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Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations—Eighteenth Report— 
“Budget of the Office of the Auditor General” — Motion 

Resumed from 10 September on the following motion moved by Hon Giz Watson — 

That the report be noted. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: I understand that Hon Ed Dermer has five minutes remaining 

Hon ED DERMER: I concluded the remarks that I wished to make at the last opportunity, so I am happy to 
cease at this point. 

Hon JON FORD: I was involved in some work on the eighteenth report of the Standing Committee on 
Estimates and Financial Operations. That raised a number of interesting questions for me. An argument was put 
by the Auditor General about whether the three per cent budget cut that had been demanded by the government 
of the day should apply to his office. The argument that was put by the Auditor General was that although he 
understood that efficiencies should be applied to agencies, his agency reported to Parliament, so that should be a 
directive from Parliament. That raises some issues in itself, and I will touch on that a bit later. 

Another interesting issue is the attitude of people towards the Auditor General. Interestingly, when we talk about 
the Auditor General, most people, certainly in our world, tend to think of the Auditor General as a policeman or 
an authority figure who is out to trap them. Certainly, when we are in opposition we tend to look at the Auditor 
General’s reports to see what the government of the day and its agencies have been doing, and at what needs to 
be rectified and who should be held responsible for that, and whether the government is going to deal with those 
matters. We have debates from time to time in the public domain based on those sorts of reports that are put out 
by the Auditor General. As ministers, we hope that the Auditor General will not find too much wrong with our 
departments and agencies; but, if he does, our response is normally that we will implement any 
recommendations that the Auditor General may make about a matter that he has inquired into. 

I want to tell members about my experience with audits when I was working in the oil and gas industry. Audits 
are generally used to ensure that the personnel and the other assets of a company are safe. In fact, companies will 
employ a number of people within their audit team to look at regular intervals at all the aspects of their 
operations. Those aspects are not just financial. Those aspects include how those companies manage their 
business, manage safety, manage their clients and manage their research. That audit team may pick a couple of 
people out of the organisation, or from a joint venture partner, who are not directly involved in the operations but 
who have expertise and are able to apply a fresh set of eyes to look for things that might otherwise be missed. 
The culture within those companies is to regard audits as a management tool to support businesses and assist 
businesses to make continuous improvements to their operations. That is also the attitude that I take to audit 
reports in general.  

I will give members an example. During my time as a minister, I had cause to write to the Auditor General and 
request him to look into a specific matter that had arisen in a department within one of my agencies. I had been 
asked a question in this house about the expenditure of that department, and I had asked the responsible chief 
executive officer to look into the matter, but I was not happy with the response. My request to the Auditor 
General had an immediate effect, in that the answers that I got from that department started to change in detail 
and in direction, and a cultural change took place in the way that department approached its task. I therefore 
believe, as a result of that experience, that the work that is done by the Auditor General should not be looked at 
as just some sort of pecuniary device. The Auditor General has an important role to play from a governance 
perspective in showing us how we can do things better. I have noticed over a period of time that instead of 
looking just at finances, the Auditor General is now starting to look at policy outcomes and how they are 
implemented and what they are achieving. That is a change for the better.  

I do note, however, that it is difficult to get the Office of the Auditor General to do any more work. The Auditor 
General’s resources tend to be fully exploited at any given time. The Auditor General will consider requests for 
audits from the general public, from members of Parliament, from agencies and from ministers. He also has to 
work out the public interest priorities with regard to how the resources of his office should be distributed. I 
therefore think that an argument can be put that a review should be undertaken of the Auditor General’s agency 
with a view to determining whether he has sufficient resources to carry out the good work that he is doing—
particularly in light of what seems to be a change in focus for his office—to add value to the work that is done by 
the Western Australian public service. The Auditor General is also doing very good work in examining the 
implementation of government policy. We can argue about government policy all day and all night. That is our 
job. The Auditor General looks at the policy of the government of the day with a view to determining how 
effective it is in its implementation. That should not, in most cases, reflect badly on the government of the day. It 
is about showing how things can be done better, or whether the assumptions that have been made are actually 
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working, remembering that it is government agencies that nine times out of 10 are the primary source of advice 
for the government when it is determining how to implement its policy. 

