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STANDING COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS —  
TWENTY-SIXTH REPORT — GOVERNMENT RESPONSE 

Statement 
HON PHILIP GARDINER (Agricultural) [5.52 pm]: I rise to make a couple of remarks. In terms of the first 
issue Hon Ken Travers raised about the response by the Minister for Transport to the report handed down by the 
Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, the letter was interesting in that it was using the 
pronoun of the minister as making the decision. It was not a letter that said, “The government’s decision is”; it 
was a letter that said, “My decision is”. That raised sufficient questions in our minds that we went to the Clerk of 
the chamber and asked what this letter really meant and whether it was the norm. The reply we received was that 
this is the norm, because often petitions deal with relatively minor factors. As a result, the standing orders of the 
chamber allow ministers to deal with that under their own accountability. However, it seems an odd rule, 
because I would have thought that on occasion some of those issues are sufficiently large and relevant for a 
cabinet to be consulted. In my view this is one that, if not on the edge, would have been more than a ministerial 
decision, but under standing orders the procedure that was followed conformed to what was the norm, as we 
have heard from the Clerk of the house.  

Hon Ken Travers: But in my view, even if it is decided by the individual minister, it is still the government’s 
response and it is presented to this house as the government’s response. 
Hon PHILIP GARDINER: But that does not necessarily mean that it is bound by cabinet. Maybe that is a 
technicality on the edge. But that does not necessarily mean that it is bound by cabinet.  
Hon Ken Travers: Hence the point of my question today. 
Hon PHILIP GARDINER: Nonetheless, that allows members of cabinet to have differing views, which in this 
case is a useful thing, because we have got some movement, which is making some of this resolution possible.  
The other issue in relation to having a coalition or an alliance is that largely it is a matter of semantics, in my 
view. This is very much a personal view; it is not necessary shared by my colleagues. An agreement can exist. 
But once we have ministers in a cabinet, we can call it an alliance, but we have got cabinet solidarity over all 
matters, excepting those that the minority party distinguishes—or it is a coalition, with the same proviso. So, 
really, the words are the same.  

I would like to pick up on one thing which the Leader of the House said and which I found very interesting. It 
was that a party can form government, but as a minority. We have this situation in Western Australia. We 
actually also have this situation in Canberra. I would have been interested to hear whether the Leader of the 
House was going to use the same argument to say, “Well, the Canberra government is the result of the way the 
people voted.” The same thing can be said about our government—it is the way the people voted. There have 
been compromises that the Nationals made in going into government with the Liberals, as there would have been 
if the Nationals had gone into government with Labor. But the key determinant, as I recall, after the last election 
that made the Nationals go into government with the Liberals was that the Nationals felt that the balance of 
power they could be accountable for and work with would not have been achieved in both chambers if the 
Nationals had gone with Labor, whereas it would be achieved if the government went with the Liberals, and that 
is regardless of any of the underlying issues. As my good friend Hon Max Trenorden says, government really is 
about the mathematics, and that is what it was. 
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