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REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT COMMISSIONS AMENDMENT BILL 2001 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 1 August. 

MR BARNETT (Cottesloe - Leader of the Opposition) [11.09 am]:  I said yesterday that regional development 
commissions have had somewhat of a chequered history.  Performances have varied between commissions, 
according to the personnel in charge of them.  The original concept was that development commissions would 
encourage development.  Their primary responsibility must be in the area of economic development.  I do not, in 
any sense, give less attention to social, education or health issues and the like, but the role of development 
commissions is to consider economic development.  Their charter must be to attract business, investment and 
jobs to regions, and to act as a coordinating vehicle between local authorities to provide a sense of regional 
development.  They should also coordinate activities at a state and federal level with relevant departments and 
with significant institutions in the region.   

Western Australia has more than 100 local government authorities.  The boundaries are not always particularly 
logical.  Many issues are regional in nature, and it is sensible that there be at least one group of people that has 
the ability to look at a region with a broader perspective.  That group should play an advisory role and should 
make sure that things happen in a coordinated sense.  I do not have any difficulty with that concept.  However, 
there have been problems.  There has been confusion about the role of regional development commissions.  Over 
the years, there has been a love-hate relationship between regional development commissions and local 
government authorities.  In some areas, regional development authorities were seen to take away the proper 
function of local government.  Indeed, in many regional areas of the State, the standing of local government has 
fallen.  That is not entirely unassociated with the emergence of regional development commissions.  People often 
look to the development commission rather than their local authority to provide leadership, direction and 
representation.  That has been an issue.   

From time to time, development commissions have become politicised.  Again, they are government entities.  
Their role, in the political sense, has never been properly defined. 

Mr Graham:  Oh yes it has. 

Mr BARNETT:  It has in the legislation. 

Mr Graham:  The Regional Development Commissions Act 1993 made their job crystal clear, which was to 
press matters of regional interest.  It listed six aims and objectives and made it quite clear that they were 
answerable to their regions and the people in them, and not to the minister. 

Mr BARNETT:  I accept that point. 

Mr Graham:  The minister reported, but the development commissions were not under the control of a minister.  
However, they are now.  I will speak on that in a minute. 

Mr BARNETT:  Fair comment.  No doubt the member for Pilbara will make that point again.   

Development commissions were being used in a political sense.  They promoted the Government or the minister 
of the day.  That was not necessarily in the best interest of the development commissions.  I did not have a great 
deal to do with development commissions when I was a minister, yet in my regional role as a resources 
development and energy minister, I spent most of my time dealing with issues in regional areas.  Those large 
projects had significant regional implications.  From time to time, I was dismayed that development 
commissions actively lobbied against things that I was doing.  That was not appropriate.  They lobbied against 
matters that I was responsible for as a minister and which had cabinet backing.  Yet development commissions 
were publicly disagreeing with the agenda of the Government on development projects.  I do not think that was - 

Ms MacTiernan:  You can’t have it both ways. 

Mr BARNETT:  No, I did not think that it was appropriate. 

Ms MacTiernan:  On the one hand you are saying that they should not be political, but on the other hand you are 
saying that they should be doing what the Government of the day tells them to do. 

Mr BARNETT:  No, I am not saying that.  The people employed by these entities are public servants.  I do not 
mind criticism.  I have never steered away from debate.  However, it is not the role of development commissions 
to lobby against a government program in a regional area.  I do not mind local government, individuals, business 
or members of Parliament doing that, but it is not an appropriate role for regional development authorities.   

Ms MacTiernan:  That may be true, but you can’t then say that they have to act in a non-political way -  
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Mr BARNETT:  No, they should not be political entities.  They are entities for the development of regional 
coordination.  They may well be concerned about the political implication of an issue, which they should bring 
to the attention of the minister responsible or to another minister.  I faced situations when I was a minister in 
which development commissions mounted political campaigns against projects.  I am sure that the Minister for 
Planning and Infrastructure will not appreciate that if it happens to her.  That was not the role that the 
commissions should have played.  They were entitled to draw issues to the attention of the Government and the 
minister, but they were not entitled to lobby.  It was the role of the local government authority to lobby for 
regional interests.  I never had any particular problem with the points of view of the development commissions, 
because they were fairly inept in putting them forward.  Nevertheless, they did lobby and it did not reflect well 
upon them.   

Development commissions are generally fairly small organisations, but they have grown over time.  However, 
some purported to be able to deliver things to regions when they simply did not have that responsibility or 
power.  That again created all sorts of misunderstandings and confusion, and unreasonably raised expectations.  
There are examples of regional development commissions trying to promote themselves to international 
companies and putting forward what they would do about a major project.  It was a source of embarrassment to 
the State when proponents of major projects finally discovered that these little regional development 
commissions had no authority and no jurisdiction, and did not even have access to the responsible minister.  The 
previous Government had to sort out a few of those issues, which was embarrassing for everyone concerned.  
That was not what the commissions should have been about.  They should have been working on regional 
business and playing a coordinating role with government departments and local government.  However, they 
wanted to be seen as the big promoters and developers of the region.  That created all sorts of conflicts.   

