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PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEE 
Eighth Report - “Review of the Reports of the Auditor General 2006-2007” 

MR J.R. QUIGLEY (Mindarie) [9.02 am]:  I am delighted to present for tabling the eighth report of the Public 
Accounts Committee entitled “Review of the Reports of the Auditor General 2006-2007.”   

[See paper 3471.]  

Mr J.R. QUIGLEY:  This is the second report of this nature, and it shows the progress that public sector 
agencies have made in implementing the recommendations of the Auditor General.  The Public Accounts 
Committee resolved to follow up this progress at the commencement of the thirty-seventh Parliament, continuing 
on from a resolution of the previous committee.  I will take some time to explain the importance of this role.  
The Auditor General provides the essential service to the Parliament of providing independent and impartial 
information on the accountability and performance of the public sector.  This role is central to the transparency 
of government agencies.  The Auditor General conducts two types of examination - assurance audits, which 
concern the auditing of financial statements and key performance indicators; and performance examinations, 
which in my view go to the pointy end of auditing by looking at the efficiency and effectiveness of the public 
sector.  After all, it is of no benefit to anyone if an agency’s books are in order but it is losing money hand over 
fist or is failing to adhere to best practice principles in the conduct of its operations.  The Public Accounts 
Committee examines the performance examinations of the Office of the Auditor General and follows up with 
agencies to make sure that they are responding to the Auditor General’s recommendations.  Before I refer to 
these in more detail, I will say a word about the mutually beneficial relationship between Auditors General and 
public accounts committees.   

The degree and type of interaction between the offices of Auditors General and public accounts committees 
differs between the Westminster-based governments throughout Australia and, indeed, throughout the world.  
For instance, in Australia and New Zealand, most public accounts committees have a formal or informal 
responsibility to examine the reports of Auditors General, but public accounts committees are able to refer 
matters to Auditors General for examination in only a small number of jurisdictions.  The Auditor General Act 
2006 means that Western Australia’s Public Accounts Committee is now one such jurisdiction, although the 
current committee has not yet found the need to refer any matter to Mr Colin Murphy for audit.  Public accounts 
committees also play different roles in the appointment and dismissal of Auditors General.  In Western Australia, 
the Public Accounts Committee is merely consulted on the employment of the Auditor General, but 
Queensland’s Public Accounts Committee, for example, must be formally consulted both in the employment and 
dismissal of the Auditor General in that state.  Public accounts committees at the federal level and in states such 
as New South Wales and Victoria periodically perform a strategic review of the performance of the audit office.  
The Western Australian Public Accounts Committee does not do that, nor is it involved in the consideration of 
funding for the audit office.   

The relationship between the Public Accounts Committee of the thirty-seventh Parliament and the Auditor 
General is evolving.  I believe that it is indicative of best practice.  The committee and the Auditor General 
maintain their independence.  Indeed, the Auditor General’s independence is formally constituted under the 
Auditor General Act 2006.  In this atmosphere of independence, the committee and the Auditor General work 
together for the benefit of Western Australian taxpayers to ensure that agencies comply with the Auditor 
General’s recommendations to increase their efficiency and services to the public, and that the public gets value 
for money from their agencies.  This process is extremely important in ensuring that the recommendations of the 
Auditor General are given close consideration by the public sector.  My understanding is that the attention of 
agencies to the recommendations of the Auditor General has been sharpened by the Public Accounts 
Committee’s relatively recent role in following up the progress of agencies in implementing those 
recommendations.   

In accordance with the committee’s desire to further facilitate the transparency of public sector agencies, this 
report not only deals with reports followed up by the committee and the outcomes of that follow-up, but also 
contains details of the process that the agencies and the committee undertook to conclude each follow-up.  This 
represents a new style of reporting - to our knowledge, an Australian first - and the committee is keen to garner 
feedback from agencies on the effectiveness of this report.  Public sector officers and other interested persons 
can do this by accessing the report on the website of the Public Accounts Committee once it has been posted on 
that site.   

