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Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations — Twelfth Report — “Balga Works Program” 

Resumed from 19 March on the following motion moved by Hon Giz Watson — 

That the report be noted. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: I believe I had only just started to comment when I last had the call on this committee 
report. I would like to make a number of points regarding what was the first substantial inquiry that the Standing 
Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations undertook. I say substantial because it was a long-running 
inquiry that involved a considerable number of witnesses. Indeed, if members take the time to examine the 
statistics available in the annual report of the Legislative Council, they will see that this inquiry took an 
enormous amount of both staff and members’ time. I think it has produced a very important report and I am very 
pleased to have been part of producing it. Having said that, it was also an exceedingly difficult inquiry to 
participate in, and a number of elements made it difficult. One was that we were cognisant that, at the same time 
as the committee was conducting an inquiry, a police investigation was taking place into elements of the failure 
of the Balga Works program. The committee was therefore conscious of the need to keep its work well clear of 
any of the police inquiries. At the end of this whole process—the committee having tabled its report and the 
police inquiries having been concluded—it is interesting to compare the inquiry we conducted with the police 
inquiry. 

We had a very useful meeting with the Director of Public Prosecutions a few weeks ago to assure committee 
members that we had, in our work, not interfered with work conducted by WA Police or the Director of Public 
Prosecutions. Indeed, it was encouraging to hear the Director of Public Prosecutions acknowledge that the 
committee’s work had assisted him in his inquiries, and on that matter, we were pleased to have contributed. 
This inquiry was, as I have said, long running and complicated and involved much probing of the Department of 
Education and Training about its role in the failure of the Balga Works program. I have to say, as chair of the 
numerous committee meetings, that this was a most frustrating experience and one in which we often felt as 
though we were pulling teeth. The committee commented that the full cooperation it would have expected that 
government departments would provide to a standing committee of the Parliament was not forthcoming from the 
Department of Education and Training. It is interesting to note that I have participated in a couple of inquiries 
involving that particular department and there has been a marked similarity in the department’s attitude on each 
occasion. It is a fine line. Eventually we obtained all the information we sought, but it was not provided in a 
clear, open and full way at the outset. We had to keep asking questions and probing further before we obtained 
all the documentation and information that we required—that is one reason the inquiry took so long. I have been 
in Parliament for some time and have sought information from different government departments in a number of 
capacities, and I want to put on record that the Department of Education and Training was particularly difficult 
to deal with. I hope that will never occur again. It is important that the standing committees of the Parliament are 
able to do the work they are charged with. There was a very high degree of public interest in the failure of the 
Balga Works program because a significant number of already disadvantaged and, to a large extent damaged, 
young people were engaged in the program. Many of them came out of the program no better off and in some 
cases worse off as a result of program’s failure. A number of people who were employed in the program are, 
similarly, still traumatised by the experience.  

In summary, the key point of this inquiry was what, if any, role does the Department of Education and Training 
play in a system that is set up to allow principals to run projects in their schools in a devolved way. Arguably, it 
is a good system in which there is some flexibility to devolve programs to school principals who can perhaps 
work more creatively to produce more innovative programs when there is a clear demand for them. Certainly, in 
some areas that approach is needed because the standard education model will not fit the bill for the needs of all 
young people in the area. However, there is a very murky area in terms of departmental responsibility. One level 
of the hierarchy was clearly saying, no, the program should not go ahead but other levels received, as Hon Helen 
Morton said many times during the inquiry, mixed messages. The committee was probing to try to determine not 
only the department’s obligation but also what encouragement it gave to what was in fact a very poorly run and 
poorly managed program involving arguably corrupt behaviour. It is a very murky story. Some of it has been in 
the public arena by way of allegations against the principal, Mr Merv Hammond. Certainly, the committee found 
that a large portion of blame rests with Mr Hammond. One reason the committee took the rather unusual step of 
calling in the Department of Education and Training to again address the committee was that in the process of 
tabling the report and the government’s response to the house, the committee remained unsatisfied that the 
department had really understood the points that the committee had made in the recommendations. In recent 
weeks the committee has held two hearings with the department and is determined to try to make clear the 
processes and accountability mechanisms the department has put in place to ensure the debacle that was the 
Balga Works program will not happen again.  
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I think we are getting somewhere, but, as I have said, this is a remarkably painful process. Although I remain 
clear in my mind that the department had a duty of care to the students, the committee is yet to receive a clear 
response from the now Minister for Education. I refer to recommendation 4 of the committee report which 
states — 

