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PUBLIC TRANSPORT AUTHORITY AND MAIN ROADS — ACCOUNTING 
Statement 

HON DIANE EVERS (South West) [5.30 pm]: My talk today will not attack either side in this place. It will be 
about something I learnt through the estimates process. Many members think that accountants are dull and boring 
and do not have an emotional side to them or whatever, but, believe it or not, through the budget process I found 
an emotional side to accounting. When I was talking to the Commissioner of Main Roads I learnt that there are 
two parts within Main Roads Western Australia—Main Roads on one side and the Public Transport Authority on 
the other side. I will go through this slowly. I want members to understand, because I will be raising it regularly 
until something changes. 

Main Roads is a department; the Public Transport Authority is considered a government trading enterprise or 
non-government corporation. That decision was made by the Australian Bureau of Statistics; I will return to that 
later. How we account for these two agencies within the government is not our decision. But the accounting 
treatment for a department and a GTE is different. Departments are given an appropriation. I make reference to 
my colleague Hon Jim Chown and his comment yesterday, when Hon Darren West was speaking, about 
subsidising: “But we subsidise the Public Transport Authority.” We think we subsidise it because Main Roads gets 
an appropriation and the Public Transport Authority gets a subsidy, just because of the accounting treatment. In 
addition, there is a difference in how property, plant and equipment—the assets and infrastructure—are treated. 
For a department, depreciation is counted against property, plant and equipment, and is shown as a net value. In 
a GTE, the depreciation is counted below the line in the equity section as an accumulated deficit. People think: 
gee, not only do we have to subsidise the Public Transport Authority, but it is in deficit as well. Therefore, there 
is an emotional side to it. 

Another thing is the return on investment. In the estimates we show the return on investment, so every dollar 
invested in a road will return us $2.50—yay! The Public Transport Authority, because it is a GTE, does not have 
to show this. Even if we determined that the return on investment is $5 for every dollar spent on building a train 
line rather than putting in another road, that would not be shown because it does not have to be. Again, Main Roads 
make us money but the Public Transport Authority, there is nothing for that. There is more to it—for example, 
capital. When we build infrastructure, departments get a capital appropriation. That sounds good. GTEs can go out 
and borrow the money. So not only do they have a debt, but also they have interest to pay. Again, why the 
difference between the two? 

One other thing is that we give departments appropriations. If at the end of the year the bottom line shows a surplus, 
it goes into their equity. Again, departments have all this equity because we are appropriating money to them and 
it builds up their equity. But because of the treatment for depreciation, the Public Transport Authority always 
shows a deficit. We do not give it enough of a subsidy to build up its equity. Again, it is all in the accounting 
treatment. 

This emotive language has an effect on us. How many of us in here think we subsidise the Public Transport 
Authority, but how many of us in here think we subsidise roads as well? We have to start weighing them up. It 
would be nice if we compared apples with apples; right now we are comparing apples with cheese. I would like to 
bring it back to apples and oranges at least. We have to start weighing up these decisions to find out the best way 
to invest our money. When I spoke to the Under Treasurer about this, he said straightaway that it is a bit of a grey 
area because the ABS determines the Public Transport Authority to be a GTE rather than a department because it 
can raise revenue by charging fees. However, it is a bit of a grey area, because they know that the Public Transport 
Authority will never be able to recoup all the costs that go into it—around 30 per cent. Perhaps we might be able 
to question the ABS and say, “This does not really make sense, does it?” We are changing the way we make our 
decisions, purely because of the accounting treatment of these figures. 

I could be a bit of a conspiracy theorist here and think that maybe something is going on. We all like roads, we 
feel attracted to roads, and we want the freedom of being able to travel in our vehicle wherever we can. Roads cost 
a lot. There is the cost of construction. There is also the cost of maintenance. There are a lot of ongoing costs to 
keep the road system going. That is all for the benefit of the large construction companies. Maybe they have a bit 
of pull or swing and are able to get things done their own way. The people who are employed in public transport 
to run and maintain the trains are not the same as large contracting companies—they do not have enough pull. 
With roads, we are burning up fossil fuels pretty quickly, whereas with public transport we have a greater ability 
to move to renewables. 

I have talked about how this is just an ABS decision. I want to get across to members that we need to look at this 
when we make our decisions in the future. Apparently, $1.5 billion has been allocated in this budget for roads. 
That decreases to $1 billion next financial year, and then to $500 million in the forward estimates. Who in this 
place believes that is all the government will put into the budget for roads? Many members in this place have been 
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here a lot longer than I have. The forward estimates shows that only $500 million will be spent on roads. Is that 
really true? I hope we can get the accounting right and make those decisions and weigh it up. We have been putting 
a lot of money into our roads. Western Australia has a great road system. Surveys have been done around the world 
on the best city in which to live, and Perth is right up there—I think we are number seven. We are actually number 
one for transport. That is because it takes us only a couple of extra minutes to travel during peak hour, whereas in 
other parts of the world it might take two or three times the normal travel time to get somewhere during peak hour. 
That encourages more people to use public transport, and that makes it cheaper. Our roads are in such good shape 
that we are able to get wherever we want to go very easily, so would anyone switch to public transport? Even if 
we made public transport free, why would people switch? People say that if they drive their car, it costs them only 
the fuel to get there. They do not realise that they also have the costs of maintenance, registration, licensing and 
depreciation. We do not think that way. We think it costs only a few dollars for fuel. That is not the case, because 
we are not comparing apples with apples. 

Our road system is subsidised by every person in Western Australia. People who do not have cars and use bikes 
or public transport are subsidising our road system. Therefore, when we talk about subsidising public transport, 
we need to remember that we are subsidising the roads too. That is part of what we need to do in this place. We 
need to give people the ability to travel from one place to another as easily as possible. We need to look at investing 
in roads and investing in public transport, and weigh up the value and the benefits and the savings we will make 
by getting more people onto public transport. As I have said, there is $1.5 billion in the budget this year for roads. 
Hon Colin Holt talked about road projects. In the budget, there is $237 million for a bridge. I admit that I have not 
looked into whether we need that bridge, because this is not my shadow portfolio — 

Hon Simon O’Brien: What bridge is that? 

Hon DIANE EVERS: It is a bridge just north of Armadale, on the freeway, I think at North Lake Road. That will 
cost $237 million. That makes me think about how a thousand years ago people built castles. Some of those castles 
are still there and we still go and see them and think, “Wow! Imagine the architecture that went into that! They 
built a castle on the side of a cliff and it is still there.” A thousand years from now, we are going to have some 
bridges and maybe a few runways or something. 

Hon Donna Faragher: Bridges are kind of important. 

Hon DIANE EVERS: Bridges are, but is that one? Why do we not build more bridges? At some point, we have to 
say that we should just do the ones we need rather than continually trying to allow more people to travel on 
the road. 

Let me get back to the accounting side of it. There are two different accounting treatments and the emotive 
language that is used in calling one a subsidy or a deficit or whatever makes a difference to how we make our 
decisions. I think that they should be brought into line so that we are using the same sort of accounting treatment 
for both of them. 
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