In presenting this report, the committee believes that it is providing necessary information to the public on the 
work carried out by the Auditor General, and that it is improving the accountability of agencies to this 
Parliament.  As I have mentioned, this report examines the findings and recommendations of the Auditor 
General in the public sector performance examinations that have been tabled in Parliament.  Chapter 2 of the 
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report provides information on the follow-up process for examinations carried over from the 2005-06 financial 
year, and shows which of those have been concluded and which are yet to be finalised.  Nineteen separate 
follow-ups have been carried over, some of which require liaison with several different agencies.  These follow-
ups include the following reports: “Regulation of Heavy Vehicles,” tabled on 29 June 2005; “Protection of 
Critical Infrastructure Control Systems,” report 5, 2005; “Administration of Protection of Old Growth Forest 
Policy Funding Programs,” report 6, 2005; “Contract Management of the City Rail Project,” report 7, 2005; 
“Second Public Sector Performance Report,” report 8, 2005, which covered the production, transport and 
disposal of controlled waste, the regulation of childcare services, the personnel and payroll processing function 
of the Department of Education and Training, and a follow-up performance examination of the 2001 report “Life 
Matters: Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People”; “Third Public Sector Performance Report 
2005,” which covered unauthorised driving involving unlicensed drivers and unregistered vehicles in Western 
Australia, the management of the light vehicle fleet, and a follow-up performance examination of the 2002 
report, “Level Pegging: Managing Mineral Titles in Western Australia”; “Making the Grade? Financial 
Management of Schools,” report 10, 2005; “Progress with Implementing the Response to the Gordon Inquiry,” 
report 11, 2005; “Management of the TRELIS Project,” report 1, 2006; “Public Sector Performance Report 
2006,” report 3, 2006, which covered the management of the Waterwise rebate program and the regulation of 
animal foodstuffs, hormonal growth promotants and veterinary chemicals; “Behind the Evidence: Forensic 
Services,” report 4, 2006; “Help Wanted: Public Service Workforce Management,” report 6, 2006; and 
“Procurement Reform: Beyond Compliance to Customer-Focus,” report 7, 2006.   

Chapter 3 gives detail on the Auditor General’s public sector performance examinations for the 2006-07 
financial year, in which the Public Accounts Committee has received a response from the agency, and a 
substantial follow-up process has been initiated.  These include: “Second Public Sector Performance Report 
2006”, report 8; “Informing the Public:  Providing Information on the Timeliness of Services”; “Setting Fees - 
Extent of Cost Recovery - Follow-up”; and “Management of Ramsar Wetlands in Western Australia”, report 9, 
2006.  

Chapter 4 outlines the reports tabled in Parliament in the 2006-07 financial year, which have not yet reached the 
stage of agency reporting and, as such, will be included in the Public Accounts Committee’s review next year.  
The 10 separate follow-ups include: “Room to move:  Improving the Cost Efficiency of Government Office 
Space”, report 11, 2006; “Having Your Say:  Public Participation in Government Decision-Making”, report 1, 
2007; “Public Sector Performance Report 2007”, report 2; “Arrangements for Managing the Performance of 
Chief Executive Officers”; and “Management of Consumer Protection Investigations”.  “Second Public Sector 
Performance Report 2007”, report 3, deals with “Major Information and Communication Technology Projects - 
Performance Examination”, “Shared Services Reform: A Work in Progress”, report 5, 2007; and “A Helping 
Hand: Home-based Services in Western Australia”, report 6; 2007.  “Third Public Sector Performance Report 
2007”, report 7, deals with “Management of Land Tax and Metropolitan Region Improvement Tax”, “Legal Aid 
in Western Australia” and “The Administration of Grants”.  

As is evident, this level of follow-up requires a great deal of work on behalf of the committee and its staff, but 
the value it represents in improving the accountability of public sector agencies to Parliament and the public is 
inestimable.  The Public Accounts Committee has within its remit the power to call witnesses and take evidence 
via a hearing or a briefing from public sector officers, in the event that we require more information on a given 
area, or if the committee has specific concerns it wishes to pursue.  Over the past 12 months, the committee has 
conducted one briefing with Mr Richard Mann from the Public Transport Authority regarding the city rail 
project; as well as one hearing with Mr Peter Viney and other staff from the Department of Industry and 
Resources regarding the business exit assistance scheme for businesses involved in logging karri and jarrah in 
state forests.  I believe my colleague the member for Capel will refer to this in more detail.  Suffice to say, the 
ability to follow up such matters allows for the thorough investigation of matters of general concern.  The 
evidence provided by witnesses is also provided on the website, which ensures that all those with a stake in any 
issue can be apprised of the manner in which the Public Accounts Committee conducts its investigations.  