From time to time, regional development commissions have also espoused their views on education policy.  
Why?  What were they doing?  There were examples of them promoting playground equipment in schools.  
Playground equipment in schools is a great idea, but should that have been a matter for a regional development 
commission?  The tendency to move into social areas and to purport that they had a role beyond their true role, 
and the tendency to engage in local politics and political lobbying, distracted and detracted from the proper role 
of development commissions.  I support the vehicle and role of development commissions, so long as they are 
about economic development - maintaining and attracting investment, businesses and jobs to a region and 
providing a coordinating voice on regional issues of an economic nature, whether they be road or development 
projects, pipelines or whatever else.  A development commission can express its view about a region but it 
should not pretend to be an authority in transport, pipeline, electricity, health, education or local government 
issues.  They are none of those things and they do themselves a disservice by pretending that they are.  They do 
not help the regions by promoting themselves in that way.  If regional development commissions are given a 
clear direction, keep to the task that is intended, and have a little bit knocked off the ego of some of the people 
involved, they can perform a useful task for this State. 

MR GRAHAM (Pilbara) [11.17 am]:  Firstly, I apologise for not being here for the second reading part of this 
debate, which is something - 

Mr Barnett:  This is it, you are here. 

Mr GRAHAM:  Is it the second or the third reading? 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr Edwards):  This is the second reading. 

Mr GRAHAM:  Oh, beauty.  I do not apologise then.  I have been out in the region, where a regional member of 
Parliament should be.  I opened a facility for Apache Energy Ltd in the gas fields of the north west.  I was happy 
to be there and to see that company making a long-term commitment to a region.   

Nothing depresses me more than listening to speeches in this place about regional development.  I listened with 
interest to the speech made by the Leader of the Opposition.  I interjected on his speech and I disagree with 
nearly every point he raised.  If members go back through history, they will see how development commissions 
came to pass.  Not being one to blow my own trumpet, I am proud of the role that I played in that.  Historically, 
development advisory committees were established in each region of the State by successive Governments.  The 
committees involved interested citizens who put their names forward to the Government of the day to work on a 
committee to advise the Government.  They had no standing or authority and no ability to promote anything, 
other than to provide advice to a minister, which the minister could reject at will.  Those committees were 
prohibited from making public the effects of their deliberations.  

That changed in the early 1980s, with the advent of development authorities, the first of which was put in place 
to implement the Bunbury 2000 plan.  It was the first development authority of its type, and its parent body was 
called the WA Development Corporation, which almost exactly fitted the picture promoted by the Leader of the 
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Opposition for the regions - its function was solely the economic development of Western Australia.  Underneath 
the WADC sat the South West Development Authority, which I will return to later. 

Those of us living in regions without a development authority were stuck with the advisory committees, and felt 
that we were disadvantaged.  Instead of having an autonomous authority with a budget and the power to act in 
the interests of the region, we had a secretive little group of political appointees who, even with all the goodwill 
in the world, could only provide advice to the minister of the day.  They were prohibited from making that 
advice public.  When I came into this place I put forward a proposal to the Dowding Government for a regional 
study in the Pilbara.  It is now history that that was agreed to, but unfortunately after Peter Dowding decided to 
resign as Premier of Western Australia.  He was replaced by Carmen Lawrence, and Ian Taylor was the minister 
who endorsed it.  

Mr Omodei:  Did Dowding decide to resign?  

Mr GRAHAM:  Ultimately, after some full and frank discussions he decided he could continue no longer.  

Mr Omodei:  That is what is called today a push in the back.  

Mr GRAHAM:  It was not a push, it was a very hefty kick, to be fair, delivered with a big boot.  Anyway, 
enough of that.   

A regional study was conducted, called the Pilbara 21 study, and out of that a series of recommendations was 
made, one of which was that the Pilbara Development Commission be established to implement the planning 
study of the Pilbara region.  I note with particular interest that the Pilbara 21 study was criticised at the outset by 
the then Liberal Opposition as being a political vehicle, but at the end of the process it received the unanimous 
support of this House, because it was a good study, albeit conducted by a politician in an apolitical manner.  It 
was not introduced in a political way.  I remember Barry MacKinnon, in the by-election, trying to explain that it 
was a stunt.  We severely embarrassed him by showing him all the working documents that he had been sent 
over the year, with all the preset dates of the study.  

Mr Omodei:  The member for Pilbara did not do it all - he was just the chairman.  

