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BUSINESS ENTERPRISE CENTRES — FUNDING FOR RURAL BUSINESSES 

Grievance 

MR M.W. TRENORDEN (Avon) [9.47 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Small Business. It is in 
support of businesses in rural communities in Western Australia whose funding requirements from business 
enterprise centres continue to be ignored. 

Since the election of the Rudd Labor government many Labor Party electorates will have BECs powered by 
Rolls Royce jet engines, while many National Party electorates will have their BECs powered by candles. The 
Premier has told members that nothing happens between the federal and state governments without consultation 
and agreement. Members have been told that everything is now working in sync. At the moment, BECs in 
Western Australia are certainly not in sync.  

I refer the minister to 33 funding announcements made during the recent federal election campaign that directed 
funding to 36 centres nationally. It is clear that there is a very disturbing bias in the allocation of vital funding for 
BECs, as the bulk of the support went to the eastern states. It is even more apparent that rural and regional 
Western Australia got the thin end of the wedge of federal funding. Only Stirling—which the Labor Party 
thought it was going to win—and Bunbury—which it also had a go at because it has the seat Brand as a part 
thereof—received funding of $300 000 out of a pool of $250 million. They were the only two places that 
received funding outside the metropolitan area.  

My main concern is that the many BECs that operate in regional and rural WA will continue to struggle along on 
a shoestring budget. That is because the minister’s predecessor slashed the services in regional WA, and the 
present minister has not restored those services. In my electorate, which is in the central wheatbelt, we went from 
four BEC services to one service—a great response for a state that cares! Business enterprise centres have been 
around for quite a while and have developed into a major part of the fabric of rural life and play a significant role 
in rural communities, even with such things as drought relief. It could be argued that there is some variation in 
the quality of their operatives, but it cannot be argued that the service is not desperately needed.  

The 36 centres funded in the initial round represent approximately one-third of the national network. The cynic 
in me believes that the allocation was probably for marginal seats. I will rephrase that: they were definitely for 
marginal seats and definitely for Labor Party seats. I have been advised by Business Enterprise Centres Australia 
that the Rudd government has now made it clear that there will be no further funding for BECs for 12 to 18 
months. Having allocated money to the minister’s Labor Party electorates, it is now telling everyone else that 
they cannot be in the system for up to 18 months. When they do get the opportunity after 18 months to get into 
the system, they will have to put in an application. Labor Party seats get granted BEC funds up-front with no 
requirement of proof, whereas all the others who follow, in National Party and Liberal Party seats, will have to 
prove their case. Australian Labor Party seats do not have to prove their case. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: That is disgraceful. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN: It is disgraceful. We are told that funding will remain on the backburner because of 
the slashing in spending that we heard about on Tuesday. I have grave concerns that many small country 
communities, which now rely so heavily on BECs, will continue to miss out on federal support. The Premier 
keeps on saying that this government will work hand in glove with the federal government and that nothing 
happens that it does not know about. 

I am also concerned that state funding remains at such a low level. I have flicked through the budget papers. 
They show that the minister has given a 10 per cent increase to the Small Business Development Corporation.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: The Treasurer is here. You can talk to him. 

Mr M.W. TRENORDEN: The minister still has a 10 per cent increase. The main issues for small business 
people are Indigenous business, women and global warming. I can assure members of this chamber that the 
current government believes that Indigenous people only live in Perth, women only live in Perth and global 
warming only occurs in Perth, because nobody else will be funded. Some of the BECs will be funded to the tune 
of $300 000. I think the Bunbury BEC is to be funded with about $300 000, and if not $300 000 it is $250 000. 
The same number of people live in the central wheatbelt. What do they get? They get $60 000—that is to cover 
the same number of people. That is an appalling situation. Alan the builder will only be a builder in the 
metropolitan area. The government is not going to worry about building outside the metropolitan area. 
Boddington in my electorate is said to be the fastest growing area in Western Australia. Both the alumina 
industry and Boddington Gold Mine say that they want small businesses in that community, to back up the 
significant growth of the mining industry in Boddington. What does the government do? It does not fund it. It is 
only relevant if it happens in the metropolitan area.  
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I will tell the minister straight: I have some time for her, but I want some assurances that she will keep the BECs 
alive and vibrant. I would like to know that she takes her ministerial responsibilities to heart and represents all 
Western Australians, not just those in Labor Party electorates. 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen — Minister for Small Business) [9.55 am]: I thank the member for his 
grievance this morning and for his ardent representation of regional Western Australia. I must say that one of the 
privileges of having the small business portfolio is that it gets me out into the length and breadth of this state to 
talk to a number of regional businesses. The underlying implication of the grievance that somehow or other the 
small business portfolio focuses on the metropolitan area I think is very misguided.  

