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PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEE 
Thirteenth Report — “Report on the Housing Authority’s Failure to Follow Through 

on Undertakings Made to the Committee” — Tabling 

DR K.D. HAMES (Dawesville) [10.03 am]: I present for tabling the thirteenth report of the Public Accounts 
Committee entitled “Report on the Housing Authority’s Failure to Follow Through on Undertakings Made to the 
Committee”. 

[See paper 4262.] 

Dr K.D. HAMES: Members may be aware that I have been a member of this committee for only a short period 
of time, and I was elected at that first meeting as the chair. Therefore, I am presenting a report that is about 
issues with which I was not involved, and I will rely on the other members of the committee to provide any 
further detail on the report and its content. However, I do want to read to the house the executive summary of the 
report and put on the record the reason for the tabling of this report. It states — 

The Public Accounts Committee … has tabled this short report to inform the Parliament of the 
frustrations the Committee has endured in its communications with the Housing Authority over a matter 
of Committee business. 

The matter relates to the Housing Authority’s failure to follow through on undertakings given in 
response to recommendations made by the Committee in its Report No. 8 of 2014 Review of Auditor 
General Reports No. 3—Selected Reports 2012 and 2013. The recommendations were aimed at 
improving the level of transparency around the auditing and key performance indicator … framework of 
the Housing Authority’s Head Contractor Maintenance Model …. 

As this report details, the Housing Authority not only failed to follow through on the undertakings it 
made in response to the Committee’s recommendations. It also failed to provide the Committee 
a written explanation for this oversight within the two-month timeframe offered by the Committee. 

Ultimately, the Committee was compelled to call the Housing Authority in for a hearing to explain its 
actions. It was only at this hearing that the written response was finally provided. The Committee did 
not have adequate time to scrutinise this response at the hearing, but has done so since. It has found 
ambiguities in the response regarding both the audit methodology and outcomes for lower value 
maintenance jobs, and the form and content of the KPI data, the Housing Authority plans to publish in 
future annual reports. The Committee has made two recommendations it believes will produce more 
meaningful public data around the performance of this critical aspect of the Housing Authority’s work. 
In summary, the Housing Authority’s actions around this matter did not meet the expectations the 
Committee has of public sector agencies in their interactions with representative bodies of the 
Parliament. Members urge the Housing Authority to show greater respect for the committee process, 
and our role as parliamentarians, in any future dealings with the Committee. 