Something else that the Public Accounts Committee is now doing is letting agencies know about their 
obligations regarding privilege and freedom of information legislation.  We are now formally advising agencies 
of the fact that correspondence addressed to or received by the committee attracts parliamentary privilege, as it 
becomes the property of the Legislative Assembly, and because of this cannot be forwarded to any other party 
without the authorisation of the committee.  Given the report that has just been released in the other place, the 
committee feels it is timely to ensure that all parties are aware of their obligations with respect to privilege.  The 
committee is also advising agencies that freedom of information provisions cannot be applied to committee 
documents by virtue of clause 12(c) of schedule 1 of the Freedom of Information Act 1992.  Again, this ensures 
that public officers do not unwittingly commit contempt.  While, to my knowledge, there has been no incident 
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regarding these issues, the committee is adopting its usual mode of being on the front foot on such matters, and 
taking a proactive approach.   

Regarding the report at hand, I would like to take this opportunity to say how pleased the committee is to have 
further developed its constructive and effective working relationship with the Auditor General and his officers.  
The positive relationship the committee formed with the previous Auditor General, Mr Des Pearson, has 
continued with Mr Colin Murphy, the present Auditor General.  While it is essential for the Public Accounts 
Committee to maintain its independence, good communication between the committee and the Auditor General 
is necessary for the effective performance of the committee’s role, and has been strengthened this year. 

Our principal research officer was searching for some useful quotes on good government to encapsulate what the 
Public Accounts Committee is attempting to do in both its follow-up of the Auditor General’s recommendations, 
and in its reporting of these follow-ups to the Legislative Assembly and to the public.  However, she was deeply 
disappointed that most quotes on the matter were cynical expositions on the inefficiency, ineffectiveness or 
undesirability of government.  There was lampooning of the function of democratic rule through its institutions, 
and suspicion of the offices and processes set up to support and service the public.  This is a sad state of affairs.  
I am pleased and proud to belong to a committee of the Legislative Assembly that conducts its business in good 
faith and works to ends with which no citizen could have argument - to improve the workings of the public 
sector for the benefit of the people and the Parliament it serves.  John Ralston Saul said about democracy - 

. . . it is extremely concrete, it’s about constantly choosing, finding, developing practical options within 
the common good.   

The same can be said of the process of improving the bureaucracies that exist to service the public; it is both 
complex and concrete.  It is about developing practical options within the common good.  In its work with the 
Office of the Auditor General, I believe that is what this committee seeks to achieve.  I wish to thank the 
members of the committee for their commitment, hard work and vigorous contribution, in particular, the deputy 
chairman, the member for Capel; and the members for Stirling, Albany and Victoria Park.  I also thank the 
committee staff for their assistance, particularly the former principal research officer, Ms Liz Kerr; the current 
principal research officer, Dr Julia Lawrinson; and research officers Ms Nicole Burgess and Ms Dawn 
Dickinson.  I commend the report to the house. 

MR D.T. REDMAN (Stirling) [9.15 am]:  I concur with the comments made by the member for Mindarie.  
Firstly, I thank the staff of the Public Accounts Committee for their professionalism, their support and, indeed, 
their expertise.  I extend that to Liz Kerr, who was a member of the committee staff until 5 June this year and to 
Nicole Burgess, who was a staff member until December 2006.  At the back of the chamber today are Dr Julia 
Lawrinson and Dawn Dickinson.  They are very hardworking members of the Public Accounts Committee, and 
it is great to work alongside them on various committee projects.  

I have not spoken very often on reports that have been tabled by this committee, but I want to highlight the 
enjoyment I get from the bipartisan approach we take through the committee process.  It is probably the one true 
public process that is indeed bipartisan, and we build strong relationships with members on the other side in 
seeking particularly good outcomes for the state.  I extend that to the members for Mindarie, Capel, Albany and 
Victoria Park.  I take this opportunity to highlight how much I enjoy that relationship.  I hope that extends to 
benefit the people of Western Australia.  

Mr Acting Speaker - I mean, Mr Speaker - I also want to support the committee process.  I guess that, in tabling 
this report, we value-add a level of accountability to the people of Western Australia of the behaviour and 
activities of various government agencies.  The level of follow-up we have been able to achieve, particularly for 
these reports from the Auditor General, has indeed value-added to that level of accountability.  I highlight that 
because I see it as a strength, and I strongly support the activities of the committee in adding that value.  
Mr Acting Speaker - I mean, Mr Speaker; I must talk a lot when the Acting Speakers are in the chair, because I 
am struggling to remember that you are indeed the Speaker of the Legislative Assembly.  

