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REPORT OF THE STANDING COMMITTEE ON ECOLOGICALLY SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT

IN RELATION TO:

2000 NATIONAL CONFERENCE OF PARLIAMENTARY PUBLIC WORKS AND ENVIRONMENT
COMMITTEES

1 ORGANISATION OF THE CONFERENCES

1.1 The Northern Territory Sessional Committee on the Environment hosted the 2000
National Conference of Parliamentary Public Works and Environment Committees at
Parliament House in Darwin between July 17 and 19 2000.

1.2 Two separate conferences were held consecutively, two days being devoted to the
Public Works Committees’ Conference and a day to the Environment Committees’
Conference.

1.3 The Legislative Council’s Standing Committee on Ecologically Sustainable
Development represented Western Australia at the conferences. Hon Dexter Davies
MLC was delegated to attend.  The Advisory Officer, Ms Anne Turner, also attended.

1.4 This is the third consecutive year that Western Australia has sent representation to the
conferences.  All jurisdictions were represented.

1.5 The host Committee is a five member committee of the Parliament of the Northern
Territory, chaired by Dr Richard Lim.  First established in 1977, this Committee has
monitored and scrutinised various government and non government agencies
participating in uranium mining in the Alligator River Region with specific emphasis
on any impact this has on the environment.

1.6 Dr Lim and the staff of the Committee organised a full and stimulating program of
speakers and site visits, using the facilities of the Darwin Parliament.  Thanks are
extended to the host Committee and to Hon Terry McCarthy MP, Speaker, who
opened the conferences.

2 CONFERENCES PROGRAM

2.1 The first day of the Public Works Committees’ Conference involved each State and
Territory reporting on the work of their Committees during the previous 12 months.
Mr Barry Coulter, Chairman of the Darwin Port Corporation, delivered the key note
address.  Delegates participated in a site inspection of the New Port facilities at East
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Arm Port.  Delegates enjoyed the hospitality of the Speaker at an official reception
that evening.

2.2 The second day involved presentations on private building certification followed by a
practical demonstration of the Northern Territory’s Land Information System
(“NTLS”).  The latter is a computerised program of listed land uses similar to that
demonstrated by Tasmania in 1999.

2.3 A joint conferences dinner was held on the second evening with Hon Terry McCarthy
MP, Speaker, hosting this event.

2.4 The Environment Committees’ Conference was held on the third day and again
involved each State and Territory reporting on the work of their Committees during
the last 12 months. Dr Bill Freeland, Director of Parks and Wildlife into the ‘Northern
Territory Parks Masterplan’, delivered the key note address.

2.5 In the afternoon, delegates heard three presentations: Dr Rex Pyne, from the
Department of Fisheries into the marine pest, black striped mussel; Mr Ian Miller,
Principal Weed Agronomist from the Department of Primary Industry into the mimosa
pigra infestation; and Mr Tony McGill, Director of Mines into the Ranger uranium
mining project.

2.6 Each Committee reported to one or both conferences on activities since the last
conferences in September 1999.  Western Australia’s Committee reported to the
Environment Committees’ Conference. Hon Dexter Davies MLC reported on behalf
of the Western Australian delegation. A copy of the full program for the Conferences
is attached as Appendix 1.

3 PUBLIC WORKS COMMITTEES CONFERENCE - KEYNOTE SPEECH AND
PRESENTATIONS

The Australasia Railway Project

3.1 The Northern Territory does not have a Public Works Committee.  However, Mr
Barry Coulter, Chairman of the Darwin Port Corporation, illustrated the common
challenges experienced by other jurisdictions with any major capital works project by
reference to the Northern Territory’s Australasia Railway Project.

3.2 This project has been in planning since 1907 when the Northern Territory of South
Australia handed the Northern Territory back to the Commonwealth on condition it
build two railways.  However, no time limit was stipulated in the Surrender Act 1907
(SA), and the project languished until 1996.
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3.3 In October 1999, the Federal, Northern Territory and South Australian governments
reached agreement on financial arrangements to complete a railway line from Alice
Springs to Darwin.  The line will be integrated with a $100 million new port at
Darwin, the first stage of which opened in February 2000.

