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BANK OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA AMENDMENT BILL 2012 

Third Reading 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Treasurer) [12.21 pm]: I move — 

That the bill be now read a third time. 

MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park) [12.22 pm]: I rise to say a few words on the third reading of the Bank of 

Western Australia Amendment Bill 2012. The debate on this bill was good. Interesting contributions were made 

by all those members who participated, including the members for Belmont, Cannington and Nollamara and the 

Treasurer. When we read the second and third reading debates from 1995 on the Bank of Western Australia Bill 

1994, we see that it was a controversial move to sell this significant public asset, Bankwest. The timing was 

clearly right. Both sides of Parliament agreed that it was no longer appropriate for the state to involve itself in the 

ownership of a bank. I mentioned these figures yesterday, but the total assets of Bankwest at the time of the sale 

were some $9.5 billion and last year they were some $76 billion. That shows the strong growth of Bankwest 

since it was privatised and sold, which suggests to me that that the decision was the correct decision.  

The sale allowed Bankwest to compete with scrutiny—without interference, if we like—from government. As 

the Premier pointed out, a sale occurs, but political responsibility still sits with the government of the day. Last 

night we discussed Alinta and the Dampier to Bunbury gas pipeline as an example of that. Regardless of whether 

the government of the day is Liberal or Labor, that is a reality of modern politics.  

As I pointed out—I will not go over everything I said—Bankwest has a long history closely associated with the 

growth of Western Australia since the original act that created the Agricultural Bank of Western Australia in 

1894. As is pointed out in the Department of Treasury document, ―An Economic History of Western Australia 

Since Colonial Settlement‖, the research for which was mainly done by Professor Reg Appleyard, the first bank 

in Western Australia, the Bank of Western Australia, was created in 1837, at the same time that two whaling 

companies were created in Western Australia. That started Western Australia’s growth, which was admittedly 

slow and somewhat stagnant over time due to the fact that, as I pointed out, Western Australia was not a penal 

colony like Tasmania and New South Wales. It was an entrepreneurial colony that had interesting syndicates 

established in the United Kingdom to try to encourage people to move to Western Australia, because it was a 

colony at the time that struggled dramatically in its population growth. The state’s population growth was taken 

over in a very short time by South Australia, which was settled a number of years after Western Australia. WA 

had a stagnant population and low capital accumulation; the state was really driven only by the presence of the 

military, which was of course paying it debts and buying local products by way of cash as opposed to the 

bartering system that had been established.  

The bank was originally set up to open up agricultural lands to ensure that we could produce food. The 

Homesteads Bill and the Agricultural Bank Bill were also moved and passed under the guidance of Premier John 

Forrest to open up those lands. How we have moved now since that original bank! It was incredibly limited and 

conservative in what it could do and the Premier of the day, Sir John Forrest, made that point. He did not want to 

expose the state to any risk in the establishment of that bank. That was the right decision at the time for a state 

that was struggling to accumulate capital. The state was to focus on the improvement of agricultural land. Even 

those improvements were defined incredibly narrowly, which meant that people could use the money advanced 

for very narrow purposes. The amount of money that could be advanced was capped in the legislation at 400 

pounds at six per cent interest.  

The worry that Sir John Forrest and the government had at the time about exposing the state to risk meant that 

although they appointed a manager to the bank, they did not allow the manager to do anything and the manager 

could not make any decisions without the approval of the Governor. It was a very conservative institution. The 

act was amended four times prior to the royal commission in 1933. That slowly and surely saw the bank become 

what we would recognise as a modern banking structure. The governance arrangements changed from that 

manager to a trust and trustees and then to a board, an executive and, ultimately, it was corporatised in about 

1987. It has slowly evolved into the modern government structure that we are used to with banks. Certainly, I 

think that it did not take long for the Parliament of Western Australia to realise that the Parliament should not be 

in the business of dictating for what purposes money should be advanced by a bank. Those decisions quite 

rightly were left up to the bank and its employees and its executive to make. Indeed, the amendment in 1912 

made that point. The original legislation provided that money could be advanced only for the improvement of 

land. Why were we even dictating that? Once we have a security, we advance that money and it is up to the 

landholder to decide how to best use those moneys. Once the bank had security, its position was protected. 

Slowly, over time, changes were made and the bank became Bankwest.  

I made the point that in 1993–94 Bankwest contributed $39.9 million of dividends to the state, which was 0.7 per 

cent of the revenue base at the time, which is roughly equivalent to what Western Power now provides to the 
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state. In the 10 years leading up to 1993–94, there was a very unreliable flow of dividends to the state. The 

Premier made that point. That was largely due to the fallout of the 1987 share market crash and the impact of 

WA Inc on Bankwest. Hon Jim McGinty, the Leader of the Opposition at the time, set out in quite some detail 

the reasons privatising Bankwest was the right decision. He set out four conditions that had to be met for the then 

Labor opposition to support the bill. Two of those conditions were not met. Therefore, the Labor opposition 

voted against the bill being read a third time. Effectively, it voted against the sale of the bank, simply because 

two conditions about accountability and foreign ownership were not met. The legislation gave the Treasurer the 

right to do what needed to be done to progress this sale. Hon Jim McGinty wanted the issue brought back to 

Parliament before the sale proceeded so it could assess the final deal that was to be done. As Hon Geoff Gallop 

pointed out in his contribution to the third reading, that is similar to what happens with state agreement acts. 

