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PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEE 

Sixteenth Report — “Annual Report 2015–16” — Tabling 

DR K.D. HAMES (Dawesville) [11.52 am]: I present for tabling the sixteenth report of the Public Accounts 
Committee titled “Annual Report 2015–16”. 

[See paper 4799.] 

Dr K.D. HAMES: This report details the activities of the Public Accounts Committee of the thirty-ninth 
Parliament for the 2015–16 financial year. The committee focused its work during this period on following up 
Auditor General reports, continuing with its inquiry into information and communications technology 
procurement and contract management, and investigating other areas of interest, including local government 
accountability. 

The committee plays an important role in following up the performance audit reports of the Auditor General. 
This follow-up process helps ensure that public sector agencies give proper consideration to implementing the 
recommendations made by the Auditor General. With the volume of these reports steadily increasing, the 
committee modified the manner in which it conducts and reports on its follow-ups. This new method was used to 
follow up 16 performance audits, which were summarised in the committee’s tenth report, “Review of Auditor 
General Reports No. 4”, tabled on 24 September 2015. 

The committee also tabled a report on the Housing Authority’s failure to follow through on undertakings made to 
the committee in relation to a 2012 Auditor General report. 

A considerable focus of the committee during the report period was its inquiry into information and 
communications technology procurement and contract management. By the end of the reporting period, the 
committee was finalising its deliberations and subsequently tabled its report to Parliament on 
22 September 2016. In addition to this inquiry, the committee followed up on a 2006 Public Accounts 
Committee report titled “Local Government Accountability in Western Australia”. In November 2015, the 
committee tabled a report on its findings from this investigation. 
I thank my fellow committee members, deputy chair Ben Wyatt, Glenys Godfrey, Bill Johnston and Matt Taylor, 
and former committee chairman Hon Sean L’Estrange, for their work on the committee during the 2015–16 
financial year. I also thank the committee secretariat, Tim Hughes and Michele Chiasson, for their work over the 
period. 
MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park) [11.55 am]: I rise to make a couple of quick comments on the 
Public Accounts Committee’s 2015–16 annual report. The chairman, the member for Dawesville, has already 
made a couple of comments and I think the member for Belmont might have something to say as well. Bearing 
in mind that we are coming to the end of the parliamentary term, I want to thank the principal research officer, 
Mr Tim Hughes, and the research officer, Michele Chiasson, and my committee colleagues. The committee has 
been disrupted, as we have had three committee chairs, starting with the member for Alfred Cove, then the 
member for Churchlands and now the member for Dawesville. Those transitioning roles have provided some 
short-term challenges, because, of course, as members know, the operations of committees tend to be very 
heavily reliant on the efforts of the chairman. Indeed, two of the most substantial investigations and reports of 
the Public Accounts Committee over this term had been effectively at the instigation of the chairman—both of 
whom then departed the committee to move into the ministry. The member for Dawesville has done an 
admirable job in picking up where the member for Churchlands left off when he moved into cabinet. 
One of the main roles of the Public Accounts Committee in terms of time commitment is to deal with the reports 
of the Auditor General. When the Public Accounts Committee for this term started in 2013, there was 
a significant backlog of Auditor General reports from the previous term and it took some time for the committee 
to work its way through that backlog. Of course, the very good work of the Auditor General does not stop, so 
there is forever a requirement for the committee to do what we would call the bread-and-butter work of the 
Public Accounts Committee in dealing with Auditor General reports and following up on the recommendations 
with various departments and agencies to ensure that the departments and agencies that have accepted various 
recommendations are indeed doing what needs to be done to fulfil those recommendations. 
We have adopted a new triaging approach to these reports simply because, effectively, the Public Accounts 
Committee did not have the opportunity to pursue inquiries in areas of public expenditure that committee 
members thought were appropriate. That triaging process has streamlined the efficiency of the committee and no 
doubt the research officers of that committee in the next Parliament will adopt a similar approach to Auditor 
General reports; otherwise, they will quickly find themselves being bogged down in the follow-up of those 
reports. 
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Interestingly, I referred to—I do not mean to demean the importance of the work—the bread-and-butter work of 
the Public Accounts Committee in ensuring that recommendations from the Auditor General reports are 
implemented by departments and agencies. At the occasional public hearing, we called agencies in to explain 
themselves. The member for Belmont might reflect on what am I about to raise in her contribution; she already 
has in our previous report. For example, it took some effort to get some information of use from the 
Department of Housing. The committee was not impressed by that in the slightest and reported accordingly. That 
emphasises the importance of a department accepting recommendations from the Auditor General and 
implementing them. Departments must treat the Public Accounts Committee, and indeed all parliamentary 
committees, with the respect they deserve when answering questions and providing information. The committee 
has pursued a range of public hearings following up on the work of the Auditor General over the last four years 
across a range of different areas. The report will potentially highlight some of the areas of interest pursued over 
the last 12 months. I think in the final sitting of Parliament the committee will table another report that really 
concludes a range of follow-ups that the committee has pursued with a number of different government agencies, 
and I will make some more specific comments at that time as well. Again, the work of the Public Accounts 
Committee is perhaps the most ill-defined of all committees, probably because it has a broad mandate to inquire 
into areas of public expenditure. When it is able to free itself from the ongoing and important burdens of dealing 
with Auditor General’s reports and following up those agencies, it can conduct, and indeed has conducted, 
a range of different inquiries—the information and communications technology report has been the most 
substantial of the last 12 months. That was tabled recently and the member for Dawesville, the chairman, 
referred to our inquiry into local government, which was a pursuit of a 2006 report that I was involved in when 
I first was in the Public Accounts Committee after having been elected to Parliament. Although this is really 
a procedural report as such, being the annual report of the Public Accounts Committee, it is worth reflecting on 
the importance of ensuring that agencies and departments do what they say they will do in response to reports of 
the Auditor General. 