Mr GRAHAM:  Yes, I was the chairman.  While it had a politician in the chair, the study was conducted in an 
apolitical manner and the report was adopted by all political parties in both Houses of Parliament.  It was also 
unusual that I handled the first development commission Bill through this Parliament as a backbencher.  
Members opposite will recall the unusual arrangements in which I had to sit in someone else’s chair, and get the 
leave of the House to have an adviser with me.  When the Bill was passed through both Houses, with the 
unanimous support of members, it contained some quite significant powers.  It established the Pilbara 
Development Commission, the first of its kind in Western Australia, and gave that commission exactly the sorts 
of powers that the present Leader of the Opposition is saying a development commission should not have.  
Within a region that development commission had the power to coordinate effectively any operation of 
government that required more than one government agency to be involved, which is pretty much anything.  The 
Act gave the development commission huge powers to “interfere” in the operations of government departments 
and it was designed to do exactly that, and to maximise the Pilbara’s input into our system of government.  Even 
before the Labor Party lost government in 1993 it had proven successful in doing that.  I will not talk about the 
achievements of the Pilbara Development Commission in particular, but my political colleagues noticed that 
something was happening in the Pilbara that was working.  They knew what was happening because I was, very 
unusually, invited to fully brief Cabinet on what the commission was doing and recommending.  The bureaucrats 
said that the legislation the commission wanted to present would not work, so I drafted it with my executive 
officer and walked it into Cabinet personally, got Cabinet to approve it, and then told the bureaucrats what had 
been done.  It was a significant change in the way things worked, but my political colleagues, noticing the 
concept was working in the Pilbara, decided on other such bodies for the mid west, the Gascoyne and the 
Kimberley. 

In the last three months of the Labor Government more development commissions appeared than at any other 
time bar one.  That time was immediately after the 1993 election, when the Leader of the National Party brought 
in what is now called the Regional Development Commissions Act, which dismantled the Pilbara Development 
Commission, as it was, took away its extraordinarily strong powers to “interfere” in the operations of 
government and in social issues, and made it into a promotional organisation.  The Regional Development 
Commissions Act also established a development commission in every region of the State, answerable to the 
Minister for Regional Development, who did an outstanding job in that capacity.  I was the shadow Minister for 
Regional Development in the Labor Opposition.  Never once was I stopped from meeting with development 
commission staff anywhere in Western Australia.  Never once was a door closed to me, or a development 
commission required to seek advice before briefing me.  Never once was a development commission anything 
but fully forthcoming to me.  In fact, in visiting the development commissions, I found that most of them were 
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appreciative of the fact that someone had got out of the city and travelled to the regions of the State to meet with 
them and listen to their concerns. 

This Bill kills stone dead that concept of regional development in Western Australia.  It is an act of treachery on 
regional Western Australia, and it nearly completes the transformation of the Australian Labor Party from a 
political party established in the bush by working people, into an urban party controlled by small groups.  I do 
not get on my soapbox about it, but I am angry about this piece of legislation.  It is political doublespeak in its 
presentation and promotion in the regions, and a step back to the early 1980s, rather than a forward and 
progressive regional development move.  I will demonstrate clearly why regional development in this State is 
now totally dysfunctional in its operation, and why it cannot and will not operate. 

Having dealt with the Australian Labor Party, and I will continue to do that, I will turn to my colleagues on the 
other side of the House.  As I said at the outset, I disagree with nearly every point put forward by the Leader of 
the Opposition.  I can disagree with them either in detail or generally.  The Leader of the Opposition was also a 
minister who would get out and about in the regions.  The job of the development commissions is to raise with 
the minister the operations of government departments within the region.  I know the Leader of the Opposition is 
always prepared to debate and to take on issues, but the fact that a development commission which at that time 
was an independent statutory authority took a view different from that of the Government should be not a point 
of concern for the Government but rather a point of pride, because that is what happens in democracies.  People 
and organisations with dissenting views have every right to put them.  The fact that a minister may not agree 
with those views matters not a tinker’s cuss.  It may come as a horrible shock to members in this place, but 
sometimes ministers get it wrong. 

Mr Omodei:  What you are saying is that local government is wrong. 

Mr GRAHAM:  The member for Warren-Blackwood and I had this debate when the Regional Development 
Commissions Act 1993 was passed and he sought the involvement of local governments.  I disagreed with that 
and I continue to disagree with it.  I believe the mechanism put in place by that Act has diminished the standing 
of development commissions for the reason supported by the member for Warren-Blackwood: that local 
government should have a seat on the board by right.  There is now a local government representative on every 
regional development commission in this State.  I argued - and won because obviously I had the numbers at the 
time - that local government should not be involved by right and neither should anyone else.  People should be 
promoted solely on merit to the boards of development commissions to act in the interests of the region.  The 
fact that someone is a long-term server on a local government authority does not mean that that person has an 
automatic right to membership of a board of a development commission.  I will not mention names in this place 
because it will embarrass people; however, I will be happy to talk to the member for Warren-Blackwood 
afterwards. 

Mr Omodei:  You appear to be biased because of your involvement with people in the Pilbara Development 
Commission.  You see it purely from a local government perspective.   

Mr GRAHAM:  No. 

Mr Omodei:  Local government plays a very important part. 

