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Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations � Twelfth Report � �Balga Works Program� � 
Motion 

Resumed from 2 April on the following motion moved by Hon Giz Watson � 

That the report be noted. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will make a few more comments on this report. I have made a significant number 
already, but I would like to comment in particular on recommendations 11, 13 and 14. That is because these 
recommendations, in essence, are exactly the measures that motivated and prompted me, and I am sure 
motivated virtually every member of the committee, to continue to find an outcome for the Balga Works fiasco. I 
am talking about the very real victims�the workers and students that we identified in the process�who have 
gone essentially into the ether. I want to make sure that they are identified and assisted in every way possible. 
Recommendation 11, which was a majority recommendation supported by Hons Giz Watson, Sheila Mills, 
Helen Morton and me, recommends that the government reimburse all former employees of the Balga Works 
program who can demonstrate their claims for outstanding wages and superannuation. Recommendation 13, also 
supported unanimously, recommends that the government provide assistance and support in the form of 
debriefing and counselling to the people affected by the Balga Works program, and that in six months the 
government report back to the Legislative Council on its actions. Recommendation 14 is that the government 
identify the young people who were involved in the Balga Works program and ensure that they are able to access 
educational and employment assistance to the level promised by the Balga Works program. I was not satisfied 
with the department�s response to these recommendations. I felt that the victims themselves had been ignored 
throughout the entire process. It appeared that the ignorance of their plight was going to continue. That was a 
real concern to not just me but to all �  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: They were ignored by your department; what are you going to do about it?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I cannot believe that Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich can sit there and say that with a straight 
face, considering she was in control as the Minister for Education and Training during this whole fiasco. I will 
say more about that particular minister in a minute, because she should hang her head in shame. That minister 
was told over and again about this issue. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I am sorry, Mr Deputy Chairman � 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN (Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm): Order, members! I would like to listen to the 
minister.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: As I said, I and the members of the committee were concerned that consideration be 
given to the victims. If we were to follow the recommendations of the report, that was exactly what was going to 
happen. I am delighted that the committee has continued with this investigation and assessed whether the 
recommendations have been implemented. I really am very, very grateful to the committee for pursuing this 
issue. Having appeared before the committee with the department, I was very appreciative of the comments, 
actions and response from Sharyn O�Neill, the Director General of the Department of Education and Training. 
She accepted that the department had perhaps acted insensitively and perhaps had not given due consideration to 
the plight of the victims. As a result of her appearance before the committee, the former employees who could be 
contacted were contacted, and I understand that they have since met with the department and articulated their 
concerns about the Balga Works fiasco. They have put their view about whether they feel the outcomes have 
been just. They spoke to the department about whether they felt their claims for lost salaries, counselling 
et cetera had been addressed. They feel that the department is at last actually listening to them. That is a good, 
positive step forward. Although the committee remains concerned about what has happened to a number of 
students since the Balga Works fiasco, I think the department is doing all it can at the moment to ensure that 
those students are identified and assisted. However, as far as the workers are concerned, those victims are very 
appreciative that at last the department is being proactive.  

As I said, two issues in particular needed to be identified from this report. The department should learn from the 
mistakes of the Balga Works fiasco. It was a debacle. It went on for two years from virtually mid-2004 to mid-
2006. The government and the department were constantly being told about the issues within the Balga Works 
program, and their concerns were ignored. As I said, I am pleased that the department has responded to those 
concerns. Having said that, in conclusion, I am very appreciative of the committee for allowing me to sit in on 
the hearings as a substitute member. It was very worthwhile. It was a very sad and sorry episode and I do not 
think any of us enjoyed the experience, but, collectively, we felt as though we achieved something from it. I 
would like to think that, as a result of this excellent report, we learn from it, the department learns from it and the 
government learns from it and that more vigilance is incorporated within our schools to ensure that such an 
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episode does not occur again. At the same time, initiatives specifically generated towards assisting disengaged 
youth should not be scuttled, because they are needed.  

Hon SHEILA MILLS: I will keep my comments very brief because I have commented on this issue several 
times before. I wonder whether the Minister for Training has been able to ascertain from the department whether 
it is a little more amenable than it seemed to me to be to ensuring that the victims receive the lost wages they feel 
they are entitled to, without being bogged down in some sort of legalistic process over the status of the provider. 
As the minister is aware, some severe financial disadvantage has been suffered. The other issue, which I touched 
on last time, is the role of Mr Garnaut and the evidence he gave to the Director of Public Prosecutions compared 
with the evidence he gave to the committee about knowing what Merv Hammond was up to. In my view, 
Mr Garnaut was almost complicit in a lot of the damage that occurred. He could not plead ignorance of what was 
going on because too many complaints had been made, and he seemed to have passed under the radar in this 
debacle and the tragedy with the Balga Works program. I would really appreciate it if the minister could find out 
and let me know.  

