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LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTIONS 
Statement 

HON PETER KATSAMBANIS (North Metropolitan) [9.54 pm]: I rise to speak on a completely different 
matter tonight. I thank Hon Nick Goiran for the contribution he has just made. The issue I want to raise today 
goes to what I have discovered in the last few weeks to be what I believe is a gross failure of good corporate 
governance in the local government sector of Western Australia. Members will all be aware that last Saturday 
was the conclusion of the period of elections for local government in Western Australia, which happen every two 
years. Almost every local government authority in Western Australia conducted elections by postal ballot, in the 
main—some of them also conducted walk-up elections—and they concluded last Saturday. All well and good; 
that is accepted practice. 

When we have federal or state government elections, during the lead-up to the elections there is a period known 
as the caretaker period during which the government of the day effectively goes into a mode of not taking major 
decisions, and that is fair and reasonable. It is an accepted convention that in many jurisdictions has been 
formalised into a formal period. However I noticed over the last few weeks, during the conduct of local 
government elections in Western Australia, that a number of local governments continued to conduct regular 
council meetings, and councillors who were actually running for election, and whose ballot papers were freely 
available, were casting their votes on council matters in formal council meetings. That strikes me as not being 
best practice in relation to good governance; in actual fact, to me it highlights a failure of good governance. Not 
only does this sort of conduct give rise to the appearance of potential conflicts of interest, but in some cases it 
may actually lead to real conflicts of interest and potentially to a sitting councillor who is also a candidate for 
election being wrongly accused of perhaps using a particular vote to influence the outcome of the election. I am 
not in any way suggesting that that has happened, but that potential is created if there are gaps in the system that 
allow regular council meetings to take place during the period of council elections. 

Having discovered this, I went away and had a look at what every other state and territory in Australia does. 
I discovered that, with the exception of Western Australia, every state and territory has either a formalised 
caretaker period for local government, similar to the caretaker periods in state and federal elections; or, where no 
formal caretaker period exists, there is legislation that allows for individual local governments to introduce their 
own caretaker period and look after their own affairs; I am thinking of South Australia specifically in that case. 
I am not 100 per cent sure, but I think in Tasmania it is more of a convention than a formalised caretaker period; 
again, even Tasmania has those laws. Every single state and territory has something—some are different from 
others—and in the main, they ensure that during the period between the time nominations are called for council 
elections and the time the elections are concluded, councillors, whether up for election or not, are not sitting in 
the council chambers making decisions.  

That is good corporate governance. That is best practice in corporate governance.  

I understand that Western Australia is unique in the sense that the entire council is not rolled over at the same 
time; every two years, a part of the council comes up for election. I put it to the house and to the general public 
that with a bit of knowledge, and with good planning, every council could decide not to have a formal council 
meeting during the three or four-week period between the calling of nominations, the conduct of the election and 
the declaration of the polls. I think local government in Western Australia does a pretty good job. There are 
times when we have disagreements and issues. However, in the main it does a good job. As I said earlier, I have 
no evidence whatsoever, and I am not making any suggestion that there has been any malfeasance or that 
anything bad has happened during the caretaker period. However, the perception is there. A councillor whose 
name is on a ballot paper may sit in the council chamber and make a decision. We would not tolerate that in the 
state Parliament and we would not tolerate that in the federal Parliament. Therefore, we should raise the bar and 
raise the standards for local government. 

Having discovered this, it is my intention to write to the Minister for Local Government and ask him to look at 
this matter. I do not think local government should wait for the minister to make the decision. Local government 
should have a good look at this matter through its peak body, the Western Australian Local Government 
Association, and through each individual council, and the sector should come to an agreement and let the 
minister know what it would like to do. I know that the public of Western Australia would welcome that. Since 
I discovered this, I have spoken to a number of people who seem to be active in local government affairs. We all 
know of people who attend local government meetings regularly and keep us posted on what is going on, 
because even though they never run for council, they are interested in what their local council is doing. A lot of 
these people have said to me that they had not thought about this matter. However, immediately it is raised with 
them, they realise that there is a gap and a failure. 
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Tonight I rise to highlight this issue, because I am about high standards in office, and high standards in all forms 
of government and all levels of government. I believe that local governments in Western Australia can do better 
and can send out a strong perception, and reality, to the community that they believe in best practice corporate 
governance and they are prepared to implement a caretaker period for the next election and for the elections 
going forward after that. Thank you. 
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