The role of parliamentary committees is very important for the proper operation of the Parliament and our 
interaction with government departments and, of course, the people of Western Australia. It is critical that 
government departments regard committees of Parliament in the same way as they would Parliament itself. In 
this case, it is clear that the Housing Authority has not done that and has given scant regard to the authority that 
the committee possesses. Hence, this report details those failings by the department. I present the report to the 
house. 
MRS G.J. GODFREY (Belmont) [10.07 am]: The report to which I wish to speak has a very long title. It is 
“Report on the Housing Authority’s Failure to Follow Through on Undertakings Made to the Committee”. This 
has been the most frustrating review of a government agency that I have been involved with on the 
Public Accounts Committee since being part of this Assembly. The responses from the department in meeting 
timelines were poor, unreliable and contained many errors. That was disappointing, to say the least. It showed 
a lack of respect for the elected members and their role on the Public Accounts Committee. 
May I remind this Assembly that the responsibility of the Public Accounts Committee is to inquire into and 
report to the Assembly on matters it considers necessary in relation to the expenditure of public moneys. The 
committee may also inquire into and report to the Assembly on any question that is referred to it by the 
Auditor General. The Auditor General’s performance audits assess the effectiveness and efficiency of programs 
and activities delivered by public sector agencies, and report to Parliament. Recommendations within the 
Auditor General’s audit reports are aimed at improving the performance of agencies in order to facilitate 
value-for-money outcomes from the expenditure of public funds. 
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When housing and homelessness are major concerns in Western Australia, it is critical that every effort be made 
to ensure that not one dollar of the housing budget is wasted. Therefore, for the Housing Authority to respond to 
the Public Accounts Committee in such a slack manner on a report that has repeatedly found a lack of control 
over possible fraud and poor implementation of measurable key performance indicators is inexcusable. 
Before I continue my response to the report, I wish to share with members some of my experiences over the past 
three and half years as the member for Belmont. Since I have been elected, I have found the Housing Authority 
in many instances to be unprofessional, secretive and unreliable as an organisation. Promises are made and not 
delivered, information is not forthcoming, there is a lack of commitment and transparency around providing 
information, and some letters take months to get a response. I have listened to other members of the Assembly 
repeatedly raise housing issues, such as maintenance problems that are reported and not dealt with, or people not 
being given information or updates about the plans that the authority has for their electorates. May I remind the 
house that, according to the agency’s latest annual report, the director general is paid $500 000 per annum and 
four officers are paid over $200 000 per annum. 
In January 2015, during the Christmas and new year break, I dealt with two cases of local public housing tenants 
having blocked toilets for days. They waited and waited for the toilets to be fixed but were continually given the 
run-around by the system until, out of total frustration, they contacted me to sort out the problem. When I got 
involved, the authority tried to give me the run-around as well. Since then, I have taken a keen interest in public 
housing maintenance complaints. I have visited many houses to inspect dodgy work and hear tenants’ stories of 
money being wasted on problems that remain unresolved. If this could happen to me, I am concerned about the 
way tenants are being treated. 
The Auditor General’s report on the installation of residual current devices highlights another gross waste of 
money. Contractors attended properties to conduct the specified works, only to find that nobody was at home. 
Despite the work not being done, the contractors were still paid. A recent report on the cost of repairs to public 
housing stated that the total debt of current and former tenants is $46 million, up from $41 million this time last 
year. My concern is that without proper scrutiny of contractors by the authority, as highlighted by the 
Auditor General, it is possible that work is being charged for and not done. 
I turn back to this report. In September 2012, the Auditor General’s eleventh report was tabled, which, among 
other things, looked at the Housing Authority’s implementation of its head contractor maintenance model. This 
model was a new system for managing a $100-million maintenance program for 45 000 properties within the 
housing portfolio that provides low-cost rental accommodation. The report included recommendations to identify 
areas of the Housing Authority’s maintenance processes or systems in which the risk of fraud is the highest. 