Any argument or debate about how the Office of the Auditor General should be funded should be treated not 
with suspicion or fear, but with a view to how this office can better assist in the good governance and running of 
the affairs of the state. I am sure that all ministers can, and do, see real value in what the Office of the Auditor 
General does for them. 

Sitting suspended from 1.00 to 2.00 pm 

Hon JON FORD: Prior to the luncheon break, I was talking about the expanded role of the Auditor General 
from what it has traditionally been, which was the examination of financial matters, to examining the 
implementation of policy and the ability of that policy to achieve certain outcomes.  

Another matter that was raised in the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operation’s report into the 
budget of the Office of the Auditor General was the issue of who was responsible for the budget—that is, 
whether in the Auditor General’s mind it is the executive or the Parliament. It is an interesting debate. Clearly 
the role of the Auditor General is independent of the executive. However, there is an argument that the Office of 
the Auditor General is not clearly independent because it relies on the executive to provide its budget and that 
budget is ultimately either approved or not approved by Parliament. I do not think anyone is arguing that the 
Auditor General is not independent of the executive. Certainly there is a perception in the Auditor General’s 
mind that perhaps that is not the case. That matter must be given more scrutiny in the future and certainly be 
clarified before the end of the next budget round. I do not see how a budget cannot come through the executive, 
because the government occupies the Treasury bench. The government is elected by the people to control the 
government and therefore that is its position. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: The issues raised by Hon Jon Ford are interesting. There is an argument in some 
quarters that the budget of the Office of the Auditor General, the Ombudsman or other authorities that report 
directly to Parliament ought to be determined by someone other than the government. I do not think there is any 
practical way that that can be achieved. I agree with the honourable member that the government of the day is 
elected by the people and it presents a budget to Parliament. The government determines how much money each 
agency should get based on the submissions of those agencies. That budget is presented to Parliament and 
Parliament ultimately determines whether the budget is acceptable, albeit it would be very difficult for 
Parliament to isolate a particular agency and seek to either increase or decrease its appropriation. However, it is 
fair to say that governments respond to the demands from agencies that believe they need additional support. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: The government did not do that in this case. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: The former government introduced the Auditor General Bill 2006. That bill 
provided for a committee of audit. The committee of audit would not have determined the budget of the Auditor 
General, but it would have been able to give an opinion to the government about how much the Office of the 
Auditor General ought to get. That is what the former government did. It did not put in place a system that 
allowed Parliament to independently determine the Auditor General’s budget; it introduced legislation that 
would have put in place a mechanism whereby a parliamentary committee would have made recommendations. 
That was as far as it went. I also add for the member’s edification that the previous government intended the 
Legislative Assembly’s Public Accounts Committee to be the committee of audit. It did not even involve the 
Legislative Council. That was the attitude of the previous government because it had the numbers in the other 
house. The former government wanted to make sure that what the committee recommended about the Auditor 
General’s budget would always be what the government wanted. That is one of the reasons why this house did 
not proceed with that committee. It is all very well for Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich to moan and groan about these 
things, as she does from time to time, but on this occasion Hon Jon Ford and I agree that the mechanism that we 
have in place is probably the only way to manage these issues. 

Today I gave notice that we would seek to form a committee of audit. Without going into that issue, because it is 
now on the notice paper and members can read what the intention is, I will say that in the context of today’s 
debate, that committee will be a committee of both houses and it will be chaired by the Chairman of the Standing 
Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations of the Legislative Council. That is how it should be done. It is 
the government’s intention that the membership of that committee will have an equal number of members from 
both sides of the political spectrum. We are seeking to put in place a mechanism to enable Parliament to have a 
far greater say about the Auditor General’s budget. Members would also be aware that the Standing Committee 
on Estimates and Financial Operations has a provision to deal with the Auditor General. Schedule 1 of the 
standing orders states — 

2.3 The functions of the Committee are to consider and report on — 
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… 

(d) to consult regularly with the Auditor General and any person holding an office of a 
like character. 

