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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 18 August on the following motion moved by Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich (Minister for Education and 
Training) -  

That pursuant to standing order 49(1)(c), the Council take note of tabled paper 401 (2005-06 Budget 
Statements), laid upon the table of the house on 26 May 2005. 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [3.09 pm]:  I take this opportunity to comment on the overall 
direction of the state government’s expenditure and to suggest areas that the Greens (WA) think require greater 
financial emphasis than they are receiving now.  We are all aware that the present economic climate in Western 
Australia is unusual.  With the present booming resources sector, there is no doubt that we are riding a wave of 
income that is having flow-on effects, to a greater or lesser extent, throughout the community, some of which are 
very beneficial and others not so beneficial.  The boom is largely due to external factors, such as the runaway 
Chinese economy and China’s insatiable demand for resources.  That is obviously outside our control; 
nonetheless, sectors of the Western Australian community are benefiting from it greatly.  

The record level of investment is acknowledged and a lot of debate has occurred about what we should do with 
that revenue.  One of the benefits to flow from these buoyant economic times is tax relief provided for in bills 
that the house recently debated.  It is also clear that the government is making a very high level of investment in 
infrastructure.  The Greens think that, at this time of our economic boom, it is wise to invest funds in 
infrastructure improvements and changes.  However, we emphasise that these infrastructure changes and 
investments must be made with a long-term view to not only environmental sustainability but also sustainability 
of the social capital of Western Australia.  We support wholeheartedly some of the investments, and congratulate 
the government on its investment in rail.  We would like to see more investment in interlinking light-rail 
networks with the major north-south rail system.  This record income stream is basically from a one-off 
resource; that is, the mineral wealth of the state that will eventually be consumed.  It is therefore important that 
we invest in long-term sustainability solutions.  
It is also clear that, increasingly, we will face more rapidly rising fuel costs.  It is interesting to see the debate on 
fuel costs crystallising because it is being recognised more universally that rising fuel costs are having an 
immediate impact on the economy.  I guess that relates to some of our choices about the investments we make.  
At this time, investment in sustainable transport systems is essential.  The government is fairly well on track with 
that investment, although the Greens believe the big question for transport is not just the movement of people 
around the metropolitan area but also the enormous amount of resources that are used in this state for transport in 
the regions and rural areas.  Given our extraordinary natural gas resources, we are in a very good position to 
make a rapid transition to using that gas resource to fuel the greater transport network to farms and the long-haul 
transport of goods.  
That sort of investment makes a lot of sense especially in light of the growing awareness of climate change.  
Members will hear a lot about climate change from me and my colleague Paul Llewellyn.  We will be raising 
this issue quite deliberately because the issues of climate change that are challenging us have moved into another 
phase.  I will read to members an article from The Guardian Weekly, a paper that is a compilation of The 
Guardian Weekly from the United Kingdom, the Washington Post and Le Monde.  On the front page of this 
week’s The Guardian Weekly - that is of 19 to 25 August - under the heading “Warming hits tipping point”, it 
reads - 

A vast expanse of western Siberia is undergoing an unprecedented thaw that could dramatically 
increase the rate of global warming, climate scientists warned last week.  

Researchers who have recently returned from the region found that an area of permafrost spanning a 
million square kilometres - the size of France and Germany combined - has started to melt for the first 
time since it formed 11,000 years ago at the end of the last ice age.  

The area, which covers the entire sub-Arctic region of western Siberia, is the world’s largest frozen peat 
bog and scientists fear that as it thaws, it will release billions of tonnes of methane, a greenhouse gas 20 
times more potent than carbon dioxide, into the atmosphere.  

It is a scenario climate scientists have feared since first identifying “tipping points” - delicate thresholds 
where a slight rise in the Earth’s temperature can cause a dramatic change in the environment that itself 
triggers a far greater increase in global temperatures.  

The article quotes from the scientist Sergei Kirpotin at Tomsk State University in western Siberia who made this 
discovery.  Dr Kirpotin was reported in the magazine New Scientist last week as follows -  
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. . . the situation was an “ecological landslide that is probably irreversible and is undoubtedly connected 
to climatic warming”.  He added that the thaw had probably begun in the past three or four years.  

Climate scientists reacted with alarm to the finding, and warned that predictions of future global 
temperatures would have to be revised upwards.  

