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Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations — Seventy-eighth Report — 
“2019–20 Budget Cycle — Part 1: Estimates Hearings and Related Matters” — Motion 

Resumed from 11 March on the following motion moved by Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for Environment) — 
That the report be noted. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will read from the introduction of the report. It states — 
The Committee considers that the process provided an appropriate level of scrutiny of Government. The 
Committee wishes to thank all Ministers, witnesses and participating Members for their assistance. 

I make these comments in good faith, because I disagree with that component of the report and I would not mind 
some responses from the parliamentary secretary after I make my comments. I am concerned with what has been 
happening with estimates, particularly in this last session. Without a shadow of a doubt, the level of scrutiny that 
existed in our term of government does not currently exist. I have said on a couple of occasions that I am not happy 
with the process when we have agency hearings. Being restricted to five minutes here and there is definitely not 
what we had in the past. The opportunity to tail in on someone else’s question is virtually non-existent now. That 
is not a partisan comment. It is, as a member of this chamber for over 16 years, based upon my experience. 

Aside from that, I would like members to take note of the following. The 2014–15 estimates hearings, during the 
first year of the previous government’s second term, were held all day Tuesday and Tuesday night; all day Wednesday 
and Wednesday night; all day Thursday, until 6.15 pm; all day Friday; and Monday, for a total of 31 hours, and 
14 agencies were scrutinised. The 2015–16 budget estimates hearings started on Monday and went all Monday 
morning, all day Tuesday and Tuesday night, all day Wednesday and Wednesday night, all day Thursday and 
Thursday night, and Friday morning, for a total of 33.5 hours, and 16 agencies appeared. That is 33 hours. It continued 
to accelerate. In 2016–17, the last term of the Barnett government, the estimates hearings went all Monday afternoon, 
all day Tuesday and Tuesday night, all day Wednesday and Wednesday night, all day Thursday and Thursday night 
and Friday morning for a total of 30 hours with 18 agencies. On each of those occasions, the budget estimates 
hearings went for more than 30 hours. 
In the first year of the current government, when the budget was handed down in October after the election, it 
started off okay. The hearings were held all day Monday, all day Tuesday and Tuesday night, all day Wednesday 
and Wednesday night, all day Thursday and all day Friday for a total of 31.5 hours with 17 agencies. That was 
similar to the level of consistency that existed in the previous government. In 2018–19, the second year of the 
current government, we started to see a decline in the number of hours and agencies called. There were no hearings 
on the Monday. The hearings went all day Tuesday and Tuesday night, all day Wednesday but not during the 
night, all day Thursday but not during the night and there were no hearings on Friday morning. The hearings went 
for a total of 25.5 hours with 18 agencies called, so, in effect, there was a decline of five hours from the previous 
years’ budget estimates hearings. In the last year, 2019–20, which is relevant to this report, the budget estimates 
hearings—I am going by the report and this is verified through the timetable—were on Tuesday during the day, 
not at night; Wednesday during the day, not at night; and Thursday during the day, not at night. As it states in the 
report itself, the committee met for a total of 19.5 hours with 11 agencies. We have gone from a peak of 33.5 hours 
and 18 agencies to 19.5 hours and 11 agencies. It cannot be said that members did not ask for more agencies 
because the Liberal Party did. We put in requests for a number of agencies but those agencies were not called. 
I have a list of them here. 
My point is that if the committee feels that that is an appropriate level of scrutiny, I suggest that it go back and 
look at what happened previously, certainly during our term of government but also in the first two years of this 
government, to see whether 19.5 hours provides an appropriate level of scrutiny. It is not sufficient, particularly when 
in previous years the budget estimates hearings started on the Monday, were held on the Tuesday, Wednesday and 
Thursday nights and also on Friday. The hearings have now been reduced to day sessions on Tuesday, Wednesday 
and Thursday for a total of 19.5 hours, and that is it. The budget estimates hearings are a unique way for members 
