
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 15 May 2008] 

 p3170b-3173a 
Mr Gary Snook; Acting Speaker 

 [1] 

APPROPRIATION (CONSOLIDATED ACCOUNT) BILL (NO. 1) 2008 
APPROPRIATION (CONSOLIDATED ACCOUNT) BILL (NO. 2) 2008 

Second Reading — Cognate Debate 

Resumed from 14 May. 

MR G. SNOOK (Moore) [12.19 pm]: I rise to participate in the debate on the Appropriation (Consolidated 
Account) Bill (No. 1) 2008 and Appropriation (Consolidated Account) Bill (No. 2) 2008. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Sit down, member for Perth! 

Mr J.N. Hyde: You’re a disgrace! 

Mr C.J. Barnett: You’re the disgrace, mate! 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Ms K. Hodson-Thomas): Order! The member for Moore has the floor. 

Mr G. SNOOK: I rise to contribute to the debate on the appropriation bills. 

Mr C.J. Barnett interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER: Order, members! 

Mr G. SNOOK: It is most timely that when the various committees presented their reports to Parliament this 
morning the Public Accounts Committee tabled its thirteenth report; namely, “Inquiry into Funding 
Arrangements for Western Australian Infrastructure Projects”. Infrastructure is an issue that I want to spend 
some time commenting on in my contribution to the debate this afternoon. It is interesting to note that all the 
members who spoke to the committee reports commented about the problems being faced in taking a strategic 
approach to the planning and development of infrastructure. 

Since I have come into this place I have continually raised the matter of the dysfunctional and uncoordinated 
approach to strategic planning for the development and provision of infrastructure within the entire state of 
Western Australia. As members are aware, various regional strategic plans are in force across the state. Some of 
those plans are quite outdated, some have been waiting a long time for review and some planned strategic 
development plans have, in effect, not even gotten off the ground. This is obviously an issue of resourcing. The 
government has indicated its commitment to strategic direction and planning; we are led to believe that it will 
very shortly present the state strategic plan, which is certainly well overdue. However, we need our regional 
strategic plans to underpin the state strategic plan, and the Public Accounts Committee’s thirteenth report 
identified that. This report is very timely and it is good to see that all the committee members have taken a 
coordinated approach in that regard.  

Another interesting point I want to comment on in my address this afternoon was the problem local government 
faces in providing much of what is termed “soft” infrastructure. I am sure that members are aware that local 
government faces difficulties from the lack of a whole-of-government approach in the development of 
infrastructure not only within their areas, but also on a regional basis. A number of councils belong to voluntary 
regional organisations that try to take a coordinated approach to the provision of services to their constituents 
and their local authorities. Of course, councils lack the capacity for that coordinated approach to service 
provision. The Public Accounts Committee’s thirteenth report has apparently identified an urgent need for a 
restructure of the resources that can be made available to local authorities and regional local councils. Therefore, 
I think the report is most timely and most welcome and I endorse all the comments and recommendations made 
about that structure. Local government needs the capacity to play that very important role in the delivery of 
much of the local soft infrastructure. I briefly highlighted those issues in yesterday’s debate on the deterioration 
in essential services in regional Western Australia, so I think it is fantastic that this report has been presented 
today and I will read it thoroughly.  