“When you start messing around with these natural systems, you can end up in situations where it’s 
unstoppable. There are no brakes you can apply,” said David Viner, a senior scientist at the Climatic 
Research Unit at the University of East Anglia.  

“This is a big deal because you can’t put the permafrost back once it’s gone.  The causal effect is human 
activity and it will ramp up temperatures even more than our emissions are doing.” 

The final part of the article is by the Director of the Friends of the Earth, Tony Juniper, which reads - 

. . . the finding was a stark message to politicians to take concerted action on climate change.  “We 
knew at some point we’d get these feedbacks happening that exacerbate global warming, but this could 
lead to a massive injection of greenhouse gases.  

There is always a danger that those of us who are concerned - I am sure all members are concerned about 
climatic issues - will scare ourselves into not doing anything.  That article was a real wake-up call to me because 
it reported one of those phenomena that has been predicted.  Once it starts, it will provide a self-perpetuating 
feedback mechanism.  We might well be looking at global temperature changes in the upward range.  The 
predicted changes are between one and six degrees.  This sort of feedback mechanism will put us into the top 
range of global warming rather than the lower range.  

I guess we face a set of circumstances - we have a window of opportunity as a very wealthy state, globally - that 
require us to urgently address issues of sustainability.  The resources to make those changes are at hand at the 
moment.  During the past couple of weeks I heard an interesting presentation from the insurance industry as part 
of its response to climate change.  It was a presentation by the state government greenhouse office.  It was a 
national survey.  Some of the statistics relating to measuring climatic events and weather events are worrying the 
insurance industry.  We are all aware that there are bigger swings in temperature variations, more severe storms 
and more tornadoes.  These events are becoming more and more a part of the weather patterns as the system 
destabilises.  The insurance industry has done a large amount of research into those changes over a long period.  
The insurance industry comprises a conservative group of people who are obviously dealing with very large 
amounts of capital that are invested in insuring against weather events, crop damage, building damage and all 
those kinds of things.  They have produced statistics that show that for a one to two degree change in overall 
global temperature, there is an increased risk of bushfires or wildfires of about 28 per cent.  There is not a direct 
correlation between a one and two degree change in temperature and a one or two per cent increase in the risk of 
fires; there is quite a significant shift.  The insurance industry is becoming one of the drivers to put in place some 
economic levers that reverse the trends in carbon dioxide emissions.  It is a very interesting shift to have those 
sectors taking these issues very seriously. 

If the state economy is booming and record levels of revenue are available to the state, what should the 
government be investing in?  It is clear from the government’s written election platforms that it is committed to 
sustainability and to dealing with issues of climate change as they are likely to affect the state.  However, that is 
about where it stops, because although there is an acknowledgment that we have a state sustainability strategy - 
we give credit for that - there is no commitment to implement it.  Having said that, I acknowledge that in the last 
little while there has been a very welcome announcement of the choice of a gas-fired power plant to be the next 
major supplier of energy.  The government should be congratulated for making that choice, because it will make 
a significant difference to the contribution of carbon dioxide emissions from that new power station in that there 
will be a significant reduction in those emissions.  It is important that we acknowledge that.  However, 
otherwise, the approach seems very much to be business as usual.  It is interesting and understandable, I guess, 
that there is such an emphasis on the fact that we have a booming economy - “Isn’t that great?”  However, that 
booming economy has implications for the amount of carbon dioxide it produces.  The alumina industry in this 
state is an enormous contributor to greenhouse gas.  In fact, Western Australia has the highest per capita 
production of carbon dioxide of any state or country in the world.  We all need to be aware of that and take 
responsibility for it.  . 

The lack of an overall strategy and the fact that there are no clear targets - there are a lot of general statements in 
the state sustainability strategy but no commitment to clear targets - are of great concern.  We know that unless 
there are targets, the changes are very unlikely to happen.  There will be some changes, but they will not happen 
at a rate that will be able to make a difference. 

