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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [5.10 pm]: I was earlier setting the scene for my contribution to this 
budget debate, and I had said that I wanted to concentrate on science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
and outline their importance. I will continue with the background to the important role science plays in 
everything we do and how we sometimes do not think about things as being science. 

Human beings, as we know, are very curious creatures who seek out explanations based on how and why things 
function the way they do. This predisposition is not a new phenomenon; indeed, it is as ancient as our species itself. 
When our primeval human ancestors felt the need to explain why thunder, sea storms, fire and wind happened, they 
ascribed these natural phenomena, as we know them today, to a special deity. There was a god of thunder or 
a goddess of fire; they were really not across what those issues were. Today, as we know, we reject these 
explanations as being just that—primeval. But the point we miss is that the invention of these deities by our pre-
modern ancestors was the result of the same scientific curiosity that took Neil Armstrong to the moon in 1969. I do 
not know whether any members saw last night’s edition of Q&A, but Colonel Chris Hadfield was one of the guests 
and spoke about his time on the space station. It was an incredible program and probably one of the better editions 
of Q&A because, again, people were just in awe of what he was talking about. One of things he spoke about was his 
first spacewalk; he said the moment he left the spacecraft for the first time was something that cannot be described. 
Humans are curious about all these things, and we want to know about them. The perennial human lust for 
knowledge is also encapsulated in works of fiction. If we think back to Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland, what got Alice into trouble was her curiosity in wanting to know how deep the rabbit hole was. 
People have been going down rabbit holes ever since to find out just how deep some of them are! 
Although mythology and science often attempt to provide answers to satisfy the same curious impulse, the 
differences lie in the methodology. Mythology is not science, and science is not mythology. Mythology is 
premised upon unquestionable axioms that are taken as truth without proof of evidence, whereas science relies 
on the primacy of human reason to make observations to formulate hypotheses, to test those hypotheses using 
the best empirical means available and then to draw an inference based on that data. Unlike mythology, in which 
conclusions are imposed by force with no room for dissent, scientific conclusions are offered voluntarily and 
remain open to rational scrutiny. Far from supressing dissent, scientific practice itself thrives on it. The greater 
the level of disagreement between the ideas of two scientists, the likelier it is that the interplay will result in an 
improved understanding of the phenomenon in consideration. We know that scientists argue points backwards 
and forwards with each other all the time. 
Science has now become the bedrock and a distinct feature of western civilisation as we know it today. It has 
been the source of spectacular leaps forward, leaving indelible marks upon a far greater range of human 
capabilities than time permits me to go into today—otherwise I would standing and giving members a lecture 
about history and science, which some might say is preferable to what I will say! However, I think we need to 
move on a bit. 
Modern western culture takes it root in ancient Greece and Rome—an intellectual and cultural legacy that was 
later inherited by the Anglosphere, which includes the British Empire and America that went on to become the 
world’s dominant cultural and military superpowers. If members think about it, America today is indeed the new 
Rome, and not without justification. It is no coincidence that when we see two people who cannot speak each 
other’s native tongues meeting today, they will invariably communicate in English, and it is no coincidence that 
British and American cinema is appreciated worldwide. The British invented the sport of soccer; there is some 
conjecture as to whether they actually invented soccer or whether they perhaps refined another game. I think if 
Hon Ed Dermer was still in this house, he would take me to task on that one. I can see Hon Martin Pritchard 
laughing, because he knows that Ed would say something along the lines of, “I think it originated in Afghanistan 
and they used to kick around a human head.” But let us go with that it was the Brits who refined soccer—I think 
that is a nicer argument to be using for today! They invented the sport of soccer, and I do not think we are going 
to talk about cricket or anything else today; we will leave that one well enough alone I think! 
It is, again, no coincidence that representative democracy and free market capitalism remain the two greatest 
political and economic forces for organising civil society. Again, it was the English through their civil war and 
the Americans through their revolution who led the way in replacing the ancient regime tyranny with modern 
institutions. It suffices to say that the enormity of the cultural, political and military influences of the 
Anglosphere, or the English-speaking world, speaks volumes for itself. It is a global order that remains largely 
unchallenged today. 
Yet the triumph of the Anglo-western would not have happened without one distinct feature that led to all the 
greatness that historically followed—the embrace of our reason over dogmatism; in other words, our embrace of 
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science. What set the ancient Greeks—our cultural and intellectual ancestors—apart from the rest of the world was 
that Greek society produced more men who accepted the primacy of human reason than any other known at that 
time. Although mythological explanations were the prevalent norm of ancient society’s understanding of the world, 
some of these men managed to come forward to challenge some of these norms. They preferred to rely upon human 
reason as a means to understand nature, and rejected supernatural explanations that had otherwise gained currency 
in that period. It is this embrace of reason over dogmatism that defines the very core of the intellectual foundations 
of modern western civilisation, with the United States being the pinnacle that leads the way. 
From people such as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, almost every modern discipline of study that ends in “ology” 
can be traced back to classical Greece. That legacy was then inherited by the Romans, only to erode for several 
centuries during the Dark Ages of Europe and to later be revived through the contributions of Arab scientists, 
and that is when we saw what was happening in that part of the world. Following on from that, we had the 
European Renaissance, the age of discovery, the print revolution, the Enlightenment and the 
Industrial Revolution. And so the world marched on from there and it was never the same again. 

Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press revolutionised education, making it accessible to all instead of 
previously being a vocation that was followed only by the elites, the clergy and the scholastics. The invention of 
the printing press soon made education available to everybody. Thomas Edison’s invention of the light bulb 
revolutionised our sleeping patterns, which enabled us to achieve much more past sunset. Prior to that, once the 
sun went down, people went to sleep. That is how things happened with our sleep patterns. We know that there 
was a time when people went to bed and they got up later on and did other things later in the evening. The light 
bulb certainly revolutionised the way that we dealt with that. 

The inventions of film and television revolutionised entertainment and the flow of creative ideas. Without these 
devices, the Anglosphere would not have been able to wield the enormous cultural and linguistic influence it 
does today over the rest of the world. There is no argument that Western Australians are fortunate to live in the 
greatest state in the greatest country on earth, and science always has been and always will be an inseparable part 
of our story. 
That has set the overall scene of the importance of science, but I will focus more on our state. The Chief Scientist 
is an incredibly important role in Western Australia. I have been fortunate enough in the six years that I have 
been a member of Parliament to come to know very well our previous Chief Scientist, Professor Lyn Beazley, 
whom I still see regularly through the work we do together at the Ear Science Institute Australia and at various 
functions, and our current Chief Scientist, Professor Peter Klinken, who is also a close friend of mine through the 
work that we do together on the neurotrauma research program executive. He did fabulous work at the Western 
Australian Institute for Medical Research, which is now called the Harry Perkins Institute of Medical Research. 
Professor Klinken was the previous executive director of the institute, which has now been taken over by 
Professor Peter Leedman. In April, Professor Klinken outlined the government’s position in his science 
statement. He stated — 

Science has been vital for the development of Western Australia, and it will be crucial for the future of 
the State. A clear direction for science is essential, based around research priorities to harness 
a ‘Team WA’ approach and maximise the use of precious resources. 

