VOLUNTARY WHEAT POOL AGREEMENT RATIFICATION BILL 1924
Legislative Assembly, 22 October 1924, pages 1210-3

Second reading

The TREASURER having obtained leave, introduced a Bill for an Act to ratify and provide for carrying out an agreement made between the State of South Australia, and the Commonwealth Bank of Australia, and certain persons relating to the establishment in South Australia of a Voluntary Wheat Pool for the marketing of wheat of the 1924-25 season.

Bill read a first time.

The TREASURER moved—

That the Standing Orders be so far suspended to enable me to move the second reading of this Bill forthwith.

The Hon. Sir HENRY BARWELL—I do not wish to raise any objection with regard to this motion, because I think the measure is an urgent one.  But I do want to say that I hope we will not have the same procedure adopted in regard to Bills that are not urgent.  It was taken yesterday in regard to the Workmen’s Compensation Bill, which was not of an urgent nature.  There is a disadvantage in members being called upon to consider a Bill which they have not got before them.  I believe this is an urgent measure, and that is why I agree to the procedure proposed by the Treasurer.

Motion carried.

Second reading.

The TREASURER—I thank the Leader of the Opposition for permitting this Bill to be treated as an urgent measure.  We must all realise it is long overdue; there has been too much delay in connection with it altogether.  The blame for that, as members fully realise, cannot be laid at the door of the State government.  I think it was the first or second week after this Government took office that two deputations, one from the trustees of last season's voluntary wheat pool, and one, I think, from the Country Party, waited on me and informed me that it seemed fairly definite from statements made that the Commonwealth Government would not guarantee voluntary wheat pools for the various States for the 1924-5 season unless certain conditions were complied with.  I understand that the deputations were the result of intimations received from the Prime Minister in that regard.  We were asked whether we were prepared to assist the Commonwealth Government by taking a percentage of the guarantee or in whatever manner the Commonwealth Government might desire.  In order that the matter might be brought to a head as quickly as possible I immediately wrote to the Commonwealth Government.  That was on May 13, 1924.  I wrote asking them what their intentions were in regard to a voluntary pool, and suggesting that a conference should be convened of the various States concerned in order that the farmers might know where they were as speedily as possible.  Consequently there was undoubtedly speedy action on the part of the South Australian Government, and the pile of correspondence and urgent wires that have passed between this Government and the Commonwealth Government show how much in earnest, how active, we have been in trying to obtain a solution of the problem.  In fact, both conferences held in Melbourne were held at the instigation of the South Australian Government.  It was thought at one stage as a result of the conference with the Prime Minister that if the States could enter into an arrangement with the trustees of the voluntary pools that the Commonwealth would take 50 per cent. of the guarantee.  It took some time to get into touch with those controlling the pool and to arrive at an agreement in South Australia, but we did that, as speedily as possible, and forwarded a definite agreement couched in the same terms as the agreement which the Commonwealth Government had with the trustees of the voluntary pools in the previous season.  But it came as a surprise to us to receive a communication from the Commonwealth Government to the effect that they declined to stand in with any guarantee, and would only consider the matter if conditions which it was impossible in the short time allowed to comply with were conceded.

The Hon. Sir Henry Barwell—They were ridiculous, too.

