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Division 46:  Fire and Emergency Services Authority of Western Australia, $24 391 000 - 
Mrs D.J. Guise, Chairman. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts, Minister for Police and Emergency Services. 

Mr R. Mitchell, Chief Executive Officer.  

Mr W.E. Hewitt, Executive Director, Business Services. 

Mr L.J. Cuneo, Director, Funding Project. 

Ms P. Valentine, Manager, Strategic Planning and Policy.   

Ms M.M. QUIRK:  I refer the minister to note (a) beneath the first table on page 705 of the Budget Statements.  
My question relates to the new emergency services levy and in particular to the Government’s promise that 
insurance premiums will decrease.  How will the Government ensure that the insurance industry complies with 
that?   

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  I thank the member for Girrawheen for the question.  The member has shown an interest 
in the emergency services levy over the past year or so.  Under the previous arrangements, the vast majority of 
funding for fire and emergency services came from insurance notices.  The difficulty was that not everybody 
insures.  About one in three people either do not insure or underinsure.  Also, the owners of major city buildings 
and others insure offshore; therefore, they avoided the levy.  We also found that in some country areas up to one 
in four call-outs were to vacant blocks of land, which people do not insure at all.  We are moving to a fairer 
system.  People will be charged via their local government rates.  By and large, because the system will be fairer 
and more equitable as more people will pay the levy, most people should pay less.  That will not be the case in 
every circumstance; clearly that will not be the case for those who did not previously pay insurance.  As the 
member for Girrawheen correctly identified, what is important is that the levy is taken off insurance premiums.  I 
have signed a memorandum of understanding with the Insurance Commission of Western Australia, which has 
undertaken to ensure that the levy will be taken off insurance premiums as they come out.  We are also putting in 
place an audit process.  At the conclusion of the audit process the Government will be provided with an 
independent audit report.  The legislation requires that the audited report of the insurance companies and their 
removal of the fire service levy from their premiums be tabled in both Houses of Parliament.  The legislation 
requires that it be tabled within 18 months of the enactment of the legislation.  I have asked the Fire and 
Emergency Services Authority to arrange for the appointment of an independent auditor as a matter of priority.  
The auditor will monitor the insurance industry over the next 12 months.  As I said, I have signed an MOU and, 
at the appropriate time, the Minister for Employment and Consumer Protection will table the report in 
Parliament.  I am reasonably confident we will get a high level of compliance.  

Mr R.A. AINSWORTH:  In the event the audit shows there has not been full compliance with some companies 
or it is felt they have hidden the levy in some other way and insurance premiums have increased, what steps are 
available under this legislation to remedy that?   

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  The Government will engage a reputable auditor.  We have a clear undertaking from the 
Western Australian Insurance Commission, of which most of the companies offering insurance in Western 
Australia are members.  I expect the commission will provide full cooperation with the audit process.  I have 
alluded to the tabling in Parliament of the report.  Essentially, those companies would be named and shamed.  I 
do not think any of my colleagues would feel much compunction pointing out that people were double-dipping; 
that people who previously collected that money for the State Government to allocate to fire services but were no 
longer required to collect that money were still doing so.  If they continue to collect it they will be named and 
shamed, which is part of the reason we will table a report in Parliament.  It would be illegitimate for them to 
continue to charge a levy.   

Mr J.R. QUIGLEY:  With regard to the emergency services levy, which is a replacement funding system, what 
has been done to assist members of the community who are on pensions or are low-income earners?  

The CHAIRMAN:  Will the member refer to a page? 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  Is it page 705? 

Mr J.R. QUIGLEY:  Yes.   

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  The key point is that the Government is ensuring that pensioners receive the usual 
rebates they would receive on council rates.  We will also provide a subsidy to Homeswest to protect low-
income tenants, in addition to the pensioner concessions and rebates.  Those concessions will be funded through 
the Department of Treasury and Finance.  I anticipate many seniors and pensioners will be better off under the 
new arrangements than they were previously.  Everybody will contribute, whereas previously some people did 
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not.  That in itself creates the potential for the amount to decrease.  For the first time, those seniors will qualify 
for the seniors discount.  Pensioners will qualify for the pensioner discount.  As a result, they will pay essentially 
half the levy cost.  All the subsidies and payment options available under local government rate notices will be 
available to low-income people.  The Government has taken particular care to ensure that Homeswest tenants are 
not penalised.  Further than that, people can pay local government rates quarterly under an instalment plan.  They 
can also pay this levy quarterly.  

Mr J.R. QUIGLEY:  I refer to page 705 of the budget papers.  The development and announcement of the 
emergency services levy met quite a lot of opposition from the local government sector.  Where does FESA now 
stand on this issue?  What has been done to address the local government issues and concerns?   