I certainly agree with him that there needs to be a definite “Team WA” approach to everything we are doing in 
that area. Indeed, in recent years, there have been numerous impressive developments on the scientific and 
technological fronts. Members in the chamber will know that some of them are not that well known. 
In 2013, the Office of Science was brought in as a stand-alone office under the auspices of the Department of the 
Premier and Cabinet to work towards harnessing Western Australia’s natural potential to create a culture and 
industry driven by science, and the Premier took on responsibility for science. The Office of Science seeks to 
provide long-term strategic context for research and development across government departments while 
facilitating links with various industries, universities, the commonwealth and the state, and to do it in 
a collaborative way across all facets. It is doing all that while it is playing a critical role in encouraging and 
facilitating co-investments from both the public and private sectors. 
The office’s involvement in the Square Kilometre Array project, its work with the International Centre for 
Radio Astronomy Research and its support for industry and all levels of government to prepare the SKA site for 
construction in 2018 and to maximise the benefits to our state are all commendable efforts that no doubt will contribute 
towards making Western Australia even more prosperous. Over the years, we have spoken quite often about the SKA 
and the excitement that that is generating not only in Western Australia, but also throughout the world. 
In his speech at the inaugural Science on the Swan Conference in May this year, our Premier emphasised the 
need for Western Australia to ensure that our children receive the best education they can and the best education 
they deserve. In recognising as much, the Premier has, together with our Minister for Education, allocated 
a special fund for research and education, a substantial part of which concerns science and technology. 
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Although science remains at the heart of every state’s prosperity, nowhere is that truer than in Western Australia. 
As the nation’s most resourceful state—as we know, 10 per cent of the population provides 40 per cent of the 
gross domestic product—Western Australia’s appetite for scientific and technological research is not to be 
underestimated. The WA government has identified five key areas in which the advancement and application of 
science will help broaden our economy and create a new generation of jobs. Despite their abundant potential, our 
resources are finite and must be prioritised to focus our efforts on areas of comparative advantage. The areas that 
we will focus on are mining and energy, medicine and health, agriculture and food, biodiversity and marine 
science and, of course, radio astronomy. 
Our key commodities of minerals, energy, agriculture and fisheries attract the interest of domestic and foreign 
investors, most notably within our Asia–Pacific neighbourhood, but we also know that things are expanding 
further than just our Asia–Pacific neighbourhood. For instance, during the winter break, the newly appointed 
ambassador to Australia from Iran was in Western Australia and spoke to various people from government, 
including our Minister for Agriculture and Food, about the possibility of opening up markets there since the 
agreement was reached in Vienna about lifting some of the trading embargoes imposed on Iran. All sorts of other 
markets are opening up. Again today, there was an announcement that Indonesia will accept another 50 000 head 
of cattle from Australia. We certainly know that these areas are growing rapidly and we are very excited about 
what will happen in the future. 

Our unique biodiversity is also internationally recognised. The Ningaloo Reef system and the Kimberley stand as 
our key environmental assets and we are very proud of them. Our south west region is one of 35 global 
biodiversity hot spots recognised by Conservation International. Without a doubt, the improvements that have 
taken place over the years from Western Australia’s proud history of advancing scientific research and 
development have resulted in heightened standards for our own health, safety and security. 

Western Australia’s economy is largely exports based, but it continues to remain subject to external influences. 
This creates an industrial environment that reinforces the need for our state to broaden its economy, which our 
government is very much aware of. Our government is endeavouring to perpetuate an environment in which our 
state can achieve tangible goals such as increasing crop yields, ensuring the sustainability of our food sources, 
lowering the cost of mining, and finding cures for presently incurable medical conditions. 

Treasurer Mike Nahan outlined in his budget speech on 14 May that the Barnett government will continue to pursue 
innovation through science. An example of this is the three-year $13 million investment in the 
Pawsey Supercomputing Centre, which is a world-class facility with expertise in high-performance computing and 
visual technology. The government will build on the state’s recently released science statement in April that I have 
just spoken about, and strive for renewed economic growth, as well as help strengthen our international ties, so that 
Western Australian businesses can capitalise on the growth of our neighbours in the Asia–Pacific region. 

Our government’s commitment to strengthening our state, its economy and facilitating education in science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics is particularly evident in our track record thus far. Treasurer 
Mike Nahan outlined in his budget speech that in education alone there has been a three per cent growth in 
student enrolments at public schools since 2012, meaning an additional 24 800 students into the public school 
system. This marks the strongest period of sustained growth seen in that sector since the mid-1970s. This year’s 
budget places government spending on education at $4.8 billion for the upcoming year, marking an increase of 
$294 million, up 6.5 per cent since last year’s budget. Since the start of 2015, 178 new independent public 
schools have commenced operations. There is a total of 441 across WA representing 55 per cent of all 
government schools. What we know when we look at those figures—figures that we are very proud of in that 
sector—is that higher achievement comes from greater competitiveness. That was one of the other areas that we 
have been looking at in education as well. It is one of the reasons that we have revised the Western Australian 
Certificate of Education. From 2016, every year 12 student will achieve an Australian tertiary admission rank or 
a certificate II or higher qualification to graduate. That is what we will see: all of our students coming out of 
school with at least some sort of qualification, and the need for them to have to demonstrate a minimum standard 
in literacy and numeracy to enable them to graduate. Certainly one of the criticisms in the past has been that high 
schools are churning out students who cannot string two words together and cannot add up a list of numbers on 
a piece of paper. At least now we know that we will be working very closely to ensure that that minimum 
standard of literacy and numeracy is reached by the time they reach their graduation. 

At the beginning of this year, year 7 public school students moved to secondary schools for the first time so that 
we can better provide the specialist teaching that we know they get in the high school environment, which is best 
suited for the Australian curriculum. Twenty-nine secondary schools from Margaret River to Broome will 
receive new buildings, and 19 other schools have had works to accommodate year 7 students—a total investment 
of $223 million. The Barnett government is destined to focus on reforms in just the way that we build schools 
alone. Just last week we announced the successful consortium for Western Australia’s first public–private 
partnership for schools. The successful tenderer for that was EduWest, a conglomerate comprising 
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Macquarie Capital Group Ltd, Badge Constructions (WA) Pty Ltd, Perkins (WA) Pty Ltd and Spotless Facility 
Services Pty Ltd. That group will come together in a partnership, and it will involve the financing, the design, the 
build and the maintenance of four public primary schools and four public secondary schools for a minimum of 
25 years. They are going to be charged with developing all of those for a minimum of 25 years, and then the 
government will start paying only when each school becomes operational. The estimated capital cost is 
$370 million. The partnership is a strong incentive for the appointed consortium to build high quality schools on 
time and within budget, and for maintenance to be performed to a high standard. 
Australia’s commonwealth Chief Scientist, Ian Chubb, made an interesting point in 2013, which continues to 
ring very true today. He delivered the speech at the inaugural Rio Tinto–UWA Education Partnership seminar. 
What Professor Chubb said was — 

“Our best scientists are up there with the best, but we drop away and have a long tail. This tail has 
implications for the weight and balance of our research efforts,” … 

Although expressed two years ago, these concerns still remain well founded, given the persistent decline in 
university enrolments in the STEM discipline areas over the last decade. A shortfall in undergraduates has 
influenced funding in STEM areas, leading to fewer staff, less research and a deficiency in innovation. It cannot 
be forgotten that universities began operating as far back as the Middle Ages, with the aim to educate for the 
sake of education, to fulfil the innate quest for enlightenment and to advance the pursuit of wisdom. The net 
result was improved social conditions, health, wealth, upward mobility and modernity, each an organic 
consequence of the embrace of reason and science for its own sake, yet today we find the pursuit of a higher 
education is seen as only a means to secure employment. The intrinsic value of studying for its own sake and to 
seek answers is often an insurmountable expectation entrapped within the confines of supply and demand based 
economics. If there are not enough students enrolling in a certain field of study, it becomes difficult for that field 
to continue to receive the same financial attention as a field of study that may be an easier sell to the student. 
That is certainly something that needs to be addressed. There is no greater field of study requiring all the 
attention and investment it can get than STEM. These fields form the backbone of the progress of society, if we 
think about those things that I have brought to our attention today. It is not enough to go into these fields, it is 
incumbent on us as responsible representatives of the Western Australian people to encourage our youth to 
embrace higher education in those STEM areas. That is exactly what any newspaper we open today, any 
television we turn on, any YouTube video or Facebook page we want to look at has—these things about 
encouraging people to get into that whole STEM area, because they are challenges that we need to face head-on, 
and they cannot be ignored or underestimated. 