It is also very enlightening to be a relatively new member of Parliament and see from the inside the activities of 
various government agencies, their shortfalls and strengths and how the processes work.  I am finding it 
beneficial to be part of the Public Accounts Committee in developing my knowledge and understanding along 
those lines.  Some of the reports that have been tabled by the Auditor General and highlighted in this report 
emphasise some of the pressures faced by many government agencies.  We understand that some shortfalls exist, 
and there has certainly been a response to them.  A couple of issues that have arisen include the shortage of 
labour in our state, particularly due to the mining boom; in some cases the lack of skills base and, of course, the 
concerns with resourcing in some cases; and the ability of agencies to carry out their charters.  

I want to highlight in this address concerns I have particularly with the level of resourcing to local government.  I 
see local government as the poor cousins to our state government processes.  In many cases they have a limited 
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rate base and some pressures with growth.  In the areas I represent, they face a lot of pressure in making land 
available for the population growth in their locations as a result of the strong demand in their communities.  In 
some cases, for a number of years local government authorities have not had the demand for land that they have 
currently and they want to get some benefit from the state’s boom.  Local government is able to access funding 
through funds such as the regional investment fund.  A review of this funding is necessary.  The current funding 
arrangement that has been in place for local government in the term of this government is an allocation of about 
$80 million over four years.  We need to have a very close look at how local government authorities get their 
funds as well as the level of funding they receive to meet their needs.  Local government is the poor cousins, 
particularly those local government authorities in areas of the state that are not directly getting a benefit from the 
boom.  I refer to those local government authorities in the electorate I represent, the wheatbelt, some inland areas 
and some of the coastal shires in the south west and great southern and down towards the Esperance area.   

The regional investment fund provides $20 million a year over four years.  When that is spread over all the local 
government authorities in Western Australia as a source of funds to support their growth, it is a thin smear and 
does not reflect the boom times this state is experiencing.  There should be a review of that fund.  I have 
concerns about the components of the regional investment fund and I highlight the Indigenous development 
program as one of my concerns.  It is not the right spot in which to have an Indigenous-tagged development 
fund.  Concerns have been expressed in recent days about Indigenous communities in some of the isolated areas 
of this state.  Specialist and specific support is required to deal with these complex issues.  It is concerning that a 
component of the regional investment fund, which is designed to support regional growth in Western Australia, 
has a very strong tag to a section of the community that I know is in dire need, but perhaps the necessary funding 
should not be allocated through the investment fund.   

Some of the government support agencies, such as LandCorp, also come up short.  LandCorp has a $4 million 
fund for community service obligation support.  Taking into account the scope of local government to develop 
industrial sites and release land to meet the demand for housing, a $4 million CSO is absolutely pathetic.  
Recently we highlighted through questions in this place that, for example, the government electricity headworks 
charge has changed the viability of a lot of the industrial site developments.  The headworks charge is added to 
the cost of a development.  If those agencies go to government to seek CSO support, which has only a $4 million 
pool, it substantially balances out that cost.  This issue needs to be addressed.   

I highlight that local government is the poor cousins, particularly those authorities in the inland areas.  It is an 
issue that needs to be addressed by this government.  It might be something that the Public Accounts Committee 
will deliberate in the future, but that is up to the committee.  I highlight that it is a significant shortfall.   

This government put in place regional ministers and my understanding is that they were to be advocates for the 
people of the regions and to ensure that the views of those people are articulated within government.  I am 
concerned that there is not a great deal of ownership by those regional ministers of the areas they represent.  
Members who live in a regional electorate have a great deal of ownership of the concerns of the people in their 
region.  In addition, they have a great deal of ownership of the issues people face and the challenges they are 
trying to address.  It is very difficult for them to have their concerns heard and I guess that the reason for elected 
representatives is to raise their concerns in the Parliament.  In many cases regional ministers could be better 
advocates for the issues that are faced by the people in the regions they represent.  In the great southern region a 
lot of local government pressures have been highlighted, particularly resources and labour shortages, which are 
impacting local government as well as others.  It is an area that should be addressed.  I would like Hon Kim 
Chance to take up with some vigour the concerns that local governments in my area have about regional 
investment support and regional infrastructure funding to address the growth of the region and the demand for 
land for industrial site development.   