The Committee recommends that the Minister for Education and Training advise the Legislative 
Council as to whether he is satisfied — 

At that time the minister was male but Minister Constable is now the Minister for Education — 

that the Department of Education and Training has met its duty of care obligations towards those 
persons adversely affected by the Balga Works Program. 

I am still clear in my mind that a duty of care was owed to students and employees in that program—a duty that 
has not been fulfilled. I want to be sure that in future that relationship is crystal clear. If it is to be the case that 
we continue to devolve powers to principals to run programs such as this, the lines of authority and responsibility 
have to be absolutely spelt out.  

I do not believe the point has been reached in terms of another committee recommendation to do with changing 
written procedures in the Department of Education and Training that deal with the provision of services by 
private providers. Recommendation 6 states — 

The Committee recommends that the Department of Education and Training develop written 
policies and guidelines for due diligence checks that are to be undertaken by a school when 
engaging a private service provider. This includes ensuring the private provider has processes in 
place to ensure that the staff hired by the private provider are appropriately qualified. 

I could almost describe as a dog’s breakfast the processes that were employed—or not employed; that was the 
problem—by the department for the Balga Works program. The main proponent of the program, Mr Michael 
Carton, had a huge cloud hanging over his head. The committee certainly heard evidence that suggested the 
department should have been awake to that and should have done due diligence tests on Mr Carton at various 
stages in the process. That did not occur. Mr Carton was able to create an extraordinary story around what the 
program was about and what it was going to do while at the same time mismanaging and failing to provide, for 
example, safe and adequate accommodation for the people who were engaged in the program. It had a litany of 
problems. The evidence that stuck with me from the students and employees of the program was how this was 
allowed to go on and how Mr Carton was able to present himself as someone who was employed by the 
Department of Education and Training whereas he never was. The counter argument was that the department did 
not know this was going on—we thought it was in Mr Hammond’s hands—and it attempted to distance itself 
from what was going on. At some point those controls were not working. It was clear to me that it was totally 
reasonable for the staff and the employees to think that the department was the authority that was looking after 
the overall project, whereas that clearly was not happening.  

We completed our report. I was very pleased with the work that we did. I remain slightly sceptical that we finally 
got to a point where we can be assured that this will never happen again. That is partly why we are trying to 
pursue further questioning of the department. We perhaps failed in our hope to get a clear picture of what 
happened because it was so confusing and complicated to work out who was doing what and who was telling the 
truth, particularly when one of our key witnesses was no longer in the state. We conducted an interview with 
Mr Michael Carton by video. That was a useful process, although how well a witness can be engaged by video is 
somewhat limited. It is useful to note that the committee did go to the effort of trying to hear Mr Carton’s view. 
In that respect, we probably pursued this further than the police because we tried to make the effort to interview 
Mr Carton over his involvement in the debacle of the Balga Works program.  

If anything can come out of this for me, it is to be as sure as possible that this could never happen again and that 
the people who were engaged in the program, particularly the young people who had such a negative experience, 
are adequately catered for in vocational and educational training needs in a safe and proper best practice. If 
anything can come out of this report, it is to try to be sure that the department, in particular, has it very clear in 
its mind that it cannot completely wash its hands of programs that go belly up like this. If it can, there is 
something wrong with the system and we have to fix the system. Ultimately, the buck has to stop somewhere. It 
was not just that we had a couple of rogue operators. That certainly did not help and that was certainly a major 
part of why this program got out of control and wasted an enormous amount of public money. We still did not 
really get to the bottom of what happened to the money. That was one of the frustrations of the committee, but 
we have some ideas. It is reasonable for the public and students to expect that the Department of Education and 
Training is the department that is tasked with the care of these students. After this whole inquiry, I do not think 
the department can say that it was not its problem and it just had a couple of rogue operators. I hope the message 
has got through very clearly to the department and the minister that this can never happen again because it was a 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 2 April 2009] 

 p2551c-2558a 
Hon Giz Watson; Hon Sheila Mills; Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich; Chairman; Hon Peter Collier 

 [3] 

very destructive and expensive exercise. It also took a lot of public resources to try to inquire into it and work 
out what went wrong and how we could prevent it happening in the future.  

