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Second reading

The CHIEF SECRETARY, in moving the second reading, said the Bill was one concerning which there could be but little difference of opinion. It provided for closer settlement, and for the repurchase of land to give effect to that object, and in his opinion was one of the most important that had come before the Legislature this session. To those who took an interest in the settlement of the land and the welfare of the agricultural and horticultural classes it must be evident that there was a great dearth of arable land available. That fact was amply proved bv the number of applications constantly received by the land boards for Crown lands, despite the fact that in many cases the land was unsuitable for agriculture and in districts with but a limited rainfall. At Arkaby lately the applications far exceeded the number of blocks to be allotted. And so it had been in nearly every case where the board had land under offer. In some cases there had been hundreds of applicants for one block. A return prepared some six years ago showed that there were 129 estates of over 5,000 acres in area, the total extent of which was 2,634,000. Of that about a million acres was good arable land, and most of the remainder was good grazing country. He had no doubt that some of those holders would be willing to dispose of their property on satisfactory terms. It was not proposed that any compulsory principle should be applied, but it was provided that the Government to meet the demand lor land for cultivation should be empowered to purchase land suitable for that purpose, and let it on perpetual lease to a class of cultivators who could put it to the best advantage. It might be argued that if private holders were willing to sell and other persons were willing to buy the transaction could be effected without any interference on the part of the Government. But there was a considerable class in the community without a large amount of monetary capital, who had the industry and experience and the capital which consisted in bone and muscle and energy, and who, while not being able to purchase land themselves, would be able to take it up on terms which, while easy for them, would also secure the Government from risk in the matter. That was the class of men whom the Bill was intended to serve men who had been leaving for the neighboring colonies, and would continue to do so unless some such inducement as that provided by the Bill were held out to them. In Queensland there was a system of repurchase somewhat on the same lines as those laid down in this Bill. In New Zealand such a scheme had been in force for some years. There, up to March 31, 1896, 19 estates had been subdivided consisting of over 60,000 acres and costing £209,559, or about £3 10s. per acre, the land being somewhat better than the generality of land in South Australia. The rents were bringing in a return of 4.76 per cent on the amount given by the Government for the land and improvements. That yielded a considerable surplus over the amount for which they could borrow the money for repurchasing. Those results were very encouraging. Legislation for the repurchase of land for closer settlement was not new here. Already the principle had been applied to the homestead blocks, and the experiment had proved exceedingly satisfactory. The rents had been punctually paid, and there could be but little doubt as to the success of the system. It was now proposed to extend that principle on somewhat the same lines to farmers and other cultivators, but on a larger scale. Clause 2 of the Bill laid down the means by which the Government were to acquire land, and members would agree that the safeguards provided were amply sufficient to guard against either unsuitable or too expensive land being purchased, and which might involve the Government in loss after any subsequent subdivision. First of all it was provided that the price must not exceed the assessed value of the land for land tax with 15 per cent added. Then the land board and the Surveyor-General had to report both as to the value of the land and the improvements. It was also provided that the amount to be expended should be provided on the loan estimates. (Mr. Russell—“What about the approval of Parliament?”) If that had to be obtained specifically in every case there was no necessity for the measure. It was provided, however, that within 30 days after each repurchase full particulars of the locality, area, and quality of the land repurchased and of the improvements, with the names of the vendors and the price paid, must be laid before Parliament. In clause 3 and the subsequent clauses were the provisions for the subdivision and leasing of the land. It was not intended that the Bill after empowering the purchase of large estates should facilitate their re-acquirement, so that it was laid down that the blocks into which the land was subdivided should not exceed £1,000 unimproved value, and that every notice should be given in the Government Gazette that the land was to be offered with full information respecting it. In clause 5 it was provided that the land board should fix the value of each block and the improvements thereon, and in clause 7 it was stipulated that the rent should be at the rate of 4 per cent, on such value. On some of the land the improvements might be considerable, so that it was provided in clause 8 that “Every applicant to whom any block is allotted by the board shall purchase the improvements on the block from the Crown at the price named in the Gazette notice, and the purchase-money for such improvements, with interest thereon at the rate of £4 per centum per annum, shall be paid in yearly instalments within 21 years, according to the table set out in the schedule hereto, as may be arranged with the Commissioner.” At the end of 21 years therefore the tenant could make the improvements entirely his own. It was also provided that every application for a block of land should be accompanied by an amount equal to one-quarter of the first year’s rent and one-twentieth of the amount payable in respect of the purchase money of the improvements, the balance of the first year's rent to be paid within 28 days after allotment of the land. In default the amount paid would be forfeited and the allotment cancelled. Clause 10 was inserted to guard against a possible danger. Persons might obtain some virgin soil, and without spelling the land or providing for rotation of crops get big returns for four or five years, and then throw the country back on to the hands of the Government much deteriorated, and with the improvements in an unsatisfactory condition. Therefore, it was provided that for every year for the first five years tenants must spend £6 for every £100 of the value of the block in improvements. Thus, if they did exhaust the soil the improvements they would make would add to the value of the land and compensate for any deterioration. (Sir E. T. Smith—“What do you suppose the fencing would be worth in 20 years?”) If a man took up a block of land worth £1,000 without any improvements, he would have to make £300 worth of improvements in five years. By that means any deterioration or exhaustion of the soil would be made up by the added value of the improvements. Clause 11 provided that “should any of the repurchased land remain unlet for a period of two years after being first offered the same may be let on miscellaneous lease.” It was found some time ago that some land purchased for working men’s blocks was not being taken up, and to enable the Government to deal with such cases this clause was inserted. Clause 12 stated “No lease shall be granted under this Act to any person who is already the holder of land of the unimproved value of £1,000, or who would thereby become the holder of land exceeding such value, and no transfer of any lease granted under this Act shall be permitted except on the recommendation of the land board for the district and with the consent of the Commissioner, and no such recommendation or consent shall be given to any transfer in favor of any lessee or owner of land who would thereby become the holder of land exceeding £1,000 of unimproved value.” This clause was intended to benefit farmers’ sons and others who had no chance of making a home for themselves. (Sir E. T. Smith— “Will this land be subject to the usual taxation?’) Yes, to the land tax. He confidently moved the second reading of the Bill.

On the motion of the Hon. J. WARREN the debate was adjourned till November 9.
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