
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 18 October 2007] 

 p6431b-6435a 
Mr John Quigley; Dr Steve Thomas; Mr Peter Watson; Mr Ben Wyatt 

 [1] 

PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEE 
Seventh Report - “Annual Report 2006-07” 

MR J.R. QUIGLEY (Mindarie) [10.01 am]:  I present for tabling the seventh report of the Public Accounts 
Committee entitled “Annual Report 2006-07”.   

[See paper 3371.] 

Mr J.R. QUIGLEY:  I will speak briefly to the report.  I am pleased to present the third annual report of the 
Public Accounts Committee in the thirty-seventh Parliament.  In the year under review the committee completed 
an inquiry into local government accountability in Western Australia.  The inquiry involved an extensive 
investigation into addressing deficiencies in local government accountability mechanisms, which in turn impact 
on state government expenditure.  A number of recommendations were tabled, which will encourage greater 
accountability in the local government sector, particularly with respect to audit arrangements, and which reflect 
the committee’s overall commitment to ensuring sound procedures are followed in the expenditure of public 
funds. 

The committee also tabled an inaugural review of reports of the Auditor General.  This was the first of what was 
intended to be an annual consolidated report detailing the committee’s process for following up state government 
agencies subject to a performance examination by the Auditor General.  In maintaining this follow-up practice, 
the committee continues to add value to the work of the Auditor General by reviewing the progress of state 
government agencies towards implementing the recommendations in the Auditor General’s reports.  In the year 
under review the committee also commenced an inquiry into the funding arrangements for Western Australian 
infrastructure projects.  The inquiry will examine the adequacy of funding arrangements for selected major 
projects, with an emphasis on the federal-state funding relationship.  This is particularly timely given the state’s 
rapidly expanding resource sector, as the inquiry seeks to achieve a better outcome for infrastructure in the state. 

I thank the committee members for their sustained contribution, namely the deputy chairman, Dr Steve Thomas, 
the member for Capel; Mr Terry Redman, the member for Stirling; Mr Peter Watson, the member for Albany; 
and Mr Ben Wyatt, the member for Victoria Park.  On behalf of the committee I also thank the previous 
principal research officer, Ms Liz Kerr, and welcome her successor, Dr Julia Lawrinson.  My appreciation also 
goes to the current research officer, Ms Dawn Dickinson, and her predecessor, Ms Nicole Burgess.  We were 
concerned in June when the Clerk of the Legislative Assembly first of all interviewed and then recommended for 
appointment the Sergeant-at-Arms to this august chamber, Ms Liz Kerr.  She was, as the principal research 
officer, the backbone of the committee, and we were very sad to lose her.  However, we congratulate her on her 
elevation to the position of Sergeant-at-Arms of this chamber.  We were very pleased to be introduced to, and 
then have appointed on the recommendation of the Clerk of this chamber, Dr Julia Lawrinson, who is also a very 
excellent principal research officer. 

I also give special thanks to my fellow committee members.  During the past year when my chemotherapy 
continued, there were times when I attended committee hearings more than a little nauseous.  The meetings were 
more than capably chaired by the deputy chair, Dr Steve Thomas, the member for Capel, with good contributions 
from all other members.  Thankfully, I worked my way into a period of remission and do not have to attend those 
meetings bedevilled by chemotherapy any more.  However, during that time I recall periods of travel to eastern 
states conferences when my committee members took up the slack, as it were, when I was feeling crook and they 
performed admirably.  I am deeply indebted for the team effort that prevailed in those circumstances and for the 
contributions of my fellow committee members.   

As I said, the committee is currently investigating the funding arrangements between the commonwealth 
government and the state government for infrastructure works in Western Australia, particularly related to the 
mineral boom that this state is enjoying.  A state infrastructure strategy review is underway at the moment, 
which we are told will be ready for presentation by the Department for Planning and Infrastructure late this year 
or early next year.  Our committee will be looking at that review, specifically the funding arrangements with the 
commonwealth.  As we all know, Western Australians do not believe that during this critical time of our state’s 
development an adequate return of royalties is coming back into Western Australia for the purposes of nation 
building by helping us to build ports, rails and roads that affect exports and generate so very much wealth to the 
state and to the nation of Australia.  I therefore thank all members for their contribution. 

