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REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT COMMISSIONS 
Statement 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [5.36 pm]:  I want to make some comments about regional 
development commissions.  I believe that the proposed changes to the Regional Development Commissions Act 
1993 to allow regional development commissions to undertake property developments or hold an interest in 
property, to increase board membership from 12 to 14, and to allow commissions to conduct meetings using 
electronic means, should be vigorously opposed.  The continuation of regional development commissions in 
their current form should also be vigorously opposed, because they have failed to do more than duplicate the 
work of local government and other state government departments.  Successive Governments have eroded the 
independence of regional development commissions as autonomous advisers to government to such an extent 
that they are now in some instance little more than an extension of ministerial offices.  Many of the 
responsibilities of the regional development commissions are already handled at the local government level.  
Members of local government councils are elected by the people of the district.  As such they are responsible to 
the people and the business and industries of the region that elected them.  This ensures that the decisions of the 
council reflect the needs and interests of the shires in the region.  The member councils in the regional zones of 
the Western Australian Local Government Association, or regional councils such as the Pilbara Regional 
Council, discuss and make decisions on issues that have an impact at the regional level.  The development 
commissions in many instances merely duplicate the work of local government authorities.  The cost to the 
Government of financing the regional development commissions within the mining and pastoral region alone - 
that is, the Kimberley, the Pilbara, the Gascoyne and the Goldfields-Esperance Development Commissions - in 
2002-03 was $9 300 320.  That money is almost entirely consumed by salaries, office and administration, board 
member remuneration and travel costs.  As elected members of local government authorities, councillors are 
accountable to their councils and their electors.  They are also in a position to negotiate with all stakeholders 
involved with regional development.  They will, therefore, make decisions that are, in their opinion, in the best 
interests of the people of the region, rather than implement the regional development policy of the Government 
of the day, which may well reflect political agendas rather than sound regional policy.  As the Minister for Local 
Government and Regional Development herself has said, regional development needs to be driven at the local 
level by local people who are able to work in partnership with the stakeholders; namely the Government, 
business, industry, the transport industry, including port authorities, and the community in general. 

I believe the proposal to allow commissions to conduct meetings using electronic means should be opposed 
vigorously, as should the practice of fly in, fly out for board members, as this opens the door to people holding 
these positions while they live outside the region in the metropolitan area.  That, indeed, is the case in some 
instances currently.  Board members are therefore being appointed to positions that allow the pursuit of 
development agencies that may not reflect the best interests of the regions or the people in those communities.  
Increasing the membership from 12 to 14 will not increase the productivity of development commissions; it will 
only increase their costs.  Local governments are in the process of reducing the number of elected members to 
achieve more effective decision making.  Increasing the number of board members of development commissions 
will increase the risk of unwieldy meetings, will produce diminished outcomes and will increase the political 
stranglehold on the commissions. 

Property development is quite rightly the province of private enterprise, and should remain so.  Regional 
development commissions have not necessarily shown themselves to be productive in achieving regional 
development outcomes.  Providing them with the capacity to undertake property development or hold an interest 
in property is neither necessary nor desirable.  Regional development commissions should not be trusted with the 
care and custody of the land, especially when board members are not from the local community.  In many cases, 
it is difficult to envisage any circumstance in which it could be necessary for regional development commissions 
to be involved in property development.  In fact, it could be viewed as downright dangerous to give 
inexperienced people that power.  Of course, we progress to the memory of WA Inc, which I am sure many 
members have not forgotten. 

LandCorp is the government agency currently responsible for property development.  I can see no reasonable 
reason for having more than one agency responsible for that or for duplicating that process.  Regional 
development commissions not only duplicate much of the work of property development, but also a review of 
the development commissions indicates that during the past 10 years they have received millions of dollars in 
funding and have, in the main, achieved very little.  With few exceptions, the community has not benefited from 
regional development commissions.  They exist only as an extension of government and are often blatantly 
political in their operations.  I believe that the same money in local government hands would have achieved 
much more and may even have reduced the excessive rate burden shouldered by many people in regional areas.  
Local governments have already adopted triple bottom line accountability that ensures all decisions reflect 
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economic, social and environmental conditions and conform with state sustainability goals.  Because local 
governments operate at a grassroots level, they are in the best position to determine the benefits and 
requirements as a consequence of those decisions and can act quickly to reduce any negative impacts in their 
region.  Local governments have already been vested with the statutory authority to deal with all relevant state 
government departments and the proponents of business development.  I believe that in general they certainly 
have the necessary expertise and capacity to encourage, promote and facilitate regional development. 

In my view, regional development commissions have been reduced by the State Government to performing 
virtually less than middlemen roles and as a consequence they do little more than slow or impede the progress of 
development negotiations with the production of endless and costly surveys and studies.  As we all know, the 
surest way to stall development is to commission yet another report or refer it to a committee, although perhaps 
the only benefit - certainly the only seen benefit - in many of these regions is that it ensures the employment of 
extra staff.  However, that adds to the costs and in my view is a waste of taxpayers’ money. 

The recommendations in the review of the Regional Development Commissions Act 1993 purport to enable an 
increase in efficiency and relevancy of regional development commissions.  However, I believe in reality it will 
merely duplicate the work of local government, increase bureaucracy and red tape and allow the commissions to 
act as middlemen and development brokers.  That is a position that I definitely do not think development 
commissions should take.  More strategic assistance could easily be directed to local governments to enable the 
pursuit of projects, and certainly the funding of development and research. 

My view of the proposed recommendations in this legislation is that they are a duplication.  Money would be far 
better controlled and spent through local governments.  I will certainly be watching very closely to see when the 
recommendations in this new review are implemented, as I think they will be extremely detrimental and a waste 
of taxpayers’ money. 
 


