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Second reading

The COMMISSIONER of CROWN LANDS (Hon. C. Goode)—In rising to move the second reading of this Bill I do so with regret, owing to the short period which has elapsed since the passing of the previous Act.  But it is necessary to have a consolidating measure. I am glad to be able to take this opportunity of drawing honorable members’ attention to the comprehensive index which has been prepared by Mr. Messent, of the Crown Lands Department, which I am sure will be appreciated .by legal gentlemen and anybody has anything to do with landlords.  The object of this Bill is to cure certain inadequacies and inconveniences which have become apparent in the provisions relating to the acquisition of land for closer settlement, and in dealing with the land subsequent to acquisition, and to make some minor amendments.  Section 153 of the principal Art (enacting the provisions of the Acts in force before the consolidation) places certain limitations upon the acquisition of land for closer settlement, but the Acts in which these limitations occur do not expressly make them apply to lands taken under the Closer Settlement Act,1910, and the amendments thereof.  There can, however, be no doubt that when Parliament passed the last- mentioned Act it intended the limitations in Part X. of the Crown Lands Act 1903, to apply to all lands acquired for closer settlement, whether under the Crown Lands Acts or the Closer Settlement Acts.  It is very desirable that this should be plainly stated, and that is the object of clause 3 of the Bill.  Clause4 of the principal Act contains provisions for the acquisition of land on or adjacent to the River Murray.  The object of clause 4 is to make it clear that the River Murray in this connection includes all branches of the river and the lakes.  Authority has already been given for the preliminary survey of Lake Albert, with a view to its ultimate reclamation, but we recognise that in the present financial position nothing can be done.  A great deal of information must be secured before we can take action, and we are getting all the data ready.  It will be necessary to know the levels in order to see what quantity of water will have to be pumped out.

The Hon. A. H. Peake—-Do you not think it would be a mistake to destroy one of our permanent pieces of water?

The COMMISSIONER of CROWN LANDS—From a sentimental point of view there may be something in that, definite scheme has been put forward, but the idea is to leave a navigable channel right round the foreshore in order to provide water for the adjacent owners.

The Hon. A. H. Peake—This is one of the most beautiful pieces of water we have.
The COMMISSIONER of CROWN LANDS -  That may be put forward from a sentimental point of view, but considering our interest in the Murray, we are not justified in allowing such a large quantity of water to evaporate from these lakes when we are contending for an adequate supply down the Murray.
Mr. Laffer—The water in Lake Albert is too salt for irrigation. 

The COMMISSIONER of CROWN LANDS -  Yes, but there will be a channel from  the Murray through Lake Alexandrina to Lake Albert, which will secure a supply of fresh water.

Mr. Angus—When the lake is empty the soil will be found to be so impregnated with salt as to be perfectly useless.

The COMMISSIONER of CROWN LANDS—In Holland portion of the sea has been reclaimed, and the land made ready for intense culture.

Mr. Angus—Part of the lake will never be drained.

The COMMISSIONER of CROWN LANDS—It is not wise to prophesy before we know, but the work will not be proceeded with until we are certain it can be done effectively.  Although the principal Act contains power for acquiring for closer settlement lands on the Murray and “high lands” adjacent to the lands which have been acquired as being lands adjacent to the Murray, there is no provision for adjacent lands which, by means of irrigation from the Murray, are capable of being rendered suitable for closer settlement, but do not come strictly within these descriptions.  It is also desirable that there should be power to acquire lands which, though not “large estates” within the meaning of the principal Act, are capable of being rendered suitable for closer settlement by means of drainage works.  The new sections proposed to be enacted by clause 5 will give power to acquire both of these classes of lands in the same way as lands adjacent to the Murray are acquired.  In the one case the recommendation of the Surveyor-General and the Director of Irrigation and Reclamation Works will be required before acquisition; and in the other, the recommendation of the Surveyor-General and the Engineer-in-Chief.  I have been struck in the South-East with the difficulty the State has to acquire land that has been drained on satisfactory terms:  If the drainage has been carried out, it means that the State has to pay for the work, and then if it wants to secure possession, it has to pay for the improved value of the land given to it by the drainage.