DR S.C. THOMAS (Capel) [10.07 am]:  I believe there is no speaking order today and will therefore speak as 
the opportunity presents.  I thank the member for Mindarie for his kind words.  It has been rather a tragic year 
for members of the Public Accounts Committee at a personal level.  I am not sure why, or what we have done to 
deserve the outcomes that we have had this year.  One can only hope that we have turned the corner and life will 
improve in the time being.  It has been a difficult year for members at a personal level, but the good thing about 
the Public Accounts Committee is that despite the personal tragedies that have occurred, the committee has 
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continued to function in an exemplary manner and is doing some extremely good work.  When the committee 
first came together at the beginning of this Parliament, it set itself an agenda with a long-term vision and some 
long-term goals.  I believe its investigations have set a benchmark for that long-term agenda, and no more so 
than the current investigation into the infrastructure development across the state of Western Australia, which is 
something that we hope not only will deliver the state the current boom as it exists but also has the potential to 
convert that boom into long-term prosperity.  It is something that many countries have failed to do and many 
jurisdictions have failed to manage.  If the Public Accounts Committee can come up with the right 
recommendations that to some degree will future-proof the state of Western Australia, it will be a legacy that this 
Public Accounts Committee will leave to the state of Western Australia.  That is a potential legacy that very few 
committees have an opportunity to leave. 

The past year has been a particularly busy year.  The committee set itself an agenda to look after the state of 
Western Australia.  It has not, as many committees tend to do, gone off travelling overseas and done various 
other things.  The committee has travelled extensively around the state of Western Australia.   

Dr G.G. Jacobs:  It has been to Esperance.   

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  It has been to Esperance, thank you, member for Roe.  The committee had a good time 
looking at the resources and the development of infrastructure not only in Esperance, but also in Ravensthorpe, 
Hopetoun and other areas around Esperance.  It is important for members to take the opportunity to investigate 
the state of Western Australia, which the Public Accounts Committee has done.  The Public Accounts 
Committee has not seen that part of its role include the potential to travel around the world at taxpayers’ 
expense.  It has spent most of its time travelling around Western Australia.  In the past year the committee has 
visited and held briefings in Esperance, Ravensthorpe, Karratha, the wheatbelt in regional Western Australia, 
Northam, Geraldton, Kalgoorlie, Katanning, Albany and Busselton as part of its investigations into local 
government and infrastructure.  The committee has met with an enormous number of Western Australians to 
canvass their views on a range of issues.  It gives an indication of the direction of the Public Accounts 
Committee.   

I will go briefly to the first investigation that the Public Accounts Committee did; that is, an examination of the 
financial management of the state, which involved a review of the Financial Management Bill 2005 and the 
Auditor General Bill 2005, which at that time were green bills.  It was proposed that these bills would replace the 
Financial Administration and Audit Act 1985.  However, while conducting this inquiry, the Public Accounts 
Committee put on hold its investigation into the accountability of local government.  The committee did some 
very good work in comparing the bills and ascertaining where this state’s financial management could be 
improved.  I am glad that the government took on some of the committee’s recommendations and the bills were 
altered accordingly.   

As I said, while the committee was carrying out that investigation, it was not able to follow up on its report on 
the accountability of local government.  The report, which included some very good outcomes and 
recommendations, has been allowed to lie on the table, and that is at the government’s peril.  The relationship 
between state and local governments is and has always been a thorny issue.  The issue of accountability and the 
long-term sustainability of local governments will not go away.  That report will lie on the table for a long time.  
Eventually, perhaps in a decade, somebody will say, “If only we had looked at accountability and audit more 
closely, local government sustainability would not be in the mess that it is today”.  In a decade members will 
recognise that the groundwork has already been done on setting an agenda to protect local government.  We have 
missed the opportunity to do something about it now.  I will continue to take an interest in this issue over the 
next decade.  There are two ways to deal with the issue: firstly, to legislate for massive levels of control of local 
government, which is wrong; and, secondly, to give local government a greater degree of self-control by 
allowing it to drive its own agenda while having in place strong accountability mechanisms for audit purposes.  
That would mean that everybody would have faith in the way that local government functions and it would be a 
far better outcome.  Unfortunately, an opportunity has been lost by the government’s not acting on that report, 
and we may never have that opportunity again.  That is a shame.   

I turn to the committee’s current investigation, which is to investigate the provision of infrastructure, particularly 
in rural and regional Western Australia.  Again, this is an investigation that, if handled correctly, can contribute 
to setting up this state’s long-term future.  I would hate to see that investigation put on a shelf, which is what has 
happened to the investigation into local government accountability.  There is great potential for this state.  The 
Public Accounts Committee will develop a vision.  Very little vision is exhibited in other committee processes, 
but I am hoping that if this investigation does what I think it will do, it will present a vision for the future of the 
state of Western Australia that people should look at very carefully.  The provision of infrastructure that will 
allow for the future development of this state will be the key component of this state’s future.  That is the reason 
that this is an important investigation.  I hope it does not gather dust.  It is an investigation that we should take 
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note of.  That is where the committee rests.  I urge members to give the next report of the committee serious 
consideration when it is presented to the house.   