across the broad spectrum—not only opposition members but also government members—to scrutinise agencies 
and departments. I suggest to the members of the committee who are here now that they go back and look at those 
hours. I am not making them up. They are based on the timetables that are available on the Standing Committee 
on Estimates and Financial Operations’ website. I knew it would happen because I was a minister for four of those 
years. We used to sit in the government chairs for hours upon hours and now the number of hours has been reduced 
by one-third. In excess of 30 hours of budget estimates hearings has been reduced to less than 20 hours. I do not think 
that gives this chamber the respect it deserves in accessing, interpreting and scrutinising the budget papers. If there 
is a reason why the hours have been so seriously reduced, I would be keen to hear from the parliamentary secretary. 
The CHAIR: Hon Alanna Clohesy, I am giving you the call by that name because I think you are rising as the Chair of 
the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, not as parliamentary secretary. Hon Alanna Clohesy. 
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Hon ALANNA CLOHESY: Thank you, Mr Chair, and thank you for pointing out the correct position in which 
I rise to address this report. I rise as the Chair of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations. 
As the chair of that committee, I rise to respond to Hon Peter Collier’s concerns. I thank him for raising his concerns. 
I point out that all members have the opportunity to raise concerns before, during and after each set of hearings 
and there is another opportunity when the committee report is tabled. I also remind members that they are personally 
invited to do so to ensure the proper planning of the next set of hearings. I assure the member that I personally 
encourage the committee to undertake the process of consulting with all members of the chamber to ensure that 
we have taken into account their level of interest and concern. 
I come back to the title by which Hon Peter Collier addressed me. As I said, I stand as the Chair of the Standing 
Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations. I hope that other members of the committee also stand to address 
the member’s concerns because the timetabling of all hearings is a committee decision. I remind members that the 
Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations is a committee of the Parliament, not the government. 
Therefore, the government does not decide on the total number of hours in which hearings are held, whether those 
hearings are for budget estimates or annual reports. It is a decision of the committee of the Parliament. In calling 
me by my title of parliamentary secretary, the honourable member seemed to intimate—in fact, he suggested—that 
it was a decision of the government and that the government had in some way reduced the level of accountability 
by reducing the number of hours that the committee holds hearings. I remind members that the decision about 
timetabling is a decision of the Parliament’s committee. In fact, the government has one vote on that committee if 
that member decided to exercise that vote not in relation to the decision of the committee. There are four other 
members on that committee, all of whom are non-government members. Therefore, the government does not have 
a majority of members on the committee, even if all members do not vote with their conscience. Having said that, 
the timetabling of hearings is a decision of the committee. 
The timetabling works like this: all members are invited to nominate agencies to appear before hearings. Again, 
in the next round of hearings, which will be the budget estimates hearings, members will be invited to nominate 
agencies, as I recall from the procedure, in early May, for the budget estimates hearings following the tabling of 
the budget. The committee receives and considers those as the priorities as set out by the political parties. More 
often than not, there are very few requests for agencies to appear. In addition, the committee has found it difficult 
to continue the length of a number of hearings because the participants have not had a lot of questions to ask, 
although they have focused their questions on each of the agencies. In addition, the hearings have not always been 
well attended, with maybe one or two other members in attendance in addition to the committee and that has been 
of concern as well. All these factors contribute to how and when the committee timetables and arranges other 
procedural matters for the conduct of the hearings. 
The honourable member suggested that he was also concerned about the practice of not allowing coat-tailing. That 
is when a member has been given time by the chair to ask a series of questions and is then interrupted by another 
