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STANDING COMMITTEES 

Appointment of Members — Motion 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Leader of the House) [10.03 am]: I move — 

That for the present Parliament — 

(1) the Procedure and Privileges Committee consist of the Speaker and the members for 
Kalgoorlie, Butler, Midland and Swan Hills; 

(2) the Public Accounts Committee consist of the members for Alfred Cove, Bateman, Belmont, 
Victoria Park and Cannington; 

(3) the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee consist of the members for 
Armadale, Balcatta, Collie–Preston, Girrawheen and Morley; 

(4) the Economics and Industry Standing Committee consist of the members for Cockburn, 
Geraldton, Joondalup, North West Central and Willagee; and 

(5) the Education and Health Standing Committee consist of the members for Eyre, Forrestfield, 
Hillarys, Mirrabooka and West Swan. 

This motion has the effect of establishing the standing committees of the Legislative Assembly. There are five 
committees to be established: the Procedure and Privileges Committee, the Public Accounts Committee, the 
Community Development and Justice Standing Committee, the Economics and Industry Standing Committee, 
and the Education and Health Standing Committee. Putting aside the Procedure and Privileges Committee, 
which is normally chaired by the Speaker, the four other committees deal with policy areas of government. The 
particular portfolios covered by each committee have been tabled in this house by decision of the Speaker and 
the portfolios allocated to each committee’s coverage are fairly logical. It is proposed by the government that it 
have a majority on three of these committees and therefore a government member would chair those three 
committees. It is proposed by the government that the opposition would have a majority on and therefore chair 
one of the other four committees, that being the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee. 
Although it is not the subject of this motion, the government has also proposed to the opposition that it chair the 
proposed Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People and also that it chair 
one of the Legislative Council standing committees, as it does at the moment, that being the Standing Committee 
on Uniform Legislation and Statutes Review. Therefore, the government has proposed that the opposition chair 
three committees of this Parliament including one of those that we are establishing in the Assembly at the 
moment.  

I acknowledge that is a variation from the situation that existed in the previous Parliament, which was 
established after the 2008 election, when two of the committees were chaired by government-supporting 
members, one being a Liberal member and the other an Independent, the member for Alfred Cove. In the last 
Parliament there were two committees on which the opposition had a majority and therefore chaired. I suspect 
that the argument may well be put today that that arrangement should continue. It is the government’s view that 
because of a substantial change in the composition of the house, whereby the number of government-supporting 
members has increased substantially and therefore, by definition, the number of opposition members has 
decreased substantially, with 38 government-supporting members and 21 opposition members, it is appropriate 
for some variation to the arrangement that was put in place after the last election. It is important to note that we 
are proposing as a government a substantial change from the situation that existed up until 2008 election, when it 
was normally the case that the government would have a majority on all committees of this house. That practice 
was followed when the Labor Party was in government, as I said, up until the 2008 election, and also when the 
then coalition was in office until the 2001 election. We acknowledge as a government that it is appropriate for 
there to be some division of responsibilities and for it not to be the case that the government dominates all of the 
committees of this Parliament, and that is reflected in our proposal that the opposition chair and have a majority 
on the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee. It is a significant step forward from the 
situation that normally applied up until 2008. As I have said, the government also proposes that the opposition 
chair two other committees, one being the joint standing committee I referred to earlier and the other being one 
of the standing committees of the Legislative Council. I do not need to go through all of the specific nominations 
for membership of the committees; they are all outlined in the motion. However, the principle of the composition 
of the committees is as I have just outlined and I commend this motion to the house. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Leader of the Opposition) [10.08 am]: Although the opposition will 
not be voting against this motion, I want to make the point that the Leader of the House no doubt alluded to in 
his address; that is, this breaks the word of the government, solemnly given in this house in November 2008, 
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about the way that these committees would operate and their composition, which was acknowledged by the 
Premier as a permanent change. The Leader of the House can say it is a variation, which is a euphemism if ever I 
have heard one—“a variation to the arrangement”. It is a bit like the Minister for Police saying yesterday that she 
was “redefining” the promise in relation to a 24/7 police station in Ballajura. This government is expert at 
euphemisms and a variation is actually a broken promise. That is what a variation is and that is what the 
government has done. It has broken the commitment it made to the opposition in late 2008 in relation to the 
composition and chairmanship of the committees of the Parliament. For the information of new members the five 
standing committees of the lower house are very important bodies and as they go on in this place they will start 
to realise how important they are. They are one of the main research capacities and an opportunity to examine 
the various activities of government across the spectrum. Bear in mind that they are wide and varied across this 
state. The committees are established to undertake research into what is actually going on and what could be 
going wrong within government. It is an opportunity for members of Parliament¸ many of whom have come 
from very narrow backgrounds, not only to provide an oversight role of the activities of government, but also to 
broaden their interests in and examinations of the activities of government. It gives that opportunity to the many 
people who arrive in this place and who have not worked in government before.  