Mr GRAHAM:  Absolutely.  I seek to exclude only local government from having the fundamental right to 
nominate people to positions on the board.  I will not name names because it will embarrass people and there is 
no need for that.  However, I know of a gentleman who sought, as of right, his appointment through local 
government to a board of a development commission in a region - not the Pilbara - and got the numbers through 
local government for that appointment.  The result of that person joining the board of that development 
commission was the exodus of everyone else with talent because they did not want to work with him.  When 
putting together a board one is cognisant of those things.  However, the amendments moved by the member for 
Warren-Blackwood’s side of politics gave only one organisation - local government - the right to nominate a 
person to a board; that is wrong. 

Mr Bradshaw:  You cannot use that argument as a reason for not putting someone from local government on a 
board.  The Government could appoint someone who would put everyone off side. 

Mr GRAHAM:  Yes, it could, and that is exactly the point I make.  I am not debating the semantics of the issue.  
I am saying that there is no reason that local government should have a seat on a development commission as of 
right.  Members opposite would not accept it if I said, for example, that my old friends in the trade union 
movement should as of right have a seat on the board of the Pilbara Development Commission.  They would say 
they are not representative - blah, blah - and should not be there.  I say that nobody should have a seat as of 
right - end of story, full stop.  Appointments to act on regional matters, not local government, should be made 
based only on merit. 
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Mr Omodei:  Regional matters are local government matters. 

Mr GRAHAM:  They may be, they may not be.  One of the requirements of the Act is that development 
commissions report as far as practicable to their minister on the comparison between the delivery of services to 
their regions and the city.  I know that not one of those commissions has done that.  However, it may well be that 
a development commission embarks on a three-year course to assess education in the region, which has 
absolutely nothing to do with local government.  It is clearly a state matter and clearly the responsibility of the 
State Government.  However, a development commission may decide to do that to fulfil the objects of the Act, 
but the only person sitting on the board of that commission with a right to be appointed to it is the local 
government member who is the only person not involved in the issue. 

Why would not the Department of Health or the Department of Education as of right get a seat on a board of a 
development commission? 

Mr Omodei:  They are departments in their own right. 

Mr GRAHAM:  They may be.  However, development commissions were established to develop the regions, not 
to develop local government. 

Mr Omodei:  And not to usurp the role of local government. 

Mr GRAHAM:  I shall move on because the member for Warren-Blackwood and I had that debate nearly 10 
years ago. 

Mr Omodei:  You have a good memory. 

Mr GRAHAM:  Yes.  I won that debate and he won the subsequent debate when he had the numbers.  I will not 
win this one.  This Bill clearly transfers powers from the regions to the minister. 

Mr Omodei:  To the Labor Party. 

Mr McRae:  To the Government. 

Mr GRAHAM:  No, not to the Government but to the minister.  I can tell the member for Riverton that when I 
conducted the Pilbara 21 study I paid a consultant to study the existing development authorities.  The report 
indicated - I have looked for it but cannot find it - that the South West Development Commission was 
$16 million in debt, had a $35 million budget and was effectively handing out Lotteries Commission cheques on 
behalf of ALP candidates in the south west.  I was determined that we would never get into that situation again.  
However, this Bill does exactly that. 

The Premier’s press release of 28 June, when this legislation was announced, removes from any thinking person 
the ability to argue otherwise that this legislation will politicise regional development.  The first paragraph of the 
press release reads - 

The State’s regions will be better represented under legislation introduced into State Parliament this 
week. 

Members would be forgiven if they thought that was about regions being represented.  The second paragraph 
reads - 

. . . the . . .  Bill . . .  would improve and strengthen the relationship between regional ministers and their 
corresponding regional development commissions. 

The press release stated that the Bill would give regional ministers full responsibility for their development 
commissions.  It further reads - 

Dr Gallop, who chairs the Cabinet Standing Committee on Regional Policy, said the Government was 
committed to improving the representation of regional Western Australia. 

No-one with half a brain would think that the Bill would do anything other than improve the standing of regional 
development.  It continues - 

“However, the current legislative set-up does not give people and organisations in regional areas 
enough opportunity to be properly consulted and represented in Government decision-making. 

There is another paragraph that refers to the Public Sector Management Act.  It continues - 

“Similarly, regional development commissions will become answerable and accountable to their 
regional minister. 

In my case the Pilbara Development Commission is no longer answerable to its board and the people in the 
Pilbara; it is now directly answerable to its minister.  The press release continues - 
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“Through such an arrangement, people in regional Western Australia will have access to a minister with 
a specific interest in the issues that concern them. 

If I get time I will return to that point.  The press release continues - 

“They will also have access to a development commission that is accountable to the Minister to assist in 
resolving those issues, in partnership with industry, the community and local government.” 

Development commissions, by statute, were independent, autonomous, regional authorities with a board that was 
required to fulfil its obligations under the Act.  That is no longer the case.  Notwithstanding the semantics of the 
Act, those development commissions are now totally answerable to their ministers.  It is absurd that nine 
regional development commissions, all with boards, have five ministers, including the Premier.   