3.4 The economic benefits of this project are substantial, with estimates of 1.2 million
tonnes of domestic freight passing through Darwin each year.  Key north Asian ports
including Pusan in Korea, Tokoyo, Kao-hsiung in Taiwan and Hong Kong, will bring
in 50,000 containers within five years of operating, doubling after five years.  The
environmental benefits of the line are also significant, saving 2,000 million litres of
fuel and 100,000 tonnes of carbon emissions.

3.5 Mr Coulter explained that the logistics of this project are enormous with (amongst
other things) 155,000 tones of steel rail needed, 2.3 million sleepers, 15 million cubic
metres of earthworks, and 100,000 cubic metres of pre-stressed concrete along 1,410
kilometres of track.  It has taken four years to purchase the 400 metre corridor for the
line as well as deal with hydrology and land tenure issues.

3.6 The first train is expected in 2003 and will forever change the future of the Northern
Territory, as it becomes a gateway for commodities direct from Asia into the rest of
Australia.

Private Certification of Buildings

3.7 Mr John Gronow, Deputy Secretary of the Department of Lands, Planning and
Environment discussed how private certification had ushered in a new era in building
control, a first for Australia but not overseas.

3.8 Before 1993, the Northern Territory government carried out building control, not local
councils, that is approvals, inspections, enforcement and record keeping.  This was
changed because the cost to the building industry and general community of
bureaucratic involvement and over regulation was estimated at $1 billion per year.
The Building Act 1993 (NT) specifically excluded the Northern Territory government
and introduced full private certifiers.  Compulsory registration of builders is not
required in the Northern Territory. The builder signs a declaration stating that the
work has been carried out in accordance with the approved plan.1

3.9 Certifiers are given full legal responsibility for issuing building and occupancy
permits with the government’s role changed from operational enforcement to
supporting private sector professionals with technical advice and auditing of the
building control system.  A recent review by the Northern Territory Auditor and the

                                                          
1 However, there is no penalty for a builder signing a false declaration
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Ombudsman revealed problems with the auditing process,2 for example there are
10,000 pre 1993 buildings that require certification at the point of sale and some
consumer dissatisfaction.

3.10 Mr Gronow disclosed that the certifier’s certificate does not cover each criterion in the
Australian Building Code.  It covers somewhere between ‘fit for habitation’ and
‘cyclone proof’.  Mr Gronow also referred to problems consumers have with pursuing
builders.  Presently, only the private certifier is required to hold a policy of insurance.
The Home Building Certification Fund is a mandatory insurance scheme for
residential works intended to insure against works not being in compliance with
building regulations and non performance of the builder.  However, only coverage for
non compliance to act is provided, the consumer is not able to recover costs from the
person responsible for non compliance, that is, the builder.

The NTLS

3.11 Mr Vic Stephens, Assistant Secretary of Land Information and Mr Phillip Rudd,
Director of Information Management gave a practical demonstration of the NTLS.

3.12 The NTLS is an information system for users where spatial data is captured and
managed in a sustainable manner, that is, data is not lost after a one off application,
but is retained for other projects.  Essentially it is a cooperative arrangement between
Northern Territory government agencies, the private sector and potentially other
governments to deliver better outcomes for government, the community and industry
through the use of spatial data resources.

3.13 Data bases within the system include: mining information, natural resources, the
Northern Territory atlas, cadastral sites, topographic information and motor vehicle
accident sites.  In stark contrast to the Tasmanian system, the NTLS does not contain
information about contaminated sites as it is considered that this level of information
would devalue land.

4 OUTCOMES OF THE PUBLIC WORKS COMMITTEES CONFERENCE

Role of a Public Works Committee

4.1 As reported in previous years, Western Australia does not have a public works
committee.  The reports of committees from other jurisdictions suggest that most
matters dealt with by public works committees in other jurisdictions could, in this
State, be dealt with by one or more of the Legislative Council’s Public
Administration, Ecologically Sustainable Development or Estimates and Financial

                                                          
2 The Building Advisory Services Branch aims to audit 5% of all approvals but to date this target has not

been met
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Operations Committees, and the Legislative Assembly’s Public Accounts and
Expenditure Review Committee.