The five standing committees of the Parliament created in 1997 were established as a mechanism to provide 
examination of all sorts of activities of government. Until the end of 2008, the overriding criticism of the 
standing committees was justified; that is, when there is a government majority on all the standing committees, 
unless there is a particularly disaffected government member on those committees, they could very well just be 
rubber stamps for whatever the government does, without proper examination of what goes on within 
government. That has been the criticism for the past 108 years, since Federation, of any committee of the 
Parliament that has a government majority. Certainly it was the criticism of the standing committees from 1997, 
when they were created, until late 2008.  

What happened, of course, was that, as members will recall, at the end of 2008 there was some debate about who 
would form government. A number of members of the house thought that one of the good things that could come 
from a very close run election with a balance of power held by some Independents and the National Party, would 
be some bipartisanship, if you like, or some greater scrutiny opportunities for the committees of the house. 
People such as the then Leader of the Opposition, Eric Ripper; me, as manager of opposition business; the 
Leader of the National Party; the then member for Bassendean; the member for Kalgoorlie; and a few other 
members, came together and said that one of the good things that could come from this was that we could follow 
the example of other Parliaments around the world so that the most important committee of the Parliament, the 
Public Accounts Committee, would be chaired by a member of the opposition and have an opposition majority. 
We came together and said that that would be a good outcome of this very close run election in which, for a 
period, the numbers of the house were uncertain. That outcome was negotiated between all those members and 
the then Leader of the House, the member for Hillarys. It was debated for a month or so internally inside the 
parties.  

The arrangement agreed upon was that two committees would have an opposition majority, one of which would 
be the Public Accounts Committee. We nominated the former member for Balcatta, a well-respected member of 
this place, John Kobelke, to be the chair of the Public Accounts Committee. I think that committee acted in a 
fairly sensible fashion over those four years, chaired by a very sensible and well-respected member of this place, 
and it provided an opportunity for scrutiny of government. Whilst this place is always political, I think it did so 
in a not particularly political manner. That was the outcome agreed between both parties that was signed off by 
the government and the opposition in November 2008.  

What do we see today? We see a breaking of that commitment by the government because the government can 
do so. We see a breaking of the commitment made by the Premier himself. I will read what the Premier had to 
say on 13 November 2008 when we agreed upon the arrangement whereby two parliamentary committees would 
be chaired by the opposition and have a majority of opposition members on them. On 13 November 2008 he 
said, as recorded in Hansard — 

It is therefore a good step forward and, like the Leader of the Opposition, as far as I and members on 
this side of the house are concerned it represents a permanent change to the way in which this house 
will operate. No matter what the numbers will be in future Parliaments or which party will form 
government, there will be a sharing of committee positions and chairmanship on an equitable basis 
across the chamber. That is a desirable result. Although there were some pretty torrid negotiations, I 
thank members opposite, all members on this side of the house and Independent members for their 
suggestions and ultimately cooperation in bringing about this result.  