The Minister for State Development in this State is not a minister for regional development.  That sounds like 
tautology, but it is a statement of fact.  The Minister for State Development, who was previously the senior 
person in regional development in this State, is now subservient to a cabinet subcommittee that has five people 
on it - three from the city and two from country Western Australia.  The cabinet subcommittee that overrides the 
policy decisions of the Minister for State Development is dominated by city members of Parliament who have 
regional responsibilities, which is absurd in itself.  The Premier chairs that cabinet subcommittee.  What hope 
does the Minister for State Development have of influencing the outcome of government on such a committee?  
The minister who is responsible for regional development in my electorate is Hon Tom Stephens.  He is the 
Minister for the Kimberley, Pilbara and Gascoyne and also the Minister for Local Government and Regional 
Development.  Before anything gets to this cabinet subcommittee Hon Tom Stephens must rule out two of his 
three regional portfolios; he must rule out the Murchison and the Gascoyne areas.  I would have no problems 
with that normally.  However, he must go into a cabinet subcommittee that is dominated by city members of 
Parliament and argue his case. 

Mr Omodei:  On top of that the Regional Development Council reports to him.  

Mr GRAHAM:  That is dead; the member for Warren-Blackwood can forget about that.  That was one thing in 
Hendy Cowan’s Bill that fell into the category of, “I wish I had thought of that; what a great initiative!”  

Mr Omodei:  Who do these ministers report to - the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development 
or the others?   

Mr GRAHAM:  If the member for Warren-Blackwood would listen he might understand my point, which is 
exactly the point he is trying to make.  Regional development is now dysfunctional.  The minister sits on a 
cabinet subcommittee that is dominated by city members of Parliament and has to argue his case.  Nothing is 
wrong with having to argue a case, but the single most important person that regional development wants access 
to is not on that cabinet subcommittee.  The damn Treasurer of Western Australia is not on the regional 
development cabinet subcommittee.  The Government might have been able to convince me that a cabinet 
subcommittee on regional development that is dominated by city members of Parliament was something 
worthwhile if the Premier was the Treasurer of Western Australia and could sign off on expenditure.  However, 
the Premier cannot.  If members consider the picture I have painted, which is not a partisan picture but factual, 
they will see that nine development commissions are answerable to five ministers.  No-one is sure to whom or 
what the Regional Development Council answers.  It may be that members of that Regional Development 
Council are answerable to another minister.  They might be required to provide advice to the Minister for Local 
Government and Regional Development.  At the same time they may be required to provide advice to the 
Minister for the South West - who is not the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development; he is 
the member for Fremantle.  What does he do when he has to argue a case for the south west versus his 
electorate?   

Mr Dean:  He does it very well.    

Mr GRAHAM:  How much free public transport is in the electorate of the member for Bunbury? 

Mr Dean:  Quite a bit. 

Mr GRAHAM:  Is the member saying that Bunbury has free public transport?  That is fantastic.  However, 
nobody else in regional Western Australia has free public transport.  No town in my electorate has public 
transport, but city people think it is their right to have free public transport.  Who takes up the case for country 
towns?  Who takes up the case of public transport for country Western Australia with the Government of the 
day?  Why should Bunbury have it and not Geraldton?  Why should Bunbury or Geraldton have it and not 
Albany?  Why should Bunbury, Geraldton and Albany have it and not Port Hedland?  Why should Bunbury have 
it and not Karratha?  Who would take up that case on behalf of remote and rural Western Australia?  Would the 
Minister for the South West, who is the member for Fremantle, take up that case?  I do not think so.  Would it be 
the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure?  I do not think so.  Her job is not to develop the regions; that is the 
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job of the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development - who is not a minister for regional 
development!  Who should take up these very worthy and needy cases on behalf of regional Western Australia?  
The answer used to be the Regional Development Council.  That body is in disarray; it serves no useful purpose.  
I do not mean to be offensive to the people on the council, but it serves no useful purpose in our system of 
government.  If the Government had taken a brave policy initiative - instead of playing politics by setting up a 
cabinet subcommittee dominated by city members - and, for example, made the Minister for Local Government 
and Regional Development the chair of the Regional Development Council, which provided the Government 
with its policy on regional development, it would have been a great initiative.  However, this is not about having 
great initiatives; it is about playing politics with government and regional government in Western Australia.  I 
am sad about that.  I get absolutely no joy out of making these speeches.  They make me sad.   

Regional development in Western Australia had a structure and an organisation that was the envy of the rest of 
Australia.  I do not say that sort of thing often.  However, I can say that with some authority, because I went to 
the regional Australia summit - ironically as the Labor Party shadow Minister for Regional Development and 
representing the leader of the Labor Party.  I sat on what was obnoxiously called the high table, which was a 
group of shadow ministers and business and social heads meeting to work out the regional development policy 
for Australia.  I listened with great interest to my colleagues from other States recommending to the Prime 
Minister John Howard that the way to go forward in regional development was to adopt the Western Australian 
model of independent development commissions that were able to act independently of government.  I lent my 
considerable support to that argument.  Prior to that, those of us inside the Labor Party when it was last in 
government federally had convinced Simon Crean of that.  Out of that came the Australian consultative 
committees that were acted on by the Howard Liberal Government.  It is unfortunate that the Government has 
taken this course.  It is equally unfortunate that the Opposition has chosen to support the Bill.  I would love the 
Opposition to oppose it.   