The Hon. Sir Richard Butler—If you cannot get it at a fair value you should take it compulsorily.
The COMMISSIONER of CROWN LANDS—I am encouraged by that remark, because I feel we have not sufficient power at present.  I hope we can improve the position in regard to this matter.  If the Government purchased the land before the drainage is complete it has to pay interest on the construction before the land is improved, and we are trying to arrange for the owner to make an agreement to sell the land and remain in occupation until the work is carried out.  The price will be fixed, but the purchase money will not be paid until possession is taken.  Section 168 of the principal Act gives the owner of a “large estate” which is acquired for closer settlement the right to retain for himself land in one block, or, if that is not convenient, in several blocks, provided the total does not exceed £20,000 in value. The effect of this right to retain in several blocks is that “the eyes of the country” can be picked out, so that the acquisition is rendered of little value.  Clause 6 restricts the owner to the retention of land in one block.  There may be something to be said in favor of getting a man an extra price because he is being deprived of his home, but we do not want anyone to stand in the way of the progress of a district, and it does seem that additional powers should be given to deal with estates exceeding £20,000 in value.  We are not going so far as Sir Richard Butler, when he thinks we ought to have the power to take the lot.  We do not wish to bring that controversial factor into this measure when it might prevent the passage of the Bill through another House, especially at this late stage of the session.  We do not desire any delay, in view of the importance of several of these clauses in their relation to highly important matters dealing with some transactions that have already been negotiated.  I have a report from the Surveyor-General, in which he points out that this provision of the £20,000 being retained by the owner, and in a number of different blocks, practically makes the compulsory clauses of the principal Act a dead letter, because an owner can thus pick the eyes out of the country, and so make the estate unprofitable for closer settlement.  With respect to clause 7, section 170, of the principal Act, which sets out the method in which land acquired becomes vested in the Crown, requires that the purchase price shall have been paid or tendered; gold id legal tender and so are Australian notes; but it would be an extremely difficult thing always to tender either one or the other.  The orders on the Treasurer specified in clause 7 are the usual means of payment by the Crown, and that clause provides that tender of such orders shall be sufficient tender for the purposes of section 170.  I can assure honorable members that there is no objection on the part of owners to accepting Treasury orders as legal tender.  In fact, land is being offered to us all over the State, and all that is being asked is for Treasury bonds in full settlement and no cash required. It is satisfactory, therefore, to know that there will be no objection to taking these orders. In connection with clause 8, sometimes when lands are acquired for closer settlement it is necessary to make certain improvements thereon, especially by means of drainage or irrigation.  There is power by section 178 of the principal Act, in certain circumstances, to grant miscellaneous leases of such lands prior to agreements therefor being entered into: but that provision is too cumbersome and inelastic for the purpose of granting a right of occupation for such a limited period as is sufficient for carrying out the improvements abovementioned. Clause 8 is merely for the purpose of enabling the Commissioner to allow the owner to remain in occupation under terms agreed, or, if he does not wish to remain in occupation, to arrange for short tenancies by other persons pending the improvements.  Clause 9 is inserted to overcome a difficulty which has arisen in connection with the acquisition of certain lands in the hundred of Cadell. on the River Murray.  The circumstances are set out in the preamble to the clause.  The mistake was made of appointing arbitrators and allowing them to proceed in the matter without appointing a Judge of the Supreme Court to act with them, as was required by section 17 of the Closer Settlement Act, 1910.  One consequence of the mistake is that the time limited by the Act within which the land may be acquiredhas expired without any formal arbitration having been completed.
The effect of clause 9 is simply to rectify this error, and to extend the time for acquisition so that an arbitration may be formally carried out, and the purchase money, as determined by the arbitration, tendered to the owner.

Mr Angus—There would be another •Arbitration Court appointed.

The COMMISSIONER of CROWN LANDS - Yes. If we do net pass this clause the whole of the Arbitration proceedings will have to be gone through :again and another 12 months’ notice will have to be given. Under the Arbitration Act the Judge was brought in as an arbitrator, and a member of the Land Board and an outsider were appointed under the Arbitration proceedings.  They disagreed, and a Judge of the Supreme Court was brought in as umpire.  It now transpires that he should be a member of the Arbitration Board. It seems to me to be one of those technicalities which sometimes prevail, and which, for all practical purposes, amount to the same thing. I am sure honorable members wiil recognise that there is need to proceed with this work at an early date.  I trust honorable members will pass this clause, as the machinery has been ordered, and a great deal of the work already done. I gave a false impression just now when I spoke of Treasury bills.  I should have said Treasury orders—either Australian notes or Treasury orders.  I trust honorable members will assist us in securing the passage of this Bill, because it is one which will very much facilitate the operations in connection with closer settlement, and enable us to deal very much more speedily with the lands for closer settlement purposes.  We look forward with every hope of settling people on the land in happy and prosperous conditions.

The Hon. L. O’LOUGHLIN secured 'Adjournment of the debate until December 8.
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The Hon. L. O’LOUGHLlN' - ThisBill was introduced by the Minister yesterday in order to give him certain powers which he does not now possess in the matter of acquiring land in various places, especially on the River Murray, and I see nothing to oppose in it. The Minister stated that nothing will be done in this direction until such time as he brings in a Bill, and I do not think there is anything to do at this stage.  I suggest to the Minister that he should have brought in a Bill of that  sort a few weeks before the closing of the session so as to give the House time to give it the consideration kt deserves.

The Commissioner of Crown Lands – I pointed out that certain amendments had cropped up. 