I again advise the house that I enjoy being a member of the Public Accounts Committee.  I enjoy the 
professionalism and support of the staff of the committee.  I look forward to pursuing a number of deliberations 
over the next year until the next state election, and after the next state election.  I support the member for 
Mindarie’s comments in presenting this report to the house.   
DR S.C. THOMAS (Capel) [9.26 am]:  My good friend the member for Mindarie likes quotes and in presenting 
the Public Accounts Committee’s report on the “Review of the Reports of the Auditor General 2006-07” he 
referred to democracy.  I will throw in a quote that goes back to Winston Churchill who said that democracy is a 
terrible form of government; but it is just the best one we have available to us at the time.  They are very wise 
words.   
This report deals specifically with the way the Auditor General deals with the Parliament.  When the Auditor 
General brings down a report, the best thing that the government of the day can hope for is that it is a neutral 
report that says it has done its job.  It will never say it has done a great job.  If the opposition is in luck, it will 
say that the government has fallen short in that particular area.  After the opposition has put out a press release 
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attacking the government and referring to the Auditor General’s report, somebody has to go through the process 
of making the report mean something.  After we make politics out of the process we have to move forward and 
develop something for a better outcome for the state.  Somebody has to do that follow-up and that work falls, 
quite rightly, to the Public Accounts Committee, which is the primary committee of the Parliament.  This is 
probably one of the most important reports that any committee tables.  It deals with the proper audit process of 
government - the checks and balances of government.  Beyond making a public statement, somebody has to 
make the system work and the Public Accounts Committee takes on that role.  The work of the committee is very 
important and the committee takes its role seriously.   
I would like to thank, as other members did, the current committee staff: Dr Julia Lawrinson, the committee’s 
principal research officer, and Dawn Dickinson, the research officer.  I also thank the previous staff, Liz Kerr 
and Nici Burgess.  I would like to say a lot more about the great work that Liz Kerr and Nici Burgess did and the 
things that were achieved over the past 12 months, but with the talk about parliamentary privilege I will put that 
aside in case there is some sort of comeback in the long term.   
I will refer to some of the examinations of reports by the Public Accounts Committee.  Even though probably 
very few members will read the report, if they take the opportunity to look at it it will give them a good summary 
of the Auditor General’s reports as they have been brought down.  It will provide a summary of the actions that 
the relevant departments have taken in response to the Auditor General’s recommendations and it will give a 
summary of the Parliament’s response, through the Public Accounts Committee monitoring those responses and 
sometimes seeking additional information to ensure that work is followed up.  It is like a short cut to the Auditor 
General’s work.  For that reason, it is probably one of the most important reports handed down each year, but 
unfortunately it tends to get glossed over.  The Public Accounts Committee spends a significant amount of time 
following up issues and ensuring that the Parliament is looking after the proper accountability of the state.  As 
members read the report they will learn about the investigations conducted and the responses to the Auditor 
General’s work.  For example, when considering the regulation of heavy vehicles, the committee concluded it 
was satisfied with the steps taken by Main Roads Western Australia to address the Auditor General’s 
recommendations.  That is mentioned on page 4.  That is a rarity, because for the most part the Public Accounts 
Committee will consider a matter in detail and require further information.  For most of these items, the 
committee action and its comments take a significant amount of time to explain.  In almost every case, we seek 
explanations for the concerns of the Auditor General, information on how those concerns are being addressed 
and the timeliness of the actions.  That occurs in most of the investigations undertaken.  Therefore, the work that 
goes into this report should not be underestimated.   
I will refer to two areas in particular, both of which will eventually be closed off.  One in particular will be 
closed off.  The question is not whether we can remedy some of the outcomes, but rather whether a better system 
is in place for the next time around.  I refer members to page 5 of the report, and the administration of the old-
growth forest funding programs.  This is about the management of business exit strategies for those businesses 
that were negatively impacted upon by the policy to end the logging of old-growth forests, which was instituted 
with the election of the present government in 2001.  A sum of money was set aside out of the state coffers to 
assist businesses to exit their industries.  An examination of this process makes it obvious that the Department of 
Industry and Resources did not fully understand how to make that process happen in an open and accountable 
manner.  It did not realise what the impact would be.  It did not understand how many of those businesses would 
apply, and the amount of funding that would be required.  Some people seem to have made significant financial 
gains out of the business exit assistant strategy, while others with equivalent businesses made losses.  There were 
problems with the uniformity and the timeliness of the payouts.  Many were altered on appeal, sometimes to the 
tune of hundreds of thousands of dollars.  Some were adjusted up and some down, and not necessarily through a 
standard process.  This is an indication of how the process needs to be fixed.  
Mr B.S. Wyatt:  In a way, that third party was made to assess itself and establish a process.  
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  That is right; it is an issue.  The Department of Industry and Resources was given this task 
without being given the skills to manage it properly, and that is why the process fell down.   

