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Standing Committee on Public Administration — Tenth Report — “Report into the Inquiry into Statutory Office 
Holders’ Grievance Procedures” — Motion 

Resumed from 4 March on the following motion moved by Hon Ed Dermer —  

That the report be noted. 

Hon ED DERMER: I believe that I covered everything I needed to say on the last occasion, so I will sit down at 
this point. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: I rise to make some comments about the Standing Committee on Public 
Administration’s “Report into the Inquiry into Statutory Office Holders’ Grievance Procedures” and to support 
its recommendations. This is an important report that deserves to be duly noted by members of the chamber, and 
the recommendations of the committee deserve appropriate action. In 2001, Chris Read, a former senior 
investigator in the WA Ombudsman’s office, raised concerns about the mismanagement of a computer system, 
which led to the resignation of the then state Ombudsman, Mr Murray Allen. Mr Read is now branded as a 
whistleblower as a result, and I have heard that he has said he believes it will mark him and affect his job 
prospects for life. The issue has had a huge detrimental impact on his health, career and family. 

I note that Hon Helen Morton, through a motion that was supported by the house, was successful in referring Mr 
Read’s case to this committee. I acknowledge the work done by Hon Helen Morton, who championed Mr Read’s 
case and brought this important issue to the attention of the house. I also acknowledge the role of Hon Giz 
Watson, who amended the original motion to ensure that Mr Read’s issue was referred specifically as a case 
study but also that the broader issues that arose were examined. The Greens (WA) wanted to ensure that the 
committee examined Mr Read’s case in a broader context, given that the Standing Committee on Public 
Administration’s broader role is to look at systemic and generic issues within the public sector. 

What happened to Mr Read is terrible, but it is at least some comfort to know that the traumatic events that Mr 
Read went through have not been buried and that after almost a decade they have received consideration. 
Hopefully, we now have something that we can learn from as a result of this work. Improvements in these areas 
can, should and need to be made. One of the advantages of our parliamentary inquiry system is that discoveries 
can be made through these processes and there is the potential for positive changes to be made as a result of 
those discoveries. I hope that these positive changes will be the end result of this inquiry. 

The report illustrates that when something goes wrong in the public service, it can go very wrong. In this case, it 
had a profound and ongoing impact on one employee’s life, but it also has relevance to other employees who 
find themselves on long-term secondment. I was not a member of Parliament when this inquiry was initiated, but 
some members might remember that when this inquiry was initiated, its terms of reference were broadened, as I 
mentioned, at the suggestion of Hon Giz Watson, to include an investigation into the feedback procedures of the 
independent agencies that the committee oversees. At the time, the Greens noted that the public sector needed, 
and still needs, to become better at implementing a new culture that will embrace critical feedback, including not 
only external complaints, but also complainants from within agencies, with a view to improving their overall 
service delivery outcomes. I am pleased to note that improvements in some of the areas considered by the 
committee have already been made. It is the nature of the committee system that these issues can take a long 
time to even reach the inquiry stage, and it can take even longer for the inquiry to be conducted. We are now 
considering a report that was tabled almost a year ago on an issue that is almost a decade old. Nonetheless, there 
are still some important issues worth raising and clarifying. 

I welcome the committee’s finding that public sector secondment for two years or more is not common practice, 
and nor should it be. The Greens do not believe that that is in the best interests of either the employee or the 
agency involved. As the Greens have previously noted in this house, secondments are artificial arrangements. 
Although secondment positions can be beneficial on a short-term basis for the employer and employee—I 
recognise that it can be advantageous for a person’s overall career development and also that it is a responsible 
allocation of resources—ideally, they should not last for more than one or two years. After that amount of time 
has lapsed, the seconded employee has become part of the new agency, the new management structure and the 
new team. Extended secondments can have the detrimental affect of severing employees’ connections with their 
home agency and therefore their opportunities for re-employment at that agency. It can also make it difficult to 
plan long-term resourcing. The Greens do not believe that long-term secondments are appropriate. We would 
prefer secondments and acting positions to be limited to a certain maximum period, because that would increase 
the job security and clarify the status of the employees in those situations. Nonetheless, as the report 
demonstrates, longer secondments happen on a reasonably regular basis. I note that the report states that more 
than 180 public sector officers were seconded for two or more years in the past five years. If this practice is to 
continue, employees who are seconded for longer periods need to be protected so that they do not fall through 
the cracks. Employees have every right to be treated in a transparent and clearly defined way, and they need to 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 25 March 2010] 

 p1036c-1038a 
Hon Ed Dermer; Hon Alison Xamon 

 [2] 

be given clarity regarding their employment and promotional opportunities. I am pleased to note that the new 
appointment principles listed on the website of the Office of the Public Sector Standards Commissioner 
acknowledge these requirements. 

