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Division 27: Commissioner for Equal Opportunity, $3 809 000 — 
Ms S.E. Winton, Chair. 
Mr J.R. Quigley, Attorney General. 
Dr J.C. Byrne, Acting Commissioner for Equal Opportunity. 
Ms K. Freeman, Acting Manager, Commission Support. 
Mr J. Lee, Principal Policy Adviser. 
Miss L. Markussen, Ministerial Liaison Officer. 
[Witnesses introduced.] 
The CHAIR: This estimates committee will be reported by Hansard. The daily proof Hansard will be available 
the following day. 
It is the intention of the Chair to ensure that as many questions as possible are asked and answered and that both 
questions and answers are short and to the point. The estimates committee’s consideration of the estimates will be 
restricted to discussion of those items for which a vote of money is proposed in the consolidated account. Questions 
must be clearly related to a page number, item, program or amount in the current division. Members should give 
these details in preface to their question. If a division or service is the responsibility of more than one minister, 
a minister shall only be examined in relation to their portfolio responsibilities. 
The Attorney General may agree to provide supplementary information to the committee rather than asking that 
the question be put on notice for the next sitting week. I ask the Attorney General to clearly indicate what 
supplementary information he agrees to provide and I will then allocate a reference number. 
If supplementary information is to be provided, I seek the Attorney General’s cooperation in ensuring that it is 
delivered to the principal clerk by Friday, 29 September 2017. I caution members that if the Attorney General asks 
that a matter be put on notice, it is up to the member to lodge the question on notice through the online questions 
system. 
I give the call to the member for North West Central. 
Mr V.A. CATANIA: I refer to the provision of information and advice regarding equal opportunity and human 
rights under “Outcomes and Key Effectiveness Indicators” on page 448 of budget paper No 2. How effective is 
the commission at providing these services when distance, poor internet connection and language barriers exist? 
Mr J.R. QUIGLEY: With language barriers? 
Mr V.A. CATANIA: Yes. 
Mr J.R. QUIGLEY: I defer to the commissioner. 
Dr J.C. Byrne: We have a program of making visits to our regional areas. We try to go to four regional areas each 
year and spend quite a few days there. We generally try to meet a number of objectives during those meetings. 
I think one measure of success of the service in regional areas would be that the proportion of complaints in regional 
areas is about the same as it is for metropolitan areas, perhaps indicating we are getting information out adequately. 
[12.10 pm] 

Mr V.A. CATANIA: Regional areas receive basically the same number of complaints as metropolitan Perth. The 
acting commissioner said that the commission visits there four times a year. Does he think that is enough? 
Dr J.C. Byrne: The proportionality is the same. The proportion of the population that complains is about the same. 
We do not visit each regional area four times a year; we try to visit four regional areas—so the Kimberley, Pilbara, 
the Esperance area and perhaps Albany. We try to visit four regional areas each year and spend quite a few days 
in those areas, conducting public meetings and letting people know that we are around for contacting and so forth. 
Mr V.A. CATANIA: Is the commission resourced enough to be able to properly investigate or assist those 
complaints that occur from regional Western Australia? Does the acting commissioner believe that the commission 
has the appropriate resources to carry out its functions in the regions? 
Dr J.C. Byrne: Like all agencies, we have had some budget reductions. Nonetheless, we continue to address all 
complaints within a reasonable time and give them assistance. Quite often we deal with the complaint through 
teleconference, for example. We might go into more local regions if we can drive there. If it is in Kununurra, we may 
do it by telephone conference, or initially attempt to conciliate it by telephone conference. I feel that we are making 
adequate use of technology and resources and are adequately resourced to investigate and conciliate the complaints. 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: Page 447 contains some commentary—in fact, it is throughout the whole division—
about declining complaints handling over the past four years. Are we able to get the actual number of complaints 
in each of the previous four years and also perhaps an indication of how many of those complaints were progressed 
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and how many were dispensed with after an initial investigation found that they were either without merit or 
incorrectly made? 
Mr J.R. QUIGLEY: We can provide that as a supplementary answer by Friday week. 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: I would appreciate that. 
Mr J.R. QUIGLEY: What we will provide by Friday week by way of supplementary information is the number 
of complaints per year and the diminution in the last four years. 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: And the number of those complaints that were summarily dismissed after a preliminary 
investigation. 
Mr J.R. QUIGLEY: And the number that were dismissed after assessment. 
Dr J.C. Byrne: We will supply that as supplementary information, but for previous years it is all in the annual 
report. That is the type of information included in the annual report, but we will separate that for the member as 
part of the supplementary information. 
