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SUPPLY BILL 2020 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 17 March. 

HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West) [4.05 pm]: In order to lead the debate on behalf of the Liberal Party 
opposition, I indicate that we will be supporting the Supply Bill 2020. It is not often that two of my great passions—
economics and epidemiology—converge in the one area, so I will take this opportunity to make a few comments on 
both before we proceed with the bill. We are in uncertain and undecided times. The word “unprecedented” is thrown 
around a lot in relation to medical conditions and outbreaks in particular. Although the outbreak or pandemic that is 
before us at the moment is not unprecedented, it is certainly the most severe one that we have had in recent years. 
If members want to do a quick comparison of where we are at this point, the latest figures that I have for the 
COVID-19 outbreak in Australia is 560 confirmed cases and six deaths. That is a death rate of around one per cent. 
Worldwide, we are approaching 200 000 cases and nearly 8 000 deaths, so a death rate of four per cent. Obviously, 
the level of death or the impact relates very much to the medical capacity of the countries in which these outbreaks 
are occurring.  It is a significant outbreak around the world. A quick comparison, probably the best I can make, in 
epidemiological terms is the Spanish flu. Estimates vary about the death rate of the Spanish flu, which occurred in 
1918 and 1919, but at least 30 million people, probably somewhere in the order of 40 million to 50 million people, 
died as result of that influenza outbreak. The world population at the time was probably about 1.8 billion. The death 
rate from Spanish flu was about 2.2 per cent, which a lot of experts suggest might be where we ultimately land 
with COVID-19; that is, we are looking at a 2.2 per cent death rate. Although that seems a small percentage, it is 
not an insignificant number of people. I do not need to go through too many details. Obviously, members could 
work out for themselves on a simple population basis that if 60 to 70 per cent of the Australian population is 
infected and the death rate here climbs, one per cent is looking at 100 000 deaths and two per cent is in the region 
of 200 000 deaths. That is a significant number of people across Australia. That is why people are concerned. 

I have to reinforce the fact that the concern is particularly for those who are vulnerable—that is, those who are 
aged and those who are immunocompromised. What people have been saying is absolutely true: many people will 
contract this virus and not realise that they have done so. A number of people will contract this virus and have 
moderate symptoms and not necessarily go through the process of testing to find out whether it is coronavirus, but 
there is a significant group of people, particularly in aged care, on whom the impacts will be far more significant. 
While we look at death rates amongst young fit people at 0.1 or 0.2 per cent, which probably picks up those who 
are immunocompromised, we see that the death rates of the elderly are climbing towards 15 per cent in many places. 
It will have a significant impact. 
This is largely unprecedented in our immediate times, but not necessarily unprecedented in the world. We are 
better at managing these diseases than we ever have been. It is not the case that this is the greatest infective disease 
that has ever inflicted mankind. Those who remember their history would remember learning about the plagues of 
the fourteenth century, when anywhere from 20 per cent to 30 per cent of the population of Europe and Asia combined 
were killed off. We have faced tremendous difficulty before. No doubt at some point we will face tremendous 
difficulty again. At two per cent, this is not a threat to community and mankind; this is a threat to individuals that we 
have to manage in the best way possible. I am concerned that at some point in the future the next major pandemic, 
probably a mutated influenza virus, might be significantly more severe. Perhaps we might consider what we face 
today, as difficult and as painful as it is, as something of a training run for things that might occur in the future. 
In the way that people are reacting to this, I am a little reminded of the Lord of the Flies in that we have significant 
overreaction in many quarters. The Prime Minister did an excellent press conference this morning in which he 
addressed many of these issues. The messaging from the Prime Minister and the Premier of the state has been 
constant, that the hoarding of basic essentials is not the way to go forward. It is not good for the community and 
it, in fact, is treating a lot of very vulnerable members of the community with the kind of contempt that I thought 
Australians would not engage in. I would have thought that being Australians, with our great reputation of looking 
after each other and having mateship, would have prevented some of the more difficult to understand behaviours 
that we have seen recently. It obviously has not done so. 
Around the world there have been a couple of different reactions. I note the debate between what is called herd 
immunity and, in effect, slowing the curve. The reality and the difficult part of this debate is that we can focus on 
minimising the impact on humans—that is, minimising the disease status and the death rate—or we can concentrate 
on minimising the impact on the economy; it is almost impossible to achieve both. This country, in particular, and 
this state have concentrated significantly on minimising the impact on individuals, and rightly so. We have seen 
significant activity at a commonwealth level and a state level, and it will have an economic impact. There is 
absolutely no doubt that not only will people be killed by this process, but also job losses will be significant and 
the impact on the economy will be significant. It is not the first time Australia has faced this, but it is the first time 
for a long time. We are not used to the sort of economic conditions that we will be facing, particularly over the next 
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six months, in my view, and then there will be some residual effect well into the future. To suggest that this will not 
have economic impacts is to effectively ignore the impact on individuals and to introduce, simply, a cold-heartedness 
towards the losses that will occur in any particular jurisdiction. It is absolutely the case that the federal and state 
governments have put the welfare of individuals first. 
Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
[Continued on page 1537.]  

Sitting suspended from 4.15 to 4.30 pm 
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