At this point I will talk about a very interesting report that was released in the middle of last week.  It contains 
some of the best news that I have come across for a long time in a well-researched document that provides a plan 
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for Western Australia to cut its greenhouse gas emissions significantly.  I know that a presentation was made in 
Parliament last week that members were invited to attend.  I will refer to some excerpts from that document.  It is 
authored by Dr Mark Diesendorf and entitled “Towards Western Australia’s Clean Energy Future: A plan to cut 
Western Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions from electricity by 2010: A Report for the Clean Energy Future 
Group in collaboration with the Australian Conservation Foundation and Western Australian Sustainable Energy 
Association”.  I will quote from a summary of the findings.  It states - 

Clean energy technology is commercially available in WA right now and can significantly cut 
Australia’s contribution to climate change by reducing our reliance on coal-fired power stations. 

WA has abundant wind and biomass (waste organic matter that stores chemical energy) assets and a 
large potential to reduce the wastage of energy.  This energy mix can be implemented at no extra cost to 
the WA taxpayer. 

That is an important point.  A large part of this document shows that the cost is actually a lot less.   

It continues - 

Towards Western Australia’s Clean Energy Future offers a practical program that can be implemented 
immediately at costs significantly lower than proposals currently being considered. 
The Western Australian report follows a national study by a group of Australia’s leading energy experts 
entitled A Clean Energy Future for Australia.   
The Clean Energy Future project clearly outlines how Australia can achieve a 50 per cent reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2040 (compared with 2001 levels) through a mix of renewable energy 
technologies and energy efficiency practices. 

Obviously, I do not have time to address the whole report, but I will quote from the executive summary.  In 
particular, the report makes a recommendation about demand-side measures, which include - 

Strong energy performance standards for new buildings; new renovations for existing buildings, all 
existing government-owned and government-tenanted buildings, and some other categories of existing 
buildings. 

It is entirely within the government’s power to ensure that any new buildings, particularly those that are being 
constructed for government purposes, are energy efficient and sustainable buildings.  Currently, we do not have 
any mandated requirements for that.  Therefore, some local councils, for example, are making innovative moves 
by developing show homes that are energy efficient and much more comfortable to live in.  However, there is no 
overall approach from the government to require buildings, especially new buildings, to meet energy 
performance standards.  That is not happening.  There is always the argument about the initial cost versus the 
running cost, and there are some interesting questions about how those things are costed.  For example, if people 
invest in a solar hot water system, the capital cost is quite high, but that repays itself relatively quickly, and from 
then on those people have a very efficient and free source of water heating.  Water heating in Western Australia 
comprises about 27 per cent of domestic energy consumption.  As decision-makers in government, it is 
particularly important we ensure that every new building contains a solar hot water system so significant savings 
can be made in greenhouse gas emissions and electricity that would otherwise be used to heat the water.  The 
uptake of solar hot water systems in WA is currently only about 16 per cent of households, and this figure could 
easily be increased to about 80 per cent.  That exact point is next in the executive summary’s recommendations, 
which read - 

•  Substantial expansion of solar hot water use, gas-boosted wherever possible, encouraged by both 
incentives and penalties. 

•  The wide dissemination of ‘smart’ meters and peak-load pricing to make users pay the full cost of 
air conditioning and other contributors to increased electricity demand. 

•  The provision of low-cost packages of energy efficiency measures for householders. 

An interesting example Dr Diesendorf spoke about in his presentation last week was a scheme in Sydney relating 
to water efficiency - this point is also applicable to energy efficiency.  Sydney experiences similar water supply 
problems to those experienced in Perth; therefore, a decision was made to explore reductions in water usage and 
water wastage.  A plumber was made available to households at a cost of $22 to fit energy efficient showerheads, 
to fix any water leaks and to install aerators on taps.  This program had a significant impact on water use.  It 
normally costs about $200 to get a plumber across the threshold of a home; however, the tradesman was made 
available at that reduced rate because the program was applied on a large scale.  That is an example of the 
innovative and creative thinking required to ensure efficient water usage.  The energy efficient showerheads still 
provide a good shower, yet they cause less water to flow through the pipes.  Again, the same approach could 
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apply to energy efficiency by retro-fitting existing homes with measures to exclude drafts and to provide advice 
on window and overall building insulation.  Such schemes, whether run by local councils or at the state 
government level, can reduce energy wastage enormously.  The beauty of reducing demand is that it is a win-win 
situation, as providing efficiencies maximises the return on investment. 

