, have done very 
well, thank you very much! I suspect that the general accommodation community in Perth will say that it has been 
damn hard on them, and some at the higher end of the market that generally rely on international tourists have 
been decimated. The government says that some businesses have done all right, which is true, but that does not 
excuse the lack of support provided to all those businesses that have been on their knees.  
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The events industry, for the most part, has a couple of months’ life left in it; otherwise, it is in dire straits. The problem 
for the events industry is that this is about not only the big concerts that come to Western Australia; it is astounding 
how much interest is also generated by regional shows. Guess what? Regional shows happen in spring and summer, 
and maybe the beginning of autumn, but we are two-thirds through summer and most events have closed down. 
There was a bit of movement with some events last year, particularly following the announcement that the borders 
would open on 5 February. The continuing closure of our border smashed the industry for another couple of months 
with events being cancelled. That industry is getting belted again and it needs support fairly quickly. 
I will sum up, because I do not intend to take my full allotted time. The bill before the house is welcome, but it is 
a very small step compared with the capacity of this government to deliver significant support for industries that have 
been smashed by government-imposed sanctions. This is the least generous but richest government in Australia. 
It speaks volumes that the government that can afford to do the most is doing the least. This reflects the government’s 
complete lack of understanding of and support for the business sector. I support the bill. 
HON NEIL THOMSON (Mining and Pastoral) [8.02 pm]: I will speak briefly on the Finance Legislation 
Amendment (Emergency Relief) Bill 2021. Like my colleague Hon Dr Steve Thomas, I support this very important 
piece of legislation in the current circumstances. As outlined by my honourable colleague, the bill provides a limited 
approach to the issue. Whilst state taxes impose a significant burden on small and medium-size enterprises, the 
relief that this bill will provide will be limited, given the challenges facing some sectors in the community.  
I commend this legislation and note the dire circumstances faced by some small and medium enterprises, particularly 
the hospitality and tourism sectors in my region. We have heard in this place a lot of commentary that is not 
necessarily accurate. It is important to put on the record how hard the tourism industry is finding the current situation, 
in not only my hometown of Broome but also places like Kununurra. This is the challenge we face. The potential 
for payroll and other forms of relief that could support the tourism industry in particular are worthy of consideration. 
However, the state’s main lever is payroll relief. 
The industry faced challenges following the change in the date to open our border. I commend the state for putting 
together the package for the tourism industry that was announced a few days back. Support, whether in the form of 
grants or tax relief, is no substitute for small business being able to trade and achieve its outcomes. Data from the 
tourism industry for September to December 2021 shows that visitation numbers have increased. There has been an 
amazing boom in intrastate visitation to regional destinations, which is to be commended. People from Perth have 
travelled to places like Exmouth, Broome and other regional areas. As someone who lives in Broome, I know that in 
July and August Chinatown was wall-to-wall traffic. It was hard to go into a shop and get a coffee; in fact, I avoided 
the main part of town for a time because it was so busy, which is unlike our community. That has given people the 
wrong impression about what is going on in the tourism industry. When meeting with a number of business owners 
and tour operators, I was told there had been a reduction in the total amount spent in the industry. This has been borne 
out by the data. The total spend in the tourism industry in the north west reduced by 10 or 11 per cent by the end of 
2021. We have seen a reduction of the tourism spend, which might be a reflection on Western Australian tourists; 
they do not spend as much as interstate tourists, which our industry relies on substantially during normal seasons.  
I was listening to commentary in the other place today and it was rightly pointed out that expenditure increased 
when the borders were open for a time. We had direct flights coming in from Sydney and Melbourne for a time. 
That is where the increased dollar spend comes in. In recent times, I talked to companies that are really struggling, 
hence my support for the bill. I hope the government will look at smaller companies that may already have payroll 
tax exemptions, because the exemptions in this bill may not impact them very much at all; they may be well and truly 
below the threshold for the payment of payroll tax. I hope the government has looked thoroughly at the composition 
of the industry and how it is struggling, because the tour operators that travel up the Gibb River Road through to 
Home Valley and some of those communities in the remoter parts of the state are facing a wall. I hear their pleas. 
They took millions of dollars of bookings on the expectation that the border was to open on 5 February, and now 
they face this huge uncertainty.  
Yes, I commend the government insofar as some financial support has been provided and I commend the government 
for the emergency provisions for tax relief, but I think there really needs to be a forensic examination of these 
companies to see the state of play, whether it is through the Small Business Development Corporation or another 
arm of government. Perhaps an assessment could be done of how they are tracking with their profitability and 
balance sheet situation. I can say only what I hear and what I hear is that scores of businesses, particularly in the 
East Kimberley, are facing the wall because of the change to the border restrictions—for example, businesses that 
provide bus tours, charter flights and those higher end experiences. It is not just about towing a caravan to Broome 
and parking at the caravan park. That has been fantastic; we have had an incredible amount of that in Broome. But 
often those tourists, who are very welcome—the industry needs them—do not spend the money; they generally go 
to Coles and Woolies and fill up their vehicles and have a great time at Cable Beach and so forth. But they are not 
the same value proposition that we need to get back into our state, particularly in the north. 
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I did not want to take up too much time. I just wanted to bring that to the table, because I saw the opportunity during 
debate on this bill. I commend the bill to the house, but I ask for thorough testing, whether it be through Treasury or 
the Small Business Development Corporation, of the beneficiaries of the tax relief, because there are significant 
thresholds. Businesses of certain sizes will not be paying payroll tax, so the scope for the provision of support to them 
under this bill will be limited. I think that assessment really needs to be done. I commend the bill to the house. 
HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral — Minister for Emergency Services) [8.12 pm] — in reply: 
I thank Hon Dr Steve Thomas for his contribution this evening and for his indication that the opposition will be 
supporting the government. I was going to say that the government has got it right. I also thank Hon Neil Thomson 
for his contribution. Certainly, in relation to his contribution, I am happy to ensure that the appropriate minister 
gets a copy of Hansard so that they can at least read what he has said in the chamber tonight, noting of course his 
advocacy for our shared electorate. 
Hopefully, I have answers to all the points that have been raised. Obviously, I will not address some this evening, 
and members will happily ask questions about them on Thursday and we will have fun and mirth on Thursday, but 
not so much tonight. There was a range of questions. The first question was about whether the bill will diminish 
parliamentary scrutiny, which I think were the words the member used. It is not about reducing the time frame for 
passing legislation; it is about providing certainty for taxpayers and ensuring equity for taxpayers. A tax or grant 
relief measure can be beneficial only to taxpayers and grant applicants. Requiring the tax or grant relief declaration 
to be disallowable would introduce uncertainty and possibly inequity for taxpayers. If the declaration were disallowed 
by Parliament and the emergency relief were withdrawn, it could mean that some taxpayers would benefit from 
the relief measure, while other taxpayers would not. This is undesirable when providing urgent financial assistance 
following an emergency. Certainty about the government’s commitment to provide relief is critical in an emergency. 
I am told that this approach is consistent with the emergency relief power in Victoria, where the Treasurer’s direction 
to the commissioner to administer a tax relief measure is not disallowable by Parliament. 
Additional safeguards have been included in the bill to ensure that the powers are not used inappropriately. They 
include that the powers can be used only in response to an emergency situation or a state of emergency declared under 
the Emergency Management Act 2005 or a public health emergency declared under the Public Health Act 2016. 
The Treasurer must consider it necessary to provide relief to taxpayers for the purpose of alleviating the financial 
or economic effects of the declared emergency. The powers can be used only to provide relief for up to two years 
and the powers cannot be used to declare a tax or grant relief measure more than 12 months after the emergency 
has ended. The tax or grant relief declaration setting out the eligibility conditions and the details of that measure must 
be published in the Government Gazette, which provides more transparency for taxpayers and grant applicants. 