The TREASURER—In some respects they were not wise. However, in order that we might expedite the matter, and mainly because we learned from Dr. Page that they were the only terms on which the Commonwealth Government would discuss the subject, we arranged a further conference.  But when we went to Melbourne—here again South Australia had the conference called—we found that Western Australia was not represented, and was endeavouring to make their own arrangements for finance in London.  Victoria was on the way with a compulsory pool, and New South Wales was the only State on all fours with South Australia.  The Prime Minister reiterated his previous intention of insisting upon conditions which really meant a Federal Pool, and, of course, no results came from that conference.  South Australia then suggested that the States individually might ask the Commonwealth Bank to accept State guarantees.  That was the first time that that matter had been brought forward for consideration.  We as a Government considered the question, and came to the conclusion that there was no risk.  Sooner than see the voluntary pool go out we thought we should shoulder the responsibility, such as it was.  Then came the question of what the banks might consider in the matter of the guarantee of the individual States and the Prime Minister did undertake to facilitate matters as far as possible by seeing the Acting Governor of the Commonwealth Bank and paving the way. I understand he did that.  We then immediately sent the same agreement as was forwarded to the Commonwealth Government to the Acting Governor of the Commonwealth Bank.  We have had to wait many weeks to get a definite reply, not because of any lack of energy on the part of the Commonwealth Bank, but because they in turn had to consider the agreement, and then get in touch with the associated banks. I understand that that meant forwarding communications to Adelaide, which took some time.  On top of that the new Commonwealth Bank Board was brought into existence, and they were negotiating with the various associated banks re​garding the financing of wheat and wool.  I understand that negotiations in that connection proceeded for more than a day in Melbourne.  The question was whether we could finance our wheat and wool unless extended currency was made available. That, of course, has now been given in the shape of notes to the value of £15,000,000.  It was only after that matter was finalised that we received word that the 3s. advance, plus 8d. for handling charges, would be conceded to the various voluntary pools, upon the State guaranteeing the first advance.  We asked that 3s. 4d., plus 8d., might be advanced, but the banks declined to do that.

Mr. Tessell—Killing the pool!

The TREASURER—The banks declined to do that, and we must accept what they are prepared to give.  I merely mention these facts to show that the Government have done all in their power to bring about a voluntary Wheat Pool and to carry it on upon the same lines as before, and to make it as effective as possible.  These delays have occurred, and I know they have materially affected the pool, because it cannot commence operations until such time as it knows what the position will be. That is why I have brought the matter on as one of urgency.

Mr. Young—Will not the high price of wheat kill the pool?
Mr. Butler—The pool cannot start operations until the wheat is delivered.
The TREASURER—But the honorable mem​ber knows how much forward buying there is.

Mr. Butler—That takes place every year.

The TREASURER—Yon know that there would be more forward sales to merchants if the farmers knew that no pool was coming into existence.
Mr. Butler—I do not think the forward sales this year are as great as usual

The TREASURER—The fact that the pool has been delayed will considerably militate against its success.  That I regret very much.  The agreement is contained in the schedule of the Bill, and is practically on the same lines as the agreement that the Commonwealth Government and the Commonwealth Bank entered into with the trustees of the voluntary pool last year.  There are only two material alterations to which I think the House will agree.  We have inserted a clause (19), which gives the Auditor-General the power to inspect the books at any time.  This provision is included as an added protection for the Government.  Clause 3 relates to home consumption. Under the agreement with the Commonwealth Government I think the pool was really responsible for keeping back the total supply of wheat required for home consumption, although I do not think the agreement was administered in that spirit.  Obviously it is unfair to compel the pool to be responsible for the total quantity of wheat required for home consumption. What we have done is to insert a provision that makes the pool responsible for its proportion of the home consumption wheat. That means that the pool will be obliged to keep back for home consumption a sufficiency of wheat in proportion to the quan​ity it receives of the total harvest.

Mr. Butler—You have not put the amount in.

The TREASURER—That cannot be done.  If the pool receives 20 per cent. of the wheat it will be responsible for 20 per cent. of the home consumption requirements. The two chaises I have mentioned are the only material alterations in an agreement which has worked so well for the last two or three years, and no exception can be taken to the terms of the agreement, which is not complete because the dates have yet to be filled in.  I hope, however, that the dates will be inserted in this Chamber, or in the Legislative Council by way of amendment.  In order to prevent any further delay the agreement was forwarded to the Acting Governor of the Commonwealth Bank for signature, but it has not been returned yet.

The Hon. Sir Henry Barwell—Has it been signed by the Commonwealth Bank?