The Leader of the National Party then stood and said — 
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I also endorse the composition of the new committee structure. Without a doubt the Western Australian 
public reminded us in this chamber during the term of the previous government about the challenges 
that were presented to them for supporting us in good government. I hope that this almost bipartisan 
approach to the formation of committees is a step in the right direction at providing better governments.  

There are numerous other examples of the Premier saying what a good arrangement it was. The arrangement 
agreed upon was that two committees would be chaired by the opposition with an opposition majority. Now the 
Premier is reducing it by 50 per cent. He is halving it and taking out of this arrangement the Public Accounts 
Committee, the most important accountability committee in the Parliament, perhaps one of the most important 
accountability bodies in the state. The Premier is breaking his word of four years ago when he said this 
arrangement of giving the opposition chairmanship and majority on two committees of the Parliament would be 
a permanent change. I have no doubt he will obfuscate and say, “Oh, this election had a different result; I never 
actually said exactly two committees, and I am giving you one.” He will no doubt say, “That’s a fair 
arrangement.” I was part of those discussions with members of the government and Independent members of this 
place, and the agreement was for two committees, one of which was the Public Accounts Committee.  

When I spoke to the Leader of the House about these issues some weeks ago, I said, “Look—two committees 
was the agreement; if you want to make it two committees of the lower house, whichever two of the lower house 
you wish to make it, I think that would be in the spirit of the agreement.” But that has not come to pass, even 
though I think that was a fair offer on the opposition’s part. The government can do what it wants; it is the 
government and has the numbers in the house. The Liberal Party won the election and Labor lost five or so seats. 
That is all true, but when the Premier stood in the house four years ago and said, “The arrangement that was 
agreed was a permanent change”, none of that is relevant.  

We have a Premier who breaks his word with impunity and gets away with it. We will continue to hold the 
Premier to account for these things. This is a change for the worse with these committees and the less scope they 
have to examine the arrangements and the performance of government, it is a lessening of accountability in this 
state. Whilst the Premier might not like it, oppositions are important. A good opposition is important to the state; 
it is good and proper that the opposition have an important role in Parliament and an important role on the 
committees. Allowing one out of four committees to have opposition control and removing opposition control 
from the most important committee is a backward step. We have seen where other Parliaments around the world 
have an arrangement of the likes of what I am talking about, and it is good for the Parliament, good for the state, 
good for accountability, good for the government and good for the individual members of Parliament who are 
involved. Once again, the Premier is breaking his word to the house. He misled the house in late 2008 when he 
made that promise to the people of Western Australia. He is breaking his word with impunity once again on an 
important matter of accountability. 

