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GASCOYNE WATER CO-OPERATIVE — AUDITOR 

Grievance 

MR I.C. BLAYNEY (Geraldton) [9.21 am]: I rise to grieve to the Minister for Commerce. I thank him for taking 
the grievance. It relates to the issues surrounding the Gascoyne Water Co-operative and the Gascoyne Water Asset 
Mutual Co-operative in Carnarvon. Firstly, I would like to state that this issue was brought to me in my position 
as the member for Geraldton and as the shadow Minister for Agriculture and Food. It required me to make 
two visits to Carnarvon—obviously, in my own time and at my own expense. This issue was initially brought to 
me by the auditor and also the former accountant. I know the auditor, as he has been my accountant for 20 years. 
I know him to be totally above reproach. He is the senior partner of a chartered accounting practice in Geraldton 
and has 30 years’ experience, having started with Arthur Andersen in 1984. He has been auditing various entities 
in Carnarvon since 1997, including GWC and GWAMCO. 

My understanding of the role of the auditor is that for one to be dismissed is regarded in the commercial world as 
a very serious issue. In this case, the auditor expressed concerns at the handling of a couple of issues. He suggested 
in an email that if nothing was done about this, he would have to consider his position. This was taken as 
a resignation, which in no way was the case. However, this was accepted by the registrar as a resignation. My 
understanding is that a resignation requires a formal written resignation, and this was not one. The consequences 
for the auditor is for a complaint to be made back to his professional body by GWC, which will take some time to 
clear and probably cost him in the order of $50 000. 

I will briefly read the auditor’s main points, which were sent to the Minister for Commerce and Minister MacTiernan 
on 7 March — 

During this intervening period, the officeholders have committed further breaches of the Act. There have 
been in total eight formal complaints made to the Registrar — 

Seven of those complaints were from the auditor — 

and the Registrar has shown no interest in applying the Act to these circumstances. The clear breaches of 
the Act which have occurred include: 

• the initial issue and catalyst for later events being the deception by Des Lord over the 
manipulation of process to recruit a new CEO, 

• the removal of an auditor from their role and the refusal of his statutory right as an outgoing 
auditor to address members, 

• the intimidation and victimisation of the auditor, including a complaint made to his professional 
body signed by board members who have had no communication with that auditor whatsoever, 

• the suppression of members’ rights including threats to expel members who ask questions, 

• the refusal to allow members’ meetings under the terms requested, 

• manipulation of the voting processes including controlling proxies and banning secret voting. 
The removal of secret ballots sees growers under payment arrangements being too scared to say 
anything for fear of losing their arrangement. 

• denying a grower the right to nominate as a director; currently not one person on the board earns 
their primary income from horticulture. 

• the imposition of non-disclosure agreements, 

• only allowing question in advance at meetings and then only answering them selectively 

I wrote again to the Minister for Commerce and Minister MacTiernan on 6 May when I was sent a notice of 
meeting to expel Mr Darryl Hardman from the cooperative. I emailed the letter on the sixth and hand-delivered 
a copy to the minister’s office and Minister MacTiernan’s office on the morning of the seventh. Mr Hardman is, 
I am told, the largest banana grower in the Gascoyne and a former director of the cooperative. The critical issue is 
that as a non-member of the cooperative, Mr Hardman would probably have to pay vastly more for his water, 
which would finish him financially. The main points I made in that letter were — 

Expelling Mr Hardman would immediately make him unviable as a grower, if the cost of his water rose 
significantly. 

I have a number of questions … 
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1. The Co-op is a monopoly. If it shut off his supply (or significantly increase the cost of his water 
… it could be said that he is being discriminated against and being denied natural justice. 

2. The ability to carry proxies at such a meeting, surely anyone who wishes to … 

Anyone who wishes to attend a meeting to vote by proxy to remove someone from the cooperative should attend 
the meeting to hear the evidence. 

3. Since the Chairman of the co-operative is a party to the complaint, an independent chairman 
should be appointed for the meeting. 