A mechanism is in place that allows the Auditor General’s concerns to be heard by a parliamentary committee. 
That was quite deliberately put in the standing orders to give the Auditor General a chance to confer with a 
committee of this house for the mutual benefit of the Auditor General and the committee. Assuming that the 
house agrees to the proposed committee of audit, a joint committee of both houses will be involved in making 
recommendations about the Auditor General’s budget. 

I would like to apply that also to the Fish Resources Management Act so that a parliamentary committee could 
make recommendations to determine the Department of Fisheries’ budget, because I might get more money than 
I otherwise get! Parliaments are far happier to spend money than are governments, because Parliaments do not 
have to bother about the bottom line. That is always the difficulty with competing interests in government and 
Parliament. I acknowledge the comments made by Hon Jon Ford, and I draw the attention of the house to the fact 
that we have put this motion on the notice paper. It will sit there for the next week or so, during the recess, and I 
would like to deal with it when we come back. If members have a particular interest in that area, they might like 
to have a look at it and come back and talk to me about it. I should make the point that it would come under the 
standing orders of the Legislative Council, which provide for participating members. That might solve some of 
the problems that some members have. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: This is a very small report, but it is a very interesting one. It arose out of the 
imposition by the newly elected government of a three per cent efficiency dividend across all agencies. By 
definition, that included the Office of the Auditor General. The Auditor General had made some public 
comments that he was already working as efficiently as he could with the budget that he had been allocated in 
the previous year; consequently, it would be very difficult for him to absorb a three per cent cut. 

A report was released by the commonwealth government about departmental restructures and the like, entitled 
“Size Does Matter”, which argued that large agencies such as Health and Education, each of which in WA has an 
annual appropriation in the order of $4 billion, tend to have the capacity to build up a bit of fat. They tend to load 
up the number of full-time equivalents and get away with it to some extent because they are very complex 
agencies and it is very difficult to identify which part of a very complex organisation may not require all the 
resources that it seeks. Smaller agencies, with 10 to 15 full-time equivalents, do not have very much fat stored 
up. Consequently, the impact of a three per cent efficiency dividend is likely to be felt much more acutely by a 
small agency than it is by a large agency. The Director General of the Department of Racing, Gaming and 
Liquor, Barry Sargeant, is a very good man who rates budgetary consideration as a high priority for him and his 
organisation. When he puts in his annual budget bid, he tries not to build up the fat in his agency. He is very 
honest, and makes sure that he does not cause the Treasury to expend money where it is unnecessary. 
Consequently, he hardly ever seeks additional resources; he always makes do with what is available. The 
three per cent efficiency dividend would have had a significant impact on his agency. 

To return to the subject of the Auditor General, the committee recommends in this report that the budget of the 
Office of the Auditor General be maintained at least at the 2008-09 level. That seems to be a fairly reasonable 
recommendation. It is particularly reasonable in hindsight in the light of some material that was tabled today in 
the other place showing that the expenditure growth of this government is in the order of 13.5 per cent. Despite 
that expenditure growth, the government could not afford to give the Auditor General an exemption from the 
three per cent efficiency dividend. The question that should be put straight to the Premier is: why? The 
government and the Premier have been spending like drunken sailors. 

Hon Norman Moore interjected. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: Can the Leader of the House explain it? The government’s solution is increased 
taxes and charges and to keep spending like there is no tomorrow, with 13.5 per cent expenditure growth. This is 
totally unsustainable. The government did not have the wisdom or the good sense to provide the Auditor General 
with an exemption from the three per cent efficiency dividend.  

Hon Norman Moore: Everybody wanted an exemption. You know that. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I know that, but I would have thought —  

Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