This has been a long investigation by the Public Accounts Committee.  We interviewed the Department of 
Industry and Resources in what was probably one of our more fiery interviews.  However, it is important that we 
make sure that we do that job.  It might be said that the old-growth forest program is finished; the money is 
spent, and all we are doing now is flogging a dead horse.  That is true to some degree, but although that issue is 
closed, the government has business exit funding for small timber mill operators, and that process is still going 
on as we speak.  I have no doubt that the management of that process will need to be looked at to determine 
whether there have been improvements between the major business exit assistance strategy and the minor one.  It 
is a much smaller group - we are down to about $3 million - but improvement in that process is essential for 
good governance.  I still remain unconvinced that the Department of Industry and Resources has sufficient 
resources and skills to get that program right.  We cannot necessarily fix the problems from the Public Accounts 
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Committee perspective as we go, but we can begin to apply better processes so that the problems do not arise in 
the future.  This is a key component of the work of the Public Accounts Committee, and it is no better 
demonstrated than in the report on page 5 on the administration of funding for old-growth forest industry exit 
strategies. 
A couple of other matters raised in the report are extremely important and need to be followed up.  The transport 
executive and licensing information system project, referred to on page 38, is still an ongoing process that has 
occupied some of the committee’s time.  The committee remains concerned that the TRELIS disaster recovery 
plan has not been tested and that there are insufficient resources to allow adequate testing of that process.  The 
TRELIS process is important, and if it is not to become political, the government should read this report and 
consider the concerns of the Public Accounts Committee about policy and funding.  If it does not do so, the 
government runs the risk of turning this into a political process, because it leaves itself open to serious criticism. 
MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park) [9.36 am]:  I endorse many of the comments made by the member for Capel.  
This report represents one of the key accountability mechanisms of government.  The relationship between the 
Public Accounts Committee and the Auditor General is one of the most important relationships holding the 
government, the executive and its departments to account.  As outlined in the report, the key role of the Auditor 
General is to assist Parliament to oversee the public sector and provide independent assurance that agencies are 
operating and accounting for their performance in accordance with the Parliament’s purpose.  All members of 
Parliament would agree that the Auditor General is one of the key functions of any Westminster system, 
ensuring that, regardless of the political toing and froing in this chamber, the government is operating in a way 
that is transparent and accountable. 
I will begin by thanking people who need to be thanked, because usually I leave that until the end and rush 
through it in my last 10 seconds.  I thank the chairman, the member for Mindarie; the deputy chairman, the 
member for Capel; the member for Stirling; and the member for Albany.  I thoroughly agree with the comments 
made previously that we operate in a very bipartisan manner, which I think is a great strength of this committee.  
I also thank Dr Julia Lawrinson and Dawn Dickinson, sitting at the back, who provide excellent support to the 
committee members, and Liz Kerr and Nici Burgess, who formerly acted in that capacity. 
As the member for Capel has indicated, the report provides a reflection of what the Auditor General has been up 
to over the past 12 months.  Even if members of Parliament do not read the report in its entirety - I am sure that 
most will not - if they flick through the table of contents they will see that the interest and ambit of the Auditor 
General over the past 12 months has ranged far and wide.  Reports either confirm appropriate accountability by 
various government agencies, bodies and programs or, as the member for Capel indicated, convey comments of 
the Auditor General that a particular department, agency or program can perform better, or that such 
performance has failed.  The member for Capel has identified one particular issue of concern to the Public 
Accounts Committee; that is, the administration of old-growth forest policy funding programs.  He has gone 
through that in more detail than I intend to apply at this point.  This report is a great reflection of how 
Westminster Parliaments can hold the executive to account.  The real strength of the Auditor General is that he is 
independent; he stands apart from this chamber.  Many countries around the world would be envious of that role. 
I will speak to a couple of matters that apply more to the federal domain.  However, as I have said before, it is 
incumbent upon state members of Parliament to consider and comment on these issues, especially considering 
that one of the issues I am about to raise occurred during the madness of the federal election campaign, so did 
not get appropriate comment.  I want to comment on broader competition policy and competition in Western 
Australia and Australia.  As we know, BHP Billiton has made a bid for Rio Tinto.  Federal regulatory bodies will 
make a decision on it and I think will allow the takeover.  I have no problem with that process.  It may not be 
until next year or even the year after, since who knows how long it will take, but at some point all members of 
Parliament will need to consider the ramifications for Western Australia, because there will be ramifications for 
Western Australia if that takeover/merger goes ahead.  It is worth all of us thinking about and taking a position 
on it, because it will create issues not only with negotiations with government in the future, regardless of who is 
in power, but also with state agreements.  The member for Cottesloe has made public comment on that, and his 
knowledge of these matters is far greater than mine.  Members will need to consider those issues at some time in 
the future.   