[8.50 pm] 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  The concept of the emergency services levy has been around for a very long time.  I 
thought it had been under close consideration by Governments for about 10 or 15 years.  I soon learnt that it had 
been under consideration for about 30 years, because everybody knew that the current system was not a fair one, 
but getting some agreement on moving forward proved to be difficult.  A number of forums had previously been 
set up with local governments.  At the initial stages the measure did meet with some resistance when the 
Government announced it would go ahead with it.  Some local governments were opposed to it, while others 
wrote me the most glowing letters of support.  Now local government is a major partner with the Government in 
the new emergency services levy, not just in billing, collecting and remitting the levy, but also in receiving 
funding for their volunteer bush fire brigades and State Emergency Service units.  I was very pleased to 
announce yesterday that the grants for those bush fire brigades and SES units will total about $15 million.  They 
are, and will remain, an integral part of the emergency service levy arrangements.  Following that announcement 
we brought together a number of subcommittees to have input into the decision making on the administration 
and operating practices of the levy.  Where relevant, local government and the Western Australian Local 
Government Association had representatives on these subcommittees.  Probably the most important of those 
subcommittees was the local government projects implementation committee.  That group looked at everything, 
including billing practices, changes to local government computer systems, the creation of appropriate ratepayer 
rolls and the new local government volunteer grant system.  At the same time as those committees were set up, 
an executive steering committee was established to oversee the various subcommittees on the implementation of 
the emergency services levy.  The committee included Councillor Ian Mickel from the Shire of Esperance, Ms 
Ricky Burges, chief executive officer of WALGA, and Mr Eric Lumsden, chief executive officer of the City of 
Swan.  Everything to do with the levy was passed through that executive steering committee.  Furthermore, this 
group will remain in place following the introduction of the emergency services levy on 1 July to work with the 
stakeholders and oversee the review of the levy system.  The executive steering committee has also been very 
active in meeting with those local governments that have raised concerns or issues.  From that start, when there 
were some concerns, we now have a very good partnership between the State Government and local 
governments in implementing the levy.  That has been an integral part of moving it forward.  

Mr R.A. AINSWORTH:  I refer to the major initiatives listed on page 710.  The third last dot point outlines the 
review and refining of collaborative programs undertaken with government and non-government entities to 
protect the State’s crown lands, forests and pastoral regions from fire.  What steps are included in this program to 
ensure better cooperation between some of the fire services that are part of existing government agencies like the 
Department of Conservation and Land Management, and the community fire services, where those community 
fire services have been called in or have volunteered to assist in preventing or containing fire within some of the 
CALM estate?  Is part of this program looking at ways of making sure that that system works a lot better so that 
some of the problems of the past can be overcome?  Claims have been made by local firefighters that some of the 
fire service people employed by the government agency have worked on a nine-to-five schedule, as opposed to 
when they need to be working to stop the fire from spreading.  Because they have not been there when they 
should have been, those fires got worse and put pressure on the local landholders.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  The issue raised is very important.  Cooperation between the various groups that deal 
with the management of fires is very important.  We are making progress in that area, but I will ask Mr Mitchell, 
the chief executive officer, to outline what we are doing.  

Mr MITCHELL:  We are basically talking about unimproved crown land, of which there is a large amount in 
Western Australia, including national parks and forests.  A real partnership has been developed between 
ourselves, CALM Fire and the bush fire brigades, which are the responsibility of local government.  Yes, 
problems still exist and those problems are being worked through.  Interagency working groups are looking at 
those issues right now, and the issue of unimproved crown land, particularly around Ravensthorpe, where there 
have been big fires, is of real concern.  Volunteers have put in an enormous effort, as they do every year, 
protecting properties down that way.  The issue raised is a real one and it is one that CALM and we are working 
very hard to resolve. 
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Mr R.A. AINSWORTH:  The minister has clearly identified the exact area I was referring to, although I did not 
mention it in my question. 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  We have also seen the re-allocation of some additional funds from the Department of 
Land Administration towards full-time equivalents and research. 

Ms M.M. QUIRK:  I refer the minister to the last dot point on page 706; it refers to the health, wellbeing and 
safety of Fire and Emergency Services Authority personnel.  The minister would have to concede that in the past 
couple of years the risk assessment and potential threats have broadened significantly.  What steps have been 
taken to ensure that FESA personnel are made as safe as possible in the expanding risk criteria? 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  As the member for Girrawheen is probably aware, the new method of funding the 
emergency services levy will mean that we will be better able to support our emergency service volunteers.  That 
includes the State Emergency Service for the first time, but it particularly includes bushfire brigade members, 
some of whom unfortunately have had to undertake fundraising and the like to provide basic protective 
equipment and basic training.  In some circumstances they have not had the appropriate equipment to turn out to 
fires.  One of the things we want to ensure by having this solid funding basis is that bushfire brigades throughout 
the State are not put in the position where, in addition to giving up all their own time to turn out 24 hours a day 
seven days a week whenever they are called upon, they have to spend their time fundraising for basic protective 
equipment or training.  This will make a huge difference in terms of occupational health and safety for those 
people.  For the first time, last year I was able to recognise the State Emergency Service and the Volunteer 
Marine Rescue Services in legislation and afford them the same kind of protections that are afforded to our 
bushfire brigades. 

The appropriation was recommended. 
Committee adjourned at 8.58 pm 

___________ 
 