I conclude by saying that I am pleased that the committee has done this work and I am happy to make those 
additional comments on the report.  

Hon SHEILA MILLS: I thoroughly endorse everything that Hon Giz Watson said about this inquiry. The 
committee tried extraordinarily hard to get to the bottom of it all. As Hon Giz Watson said, we had great 
difficulty penetrating the walls that were put up by the Department of Education and Training and its personnel, 
who were at a very senior level. They were extremely obdurate in providing us with information. As I have 
mentioned before in this house, when we finally did get some information, it tried to snow us under with boxes 
and boxes of material. That did not work. We pursued the task that we had in front of us.  

I am not as kind to the department as Hon Giz Watson is. I thought its behaviour was pretty disgraceful. Its 
officers were in a state of denial most of the time when they came before the committee. That was probably 
because a lot of them knew what was going on. They were in that age-old bureaucratic tradition of protecting 
their backsides and their reputations over the absolute debacle of this program and the damage it caused. I think 
they were hoping that it would all go away. The damage that this program did to not only the students involved 
but also some of the teaching profession at Balga Senior High School and staff at Balga Senior High School, 
people who were employed to teach the children who were involved in this program, was absolutely disgraceful. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Don’t forget the long-suffering former minister. 

Hon SHEILA MILLS: How can I forget that? This caused an enormous amount of damage. We had a number 
of private hearings in which the people who were intimately involved in this program told us what went on, how 
they felt and how they were bullied. It was an absolute disgrace that the department got away with it. I was 
absolutely incensed when the department, via the minister, gave its response to the recommendations of our 
report. It was an appalling response. It is one of those flick-off jobs that it tried in the committee when we were 
trying to find out what it was up to. On top of that, when I found out that Merv Hammond would not be charged, 
as several people will acknowledge, I was really incensed. This chap just about bankrupted Balga Senior High 
School. He authorised payments of $9 900 to get under the $10 000 cap before it would have to be reported and 
audited. He knew exactly what he was doing. 

Hon Helen Morton: Nine payments in one day. 

Hon SHEILA MILLS: That is right. Even though the staff knew it was wrong, he was directing them to do this. 
Goodness knows what the money was paying for. Payments were not made to Michael Carton or Hurson Pty 
Ltd; they were made to Michael Carton’s wife. If that is not a good example of corrupt behaviour and of 
somebody knowing exactly what he was doing, I do not know what is. It was compounded by the fact that the 
Aboriginal education section of the Department of Education and Training put money into the school, ostensibly 
for certain programs. The money was then diverted—we are not talking chickenfeed; it was $200 000 or 
$300 000—into this program and into Michael Carton’s pocket. There was no accounting or scrutiny of this sort 
of behaviour. As Hon Giz Watson said, the devolving of power to the principal in this case needs to be looked at 
very closely. The fact is that Merv Hammond got away with it on the basis that he was a former principal of the 
year and because of an attitude of, “Oh, it’s Merv; that’s what Merv does. He’s got an end goal.” The ends do 
not justify the means, however. There was an attitude of, “Let’s just go for it. Never mind accountability, never 
mind appropriate behaviour, and never mind transparency.” Merv disregarded all that because that was what 
Merv did. He is on record as having bragged at a conference that that is what he did. Balga Senior High School 
apparently ran the Follow the Dream program. There was a coordinator who never attended any committee 
meetings or did anything. The Department of Education and Training was putting more than $100 000 a year 
into the program to pay for the coordinator, but there was no Follow the Dream program at Balga Senior High 
School. 

Hon Peter Collier: They got $250 000. 