I turn now to talk a little about airconditioners, about which the report made an interesting comment.  Members 
are aware that major energy supply crises occurred two summers ago largely as a result of extreme electricity 
demand as people turned on their airconditioners in the very hot days of February.  A huge increase in 
airconditioner ownership has occurred in Perth.  A cycling is involved: as the climate changes and the summers 
become hotter, people increasingly want airconditioners, which are significant contributors to greenhouse gas 
emissions.  Page 30 of the report reads - 

In Australia over $5 billion per annum is paid as ‘perverse’ subsidies to the production and use of fossil 
fuels . . . These subsidies are ‘perverse’ in that they are both economically inefficient and 
environmentally damaging.  Most of these subsidies go to liquid fuels and the use of motor vehicles.  
However, in several states there are large subsidies to aluminium smelting . . . and in every state there is 
a large de facto subsidy for air conditioning use, an application on the rise in Western Australia. 
When members of the public purchase and use air conditioners, all state electricity users pay the 
additional infrastructure cost required to cover the extra demand load, including power stations and 
power lines.  Rough estimates suggest that, to power a single-phase 5 kW residential air conditioner, the 
real costs are approximately $1,500 p.a. based on a 10-year simple payback.  However, at present 
customers may pay as little as $60 p.a. to power their unit . . .  

To remove this subsidy we suggest the following: require air conditioners to be purchased with a 
‘smart’ meter that measures electricity consumption by time of day, and allows the air conditioner use 
to be controlled by both the customer and the energy retailer.  The meter should provide instant 
feedback to the household, along with a feature that allows householders to program load shedding if 
electricity price exceeds a specified level.  The energy retailer would be required by law to charge for 
electricity consumed according to the time-of-day cost.  This would: 

•  encourage some prospective air conditioning purchasers to install energy efficient measures 
instead, such as shading of windows and insulation; 

•  discourage unnecessary use of air conditioners already purchased; 

•  encourage the use of evaporative coolers and fans, which use much less electricity than air 
conditioners; and 

•  assist solar energy systems, which tend to generate maximum power during the hottest times of 
day, competing with conventional peak-load electricity generation. 

It is an interesting point, which I had not previously grasped.  The fact that more householders choose to use 
airconditioning has significant ramifications throughout the system.  This report has some excellent suggestions, 
which I hope the government will study very carefully.  A lot of work has been done in researching this report 
and outlining costs in this area.   

I now turn again to solar hot water systems.  Page 31 of the report reads - 

A comprehensive analysis of the Solar Hot Water Industry undertaken by the Western Australian 
Sustainable Energy Association in 2004 found that over an 18 year period, a gas boosted solar water 
heater would produce as little as 5 tonnes of CO2e, whereas an electric hot water heater would produce 
anything up to 81 tonnes CO2e. 

Five tonnes to 81 tonnes of CO2 is a substantial difference.  The report further reads - 

In Australia, hot water accounts for about 27% of residential energy use, yet only about 5% of 
households have solar hot water heaters (or, for shaded roofs, electric heat pumps).  (In Western 
Australia ownership is about 16%, but great potential exists for more.  It is clear that existing incentives 
(such as the inclusion of solar hot water in MRET and Western Australia’s solar hot water rebate 
program) are a good start, but more is required.  In terms of achieving GHG reductions -  

That is, greenhouse gas reductions - 

a large shift from electric resistance hot water to these newer technologies could achieve large 
emissions reductions.  A challenge is posed by the quicker and easier installation and lower upfront cost 
of electric resistance hot water.  However the total lifetime cost of an electric resistance hot water far 
exceeds that of solar ones in Western Australia. 
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I recommend that members read this thorough and well-researched report that contains some excellent 
suggestions.  It proposes two main scenarios in terms of significant reductions in greenhouse gas emissions in 
Western Australia using renewable energy.  The first scenario foresees a reasonable proportion of the energy 
demand being supplied by gas and the other scenario is almost totally biomass, solar and wind energy. 

