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STANDING COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS — 
TERMS OF REFERENCE 

Motion 
HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West — Leader of the Opposition) [1.06 pm]: On behalf of the dearly 
departed but not deceased Hon Simon O’Brien, who is no longer with us, I move — 

That with reference to recommendation 5 of the final report of the Select Committee into Local Government, 
the terms of reference of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs be amended as follows — 

(1) To insert after term of reference 2.3(a) — 
(b) matters relating to local government; 

(2) To renumber the paragraphs that follow accordingly. 
Madam—President. 
The PRESIDENT: I give the call to the Leader of the Opposition. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Sorry, President. I will get used to it eventually. It is almost ingrained. 
The PRESIDENT: I am sure you will, honourable member. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: But I may need to be reminded a few times! 
This motion was proposed by Hon Simon O’Brien, who was an integral part of the Select Committee into Local 
Government, and based on a motion of another member who is no longer with us, Hon Charles Smith. We have heard 
in various speeches—even in one of the inaugural speeches yesterday—grave concerns about the performance and 
functions of local government. We could talk for some time about how local government performs and its 
shortcomings. However, after hearing the arguments for a long time, I simply make this observation: from my 
perspective, we need to address not necessarily where the boundaries of local government lie, but the performance 
and functions of local government, particularly any limitation that might need to be placed on local government, 
as directed by the state government and the state Parliament, which is its wont. In Western Australia, local 
government is an offshoot of the state. Local government is empowered by the Local Government Act; it is a piece 
of state legislation. 
We could debate that for some time, but it is not my intention to take a long time this afternoon. Hon Simon O’Brien—
he does get to use the honorific title post his parliamentary career, so I can refer to him that way—took great interest in 
local government, having been a part of it for a time before his parliamentary service. He was particularly interested in 
this part of the report of the select committee—that is, to have a committee of this Parliament granted oversight of local 
government in the state. I understand that it is not the universal opinion of everybody, and I suspect the government 
may not support the intent of putting this power into a committee. On behalf of Simon O’Brien, I think it is worth us 
discussing and looking at whether a committee of this Parliament should have a specific recourse to examine local 
government. If it did so, I would not be surprised to see that much of its time was occupied in that manner.  
Having served in the fortieth Parliament on the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, I can tell 
members that the functions of local government were not an infrequent topic of discussion or petition. My good 
friend Hon Matthew Swinbourn, in having chaired that committee in the last Parliament, knows well that repeated 
attempts were made to have the committee examine in detail the performance of local government. Burdened down, 
as the committee was generally with enormously weighty matters in other directions and by its own set of functions, 
it was not generally able to examine the minutiae of some of the accusations made in the various entreaties we got. 
We did not go into great detail on local government. The question before the house is, therefore, whether a committee 
is to do this—if not this committee, members can feel free to suggest an alternative committee. I would rather they 
did not suggest ongoing select committees in every Parliament. I think that is an immensely difficult process. 
Members might like to say that there is another way to do this, and I am sure the government will say that the Minister 
for Local Government has this fully under control. I am not convinced that the previous Minister for Local Government 
had local government fully under control and functioning at peak efficiency in Western Australia. I guess we need to 
give the new Minister for Local Government a little time to establish his credentials. But there are, absolutely, issues 
around local government worthy of further examination, and not the specifics that the previous committee was 
frequently asked to investigate—that is, levels of corruption and whether councillors were doing the right thing. 
A particular notion was that if someone did not get the outcome in a local government debate that they thought 
was most appropriate, they considered that there must be something corrupt in the system, and petitions on this were 
repeatedly put forward. I am not suggesting that that be the role of this Parliament. There are other avenues for that. 
I am more interested in the overall role of local government, and, in some areas, where they have authority. For 
example, across the south west a number of local governments are now starting to form dam policies—where they 
think dams would be appropriate and how they manage water resources. We have a thing called the Department 
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of Water and Environmental Regulation, whose job is to do exactly that. When there are multiple levels of 
administration, we generally just add exponential levels of difficulties. In this case, a lot of local governments do 
not sit over the top of an entire catchment; it is a shared catchment, and it is, by far, more appropriate that an 
authority that covers the entire state look at those details. It is likely at some point that a committee that looks into 
the functioning of local government might seek to ensure that local government is dealing with those areas that it 
should be particularly focused on. I, for one, do not automatically say that local government should be restricted 
to roads, rates and rubbish. I know that is the opinion of some members, and it is certainly an opinion that is 
professed out there in the greater area, but there is a role for local government to be involved in many areas. There 
is a role for them to make sure that their citizens are well catered for. They should not necessarily be involved in 
every area of life, however, and better coordination with the state government is absolutely essential. 
I do not think any member in the chamber would suggest that the performance of local government over the last, let 
us say, 30 years has been without blemish. Having said that, of course, and as local governments freely point out, it 
is unusual to hear a local government say that the performance of the state government and state Parliament have 
been blemish-free either, and that is a foible we need to accept. Unfortunately for local governments, the Constitution 
empowers this body, this chamber and the government to oversee their work, and I think that is entirely appropriate. 
The question before this chamber is about how it manages those concerns about local government. It was the view 
of Hon Simon O’Brien that a committee process that is dedicated to overseeing this function and being able to take 
evidence and hear complaints, as committees do, and make recommendations without having any authority to 
discipline or direct, which I think is also important, was a reasonable concept. It may not be the perfect solution. 
It may not be the way that we fix the issues around local government, and somebody may come up with a far better 
solution. But this is what the committee recommended, and for that reason, and on behalf of Hon Simon O’Brien, 
who was passionate about his advocacy of local government, I take pleasure in moving the motion to test the will 
of the house, as it were, to see whether it considers this an appropriate solution to the numerous problems that 
exist. If I discussed all of the issues of local government, we would be here for some time. I am attempting not to 
do so, because we want to get to a number of other things, particularly inaugural speeches. I think this is certainly 
a worthy motion for debate. If members have a better solution for the examination by this chamber of local 
government, by all means they should proffer an alternative opinion. In the meantime, I ask that members consider 
supporting the motion. 
HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the House) [1.16 pm]: I indicate to the house that the 
government will not support the motion, but I do it in the nicest possible way, because I had a conversation with 
Hon Simon O’Brien before he finished his time here. He came to see me about this motion. I do not want to put 
words in his mouth, but he anticipated that the government would not necessarily support the motion. He also told 
me he had approached the Minister for Local Government and had arranged a time to catch up with him to have 
a cup of tea—in Hon Simon O’Brien’s words—to talk about these issues. He also indicated to me that he found the 
conversation with the Minister for Local Government quite constructive, and the Minister for Local Government 
indicated to him that he was interested in what the honourable member had to say, because he was going to speak 
at a Western Australian Local Government Association event in the not-too-distant future and was going to use 
those comments in that debate. I am comfortable that Hon Simon O’Brien knows that the government will not 
support this motion, but also comfortable that he has put in place measures with the Minister for Local Government 
to talk about the issues and to help inform his consideration of them. I thank Hon Simon O’Brien for giving notice 
of the motion and then coming to speak to me in that way. 
I will put some comments on the record. Of course, the final report of the Select Committee into Local Government 
has been considered by the government. I thank the committee for its report, which contains some 36 recommendations. 
Hon Simon O’Brien was obviously part of that, and so were Hon Laurie Graham, Hon Martin Aldridge, Hon Diane 
Evers and Hon Charles Smith. I thank them for their work. We tabled the government’s response to the report in 
November last year, and it noted — 