Hon SHEILA MILLS: Yes; I am just talking about the amount paid to the coordinator, never mind the other 
money that was siphoned off somewhere else. This person was a figurehead for a program that did not exist and 
the money was siphoned off somewhere else. The department must have known about it, because the Follow the 
Dream program was designed specifically for Aboriginal children who had been identified as having the 
potential to go on to tertiary education. Balga Senior High School was a VET school; it had no facilities for the 
Follow the Dream program, and the department knew that. The district director had to have known that, but it 
did not matter. The money went off into a bottomless pit, and in my view a lot of it ended up in Michael Carton’s 
pocket. 

The Director of Public Prosecutions dropped the charges and he explained why. This is another thing that needs 
to be looked at. Even though Merv Hammond contravened every rule known to man relating to the expenditure 
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and accountability of money for the school—he nearly sent it bankrupt—the charges were dropped for the reason 
that a teacher, public servant or police officer can be charged only with corrupt behaviour in such circumstances. 
Unfortunately, the charges failed because the principal witness called by the department was the district director, 
Mr John Garnaut, who said that Merv had done everything for the right reasons. The DPP said that there was 
therefore no avenue for charges of corruption to stand up in court, given the transcript received from 
Mr Garnaut. The only way this matter can be amended is by changing the Public Sector Management Act, 
because if a person resigns in such circumstances, he cannot be charged. A legislative decision needs to be made 
by whichever government minister handles public sector management these days. The Public Sector 
Management Act needs to be changed to allow people who have behaved in what I regard to be a corrupt 
manner—I agree with Hon Giz Watson on that—to be charged. It should not be restricted to corrupt behaviour; 
there should be any other charges also. 

I hope that this does not happen again and that the department has got its act together, but I strongly suspect that 
there is a mindset there. The department may pay lip-service to reform, but I am not convinced by that, and I 
have not been convinced by it in subsequent committee hearings with the Department of Education and Training.  

I could go on a lot longer, but I know Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich wants to say a couple of words also. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I support the motion. This is an issue that is of personal interest to me, to some 
extent, because part of it happened while I was Minister for Education and Training. Day in and day out, I had to 
come to this place and deal with questions put to me by the now Minister for Training. In a sense, he was right; 
he was doing his job and I do not have a problem with that. However, I do have a problem with people running 
on half-truths, putting all sorts of information into the public domain and taking a high moral position, as the 
member opposite did. However, when he was put into a position of actually being able to do something, he 
absolutely fell to the ground in a big heap because, quite frankly, he does not have the intestinal fortitude to 
actually deal with the consequences of this matter. 

I did some research on the internet because I wanted to remind myself about the sorts of things I was confronted 
with day in and day out as Minister for Education and Training. I saw a photo of me with the caption, “Ravlich 
endorsed troubled program”. I certainly never endorsed it; it was up and running long before I got there. Another 
one was “MPs turn on Ravlich over funding clash on Balga blunder”, and so on and so forth. The only thing I 
could think when I looked at these photographs was, “Jeez, I look 10 years younger since I got rid of that 
portfolio!” There has to be an upside! 

I intend to keep a very close eye on the implementation of all the recommendations made by the committee on 
this matter. I found it amazing that I was never called before the committee. I have been called before so many 
committees since I became a member of Parliament, it is not funny. Do members know what? I have never been 
caught out by any of those committees. I am still here. I was prepared to be called before the committee; I put a 
file together.  

A member interjected. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: It was an opposition-dominated committee, and the first time in the history of 
this place that a member was called before an opposition-controlled committee. Do members think that that 
committee would say, “Oh, we made a mistake; we called her for no reason”? One day I will go through some of 
the information in that report and work out where there are some very tricky parts. One of the problems with our 
system is that people do not always tell the truth to committees, as has been demonstrated by the example of the 
Corruption and Crime Commission committee hearings. You should not stand there in judgement of me or 
anybody else. I will stand in judgement of you! 