The member asked me to comment on the time frame and why it is two years. I am told that it may be appropriate 
for long and unprecedented emergencies such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Two years is an appropriate time in 
situations such as the Wooroloo bushfire and cyclone Seroja. It is to give sufficient time for landowners to rebuild 
their homes and to receive an exemption for that period. 

Without an exemption, owners of properties destroyed by the Wooroloo bushfire and cyclone Seroja would have 
to pay land tax on the property that was their family home. This is because the land would no longer qualify for 
the primary residence exemption under section 21 of the Land Tax Assessment Act 2002, as there would be no private 
residence on the land. An exemption is available for up to two assessment years for private residential property under 
construction or refurbishment. However, given the high activity currently being experienced in the residential 
building market, most landowners affected by the recent disasters are unlikely to be able to commence or complete 
construction or refurbishment within the exemption requirements. The power will also be used to continue 
exemptions for other properties—for example, land used for a primary production business if the land is prevented 
from being used for the exempt purpose because of the damage caused by the cyclone, bushfire or emergency. 

The honourable member asked a question about the first home owner grant. I have written down his words; I was 
paying great attention. He asked how the first home owner grant is of use in an emergency and how increasing the 
cap is a good economic tool. He also asked how changes to the first home owner grant have impacted on the cost 
of housing. I cannot comment on the second part. We have had a perfect storm in many regards. We came off a period 
when not much building was happening in Western Australia and the banks were not lending for houses, so money 
was provided by the state and the commonwealth to help enliven the market again. Of course, that happened with 
COVID-19; mining companies brought workers back from the east or ensured that fly-in fly-out workers no longer 
flew in from Queensland and that they lived in Western Australia. All these things happened at the same time. 
Some people came from overseas as well. It has been difficult, but certainly it has been a perfect storm. A number of 
policy decisions have been at play at the same time, so who could say how or whether the first home owner grant 
has impacted the cost of housing? But it has kept businesses alive. Certainly, in that early period, a number of housing 
companies and associations had indicated to me in my conversations with them that they were going through tough 
times and were going to start letting staff go; in fact, many did let staff go. This kept people in business and gave 
them a pipeline of work and some confidence that they could see the future ahead of them. 
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The first home owner grant could potentially be used as an economic stimulus in an emergency or for any reason 
the government sees fit to support policy settings; for example, it could be used to encourage first home owners to 
settle in a certain emergency-affected area. The grant can be increased for transactions for purchases of homes in 
a local area that has been affected by a disaster such as a bushfire or cyclone. In relation to how they might be used 
in an emergency, grant payments can already be administered without legislation. Legislating for grant relief powers 
to increase the grant or the cap amount puts more processes around the grant; for example, it will allow the existing 
enforcement provision and objection rights to apply to the measure. 

