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Division 42: Registrar, Western Australian Industrial Relations Commission, $10 708 000 � 

Mr J.M. Francis, Chairman. 

Mr T.R. Buswell, Minister for Commerce. 

Mr J. Spurling, Chief Executive Officer. 

Ms F. Teraci, Acting Director, Corporate Services. 

The CHAIRMAN: I ask the minister to introduce his advisers. 

[Witnesses introduced.] 

The CHAIRMAN: Member for Forrestfield. 

Mr A.J. WADDELL: I refer to page 541 and the line item �Efficiency Indicators�. I noted for 2007-08, the cost 
per single application was $5 343, which is projected to increase to $6 465 in 2009-10. I also note, glancing 
through the annual reports, that in 2004-05 the figure was $2 633. There is clearly a longstanding trend of very 
expensive applications. I ask the minister to explain how we can continue to justify an organisation that costs this 
amount per application, and to outline what additional roles he has already foreshadowed that the Western 
Australian Industrial Relations Commission might take on in future under the guise of new legislation. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That is a good question. I will provide an overview and then ask Mr Spurling to provide 
any additional detail. The memo refers to cost per application, and that has clearly increased in recent years. In 
2007-08 it was $5 343 and the estimated actual for 2008-09 is $6 541. Interestingly, the budget target for 2008-
09 was $5 405, so there has been a significant increase. Based on the advice I have been given, the number of 
applications budgeted for in 2008-09 was 990. The estimated actual is now 780. I suspect that the increased cost 
per application is transactional in nature, and I think that is the point the member highlighted. I will get Mr 
Spurling to make some comments on that, but I think it is fair to say that the commission is moving through a 
period of change as we move into a new industrial relations environment shaped by the use of corporations 
power. That has an impact on activity levels and consequently on the per-unit cost of those activity levels. I 
know that Mr Spurling has been attempting to address the cost structures in the areas for which he is responsible. 
I will ask him to provide some more detail about that and some commentary, to the extent that he is comfortable 
doing so. 

Mr J. Spurling: The member is right; the cost per application is increasing, as shown in the budget figures. 
Previous annual reports show an even greater escalation in costs. It is simply a matter of dividing our budget by 
the number of applications, which, since WorkChoices, have obviously dropped right away, so the cost per 
application will go up. It does not mean a lot, other than that it is a useful indicator of a trend. We try to battle it 
by not replacing staff if they leave and doing what we can to reduce travel and other expenses, but it gets to a 
point at which we have, on our estimation, discretion over approximately only 16 per cent of our costs; other 
costs, such as salary and other things, are fixed. We battle to reduce that figure on 16 per cent of our capacity. 

Mr M.J. COWPER: Further to that question, given that there is a new federal industrial relations regime, can 
we anticipate a new era of activity for our Industrial Relations Commission, given that it has been reported over 
recent years that there is little activity? Can we anticipate a jump in cases coming before the commission? 

[9.30 pm] 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I appreciate the question; I know that it is an issue in which the member was interested 
when in opposition, as was I. I can inform members that the government has committed to a review of the 
Western Australian industrial relations system. My understanding is that that has been finalised and an 
announcement about the reviewer is imminent. The review will do a number of things. It will review the act. No-
one who is a practitioner of industrial relations, irrespective of what side he or she sits in IR matters, would 
argue that the Western Australian Industrial Relations Act is a contemporary piece of workplace legislation. It is 
not. I have been very clear, in instructions to review it, that where possible the Fair Work legislation will be 
reflected in Western Australian legislation. With certain points of difference, Fair Work provides a good 
framework for us to start from. The message in that is that we are not talking about, dare I say it, a Kierath-esque 
attack on the Western Australian industrial relations system. I have been fairly open in making those statements. 
The review will also look at other aspects of the system. It is right and proper that it should examine the sorts of 
data that Mr Spurling has highlighted and the structures that support the industrial relations system in Western 
Australia. I expect that that will happen in a consultative way. I am also keen for the review to look at the 
internal structure within the Department of Commerce and how that supports the state-based industrial relations 
system in Western Australia. I cannot remember the name of the other legislation we are proceeding with, but it 
is legislation to do with public sector employees that the former government introduced.  
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This does not specifically relate to the member for Murray-Wellington�s question, but my advice is that the 
commonwealth will provide the comfort that we are seeking only if we refer our powers. We have not referred 
our powers, so we will not get that comfort. We have to do it through an alternative means. My view is that that 
review will look at all of those factors. I look forward to engaging in that process in the back half of this year.  