The CHAIRMAN: Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich, you need to address the Chair. The trouble is that most people will 
assume that you are referring to the Chair. I think you should address your comments to the Chair and forget 
about everyone else. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I refer to an article that appeared in The West Australian on 6 March 2009 with 
the heading “Ministers split over Balga Works victims”, because I can remember the honourable Minister for 
Training being a very strong supporter of the victims. In fact, he is mentioned in the article. It states — 

Training Minister Peter Collier, who in Opposition exposed problems with the Balga Works program, 
yesterday told an Upper House committee he did not believe the Department of Education and Training 
had done enough to support victims, particularly former employees. 

Mr Collier said he would have liked department officers to have met former employees of the program 
to offer them assistance. 
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But he told the committee that Education Minister Liz Constable had been “reluctant” to allow a 
meeting to occur. 

How weak would one have to be? How absolutely pathetic and lacking in character would one have to be to not 
muster the spirit, energy, fight or will to actually bring some pressure to bear on the Minister for Education? That 
is if the member is talking with the Minister for Education, and I do not know whether they are talking.  

I do not understand how the member just rolled over and copped it. “Ms Accountability”, the Minister for 
Education, is not prepared to do anything to make amends for this absolutely shambolic state of affairs. By the 
same token, Hon Peter Collier was happy to get great mileage out of this issue. He sat on the committee and 
supported a recommendation that those people should be given compensation.  

Hon Peter Collier: I still think that.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: When the issue arose and the minister said she did not want to meet with these 
people, Hon Peter Collier went to water.  

Hon Peter Collier: It has been resolved.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The minister should explain to the house how it has been resolved.  

Hon Peter Collier: Again the member has not done her research.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The minister should not worry about me doing my research; I am more than on 
top of my research.  

The report contained a number of recommendations, and I am keen to follow up on whether each of those 
recommendations has been acted upon. I was very pleased to hear Hon Giz Watson say that the committee had 
recalled people from within the department to dig further into how the progress of these recommendations is 
being carried out. These things do happen, but, at the end of the day, people have to learn from their mistakes.  

We now have a government agency—it is not the only one; there are plenty like this—and everybody talks about 
accountability, but nobody is prepared to put their hand up and say, “I’m accountable.” Not for anything! 
Everyone talks about the benefits of devolution. We can have a devolved health, education or whatever system. 
At the end of the day, everything is good while it is good, but when something goes wrong and there is a 
problem, no-one is prepared to step up to the plate and take the hit. Things cannot go on like that because that is 
not the way it should be.  

This committee made a number of very important recommendations. I have taken each of those 
recommendations and asked questions on notice about these matters. Principally, I am really interested in finding 
out whether the Minister for Education has instructed her agency to investigate all those things that underpin the 
recommendations and all those things that went wrong with this matter. For example, I referred to 
recommendation 2 in the twelfth report of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations in 
which the committee recommended that the Department of Education and Training investigate whether the 
funding provided by the Aboriginal education and training directorate to the Balga Senior High School was used 
for the purpose that was intended, and, if not, was the redirection of the funding appropriate and further what 
was the knowledge and complicity of any officer of the Department of Education and Training in relation to this 
funding.  

Hon Sheila Mills: That has been done.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: That is good. I have not heard from the minister that it has been done.  

Hon Sheila Mills: It has been subject to an expert inquiry.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I am not on the committee, so I have no way of knowing as a member of this 
house, and as somebody who was at the centre of this in terms of taking the hits for it, but I am really interested 
to hear that it has been done.  

However, there were a number of recommendations, and I am really interested that all of them have been 
implemented to the nth degree so the chance of this happening again is absolutely minimised. Agencies need to 
apply a precautionary principle so they do not blunder their way into these sorts of situations; for example, this 
should be the case if a Premier says, “Look, this program does not stack up.” At this rate, we could be sending 
the students to the top private schools in the state, because that is the sort of per unit funding that was being 
sought, yet the bureaucrats went off and did their own thing and threw the money around. It is absolutely 
hopeless.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I am pleased to speak on the report and to note its contents. I appreciate that the 
committee allowed me as a substitute member. I particularly thank Hon Anthony Fels and Hon Brian Ellis. I also 
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thank the chair, Hon Giz Watson, who did an outstanding job in a very difficult circumstance, and Hon Helen 
Morton, Hon Sheila Mills and Hon Ken Travers.  