MR DEAN (Bunbury) [11.48 am]:  I want to clarify one point for the member for Pilbara.  Bunbury does not 
have free transport, but it is subsidised.  

Mr Graham:  Why should city people get free public transport?   

Mr DEAN:  I cannot answer that.   

The concept of regional development outlined in this Bill and in other areas begs a few questions.  The amount 
of wisdom in this Chamber and the number of people who know what is good for Western Australia astonishes 
me.  They all have their variations on regional development.  I do not have a hard and fast concept on regional 
development as one model will not fit all local areas.   

I am aware that the member for Warren-Blackwood has asked questions constantly about the function of local 
government in regional development commissions.  I believe the function of local government in regional 
development commissions should be enormous.  However, in my six or seven years on the Bunbury City 
Council, I found that when we tried to get our views noted or made a statement about the South West 
Development Commission, we were often ignored.  It was very hard for the Bunbury City Council to get its local 
government point of view across to that regional development commission.   

I have a great deal of sympathy for the point made by the member for Cottesloe about the politicising of boards 
and about how development commissions often work against the wishes of the Government of the time.  I am 
well aware that development commissions should not be politicised.  However, they should carry out the 
Government’s functions.  My experience with the South West Development Commission - the Leader of the 
Opposition is probably familiar with this - is that in the lead-up to the last election, it carried out a very political 
act when it enforced a decision that was to a certain extent against the wishes of the people of Bunbury.  I am 
talking here about the Bunbury Back Beach fiasco.  I am sure the politicising of that decision sat very 
uncomfortably with the chief executive officer of the South West Development Commission.   

Mr Barnett:  I do not think the development commissions should be involved in such decisions.   

Mr DEAN:  I agree.   

Mr Barnett:  I do not think that is their role.  It is the role of local government, which may need state government 
assistance. 

Mr DEAN:  The ultimate politicising of the SWDC, through the previous Deputy Premier’s intervention and so 
forth, obviously came before the election.  The culmination of that politicising appeared on the front page of the 
South Western Times a week or two ago, when it was revealed that up to $2 million of the $7.5 million that had 
been allocated to the Bunbury Back Beach project had been pilfered.  For example, $400 000 of that amount 
went to the Busselton Jetty project.  The Busselton Jetty deserves all the money that it can get, because it is an 
icon in regional Western Australia.  However, that money was pilfered from the people of Bunbury, who had 
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been promised $7.5 million for their Back Beach upgrade.  Several hundred thousand dollars also went to Collie, 
Manjimup and other areas around the south west.  I am sure the member for Warren-Blackwood was a 
beneficiary of some of the money that was originally intended for the Bunbury Back Beach.   

Mr Omodei:  I was not a beneficiary, but the dairy farmers of Northam were.   

Mr DEAN:  The politicising of these commissions has been a very real issue over the past few years.   

Mr Omodei:  The people of Bunbury did not want that money.   

Mr DEAN:  The people of Bunbury did want it, and they still want it.   

I turn now to the Bunbury 2020 document.  That document is an ideal vision for regional development.  Most 
people have a vision for regional development, and the Labor Party in Bunbury also has a vision.  However, that 
vision needs to be based on empirical evidence.  To that end, through the Bunbury 2020 document, we will set 
up a professorial chair in regional development that will be fully funded by the State Government for five years, 
after which time it will become self-sufficient.  Edith Cowan University in Bunbury has established the Centre 
for Regional Development and Research.  That centre is directed by Dr Ken Robinson, and it is providing a 
fantastic service in its embryonic stage.  That centre is working closely with the Regional Chambers of 
Commerce (WA).  Several weeks ago, Dr Ken Robinson had a meeting at Parliament House with members of 
the Regional Chambers of Commerce.  That meeting was also attended by the Leader of the Opposition and 
several other members of the Labor Party.  Even though the Centre for Regional Development and Research is in 
an embryonic stage, it will grow with the appointment of a post-doctorate research fellow for a period of three 
years, and it will grow further with the establishment of that professorial chair in regional development.  The 
Labor Party is fully aware that the need for regional development should be based on empirical evidence.   

Yesterday, the member for Mitchell talked about the role of the Bunbury Chamber of Commerce and Industries 
and its interaction with the regional commissions.  He talked in particular about a newsletter that had been 
produced by the Bunbury Chamber of Commerce and Industries.  I have a copy of that newsletter, because I am 
one of the 650 members of that chamber.  I am not sure whether the member for Mitchell is a member, but I am.  
The Bunbury Chamber of Commerce and Industries is vitally interested in regional development, and it has 
meetings with the ministers when they visit that area.  I know that the current Minister for Peel and the South 
West is on a first-name basis with the executive of that chamber, simply because that executive has a great 
interaction with us.   