I want to address a number of other areas; primarily, agriculture. I was most disappointed, and there have been 
many comments across the media spectrum about this, that agriculture has clearly missed out on any real 
percentage growth in the funding allocated to it in the state budget. In Western Australia and across the nation, 
agriculture is the largest most renewable sector. When we stop to think about that, out of all sectors, agriculture 
is the largest renewable industry. Of course, the most vital role that agriculture plays, apart from the export 
revenue that it brings into our great state, is that it provides us with security of food supply. It goes without 
saying that one would have to be unable to read or hear if one has not noticed in the press of recent times 
coverage of the growing problem worldwide of the decline in food production and the impact that has on many, 
many people. The Western Australian agricultural sector is the state’s second-largest value exporter after the 
resource—minerals and gas—sector. Agricultural exports are worth about $5.5 billion and possibly up to 
$6 billion to this state. It accounts for 11 per cent of the total employment of West Australians in the workforce. 
It is a sad, sad reflection on the importance that this government gives to agriculture that the state budget has not 
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given the same recognition to agriculture as it has to many other sectors, which have been given percentage 
increases in the vicinity of eight per cent, six per cent and seven per cent, whereas agriculture—based on the 
budget figures, as acceded to by the Minister for Agriculture and Food—has had a decline in the percentage of 
funds allocated to it in this state budget.  

The budget figures clearly show that the contribution appropriation is down nearly $23 million. That is clearly 
demonstrated in division 13 of the Budget Statements. In 2007-08 the actual estimated figure was 
$176.934 million. This year the budget estimate for appropriations provided to deliver services is 
$153.971 million—a fall of $22.963 million. All this is occurring when the state has a booming economy: we are 
running $2 billion surpluses in this state! We have record growth in many areas but not in agriculture. I think it is 
a crying shame that we are witnessing this at a time when critical food stocks around the world, particularly 
grain reserves, are at their lowest levels in half a century. Traditionally, since the end of the Second World War, 
when the grain producing nations of the world got back on their feet after the enormous disruption of the war, 
grain stock reserves in storage around the world have always been between 60 and 90 days’ worth of supply, 
notwithstanding new crops coming on. I have information before me that current world grain stocks are down to 
14 to 20 days’ worth of supply, which is a very, very dangerous level. This means that not too many things have 
to go wrong with the supply chain and production of grain worldwide—in particular wheat—before a calamity 
occurs. Grain prices are the only shining star in the whole of the agricultural sector for many producers 
Australia-wide, but particularly for Western Australia, which exports almost 90 per cent of its wheat production. 
Of course members are aware of the significant increases in the price of wheat worldwide, and also the price of 
lupins and other food grains. 

The state government has seen fit to keep in stagnation the total budget allocation to agriculture. That is a great 
shame, and it is enormously dangerous and absolutely stupid for WA not to be aware of what is happening 
around the world and of what is happening within its rural sector, in particular the grain and meat-producing 
farmers who are endeavouring to battle the cost-price squeeze that is forcing them out of some industries. For 
example, in the meat industry farmers are calling crisis meetings. Beef crisis meetings have been held in the 
south west of Western Australia. Farmers do not go to these meetings unless they are hurting badly. Farmers 
would not take their complaints to the level they have unless things are very serious. Western Australia’s 
livestock and meat sectors are in strife. 

When a cattle producer receives between 10c and 90c a kilogram as an average price for a line of cattle, and 
when that meat reaches the supermarket or butcher’s shelf at a price of upwards of $39 a kilo, something is 
grossly wrong. Recently a number of farmers and producers across Western Australia signed a petition, lodged 
by Hon Brian Ellis in the other place, calling for the establishment of a Legislative Council committee to 
thoroughly investigate the reasons that Western Australian producers receive substantially less for their products 
than do their eastern states counterparts, and to inquire into the add-on and breakdown costs that are apportioned 
to the various producing and handling sectors in the supply chain from the farm gate to the supermarket shelf. I 
hope that the Legislative Council forwards that petition to a select or standing committee of its choice for the 
matter to be thoroughly investigated and that that committee produces a report of similar quality and detail to the 
one that was lodged this morning in this house. 

An article published in The West Australian of 14 May 2008 is an example of what is happening to producers in 
the wheatbelt. The article is entitled “Sheep sold off as costs rise and prices fall”, and states — 

Fourth-generation York farmer Tony Seabrook will quit his entire sheep flock this year, finally beaten 
by spiralling costs and struggling prices for meat and wool.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Ms K. Hodson-Thomas): Members, I apologise for interrupting, but there has been 
agreement across the chamber that it will continue to sit during the lunchbreak. I will interrupt business again at 
12.50 pm for private members’ statements, and then at one o’clock we will continue with the appropriation bills.  