Moving forward, work needs doing across state and commonwealth levels in order to enable ourselves as state 
and nation state to remain competitive, especially in the Asia–Pacific neighbourhood where we live, which 
thrives on scientific research, development and technological innovation. We have seen some of the major 
advances being made in those areas, and somehow we are sometimes being left behind in that game. I think one 
of the things we have to make sure is that we are always going to try to be ahead of the game. Some of the 
initiatives of the WA government are a model for the commonwealth to emulate at a federal level across the 
STEM policy areas from education to research and development. It would not be a speech from Behjat, if she 
was not to mention Ashdale Secondary College—that wonderful school in the northern suburbs, the jewel in the 
crown of education in the northern suburbs, and the school that I am the chairman of the board of. My son is 
graduating from year 12 there this year. We know that is a specialist science and technology school. That is the 
sort of thing that has other states now looking at us and at what we are doing. We are getting government schools 
to specialise in these areas of science and technologies and other states are now starting to take that on board. 

It is through the generous contribution of science-inspired sponsors from within industry that the Premier’s 
Science Awards have come to serve as a great incentive for young Western Australians to be encouraged to 
pursue the STEM fields. The awards have different prizes for different categories. A $50 000 award goes to the 
Scientist of the Year; $10 000 to the Woodside Early Career Scientist of the Year; $10 000 to the ExxonMobil 
Student Scientist of the Year; and, $10 000 to the Chevron Science Engagement Initiative of the Year. These are 
concurrent measures in place to ensure the competent delivery of quality leadership amongst those who will train 
tomorrow’s generation of scientists. The issue that is really inherent is that we can encourage our children to go 
into these areas and to study them, but we have to have people in place to train them well and to make sure that 
they will still be able to make the amazing inroads that we have been doing. 

The Governor’s STEM Awards recognise the principal and leadership teams from two primary schools and 
two secondary schools and colleges for their support and leadership in developing their school STEM education 
programs. Eligible schools participate in the Science Teachers’ Association of WA’s Science Talent Search or 
any of the Mathematical Association of WA’s activities in mathematics competitions. Schools receive prizes of 
up to $1 000 for the school’s STEM program. We need to have these incentives and we need to make it attractive 
for everybody to be involved.  
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The school science, technology, engineering and mathematics initiative culminated in a function at 
Government House. Scitech also is heavily involved. These measures stand as proof of this government’s 
commitment to making Western Australia a breeding ground for future generations of world-renowned 
scientists. We are putting our money where our mouth is on this. We are not just talking the talk; we need to 
walk the walk. Last month, our Premier welcomed Hon Karen Andrews, federal Parliamentary Secretary to the 
Minister for Industry and Science, on her visit to Western Australia. Their meeting stressed the need for 
a comprehensive strategy at both state and federal levels to promote STEM throughout our country. We have to 
remember throughout this whole debate on STEM and the encouragement of people to be involved in it that 
40 per cent of all jobs within Australia today will not exist by 2030. They will have become obsolete and will be 
overtaken by something in the science and technology area. Seventy-five per cent of the fastest growing 
occupations require STEM skills, and we need to make sure we are staying ahead of the game. We know from 
changes we have seen that in our own work environments, technology is changing the workforce and the 
economy dramatically.  

The federal government is working towards holding a series of roundtable talks on proposals to prepare us to 
face these challenges that lie ahead in reforming our education and research capabilities. We need to do that to 
ensure that Western Australia not just survives but thrives in this space—something we all understand we need 
to do. Old jobs are being replaced by new jobs that require greater scientific and technological skills. We need to 
ensure that the funding, the institutions and the curriculums are in place to enable all those budding young 
Thomas Edisons and Albert Einsteins out there to get the skills and training they need. I commend our 
government in the way it is steering our state in this direction. I think it is very important to focus on this area; 
it is an important conversation we need to have. The state is becoming an environment conducive to further 
scientific research and development initiatives and a showcase for state-of-the-art medical technology.  

Two weeks ago I was at the Harry Perkins Institute of Medical Research as a guest at the opening of a project it 
is doing there that is funded by the Australian Cancer Research Foundation. The foundation provided 
$2.4 million to the cancer imaging facility at the Harry Perkins Institute to install some amazing machinery. 
Most people know about CT scanning, PET scanning and MRI scanning. We have seen the incredibly large 
machines that exist around the world. Through a wonderful donation from the Australian Cancer Research 
Foundation, that machinery is at the Harry Perkins Institute, but on a much smaller scale. They are tiny machines 
because they are used for animal imaging—imaging of mice. I found it very interesting to learn that the genetic 
DNA of mice is 92 per cent the same as humans. We might think, “Oh, my goodness!” We were shown some 
slides of the bone structure of mice and I could see that it is quite similar to our bone structure. Although we 
might think our DNA is more like apes’ DNA, apparently our DNA is more like that of mice.  

Hon Ken Travers: Especially the Liberal Party backbench!  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: I will not even go down that road.  

The really good story is that mice can be injected with tumours and with this smaller machinery the tumours can 
be monitored and the mice can be treated with drugs so that the tumours can be reduced. It is a smaller version of 
human imaging equipment. The afternoon I was there I was fascinated to learn that this is now world’s best 
technology. It is not the country’s best technology but the world’s best technology in this area. In previous years 
scientific researchers in Western Australia who wanted to further their studies in this area would have had to go 
to either England or America because that is where cutting-edge technology is used. We are now seeing 
a reversal of that brain drain, if you like. The story of Professor Juliana Hamzah is a perfect example of this. She 
was born in Malaysia and came to Perth on a scholarship to do her Bachelor of Science degree and then did her 
PhD under the guidance of Professor Ruth Ganss, a researcher at the Harry Perkins Institute. Professor Hamzah 
left and went to California to further her studies because it was not possible at that time to continue the imaging 
work she was doing. So that she could continue to make amazing inroads, she had to leave. She was very excited 
when Professor Ganss got in touch with her in America to let her know that the Australian Cancer Research 
Foundation grant had been allowed and enabled the Perkins Institute to buy the cancer imaging equipment she 
was using in her line of work. She therefore received funding to come back to Perth and she brought her husband 
and daughter to live in a country she had adopted as her own a number of years ago. She believes the equipment 
at the Harry Perkins Institute is better than any equipment she was using in the United States.  

Most of Professor Hamzah’s work involves targeted drug delivery. That means that rather than giving people 
chemotherapy and other forms of drug therapy hoping the drugs will hit their target while killing a lot of healthy 
cells along the way, as often happens with these sorts of treatments, the drug can be injected exactly where it is 
needed and its effectiveness can be tracked. Professor Hamzah had always wanted to come back to Perth because of 
our lifestyle, but she needed the right facilities to enable her to fulfil her professional needs as a cancer researcher. 
The grant from the Australian Cancer Research Foundation has enabled her to pursue her dreams here in Western 
Australia. They are the sorts of people I am talking about and the development of the sorts of issues I am talking 
about today need to be encouraged so that more and more people come back to Western Australia.  
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Moving to other areas of science and technology in which we are making some inroads, in the coming months we 
will witness Western Australia hosting a world-class carbon research centre. The Perth-based $48.4 million national 
geosequestration laboratory will be a milestone for carbon capture science because it holds the potential to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions that could be exported worldwide. This is a collaboration between the Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation, Curtin University and the University of Western Australia. Our 
government remains a strong supporter of the Western Australian Energy Research Alliance, which backed 
development of that new facility. The NGL is set to assist the Department of Mines and Petroleum’s south west hub 
project, in particular in investigating the Lesueur sandstone formation near Harvey for industrial-scale carbon 
dioxide storage. Our global role in supporting the cause for science is well reflected in the Gorgon CO2 injection 
project on Barrow Island, which remains the second largest injection project in the world.  