MRS G.J. GODFREY (Belmont) [12.02 pm]: I refer to the annual report of the Public Accounts Committee 
dated October 2016. This year’s annual report just about completes the work done by the Public Accounts 
Committee for the thirty-ninth Parliament. In 2013, the committee inherited a large backlog of Auditor General 
reports from the previous Public Accounts Committee. As default members of the Joint Standing Committee on 
Audit, committee members also had to complete an extensive amount of unfinished work relating to the statutory 
reviews of both the Financial Management Act and the Auditor General Act. These tasks have now been 
successfully completed. The inquiry into the state government’s information and communications technology 
procurement and contract management, commenced in May 2015, has also now been completed. The annual 
report of 2015–16 includes the twelfth report entitled “Improving Local Government Accountability”, which was 
tabled in November 2015. There were eight recommendations in this report. Recommendation 7 states — 

The Auditor General’s scope of powers be broadened to include financial and performance auditing of 
local governments in order to raise the standard of accountability applicable to local governments to 
a level more consistent with public sector agencies. 

It is this issue surrounding local government that I wish to bring to the house’s attention. Let me say from the 
start that most local government authorities are well managed and provide great service to their ratepayers. 
I have served as a councillor for 16 years, of which six were as mayor. I have also been granted the title of 
Freeman of the City of Belmont. According to a report supplied by the Department of Local Government and 
Communities in 2014–15, the risk profile results of local councils are that 83—which is more than half—have no 
risk concerns; 31 are low risk; 18 are medium risk—of that 18, 17 are country councils and one is a metropolitan 
council; and six are high risk, and these are all country councils.  

For me this journey started in 2006 with six recommendations from the Public Accounts Committee of the 
thirty-seventh Parliament. I wish to address only one of the six recommendations from the report today, 
recommendation 2, that deals with the auditing of local government. Recommendation 2 states — 

The Public Accounts Committee strongly recommends that the Auditor General conduct the audit of the 
local government sector in Western Australia. The State Government should examine the benefits of 
involving the Auditor General in the audit of local government in line with the Queensland model. 