The member for Mitchell referred to a survey that had been conducted by the Bunbury Chamber of Commerce 
and Industries, and he compared the December and June results and talked about the responses and so forth.  
Two hundred of the 650 members of the Bunbury Chamber of Commerce and Industries responded to that 
survey.  The member for Mitchell was a little ingenuous in leaving out some of the comments in the figures, as 
he is wont to do.  I have known the member for Mitchell for the past seven years, and that is the way he operates.  
One of the things the member left out is that in December, 34 per cent of the respondents to the BCCI survey 
said that the economy would get better, or definitely stronger.  However, after five months of Labor 
Government, that survey result had gone up to 45 per cent.  That is an increase of 11 per cent; or, in relative 
terms, it is an increase of nearly 33 per cent in the confidence of the industry in Bunbury.  The member for 
Mitchell said also that 35 per cent of respondents were not satisfied with the State Government.  However, what 
the member for Mitchell failed to mention is that if we take 35 per cent from 100 per cent, we have 65 per cent 
of respondents who are satisfied with the State Government.  The member for Mitchell’s debating technique is to 
always leave out the positives.   

In the BCCI survey on forest policy, 68 per cent of respondents said that it was positive.  The member for 
Mitchell failed to mention that in his speech yesterday; he mentioned only the 32 per cent who thought it was 
negative.  In the BCCI survey on fuel prices, 76 per cent of respondents said that fuel prices had had a negative 
impact.  However, I point out to members that that would probably have been the result regardless of fuel prices.  
Fuel prices in Bunbury have come down from $1.05 per litre pre-election to 92c per litre.  One thing the member 
for Mitchell did admit - this is one of the sins of admission - is that the BCCI survey showed that in December, 
49 per cent of respondents said the goods and services tax had had a negative impact on business confidence in 
Bunbury.  However, in the June result, even with the changes to business activity statements, that figure had 
increased to 55 per cent; that is, 55 per cent of respondents now have a negative view of the GST.   

Therefore, business in Bunbury is confident.  That confidence is based on a city council that is very pro-active.  
That city council is so pro-active that several years ago, the negative vibes that it was getting from the South 
West Development Commission led it to develop, in conjunction with the other shires in the area, the Bunbury-
Wellington Economic Alliance, because it felt that certain obligations of the SWDC were not being fulfilled.  To 
a certain extent, that alliance duplicated what the SWDC should have been doing.  
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Business in Bunbury is confident.  The confidence of the people of Bunbury in the Government has improved, 
and, with the Minister for Peel and the South West having frequent and extensive consultations with the people 
and businesses of Bunbury, that confidence will continue to improve.  I have outlined a few of the things that the 
Labor Party, in partnership with Edith Cowan University, will do for Bunbury.  I believe the adjustments to the 
development commissions are long overdue, and members on both sides of the House should endorse this Bill.   

MR BROWN (Bassendean - Minister for State Development) [12 noon]:  I thank members for their comments, 
some of which the Government agrees with and some of which it does not.  I do not intend to go through every 
comment, but rather I will group the comments and pick out some of the themes.  One of the themes that 
emerged is the political role that regional development commissions may play.  It is important to acknowledge 
the very dedicated staff and people who have served on the regional development commissions and the 
important work that has been done by commissions over many years.  It is also important to acknowledge that 
the staff and people who serve on the commissions have a strong belief in the growth of their areas.  As such, 
from time to time, there may be a sense of exasperation when staff and members of the commission believe the 
Government should do one thing and the Government has a policy position or intention to do another.  That 
obviously causes some degree of conflict and discomfort for whoever may be in government at the time.  There 
is no perfect solution for that.  If the regional development commissions were absolutely straitjacketed by 
government policy and told they must seek instructions from the responsible minister on every conceivable 
thing, people would very quickly ask themselves why they should bother to serve on a commission.  Equally, the 
commissions are not a funded lobby group to take over the role of local authorities or elected members of 
Parliament.  Commissions are primarily concerned with the economic development of a region, and that must 
always be at the forefront of their objectives.  People have complained - and both sides of the House have had 
time for complaint - about the role commissions or commission staff have played in the so-called politicisation 
of particular issues.  However, commissions often hold a strong belief about the direction in which the economic 
development of an area should be heading.  Frustration sometimes results when that belief is not listened to in a 
manner a commission considers suitable and, hence, public controversy arises.  However, it is appropriate for the 
regional development commissions to work to implement government policy on economic development.   