In May 2013, the new Public Accounts Committee of the thirty-ninth Parliament wrote to the Housing Authority, 
seeking a detailed response to the actions that the authority intended to take in response to the 2012 
Auditor General’s report. After receiving and considering the written response on 4 September 2013, the 
committee felt that more questions needed to be answered, so on 12 September 2013 it requested that the director 
general give evidence at a public hearing. On 16 October 2013, the director general, the general manager of 
service delivery and the general manager of housing maintenance appeared before the committee. On 
21 October 2013, the committee again wrote requesting written responses to eight questions. Responses were 
received on 12 November 2013. On 20 November 2013, the committee resolved to conclude its follow-up and 
draft a summary chapter for its next omnibus report to Parliament. The committee directed two 
recommendations to the Housing Authority, both of which were aimed at improving the level of transparency 
around the auditing and key performance indicator framework of the head contractor maintenance model. The 
Housing Authority accepted both recommendations and committed to a specific course of action, which was to 
provide this information in the next full financial year’s annual report—the 2014–15 annual report. The annual 
report draft was commenced in March 2015 and was published in September 2015. That meant that we had to 
wait two years for the commitment undertaken in November 2013 to become a reality in September 2015. 
Having considered the Housing Authority’s response, the committee resolved to check the agency’s next annual 
report to confirm whether the proposed course of action had been completed. However, when the 2014–15 annual 
report was published, the committee could not find any material consistent with the Housing Authority’s earlier 
undertakings. Perhaps the Housing Authority thought we would not read the annual report and simply forgot about 
the concerns raised. This was a real possibility as the number of reports into government departments that the 
Public Accounts Committee deals with is significant. I was very unhappy with this incident, firstly, because of the 
promise of work that was not honoured and, secondly, because of the time wasted to get this right. 
A letter was sent to the acting chief executive officer in December 2015 for a response to be provided by 
February 2016. The letter asked him to demonstrate how the annual report met the undertakings made by the 
Housing Authority in the government’s response to the committee’s recommendations. The deadline for 
a response to the committee was 5 February 2016. The deadline passed without a reply from the 
Housing Authority. An email advised that it was hoped that a response would be finalised no later than Tuesday, 
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16 February 2016. By the time of the committee’s next deliberative meeting on 24 February 2016, no further 
correspondence had been received. Two phone calls were made and went unanswered. 
The committee resolved to call the acting director general to appear at a Public Accounts Committee hearing on 
16 March 2016 to explain his agency’s action or lack thereof. At the hearing, the committee sought the following 
information: confirmation as to where the Housing Authority 2014–15 annual report addressed the undertakings 
contained in the government response to the committee’s 2014 report, and also reasons for the 
Housing Authority’s failure to provide a response to the committee’s letter of 2 December 2015. The CEO 
confirmed that the audit and performance measurement framework for the head contractor maintenance model 
was not included in the 2014–15 annual report. He said that it was an administrative oversight, not a technical or 
practical issue, and no further explanation was given. The committee asked whether systems had now been put in 
place to ensure that similar oversights are not repeated. The answer was, “Most certainly.” We are yet to see the 
next annual report; however, I will not hold my breath. The hearing lasted eight minutes. 
At the hearing, a letter was hand-delivered, and although the letter itself is appreciated, its contents and form 
leave much to be desired. The letter is written in a style that is hard to digest and contains many errors. 
Governments, and consequently their agencies, are constantly being pushed to provide information in plain 
English. If anyone ever needs an example of what plain English aims to avoid, this letter would be it. The letter 
may very well contain all the information the authority was required to give; however, it is written in a way that 
denies the average reader the useful information they seek. As it stands, the letter may contain a response, but it 
is of little or no use to readers outside the agency because it relates to internal documents. 
This inquiry has been ongoing since 2012. I hope that the next Parliament keeps a closer watch on the KPIs that 
should be included in the Housing Authority’s annual reports. 
The majority of requests to my office in Belmont deal with all types of housing issues. I was, therefore, very 
keen to work on the Public Accounts Committee to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
Housing Authority. However, as this term comes to an end, my goal seems insurmountable and I am left utterly 
disappointed with this public sector agency. 
MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park) [10.16 am]: I rise as a member of the Public Accounts Committee to make 
a couple of points, most of which have already been made by the member for Belmont. The only way to describe 
this committee report is that it is the proverbial committee rocket up the department. I acknowledge the 
comments made by the member for Belmont. It is not a large report, but I draw members’ attention to it because 
it is indeed a useful report. Housing is not Robinson Crusoe in the way it deals with committee inquiries. The 
chairman, the member for Dawesville, pointed out that sometimes agencies and departments need to understand 
that when a committee asks for information, it is as though the Parliament is asking for that information and that 
due respect needs to be given to it. 

This is a report of the Public Accounts Committee delivered out of frustration. Information was sought at great 
length, over a significant period of time, from the Department of Housing—not unreasonable information was 
sought—about how public money was spent, how the Auditor General had made some recommendations in his 
eighth report of 2014 and how the department was going about implementing those recommendations. 

As the findings and recommendations outline, it was a long process. When we finally got answers, as the 
member for Belmont pointed out, they were contradictory, unreliable, to be frank, and contained many 
inconsistencies with previous statements. This was a frustrating experience to say the least. 

I want to quote into Hansard point 3.8, on page 14, which states -- 

It is important that the Housing Authority publishes meaningful data around this aspect of its 
operations. The Committee has previously noted that 35 per cent of all maintenance work covers repairs 
valued at under $500. Based on the Housing Authority’s latest published estimate of its total property 
maintenance obligations ($147 million for 2014–2015), as much as $51 million dollars could be spent 
annually on these lower end jobs, with fraud risk an ever-present consideration. The enhancements to 
the audit regime put in place by the Housing Authority to mitigate this risk are acknowledged by the 
Committee. However, it would like to see greater transparency around the work the Housing Authority 
is doing in this area so that the Parliament and the public are in a position to assess the effectiveness of 
this work. 