I say at the outset that I saw this as more a political issue in some aspects because what was occurring with the 
Balga Works program was a group of people, essentially, had been ignored, and I felt a very real need to assist 
those people. I am sure everyone on the committee did. However, in terms of the motivation for the inquiry, it 
very rapidly moved away from a political slant and more towards the program and the vast array of difficulties 
that existed within it.  

The committee worked cooperatively with a very common purpose to get to the bottom of this intrigue of deceit, 
lies and mismanagement. The web of deceit, lies and mismanagement extended with every meeting. The 
committee was initially asked to report before Christmas, which gave it about three months, but it met for pretty 
much 12 months. What was initially going to be a short, sharp, prompt report date turned into a very elongated, 
complex time-consuming operation. However, it was very, very worthwhile because it highlighted a number of 
issues, not just within that program but deficiencies within the Department of Education and Training, 
particularly deficiencies associated with those people who are most marginalised in our community—the 
disengaged youth in our education system. It was that group of students who were not attuned to mainstream 
schooling and who essentially had been ignored by the education and training system through successive 
governments that were affected by this program. It was not just the students who were affected but the staff as 
well.  

What incensed the collective committee was that no-one seemed to take responsibility for this mismanagement. 
No matter where we went, we faced closed doors. It was appalling, as the committee’s deputy chairman, 
Hon Sheila Mills, well knows. We had great difficulty getting any sense, reason or information from the 
department. When I looked back at the FOI applications I lodged months prior to the investigation of the 
committee, they paled in comparison to the thousands of pages of information that we received through the 
investigation, which in itself was staggering.  

It was a very worthwhile committee inquiry. I cannot say that it was enjoyable, which is what happens when we 
find something interesting we can get our teeth into. However, as we were delving deeper into the processes of 
not only the department but also the program, a lot of negative information was coming back. The ultimate losers 
were the victims—the employees and the students. It is as simple as that.  

I put my name to all 15 recommendations, and I stand by all 15 recommendations. I will talk about those 
recommendations in a moment. I feel that areas in those recommendations still have not been addressed. I know 
that the committee has made some gains in the past couple of weeks, and I commend the committee. Even 
though I am no longer a part of that committee, I am continuing to pursue those recommendations because I do 
not think they were addressed satisfactorily—I have mentioned that in this place before—through the 
department’s response. I would like to think that some good can come out of the report. It would be such a 
shame, given a report of this magnitude, if it were put on the shelf to collect dust.  

Sitting suspended from 1.00 to 2.00 pm 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Before the lunch break I was commenting on the frustration that we had experienced 
as a committee because of the fact that there had been an abrogation of responsibility on the part of almost 
everyone involved in the Balga Works fiasco. What we found most frustrating was that no matter who we spoke 
to, they just handballed the responsibility and said it was somebody else’s fault. That was the case right from the 
outset of our investigation. That was also the case from the outset with the then Minister for Education and 
Training, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich. Earlier today I had to sit here and listen to the former minister’s nonsense with 
regard to, again, her abrogation of responsibility. The bulk of what occurred in the Balga Works fiasco occurred 
under the reign, dare I say it, of Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich. She was the minister at the time, and she had ultimate 
responsibility as the minister. Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich had been informed on a number of occasions that there 
were issues with this program, and she completely ignored those warnings. She completely ignored the warnings 
from members of her own party, from members of the community, and from the opposition. That minister turned 
a blind eye to those warnings. When I asked my very first questions on this issue, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich told me 
to put it on notice, when she evidently knew the answer to those questions.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: The minister gave me those answers the following day after, when I had not even put 
the question on notice!  

What I am saying — 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected.  