Our state’s progress on the scientific front is not limited to merely the installation of new technologies; it also 
expands into the realm of education. In this spirit, the recent changes to the WA curriculum with greater focus on 
STEM as well as civics, citizenship, economics, business, geography and history are set to take place 
five months ahead of schedule. Under the proposed changes, teachers from preprimary to year 10 will have more 
time to prepare. WA’s new syllabuses will form the basis for the state’s mandated curriculum by 2018. 
Last month, on 2 July, the Premier launched the Western Australian hub of the Cisco Internet of Everything 
Innovation Centre Australia, which also is located at Curtin University’s Bentley campus. This facility’s initial focus is 
on astronomy and resources and marks one of the many exciting projects that stand as proof of Western Australia’s 
emerging capability in data science. No doubt this centre will be an incubator for new technology and new 
entrepreneurs with solutions in digital transformation, predictive data science and enhanced cognition. Supporting 
multiple markets, the centre will share solutions between astronomy and radiophysics, oil and gas, finance, transport 
and government. At present, only two per cent of all things that can be connected are connected, representing 
13 billion devices. This number is expected to grow to 50 billion by 2020. Those sorts of figures cannot really be 
comprehended. A focus of the centre will be to create a state-of-the-art connected community, bringing teams together 
in a collaborative space where customers, start-ups, open communities, researchers, entrepreneurs and technology 
enthusiasts can work together and brainstorm new ideas and technologies. 

The Premier highlighted that Western Australia had a great opportunity to continue building on its emerging 
capability in data-intensive science through our involvement in the Square Kilometre Array project. Another 
great opportunity for WA, as we know, also lies in our remoteness. We are a vast state—there is no doubt about 
that—with major economic activity occurring in some of the most remote areas. Connectivity, support and 
service delivery, all critical to the SKA project, are also critical to other WA economic sectors, from resources 
projects through to the delivery of government services. Cisco and foundation partners Curtin University and 
Woodside must be commended for their foresight and action in delivering the centre, which serves as a great 
example of industry and the research community coming together to create genuine partnerships, with the aim of 
solving real-world problems. The centre will also play an important role in engaging WA-based small and 
medium enterprises with large company problems, including access for their ideas, developments and solutions. 

There should be little doubt in anyone’s mind about what Western Australia has achieved so far in the areas of 
science, technology, engineering and mathematics. There also should be little doubt about what Western Australia 
can continue to achieve in these areas. We have always had the potential to be a world leader and now, more than 
ever before, this potential is being realised and harnessed to its fullest. The role of our government in supporting 
and aiding the cause for making our curriculum more STEM-oriented, as well as supporting the most cutting-edge 
research and development in these fields, is as admirable as it is praiseworthy. Science is a method, a process and 
a framework for understanding the world around us. Behind every great social change lies the work of a scientist. 
Be it the changes to our education system or the efforts in supporting the installation of new scientific facilities or 
the encouragement of future generations of scientists through science-based awards and grants, Western Australia is 
leading the way and will continue to do so under the sound leadership of Premier Colin Barnett and the team that is 
behind him, and I am very proud to be part of the Barnett team aiming to do just that. In the words of renowned 
physicist Stephen Hawking, “Scientists have become the bearers of the torch of discovery in our quest for 
knowledge.” I am very proud that our state is well equipped to train these bearers of the torch of discovery for the 
future right here at home in Western Australia. I am very proud to be part of a government that is putting its money 
where its mouth is and assisting where it can in developing those very important areas of STEM, again, mostly 
through what needs to happen at a very, very early age. 

I will finish in the science area with Ashdale Secondary College, which is part of a cluster of schools. The 
college is clustered by three primary schools: Lansdale Primary School, Madeley Primary School and 
Ashdale Primary School—all fantastic schools. Taking STEM back to the very basics, at Lansdale Primary 
School in the coming weeks a dedicated classroom will become a science laboratory for year 1 students. I do not 
know of anyone in this chamber or anyone else out there who was ever involved in science from the age of 
students in year 1, but I think it is a great testament to the cluster, and again the government putting its money 
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where its mouth is and saying we do need to get kids excited about science from a very early age. I am very 
proud to say that we have invited our Chief Scientist, Professor Klinken, to come to the opening of the science 
room. He will be out there in a couple of weeks when we do that opening to present our little year 1 students at 
Lansdale with their little lab coats, because they have to look the part. There is no point just being the part; they 
have to look like those scientists as well! I can just imagine what all these littlies will be like with their science 
lab coats and goggles on, raring to learn about all those wonderful things out there—bearing in mind that these 
kids in year 1 now will be the ones we will be talking about in the future. They might be the ones who find 
themselves in Chris Hadfield’s position up on the space station learning who knows what out there in the 
universe. I want to put on the record how proud I am to be part of this government and of its achievements in this 
area, and how it is so important for us to maintain the work we are doing. Again, I am very proud to be part of 
the Barnett government, which is certainly delivering in the STEM area. 

HON MARTIN PRITCHARD (North Metropolitan) [5.54 pm]: I rise today to make some comments and 
observations on the estimates of revenue and expenditure for 2015–16. It may not surprise you, Madam Acting 
President, that some of my comments today will not be overly complimentary to those who are currently in 
charge of the state’s finances. This is not necessarily a stance I would always take, because I usually have some 
sympathy for the tough decisions required from the heights of government; however, the current state of the 
Western Australian economy leaves little room for that sort of tolerance. I have a view that Western Australia is 
the greatest place in the world to live, but unless this government starts to listen to the numerous concerns that 
are being raised, our lifestyle and that of our children and our children’s children is at risk. 

I mentioned in my inaugural speech that I was excited about getting my first Bankcard. Apart from the obvious 
benefit of wooing my lovely wife, there were many downsides to having this kind of credit available to me at 
such an irresponsible time in my life. It allowed me to indulge every whim and fancy that I had instantly without 
any planning or consideration of the longer term consequences, without any immediate impacts upon my lavish 
lifestyle. If I wanted to do something or own some new gadget, I would draw some money from the Bankcard 
and anything I wanted would be mine. I did not have to plan or save or put any forethought into it at all; utopia 
was at hand—well, for a short time anyway! I thought I could have this carefree lifestyle and indeed did manage 
to pay off the minimum payment each month, so I thought I was doing the right thing and enjoying life along the 
way. The truth eventually dawned upon me when I worked out that the thing about paying the minimum 
payment on these sorts of loans is that it takes an eternity to pay off the principal and eventually we reach our 
credit limit. I think the apt phrase here is: eventually the chickens come home to roost. Once I came to my senses 
and cut up the first Bankcard, it still took me another three years to pay off the personal loan that I had to take 
out to cover that debt—three years of living on a strict budget, three years when I certainly forgot about all the 
good times I had had, three years of coming to the understanding that I had nothing of value left from the money 
I had spent. It was an expensive lesson, but a good one to learn early on in my life. If we want to have a good 
life—a balanced life—we ultimately have to live within our means.  

