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STANDING COMMITTEE ON ESTIMATES AND FINANCIAL OPERATIONS — OFFICE OF 
SHARED SERVICES 

Tabling of Documents and Transcripts of Proceedings — Motion 

HON ANTHONY FELS (Agricultural) [11.18 am]: This issue goes back to a matter that was dealt with within 
the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations more than two years ago. As part of its inquiries, 
the committee was given a briefing from, I think, Treasury officials on how the implementation of the Office of 
Shared Services was progressing. At the time it was a briefing held in secret, or behind closed doors. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! Before Hon Anthony Fels moves down the track of talking to the motion, it might be 
appropriate if he were to move the motion so that I can deal with the issues of relevance that may or may not 
arise. He will appreciate that, given a motion he moved in similar terms some weeks ago, there are issues of 
relevance that I must take into account. I would be grateful if he could assist. 

Hon ANTHONY FELS: I move — 

That the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations table in the Legislative Council 
any documents and transcripts of proceedings of the briefing from the Office of Shared Services 
provided to it on 21 August 2006, as referred to at 2.34 in the 2006 annual report.  

I would really like the house, members of Parliament and the public generally to see the information provided to 
the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations regarding the investigation into how the 
implementation of the Office of Shared Services was proceeding. It is now more than two years since that 
briefing was held. At the time, I did not take into account that the matter was secret to the committee. 
Fortunately, no matters have arisen from that outside the committee, but in the years since, the efficiencies 
purported to emerge as a result of the development of the Office of Shared Services have not eventuated. I made 
inquiries of the committee because I could not find the details from that report, and I was advised by the 
committee that it had been resolved that it not be made public. When I discovered that those matters were still 
confidential, I wrote to the committee chairman, Hon Giz Watson, in early 2007 asking that the committee put a 
motion on the agenda for its next meeting to resolve that all those transcripts and issues be made public. I was 
not a member of the committee at that time so I do not know what developments took place. I understand that 
those issues have still not been made public.  

It is very important that the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations look into any issues 
affecting the funding and performance of the agencies of the state. It may well be the case that some of these 
issues have to remain secret within the committee. If that is the case, I would expect that the committee provide 
some sort of report to Parliament on whether it was happy with how the Office of Shared Services was 
performing. From looking at the other information about the Office of Shared Services that has been made 
public, it appears that there have been many delays that have eventuated into years beyond when it was to be 
implemented and beyond when it was to have delivered savings to the state. It was first proposed in 2003 when 
then Premier Geoff Gallop talked about establishing an office of shared services to provide major savings to all 
agencies, particularly in payroll and management. By now that office should have been self-funding from the 
savings that it made from those agencies. In addition, the agencies that use the services of the Office of Shared 
Services should have gained additional savings that would go into their own budgets.  

In light of the present push for a three per cent efficiency target across government agencies, it is vital that the 
government makes a decision on whether it will continue with the Office of Shared Services or can the whole 
idea before it costs us more money. From the information that has been made public on the issue, I understand 
that the office is still burning cash for the government. My view is that it will probably always burn cash and it 
will never achieve what it set out to achieve. There are a lot of reasons for that, but that is a different issue.  

Unless there is some reason why any confidential information provided should not be made public—I do not 
recall that there ever was—it should be made public at some time. If there is information that should be made 
public for whatever reason, the committee has a responsibility to report its findings on the Office of Shared 
Services to Parliament, and then perhaps commence a new inquiry to see where the office is heading, whether 
money is still being wasted on its implementation and whether there is a prospect of it becoming viable. 

A number of other issues were raised about the Office of Shared Services over that period. It was reported that 
Brian Burke and Julian Grill were engaged as consultants to one of the providers of the computer service for the 
Office of Shared Services. I understand that is one of the major issues. Two companies were involved, including 
Oracle and the ASG Group, which hired Brian Burke and Julian Grill to advise on dealing with government 
agencies prior to it being awarded this contract.  



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

 p2542f-2546a 
Hon Anthony Fels; President; Hon Norman Moore; Hon Sue Ellery 

 [2] 

The other issues relate to why this is taking so long to implement. In late 2006, not long after the estimates 
committee had its briefing, the Under Treasurer, Tim Marney, took over control of the implementation of the 
Office of Shared Services from the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. At that time there was a major 
concern within Treasury about what it was costing. I think the total cost of the Office of Shared Services has now 
blown out to more than the losses that the state endured from the WA Inc years with the Rothwells guarantee of 
$350 million and the subsequent Petrochemical Industries Co Ltd investment of $400 million, which was set up 
to bail out Rothwells at the time or try to prevent the liquidator of Rothwells ever having to call on the 
government guarantee. It became a serious mess. 

Serious money has been invested in the Office of Shared Services. It is time that Parliament makes a decision 
about whether the government should be allowed to continue with the project or whether it should be abandoned 
before there are further losses. Before it makes that decision, we need to either see a report from the Standing 
Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations as to how the Office of Shared Services is progressing or, if it 
is not conducting a fresh inquiry into how it is progressing, at least be provided with the details that were 
presented to the committee at the time when no report on the issue was presented to Parliament. I recommend 
that the motion be supported by the house. 

HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral — Leader of the House) [11.26 am]: I would very much 
like to spend a lot of time talking about the Office of Shared Services, one of the great disasters of the previous 
government, but the motion does not really provide for that. It is much more limited in its scope. It basically 
wants the house to direct the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations to table documents and 
transcripts of proceedings referred to in its 2006 annual report. The committee makes the following comments in 
paragraph 2.34 of the annual report — 

The Committee received a briefing from the Office of Shared Services (OSS) on 21 August 2006. The 
Committee found this meeting to be beneficial in obtaining information on the history and purpose of 
the OSS, the operations of the OSS, the progress of the ‘roll-in’ schedule of the agencies to be serviced 
by the OSS, and how cost savings will be measured and demonstrated.  

The committee did not make judgements about the Office of Shared Services; it simply took advantage of its 
standing orders to allow it to discuss with the government matters of interest to that particular committee.  

The motion moved by Hon Anthony Fels is very similar, as you observed earlier, Mr President, to a motion he 
moved earlier this session. The same issues arise in this motion. When a committee takes evidence or receives 
submissions, it makes a judgement as to whether they are public or private. The committee makes a decision 
about whether the transcripts of evidence will be contained in any report that it might deliver. It is for the 
committee to decide, based on the information to the committee, what ought to be kept confidential and what 
should be made public. I do not think it is for the house, as I said on the previous occasion, to be second-
guessing a standing committee with respect to what ought to be tabled and what ought not to be tabled or made 
public.  

I would love to have a vigorous debate about the Office of Shared Services if the honourable member would like 
to move notice of a motion, although when I look at the notices of motions on the notice paper, I see that we 
would get to it in about 2029 because one of our members has decided to stop everybody else from getting a 
motion on the notice paper for as long as we can remember. That is very unfair, too, I might add.  

Hon Ed Dermer: They were very important motions.  

Hon NORMAN MOORE: It means that nobody else — 

Hon Sue Ellery: There is always room for negotiation. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: No, not at all. There is a tradition in this place. The Leader of the Opposition will 
understand in due course that we deal with motions in order, and if one member puts 10 motions on the notice 
paper, it means that other members simply do not get the opportunity for the duration of those 10 debates to put 
their issues on the notice paper. 

Hon Sue Ellery: Sometimes you can swap the order. It’s been done. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Of course, but changing the order may not be agreed to by the house. The member I 
am referring to has ensured that the Greens (WA), all her own colleagues, the National Party members and 
members of the Liberal Party will have to get on the end of the queue. I think that was a very selfish—in my 
memory, unprecedented—action on the part of that member. She is entitled to do so, there is no argument about 
that, but it is very unfair to other members. Hon Anthony Fels will be leaving us in a few weeks’ time, and will 
obviously not get an opportunity to introduce a substantive motion to debate the Office of Shared Services. I say 
to him, however, that the government is looking very carefully at the way that office operates. We are so far in 
that it is impossible to get out, if I can put the situation in those terms. He is right: $400 million has been lost, 
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and that was addressed, as the member might recall, during the last estimates debate when my colleague Hon 
George Cash asked some very hard questions of the Under Treasurer, and the things that had been going on in 
the Office of Shared Services were exposed in this house.  

The information Hon Anthony Fels wants is probably already available anyway, but I suggest to him that he talk 
to the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations to find out whether any of the documents 
referred to in paragraph 2.34 of the 2006 annual report are, in fact, on the public record. If they are, they are 
available to him. He obviously wants a transcript of the proceedings of the meeting. The committee has decided 
that that is to be kept in-house, and it is not part of this report. It may indeed report some time down the track on 
these matters, in which case the information may become public. However, I need to abide by the decision 
already made on a previous occasion and follow the practice of this house, which is that committees will decide 
which information is to be retained as confidential and which is to be made public. The government does not 
support the motion, although it would very much support a substantive motion on the Office of Shared Services. 

HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [11.32 am]: I rise to take a similar 
position to that taken by the opposition when a similar motion was debated: we should all think very carefully 
before going down the path of debating whether the house should override a committee’s decision about which 
information it might make public or not make public. The information the member seeks was referred to in an 
annual report. I do not know the circumstances, but it may well be that the committee event was not a formal 
hearing but an informal briefing for which the information was provided, in which case there may not be any 
transcript. Nevertheless, the proper way to start is to formally ask the committee whether it has any information 
in its records that might be available.  

My experience of committees, as a member of the public administration committee when I was first elected, and 
the two or maybe three select committees I have participated in since then, is that on each occasion, the decision 
to treat information as private was made after great deliberation and for very specific reasons. The most obvious 
example is when Hon Robyn McSweeney and I were members of the Select Committee on the Adequacy of 
Foster Care Assessment Procedures by the Department for Community Development. We were looking into 
some very serious issues, and they were issues that affected children and individual families, and sometimes also 
broader connections to those families. We made a very conscious decision that the committee would release only 
information about systemic issues that did not in any way identify children or families for the very obvious 
reason of wishing to protect the privacy of the people involved. We decided that certain information should be 
made public because the matter was important to the public domain, but that we would protect individual rights.  