The CHAIRMAN: Order, members! One at a time. Hon Peter Collier.  
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Hon PETER COLLIER: This is not the first time we have had a problem with Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich’s failure 
to listen to warnings. We have had that problem throughout her administration as Minister for Education and 
Training. This typifies, yet again, the fact that the former minister had no idea about what was going on in her 
department. Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich needs to take a significant amount of the responsibility for the Balga Works 
fiasco, because, frankly, it occurred during her time as minister. From the very first time that Michael Carton 
became involved, to the very first dollar that was spent on that program, to the hundreds and millions of dollars 
that went down the drain and to goodness knows where in this fiasco, it all took place during the time that Hon 
Ljiljanna Ravlich was the minister responsible. From then on, it continued—the trickle-down continued. 
Everyone was handballing the responsibility to somebody else. That is what the committee found so frustrating. 
We could not find out anything about why this program had become such a fiasco. Every member of the 
committee will attest to the comments I have made. I am just reinforcing the views that have been articulated by 
other members of the committee. What happened was that people from the department appeared before the 
committee, but they knew nothing, they saw nothing and they heard nothing—and they gave us nothing. It was 
almost laughable that this department did not know what was occurring. This program operated under the guise 
of a registered training organisation. It was not actually an RTO, but some members of the department thought it 
was. This program was operated by a man who was a declared bankrupt and a convicted fraudster. There had 
been warnings and warnings about this man, but the department had turned a blind eye to them. Moneys were 
coming and going from this bank account to that bank account. Right in the middle of all that were the children 
who were involved in this program. We have not been able to ascertain exactly how many children were 
involved in this program, because no-one knows. The department’s figures were different from the school’s 
figures, which were different from Hurson’s figures. It was an absolute balls-up from start to finish.  

What the committee found the most frustrating about this whole fiasco was the fact that it all occurred on the 
watch of one of the biggest departments under the jurisdiction of the Western Australian government—the 
Department of Education and Training. This fiasco continued to occur despite warning after warning. Five audits 
were done over the first 18 months of the program. Each of those audits showed that there were glaring 
deficiencies with the program. Those findings were ignored. There were warnings about Mr Carton. There was a 
constant tirade of complaints from the various employees, yet the department continued to fund this man.  

I now want to talk briefly about some of the recommendations in the committee report. I will not go into these 
recommendations too much, because they have been mentioned by previous members, suffice to say that my 
frustration about this fiasco is still very evident. I feel as passionately about this matter now as I did at the 
beginning. I know that my colleagues on the committee feel as passionate. There developed within the 
committee a unison about where we stood on this issue, because we all wanted to get to the bottom of it. What 
was so frustrating for each and every one of us was that we could not get to the bottom of it. I think I am on safe 
ground in saying that probably no member of the committee is satisfied with the outcomes. We are very satisfied 
with the report, but we are not satisfied with the outcomes. We still do not feel there has been a just outcome in 
establishing who really was responsible for this fiasco, and in providing sufficient support to those people who 
have been directly affected by this fiasco—some of them quite diabolically. Despite the warnings that I have 
talked about, the department failed to take any action. The department did not do anything. Frankly, were it not 
for this committee, I think this whole fiasco would have just slipped away and remained a very dark secret that 
would never emerge. That is the shame of this, particularly given the warnings that were given to the department.  

Recommendation 2 was — 

The Committee recommends that the Department of Education and Training investigate whether 
the funding provided by the Aboriginal Education and Training Directorate to the Balga Senior 
High School was used for the purpose it was intended … 

With all due respect, I would say that issue stands out as a beacon for the whole Balga Works disaster. About 
$250 000 has disappeared into the ether. It has been used somewhere, but I do not know where. I do not think 
anyone really knows where it has gone. I am pleased the department is doing an investigation into this matter. 
We have not been able to ascertain where that money has gone. No-one seems to know. We were told that it was 
funnelled from one program to the next, it went into following the dream, it went into the P&C, or it went 
somewhere else. We still do not know where that $250 000 has gone. Therefore I am pleased the department is 
following up on that matter.  