The only occasion committee members travelled interstate was when some members visited Canberra to discuss 
a number of issues.  Interestingly, the issues of audit and accountability, which are of a dry and dusty nature and 
probably not the most attractive or sexy of topics for parliamentarians to discuss, were discussed.  In Canberra 
these issues took centre stage.  Many of the accountability issues that relate to Western Australia also relate to 
other states.  Across the nation annual reports have become glossy advertorials rather than strict financial reports.  
It is a problem facing all Australian jurisdictions.  I would like to see a restriction on the annual reporting process 
so that we understand the positives and negatives of departments and so that annual reports are not simply a 
glossy promotion of a department or government.  It is something that needs to change.  Annual reports used to 
be relatively short and to the point and we could find out what we needed to know from them.  Now they are 
long, glossy, with lots of photographs, and they tell the readers what the leadership and the government of the 
day want them to know.  It is something that needs to be addressed.   

Another issue that was discussed in Canberra was the emerging accounting standards and practices across the 
country, and that is a continuing process.  The merger of the generally accepted accounting principles and 
Government Finance Statistics accounting systems will be integral to the way in which government departments 
relate and report.  It is something that the Public Accounts Committee will continue to monitor.   

Another major role of the Public Accounts Committee is to monitor the activity of the Office of the Auditor 
General.  Generally, the committee monitors all the reports, seeks further information and makes sure that 
government departments are addressing the issues that they need to address.  Obviously the committee will 
release a report on that activity, and that report, which will be much larger than the annual report, will be 
presented within the next few months.  I have outlined the key work of the Public Accounts Committee.   

MR P.B. WATSON (Albany - Parliamentary Secretary) [10.18 am]:  I would like to comment on the Public 
Accounts Committee’s seventh report.  I congratulate the chairman of the committee, the member for Mindarie.  
There is never a dull moment when he is in the chair.  We have had very interesting debates over time.  When 
Mr Quigley gets up and goes on, I am sure the witnesses appearing at the hearings wonder where they are.  I 
have not been on many committees and I joined this committee only within the past 12 months.  The one good 
thing about the Public Accounts Committee is that all the people involved, irrespective of their political 
persuasions, get on well.   

On behalf of the committee, and I am sure all other members of Parliament, I offer condolences to Ben and Bev 
on their recent tragedy.   

Over the past 12 months the committee has had a turnover in staff.  Liz Kerr, like Collingwood, has gone 
onwards and upwards.  We wish her the best of luck in her career.  Julia Lawrinson has taken her position of 
principal research officer.  Nicole Burgess has left us and is heading in other directions and Dawn Dickinson is 
our new research officer.   

As the member for Capel said, the committee has travelled widely in the past 12 months, mainly throughout 
Western Australia.  It is very good that the members of the Public Accounts Committee see Western Australia.  
Western Australia is a huge place and members often do not realise that until they travel with a committee and 
find out what are the intricate problems throughout Western Australia.  Our current inquiry is into the 
infrastructure costs borne by the state government, mining companies and the federal government, although it 
provides a very small portion of the cost.  It is not until members actually get out and look at the problems facing 
the mining community and local governments that they will get a good idea of what is happening throughout 
Western Australia.  Not only the state government but also local governments are facing pressures in the 
provision of soft infrastructure. 

The first Public Accounts Committee inquiry with which I was involved looked at the possibility of local 
governments being audited by the Auditor General, and we travelled throughout Western Australia as part of that 
inquiry.  I remember travelling to Esperance, where we went to a lovely restaurant.  What was the name of that 
restaurant - the Happy Fiddler? 

Dr G.G. Jacobs:  No.  The Loose Goose. 

Mr P.B. WATSON:  The Loose Goose - not quite the Happy Fiddler! 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  Icicles; did you go there? 

Mr P.B. WATSON:  No, we did not.  However, we were very well looked after in Esperance.  We even got to 
see the member for Roe’s legs as he walked along the beach in the morning - we were not quite sure if it was a 
seagull! 
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Dr S.C. Thomas:  We are trying to block that bit out! 

Mr P.B. WATSON:  It was a great opportunity to see the issues facing both regional and metropolitan councils.  
It is good to get out and see these things.  The local councils were deadset against being audited by the Auditor 
General, but they could understand the reasons we were looking at the issue. 

I congratulate the other members of the committee.  It has been a great experience working with the committee 
and I am looking forward to continuing to inquire into infrastructure costs and the way they are shared between 
the federal government, the state government, local governments and the mining community.  I look forward to 
my next twelve months on the committee. 

MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park) [10.22 am]:  I also rise as a member of the Public Accounts Committee to 
speak on the “Annual Report 2006-07”.  I do not propose to speak for any great length of time; I simply want to 
reflect on the past 12 months.  I wish to thank my fellow committee members: the chairman, the member for 
Mindarie; the member for Capel; the member for Stirling; and the member for Albany.  I also wish to thank our 
staff.  Liz Kerr and Nicole Burgess have both moved on, and Dr Julia Lawrinson and Dawn Dickinson now 
provide extremely professional and able research services to the committee. 

Other members of the Public Accounts Committee have already indicated that the past 12 months have been 
dominated by three particular matters, one of which was the report on our investigation into local government 
accountability in Western Australia.  We have also engaged in the general ongoing activities of the Public 
Accounts Committee with regard to the Auditor General; namely, the review of the Auditor General’s reports, 
and the follow-up of particular recommendations made by the Auditor General for government departments and 
agencies.  That is one role that, in my brief time on the committee, has enabled me to learn a significant amount 
about the operation of government.  I thank Colin Murphy and the staff at the Office of the Auditor General.  
They provide Western Australia with an extremely efficient and effective and quite brilliant service.  As a new 
backbench member of Parliament, I thoroughly enjoyed the information and expertise that they provide not only 
to the Public Accounts Committee, but also to me on a personal basis. 
I was appointed to the committee after the inquiry into local government accountability in Western Australia had 
already started.  The inquiry focused on local government accountability and the role of the Auditor General, and 
caused some concern among local governments.  All members on the committee received letters from concerned 
members of the public.  However, it is important to note that the purpose of that Public Accounts Committee 
inquiry was also to empower local governments.  I do not think that there is a member of Parliament who would 
not agree that the current structure of local government is no longer adequate and is no longer delivering the 
services that the citizens of Western Australia expect and, indeed, demand.  Many reports have been published 
that recommend local government reform.  I certainly think reform is well past due.  Taking a long-term view, 
the issues that we see today in the Pilbara and Kimberley regions cannot be permanently resolved without 
significant reform at local government level.  While that Public Accounts Committee report may on the face of it 
seem dry and concerned only with the accounting and transparency of local government, it clearly deals with 
issues of much greater concern, including the provision of services and the effective delivery of public policy, 
and goes beyond simply dealing with how the books are kept.   
The committee is conducting a rather timely inquiry into “Funding Arrangements for Western Australian 
Infrastructure Projects”.  The committee has set itself a little over a year to look into that issue.  Over the past ten 
years, public awareness of the importance of the provision of infrastructure has never been as high as it is today.  
That is possibly due to the fact that this is a federal election year, and issues such as future funds and broadband 
Internet access are being discussed.  People are also seeing the problems that a shortage of infrastructure can 
cause for both state and federal governments.  There has certainly been a great deal of public debate on this 
issue.  Whilst the committee is yet to complete its inquiry, it has already identified many issues that both local 
government and the private sector face when dealing with governments at all levels.  One of those issues 
includes what the public and private sectors expect of each other when it comes to providing both the small-
based and significant levels of infrastructure that will allow Australia and the state of Western Australia to 
increase productivity and efficiencies. 
This report will go a long way towards identifying the problems that currently exist, and will provide solutions 
that will have an impact well into the future.  If we are to respond effectively to the need to provide 
infrastructure, all levels of government must pull their weight.  The problems associated with the electoral cycle 
and party politics will always be with us.  We need to find a mechanism to remove them from the equation so 
that we do not find ourselves in a position in which we must provide massive amounts of infrastructure projects 
at times of great economic boom.  As all members know, construction costs are high and it is very difficult to 
deliver at such times.  The inquiry is ongoing, and I am thoroughly enjoying it.  One of the main reasons I 
entered state Parliament was to look at the issues of state and regional development, and this inquiry goes to the 
very heart of it.   



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 18 October 2007] 

 p6431b-6435a 
Mr John Quigley; Dr Steve Thomas; Mr Peter Watson; Mr Ben Wyatt 

 [5] 

I thank my fellow members on the Public Accounts Committee.  Every member has taken this inquiry to heart 
and has ensured he is fully briefed on all the issues.  All members of Parliament will be aware that the Public 
Accounts Committee is also continuing to develop its role to provide budget briefings to members of Parliament 
to ensure that all members understand state government financial documents.  
I do not want to speak long on my final point; it is perhaps something for a future time.  As the member for 
Albany identified, my wife and I recently suffered a significant loss, my son Hugo.  I thank all members of the 
Parliament for their support and thoughts during that time.  Thank you. 
 