The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission issued a media release on 2 November 2007 that deals 
with perhaps one of the more significant judgements on competition law in Australia for quite some time.  The 
judgement deals with penalties imposed on Visy Board Pty Ltd.  There was not much comment federally from 
any political leader or any political party.  I think that the nature of the federal election means that such issues 
tend to get sidelined during the heat of the battle of the campaign.  However, it is worth noting and considering 
the implications of what exactly happened.  I want to comment on the judgement of Justice Peter Heerey of the 
Federal Court of Australia because it exposed some behaviour that all members of Parliament should be deeply 
concerned about.  The Federal Court held a number of facts.  The first was that Visy committed 69 
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contraventions of the Trade Practices Act.  Penalties of nearly $40 million were imposed for those 
contraventions.  The judge was particularly scathing of Mr Pratt.  It was held that Mr Pratt was knowingly 
concerned in Visy’s contraventions.  However, no pecuniary penalty was made against him, because, as the 
owner of Visy, he would bear the burden of the corporate penalty.  I think that all members of Parliament would 
agree that the story of Mr Pratt is quite exceptional, from his background as a Polish immigrant to his being a 
significant international businessman.  However, it is worth noting the comments that Justice Heerey made in his 
judgement.  Justice Heerey noted - 

Cartel behaviour of the kind with which this case is concerned is extremely destructive of the 
competition on which the prosperity of a free market economy depends.  Often the profits can be 
immense, and the risk of detection slight. 

He went on to talk about criminality.  In Australia, unlike most comparable jurisdictions, this is a criminal act.  
Justice Heerey noted - 

Many countries with free market economies have recognised this reality by enacting laws which make 
cartel conduct by individuals subject to criminal sanctions, including imprisonment.  In the United 
States this happened as long ago as 1890 . . .  
The Australian Government appointed an expert committee chaired by former High Court Justice 
Sir Daryl Dawson to report on Australia’s competition laws.  In April 2003 the Dawson Committee in 
its report (Review of the Competition Provisions of the Trade Practices Act) recommended . . . that, in 
the light of submissions made to it and growing overseas experience, criminal sanctions deter serious 
cartel behaviour and should be introduced. 
On 2 February 2005 the Treasurer, the Honourable Peter Costello MP, announced acceptance of the 
recommendations of the Dawson Committee and stated that the Government would amend the Trade 
Practices Act to provide for a term of five years imprisonment, as well as increases in other penalties.  
The Treasurer noted: 

Dishonesty goes to the heart of serious cartel conduct, where customers are deceived when 
purchasing goods or services unaware that the price and supply of those goods and services 
were determined by collusion, rather than competition. 

The judge noted - 
Every day every man, woman and child in Australia would use or consume something that at some 
stage has been transported in a cardboard box.  The cartel in this case therefore had the potential for the 
widest possible effect. 

Looking at the behaviour of the chief executive officers concerned prompted the judge to make those very harsh 
comments that, had the law been changed as the Treasurer indicated he wanted it to be changed, Mr Pratt would 
likely have ended up in jail, along with his CEO.  The judge noted - 

More importantly, there is nothing complex about the law that prohibits price fixing and market sharing.  
Mr Debney and Mr Carroll - 

They are the two CEOs of Amcor and Visy - 
certainly knew about this law.  That is why they met with their competitor in parks and suburban hotels 
and used prepaid mobile phones.   

This enormously significant case has resulted in the highest penalty to be agreed by the ACCC and handed down 
by the Federal Court.  However, every single Australian, not just every single Western Australian, has been 
affected by the cartel behaviour that took place over a period of five years.  That period is quite incredible.  
Graeme Samuel said that this was one of the most serious, blatant cartels that the ACCC had litigated.  
Regardless of which party wins the election this Saturday, it is vitally important that the winning party make 
these amendments recommended by the Dawson committee so that such insidious behaviour can indeed be 
deterred in the future. 