The TREASURER—No, but I have correspondence indicating that the Commonwealth Bank is entirely in accord with the agreement.  The last clause regarding the inspection by the Auditor-General was only sent two or three days ago. I have received a wire stating that there was no objection to it, and I know that before the Bill leaves the Chamber the signed agreement will be laid on the table of the House.  The Bill has been introduced in order that there shall be no delay.  I think all members are of one mind as to the value of a voluntary pool, and agree that it makes for a better return to the farmers.  I do not know whether we will ever return to honorable understandings or not, but I know that they existed some years ago.  Here at least the farmers are assured of some competition.  The farmer who will gain most from the pool will be the man situated the furthest out, because the pool undertakes to give him every facility for marketing his wheat, even where the merchant does not. Wheatgrowers have told me that when the voluntary pool came into existence it had a marked effect upon the price of wheat.  Consider what happened in the Port Germein district when the compulsory pool went out of existence.  In the interim between that and the creation of the voluntary pool there was no pool at all, and immediately the voluntary pool began operations the price increased appreciably. Men in that district are still calculating what they lost during that period as the result of the absence of the pool's competition.

The Hon. Sir Henry Barwell—How many farmers will put their wheat into the pool this year, in view of the low guarantee and the high price of wheat?

The TREASURER—That does militate against the pool, but we tried to get a higher advance and failed.  I am satisfied, however, that in the long run the farmer who puts his wheat into a properly managed pool will gain.  The figures of last year demonstrate that conclusively.  It may happen, and after all it is largely a gamble, that the farmers sell at high opening prices, and find that as the result of subsequent prices they sold wisely.

The Hon. Sir Henry Barwell—You would not put wheat into the pool this year, would you?

The TREASURER—If I were a farmer I should do my utmost to keep the pool in existence.  I say to the farmer who does not put a bag of wheat into the pool, that the pool he does not help is in many instances fixing the market for him and assuring that he shall get a fair deal.  Therefore he should stand behind it to whatever extent he can.  The idea of the pool is that the trustees, on behalf of the farmers, shall handle the wheat, take it from the railway stations to the seaboard, place it upon the world's markets, and give the farmer the full return.  The pool ensures that the farmer is not subject to the manipulation of markets and to honorable understandings.  In some years the farmer may go down, but averaged over a series of years he will gain.  I think we all realise the advantages of the pool, and I believe both sides of this House agree with the decision of the Government to continue the pool.

Mr. Hudd—Are you going to take any steps to provide that the pool shall stand on its own feet financially in years to come?

The TREASURER—I do think that the various pools in the next few months should endeavour to get together and try to arrive at a common basis, which I believe would be more effective.  If by doing that they can stand alone they will, but the question of one chartering channel, instead of the various States competing seems to me to be essential in order to get a good effect. We know what happens when a number of States compete for charters.  That only sends the price up, whereas one buyer for the whole of the export crop of Australia would get much better terms.  I am told by men from England that the spectacle of one State being used against another on what they call Baltic Exchange in England was considered a joke by those who watch thing's behind the scenes.  It is essential, if we are to get the full advantage of the pooling system in Australia, to have one selling agency in London.  We must organise in connection with the handling of our export products to get the best results, and not have one State competing against another.  That not only applies to wheat, but to fruit and to other exports.  The question of a compulsory pool is not now before us, but probably in years to come when Parliaments fully realise how much more advantageous they are, compulsory pools will be adopted.  The number of farmers in Victoria who favour a compulsory pool is surprising.

Mr. McIntosh—Eighty-five per cent. in Victoria and nearly 87 per cent. in New South Wales by vote declared themselves in favour of a compulsory pool.
The TREASURER—Yes; because they see that unless you get in all the wheat that which is outside may be used against you.  While one could speak at length upon the many advan​tages of a voluntary pool, I think they are well known, and the one desire of the Govern​ment is to get the Bill through as speedily as possible.  I move the second reading.

The Hon. Sir HENRY BARWELL secured the adjournment of the debate until October 23.
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