I would like to pass on these two valuable lessons to the government: we should live within the means we have 
available to us and the chickens always come home to roost. Unfortunately though, this government is only the 
current custodian of the state’s finances, which means that it well may not be holding the reins when the 
chickens really do come home to roost to Western Australian families. I say “come home to roost” because with 
this level of debt, I suspect there is more pain on the horizon. But of course, some of those chickens are already 
starting to come home to roost, as can be demonstrated by the many broken promises or delayed projects from 
this government. This government has not only spent the windfall gain that we have enjoyed from unprecedented 
royalties from iron ore, but also managed to burden us with over $36 billion worth of debt, debt that will 
severely hamper future governments’ ability to deal with the challenges that we face such as population growth, 
job creation, congestion, urban sprawl and the like. It seems so unfair to me that the chief architect of the 
spending spree, the Premier, will see many of the upsides to the lavish expenditure, but will probably not be 
around long enough to see any of the chickens really come home to roost. This is likely, one hopes, to be left to 
a future Labor government. The good thing is that many of my Labor colleagues have a proven track record of 
responsible financial management of the state’s finances. 

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm 

Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: Before the adjournment I was talking about debt, particularly debt on the credit 
card and the habits that that can breed, but that is not to say that all debt is bad. Getting back to my personal 
experience, I have also taken out a loan to buy a home for my family. Of course, that debt also seems to be 
taking forever to repay, so in that way it is similar to my Bankcard experience, except that with this particular 
debt I am increasing my equity in an asset that is increasing in value and providing a home along the way. All 
debt is not bad, but it requires mature consideration, and I still have to weigh up the pros and cons of any 
investment and I still have to keep it reined in to manageable levels.  
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I do not believe that the current debt that this state has fits into those criteria. I am also greatly concerned by the 
sudden growth of state debt and that there looks to be no slowing towards the eventual financial cliff to which 
we are heading. I am also shocked that there seems to be no similar concerns being expressed by members of the 
government. It is not as though those concerns are being raised by this side of the house alone; many voices are 
urging the Premier to rein in the spending, and until the government recognises the problem, it will never be in a 
position to dig the state out of the large financial hole that it has placed us in. 

I note that Hon Amber-Jade Sanderson and Hon Samantha Rowe have already referred to an article by 
Liam Bartlett in The Sunday Times on 5 July, which I read with great interest because it raised many of the 
concerns that I want this government to heed. I will skip over the parts that have already been referred to and 
refer to a couple of other parts. 

Hon Darren West: I was not here for that. 

Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: I may come back to them! 

Liam Bartlett says that this debt has nothing to do with the price of iron ore but, rather, the importance of 
economic management. On 30 June 2008, under then Premier Alan Carpenter, state debt was $3.634 billion. 
Liam Bartlett’s article continues — 

Mr. Barnett took office in September 2008 so he was bound by Labor’s Budget but it was his 
government that was responsible for three-quarters of that financial year and significantly, he 
substantially adjusted the Budget at the midyear review in December 2008. 

By June 30, 2009 the net debt had already grown to $6.7 billion and today, just six years later, it’s 
blown out to $25.4 billion, on its way to that Everest-like figure of $36.3b. 

So much for the Liberal Party mantra of responsible management compared to its opposition. It’s also 
salient to point out the Carpenter government had paid for the rail line to Mandurah and fully funded 
the Fiona Stanley hospital construction. Any big ticket infrastructure liabilities the taxpayer is now 
shackled with, are not hand-me-downs but come straight from Barnett’s desk. 

To highlight the discrepancy, think about the difference between what we now owe compared to what 
we earn. When Alan Carpenter left the big chair on the hill, the public debt-to-revenue ratio was 
running at 19 per cent. Today, it’s on its way to 83.3 per cent; a truly frightening number … 

The fact is, one-and-a-half terms of Colin Barnett’s … stewardship — the majority of it through the 
strongest mining boom in the past 50 years — has produced record debt and a ratings downgrade. 

I will not read the rest of the article which has already been read into Hansard. 

It is not only home-grown reporters who have been raising their voices in concern. In an item on the ABC 
website, dated 14 April 2015, business reporters Michael Janda and Andrew O’Connor state that Standard and 
Poor’s has effectively issued an ultimatum to the Barnett government ahead of Western Australia’s next budget. 
The article states — 

Premier Colin Barnett has previously announced budget cuts and asset sales as part of a concerted effort 
to regain the AAA credit rating. 
The ratings agency noted that WA last budget set itself a target of cutting its net debt by $2 billion over 
the following three financial years, and outlined a further $1.8 billion of savings measures late last year 
to deal with falling mining revenues. 
However, with the crash in iron ore prices, Standard & Poor’s has put the WA Government on notice 
that it must take tougher financial measures to just retain its existing AA+ rating. 

“In our opinion, there will be slippage — 

And this is the concern — 

in achieving these targets as there has been in the past, when a number of Fiscal Action Plan revenue 
and expenditure measures were revised after the 2014 budget,” the ratings agency noted. 

“This potential slippage reflects, in our view, limited political will to make difficult decisions. 

“In the absence of implementing significant policy changes, it appears that Western Australia will not 
achieve these targets and its budgetary performance will substantially weaken.” 

It would seem from that article that Standard and Poor’s is also concerned that the current government does not 
have the political will to make the difficult decisions needed to lead the Western Australian economy out of the 
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financial hole that it has got us into. An article by Julie-anne Sprague in The Australian Financial Review on 
10 June 2015 states that Moody’s Investors Service has warned — 

All key financial measures of the state budget are in bad shape. The state is at risk of suffering a second 
credit rating downgrade in less than two years: the deficit and debt-to-revenue ratios have hit levels 
never seen before in WA. 

It would seem from this article that Moody’s has no confidence in this government’s fiscal abilities either. I think 
a major part of the problem of confidence is that the government seems inclined to make many commitments 
that it will not or cannot keep. This article refers to the government’s pledge to restrict debt to the mid-20s. Well, 
Mr Acting President, we have gone well past that point. I had this terrible dream about the Premier and the 
Treasurer lying on a beach in Greece and saying, “What does a few more billion matter?” Of course this dream is 
fanciful, but probably no more fanciful than the Premier’s belief that he can promise to never preside over 
a budget deficit. There is a huge financial cost to having to pay interest on $36 billion of debt, but there is an 
added cost if independent credit agencies lose faith in the government’s ability to run the state’s finances. The 
lower our credit rating, the greater the perceived risk and the higher the interest charged. 

An article in The West Australian on 15 May and another in The Australian Financial Review encapsulate the 
pessimism around the government’s handling of our state’s finances. The West Australian article states — 

Mike Nahan might have felt as if he was choking on his words yesterday as he stood up in Parliament to 
give his second Budget speech—State debt of almost $31 billion, a record deficit next year of 
$2.7 billion. The snapshot paints an ugly picture of State finances. The Treasurer described economic 
conditions in WA as the worst he had seen in more than 30 years. 
Dr Nahan had the job of delivering the bad news but the moment was years in the making. The lack of 
discipline in public spending in the boom times, when iron ore prices were sky-high and investment was 
booming, meant there was nothing in the kitty to absorb the shock when the inevitable downturn came. 

The article goes on to state — 

The spending spree in his Government’s first term, at a time when the State population was increasing 
rapidly and demand for services was growing with it, set the scene for today’s disaster. When mining 
royalties were buoyant, it could be argued that the mounting level of debt was sustainable, but the end 
of the boom and the sudden fall in iron ore prices pulled the rug out from under the Government. The 
iron ore collapse alone has cost $10 billion in revenue over the next four years compared with last 
year’s forecast. The Government has no control over commodity prices — 

I have to accept that — 
but it failed to prepare for the worst when times were good. 

