WHEAT INDUSTRY STABILIZATION BILL 1963
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Second reading

The Hon. D. N. BROOKMAN (Minister of Agriculture) moved:
That the Speaker do now leave the Chair and the House resolve itself into a Committee of the Whole for the purpose of considering the following resolution: That it is desirable to introduce a Bill for an Act relating to the stabilization of the wheat industry.

Motion carried.

Resolution agreed to in Committee and adopted by the House.  Bill introduced and read a first time.

The Hon. D. N. BROOKMAN: I move:
That this Bill be now read a second time.

I believe that in so moving I cannot do better than quote the opening remarks of the Minister for Primary Industry, the Hon. C. F. Adermann, when he introduced the Wheat Stabilization Bill in the House of Representatives. He said:

The wheat stabilization plan has been an outstanding success and the purpose of this Bill is to carry it on for another five years.  There is 15 years’ experience behind us when we consider this plan again, for the fourth time.  It has operated in five-year periods since 1948, and in that period wheat stabilization has become more permanently established year by year.  As a result, the present plan is offered with full support of the wheatgrowers and of the State Governments.  As far as I can find out there is nowhere any opposition to the principles; and renegotiation is not a matter of argument about the need for the plan, but one of discussion about some of the details.

Wheat is our most important agricultural industry, and it is second only to wool as a source of export income.  Over the years it has been a troubled industry, facing the uncertainties of the seasons in production and the vagaries of the world markets in selling.  There is no way of avoiding those uncertainties and risks; even today, with the harvest already in progress in the early districts, no-one can tell what the crop will be. Indeed, the weather in the next few weeks could take away, or could add, millions of bushels to the crop, and millions of pounds to its value. Added to this is the erratic course of a world market for wheat, and it defies prediction.

This Bill is the State’s contribution to the legislation required for continuing the Australian Wheat Board and the scheme for stabilizing the wheat industry and the price of wheat.  The present scheme, which has been in operation for some 15 years and is covered by the Wheat Industry Stabilization Act, 1958, does not apply to any wheat harvested after September 30 last.  For some time, discussions have been taking place between Commonwealth and State Ministers in the Australian Agricultural Council, and general agreement has been reached that it is most desirable and in the interests of the industry to extend the scheme for a further period of five years with minor modifications.

The Australian Wheat Board, which is established by Commonwealth law, at present undertakes the marketing of the Australian wheat harvest, both locally and overseas. Commonwealth and State Acts virtually empower the board to take control of substantially the whole of the Australian wheat harvest. It markets the wheat and pays the growers.  Under the present scheme price stabilization has been achieved by means of legislative and administrative arrangements under which a price equal at least to the cost of production is guaranteed for about 160,000,000 bushels of wheat a year. The Commonwealth legislation ensured that the guaranteed price would be received on up to 100,000,000 bushels of wheat exported, while the legislation of the States ensured that wheat sold for consumption within the Commonwealth (approximately 60,000,000 bushels a year) would realize not less than the guaranteed price. Legislation recently passed by the Commonwealth Parliament will ensure that the guaranteed price for the next five seasons would be received on up to 150,000,000 bushels of wheat exported from Australia.

In order to continue the scheme, which has during the past years operated so successfully, it is necessary that the new Commonwealth legislation be supplemented by uniform State legislation.  It is therefore necessary to repeal the expired Wheat Industry Stabilization Act, 1958, and for each State to enact a new measure on uniform lines.  The Bill, when it becomes law, will be administered by the Australian Wheat Board, which is continued in existence by the new Commonwealth legislation.  The only alteration proposed in the membership of the board is that Queensland will now be represented by two members instead of one member and one alternate member.  The Bill does not alter the duties of growers to deliver wheat to the board through the medium of licensed receivers.

The guaranteed price for wheat for home consumption or stock feed in Australia as fixed by the new Commonwealth legislation for the season 1963-64 is 14s. 5d. a bushel on the basis of fair average quality bulk wheat free on rail at ports of export.  The existing provisions relating to the loading on the home consumption price of wheat to subsidize the cost of transporting wheat from the mainland to Tasmania are unaltered by the Bill.  This loading at present is 1½d. a bushel.

The guaranteed price for wheat sold overseas is also fixed at 14s. 5d. and, as I have mentioned earlier, the new Commonwealth legislation will ensure that this price would be received on up to 150,000,000 bushels of wheat exported from the 1963-64 season. This price of 14s. 5d. is based on the findings of a recent survey of the economic structure of the wheat industry conducted by the Bureau of Agricultural Economics.  The guaranteed price in future years will be reconsidered from time to time in accordance with movements in the cost of production.

The new Commonwealth legislation provides for the continuance of the Wheat Prices Stabilization Fund from which money for meeting obligations under the guarantee will be met.  The Commonwealth legislation, however, raises the ceiling of the fund from £20,000,000 to £30,000,000.  If payments into the fund at any time should bring it above that figure the excess will be returned to the growers . Where it is necessary to find money to bring the export returns up to the guaranteed price, the money will be drawn from the fund for this purpose.  If there is insufficient money in the fund, the Commonwealth Government will find the difference.

The provisions of the expired Commonwealth and State Acts by which Western Australian growers received a premium of 3d. a bushel on the amount of wheat exported from that State are continued, except that under the new legislation power is conferred on the board to reduce that amount having regard to freight charges payable in respect of such exported wheat and other freight charges payable in respect of wheat exported from other places in Australia.

From what I have said it will be apparent that the provisions of the Bill are substantially the same as those of the expired Act with some additional advantages.  Its main object is to extend the stabilization scheme to the next five harvests.  The present scheme has operated so successfully that the Government believes that both the marketing arrangements and the provisions for price stabilization have the approval of an overwhelming majority of the growers and has no hesitation in asking Parliament to approve this measure.  I have with me a copy of the second reading explanation of the Minister for Primary Industry, from which I quoted, and it is available to any member who wants to read it.  As a member of the Australian Agricultural Council I, and other members of the council, appreciate the extremely patient and wise leadership we have had from the Minister for Primary Industry.  Mr. Adermann has been a tower of strength.

Mr. FRANK WALSH secured the adjournment of the debate.
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