Reports of the Public Works Committees

The Legislative Assembly of the Australian Capital Territory - Standing Committee on Urban
Services

4.2 Mr Simon Corbell MLA reported that the Committee’s inquires related to draft
variations to the Australian Capital Territory plan as well as transport issues.  This
year, the Committee has not tabled any report into capital works because of a
significant change in the referral procedure.  In 2000, the government and parliament
experimented and referred the draft budget to each of the five standing committees for
examination. Each committee examined a specific department’s program of capital
works.

4.3 The Committee also continued to advocate for a land information system similar to
Tasmania’s. In addition to producing reports, the Committee scrutinised proposed
appointments by the Minister for Urban Services to the Heritage Council, the Flora
and Fauna Committee, Plumbers Drainers and Gasfitters Board, Canberra Public
Cemeteries Trust and the Animal Welfare Advisory Committee.

4.4 The Committee is currently conducting a delicate inquiry into whether a witness, in
giving evidence, had been being improperly influenced by a Minister.

The Parliament of Queensland - Public Works Committee

4.5 Mr Neal Roberts, Chairman, commented on 12 reports for the year across all
portfolios from prisons, the new Cairns College to the joint NSW/Queensland sand
bypass of Tweed River.  This year, the Committee concentrated on examining public
sector/private sector “Build, Operate, Own and Transfer” (“BOOT”) schemes on the
basis that very little is known about the long term outcomes of such projects with
problems only revealed at a point in the future when the scheme is transferred to the
State.

4.6 BOOT schemes were the subject of intense interest at last year’s conference.3  BOOT
schemes concern the private sector developing innovative solutions to previous public
sector projects. Under these schemes the contractor owns the plant (historically,
mainly water treatment plants) for a defined contract period, usually 25 years, then
returns it to the authority for whom the operation was conducted.4

                                                          
3 For example, the Tasmanian delegation reported on a prison BOOT scheme being approved by its

Committee
4 The BHP Port Kembla Coke Ovens Gas Processing Wastewater Treatment Plant commissioned in 1992

was the first Australian BOOT scheme
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4.7 These schemes have evolved as Australian jurisdictions examine ways to increase
efficiencies in their existing infrastructure and implement new capital works in order
to improve the general well being of their communities as well as the industries that
rely on that particular capital work.  Many countries and their governments are opting
to involve the private sector to assist them in financing such improvements.

The Parliament of South Australia - Public Works Committee

4.8 Mr Peter Lewis MP, Chairman, referred to the contempt with which the Parliament of
South Australia had treated the Committee during the last year.  Mr Lewis explained
that any project costing more than $4 million must go to the Committee but the
Minister prematurely announces the project prior to the Committee’s report.

4.9 A recent example was the redevelopment of the South Australian Museum where the
Committee questioned earthquake standards.  It was revealed that standards were
inadequate and $1.5 million was required to rectify the problem.  The Committee
stressed the point that if it could have drawn this deficiency to the attention of the
relevant agency earlier, this added expense could have been avoided.  Mr Lewis
commented that Ministerial practice of premature announcement as well as the time
given to conduct inquiries placed pressure on the Committee to report too soon and
fetters close scrutiny.

4.10 Mr Lewis cited a further example concerning the proposed Pelican Point power station
where, because of government contractual commitments, the Committee was directed
by motion to present its report.

The Parliament of the Commonwealth - Public Works Committee

4.11 Mrs Janice Crosio MP, Vice Chair referred to 14 tabled reports this year, five of
which related to the Department of Defence and four to the CSIRO.  The Committee
had reported on capital works programs amounting to more than $540 million.  The
Committee operates under an Act last amended in 1969.  The Act requires that all
public works (meaning conservation, demolition, landscaping, refurbishment) over $6
million are to be referred.  Since the 1999 conference, nine projects have been referred
with the most controversial project being the replacement of the Lucas Height nuclear
reactor facility.