The Queensland Auditor-General is required to undertake a finance and compliance audit of all public sector 
entities, including local government. The results of these audits must be reported to Parliament. The 
Queensland Auditor-General is also empowered to conduct audits on performance management systems. This 
involves scrutiny of the systems in place for monitoring effectiveness and efficiency. Now that we have had the 
Corruption and Crime Commission “Report on a Matter of Governance at the Shire of Dowerin”, we should ask 
why this recommendation was not implemented back in 2006. I shall tell members why. The government response 
to the 2006 Public Accounts Committee report was compiled by a Department of Local Government and Regional 
Development reference group. The reference group proposed that a peak audit advisory group be established to 
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advise on local government audit. The audit advisory group comprised the Western Australian Local Government 
Association, Local Government Managers Australia, the Office of the Auditor General and the Department of 
Local Government and Regional Development. The reference group’s concluding opinion was that it was not 
necessary to divide responsibility for local governments’ financial, compliance and probity health between the 
Office of the Auditor General and the department in order to achieve the benefits inherent in the Queensland 
model. In other words, the Public Accounts Committee’s strong recommendation was stymied by the industry 
representatives. The cost to local governments of their audits was raised and a comparison was provided. In 2014 
a rural agricultural shire council in Queensland with an operating revenue of $5.1 million had an audit cost of 
$28 000, while in Western Australia, the same type of shire with an operating revenue of $5.3 million had audit 
fees of only $9 400. As with anything we buy, the price we pay determines the quality we get.  

I now wish to go to the Public Accounts Committee report into local government of November 2015 referred to 
in this annual report. The committee’s examination of the department was not conducted as a formal inquiry, but 
as an agency follow-up of the recommendations made to the 2006 Public Accounts Committee report. The 
committee requested to review all the audit reports and auditor management reports of all Western Australian 
local authorities. It took several attempts to get this information we were seeking. Once received and read, 
there were many red flags. The Shire of Dowerin was one of six local governments that had not submitted its 
2013–14 audit report by the time of the committee’s follow-up. Many others were not complying with providing 
financial ratios to the standards prescribed by the local government regulations. Many councils did not have their 
information ready for the auditors and this required them to come back. Others did not have accounts reconciled 
and reports were not completed. There were many other issues highlighted that I do not wish to go into at this 
time. It was shown time and again that the limited number of staff at some of the smaller local authorities created 
problems of getting staff to cover holidays, and training replacements to cover the operational work of councils, 
which includes a separation of duties to prevent fraud. A common comment in the Auditor General’s reports was 
that the financial ratios were below target and trending downwards. This is a result of increased expenditure 
without a corresponding increase in revenue. In some local councils the auditors had highlighted this on previous 
occasions to the council. However, it appears there has been no action. The Corruption and Crime Commission 
“Report on a Matter of Governance at the Shire of Dowerin” highlights the failures when there is inadequate 
oversight of a CEO by a complacent council. The evidence showed breathtaking levels of ignorance about the 
role and responsibility of councillors.  

Since we saw the chief executive officer of the Shire of Dowerin steal $600 000 from the shire over a four-year 
period, the cost of proper audit fees pales into insignificance. What happened in Dowerin? Previous reported 
cases of fraud did not stop or change the behaviour of elected members—councillors who see themselves as 
volunteers and not company directors. Councillors had had no training, and no independent qualified person was 
on the audit committee—in fact, there was no audit committee. I urge councillors to take a serious look at their 
roles and responsibilities as a company director of public funds managed on behalf of their communities. 

In conclusion, I sincerely thank Tim and Michele, who have managed the Public Accounts Committees for this 
term in a friendly and professional manner. I also thank members of the committee for their support. 

MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington) [12.10 pm]: I want to make some brief remarks about the operations of 
the Public Accounts Committee. I endorse the comments of the member for Belmont about the local government 
inquiry. When that report was tabled, I used as an example the Shire of Coolgardie. At the time, I made the point 
that I did not want to be seen to be picking on Coolgardie because, having read every single management letter 
for every single council in Western Australia, it was not the only council that had problems. The member for 
Belmont outlined the problems at Dowerin. I am, of course, married to Hon Kate Doust, who is a Coolgardie 
girl. She was born in Kalgoorlie but she grew up in Coolgardie. This year she visited Coolgardie and the 
councillors raised with her the comments that I had made in the Parliament about them. The point I make here is 
that I was not picking on them; nonetheless, the council had not followed the rules. That is the problem. What 
has developed in local government is an acceptance by the Department of Local Government and Communities 
that councils not complying with the rules will be ignored. That was literally what was happening. I remind the 
chamber that none of the councils that the department was working with were in the most at-risk category. The 
department was not providing its attention to the councils with the biggest problem, which was ridiculous. I am 
glad that the committee’s report, which the member for Belmont explained was a follow-up to the 2006 report, 
has finally seen action and there will be improvements in local governments following those administrative 
changes. The information was always available; it was just that nothing had been done with it. The committee’s 
follow-up report has led to improvements in accountability. I say again to the good burghers, councillors and 
employees of the Shire of Coolgardie that I was not trying to pick on them; it is just that if they do not follow the 
rules, they should not be surprised when somebody highlights that. I am saying that it was not their fault; it was 
the fault of the agency, which had all the information in front of it but chose not to do anything with it. 
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I will not go into detail on the information and communications technology inquiry that the committee just 
finished, but I will draw members’ attention to pages 4 and 5 of the report that lays out briefings. A briefing is 
a part of the inquiry for which a transcript is not produced. The committee travelled outside this jurisdiction, 
which is obviously not protected by parliamentary privilege and therefore it cannot take formal evidence. I did 
not go on the Queensland leg of the trip, but the committee went to Canberra and Sydney and then over to 
Wellington. I found, in particular, the New South Wales and New Zealand experience was essential reading, and 
we made those recommendations. I look forward to the government’s response because we found that the Office 
of the Government Chief Information Officer has only a very small staff compared with that allocated in the 
other states and New Zealand, and the committee made specific recommendations about that and, also, the 
Government Chief Information Officer is a temporary job but is starting on a permanent task, which is 
a real problem. 

I thank members of the committee, including the former chair, the Minister for Small Business, for the good 
humour that generally applied in the last 12 months of the committee. As the member for Victoria Park outlined, 
it was a suboptimal outcome because each time we started an inquiry we had a new chair. The member for 
Churchlands would agree it was not the best to come into the inquiry into the Public Sector Commission after the 
inquiry had commenced and, equally, I know that the member for Dawesville outlined previously that it was not 
the best time to come into the ICT inquiry after it had commenced. Nonetheless, these things happen. 

I compliment Tim Hughes and Michele Chiasson on their outstanding work. It is fair to say that the triage 
summaries that they provide to committee members is the only way we can cope with the volume of work that 
comes to us on reports of the Auditor General. I have spoken about this previously so I will not go into detail, 
but it is a difficult process and the only real follow-up is through the Public Accounts Committee. I have said 
before that there has to be another way to look at that, because what ends up happening is that we are really only 
reviewing less than a quarter of those reports in any sort of detail, so we probably miss out on a lot of things. The 
outcome in the Department of Housing is an example of what occurred after we called them in to review an audit 
report The department made undertakings but did not follow through on those. Members can imagine that 
perhaps the Department of Housing is not the only agency doing that. That will have to be looked at. 

Finally, I want to say that one change of procedures that the Public Accounts Committee could make in the next 
Parliament is the question of the budget briefing. Without any change to standing orders or any other matter the 
budget briefing could become a much more valuable process. I referred in my inaugural speech to things that 
I think the Public Accounts Committee should do and I endorse the plan that it should take evidence from people 
beyond the public service in reviewing the budget. It would be a great improvement to the procedures of the 
Parliament if we were able to get more people engaged in the budget process. With those few remarks, 
I commend the report. 
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