The honourable member made another comment about the slow delivery of small business grants. The bill will 
apply only to the delivery of tax relief and first home owner grant relief measures. The taxes that will be covered 
include duties—transfer duty, landholder duty, insurance duty and vehicle licence duty—land tax, payroll tax, 
betting tax, metropolitan region improvement tax, the on-demand passenger transport levy, the declared pest rates 
and penalty tax payable under a taxation act. The bill will not cover other business grants. The other grant payments 
can already be delivered without legislation and, in fact, they have been; they have been dealt with by a range of 
ministers. I should make the point in response to both the honourable member’s comments and Hon Neil Thomson’s 
comments that a number of ministers have the responsibility to work with different industries on COVID-19 relief 
measures. Some of those measures have been announced, and, indeed, ministers continue to engage with and listen 
to various industries in Western Australia that may be affected by COVID-19, to find out what they are going 
through and to act at the appropriate time. 

The honourable member made a comment that the power under this act might never be used. The Treasurer 
announced a two-year exemption for properties affected by the Wooroloo bushfire and cyclone Seroja disasters 
as part of the 2021–22 budget. That can also be used to provide further relief from COVID-19 if required. The 
Treasurer will use the new powers to continue land tax exemptions in 2021–22 and 2022–23 for eligible properties 
that were destroyed by the Wooroloo bushfire and cyclone Seroja disasters, and those exemptions were part of the 
2021–22 budget. 
The honourable member made the comment—I know he did not say it about this government—that governments 
like to provide tax relief in the lead-up to elections. As the member quite rightly pointed out, that was not the case 
for the legislation before us. This legislation will be used to provide relief only from the economic effects of a declared 
emergency and cannot be misused. Hopefully, that allays the honourable member’s fear. 
The honourable member made some comments about the COVID-19 pandemic. I have to say, and I have said it 
before in this place, there was no “How to deal with a COVID-19 pandemic” book on the bookshelves of government 
or anywhere, and so we have all come to this very quickly and it has hit us. Although agencies might have had 
pandemic plans, I do not think anyone quite expected what we have experienced over the last two years. The 
government has been as nimble as it could be, and certainly will continue to work with the various stakeholders. 
The member mentioned the iron ore price. My advice is that it was $US146.76 at the close of business on 14 February. 
It did go down to 92¢ — 
Several members interjected. 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: It was $US92. Thank you; I am glad you are both listening. That was very quick. It 
was $US92 in November last year. Although it was high for a period last year, it dropped substantially. 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas: It was apparently highly unrealistic. 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: It dropped substantially. We are talking about world economies and, you know, 
geopolitics and stuff, so I think we have been prudent in terms of what we have put in the budget document for 
what we anticipate coming in from iron ore. 
I think that is certainly all the points I have written down and that the advisers have provided. Again, I thank the 
honourable member for his contribution. 
I am not sure that Hon Neil Thomson was overly critical but he was certainly critical to a degree about the assistance 
that has been provided to business—small business and otherwise—over the past few months. The government 
has already provided a number of tax relief measures to businesses. The payroll tax threshold was increased and it 
was brought forward. Payroll tax was exempted for a period in 2020 for employers whose taxable wages were less 
than $7.5 million. Wages subsidised by JobKeeper were exempt from payroll tax. Wages subsidised by the boosting 
apprenticeships commencement scheme are exempt from payroll tax. There was a one-off $17 500 grant paid to 
employers whose annual Australian taxable wages in 2018–19 were more than $1 million and less than $4 million. 
There was a range of other things certainly in this portfolio and the finance portfolio that the advisers were able to 
outline to me, but other assistance was provided throughout the pandemic to a range of industries. I would not rule 
out further measures as we go forward should they be needed and a decision is made by cabinet that they are needed. 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 15 February 2022] 

 p35b-43a 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas; Hon Neil Thomson; Hon Stephen Dawson 

 [9] 

People have worked incredibly hard over the last two years but we have lots of learnings and we look forward to 
getting out the other side and having a proper review of what we have been through. Certainly, the legislation before 
us is good legislation because it will allow the government to be nimble. I am happy to admit, as a minister and 
a member of Parliament, that governments are not always nimble. The bureaucracy can sometimes be slow, but 
I think legislation like this will allow us to provide assistance to those who need it in a more timely fashion. With 
that, Mr Acting President, I commend the bill to the house. 
Question put and passed. 
Bill read a second time. 
[Leave granted to proceed forthwith to third reading.] 

Third Reading 
Bill read a third time, on motion by Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for Emergency Services), and passed. 
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