The Parliament of Tasmania - Standing Committee on Public Works

4.12 Mr Don Wing MLC, Chairman, commented on five references received in the last 12
months, ranging from the redevelopment of Launceston High School to dental service
facilities.  Some projects had been referred too early, lacking precision and making the
Committee process protracted.  Mr Wing commented that a project costing more than
$1 million cannot proceed without Committee approval but the Committee cannot
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make recommendations to the project and lacks the power of amendment.  The
Committee’s only power is to either approve or disapprove the project.  Of particular
concern is the Committee’s lack of power to monitor a project once approved.

4.13 The Committee had its jurisdiction tested during the year over a referral involving 16
dental service facilities amounting to $1.2 million.  As no one contract was more than
$1 million, the Governor sought the opinion of the Solicitor General to determine if
the project needed to come before the Committee. The response was that a test needed
to be applied to the project, that is, was the project one public work or a number of
several contracts. Were the projects inter-related or separate projects grouped together
for administrative purposes?  The Solicitor General decided that the 16 dental service
contracts were separate projects and so there was no jurisdiction for the Committee to
inquire.

The Parliament of New South Wales - Standing Committee on Public Works

4.14 Ms Diane Beamer MP, Chair, described how the Committee was first established in
1887, then disbanded in 1930.  It was resurrected in 1995.  Unlike other jurisdictions,
the Committee is not limited to a specified sum before it can conduct an inquiry and
combines existing and proposed capital works projects with a consideration of
environmental impacts.

4.15 During this last year the Committee had concentrated on a major report into capital
works procurement identifying a number of strategic issues like strategic planning,
project delivery systems, tendering and the role of the agencies.  To date, one volume
has been tabled concerning government accommodation lease management. The
Committee found that costs had ballooned in the central business district, being the
second largest cost to agencies after wages and salaries.  Further findings included the
lack of an in house knowledge about lease arrangements and that some agencies were
not complying with government policy.

4.16 The Committee recommended that agencies be relocated outside the central business
district, especially given the benefits of communication technology, and the public
sector employee space ratio be further reduced which would amount to savings of $75
million.5

                                                          
5 In 1980 the ratio was 20 square metres per employee; in 1994, 24 square metres and in 2000, it is 19.3

square metres
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5 ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEES CONFERENCE - KEYNOTE SPEECH AND
PRESENTATIONS

The Northern Territory Parks Masterplan

5.1 Dr Bill Freeland, Director of Parks and Wildlife, addressed delegates on the Northern
Territory Parks Masterplan.  Dr Freeland said that 25% of Aborigines own 50% of
inalienable Northern Territory land,6 thus, any plan for the environment must involve
Aborigines in a meaningful way.

5.2 Dr Freeland explained that one third of his time is spent engaging with Aboriginal
groups who have cultural affiliations with many of the parks and that the Masterplan
recognises Aboriginal values.  Seventy five per cent of the ranger force is Aboriginal
and they are frequently relocated, as there is a tendency for the ranger force to think
they ‘own’ the area they service and see tourists as a menace.

5.3 Dr Freeland said that the goals of the Masterplan are to protect biodiversity and
prevent extinction of desert mammals7.  Fortunately only 0.1% of the Northern
Territory’s native vegetation has been cleared8 and in the last three years, new national
parks and reserves have been added9. The Masterplan acknowledges that it is not
possible to have national parks over 50% of the land mass so other alternatives have to
be found, for example, entering into agreements with landowners for the preservation
of particular areas.

5.4 Tourism employs many Northern Territorians and national parks play a major part in
the enhancement of tourism. Tourism focuses on water so infrastructure is used
intelligently to isolate tourists from critical areas.  Dr Freeland described tourists as
demanding either ‘remote’ or ‘intense’ experiences.  As a result, extensive capital
works have occurred in Litchfield National Park and major upgrades of facilities at
Watarrka.10

The Black Striped Mussel Plague

5.5 Dr Rex Pyne from the Department of Fisheries spoke of the danger of marine pests in
Darwin’s marinas.  Black Striped Mussel (Mytilopsis sallei) is particularly dangerous
because of its phenomenal growth rate, consequently clogging drains and pipes.  It
was introduced into three marinas from ocean going vessels in 1999 and was
successfully eradicated after 28 days of treatment with sodium hypochlorite.