Finding 8 led to the committee’s recommendation 1. 

I want to take a step back from this and make a broader comment about contracts that the Housing Authority is 
charged to deliver. I have referred in this place previously to Mr Craig Dale in the town of Warmun—not just 
one person; there were many—where, in my view, due to unclear relationships between the Housing Authority 
and people in not just that Aboriginal community but other Aboriginal communities, there were scenarios in 
which Aboriginal people were being ripped off. If the Housing Authority cannot tell the Public Accounts 
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Committee in Perth what is happening with these low-end contracts—yes, they are low-end contracts, but, as we 
point out, amount to some $51 million; they add up, members—what hope do we have that the 
Housing Authority will get it right in some of our regional and remote parts of Western Australia? We make the 
point that the response from the acting chief executive officer, Mr Paul Whyte, when he appeared at the 
committee, which was, “Sorry; it was due to administrative oversight”, is not acceptable. That is why, unusually, 
the Public Accounts Committee has tabled a report venting this frustration. I hope that not just the 
Housing Authority—I dare say that it will note this and I hope the minister notes it—but other government 
agencies understand that when information is requested, it is the Parliament requesting that information. From 
opposition, we spend our life trying to get information from government, largely with limited success. When 
a parliamentary committee comprising members from both sides of the house endeavours to get information, but 
an obstinate or incompetent department is standing in the way of providing that information or simply unable to 
provide it, more of these reports will be tabled. 

I want to acknowledge the member for Belmont, who pushed the further inquiry of this issue onto our 
committee. We all get those letters from Housing that we read again and again and think, “How do I explain this 
to my constituent if I don’t understand it?” This has to stop. I hope the minister takes a keen interest in and acts 
upon the report that has been tabled today on behalf of the Public Accounts Committee because we are the 
committee that is charged, if you like, with following through on the Auditor General’s reports and 
recommendations to see whether departments and agencies are implementing them and, if they are not, why not. 
If a departmental head is asked why they are not following through on recommendations from the 
Auditor General, they had better have a damn good reason and explain it very quickly to the committee. 
Otherwise, the government, regardless of its political colour, will see more and more of these reports tabled by 
the committee. 

MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington) [10.22 am]: I rise to make some remarks on the “Report on the 
Housing Authority’s Failure to Follow Through on Undertakings Made to the Committee”. I start by thanking 
Michele Chiasson, research officer, and Tim Hughes, principal research officer, for their diligent work on this 
report. I acknowledge also the member for Churchlands, the Minister for Small Business, who is in the chamber 
and who was the chair for the various hearings during this inquiry. I start with that thankyou because, as the 
member for Belmont outlined, this was a tortuous process. Firstly, I want to say that I think we have an 
unbalanced democracy in Western Australia. We have an unbalanced democracy because somehow or another 
information is considered so important that it cannot be shared, and that is unfortunate. 

The Liberal members of the committee might not agree with me, but I would argue that one of the reasons the 
Housing Authority was reluctant to be transparent on this issue was due to the head contractor model, which we 
all know is an issue of political controversy because the Labor Party has been critical of that outsourcing model. 
Let us understand what this contract management model is about. In a long tradition, funnily enough, since 
Jim McGinty was the Minister for Housing and he abolished the day-labour workforce at the Department of 
Housing, the maintenance has been outsourced, firstly under Carmen Lawrence as the then Labor Premier. The 
Labor Party outsourced the real maintenance—the guy with the spanner who fixes the cupboard door. However, 
the Labor Party kept the management of those activities in government control. 