Hon RAY HALLIGAN: I am interested in this report, particularly the subject matter, given that I have some 
knowledge of Balga Senior High School and, to some extent, Merv Hammond. More importantly, I am 
interested in the issues associated with how this program was able to get up and running, and not only the 
subsequent demise of the program but also the problems associated with the people involved in it. Many 
questions come to my mind. I am sure, as the Minister for Training has already mentioned, mistakes that were 
made have now been recognised and, hopefully, those same mistakes will not be made again.  

There are many issues, not the least of which is, as the minister has already said, the need for teachers and others 
within the public service to be innovative, to be prepared to come forward with new ideas, to approach problems 
from, I think the saying is, outside the circle and to try new ways and means of achieving particular ends that are, 
of course, to the benefit of the people of Western Australia. But in each and every situation when we move 
outside the norm, when certain checks and balances have already been established for that norm, we must also 
ensure that those checks and balances are included in what is being proposed. That appears not to have taken 
place in this instance. It appears as though there were no internal controls; or if there were internal controls, they 
were either pushed aside or ignored. 

That is not the way things should be done. We are talking about public money�taxpayer money�and, in this 
instance, a considerable amount of taxpayer money. It concerns me that those internal controls were not in place, 
operating, and protecting that taxpayer money. When we have internal controls, it is not just a checklist of things 
that need to be done; there must also be people keeping an eye on what should be done, as well as a checklist 
that ensures that things that are put in place are in fact happening. Again, that does not appear to have been the 
case with the Balga Works program. It took the younger participants in the program who were having problems 
to come forward and tell the right people that their concerns were not being addressed before any action was 
taken.  

Of course it should have come to the notice of the Department of Education and Training a lot earlier than it did. 
Surely things were happening that would have caused someone to ask questions; often that is all that is required 
in the first instance to draw attention to problems. It seems as though the problems were kept quiet by too many 
people for far too long. It should not have got as far as it did. I sincerely hope that the Minister for Education and 
the current government have now implemented the necessary internal controls to ensure that this type of thing 
does not occur again. I do not think one can put it in any other way but to suggest that the previous government 
was asleep at the wheel about this particular program. It is unfortunate that when something of this nature and 
magnitude occurs, one has to ask the question: is this the only place it has happened? Are there others that are 
yet to be found? They are awkward and difficult questions, but they are questions that certainly come to the mind 
of some, including me. If internal controls are not in place in one instance, are they not in place in others? All the 
current government can do is go back and check to ensure that those internal controls exist. 

HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I would like to make some final comments on this report. One of the concerns 
I have is that given the extensive time spent on this inquiry and the extensive time spent in hearing from the 
people affected by this matter, and given what the inquiry has found, I am not satisfied that the closure of this 
chapter has been adequately handled by the current government. People were financially disadvantaged, and 
some of the clients of the Balga Works program were put at risk. I am very saddened about what happened. I do 
not think this is an isolated case in a big bureaucracy such as the Department of Education and Training. I should 
say that at one level I am fairly pleased that the honourable minister actually pursued this issue; however, it came 
to the attention of my office when a number of employees rang to indicate that they had been involved in this 
program, which had been ongoing for some time, and they had not been paid. My response was to instruct the 
department that those people had to be paid. What I did not know was that everything was not as it seemed. The 
principal, Merv Hammond, was held up as one of the most progressive principals this state had ever seen 
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because he had devised this new program. It was going to be a fantastic thing for hard-to-deal-with students, and 
consequently he was put up on a pedestal and awarded the principal of the year, and everyone thought that Merv 
was doing an outstanding job. But, of course, if one started to scratch a little beneath the surface, one realised 
that not all was as presented, and in fact there were some serious problems.  

Every time we sought information from the department on this matter, time and time again we received briefing 
notes that indicated to us that this was a great program, the department was happy with the way it was 
progressing, Merv was a wonderful principal, and so on and so forth. Having read this report, it is quite clear that 
most of what was said was not true. I do not know what a minister has to do to ensure that people actually tell the 
truth. I am also very concerned that people do not value the notion of truth. It does not seem to be important 
anymore that public servants must be truthful in their dealings with people, be truthful when they present before 
a committee and be truthful when they are in discussions with people and in their everyday general manner. I 
find it very, very disappointing that, as is evidenced in this report, quite clearly people were not open and quite 
clearly were not truthful.  

In my view, there is certainly a culture within the education department in which the bureaucracy and employees 
go off and do their own thing. At the end of the day, when they get into trouble and there are difficulties, it is the 
minister�and rightly so�who must get up and defend them. But it is very, very difficult to defend something 
that is based on a series of lies or a series of actions that were never supported by a minister, or if the minister 
had not been told the truth. That is a part of the Westminster system, and at the end of the day that is the system 
we have, but it was very, very disappointing.  

What is also particularly disappointing is that the then shadow minister, who is now the minister�he is not 
really, because at the end of the day it is really Dr Liz Constable, MLA, who has the responsibility for this�
came into this place and made mileage out of the situation day after day, based on untruths. He went to the media 
and knowingly provided information that was not true.  

Hon Peter Collier: What? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: That is borne out by this report. I can go through all the media and check. 