                                                          
6 Through claims made under Aboriginal land rights legislation and by purchase
7 Dr Freeland was complimentary of Western Australia’s Western Shield project
8 Compared with 30-60% for all other States
9 For example, Flora River National Park, Shoal Bay Coastal Reserve, Keep River National Park and Bull

Wadi Conservation Reserve
10 Watarrka is expected to outstrip Ulurlu as a tourist destination
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5.6 Subsequently, eight compensation claims were lodged against the Northern Territory
government.  To date, none have succeeded on the basis that for other quarantine
incursions, compensation is not paid by any other Australian jurisdiction and to do so
would set an alarming precedent.

The Mimosa Pigra Infestation

5.7 Mr Ian Miller, Principal Weed Agronomist from the Department of Primary Industry,
delivered an address on this introduced pest which was first discovered in 1891.
Spread by floodwaters and animal excreta, mimosa pigra was, in 1999, declared a
weed of national significance.  It grows to six meters, yet nothing can grow
underneath its canopy. The mimosa pigra invasion has tourism implications for the
flood plains abutting Kakadu National Park.  Chemical and mechanical controls have
been implemented to eradicate this weed, all to no avail.  Mr Miller commented that it
is too early to assess the impact of biological controls which have released nine insect
types and two pathogens onto the weed during the last decade.

Uranium Mining and an Incident at the Ranger Mine

5.8 Professor Tony McGill, Director of Mines, described how uranium mining sites were
first discovered in 1949 at Rum Jungle. The Ranger Mine was established in 1980
after its discovery by airborne survey.  The Jabiluka mine is currently on hold after the
United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation this year, threatened
to de-heritage Kakadu National Park after problems were found with rainfall and the
long term impacts of tailings on ground water.

5.9 According to Professor McGill, Jabiluka, once operating will be of enormous
economic benefit generating $612 million in company tax, $153 million in royalties to
Aboriginals, $70 million per annum into the Northern Territory economy and $5
million to the two Aboriginal family groups comprising the traditional owners, the
Mirrar people.  Uranium mining employs 37% of Northern Territorians compared
with 16% in tourism.  For these reasons, Jabiluka is considered a must for the
Northern Territory.

5.10 Professor McGill then described how an incident occurred in March 1999 involving a
failed coupling on the return water line from the Ranger tailings dam to the mill.
Three retaining bolts corroded and broke, releasing ammonium into the culvert.  The
incident prompted what Professor McGill described as hysterical reporting and over
reaction to what was finally described as an incident which caused no environmental
damage.

5.11 Professor McGill explained that Energy Resources of Australia Ltd (“ERA”) delayed
reporting the incident as it did not see the matter as reportable since no visible
environmental damage had resulted and drainage control bunds had not been
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breached.  Reporting of minor incidents is not mandatory but with hindsight this delay
was, in Professor McGill’s opinion, an error of judgment on the part of ERA.
Professor McGill considered that the media rather than any real public outrage
inflamed the incident at Ranger.

6 OUTCOMES OF THE ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEES CONFERENCE

Reports of the Environment Committees

The Legislative Assembly of the Australian Capital Territory - Standing Committee on Urban
Services

6.1 Mr Harold Hird MLA, Chair, reported on a number of environmental and heritage
issues, the most controversial inquiry being a proposed new freeway through a
Canberra nature reserve which attracted 900 submissions.11  The Committee is
attempting to balance equity of road access issues for locals, first planned in 1960
against motor vehicle emissions and protection of the nature park for a rare species of
bird.

The Parliament of South Australia - Environment, Resources and Development Committee

6.2 Mr Ivan Venning MP, Chair, referred to four unanimous reports of this joint
committee in the last 12 months.  Inquires ranged from a review of the Environmental

Protection Act 1993 (SA) and the Environmental Protection Authority; tuna feedlots
at Louth Bay; rail links between South Australia and Victoria and subdivision of land
within suburbs.

The Parliament of the Commonwealth - House of Representatives Standing Committee on the
Environment

6.3 Mrs Dana Vale MP, Chair, reported on a self initiated inquiry into catchment
management.  As the report is at draft stage, Mrs Vale commented only upon its
themes.  Significantly the Committee has found that the solutions to the problem of
catchment management is well known with the funding aspect problematic.  Mrs Vale
said that it would take over a century to solve the problem of land degradation and
salinity with part of the solution lying in public policy fostering a sense of ownership
of the problem.