Recommendation 6 was —  

The Committee recommends that the Department of Education and Training develop written 
policies and guidelines for due diligence checks that are to be undertaken by a school when 
engaging a private service provider.  
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That is absolutely imperative. I was pleased to hear in the recent subsequent hearings of the committee, which I 
attended on behalf of the Minister for Education, and which were also attended by the director general of the 
department, that improvements have been made with regard to the employment of private training providers. It is 
inevitable that, with the increasing level of vocational education and training within our schools, more private 
providers will be employed by schools to provide services that the schools just cannot provide. That is a good 
thing. It gives those kids who want to take a vocational education and training pathway a variety of 
opportunities. What happened with the Balga Works program was that Manufacturing Industry Training Services 
Pty Ltd was the original company that was involved. That company was then shunted aside, because Michael 
Carton wanted to take it on himself, so he had his family company, Hurson Pty Ltd, take over the program. 
Hurson was never a registered training organisation, yet he was telling people that it was a registered training 
organisation and that he was employed by the department—which he never was, I have to say. The department 
looked into it when it became evident that there were issues with Hurson’s capacity to operate, serious financial 
problems with the whole program and complaints from a raft of sources. It conducted quite an extensive 
investigation into the whole program. That was at the end of 2005. During that investigation at the end of 2005, 
Merv Hammond was asked whether Hurson was a registered training organisation; he said yes. Michael Carton 
was asked whether Hurson was an RTO; he said no. Surely that should have raised some alarm bells with the 
department.  
I asked each of the senior members of the executive of the department who appeared as witnesses whether 
Hurson was an RTO and each, to a man, said yes, they thought Hurson was an RTO. An RTO is a registered 
training organisation that has credibility and the capacity and authority to operate as a training organisation. It 
did not have. As I said a moment ago, the fact that Hurson was basically a front, for want of a better term, for 
money laundering for Mr Carton beggars belief. It also beggars belief that this program was allowed to continue 
at Balga Senior High School for well over two years; they poured $2.5 million into it and there were no real 
outcomes. There were no established protocols for employment et cetera, so that really raised alarm bells. That is 
very, very important. I agree with the members who have spoken about this issue and I will continue to have 
discussions with the education minister. I have had discussions with the director general. Those protocols need to 
be established. When I taught at Scotch College, we always engaged a number of private RTOs to outsource 
opportunities for the boys. There was always a tremendous amount of scrutiny of those that were involved. There 
is no reason at all that the public system cannot have exactly the same standards. I turn to recommendation 9 — 

The Committee recommends that the Government establish as a matter of priority, a program for 
disengaged youth that provides appropriate education and vocational training along with integrated 
accommodation and life skills support. 

This is something I feel very, very, strongly about. I am not satisfied that the department has those facilities 
although, after I heard the comments of the director general last week, it is apparent that they are sympathetic to 
the cause. There are certainly programs within educational institutions that provide for disengaged youth, but 
there are no specific institutions. That is why a program like Balga Works could in effect work. It could work if 
it were given the appropriate guidelines to ensure that sufficient support mechanisms were there to assist the 
disengaged youth involved. We are talking about that cohort of youths whose education needs are not conducive 
to mainstream authoritarian schooling. They are not used to having sirens, being told to pull their socks up or 
doing their homework et cetera. It is not in their capacity to be a part of that authoritarian system. I do not have a 
problem with that at all. A lot of these kids, particularly those who were involved in Balga Works, have been 
involved in juvenile justice. The worst thing we can do is chuck them into a classroom with a group of other kids 
and say, “You’ve got to do this and you’ve got to do your homework.” It is totally counterproductive and 
sending them on a road to nowhere.  
There are five care schools within Western Australia. One that I am very closely associated with is called 
Corridors College in Midland, which deals specifically with this type of student. They deal with people who are 
not remotely interested, dare I say it, in a formal, academic education. That does not for a moment diminish their 
role within our community, and we have to provide opportunities for them. There is a large Indigenous 
population at Corridors College. They bring in the local elders and artists—those who work in art and craft and a 
raft of other trades skills. These kids have wonderful life experiences. I was out there about a month ago and it is 
still operating very successfully. As well as that, we have other care schools in Port Community High School and 
Alta-1. As a state we have to provide for them so that we have institutions for those students who are simply, as I 
say, not attune to mainstream schooling. I have spoken to the minister about it and also to the director general. 
That is something that I will continue to advocate for.  
Recommendation 11 refers to the reimbursement of all former employees of the Balga Works program. I 
continue to strongly endorse that recommendation.  
Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