MR P.B. WATSON (Albany - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.46 am]:  That is a hard act to follow!  It is also 
very hard to be on a committee comprising a senior lawyer, a junior lawyer, a vet, a headmaster and a postie.  
That is why I come last in the pecking order of the committee.  However, it is a tremendous bipartisan committee 
in which everyone works very well.  The committee has had two principal research officers and two research 
officers, which has nothing to do with the standards of the committee.  Liz Kerr has gone on to bigger and better 
things.  The current staff are Dr Julia Lawrinson, who is in the chamber today, and Ms Dawn Dickinson.   

When I was first appointed to the committee, I found it rather daunting because the committee is the checker 
checking the checker, as it were, but we have had a very good rapport with Des Pearson, who was the previous 
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Auditor General, and with Colin Murphy, the current Auditor General.  Examining the work of the Auditor 
General is very interesting, because one is able to see the different processes of agencies and how they are 
handled.  One also sees how they respond to and follow through on criticism from the Auditor General.  Some 
agencies have been very good, others have been a little disappointing and others have been middle of the road.  
However, it is fortunate that we have such a good Auditor General who can examine government agencies, 
especially at the moment when there is so much scrutiny of agencies and members of Parliament.   

The member for Stirling raised earlier the issues faced by local government in regional areas.  The committee 
inquired into the idea of the Auditor General auditing local government.  Obviously, people in regional areas are 
worried about Big Brother coming in and taking over.  However, the Auditor General saves government money 
and instils better business practices in the community.  It would have been beneficial had the Auditor General 
been able to audit local government, as is done in Queensland, because many local governments are struggling 
and may not survive four or five years down the track.  It seems that people in local government do not want to 
know and push the idea out of their mind by saying that if they amalgamate all will be well.  Then, all of a 
sudden, some local governments will be gone or they will be bankrupt and the government will have to rescue 
them, or rates will have to be increased.  It was a bit disappointing that that audit did not happen because the 
Auditor General does tremendous work, and I will refer to one example that relates to the financial management 
of schools.  At paragraph 2.8 on page 32 of the report, it states -  

The Auditor General examined the financial management practices of schools and the effectiveness of 
support for, and monitoring of, schools by the Department of Education and Training.  Although 
schools had improved their financial management practices since assuming responsibility for day-to-
day financial management decisions in 1987, the Auditor General found that schools are still not 
managing their finances adequately.  DET was found to have implemented initiatives to improve 
financial management of schools, however did not adopt a coordinated approach.  The Auditor General 
recommended that DET develop and implement a coordinated program to improve the quality of 
financial management of schools and that this include clear objectives, targets and timelines. 

In this case, the Auditor General conducted an audit of the department, found a problem and came up with a 
comprehensive way for the department to do things properly.  It is very hard to break through these sorts of set 
practices in bureaucracy.  The Auditor General looks at an agency, the matter is then referred to the Public 
Accounts Committee, and the Public Accounts Committee looks at the agency’s response, comments on it and 
refers the matter back to the Auditor General or to the agency if it does not feel it is right.  That means that the 
checker is checking the checker checking the checker.  There is a foolproof system to make sure that there is a 
better arrangement in place. 

As members have said, the bipartisan nature of the committee is very important.  A committee such as this one is 
above government.  Members work very well as a committee. 

Some of the processes of the agencies are very good.  In some cases, a report is released by the Auditor General 
indicating that either there is nothing wrong or there is a small problem, which the agency fixes straightaway.  In 
other cases, when there is set bureaucracy in an agency and people have been doing the same thing for a hundred 
years and they do not want to change, the agency sends a report to the Auditor General, the PAC looks at it and 
say that that is not the proper way to do it and then the committee writes a letter to the agency to let it know that 
the committee is not happy with the result.  Before the Auditor General reported on agencies, they did not take as 
much notice of these issues.  However, knowing that the Public Accounts Committee is also looking at the issues 
keeps them on a tighter rein. 

I congratulate all members of the committee and the staff, who do a tremendous job.  It is very interesting being 
on the Public Accounts Committee.  It is a great responsibility and I am very proud to be a member of the 
committee.  I commend the report to the house. 
 