Hon Peter Collier: What? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The member is known to be a person who does not deal in truth. That is 
probably the most disappointing act in what has happened. I want the Minister for Training to follow up and 
make sure that the people who have been adversely affected and who have become financially disadvantaged 
because of their involvement in this program are, firstly, identified and, secondly, fully compensated. 

Hon Peter Collier: I have. I have done it fastidiously and relentlessly. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: In response to that comment, can the minister please table in this place the 
names of the people he has contacted and the amounts they have been compensated? 

Hon Peter Collier interjected. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: No; the minister can give me an undertaking to provide that information and to 
table it in Parliament. 

Hon Peter Collier: You can ask the Minister for Education, but I�m sure she wouldn�t mind. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The minister could pass on that request and perhaps he can provide that 
information. 

Hon Peter Collier: Quite frankly, I do not think that people would like their names tabled in Parliament. Give 
me a break. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: All I am asking for is some information. If I do not get it, I will simply ask a 
question in Parliament and seek the information that way. Given the history of this issue, I think it is fair enough 
that we know who was not paid, whom the government owed a liability to, who received financial compensation 
and the amount of compensation that was paid. I think they are fair questions. I will make sure that that 
information is made public, irrespective of any of the sensitivities that the Minister for Training is concerned 
about. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: I want to make some concluding comments on this issue, as I have already spoken a little 
on the report. I was remiss in my comments in not saying a special thanks to the staff of the Standing Committee 
on Estimates and Financial Operations who worked on this report. As numerous members have commented, it 
was a very forensic exercise involving significant amounts of evidence; in fact, there were boxes and boxes of it. 
One of the challenges that the committee encountered was, in effect, being drowned by an enormous volume of 
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material. I particularly acknowledge the work of Lisa Peterson in leading the committee staff on this report. I 
thank her very much for her excellent efforts. 

I also bring to the attention of members that today I tabled a further report that relates to the twelfth report. The 
Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations has seen fit to table a nineteenth report, which is a 
follow-up to this report. I encourage members to read the report. It was an interesting exercise in that the 
committee remained unsatisfied with the response it had received from the government on the twelfth report and 
undertook to speak further to the Department of Education and Training about its response and also to speak 
with the Director of Public Prosecutions. I will save my substantive comments for the specific debate on the 
nineteenth report, but one thing that came out of the follow-up report was that members were more satisfied that 
they had received a clear apology from the now Director General of the Department of Education and Training. I 
certainly felt that this director general, Ms Sharyn O�Neill, understood the matters that the committee 
investigated and the consequences of the mishandling of the management of the Balga Works program. She 
expressed a very clear apology to those affected, and that was very much welcomed. I think that the current 
director general has some appreciation of the issue and will make efforts to ensure that the mistakes that were 
very evident in the Balga Works program are not repeated. 

It was also interesting to check with the Director of Public Prosecutions that the work of the standing committee 
had not in any way impaired his work in seeking to prosecute Mr Hammond. The committee was very concerned 
to hear some feedback that the work of the standing committee had in fact been constructive, rather than 
problematic, in his investigations. I think it was a useful exercise for the operations of an inquiry to be held while 
at the same time another inquiry was being carried out for a police prosecution. It is very important that the work 
of the standing committees of this place does not in any way impede the work of the Director of Public 
Prosecutions. As members of standing committees will know, sometimes that line is a very fine one to tread. We 
were very pleased that Mr Cock recognised that the committee�s inquiry and investigation had assisted him in 
this process and that there was nothing that the committee could have done that would have assisted him more or 
made his job any easier, other than that we found some interesting comparisons of evidence, particularly by 
Mr Garnaut about his role in this scenario, as other members have pointed out. 

The nineteenth report contains one recommendation; that is, that the Attorney General investigate the apparent 
anomaly of public servants resigning and thereby avoiding any further penalty for alleged misconduct. I flag that 
recommendation at this point, because that legal loophole played a significant part in the saga of the Balga 
Works program. The committee sincerely requests that the government look at this matter to determine whether 
there is a need for some legislative amendment to deal with that anomaly. 

Again, I am pleased to have been part of a very exhaustive inquiry. It is interesting to note the ultimate dilemma 
when a report is tabled in the period of a new government. In that kind of dilemma, I guess we see what we have 
seen a bit of today. What responsibilities fall to the former minister or government and what responsibilities rest 
with the current minister and government? The current government can say that it did not happen on its watch, 
and the former government can say that the current government was passionate about this issue then and can ask 
why it is not doing something about it now. As a neutral observer to a large extent, the key point that we must 
not forget in all of this is that the committee was very clear�the committee is made up of members of a range of 
political persuasions�that it wants to ensure that students and employees who might be in a similar situation in 
the future have their concerns addressed in a timely and thorough manner. If anything came out of this inquiry, it 
is that the biggest losers were the students and former employees, many of whom are still dealing with the 
repercussions. Let us not lose sight of that fact. Let us work out what each of us can do within our own capacity 
to address those ongoing needs. 
Question put and passed. 
 