When the Housing Authority was originally before the Public Accounts Committee, it could not point to any 
savings as a result of outsourcing the contract management; it gave non-financial benefits as the reason. We 
then asked how it monitors whether the work is being done. It went on about matters arising from the 
Auditor General’s report and made those commitments, but it was the failure to follow through that led us to 
where we are today. This is fundamental to the system of government. Government organisations need to err 
on the side of telling the truth rather than of hiding information that they have to hand. 

As I have pointed out previously, in other parts of the world, any information held by government is required 
to be made public and that is a much better approach than the one shown in this case. The other thing this 
report highlights is the absolute obligation on government agencies to present to Parliament, through its 
committees, and tell the truth. That is fundamental. Effectively what happened here—this is why we are 
giving the Housing Authority the rocket—is that the authority made promises to the Parliament but they were 
not kept. It is not the only agency that does these sorts of things. At the moment, I am very critical of the 
Water Corporation for its behaviour. I have given my views in the chamber about the Water Corporation. 
Concerning the incident at Minnivale, where the Water Corporation illegally and improperly directed workers 
to use power tools to remove asbestos material, the chief executive of the Water Corporation told the 
estimates committee hearing on 26 May 2016 the following — 

It appears highly unlikely that anyone was actually exposed to any level of asbestos above the 
threshold level that WorkSafe WA deems an acceptable level in society. In this case, it appears that 
we have not actually exposed anyone to anything that bad. 

 [4] 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 23 June 2016] 

 p4013b-4017a 
Dr Kim Hames; Mrs Glenys Godfrey; Mr Ben Wyatt; Mr Bill Johnston 

The CEO’s response was quite long, but the member for Bassendean said — 

… my question was quite specific. It was about whether the department thinks there will be any long-
term liability.  

The chief executive answered no. 

Both of those answers were not true. Here again, another agency is providing false information to the 
Parliament. I do not understand how the Parliament can allow these sorts of behaviours to continue. We need 
to make a stand. As did my colleague the member for Victoria Park, I acknowledge the dogged work of the 
member for Belmont. It is unusual for a Labor member to compliment a Liberal member in a marginal seat 
that we are trying to win. I hope my good friend Cassie Rowe, the Labor candidate, wins the seat; I am 
terribly sorry, member for Belmont, but that is what I think. 

Mrs G.J. Godfrey interjected. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I know. Nonetheless, the member for Belmont is to be congratulated on the work she 
put into driving this issue. We are not supposed to talk about what happens in the committee and I am not 
reflecting on anything there, having said those things. The Public Accounts Committee gets a lot of 
information. I certainly do not read it all and I do not think any other members read it all because a lot of stuff 
is presented to us. 

We are very fortunate in the high-quality summaries that are provided to us by our research staff, but even 
then it is still very hard to get through all the information, so it is very easy for agencies to hide the truth from 
us. When agencies make a promise, they need to carry it through. The Housing Authority promised that it 
would make this information available in its annual report and it just ignored that. It said it was an 
administrative error. What wonderful words! I do not think they had any intention of carrying through with 
their obligation to the Parliament. Today we have reminded them that they have an obligation. The Minister 
for Housing is not in this chamber, but I urge the Minister for Housing to get on top of his agency, which I am 
sure is not easy. It is a big agency with a lot of people involved, but the minister really has to get on top of it. 
It is the same with the behaviour of the chief executive officer of the Water Corporation, who has provided 
false information to the chamber about the handling of asbestos. The CEO has the idea that somehow or other 
it is okay to use power tools for the removal of asbestos, which is specifically banned under 
Western Australian rules and is absolutely not allowed. The exposure limit for asbestos in Australia is zero, 
yet the chief executive told members in this chamber that nobody had been exposed to anything that bad. In 
Assembly Estimates A, she said, and I quote — 

... we have not actually exposed anyone to anything that bad.  

That is a direct quote from the chief executive of the Water Corporation to the Parliament of 
Western Australia. This cannot be allowed to stand and we need improvements in this sort of behaviour.  
 

 [5] 


	PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEE
	Thirteenth Report — “Report on the Housing Authority’s Failure to Follow Throughon Undertakings Made to the Committee” — Tabling