I also draw attention to the committee’s finding that the Freedom of Information Act does not give a legislated 
right of return to officers employed by the Office of the Information Commissioner, who were previously 
permanent public servants. The right of return provisions applicable to permanent public sector employees who 
are seconded to an independent agency are important. I hope that this situation will be remedied shortly, if it has 
not been already.  

Another important point the committee raised was the lack of knowledge about, and awareness of, the Public 
Interest Disclosure Act by the public sector. This act is a very valuable piece of legislation and I hope that its use 
is widely promoted. It is a broad issue, which will involve not only educating people about the act and how to 
use its provisions, but also promoting trust. As members know, public interest disclosure is a highly sensitive 
area.  

I also note the committee’s recommendation about the Information Privacy Bill 2007. We welcome the 
government’s advice on what is happening with this bill. The lack of the general privacy law as it applies to the 
public sector needs to be remedied.  

I welcome the information that grievance procedures and awareness of them have improved over the past 10 
years. Protracted and intractable grievances might be rare, but when they occur they tend to be horrendous. It is 
appropriate to have ways to deal with these grievances. I acknowledge that the help of a third party might be 
required in cases for which the usual processes are inadequate. This is an appropriate role for the public sector 
commissioner. As is often the case, inquiries into past practice find that improvements have since been made—
we certainly welcome this. Nonetheless, there is little doubt that further improvements could and, indeed, should 
be made. The Greens (WA) support the committee’s recommendations.  

Hon HELEN MORTON: I was not going to comment on the tenth report of the Standing Committee on Public 
Administration. However, it is appropriate that I comment on the dual, and somewhat inadvertent, purpose of the 
committee’s inquiry. Most members will recall the outline I gave of the attempt by Mr Chris Read to get his 
grievances resolved through the relevant agencies, and about his not being able to get that resolution. Members 
must remember that we are talking about a person who had been seconded for seven years. He was seconded to 
an independent agency outside the public service during that time—the Ombudsman’s office. His grievance at 
that time was with the Ombudsman. During the seven years that he worked in that office, he was granted two 
reclassifications.  

In dealing with Mr Read’s grievance, the Ombudsman chose not to renew his contract at that agency. He was 
then returned to the public service—not to his home agency, but to another agency. That was because of a 
considered irretrievable breakdown in the relationship between Mr Read and his home agency. The agency that 
he was then working in was the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. The situation involved an individual 
who had a grievance with the Ombudsman and the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, and he was 
questioning how he could possibly have his grievances dealt with while he was holding a position in the public 
service. 

The outcome was that Mr Read wanted his grievances to be heard by the Western Australian Industrial Relations 
Commission. However, he did not believe that he would get a fair hearing. He could not afford a lawyer and did 
not know what other steps he could take to go about getting a fair hearing. Inadvertently, by the fact that this 
committee inquiry was taking place at exactly the same time that his concerns were being heard by the WA 
Industrial Relations Commission, Mr Read felt, irrespective of whether it was right, that the WA Industrial 
Relations Commission would give him a fair hearing. His reasoning behind that was that he knew that his 
business was, at the same time, being scrutinised by a parliamentary inquiry and that any inappropriate business 
that took place in that process would have been brought before Parliament. He felt that he was getting the 
safeguard that he needed through the WA Industrial Relations Commission’s inquiry. He represented himself 
and he did extremely well. He actually won the case. After all this time, the commission found in his favour and 
the various government agencies were required to pay him the difference between his level 7.3 salary and the 
level he had been downgraded to for the duration of that seven years.  

The outcome is that he just wanted acknowledgment that he had been wronged. He needed that WA Industrial 
Relations Commission finding to actually prove that he had been wronged, and the financial back pay was 
evidence of that. He wanted acknowledgment that he had been wronged and he wanted an apology for what had 
happened to him over those seven years. I am very pleased to say that he got both of those. He also wanted to 
have his salary retained at level 7.3, as per the understanding of salary maintenance that he was on. The WA 
Industrial Relations Commission’s finding enabled him to have that outcome.  
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He wanted to either return to work or to be paid out in terms of redundancy and some form of compensation for 
the things that had occurred to him in his life as a result of the wrongdoing. The outcome was that he felt that 
even if he had been returned to work, the business that had pursued him over the seven years would continue to 
impact on him. Some of his skills had decreased and he was not able to return to the level of work that he was 
doing. He would have felt that being paid a level 7.3 but working at a much lower level would not have been 
appropriate in the workplace. He actually did not want to go back to work; he wanted to move out of the public 
service—away from any further harassment that might occur. I have not had any contact with him for probably 
six months or so, but he was offered the standard redundancy package and I understand that negotiations 
commenced around some form of compensation, but I do not know the outcome of that. As far as I know, 
Mr Read is still a public servant. 

Question put and passed. 
 