I was visiting the Pilbara recently when the question arose about whether a task force should be established to 
investigate accommodation pressures in Karratha as a result of Woodside Petroleum Ltd’s construction of a 
fourth liquefied natural gas train.  That call was made by the local authority and significant members of the 
community.  It is something to which the Government was happy to respond.  I suggested to my colleague in the 
other place, Hon Tom Stephens, the Minister for the Kimberley, Pilbara and Gascoyne, that it would be wise for 
the Pilbara Development Commission to chair those arrangements.  I took that up with my officers in the then 
Department of Resources Development, who expressed some interest at this renewed level of cooperation 
between the department and the development commission, which had seemingly not existed for considerable 
time.  I do not know why that might have been; however, it indicates that whenever we deal with large resource 
projects, there is a role for government agencies at a central level and for regional development commissions at a 
local level.  It is important that those roles are in harmony and that various groups work together.   

The Leader of the Opposition said that the regional development commissions do not have a role in social 
matters.  In a broad sense, that may be true, but in some instances, such as the one to which I am referring, 
development commissions play a critical role in issues of social settings.  As train 4 is developed, it will become 
increasingly necessary to provide accommodation in Karratha, particularly for lower-paid employees. 

Mr Barnett:  That is your role under the resource development portfolio.  The state agreement is part of your role 
as minister.  That is exactly what I did in Port Hedland.  It is your responsibility.   

Mr BROWN:  I thank the Leader of the Opposition for his advice, but there is certainly a role for ensuring that 
those people in industries other than the resources industry who have lived in rental accommodation in the town 
for a long time are accommodated in a way that does not upset the town in the medium term, but instead 
facilitates that development.  It is just one case of a call made by a local authority in which a development 
commission has an important role.  It is not a role for a central office in Perth, but an important social role for a 
development commission which is designed to ensure the best way of maximising economic development in an 
area.   

I touch on the issue of local government.  There is no question that development commissions and local 
governments must work together.  It must be a partnership arrangement.  Local governments have many things 
other than economic development on their agenda.  It is an important issue, but it is not the only issue.  Local 
governments must deal with a variety of issues.  It is important for the regional development commissions to 
focus on the economic development of their regions and to work with local authorities.  There are occasions 
when local authorities and development commissions disagree.  That occurs because development commissions 
are concerned with the interests of the wider region, whereas local authorities are more concerned with the 
interests of people within a smaller regional boundary.  That conflict has existed in the past and it will continue 
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in the future.  The State as a whole must have both cognisance for the views and aspirations of people in a local 
area, expressed through their local government, and a wider view of the State’s interests.  It is important that 
local governments and regional development commissions work together to try to resolve those matters.   

The final matter I touch on is that there has been some criticism of the fact that four ministers will have 
responsibility for regional development.  Some of those ministers are country based and others are city based.  
However, a minister in this House, whether he or she is country or city based, represents one electorate.  That is 
all he or she represents.  It will always be possible to argue that a minister represents the interests of his or her 
electorate ahead of other electorates, even if that minister is regionally based.  That charge could be made 
whether a person is the member for Perth, representing the central business district, the member for Kimberley, 
or whoever.  A charge could always be made in that area.  It is simply a cheap shot, because people must 
represent the interests of the region for which they are nominated.  

I am sure that despite a member’s interest for his or her own electorate, the regional ministers will have a 
concerted interest for the regions they represent.  Before the implementation of the Hicks report I had 
responsibility for a region and I participated in the regional cabinet subcommittee.  Each minister brought to the 
cabinet subcommittee the concerns and views of the people in the regions.  The ministers were able to spend 
time in the regions.  I have great regard for the work carried out by the former Minister for Regional 
Development, but he is not a superman and he could not be in all the regions all the time.  If members look at the 
number of regional visits made by regional ministers collectively over the past six months, it would outstrip the 
number of visits made in any six-month period by Hon Hendy Cowan. 

Mr Barnett:  Will you allow regional development commissions to express a view on one vote, one value? 

Mr BROWN:  The Government will allow regional development commissions to carry out their job, which is to 
ensure economic development occurs in the regions. 

I remind the Leader of the Opposition about the openness and accountability of the previous Government.  When 
I was the opposition spokesman on community development, the former member for Mandurah was the Minister 
for Family and Children’s Services.  I wrote to him and asked whether he would mind if I called into the various 
regional offices.  I was happy to give advance notice.  He said he did not mind provided I told him when I was 
going, who I was going to speak to and what I was going to speak to them about.  The Opposition prattles on 
about openness and accountability but it never practised it and it cannot cop the criticism.  The Opposition has 
no credibility on this.  The Opposition had its shot in government and it did not do it.  The Opposition can 
whinge all it likes. 

Several members interjected. 

Mr BROWN:  The House will have a long debate about this one day and I am ready for it.  I have got it all: all 
the nasty little deals, all the double dealing and all the secrets, but it will wait for another day.  When I have an 
hour of the time of the House I will lay it out and the Opposition will crawl out the door.  It is an argument for 
another day and we will see on that day whether the Leader of the Opposition has any substance because in this 
area he has none.  That is why this Bill is such a great Bill and should be endorsed by the House. 

Question put and passed. 

Bill read a second time. 

[Continued on page 2001.] 
 