[Supplementary Information No A14.] 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: Is the decline in the number of complaints over time an indication that issues have 
not been arising as frequently or is there an indication that there has been some forum shopping between our 
jurisdiction and the commonwealth jurisdiction and that people, perhaps because of more awareness of the 
commonwealth or for other reasons, are choosing to file complaints in the commonwealth jurisdiction rather than 
the Western Australian jurisdiction? 
Dr J.C. Byrne: Firstly, the number of complaints in the past year was about the same as the previous year. Over 
the 30 years the commission has existed it actually has fallen and risen over time, often with the economic cycle. 
It seems to be coming back up a bit with the poor economic conditions in the state at the moment. With regard to 
other jurisdictions, yes, when we receive a complaint we actively look at it and ask if the Equal Opportunity 
Commission is the best body to deal with that complaint or whether it should be done as a federal matter, or by the 
Fair Work Commission, or the Health and Disability Services Complaints Office. Over the years there has been 
an increasing number of other avenues for people to lodge a complaint. We look at each complaint to make sure 
that we are the best people to deal with it. We do not say that they must go elsewhere; we suggest that they might 
like to consider going elsewhere. If they persist with us, we are very happy to deal with the complaints. 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: On that same issue, in this commentary it says that the number of complaints from 
people with complex needs has increased, which has then led to an increase in the time taken to finalise complaints. 
Is there a consistency in the complex needs of the people presenting? Is there an ability for us to get a summary of 
what those complex needs are? 
Dr J.C. Byrne: The member asks about trends over time. The number of complaints has fluctuated and the nature 
of the complaints has changed over the 30 years. Twenty or 30 years ago they were really overt, direct 
discrimination complaints. Now it is rare to get clear, direct, malicious discrimination. It is more subtle these 
days—indirect discrimination—and it becomes quite a bit more complex. Another thing we have unfortunately 
noticed is the increasing number of people who have a mental health issue who are not really articulating 
a particularly clear complaint. Nonetheless, we investigate those very carefully and thoroughly, but they can take 
somewhat longer generally. The complexity of complaints has increased over time. 

Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: That is actually quite informative. On this general area of the nature of the complaints 
changing and some publicity in the past couple of days about a complaint lodged in the ACT, has the commission 
noticed any increase in complaints associated with the current debate around potential changes to the Marriage Act 
to allow same-sex couples to marry, or has that been confined to other jurisdictions? 
Dr J.C. Byrne: No, we have not noticed an increase in that area at all. In fact, in the last 12 months we had one 
single complaint in relation to sexual orientation. That was a complaint about an employment matter for a person 
already employed. Generally, it is a very low number of complaints about sexual orientation and we do not expect 
to see that increase. I have also been in contact with my colleagues in other states and they generally feel the same: 
there has been little increase in complaints of that nature, either at a federal level or in most of the other states. My 
observation would be that there is public debate about this matter, and public debate is good but it is not really 
flowing through to discrimination at a personal level against people. That is such a good thing about any debate. 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: I refer to page 447 under “Significant Issues Impacting the Agency” and the fact that 
the agency needs a new information system to manage the complaint handling processes. When will it be updated? 
It says that the system will be replaced to be compatible with a new information technology infrastructure and 
software. When will that be replaced? 
Mr J.R. QUIGLEY: I will ask Ms Freeman, the acting manager, to respond to that. 
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Ms K. Freeman: We are currently in the process of scoping the requirements for the new system. Ideally, if we 
can incorporate that with one of our existing systems there would be cost efficiencies to be made there. We are 
hoping that once the new system is implemented there will be further cost savings in terms of streamlining our 
processes with particularly the administration areas. Ideally, we would be looking to implement that at the end of 
this financial year crossing over into next financial year. 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: When you have got the business case ready, that is when you will apply to 
government for funding, I would expect. It is not already allocated in this budget, is it? 
Ms K. Freeman: No. We are currently in the process of scoping the requirements, so we are not exactly sure how 
much that will cost. We do have some funding set aside. We have recently applied to transfer capital funding into 
recurrent funding to support these ongoing projects with the new technology moving from hardware to software 
as service-based, so we will be looking to incorporate that.  
[12.20 pm] 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: Is the Equal Opportunity Commission working with other agencies to optimise the 
information technology and the software required and to achieve some economy of scale, especially with other 
agencies that process complaints handling and other such issues, or is it working alone on this? 
Ms K. Freeman: Certainly, we are keen to investigate that. We have approached a number of agencies at a very 
informal level at this stage and, unfortunately, it appears that we do not have funding to afford the kinds of systems 
that they already have in place, but we are certainly keen to look at options that are available. 
Mr P.A. KATSAMBANIS: In the investigations so far, does any agency seem to have the type of model that 
would best help the Equal Opportunity Commission going forward with IT and complaints handling? 
Ms K. Freeman: Not yet. We have not found one that would suit our needs, unfortunately. 
The appropriation was recommended. 
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