member, albeit on the same theme, to seek the chair’s attention to continue a line of questioning. It is also called 
“gazumping”. The tactic can be used to silence a member who is conducting a line of inquiry. If another member 
comes in, they may dominate that line of inquiry with their own questions. To afford members a significant amount 
of time to explore questions, the chair has sought to give members an allocated amount of time to fully explore 
their questions without interruption, to make sure that they can ask a series and a sequence of questions of the agencies 
and ministers present. This has related not only to the way in which I, as the chair, chair those hearings; other chairs 
who have acted in that role have continued that practice. As far as the committee is aware, that has allowed members 
to really dig deep in pursuing a line of questioning without being gazumped or distracted by other members. If 
members are concerned about that practice, there are mechanisms for the members to raise that before, during and 
after hearings, as I have mentioned. 
Several members interjected. 
The CHAIR: Order, members! 
Hon ALANNA CLOHESY: If the chamber thought that there was a need to review that, of course, the committee 
would review that. The committee reviews its procedures every single time it has hearings, and we will continue 
to do that. We will continue to hear from members about how the hearings might be improved. In fact, all members 
have received more time because they have been given an allocated period and, more often than not, prior to them 
commencing the questions, they have been given a clear indication of how long they have to pursue their line of 
questioning. That is also unprecedented. That is out of respect for members. 
The DEPUTY CHAIR: A number of people have jumped up to seek the call. I might give the call to 
Hon Simon O’Brien—hang on; the member is still on her feet. I am not used to being in this role. Given that 
Hon Simon O’Brien vacated the chair so that I could take it, I will give the call to Hon Simon O’Brien. 
Hon SIMON O’BRIEN: I think that is the correct call to make. It is to alternate, but — 
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Point of Order 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I am relaxed if that is the decision, but, recently, when Hon Simon O’Brien, the 
Chair of Committees, was in the chair, he indicated that the convention is that the person on their feet shall remain 
on their feet. That advice has been given over the previous sittings. 
Several members interjected. 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: If that is a change in policy — 
Several members interjected. 
The DEPUTY CHAIR (Hon Dr Steve Thomas): Order, members! I will hear the point of order in silence. 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Thank you, Mr Deputy Chair. Honestly, I am relaxed about it if you choose to go to 
the other side now — 
Hon Nick Goiran interjected. 
The DEPUTY CHAIR: Order! 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: But I just want to be clear that this is the policy that we will stay with going forward, 
because it has been the case — 
Hon Peter Collier: No, it hasn’t! 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: It has been the case, I am telling you! As I said — 
Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY CHAIR: Order! I will hear the point of order in silence. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Thank you, Mr Deputy Chair. It has been the case, previously. We were told by 
the Chair that the convention was to allow the person on their feet to stay on their feet. If we are changing that, 
that is fine, but let us stick with a policy. 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: Mr Deputy Chair, as the person who speaks more regularly on the consideration of committee 
reports than any other member in this chamber, I tell you that it has absolutely been the practice throughout this 
Parliament that if I finish my contribution and somebody else stands, they get the call. That has absolutely been 
the consistent practice, and what the Deputy Leader of the Government in the Legislative Council has just said is 
false and incorrect; there is no such process like that at all. I can think of numerous occasions in which I have been 
in the middle of a speech on elder abuse and I have been gazumped by Hon Pierre Yang or Hon Kyle McGinn. 
That is fine; that has been the process. But let us be clear here; let us not be misled by the Deputy Leader of the 
Government. Maybe he is not that familiar with the processes because he is not here that often, and that is fine, 
but I do not want to have a situation in which we are now trying to reinvent history. What you have done, 
Mr Deputy Chair, is absolutely 100 per cent correct with the practice. 