The Hon. L. O’LOUGHLIN—The Minister stated yesterday that under present conditions the owner had the right to retain £20,000 worth of land around his station or in six other places.  I have not looked at the Act, but I doubt whether that is correct. I wish to refer to the present Act. I do not think the administration of that Act is anything like what Parliament intended it to be.  The Crown Lands Department has been appealed to time after time to reduce the rent where the land has proved to be unfit for agricultural purposes.  They are paying £5 or £6 per mile for this land when pastoralists are paying 5s. and 10s. per mile for land just as good.  The thing is ridiculous, and I hope the Minister will get his officers to take a more lenient view of the matter and give some consideration to the reduction of rent in the outside country.  The country was thought fit for agricultural purposes, but everything is proving to the contrary.  Even this year there is no prospect of a crop. The country is only fit for one thing, and that is grazing, and it is very poor at that.  It is no use trying to get people to grow wheat on that country.  It can carry one sheep to the acre, and you cannot give 3d. per acre for that class of country. It is worth more like a half penny an acre for the best of it.  The people are impoverished in those districts, and the firewood that can be cleared is too far out from the station to cart and make a profit out of it.  The only way to use that country is to give larger holdings. The settlers are not in a position to sell out.  Where three settlers are together you should get two out of the three to sell to one and make each holding 15 000 to 20 000 acres, which would be sufficiently large to keep 1 000 to 2 000 sheep.  The Minister should try and arrange to bring in legislation to enable him to repurchase those adjoining blocks under he Repurchase Act and sell the land again under that Act to the men who will stop on the country.  Let the other men come down to better country under closer settlement, the irrigation lands on the Murray, or on the Crown Lands on the West Coast.  The money that thry would receive for this land would help them to make a new home.  It is absolutely necessary thar we should do something in this direction.  The country I refer to chiefly is on the line to Broken Hill up to Belton, and the district represented by the honorable mebers for Newcastle.  These gentlemen will bear me out in what I am saying.  If honorable members can suggest a better scheme than the one I have outlined I would be pleased to accept it. I propose to insert the following new clause:—
10. (1) Where the Commissioner is of opinion that any land situated outside Goyder’s line of rainfall which is at the time of the passing of this Act devoted to agriculture, might more profitably be devoted to grazing purposes, the Commissioner may purchase and acquire such land for the purpose of allotting the same, or any part thereof, under the principal Act to the holder (for any estate or interest) of any land adjacent to such first-mentioned land, in order to enable such holder to enlarge his holding, and, if such holder thinks fit, to carry on grazing on his holding.  (2) The amount paid by the Commissioner for any land purchased and acquired under this section (less any existing liabilities of the vendor) shall be expended by the vendor in the purchase and development of any Crown Lands to be selected by the vendor in a locality better adapted, in the opinion of the Commissioner, for agricultural purposes.

I have drafted this clause to try and meet the Bill.  I have given the Minister a copy. He knows as well as I do that something must be done to relieve the people in their unfortunate position.

Mr. MOSELEY—I will support the Minister, for it is necessary that he should have additional powers in connection with the repurchase of land.  But I hope he will accept the amendment proposed by Mr. O ’Loughlin.  In the grazing areas of the North the men do not hold sufficiently large blocks, in many cases, to make a success.  I would suggest that where there are two men side by side holding, say, 2,000 acres each, one should be asked to agree to pass his area over to the other, who could thus make a success of the combined blocks; and that the Government should place the man who is leaving on some holding elsewhere.  Thus the Government would be able to secure a good tenant out of the successful grazier, and another good tenant by placing him, for example, on one of the irrigation blocks. It may be asked why do not these men sell out and get away?  They would do so readily enough but for the difficulty in getting buyers.  It is no use saying that they knew what the land was when they went for it.  The Government themselves did not know, when they surveyed it for wheatgrowing areas, for when it is flourishing with thick grass after good rainfall it is very apt to mislead, and it is only after a period of average light rainfall that it can be proved that after all it is only fair pastoral country.

Mr. MILLER—I will support the Bill.  The powers sought by the Commissioner of Crown Lands are necessary.  I also agree with the remarks of Mr. 0 ’Loughlin and Mr. Moseley as to the importance of something being done to relieve the distress in the country outside of Goyder’s line.  When I came into this House about 14 years ago we were passing through bad times in the North.  I have personally spent very many years outside of Goyder’s line of rainfall, and I have considerable sympathy with those who have remained there.  There was at the time of which I speak a continual appeal for the reduction of rents.  The Surveyor-General of the day was very sympathetic, but on account of the country having been looked upon as of so much greater value than it has since proved itself, under years of drought, it was not seen fit to make the reductions; and it has been only after severe lessons that the rents have been reduced to something reasonable.  A great deal of this country is not first-class pastoral land at all.  I know the case of a settler who got his rent reduced to less than a penny an acre.  He had about 400 acres of very rough country, for which he was paying £1 a year.  His lease expired two years ago, and the block was raised from £1 to £4 10s.  Any practical man will say to-day that even £1 is too high.  The Commissioner should take some action to see that the Ach which was passed 12 months ago is administered more liberally than it has been.  With reference to the amendment proposed which will allow a holder of land to sell to another in the same district, I do not think the Government would make a mistake in agreeing to it. It will assist the people people on the land, and the result will be that we would have prosperous settlers on the land, and those who were able to leave the area mentioned would be able to go  to other parts of the State.  There are lots of people who do not desire to leave those areas, and others who want to get away, so that I think it would be in the interests of the country to pass the amendment.  It would not cost the Government very much.

Mr. TRAVERS secured the adjournment of the debate until December 9.
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