The article goes on further to state — 
The pain is shared around in this Budget but it seems pensioners and other seniors have been hit hardest 
… 
General household fees and charges will rise almost $200 on average, and electricity and water tariffs 
will increase 4.5 per cent, twice the rate of inflation. It may not be enough to cripple most households, 
but it does give lie to Mr Barnett and Dr Nahan’s claim that households would be shielded from most of 
the Budget pain. 
Some will lose more than others, but it is clear that there are no winners out of this Budget. 

The article in The Australian Financial Review on 16 May states — 
Financial analysts warn it could be more than a decade before Western Australia can regain its 
AAA credit rating as the state faces unprecedented levels of debt and deficit. 
West Australian treasurer Mike Nahan revealed all key financial measures have blown out when he 
delivered the state budget on Thursday, which forecast a record $2.7 billion deficit next year while debt 
will soar to $36 billion in 2018. 
Chamber of Commerce chief officer John Nicolaou said there was a risk the state’s AA credit rating 
would be downgraded as government’s fiscal position deteriorates. 
“I think its [AAA rating] is lost for at least a decade,” Mr Nicolaou said. 
“You look at our debt to revenue ratio, it’s rising above 80 per cent and the return to surplus [in 2018] is 
based on some pretty heroic revenue assumptions.” He said some respected economists believe the 
AAA rating could be gone “for a generation”. 
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All that I can say is that the only person who seems to be optimistic about the state’s economy is the Premier. 
I think that this may be the nub of the problem. No matter how bad it gets or how many authorities share their 
concerns, nothing seems to get through. Anyone might suspect that government members are resigned to the 
prospect of not being in government post–March 2017. An article published in The Australian on 3 July may 
give us a clue as to why this may be. Andrew Burrell writes — 

Western Australia’s faltering economy and escalating government debt have further dented 
Premier Colin Barnett’s popularity among voters and sent the Liberal Party’s primary vote crashing to 
its lowest point since he was elected in 2008. 
The latest Newspoll, conducted for The Australian over the past three months, shows Labor has 
maintained its 52 per cent to 48 per cent lead over the Liberal-Nationals alliance on a two-party-
preferred basis. 
It shows almost six in 10 voters are dissatisfied with Mr Barnett’s performance as premier and that the 
Liberal Party’s primary vote has fallen to just 33 per cent—down from a healthy 47 per cent at the time 
of the 2013 election 
The survey shows Labor leader Mark McGowan remains preferred premier, with 43 per cent of 
respondents compared with Mr Barnett’s 37 per cent. 

The article goes on state — 

Dr Drum said the Barnett government’s standing with voters was being affected by its fiscal woes, 
including the record deficit unveiled in the budget. 

He said the government had not presented a clear path to return the budget to surplus and the impact of 
its planned program of asset sales to reduce debt remained uncertain. 

In article published on 14 May, political analyst Peter Kennedy went directly to the point when he stated — 
… Mr Barnett’s credibility as a sound economic manager was now under serious question.  
“Number one, because he said he’d never preside over a budget that went into deficit. And it’s going to 
be a whopping deficit of more than $1 billion,” Mr Kennedy said. 
“And number two, he ignored warnings that he was being a big spender, spending all the government’s 
money, and that he should put a bit aside for when things got a bit tight. 
“He ignored that. He spent to the hilt. He took a gamble, and he’s in this embarrassing situation right 
now.” 

I am pleased to read a media statement from August 2014—a while ago now—in which the Treasurer stated that 
the government was determined to regain the state’s AAA credit rating. I wonder whether that will be just one 
more commitment that will not be kept. Unfortunately, I think it will be, as I believe that is now a bridge too 
far—for this government anyway—and the only way this state can regain its fiscal reputation is when we have 
a change of government, one would hope, in March 2017.  

I understand that this government is blaming, amongst other things, the fall in the price of iron ore as one 
unexpected cause of the fiscal black hole that we find ourselves in. From what I can see, this government has 
overseen a period of unprecedented growth in revenue from iron ore royalties. This state has been the recipient 
of the benefits from a perfect storm in this area. In the last 10 years or so we have gained royalties on 
unsustainable increases in the price and massive growth in production of iron ore. Indeed, in a report prepared 
this year for the Minerals Council of Australia by Port Jackson Partners, the first heading reads “The past 
decade: as good as it gets.” One would think that a headline like that would be music to the ears of all 
Western Australians as we share in the proceeds of the sale of our minerals. The report goes on to describe how 
good it has been. It states — 

The facts bear repeating. From 2000 to 2014, Australia’s annual iron ore production rose from 170 million 
tonnes to around 660 million tonnes—a compound annual growth rate of 10 per cent. Over the same period, 
prices rose to a peak of more than US$190 per tonne in 2011, before declining to levels in mid-2015 closer to 
US$54 per tonne. From 2000 to June 2015, prices averaged US$74 per  tonne, more than double the average 
from 1966 to 2000. 

Then the report souds a note of caution, as if anyone really needed it, when it states — 

It is naïve to expect that the market conditions that brought great rewards for iron ore miners, their 
suppliers and Australia over the past decade would be persistent. 

In other words, there was always an expectation that prices would retract as the conditions that made up the 
perfect storm settled down. Everybody knew that it could not last forever. In my previous vocation as a union 
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official, there were many occasions when I had to help members who got themselves into financial difficulties 
depending on additional money that they received from working regular overtime or from working shifts. The 
problem was not getting additional money, but rather relying upon that extra money as part of paying for their 
ongoing lifestyle. Building a bigger house, getting a bigger mortgage or sending the kids to a private school are 
all good things to do, but are unsustainable if the overtime dries up or a worker gets moved off the shift. The 
truth is that there are often times when there is an opportunity to access extra money—having a small win on 
lotto would be my preferred option—but this is not money that we should build into our weekly household 
budgets, and it would be foolhardy to do so. Similarly, it would seem to me to be foolhardy for the government 
to build this windfall from iron ore into its recurrent spending. An article in The Australian of 9 May 2015, again 
by Andrew Burrell, sums it up best. It reads — 

It’s the multi-billion-dollar question that the rest of the nation is entitled to ask: where did all of 
Western Australia’s money go? 
After the economic boom of a lifetime delivered it a spectacular revenue bonanza, how could the 
Barnett government lose the state’s AAA credit rating, increase net debt by more than 200 per cent and 
now be preparing to unveil the biggest budget deficit in the state’s history?  
… 
Soon after he won office, an ebullient Barnett declared that his government would never preside over 
a budget deficit. 
“We believe it is in the long-term interests of this state to maintain broadly a balanced or surplus budget 
even through difficult times,” he said. “That will make sure that future generations of Western Australia 
won’t be burdened with unnecessary debt which has to be repaid.” 

That is my point exactly. The article continues — 

At the time, Barnett’s confidence in WA’s financial future seemed justifiable. He had inherited a strong 
set of books from Labor, which had produced record budget surpluses of $2 billion-plus as the 
resources boom transformed the state into the nation’s powerhouse economy.  

… 

Barnett was a highly popular premier in his first term. But his spending spree had the effect of pushing 
up net debt from $6.7bn in 2008 to $20.75bn in 2014—a 210 per cent increase. His promise to voters to 
cap net debt at $20bn was never met. At last count, net debt will continue to climb to a forecast $29.4bn 
by 2018. 

I think we now know it might be more. The article continues — 

The rising debt levels prompted Standard & Poor’s in 2013 to downgrade WA’s credit rating from 
AAA to AA+. It was a huge psychological blow for Barnett and treasurer Troy Buswell … 

S&P said it downgraded WA because the government had failed to show the “political will to make 
difficult decisions”—a reference to the reversal a few months earlier of several key savings measures in 
response to a public backlash. 

Barnett said S&P was simply wrong. But Buswell, one of three treasurers who have tried to curb 
Barnett’s spending, noted the agency was “probably right”. 