The DEPUTY CHAIR: I will not take any more points of order on this issue. I will check at some point with the 
Chair of Committees, and, if necessary, the President, on the procedures here. At this point, I intend to maintain 
my initial call. My apologies to anyone who thinks it should be done differently, but this is how we will proceed. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Mr Deputy Chair, I ask that you do go away—not today—and bring back some advice, 
because, honestly, I have a recollection of a different policy, but let us just be clear about it, so if you do not mind 
bringing back some advice. 

The DEPUTY CHAIR: I will certainly seek advice. This is not my usual tilt in the chair; I am doing this a bit 
ad hoc, so I will seek advice on the matter. In the meantime, Hon Simon O’Brien has the call. 

Committee Resumed 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN: Thank you, Mr Deputy Chair. When you first gave me the call, I was going to say how 
much I appreciated it, and you are doing a great job—better than the last bloke! 

The DEPUTY CHAIR: It’s a low bar! 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN: But since then, there seems to have been some interesting points raised, and I will, 
hopefully, have an opportunity to deal with those in a moment, but I appreciate the member taking the chair. It is 
unusual to permit me to participate in this debate. I am surprised at the depth of feeling that is coming out about it, 
and I thought I might just give members an example that they might be able to relate to that might help put things 
into perspective. 

On my first day in this place, I was elected to the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, 
pursuant to a vacancy occurring on that committee as a result of Hon George Cash being elected as President, and 
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was therefore off that committee. This happened on the opening day of the Parliament, and it was all very exciting. 
Of course, we adjourned early on the opening day. Generally, by one o’clock, everything is done. I said to my new 
colleague, “Well, that was interesting. What happens tomorrow?” My colleague said that it was estimates week. 
That is how, on my second day in the Parliament, I found myself as part of the Standing Committee on Estimates 
and Financial Operations; indeed, I was even chairing hearings, even though I had had nothing to do with the process 
leading up to it. It was a great learning curve. As a new member, I found it to be a great introduction, because what 
happened, of course, was the key government agencies came before us as a committee and a body of other members. 
We were provided with the budget papers, and they were wonderful budget papers in those days; members could 
actually read them and see how much money was going to be spent on stuff. Try reading and understanding the 
budgets of today, which are all about accrual accounting and all that. Back then, budgets actually stated what the 
government was going to do and how much money it was going to spend. We had the budget. Kelly Campbell was 
the committee clerk at the time, and we all know Kelly; she is still with the Legislative Council, under a new name. 
Kelly was there and she also provided us with copies of the agencies’ annual reports. Picture that: we had the heads 
of agencies; we had their budget for this year, which we could contrast with last year’s and the forward estimates 
for next year; and we had their annual report in front of us. Then we would ask questions about what they were 
doing, what were the problems, what was happening and so on. Obviously, an opposition spokesman would try to 
pick holes in them and score points, and on it would go from there. It was a marvellous introduction to all these 
agencies of the state government, one by one by one, for a whole week, so we could get an idea of how big they 
were, how many troops they had, what their budget was, what they did, what their issues were, and so on. As a new 
member of Parliament, I found that to be an extremely valuable exercise. I was just lucky that that is how my 
second and subsequent days unfolded. 

Other members want to use estimates hearings—I am talking about estimates hearings in the context of the 
traditional budget week—for other purposes. I was on that committee for about five years, and as the years went 
by, it soon became apparent to me that there were some real limitations with the budget week estimates hearings. 
The Leader of the Opposition will know what I am talking about. We lose so much time with all the introductory 
stuff that has to be done, and the chopping and changing, and, of course, if it was an agency for which there was 
a great deal of interest at the time, such as police, Transport, Health and so on, members found they were battling 
to get enough questions up. Successive estimates committees have tried to deal with this. They are doing it in 
a whole lot of ways. I am sure that members of this current estimates committee have applied themselves in good 
faith to try to meet all those many and varied needs of members, because sometimes it boils down to the fact that 
if we have a limited amount of time and we want to take a lot more, sorry, but something has to give. 

I will raise a couple of other points from my observation of the development of the processes of the Standing Committee 
on Estimates and Financial Operations. I think I was the one who actually suggested this at one point, although 
I did not agree with the way it was ultimately carried out, but I had left the committee, so that was its affair. If the 
committee wants to examine an agency because it is concerned about its performance, first, it does not have to wait 
for estimates week, and it does not have to be constrained by only having 45 minutes inclusive of all the preliminaries 
to carry out that examination. The committee should do it some other time. It should conduct an inquiry that lasts 
for a week, if that is what it wants to do. That was what I suggested. What then happened with the estimates 
committee of the day, which I think Hon Ken Travers was chairing, if my memory serves me correctly, is that the 
committee invented a different process that involved meeting on Mondays rather than the traditional Wednesday 
morning. The committee would meet on a Monday and have hearings, and it began to have hearings into the annual 
reports. If that was the committee’s excuse—that it was calling a hearing—that is fine, if that is what it wanted to 
do. But the committee was just doing it anyway, for the sake of it, as a matter of course, and there was no targeting. 
I thought that the committee had set itself an extraordinarily time-consuming and gruelling program. The committee 
was meeting for very long hearings every Monday, whether it needed to or not. My view is that that was not the 
way the committee should have gone about it, but if that is what it wanted to do, let it do it. 

That has evolved again, and I think we have seen successive estimates committees try to do the best they can by 
members. We have seen techniques such as lodging questions electronically, answers to questions being provided 
without the questions actually being asked in a plenary session, and a whole range of things. Although the Leader of 
the Opposition made some good points—I think we are going to hear from him a little more—I think we also need 
a bit of balance when looking at the overall aspirations of the committee. 

Unfortunately, I am going to be interrupted by time, but I encourage the committee to explore and target the 
things it does, while also conducting estimates week to the satisfaction of members, as indicated by the Leader of 
the Opposition. 

Consideration of report postponed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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