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I am not sure whether the minister can answer my question. Page 546 of the Budget 
Statements relates to WorkCover WA. I want to know why WorkCover changed the parameters for the 
contingency margins in premium rates. That basically means it changed the profit margin for insurers from 
eight per cent to 10 per cent. That was a policy change. That led to a workers� compensation premium increase 
for 2009 of 9.9 per cent. I am interested to know whether the minister can answer that? He can take it on notice, 
given what is before him.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Mr Chairman, I will get some advice. As I understand it, the WorkCover authority is not 
part of this division.  

The CHAIRMAN: The advice I give the minister is that if he does not wish to answer that question, he is not 
required to  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I am not averse to answering the question, but I do not have the information with me. If 
the member asks that question on notice, I am happy to provide an answer. I am not going to take it as 
supplementary information.  

Mr A.J. WADDELL: My question follows an earlier question about 16 per cent discretionary funding. I note 
that the current FTE is 37. Those people are dealing with 700 applications. Again referring back to the annual 
report, in 2004-05 there were 57 FTEs, but 6 000 applications were being dealt with around that time.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Can the member give me the year again?  

Mr A.J. WADDELL: In 2004-5 there were 57 FTEs. The interesting element about that, minister, is that over 
that time the commission�s budget has remained relatively static�around $9.5 million to $10.5 million. Is there 
some limitation on the ability of the commission to reduce its staff? Given that it has reduced its staff from 57 to 
37, why has the budget remained relatively static? Where have the additional costs come from?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That is a very good question, member for Forrestfield. I will ask Mr Spurling to provide 
some additional information. A very valid point has been raised. I would expect it will be one of the areas that 
the review that I have discussed will look at. I am reluctant to comment too much on it in this environment, other 
than to say that the member has raised a good point. I think the point raised was that in 2004-05 there were 6 000 
applications with an FTE of 57, while in the estimates for 2009-10, 810 applications �  

Mr A.J. WADDELL: An FTE of 37, yet the budget is relatively static.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The 2009-10 target was 810 applications. Perhaps Mr Spurling can provide us with some 
additional information. I know it is a difficult area, but if there is any other advice he can provide to the member, 
I am sure it will be much appreciated.  

Mr J. Spurling: I think the member may know more than I do. Fifty-seven of course includes commission staff, 
whereas the 37 referred to are non-commission areas. The comparison does not compare apples with apples. I am 
not sure how I can take that further.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Perhaps we can help a little bit. In terms of the size of the commission, can Mr Spurling 
provide us with advice on the current number of commissioners and the historic number of commissioners?  

Mr J. Spurling: The maximum we were at was 12, which was many years ago. We are now down to seven. We 
have been allocated an FTE of eight. Senior Commissioner Gregor retired more than 12 months ago. That 
position remains unfilled. There is no existing member due to retire because of age for some years. Unless they 
choose to resign or take up other employment, they are basically appointed for life. I do not envisage any 
retirements soon.  

Mr A.J. WADDELL: Are the seven commissioners supported by associates?  

Mr J. Spurling: Each member of the commission�commissioner, president and so on�has an associate. They 
used to each have also what we call a chambers liaison officer. We are down now to only two or three chambers 
liaison officers amongst all of them. We have done our best to reduce staff where we can and share staff more 
often in that area of the commission.  

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: My question is a pertinent point now, with federal changes to the legislation. What sorts 
of negotiations are going on to have them act as federal-state commissioners so that they are used more 
efficiently?  
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Mr T.R. BUSWELL: It is a good point. Following a meeting I had with Chief Commissioner Beech and 
Mr Spurling some time ago, I pursued that at a ministerial level. My recollection is that we have hit what we 
might call a brick wall in that we have not received a lot of response. I will get Mr Spurling to provide more 
advice in relation to officer level contact. My advice is that at officer level contact there is not a lot of positive 
feedback for the continuation of those limited, but historic, arrangements. Maybe Mr Spurling can provide some 
more advice from an officer point of view about what has happened.  

Mr J. Spurling: For about the past two years, since WorkChoices�both with the former federal conservative 
government and with the present federal Labor government�there have been state and federal negotiations with 
each state tribunal suggesting that, in the formation of Fair Work Australia, they should absorb or take from or 
use existing state tribunal members or existing state tribunal resources, we think for a number of good reasons. 
The answer from the commonwealth has been to move on at its own pace, apparently, without any regard for 
those suggestions. A ministerial meeting is coming up in early June, and I understand other states may be doing 
other things, but in relation to Western Australia, there has been no progress.  

[9.40 pm] 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I am not being critical of the commonwealth. This state made the decision not to assign 
our powers across. Our decision to do that may impact on negotiations around points like this. I do not say that in 
a facetious way. I can understand why the commonwealth might take the view that it takes. I believe this issue is 
on the agenda of that meeting. I very strongly support our decision not to assign our powers across. 
Notwithstanding that, there will be implications at the margin of that decision for our relationship with the 
commonwealth in this phase.  

The appropriation was recommended. 
 