6.4 Mrs Vale also referred to an inquiry into the “public good”, which to date has received
230 submissions.  This inquiry focuses on the importance of voluntary groups who
suffer economic hardship and ‘volunteer fatigue’ as a result of the need for
conservation measures.  Mrs Vale said that in its travel, the Committee is testing the
concept of a national environmental levy for the public good.

                                                          
11 One third of these submissions were received by E - mail
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The Parliament of NSW - Standing Committee on Public Works (Environmental term of
reference)

6.5 Ms Diane Beamer MP, Chair, described two current inquiries into energy emissions
reduction targets and sick building syndrome.  Of the latter, Ms Beamer indicated that
sick building syndrome (a group of health effects, which disappear on leaving a
building) emerged as an environmental issue in the 1980s and is related to indoor air
quality.  Overseas statistics indicate that 40-50% of occupants find air stuffy and this
has led to a gross domestic product cost of between 0.3 and 2%.12

The Parliament of Victoria - Environment and Natural Resources Committee

6.6 Mr George Seitz MP, Chairman, described the new joint, eight member Committee
which has not yet tabled any reports.  However, the Committee has the following
references: Ovine Johns disease; fishery management; as well as abalone and rock
lobster fishing.

6.7 Mr Seitz reported on an inquiry inherited from 1997.  This was the utilisation of
Victorian native flora and fauna.  The inquiry outlined many existing and potential
forms of utilising Victoria's flora and fauna. It raised an array of associated
environmental, research and statutory issues; especially, types of utilisation, Victoria's
native flora and fauna, ecologically sustainable development, economic viability
issues, ethics/welfare issues, ownership issues, controls and regulations and national
and international controls.

The Parliament of Western Australia - Standing Committee on Ecologically Sustainable
Development

6.8 Hon Dexter Davies MLC presented the report of the Committee to the conference. Mr
Davies described the three reports tabled in the last year, emphasising the effects of
the nature of the inquiries on the daily lives of Western Australians.  Mr Davies said
that two inquiries into forest management had significant repercussions for the
Government resulting in alterations to the Conservation and Land Management Act

1984 (WA) and a new Forest Products Bill 1999 which separates forest conservation
from its operational role.  Mr Davies also reported on the inquiry into the western rock
lobster and how international certification of the industry occurred at a time when its
management regime, (which accounted for the sustainability of the industry) was
being questioned.

6.9 Mr Davies concluded by referring to the salinity crisis being Western Australia’s
greatest environmental threat and agreed with Mrs Dana Vale MP, Chair, House of

                                                          
12 As yet, there are no statistics available for Australia
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Representatives Standing Committee on the Environment, that a century of effort was
needed to rectify the problem.

7 THE 2001 NATIONAL CONFERENCES OF PARLIAMENTARY PUBLIC WORKS AND
ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEES

7.1 Hon Dexter Davies MLC proposed the Western Australian Parliament as host for the
2001 national conferences.  Western Australian remains the only jurisdiction yet to
host the Conferences.

7.2 In light of the fact that the Ecologically Sustainable Development Committee has
attended three consecutive national conferences, Mr Davies was mindful of
Parliament’s responsibility in this matter.

8 CONCLUSION

8.1 When the Standing Committee on Ecologically Sustainable Development first
proposed travelling to Darwin, the following reasons for attending were listed:

•  obtaining an understanding of the kinds of matters dealt with by similar
committees in other jurisdictions in the past year;

•  comparing the Ecologically Sustainable Development Committee’s
performance in its fourth year of existence with the performance of other
committees in the past year;

•  sharing with other committees the techniques for conducting inquiries;

•  learning how other committees have been administered and managed in the
past year; and

•  networking.

8.2 The Ecologically Sustainable Development Committee considers that all these
objectives have been achieved.  Hon Dexter Davies is able to discuss any of the
matters arising from this report with interested readers.

_______________________
Hon Christine Sharp MLC
Date: September 5 2000
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