Mr Hardman was previously a director of the co-operative for … five years. 
He obviously understands quite well how it works. We seek immediate legal clarity on Mr Hardman’s rights about 
having an independent chair, being allowed to have legal representation at the meeting and the existence of directed 
proxies and restricted evidence. As I have said, it is actually a kangaroo court. This is a farce. I ask the minister 
directly to intervene and stop this. In my first letter I asked the minister to conduct an inquiry into the conduct of 
the board and, if necessary, the board be dismissed and a properly conducted election held. The dismissal of the 
auditor needs to be investigated along with the role of non-grower directors. 
Other issues that I think need to be looked at are: the actions of director Dr Des Lord and his payments; 
whether the board is carrying professional indemnity; abuse of proxies for the election of directors; the process 
of grower elections; the abuse of growers’ funds; reckless waste of funds on legal actions; and the treatment of 
Mr Darryl Hardman. The body has control of some $30 million of government assets, with a further $70 million 
of assets to come, and has some $7 million of reserves. It has shown itself to be recklessly litigious. Something 
has to be done immediately to protect Mr Hardman’s business by allowing him to access water at the cooperative’s 
commercial price. 
This model is also used in Kununurra and Harvey, and appears to work quite well in those places. But, quite 
frankly, what is happening in Carnarvon is similar to what would be expected to happen in a pretty low-grade, 
Third World country, and I ask the minister to take action on it. 
MR J.R. QUIGLEY (Butler — Minister for Commerce) [9.28 am]: The member for Geraldton raises, by way of 
grievance, two issues concerning the Gascoyne Water Co-operative board. The first issue concerns Mr Noel Anderson, 
former auditor, in whom Mr Blayney has declared an interest. I do not think it is an interest, actually; it is just that 
Mr Anderson has at times done Mr Blayney’s books—so what? That is just a professional relationship, and I do 
not place any sort of concern on that or that Mr Blayney is advocating on behalf of his constituent. It is true when the 
member says that during the audit the board received correspondence from its auditor, which the board interpreted as 
a resignation from the position of auditor. They were entitled to do that. Mr Anderson was entitled to complain about 
the board accepting his correspondence as his resignation. A complaint was made to Consumer Protection and 
investigations were carried out into Mr Anderson’s complaint about the way his contract of audit was terminated; 
that is, by resignation. A large volume of materials was received by the Consumer Protection division and an 
investigation was conducted. At the conclusion of that investigation, the investigators concluded that there had been 
no breaches of the act. The member for Geraldton is right in saying that Mr Anderson was concerned that there had 
been some breaches by the chairperson of the co-op, but after detailed investigation by the Consumer Protection 
division of the Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety, no such breach was identified. That matter 
is now regarded as closed at the department. 
A further request was made to look at it and the conclusions of the department were communicated to 
Mr Anderson, the complainant. The only suggestion I have as minister is that if Mr Anderson has further concerns, 
he can raise those again with the Consumer Protection division of the department. It has to be made clear that 
under the Co-operatives Act, members of a cooperative are in a contractual situation with each other. It is a private 
entity and they are in a contractual situation. It is not for the minister or the commissioner to interfere with the 
business of that cooperative, so long as it is operating within the law. I am powerless to intervene. An investigation 
was conducted, which concluded that there had been no breach of the law. 
The member for Geraldton raised another matter—that is, the matter of Mr Hardman and a notice to expel him from 
the cooperative. We recognise that Mr Hardman is a significant banana grower in the Gascoyne area. I recognise 
the member’s concerns that if Mr Hardman is expelled from the cooperative, the cost of water might increase for 
him. The cooperative’s allegations were contained in a notice of special resolution to expel the member following 
a complaint by another member against Mr Hardman. This matter was taken to the Gascoyne Water Co-operative’s 
disputes committee in July 2018. Subsequently, the Geraldton Water Co-operative wrote to Mr Hardman 
informing him that his behaviour warranted expulsion and cancellation of his membership. However, the 
committee recommended that he desist from conducting behaviour detrimental to GWC and pay a fine of $1 000. 
Mr Hardman has since been provided with an invoice for the payment of this fine and has had three opportunities 
to sign an undertaking from the committee. I understand he has declined that request by the committee to give the 
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committee an undertaking to desist from detrimental conduct. I confirm, and I am mindful, that work on this matter 
is still occurring and I hope that a positive resolution can be achieved. The Consumer Protection division has 
investigated this matter and is of the view that GWC has acted within the limitations of the co-op act and the 
established rules of the GWC. These rules are clear and comprehensive and provide guidance to all members of 
their rights and obligations. In Consumer Protection’s view, GWC appeared to have acted fairly to resolve any 
ongoing dispute. 
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