PRIMARY PRODUCERS’ DEBTS ACT AMENDMENT BILL 1935
Legislative Assembly, 11 December 1935, pages 2188-9

Second reading

A message was received from His Excellency the Governor recommending the House to make provision by Bill for the making of such loans as are provided for in the Primary Producers’ Debts Act Amendment Bill.
The Hon. R. L. BUTLER (Wooroora—Premier and Treasurer) 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 to amend the Primary Producers' Debts Act, 1935.
Motion carried. Resolution agreed to in Committee and adopted by the House. Bill introduced by the Treasurer and read a first time.
Second reading.

The Hon, R. L. BUTLER—This is a one clause Bill, the object of which is to enable the Farmers Assistance Board to make loans to primary producers for the purpose of facili​tating the adjustment of their debts. This clause was recommended to the Government by the Board and by way of explanation of the full meaning and object of the clause I can​not do better than quote the report of Judge Paine on this matter. 
The report is as follows:—
The Farmers Assistance Board, in its ad​ministration of the Primary Producers Debts Act, 1935, desires to recommend an amendment of the Act, extending the Board's powers of using the funds made available to the State by the Commonwealth for the purpose of the Act.  At present the only method of using these funds for which the Act provides is by way of a dividend in part or entire composition of the applicant's unsecured debt (vide section 24 (1) (a)).  The Act also provides (section 31) that this dividend will be paid on behalf of the applicant without any liability being imposed on him to repay same.  The Board has reviewed the general position in the light of the applications already presented for its con​sideration, and has come to the conclusion that the scope of efficiency and usefulness of the Act would be considerably extended if a further provision were inserted in the Act enabling the Board to make loans to applicants from avail​able Commonwealth funds.  It is proposed that these loans should be taken upon security of the whole or part of the applicant's assets where available, that they should carry a very low rate of interest (not exceeding, 2½ per centum), and that the conditions of repayment should be adapted as reasonably as possible to the circumstances of the individual case.  Repayments, both on account of principal and of interest, would, of course, be refunded to the same account as the other Commonwealth funds and remain available for further use pursuant to the Act.  That this system would be approved by the Commonwealth Government is, I think, certain, as the Board's proposals are on similar lines to those provided in the New South Wales Farmer Relief Amendment (Debts Adjustment) Act. 1935, section 34e.  This legislation has received Commonwealth approval. There are several directions in which such an extension of the present scheme could operate toward a better result in adjusting the debts of applicants.  It would enable the Board, in suitable cases, to compound with a secured creditor.  For example, a secured creditor's claim might be so covered by the value of his security as to render it impracticable for him to make a claim for a dividend as an unsecured creditor.  He might, however, be prepared to allow his security to be redeemed at less than the face value of his debt.  In a suitable case, the board could arrange such a redemption by a loan on the same or other security, and at a much lower rate, probably, than that under the existing mortgage, thus reducing not only the capital indebtedness of the producer, but also his annual interest bill.  It would also give the Board power, in suitable cases, to compound a greater proportion of an applicant's un​secured debt.  A tangible instance of this might occur in a case in which the ratio of unencumbered assets to unsecured liabilities was, say, 8s. in the pound. Under the present procedure prescribed by the Act a composition could be paid of 5s. in the pound, and 3s. in the pound of the unsecured debts of the applicant would remain on his balance-sheet.  In such a case the Board might be able to get creditors to agree to take a composition of say, 6s. in the pound in full settlement. In that case, the Board could pay 5s. out of Com​monwealth funds pursuant to section 24 (1) (a), and advance the other 1s. on security of the unencumbered assets.  This would leave the applicant's balance-sheet showing a secured debt amounting to 1s. in the pound of his previous aggregate of unsecured debt.  It is also considered that the proposed amendment will enable the Board generally to give a more appreciable degree of assistance to those producers whose affairs, although not financially strong, are healthier than those of others.  In many of such cases it is feared that the present powers of the Board will produce a result which is not commensurate with the merits disclosed by the various applicants.  The amen
It is known to members that the Commonwealth has made certain moneys available for the purpose of writing off unsecured debts to the extent of 5s. in the pound.  If power were given to the Board to write off another 2s. or 3s. it would probably get a much more satisfactory settlement.  The farmers would have the money advanced to them over a period of years at a rate of 2½ per cent.  It would enable the Act to be administered more in the interests of the farmers than is possible now. 
Mr. Beerworth—Has not the Board that power now?
The Hon. R. L. BUTLER—No. It can only arrange a composition up to 5s. in the pound.  The Board wants to go a little further and get the creditor to write off a greater amount. There is nothing contentious in the Bill.  Everyone will agree that this additional power should be given to the Board.  It is not our money that is being used.  It is Commonwealth money made available to be used to the best advantage in the carrying out of a scheme to assist farmers.  I move the second reading. 
Mr. LACEY secured the adjournment of the debate.
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