However, that was not done. That was one reason that the then Labor opposition opposed the third reading of the 

bill to sell Bankwest. The second reason that the Labor opposition opposed it was that it was reluctant to allow a 

significant foreign owner—a foreign bank—to take a large shareholding in Bankwest. Ultimately, that is 

obviously what happened. As the Treasurer pointed out, Hon Jim McGinty said in his second reading 

contribution—this was determined during briefings from the Department of Treasury and Finance and Bankwest 

at the time—that the only way this was going to proceed was with a substantial shareholding from a foreign 

bank.  

The member for Belmont pointed out in his contribution that once we sell something—an asset; in this case, a 

bank—we can include various protections in the legislation all we like but at some point, as the Treasurer said, 

they run out of steam. That is what has happened here. It simply ran out of steam and it basically became 

impossible to have provisions of that type and scale forever—the provisions of headquarters, maintenance of 

provisions of board and executive maintenance—in Western Australia, particularly when Bankwest had 

ultimately been purchased by the Commonwealth Bank, which is headquartered in the eastern states. These 

amendments do the best that we can to try to preserve what we wanted to preserve in the original sale legislation, 

which is the presence of Bankwest in Western Australia. The points of presence will be maintained at a 

minimum of 88 for the next five years. It is currently 93. As I think the Treasurer said, Bankwest cannot sell a 

point of presence in regional Western Australia without approval from the minister, so at the very least there is 

some maintenance of regional presence of Bankwest points of presence.  

Local sponsorship is almost impossible to judge from the Parliament, but the two perhaps more interesting parts 

of the bill relate to certificate of compliance, which means that within 90 days of the end of the financial year, 

the managing officer and the chief financial officer of the bank are to give to the minister a certificate of 

compliance saying that the bank is complying with the terms of the Bankwest bill with two statutory 

declarations. I acknowledge that the Premier accepted the amendment moved by me last night to have that 

certificate of compliance tabled in the Parliament within 30 days of it being provided to the minister. That is a 

good outcome because I expect the certificate of compliance to be a very simple document. It will not contain 

commercially sensitive information. That is dealt with in the bill in a separate section. It will focus the minds of 

those people in the bank who have to sign that statutory declaration and confirm that they are meeting the 

requirements of the legislation, knowing that it will be tabled in the Parliament and available for members of 

Western Australia to confirm that the bank is complying with the terms of the legislation that will shortly be 

passed by the Legislative Assembly.  

I also want to acknowledge the briefings from Bankwest—Mr Rob de Luca and his staff gave the opposition two 

briefings—the briefings from the Department of Treasury and Finance; and also the work of Professor 

Appleyard and Russell Earls Davis, whom I quoted at length at times. I am always interested in legislation that 

forces members to look at second reading speeches from the late nineteenth century. It is also interesting to see 

the development of Western Australia since 1829. When we do that, we look at the process of legislation. In this 

case, the growth of Bankwest and its ultimate sale since 1829 is not that long a period. It is extraordinary to think 

what has happened in a relatively short period since 1829 when Western Australia was settled. To have 

Bankwest slowly but surely moving its way to privatisation in the lead-up to 1995 and now a much bigger and 

much more sophisticated bank operating in a much more sophisticated market than was ever expected at the time 

of the original legislation in 1894 is a reason that the opposition will be supporting this legislation.  

The global financial crisis has resulted in all members of Parliament—in fact, anyone interested in public policy 

around the world—to have a much better understanding or at least become much more aware of the flows of 

capital around the world. A state like Western Australia is heavily reliant on foreign capital. The report of 

Whitlam Turnbull & Co back in 1990 pointed that out when it did the assessment on whether Bankwest should 

be sold and if it was to be sold, and what conditions should be placed on that sale to protect the interests of 

Western Australia. Since Lehman Brothers disappeared, we see how vulnerable we are to the movements of 

capital around the world and to what is happening in Europe at the moment. Whilst Bankwest has grown from 

some $9.5 billion to $76 billion in assets, in the world scale and in the Australian market, it is a small institution. 

It is an important division of the Commonwealth Bank now. As the Premier said, when the Commonwealth 
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board was in town last year, the board made the point that Bankwest was one of the most profitable parts of the 

bank. We are very keen to maintain its operation and presence here in Western Australia. If Bankwest was to 

lose that substantial protection and support that it receives from Bankwest—this point was made to me by Mr De 

Luca—it would effectively lose its credit rating. Its credit rating would be downgraded, which means it would be 

borrowing funds on the wholesale market at a significantly higher rate, which would have a dramatic impact on 

mortgage holders in Western Australia and also on businesses that bank with Bankwest. No member of 

Parliament wants that. We want a healthy, strong and growing Bankwest. As much as we can do in the modern 

economy, as much as we can do in modern banking, at least for the next five years this legislation protects 

Bankwest’s presence and identity in Western Australia. For those reasons, the opposition will be supporting the 

legislation.  

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Treasurer) [12.39 pm] — in reply: I thank members for their contributions 

again and for their support of the Bank of Western Australia Amendment Bill 2012. As has been mentioned, the 

government did accept an amendment moved by the member for Victoria Park. With the debate now concluded, 

that will go to the upper house, which will complete the passage of this bill. That will ensure that Bankwest will 

be able to continue as part of the Commonwealth Bank of Australia group under one banking licence. It will also 

mean that there is no risk of higher costs to borrowers or lower returns to depositors. I think it is a good result. I 

thank members. 

Question put and passed. 

Bill read a third time and transmitted to the Council. 

 