The Premier responded to the downgrade by promising the government would start selling off assets to 
reduce its debt levels—a move he promised would raise up to $6bn by 2017. So far, however progress 
on planned privatisations has been glacial and the government’s chances of raising that amount in the 
next two years appear remote.… 

The final moment along WA’s path to deficit occurred a year ago when Nahan’s 2014–15 budget — 

Several members interjected. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Simon O’Brien): Order, members! Hon Martin Pritchard has the call, and 
unrelated interjections are making it hard for Hansard and the Chair to hear him. 

Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: Thank you, Mr Acting President. The article continues — 

The final moment along WA’s path to deficit occurred a year ago when Nahan’s 2014–15 budget 
included the bullish forecast that the price of iron ore would average $US122 a tonne this year. 

… 

With the iron ore price now sitting below $US60 ($76), it appears the government may have 
underestimated iron ore revenue in its last budget by at least $3bn. 
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It would seem that the wise course of action would be to spend this windfall on improving infrastructure, which 
to some extent I believe the government has done, but not to count on the additional income for recurrent 
expenses. I think we could have had a very bright future if we had treated this extra money appropriately and 
lived within our means.  

Another issue that the government blames for our economic difficulties is the basis of the carve-up of GST 
revenue; I happen to agree with that, but I would have even less success in convincing the federal Abbott 
government to take a lead on this issue than would the Premier. I encourage the Premier to continue his efforts in 
trying to get support from his political brothers and sisters in Canberra to remedy some of the errors that were 
made when this legislation was introduced. I do, however, commend him for his persistence to date, which has 
resulted in some small relief. Unfortunately, I do not think we can realistically expect the underlying problems in 
this area to change in the short term. It is just a pity that the safeguards that are now being proposed were not 
thought of in the beginning; still, the real problem for our economy is the Premier’s propensity for spending 
beyond his means without anybody being able to convince him otherwise. 

In a previous life, I spent many years as a shop assistant, and I am sure the Premier would have been an ideal 
customer. I can imagine that when he goes shopping and the sales assistant tries to upsell him a more expensive 
item, the Premier says, “Absolutely; only the biggest and the best will do”. 

Hon Ken Travers: Unless it’s an air conditioner! 

Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: If we were talking about food of any kind, some might say that I have the same 
problem! 

During this debate, I have heard members try to suggest in their comments that any resistance to whatever the 
Premier proposes is somehow wrong. For instance, if I were not supportive of the new stadium, I should not use 
it. I do not agree that we can afford the new stadium, but when it is built, I will surely make use of it; to not do so 
would be churlish. However, I would have been just as happy with a new stadium in Subiaco, which I believe 
would have cost somewhere in the region of $600 million. The issue has always been: can we afford the 
Burswood option? Although it has been very difficult to find out the true cost of the new stadium, I suspect that, 
at somewhere north of $2 billion, the answer is: no, we cannot afford it. 

I would not say that all the money that has been spent on infrastructure has been wasted; I would simply say that 
exceeding the budget by some $30-odd billion severely restricts our options for the future. I am sure that even 
this government would accept that we cannot keep borrowing at the current levels; having said that, I see no 
evidence to date to support the view that the government believes this. It makes me shudder to think that it could 
be possible that another loan bill may come before this Parliament before there is the chance of some responsible 
and experienced hands taking over the state’s finances. Still, the point is that, with all the money that has been 
spent, we still have many issues that have not been fully addressed, and now the cupboard is more than bare. 
Living in the northern suburbs means that I have an intimate knowledge of the problems that my constituents 
face with public transport and traffic congestion. The editorial of The West Australian of 27 March reads — 

Anyone who drives on Perth roads during peak periods will know all too well that traffic congestion is 
getting worse. It is affecting more roads and for longer periods than a decade ago. 
The impacts are felt widely—frustrated drivers are spending more time stuck in their cars and have less 
leisure time at home. Vehicle running costs and air pollution increase. It is estimated that problems 
associated with congestion in Perth could cost the economy $2.1 billion by 2020. 
That figure alone means the need for action to ease congestion is urgent. 

My fear is that, with the cupboard as bare as it is, there may be more and more pressure on the government to 
introduce tolls in a broader way than is already currently proposed—tolls that might otherwise not have been 
necessary had the government been more frugal with our windfall from the iron ore industry. I am pleased that 
this particular issue was raised in the editorial of The West Australian of 22 May. It reads — 

Without serious action, the cost of congestion on the road network will increase from $2 billion in 
2011 to $16 billion in 2031. 
These statistics in Infrastructure Australia’s audit of the infrastructure challenges facing the nation paint 
a gloomy picture of our capacity to cope with this growth. The Federal agency predicts Perth roads in 
particular will face huge pressure, with seven of the future top 10 traffic congestion hotspots in the 
WA  capital. 
Even with big-ticket road projects under way or planned … congestion will overwhelm our efforts to 
keep up. 
Infrastructure Australia highlights the problems but it will be up to State and Federal governments to 
deal with it. New and wider roads are part of the answer but each of the WA hotspots identified by the 
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audit is a major road where there are few alternatives for people in terms of public transport. Urban rail 
is the key part of the infrastructure need but, as the audit points out, existing passenger services are 
likely to be at “crush capacity” by 2031. 
… 
West Australians will be very wary about the prospect of toll roads and with good reason. The so-called 
heavy vehicle user charge on the planned freight link to Fremantle port is the first move down this path 
in WA but we should be cautious about installing tolls on existing freeways and other steps in this 
direction. 
A toll may be justified only if it diverts drivers into other forms of transport. While many parts of Perth 
lack the easy alternative of turning to public transport, a toll would simply become another tax that 
raises money but does nothing to ease the looming congestion crisis. 

We would not have had to consider any toll taxes if the government had been wiser with the state’s finances. 
I believe this point was acknowledged by the Treasurer in an article that appeared in The Sunday Times of 
24 May. It reads — 

Transport Minister Dean Nalder has reignited the debate on toll roads in WA, saying it was an option 
the cash-strapped state had to consider in the future.  
Giving the clearest indication yet that Perth could follow the lead of other capital cities, such as Sydney, 
and introduce toll roads for everyday motorists, Mr Nalder said tolls were “one of the elements that had 
to be debated in the future”. 

“For the immediate term, and the foreseeable future, we won’t be introducing (toll roads),” Mr Nalder 
told The Sunday Times yesterday. 

“However, what I will acknowledge is that due to increasing pressures and a growing city, the 
increasing pressures on infrastructure and the difficulties of accessing capital by governments because 
of debt levels, that there will need to be more innovative approaches as to how we access capital. 
… 
The Barnett Government has already begun tinkering with toll roads, with a road user charge planned 
for truck drivers on the proposed $1.57 billion Perth Freight Link. 
Mr Nalder said it was possible the Government could sell off the revenue stream from tolls to a private 
investor. 