While several recommendations are supported, many recommendations relate to amendments to the 
Local Government Act 1995 and the planned review of, and development of, a new act. 

By way of background for honourable members, in 2017 we committed to reviewing the Local Government Act 1995. 
That included extensive consultation with local governments, community members and special interest groups. Based 
on the consultation, we introduced and passed the Local Government Legislation Amendment Act 2019, which 
provided a number of key reforms, including mandatory training for council members; a revised gift framework; 
a mandatory code of conduct; standards for recruitment, performance and termination of chief executive officers; 
and increased access to information for the community. We also indicated that that was the first tranche. The 
second phase of the Local Government Act review is underway and further reforms are currently being considered. 
The minister has authorised me to say that those reforms under consideration now are being informed by the select 
committee’s report along with the Local Government Review Panel’s final report and the Report of the inquiry 
into the City of Perth.  
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Recommendation 5 of the select committee report related to the granting of a new or existing parliamentary committee—
in this case an existing one—with powers to address local government issues. When we tabled the government 
response to the report, we advised the house that we would not be accepting that particular recommendation, that 
Parliament has charged the minister and the Department of Local Government, Sport and Cultural Industries with 
oversight of local government through the Local Government Act. The act sets out the regulatory framework and, 
ultimately, the Minister for Local Government is responsible for the administration of the act and, of course, the 
minister reports to and is accountable to the Parliament. Indeed, there are other oversight agencies, including the 
Auditor-General, the Corruption and Crime Commission and others, to oversight various elements of the roles and 
functions of both the department and the local government sector. 
The government will not be supporting this particular motion to add to the terms of reference, if you like, of the 
existing Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs. But I want to place on record the government’s 
appreciation for the commitment by Hon Simon O’Brien to improving local government oversight. I am pleased 
that he has engaged with the minister and the minister has committed to him that he will take account of the 
committee report’s recommendations when considering the reform of local government. 
President, with those comments, I indicate that the government will not be supporting the motion, but I thank 
Hon Simon O’Brien and, in his absence, Hon Dr Steve Thomas for bringing the motion before the house. 
Question put and negatived. 
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