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland) [10.19 am]: The Leader of the Opposition has summed up the situation. A 
variation to an agreement when that variation is not agreed to by the other party to the agreement is clearly a 
broken promise. Back in 2008, the Premier said that the committee positions and chairmanships would be a 
permanent change. I consider that this step for the Public Accounts Committee takes us backwards to a worse 
situation than any we have been in during the whole time I have been a member of Parliament. I think that this is 
the first time a clear majority of three Liberal members has been appointed to that committee, although I stand to 
be corrected if there is an exception. During my earlier years in Parliament, the Public Accounts Committee 
always comprised a National Party member and two Liberal and two Labor Party members. That was the general 
agreement. Some members may remember that Max Trenorden chaired that committee. I shared an office with 
Larry Graham, who was also on the Public Accounts Committee. Over the years, Larry and other people have 
talked about the importance of the Parliament as a check on the executive government. It is the Parliament’s job 
to scrutinise the actions of the executive government. For the committee system to work properly, there must be 
proper scrutiny. If a Liberal majority is put on an important accountability mechanism such as the Public 
Accounts Committee, we are doing the Western Australian community a disservice. The Premier said himself 
four years ago that there is a strong case to be made for the opposition to chair the Public Accounts Committee. 
That is what occurs in some other Parliaments in other jurisdictions. It is my understanding that the standing 
orders of the Legislative Council provide for a non-government majority on its Standing Committee on 
Estimates and Financial Operations. That requirement is not in our standing orders but I think that would be 
worth bringing on for debate. That way we could have a permanent arrangement. Maybe we were a little slow 
off the mark the last time, but I think that should have occurred in 2008. Rather than taking the Premier at his 
word then, we should have taken the next step and insisted that the standing orders be amended to provide a non-
government majority on the Public Accounts Committee so that we could build into our democratic 
parliamentary system in this place a permanent accountability mechanism that could not be changed at the whim 
of the Premier of the day. I signal that I believe that is worth bringing on for debate at some stage. 
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I note also that the Premier and the Leader of the National Party talked about taking a bipartisan approach to the 
committees and sharing the main committee positions. Setting aside the Procedure and Privileges Committee, 
which comprises the Speaker, Deputy Speaker and generally two members of the opposition and one other 
member of the government, the Leader of the House noted that effectively there are four substantial committees 
of this house—the Public Accounts Committee and the three policy or portfolio-based committees. I note the 
general formula for the Procedure and Privileges Committee, which has one National Party member, two Liberal 
Party members and two Labor Party members. I think that committee is appropriately formed. The government 
of the day has the Speaker and the other positions fall the way I mentioned. As the Leader of the Opposition said, 
if the government and opposition were to share the responsibilities for the other committees, the government 
would have a majority on two of them, the opposition would have a majority on two of them and the government 
and opposition would chair two each. Throwing into the mix the fact that the Standing Committee on Estimates 
and Financial Operations in the upper house will be chaired by someone from the Labor Party is not really a 
progression at all because traditionally that committee has been chaired by someone from the opposition party, 
so that takes us nowhere. 

As I said, I think this is a step backwards for the Public Accounts Committee because that committee used to 
comprise a member of the National Party and two members from the Liberal and Labor Parties. When the Public 
Accounts Committee was chaired by a member such as Hon Max Trenorden, we knew that it did a robust job on 
behalf of the Parliament. In the previous Parliament, as the Leader of the Opposition said, Hon John Kobelke 
chaired the Public Accounts Committee and I think that committee did a good, robust job. I do not think there 
can be any claim that the Labor Party abused its position or misused that committee. There is no good reason for 
the government to turn around and say that it has changed its mind since 2008 because of the way the committee 
operated or that it ended up with an adverse outcome because of the way the Labor Party chaired it, because it 
did not. It operated responsibly. 

This is a sad day for the Premier and the Western Australian Parliament. Firstly, because the Premier has broken 
his word and, secondly, because now that he has such a significant majority he is not prepared to support what he 
was prepared to support back in 2008. Suddenly he says it is a matter of winner takes all and that the government 
will give us whatever positions the government sees fit. We are told it is a major step forward for us to chair one 
of the four substantial committees of this house. Yes, it is true that the government has the numbers and could 
deny us even that. That is an option. However, it would make a complete mockery of what the Premier said in 
2008 if he went down that path and held one view when he won government by the skin of his teeth but held 
another view when he achieved a substantial majority. Anyone looking at this objectively and at what is the best 
outcome for democracy and the proper scrutiny of the executive government would see the advantage in having 
the opposition chair and hold a majority on the Public Accounts Committee. For many years, the Liberal and 
National Parties were not in a coalition in this house and the National Party has, at various stages, operated more 
independently of the Liberal Party than it currently does. That meant there was robust scrutiny over many years 
when the National Party had the opportunity to chair the Public Accounts Committee in the past. 