My next point is not so much to do with environmental sustainability but social sustainability and the question of 
what we measure and what we value.  Currently, when we think of economic excess, we look at measurement 
systems such as gross domestic product.  We know - or I hope we know - that that method of measuring is very 
crude and takes into consideration only a limited number of factors.  For example, environmental disasters 
increase gross domestic product.  The one that always comes to my mind is the major oil spill in Alaska, which 
was a huge boost to the economy there, because people had to be brought in to do the clean-up etc.  Having a 
large oil tanker grounded in one of its most pristine bays was a great boost to the economy of that state.  As an 
environmentalist, I question whether that should be the only measurement that we, as a community, use to assess 
our wellbeing.  It is generally the only one we read about.  Hopefully, a bit of a shift is happening.  It is also 
worth noting that waste production is good for the economy.  I came across an interesting article in a recent copy 
of The Australia Institute Ltd’s discussion paper entitled “Waste not want not”, published in the March 2005 
edition.  It states -  

In 2002 the Institute found that 62 per cent of Australians did not believe that they could afford to 
buy everything they really needed.  Our latest report, Wasteful Consumption in Australia, estimates 
that Australians spend more than $10.5 billion each year on goods and services from which they 
derive no benefit. 

A comment is made there about how this is measured in economic terms as being a good thing.  The article 
continues - 

Shopping nowadays is as much a recreational activity as a functional one, and is often undertaken as a 
form of mood-enhancement, captured in the term ‘retail therapy’.  In the words of one marketing 
analyst: 

“We are beyond satisfying basic demands and we have moved to a tertiary level where 
consumption becomes leisure.  Even the stores that appear to be for basic needs are really 
about leisure”. 

It continues - 

The Institute commissioned Roy Morgan Research to conduct a survey of 1644 people from across 
Australia.  The questionnaire asked about a range of consumer behaviours and attitudes.  The survey 
found that virtually all Australians admit to wasting money on some goods or services that are never or 
rarely used, with a significant proportion admitting to substantial volumes of waste.  Overall, the 
amount spent on wasteful consumption during 2004 totalled over $10.5 billion . . .  

One of the interesting statistics quoted in this article was - 

In 2004 Australians threw away $5.3 million worth of food, which represents more than 13 times the 
$386 million - 

There must be a typo.  The previous figure should be $5.3 billion - 

donated by Australian households to overseas aid agencies in 2003. 

The value of the food we throw away is 13 times more than we donate overseas.  The article continues - 

Unfortunately, wasteful consumption is also at the heart of the pursuit of economic growth.  For those 
who believe our national objective should be growth before all else, it is irrelevant whether the goods 
and services purchased by - 

It continues on page 9 - 

Australians are actually necessary or used.  On the contrary, if the things we buy are not actually used 
then we do not have to wait until they have been worn out before a ‘replacement’ can be purchased.  
This, of course, is good for growth because removing the link between purchasing something and 
actually using it makes the task of selling more and more things each year easier.   

Reducing wasteful consumption should be one of the most painless ways to decrease the use of scarce 
natural resources.  By wasting less individuals can consume less.  This would permit them to work less 
or borrow less. 
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But reducing wasteful consumption is likely to be one of the most difficult of social challenges.  A 
focus on the need to decrease people’s wasteful consumption suggests that the solution to waste 
disposal is to build fewer shopping centres rather than more landfill sites. 

I felt that was a thought-provoking article.  Basically, just consuming without even being responsible for using 
what we have purchased is good for the economy, too.  We need other measurements for our wellbeing and the 
health of our economic systems.  I came across an interesting article also from The Australia Institute Ltd about 
an approach taken in Bhutan, which is a small country just south of Tibet and north of India.  This thought-
provoking article appeared in the publication of June 2005 under the heading “Gross National Happiness in 
Bhutan”.  It states - 

Research on human happiness shows that past a certain point, more wealth does not equal more 
happiness.  We in the developed world, while experiencing levels of wealth unprecedented in human 
history, are simultaneously experiencing unprecedented rates of suicide, depression and loss of 
community. 

The article continues - 

Commencing in 1972, one of the key achievements of the architects of GNH - 

Gross national happiness - 

has been the adaptation of this ancient Buddhist wisdom to modern political realities.  The result is a 
modernized, operationalised, deliverable framework known as ‘The Four Pillars of GNH’: 

•  Economic self-sufficiency; 

•  Environmental preservation and enhancement; 

•  Cultural promotion; and  

•  Good governance, including honest government, decentralisation of power and 
democratisation.   

As it progresses from a medieval kingdom to a modern nation, Bhutan has set itself the task of 
strengthening all four of these pillars, and ensuring that no decisions are made which will fortify one at 
the expense of the others. 