The state government has a long track record of supporting the 50 000 regional small businesses operating in 
Western Australia, firstly, with the former business enterprise centre network and now with the small business 
centre network. The member for Avon may not remember that it was in fact a Labor Party state government that 
started the BECs in Western Australia with the opening of the Esperance office in 1985. That was driven by Dr 
Ernesto Sirolli, who is now of course a United States-based, world renowned expert. He links community 
capacity building with good and vibrant small business. He uses the Esperance example wherever he goes 
throughout the world when discussing these issues.  

The member quite rightly points out that in 2004 we undertook a review to address, amongst other issues, the 
disparity of service delivery across the state as a result of political interference—Madam Acting Speaker 
(Mrs  J.  Hughes), as you know I am tactful and subtle so I will not say pork barrelling, but others might say 
that—that related to the placement of centres. In that survey, we found that the wheatbelt was the biggest 
beneficiary of this pork barrelling and had an unbelievable nine centres out of 37. Incredibly, two of those 
centres were located within 26 kilometres of one another and, coincidentally, both of them were in the member 
for Avon’s electorate. Between them, those centres received twice the funding of the centre that was responsible 
for, say, the City of Stirling, which assisted 11 000 small businesses. I understand what the member is saying, 
but I think he needs to recall the facts.  

Core funding for the small business centre network in 2007-08 is $2.925 million, which is up from the 
$2.28 million that was provided in 2004-05. Notably, 74 per cent of this funding goes to regional areas despite 
the fact that small business in regional areas represents approximately 27 per cent of small businesses. Therefore, 
there is 74 per cent of funding for 27 per cent of the small businesses. That is the commitment of the Carpenter 
government to regional small business. This is in stark contrast to the previous government’s lack of 
commitment, which increased funding by only $10 000 per centre during its entire term. In addition, the state 
government has provided $185 000 of government funding in this year’s budget to allow centres to purchase new 
equipment, such as computers, and also $174 000 annually to support such things as professional development 
and assistance with marketing and recruitment, none of which the previous government did. As a further result of 
the review that occurred in 2004, for the first time cost escalation was built into the funding of all centres, which 
assists with increasing budgetary demands that the centres face.  

The member has referred to federal government funding over the next four years of $42 million to assist BECs, 
and we applaud that. Some $1.8 million of this will be directed to be BECs in Western Australia, one of which is 
in Bunbury. However, I do acknowledge that the others are metro-based centres. I think the federal government 
has identified successfully operating centres. It wants the program to succeed. It has identified centres that are 
already working well. Hopefully, I will be lobbying hard my federal colleagues to make sure that that funding is 
extended more broadly. Some small business centres work better than others. This is very much dependent on 
the management committee and the manager. The member has mentioned the issue of drought relief. I was 
concerned that small businesses in Western Australia were not accessing federal funding sufficiently vigorously 
and that there were too many impediments to them accessing that funding, so I was able to secure some state 
government funding that was less difficult to access for drought relief for small businesses and for financial 
planning and advice. Only 30 per cent of the amount allocated was in fact accessed by business. That is a bit 
surprising, but it may be to some extent symptomatic of problems with some centres not working as effectively 
as they can. However, there are regional centres that give exemplary performance. I take this opportunity to 
make special reference to the Small Business Centre Bunbury-Wellington, because the manager, Alison Lannin, 
who is a great driving force behind the small business culture in the south west, is to retire shortly. I 
acknowledge her fantastic work over the years. She was inducted into the Regional Small Business Hall of Fame 
in 2007. I wish her luck in her new life. 

It is a bit artificial for the member for Avon to talk just about funding for regional small business centres. We are 
very keen to work in conjunction with the Regional Chambers of Commerce and Industries WA and regional 
development commissions. In fact, I have just been upstairs talking to members of the Regional Chambers of 
Commerce and Industries, and I am very pleased to announce that its chair, Kitty Prodonovich, is the newest 
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member of the Small Business Development Corporation board, so three of the seven SBDC board members are 
regional representatives. 
The government is very committed to ensuring that small businesses in regional WA prosper. I hear some great 
inspirational stories from the regions every day. We want to encourage that. We will also expand the information 
technology networks so that regional businesses can use the home-based business, the young business, the 
business migrant and, shortly, the women in business networks so that our reach is even further. 
 