If we had more frugal hands on the state coffers, we might have had enough money to fulfil at least one of the 
government’s pre-election promises to introduce light rail, which really might have made some difference, 
although I have to confess to being as confused on the government’s position on this issue as reporter 
Daniel Emerson of The West Australian was in his article of 16 July. It reads — 

What an absolute mess the State Government has managed to get itself into over light rail. For those 
struggling to keep up—and who can blame you—let’s try to get this straight. 
The Liberals went to the 2013 election pitching the MAX light rail line from Mirrabooka to the CBD as 
the solution to worsening congestion in Perth’s northern corridor. 
The then transport minister Troy Buswell declared the fully funded, fully costed light rail was superior 
because it could move more people than “any number of buses and cars”, as demonstrated by 
$15.8 million of planning studies. 
Light rail: good. Buses: bad. 
Got that? 
Fast-forward two years and it’s almost as if the party which made that pitch ended up losing the 
election. 
New Transport Minister Dean Nalder returned from Singapore this week to report that light rail there 
had not been viable, comments which came hot on the heels of Premier Colin Barnett’s (now 
discredited) suggestion that light rail on the Gold Coast was also a fizzer. 
Buses, however, have had an extreme makeover. 
They’re cheaper, can move the same number of passengers as light rail and can even be disguised to 
look like a tram. 
Now it’s buses: good. Light rail: bad. It’s difficult to remember a more comprehensive dismantling of 
a party’s own signature election promise. 
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The article concludes — 
No matter how you dice it, the Government’s public transport planning looks confused and chaotic and 
voters at the 2017 poll will be entitled to question how long the latest blueprint will hang together. 

Given the state’s financial position, we are now caught between looking at tolls and identifying less costly ways 
of fixing this problem. I expect that many of the less costly initiatives are already being looked at, but, if they are 
not, they should be. Many of these initiatives were identified in an article in The West Australian of 8 May, such 
as adjusting traffic light sequences, changing lane markings, and extending right-hand turn lanes. That same 
article also quoted American sociologist Lewis Mumford when he said — 

Adding highway lanes to deal with traffic congestion is like loosening your belt to cure obesity. 

I tend to agree. No matter whether the new strategy of “all-lane running” will help drivers to use more tarmac, 
there will always be bottlenecks and merge points that cannot be fixed unless we are able to put serious money 
towards the problem. However, the truth is that we no longer have the money that is needed. It has been spent. 
For that reason, we need to be smart about how we deal with this issue. Given that premise, I think that the idea 
put forward by the Leader of the Opposition, Mark McGowan, to create metro hubs was a good one. This idea 
was encapsulated in an article by Ray Sparvell on WAtoday on 6 March, which reads in part — 

Perth has “hit the wall with the urban sprawl” and planners need to refocus on the creation of satellite 
central business districts, according to a leading sustainability academic. 

Professor Peter Newman of Curtin University was responding to a vision of a future Perth laid out by 
state opposition leader, Mark McGowan. 

Mr McGowan told an audience of local councillors on Friday that a series of “metro hubs” needed to be 
created throughout the metropolitan area to reduce congestion and to locate people closer to where they 
worked. 

“Hubs offer a way to take pressure off the relentless expansion of the metropolitan area,” Mr McGowan 
said. 

“We need to seriously consider what limit we should put on the endless sprawl. 

“It’s not good enough to just whack down a block of units on a quiet suburban street and call it infill.” 

Professor Newman and PhD candidate, Cole Hendrigan, have prepared “Perth: Prospect or Precipice”, 
a draft report that, in part, addresses a number of similar concepts. 

Professor Newman agreed that … momentum seemed to be developing with regards to how we might 
live in a future Perth. 

“The ideal is to create satellite CBDs within a 15-kilometres radius of the city centre. That distance is 
accepted globally as the optimal distance,” he said. 

Professor Newman said this concept would encourage populations of knowledge workers to congregate. 

Satellite CBDs would need to include residential, business, recreational and retail facilities, he said. 

“They are recognised as the economic segment that best responds to the options of living, working, 
playing and shopping in an urban dense, but accessible location,” he said. 

“The key to the success of the concept, however, is light rail. An efficient light rail network is what 
brings it all together and makes it work. 

I can only hope the government will now have the sense to look at all good ideas so that my constituents will not 
need to wait until post March 2017 before the government stops tinkering with this problem and starts putting 
together a comprehensive plan. However, again the problem comes back to a lack of money. Irrespective of my 
views, there are many things that we cannot now change. We need to start looking to the future and to the 
strategies that will best serve this state going forward. 

One of the government’s desperate proposals is to sell off state assets. I always worry about this sort of 
approach, because if it is not well considered, it may be a bit like the farmer who sells not only his produce, but 
also his breed stock. That is what we do when we have no vision for the future. There are some very good 
reasons why it is wise for the state to hold onto some types of assets, although there would probably be 
disagreement as to what constitutes a “good reason”. Still, if an asset is bringing in a decent level of revenue and 
also looking after an industry that is considered important, why would we sell it? I believe that the TAB may be 
such an entity. I suspect that there are a number of members on the other side of the chamber who might agree 
with me. It was with interest that I listened to Hon Helen Morton’s speech, which reaffirmed the government’s 
commitment to sell off the TAB. Here is an industry that directly employs over 7 000 people and supports more 
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than 30 000 Western Australians indirectly. Here is an entity that puts some $120 million back into the racing 
industry and provides the state with some $50 million in revenue each year. 

If the government were to sell such an asset, what sort of sale price would it need to get? I note that on 
25 February, ABC news quoted the Premier as suggesting that the sale price should be somewhere up to 
$1 billion. Unfortunately, The West Australian in an article dated 13 April suspects that Treasury believes that 
the sale price will be south of $200 million. If members are inclined to believe, like me, that there is probably 
more expertise in Treasury at predicting these things, they would also be inclined to agree with one of the 
government’s own backbenchers and ask why we would sell the goose that lays the golden egg. 
An article in The West Australian of 3 June makes a number of other good points. A Liberal backbencher is 
quoted in that article as saying — 

… there was widespread state of confusion across the party because of the “shadow boxing” over issues 
such as the TAB’s sale price and plans for the long-term funding of the industry. 

He went on to say — 
… the TAB had provided a “unique stability” to the industry since being introduced by the 
Brand government in 1961, replacing 206 licensed off-course bookmakers. 
 “We therefore need to know the real cost and likely disadvantages of disposing of a business that has 
successfully underwritten an entire industry for more than 50 years, as well as generating hundreds of 
millions of dollars for its owners—the taxpayers of WA,” … 

Further in the article, it states — 
RWWA last week announced a record distribution of $136 million to the industry from TAB profits, 
with a further $50 million going to the State Government in taxes. 

We know that we have a huge debt of this government’s making and that we all need to work towards bringing 
the situation back to a more manageable position, but I ask whether the sale of the TAB would help or hinder our 
progress. It seems to me to be the latter. I ask the Premier to think very carefully before he progresses the 
government down this path. Also I make the point that there may not be any real profit to the industry if the 
government uses proceeds from the sale to retire debt and the industry is then saddled with an owner that 
supposedly wants to draw profits from its investment. I hope that more thought is given to the other proposed 
asset sales, as the sale of the TAB just does not seem to make sense to me. 

We are not given a long time to talk on these issues so I have tried to identify some of the major concerns for me 
in this budget and I suppose it all comes down to a very simple concept. I do not believe that this government has 
been very prudent with the state’s finances. More pointedly, we are coming off of a decade of record revenue 
with our credit rating in ruin and a debt of over $30 billion. I concede that we have built some new infrastructure, 
but there can be no kudos for this government in spending up big on a credit card. There could have been some 
credit to this government if it had built new infrastructure within the constraints of the state’s income. There 
could have been respect if it had kept its election promises and even more if it had laid money away for the 
harder times that we all knew would come. But this is not what has happened. We still live in the best place in 
the world, but we need to take steps to secure this paradise for our children and our children’s children. The first 
opportunity for Labor to address this in any meaningful way possibly will not come until after the election in 
2017. In the meantime, I call upon this government to curb its predilection for spending and start to live within 
its means, even though it is unlikely to be in power when all the chickens come home to roost. It is not enough to 
either wait for another perfect storm or wait for the Labor Party to fix the mess. 

Debate adjourned until a later stage of the sitting, on motion by Hon Peter Collier (Leader of the House). 

[Continued on page 4966.] 
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