Mr G. SNOOK: This media report is a clear example of a longstanding Western Australian farming family, who 
have been in the business of sheep, meat and wool production since 1890, finally giving up. These people are not 
new farmers; they are fourth generation farmers and they know their stuff. This type of sad occurrence in WA’s 
rural areas is serious testament to the problems that Western Australian producers face in remaining competitive. 
It is a real challenge. According to that article in The West Australian, WA sheep numbers have fallen from 
about 26 million in 2005 to about 18 million in 2008. There is a well-known saying that “Australia rides on the 
sheep’s back”; well, it does not anymore. The sad, sad part about all this is that for many, many decades the pie 
chart of the revenue that is received by the nation from all the industries in the states and territories used to show 
agriculture as the largest slice of that pie, but it has now slipped to show the most minor sliver, with something in 
the vicinity of about four per cent. 

[Member’s time extended.] 
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Mr G. SNOOK: Sheep farmers, cattle farmers and other producers, such as those in the pig industry, are 
struggling to stay in business because of spiralling costs, compliance requirements and the small fees and 
charges which are bolted onto their day-to-day operating expenditure and which continue to weigh them down 
and cripple them. Members must be mindful of that in this place. 

According to an article in The West Australian of 10 May 2008, entitled “WA will struggle for food by 2020”, 
fruit and vegetable growers are throwing their hands up in the air and giving up because of the cost-price 
squeeze. The issue of water resources has been debated extensively in this house—I am glad the minister is in 
the chamber—but it seems that the response is, “Well, a small rise in water fees will not have a dramatic effect. 
If an operator is that close to the wire that another $1 000 or $1 200 will send him broke, then he is not 
sustainable anyway.” I do not think that statement made by the government in this place is fair. It is an example 
of the stacking—one on top of the other—of additional fees, levies and charges that just eventually weigh the 
producers down to the point that, in conjunction with many other reasons, they just give up. They throw their 
hands into the air and say that they just cannot continue. That is a sad, sad reflection on the state of agriculture in 
Western Australia. 

Everyone has heard about the food riots in nations around the world, but I do not think everyone will have heard 
of the actions that different nations are taking. For example, India has suspended futures trading on all the grain 
and produce it exports. Vietnam, a major rice exporter, has ceased exporting rice simply to secure its supply of 
food. These examples should be ringing alarm bells. People will say that drought is the major contributing factor, 
and there is no doubt that the drought in many countries around the world, particularly in this nation and in the 
northern wheatbelt areas of Western Australia, has had a severe impact on production, particularly of wheat and 
grains. However, that is not the only factor driving farmers to ruin. When the price of fuel, diesoline in 
particular, is $1.70 a litre, and the cost of fertiliser has increased in the past 18 months from $600 a tonne to 
$1 600 a tonne, we must ask ourselves what this will mean for producers who are trying to balance their books. 
There is no question that grain prices are at record levels. They have been driven by shortages caused by the 
drought and distorted by the mandating of grain for feedstock for biofuels, such as has been done in the United 
States. They are all artificial creations that impact on prices. The parallels that have driven the price of grain to 
that level may not always be there. The increases in the cost of inputs for farmers are being driven by reasons 
that are not sustainable. That is an enormous worry. 