My experience on the Public Administration Committee and, more recently, the subcommittee of the Standing 
Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, is that committees tend to err on the side of making 
information public rather than adopting a default position that all information needs to be private. If, in this case, 
the committee has made a decision—I do not know whether it has—that the information is not to be made 
public, my experience of the way in which this committee has conducted its affairs since its inception is that it 
would have considered very carefully the reasons for making that decision, and I would feel very uncomfortable 
about overriding that decision in the absence of some indication of great public need or interest to be met. As I 
say, it may be the case that there was no consideration about making information public or private, because it 
may well have been an informal briefing rather than a hearing. 

I agree with the Leader of the House: the place to ask for the information is the committee. It may well be that 
the information is available from the archives, but that is the place to start. In the absence of any overwhelming 
evidence of a public interest reason for overriding the committee’s decision to not make such information public, 
we must err on the side of respecting the right of committees to determine the way in which they deal with 
information that is provided to them. The opposition will not support the motion. 

HON ANTHONY FELS (Agricultural) [11.37 am] — in reply: I will quickly respond to some of the issues 
that have been raised. I mentioned in my introductory remarks that I had written to the committee, requesting 
that it consider a resolution to make the documents public. I seek leave of the house to table a copy of the letter I 
wrote to Hon Giz Watson. 

Leave granted. [See paper 644.]  

Hon ANTHONY FELS: That letter is dated 5 April 2007. Further issues were being raised at the time in the 
media in relation to the Office of Shared Services. I had begun making inquiries about what had been previously 
reported to the committee, and when I made those inquiries and asked for copies of transcripts and whatever else 
was available, I was told that it had never been resolved for the documents to be made public. 

This motion is a little different from my previous motion, which was to table the transcripts of my evidence to 
the Select Committee of Privilege on a Matter Arising in the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial 
Operations. That was a select committee, whereas the estimates and financial operations committee is a standing 
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committee, and most of its hearings are held in public, in much the same way as the estimates process when we 
deal with the budget papers. Without going into detail, the briefing was conducted by a standing committee, and 
in normal circumstances, in my experience, the transcripts for most briefings, inquiries and estimates hearings 
are subsequently made public. It was probably six months later, when I made further inquiries, that I discovered 
the transcripts had not been made public.  

Hon Sue Ellery made a good point about the requirement for secret evidence and for inquiries to be held behind 
closed doors—certainly in select committees. She referred to a committee of inquiry into child welfare of which 
she and Hon Robyn McSweeney were members. I expect that witnesses providing evidence to such a committee 
would be far more willing to provide information knowing that the information is to be kept secret or private. 
However, the estimates and financial operations committee is a standing committee looking into the financial 
operations of government agencies within the state; it asks public servants within those agencies to report on 
various matters. It is also normal for estimates hearings in the house to be public; in fact, members of the public 
are welcome to attend and to listen in. I do not see any reason that the situation should be any different in the 
case outlined in my motion. 

The other issue relates to how the membership of committees is constituted. Generally, membership reflects the 
representation in the house. For example, the membership of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial 
Operations at that time was two Liberal, two Labor and one Green. I sought leave from that committee while an 
inquiry was being conducted into a potential breach of privilege by that committee. As a member of that 
committee, I felt that until it was known who committed the breach of privilege, everyone on that committee 
should have stood aside until the inquiry had been finalised; therefore, I was not present on that committee to 
vote on the resolution to make those issues public.  

We have to look to the future and who will constitute the membership of committees of this house. Committees 
have a very important role. After 21 May, the opposition will be a minority in this house and therefore a minority 
in most of the committees. If issues going before those committees should be made public and in the public 
domain, I will be very disappointed to see committees voting along party lines not to make matters public. That 
was the purpose of this motion.  

It has been more than two and a half years since the briefing was provided, so the figures will be different now; 
however, in about August 2006 when the estimates and financial operations committee was inquiring into the 
Office of Shared Services, the office’s losses were running at around $100 million. As Hon Norman Moore 
advised in his reply, those losses are now around $400 million or more. Therefore, the state has forgone another 
$300 million in that period. Maybe it would not have made any difference whether the issues dealt with in that 
committee had been made public, but clearly the previous government did not want to help the progress of the 
inquiry into the Office of Shared Services, and we have had a massive blow-out since then.  

The state’s financial situation is such that the government must make savings across all agencies, and a loss of 
$300 million would be far more than the three per cent efficiency dividend that the government is having 
difficulty bringing in now. It would be useful if the public of Western Australia could see the sort of information 
that is presented to the estimates committee; that is the purpose of the committee. I hope, for the same reasons, 
that in future the public of Western Australia will have access to any parliamentary committee inquiry, 
particularly when public servants are either giving briefings or being asked questions before an estimates 
committee inquiry or any other committee for that matter. It is essential for good governance for the public to 
access all of that information. I thank members.  

Question put and negatived.  
 


