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Second reading

The CHIEF SECRETARY, in moving the second reading of the Pastoral Bill, said members would admit that the measure was one of the most important which had or would come before Parliament this session. Its provisions were the result of the wisdom end enquiries of the Pastoral Royal Commission which sat for a considerable time, took evidence from a great number of people interested in the pastoral question, travelled over the colony collecting evidence on the spot, examining pastoral leases, and forming their own observations and opinions, which they had embodied in their report. The Commission was composed of thoroughly practical men. It contained farmers and pastoralists like the Hons. Mr. Stirling, Mr. Bice, and Mr. Howe, all of whom had devoted considerable attention to pastoral matters, Mr. Stirling in particular being an experienced pastoralist. The other members who belonged to the Assembly were also competent men, and the two outside members, Messrs. Tennant and A G. Downer, had as much knowledge and experience in pastoral pursuits as most persons. It was unfortunately found—although it was known before the investigations of the Commission—that the pastoral industry was not in a flourishing condition. Various reasons were assigned, as the report of the Commission would show. Some conditions they would have been able to mitigate, but there were others which legislation could not possibly affect, such as droughts. It might be contended that the inroads of vermin could have been prevented to some extent by legislation. It was satisfactory to know that for some years the legislation on the pastoral industry had been exceedingly liberal. The Commission acknowledged that want of length and security of tenure had been one of the causes of the unsatisfactory condition of the industry, but they limited that cause to a date previous to 1893. They admitted that the Acts or 1893, 1895, and 1896 had been exceedingly liberal, and so far as they could be availed of they had given satisfaction. Those Acts had all been introduced by the present Government, and they might claim that the date of liberal pastoral legislation had been initiated by them. They proposed now to embody in the Bill before them practically the whole of the suggestions of the Pastoral Commission, and to some extent to extend them. With regard to the operation of the 1893 and 1895 Acts there was a statement in the report showing how far they had been availed of. They found that of 54 lessees 37 had accepted surrender and come under those Acts, 13 had declined the terms offered, and 4 were still undecided. Considering the time that those Acts had been in operation they had been fairly satisfactory, and he trusted that pastoralists would have no further ground for complaint so far as legislation was concerned. The general desire was that there should be as little talking as possible on the second reading of the measure, and that the proposals of hon. members should be made in Committee, where they could be made effective. He trusted that little alteration would be made. He proposed to point out what the present law was, and the effect of the new proposals. In clause 2 classification was abolished, although not entirely. They had made two or three attempts at classification. In 1888 there was a division into classes 1, 2, and 3. That was a somewhat arbitrary basis, and in 1893 another classification was made, as A, B, and C country, which had the object of apportioning out the land according to its contiguity to ports, markets, and other means of communication. Now it was proposed to abolish that classification and provide that “in future the term of any pastoral lease shall be twenty-one years, with or without a right of renewal at a revaluation for twenty-one years.” That was practically the system applied at present to Class C country. In regard to Classes A and B it was now proposed to leave it to the Pastoral Board, and if they considered that a longer lease should be granted then it was to be given irrespective of the class. Clause 4 dealt with the extension of the leases of the Class 1 country. The 1888 leases had provided one of the most debatable points in pastoral legislation. The leases which fell in in 1888 were offered at auction, and there was no doubt that the lessees in a great many cases bid altogether too high for their land. Two or three attempts had been made to better their conditions, and concessions had been given to enable them to continue on their holdings. Under the Act of 1896 power was given to surrender and come under the previous Acts under certain conditions, and in the Act of 1895 there was a provision for reduction of rents. Now they were going a step further by providing that without applying for a reduction or surrender they might have an extension of their leases for twenty-one years. The subsection gave the conditions under which the applications were to be made and the extension to be given. That was a very liberal proviso, and placed Class 1 country under practically the same legislation as any other, and would be of great benefit to lessees. Clause 5 returned to some of the provisions in the older Acts rendering it necessary that lessees should expend a certain amount per mile in improvements. That was intended to prevent speculation. The amount to be expended was very small. Clause 6 dealt with travelling stock reserves and provided that “no land now or hereafter used as a travelling-stock road or reserve shall be appropriated for any other purpose unless—1. Plans showing the road or reserve proposed to be so appropriated shall have been first laid for sixty days before both Houses of Parliament; and unless—2. Either House of Parliament shall within such sixty days affirm a resolution that it is desirable that such road or reserve should be so appropriated.” (Hon. J. G. Bice—“Is clause 5 intended to provide for additional expenditure to those covenants already existing?”) He took it that if there were improvements of that value already existing the lessee would not be required to make any more. He would look up the point. Clause 7 gave the extension of time allowed for surrender under the Acts of 1893, 1895, and 1896. Clause 8 dealt with a case where hardships existed. In the matter of a surrender of any lease the lessee had to pay for certain improvements which were valued against him, and that included the vermin-proof fencing which had been done recently for the protection of the land, and they were now providing that improvements of that nature on a boundary fence should not be valued against him. Clauses 9 to 12 practically gave to individuals situated in country where it was impossible to form vermin districts the right to get the same concessions without the Board. The Government were empowered to advance the wire-netting on practically the same conditions allowed to the Vermin Boards. Clause 13 was a very necessary clause, providing that those persons who had obtained credit for fencing should extend the same credit to any person from whom they would be entitled to recover any portion of the cost of such fence. Clause 14 provided that in places the Commissioner of Crown Lands might erect vermin-proof fencing as a base-line for the protection of a certain class of country. That had been recommended by the Pastoral Commission, and it could be a line from which other fences could be erected. Both Houses of Parliament had to approve of such a fence before it could be put up, and that would give them the necessary control. Under previous Acts it was possible for a holder of land to demand, when part of his land was resumed, that the Government should take the whole of it and that had been found to work unsatisfactorily. Now under clause 16 it was provided that —“No lessee shall be entitled to require the resumption of the whole of the land comprised in any lease on account of any resumption of any area not exceeding one-fifth thereof for commonage, residential, or other purposes incidental to mining.” Clause 18 provided that—“Any lessee who has heretofore exercised any right of surrender or holds a lease under the Acts of 1893, 1895, or 1896 may, upon the recommendation of the Pastoral Board and with the approval of the Commissioner, notwithstanding such surrender, avail himself of the provisions of this Act: Provided that such approval and such assent be applied for and given before the thirty-first day of December, one thousand eight hundred and ninety-nine.” That showed the liberal provisions of the Bill. Clauses 20 and 21 were corrections of errors in previous Acts. Clause 22 extended the provision with regard to the valuation of improvements where large improvements had been made on certain runs which had been cut up. The provision now was that improvements were valued in accordance with the value to the incoming tenant, and where a large wool- shed and other appliances for a big run were included in a smaller run it made it prohibitive for that smaller extent of country to be taken up. It was now provided that in the valuing of the improvements they should be considered only so far as affecting the carrying capacity in the various classes by a certain number of sheep. Where the numbers were now 5,000, 10,000, and 30;000 they would be doubled. They all desired that the pastoralists should be placed in the best possible position to carry on their operations. Short of paying them to live on the land everything reasonable had been done to enable them to settle and develop the industry, and if they got fairly good seasons it would not be for the want of good legislation that they would fail.

The Hon. A. R. ADDISON secured the adjournment of the debate until Tuesday, August 30.
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