The next part of the article is an example of how GNH-based decision making works and it relates to hydro 
power -  

With high annual rainfall and rivers plunging from the Himalaya almost to sea level, Bhutan has the 
capacity to generate over 30,000 MW of hydro-electricity.  However, to realise this potential fully 
would require the damming of rivers, relocation of villages and loss of agricultural land, China’s three 
dams project being a case in point.   

In balancing the GNH equation, Bhutan came down on the side of developing its hydro resources, but 
with an eco-compromise - employing run-of-river technology.  Without storage capacity, run-of-river 
power stations suffer reduced output during the dry season.  Power outages are staved off by demand 
management initiatives such as subsidizing energy-efficient light bulbs, but are still a regular 
occurrence.  This may not be acceptable in Australia, but for Bhutan, the short term ‘unhappiness’ 
caused by a power outage is outweighed by the long term benefits.   

In the wet season, Bhutan’s large electricity surplus is sold to India, providing Bhutan with 37 per cent 
of current annual government revenue, forecast to reach 50 per cent by 2006 - a well struck balance 
between environmental preservation and economic self-sufficiency.  

I thought that was a very thought-provoking article.  Australians might not move to an indicator of gross national 
happiness, because the terminology might not suit Australia, but we might look to indicators of gross national 
wellbeing.  Those four pillars give some indication of what those bottom lines should be.   

Another critical issue that is relevant in a debate about the budget is the distribution of wealth and income in 
Western Australia.  It is clear that wealth has increased overall.  The research done by organisations such as the 
Western Australian Council of Social Service recognises that the resource boom and the revenue of Western 
Australia is resulting, to some extent, in an across-the-board benefit, but Western Australia is still experiencing a 
steady shift in the disparity between those at the lower end of the income spectrum and those at the upper end.   

I attended an interesting talk by Dr Keith Suter that was put on by the Sustainable Subiaco Project and the 
University of Western Australia Council for Water Research, which was an interesting combination.  One of the 
topics Dr Suter talked about was how people might have sustainable communities as well as a sustainable 
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environment.  He talked about the factors that cause social friction and community disunity.  He had carried out 
a lot of research into a range of studies that looked at these factors.  He found that whereas a certain amount of 
discrepancy in income was tolerated in communities, when that discrepancy got beyond a certain ratio there was 
friction.  Interestingly, the possible common ratio that emerged was one to six.  Once the ratio got to more than 
one to six, the resentment and the reality for many people that they would never make that top echelon started to 
have an impact on communities.  It was not something that was peculiar to Australia, but was a global 
observation. 

I came across an interesting article in the Guardian Weekly this week, which was entitled “Inequality is the real 
enemy”.  It is a book review but it makes some very interesting points, which I would like to share.  It reads -  

Does inequality really matter?  The poor have what their grandparents would think unimaginable 
luxuries - TVs, telephones and washing machines.  So why should it matter to them if in some unseen 
stratosphere the gated kleptocrats on company boards award themselves staggering sums of money?  
Does anyone really mind the gap?  

That is a reasonable question and it niggles away at those on the left, too.  Equality has gone out of 
fashion. 

Hon Kim Chance:  Is it a matter that can be dealt with by ratios like one to six? 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  I think that is probably arbitrary, but it is interesting that it is something that keeps 
emerging in a range of studies.  For me it is a useful measure of thumb of where the tipping point is.   

Hon Kim Chance:  My question was leading to the question: is it not the height of the minimum standard more 
than the ratio? 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Interestingly enough, no.  The threshold point is obviously significant; that is, the 
question of whether someone is above or below the poverty line, as we call it, does have an impact.  However, 
on the question of social cohesion, the ratio seems to be the critical difference that creates the feeling of haves 
and have nots.   

Hon Kim Chance:  It is an interesting point.  I have been to places where there are some very poor and very 
dangerous people, who clearly impact on the quality of life of everybody else. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  There is no doubt that the number of people below the break-even level is a significant 
factor.  My argument is that there is still a significant role for government at state, federal and local levels, which 
can address issues of inequality.  The issue is not simply one of setting the right climate for economic wellbeing, 
because that will not solve all the problems. 

Hon Kim Chance:  Not on its own. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Yes.  The article states -  

Talk of inequality sounds like the old politics of envy.  Equality of opportunity, yes, but equality for its 
own sake, why?   