What should we do? The European Union offers subsidies. Sadly, history shows that millions of people in 
Europe had suffered not only from dislocation caused by war, but also from famine. After Europe had suffered 
under those circumstances for a number of decades, it provided substantial subsidies to prop up its farmers. 
Europe has the capacity to maintain those subsidies because it has diversified revenue income from the tourism, 
secondary and manufacturing industries, which is something that Western Australia and Australia lacks. 
Subsidies are not the answer for us. Europe offered subsidies to guarantee that its citizens would never run out of 
food or face the calamity that is now beginning to confront the world through a lack of food. The US also has 
subsidies, but for other reasons. Western Australian farmers export 80 to 90 per cent of the grain and most of the 
meat that they produce. We do not function on subsidies. These producers are desperately trying to raise the 
issue with the government. They are saying that the government must regulate them; it must do something to 
subsidise them. That will not work. That is not the philosophy or policy of the opposition. We must look at other 
ways to guarantee that the spiralling input cost increases are minimised. We must make sure that the regulations 
and laws that we make do not continue to impose higher costs on farmers. I can give a number of examples in 
which that has been the case. Some of the regulations that have been put in place, such as those on clearing 
restrictions, have merit. Under the clearing restriction regulations, in excess of half of many farmers’ farms are 
tied up as remnant vegetation, and farmers cannot increase their production to remain viable. Environmental 
regulations have also imposed constraints and restrictions on farmers. Sadly, the amount of money that is 
provided as so-called compensation to those farmers who have significant losses is that miserable that it is not 
worth accepting. Other costs could be imposed on farmers under the Swan and Canning catchment legislation as 
a result of the prospective ban on the fertilisers that can be used. Farmers are fearful that the government will 
bring in regulations that prohibit them from using fertilisers that have an acidic nature and a chemical base. I 
wish government members would listen very carefully. I do not need to explain what will happen if we do not 
make the right move and allow farmers to continue with their level of production and achieve their current rate 
of return per hectare, or if we impose increased costs on them because they must use alternative fertilisers that 
are not effective. 

Mr P.B. Watson: What about the run-off into the rivers? Is that the issue with pesticides that you are talking 
about? 
Mr G. SNOOK: That is the real point. Nitrogenous and phosphate-based fertilisers are causing some of the 
problem. There is no doubt that that occurs in some instances, but we need to tread and move forward very 
carefully in developing alternatives and applying restrictions. The problem is that farmers are trapped under the 
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one-size-fits-all legislation. We cannot apply blanket legislation. We must be very careful because, in theory, 
under the legislation and the regulations, farmers can be turned into criminals for salt contamination on their 
properties, let alone for using fertilisers, pesticides or chemicals. No farmer wants to waste fertiliser, because it 
costs $1 600 a tonne. Farmers are going to be pretty miserable. These are some of the issues that we need to be 
mindful of. 
There are some welcome bits of expenditure in the budget; I acknowledge that. After what seems like a double 
eternity, the state government has agreed to provide $110 million over the next three or four years to complete 
Indian Ocean Drive. Many members in this house will remember the long history of this project under 
successive governments. That allocation is a commendable inclusion in the budget and is welcomed by the many 
people who traverse Brand Highway and who will use that road. The completion of that project will raise 
millions of dollars for the state government. That $25 million allocation is very welcome. Another road in my 
area that needs mentioning is Great Northern Highway. I imagine that the $40 million that has been allocated to 
that highway is principally federal money. These roads are the lifeblood arteries of the people living in rural 
communities. Another road that needs mentioning is the Bindoon-Moora road. That road has experienced 
increases in freight and passenger vehicle usage over a number of years. Some upgrades have been completed. I 
have not been able to ascertain the amount of money that has been allocated in the budget for that road, but 
money certainly needs to be allocated. Biosolids will be carted along that road once that facility gets going, so 
that road will provide a great service to many people in agricultural areas. 
In summary, the state is booming. There are record surpluses and increased allocations for education, health, law 
and order and child protection. That is fantastic. The allocation for child protection has increased by 16 per cent. 
What do we see for agriculture? We see a flatlining for the very vital service industry that provides us with food 
security. Even considering the $126 million allocated over the next three years for a new resource and 
biosecurity centre at Murdoch, we can see the future estimates flatlining at $149 million, $148 million and 
$154 million to 2011. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 3175.] 
 