This is a big step backwards today and I do not think it is in the interests of the people of Western Australia. 
Good government is also about good opposition and the proper operation of the Parliament of Western Australia, 
and in particular the Assembly chamber. I am very disappointed in the Premier’s attitude. He has been a member 
of this house for a long time and has professed to support this institution as the place for the robust scrutiny of 
the executive government. I think he has diminished that scrutiny by providing for a Liberal Party majority on 
the Public Accounts Committee. 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Leader of the House) [10.28 am] — in reply: I thank the Leader of the 
Opposition and the member for Midland for their contributions. The points they made are understandable and I 
am not surprised that they put those arguments.  

The government has made a decision, after quite a lot of discussion and consideration, about what it considers to 
be the most appropriate arrangement, which is the arrangement I have put forward as Leader of the House. We 
expect that the members of the Public Accounts Committee, and indeed all committees, whether they be 
government or opposition members, will do their job professionally and act as proper committees of this 
Parliament. They are not representatives of the executive at all. If there are issues that fairly and reasonably 
should be inquired into and exposed, whether they be actions of the government or matters in the wider 
community, we expect the committees will do their job. Members of the government and members of the 
executive may not be comfortable with that at all times, but from my point of view, which should be the attitude 
of all other ministers as well, we have a responsibility to do our jobs as ministers and members of the executive 
professionally, ethically and properly; and if we are not going to act in such a manner, we should expect our 
actions and decisions to be inquired into, whether by a parliamentary committee or some other body. We expect 
the committees to do their job professionally. My experience, having been a member of a number of 
parliamentary committees in the past, is that members work together cooperatively and in a collaborative manner 
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most of the time, and I certainly expect that approach to continue. It is not just a matter of having members of the 
government and members of the opposition divide in a certain manner; generally speaking, as members of a 
committee they operate in a collaborative and cooperative manner and do their job as the Parliament expects 
them to do it.  

The member for Midland made a reasonable point about the composition of the Public Accounts Committee, and 
perhaps we can consider that for the future.  

Mr M. McGowan: What do you mean by that?  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: In future, when considering the composition of committees that can be considered. The 
members proposed from the government side on the Public Accounts Committee are the members for Alfred 
Cove, Bateman and Belmont, all of whom have substantial experience in different areas of their working life and 
other aspects of their life. Incidentally, the government intends that the member for Alfred Cove will be the chair 
of the Public Accounts Committee, and of course the opposition will nominate the deputy chair. The member for 
Alfred Cove has had executive experience at a senior level in business.  

Mrs M.H. Roberts: None of the three you have nominated have any experience in the Parliament.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: From my experience in the Parliament, most of us learn pretty quickly and I think all of those 
members have been here over the last two and a half weeks of the sitting and have probably learnt a lot in that 
time.  

Mrs M.H. Roberts: It is unusual for the Public Accounts Committee, which is a senior committee, not to have 
one experienced person from your party on it.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I am sure that the members for Victoria Park and Cannington will play an important role in 
bringing them along, if that is necessary; but I am sure they are all very quick learners.  

In relation to the other committees, it is the government’s intention that the member for Geraldton chair the 
Economics and Industry Standing Committee and the member for Eyre chair the Education and Health Standing 
Committee; and, as I mentioned earlier, it is up to the opposition to nominate the chair of the Community 
Development and Justice Standing Committee, who I presume is intended to be the member for Girrawheen. 
Would that be right?  

Mr F.M. Logan: Yes.  

Mr J.H.D. DAY: The government will support the member for Girrawheen being chair of that committee.  

As I said, I thank the Leader of the Opposition and member for Midland for their contributions. It was a 
reasonable debate. This is a big step forward from the situation that applied prior to the 2008 election, when it 
was routine practice that the government dominated all committees of this house. That will not be the case from 
this point on, and from comments made by the Leader of the Opposition, both today and in the debate after the 
2008 election, I expect that it will not be the situation ever again in the future for the government side to 
dominate all of the committees of the Assembly. Once again, I thank members for their contributions and 
consideration of those issues.  

Question put and passed.  
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