Here is the answer.  Richard Wilkinson is a professor of social epidemiology, an expert in public health.  From 
that vantage point he sees the world in terms of its physical and psychological wellbeing, surveying great sweeps 
of health statistics through sociological eyes.  He has assembled a mountain of irrefutable evidence from all over 
the world showing the damage done by extreme inequality.  However rich a country is, it will still be more 
dysfunctional, violent, sick and sad if the gap between social classes grows too wide.  Poorer countries with 
fairer wealth distribution are healthier and happier than richer, more unequal nations.   
I will not read the whole article, because it is reasonably long.  It also states -  

People, says Wilkinson, are the same.  Social status and respect matters beyond anything, and the 
psychological damage done by being at the bottom is crippling . . .  
Homicide rates (and other crimes) track a country’s level of inequality, not its overall wealth.  The 
fairest countries have the highest levels of trust and social capital.  The US states that have the more 
equal income distribution also have the most social trust: New Hampshire, the most equal, is least likely 
to agree that “most people would try to take advantage of you if they got the chance”.   
Wilkinson’s message is that social environment can be more toxic than any pollutant.  Low status and 
lack of control over one’s life is a destroyer of human health and happiness.  The wealth gap causes few 
to vote or participate in anything in a world of fear, conflict and hostility.   
It is not primarily a five-a-day fruit and veg or obesity that need targeting, but social injustice itself.  An 
orphanage in hungry postwar Germany found that the children on the same diet were found to have 
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grown most under the kindest matron and least under the unkindest matron.  Psyche matters more than 
vitamins, all through life. 

The article does not go into the one to six ratio.  That is another matter.  The point I want to make with that 
article is that it is important that we do not assume that simply creating the right economic environment for 
wealth creation will necessarily lead to sustainability within our community - although wealth creation is 
certainly important.  This is the ongoing debate about what role government has, because we have seen a shift.  
Governments increasingly do not see issues of social redistribution and social equity as being their business.  I 
am thinking more of the philosophy and approach of the federal government, which is absolutely classic in that 
sense.  Increasingly it is removing itself from those roles of creating equalisation between people in our 
community.   
Hon Kim Chance:  It is certainly true that we do not spend enough time trying to understand the questions you 
are raising now, because I do not think we are trying to cope with the fundamentals that you are talking about 
any more.  I think maybe we once did but I don’t think we are now. 
Hon GIZ WATSON:  Yes. 
Hon Kim Chance:  And while I do not think there are absolute solutions either, I do think we need to spend 
more time trying to understand what it is you are saying. 
Hon GIZ WATSON:  Yes.  Another interesting aspect was the issue of changes in voluntarism in Australia.  
There are interesting studies to do with the declining level of the amount of time and energy given to 
voluntaryism.  Australians are well-known to be good volunteers for community causes, whether it be for a 
Rotary club, a sports clubs or ancillary health services.  However, younger people are less inclined to regard 
voluntaryism as a contribution that they can make back into the community.  There is therefore an ageing sector 
that was brought up with an ethos of working together and volunteering, particularly in the country where, as we 
all know, a strong ethos was born out of difficulties and a requirement to be interdependent.  Keith Suter’s point 
in his talk was that there is a crisis in a lot of non-government organisations in getting enough people to put in 
their time and energy, partly because people are working longer -  
Hon Bruce Donaldson:  Both working, too.  
Hon GIZ WATSON:  Both working, that is right.  Changes in the workplace have also impacted on the 
availability of people to volunteer their time to the community.  However, in addition to that, there is an 
attitudinal shift that we need to challenge and counter; that is, the “me first” sort of approach.  Some young 
people ask why they should volunteer as they will not be paid for it.  I am not saying that this attitude is 
universal but, again, Dr Suter conducted a study on the challenges that a range of NGOs around Australia were 
facing.  Apart from aspects like having to compete against each other for limited funds from government 
organisations and those kinds of things, they said that there was a crisis in the shifting attitude towards 
community willingness to contribute to the communal good.  Again in that research, Dr Suter thought that it was 
a worrying trend that we needed to talk about because Australia’s roots are in cooperation and free contributions 
by people to the good of the community; it is therefore a bit of an indicator.  I am going to wind up there and 
stop.   
Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Bruce Donaldson. 
 


