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A letter from the Attorney General
On 27 October 2020, the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee
(Committee) received a letter from Hon John Quigley MLA, Attorney General (see Appendix
Two). As reported by several media outlets, the letter regarded Mr Aaron Cockman’s request
that the Attorney General direct the State Coroner to hold a public inquest into the death of
his family members on 11 May 2018 in Osmington.
The Attorney General advised the Committee that he had received advice from the Solicitor‐
General of Western Australia, Mr Joshua Thomson SC, that the Attorney General was unable
to make such a direction. The Attorney General considered that the Committee was best
placed to conduct a formal inquiry into the matters raised by Mr Cockman, and was hopeful
that the Committee would agree to undertaking an inquiry.
As the Attorney General’s request was made publicly, the Committee thought it appropriate
to respond publicly, and explain why it is unable to undertake an inquiry at this time.

The general inquiry process
A Committee inquiry typically includes the following stages:


Scoping and determination of terms of reference



Announcing of terms of reference



Advertising and calling for submissions



Writing to stakeholders



Receiving, reviewing and analysing submissions



Researching



Holding hearings



Seeking expert advice



Planning and travelling for further hearings or investigations



Writing and adopting a report



Reporting to the Legislative Assembly



Government response

Depending on the nature of an inquiry, not all stages may be necessary. The length of each
stage will vary depending on, for example, the number of submissions received or hearings
held, whether and where the Committee travels, and the length of the report. However, it
would not be unreasonable to expect a scoping period of one to two months, a submissions
period of six to eight weeks, holding hearings over the course of several months, as well as
two to three months to write and adopt a report.
Some stages must occur in order. For example, scoping an inquiry should occur before terms
of reference are determined, and a government response can only be prepared once the
report is tabled. Other stages often overlap and run concurrently, and in some cases stages
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may be revisited. For example, a Committee may hear from a major stakeholder during the
scoping stage, at an initial hearing, and at a hearing towards the end of the inquiry to test
potential findings and recommendations. In some inquiries, a Committee may decide to
issue an interim report, as this Committee did during its inquiry into the Protection of
Crowded Places from Terrorist Acts, to clarify and define issues under active consideration
and seek further submissions from stakeholders.
A smaller inquiry, with specific and narrow terms of reference and few stakeholders, may be
able to be reported on within a few months. A larger inquiry, with broad terms of reference
and many stakeholders, can take significantly longer, in some cases several years.

A response to the Attorney General’s request
At the time of receiving the Attorney General’s letter, the Legislative Assembly had three
sitting weeks, and the Committee only two meetings, scheduled for the remainder of the
40th Parliament. A Standing Committee can continue to meet when the Legislative Assembly
is not sitting; however, when the Legislative Assembly is prorogued, a Standing Committee’s
activities are suspended, and upon dissolution a Standing Committee is terminated.
The date(s) of prorogation and dissolution are at the discretion of the Governor upon advice
from the Government. However, if not dissolved earlier, the Constitution Acts Amendment
Act 1899 provides that the Legislative Assembly will be dissolved on 31 January 2021.1 This
set deadline would provide the Committee with, at most, three months to conduct an
inquiry.
Although terms of reference for the potential inquiry have not been determined, the
Committee anticipates that it would be a sensitive and significant inquiry into an horrific and
tragic event, with considerable legal complexities associated with inquiring into the
operations of, and potentially the law governing, the Family Court of Western Australia.
Clearly, the Committee does not have enough time to tackle such a difficult inquiry in the
comprehensive fashion that the situation demands.

1

Constitution Acts Amendment Act 1899, (WA), s. 21(1)(b).
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Conclusion
Although the Committee considers an inquiry into these matters to be worthy of further
investigation, it is not in a position to undertake the inquiry itself during what remains of this
term of Parliament.
The Committee is also not able to bind the activities of a future committee in a future
Parliament. Therefore, whether the Community Development and Justice Standing
Committee of the 41st Parliament decides to consider this matter further is a matter for it,
once established after the 41st Parliament commences following the March 2021 State
General Election. However, in making the letter of the Attorney General public through the
tabling of it in this report, the Committee is making it available to that Committee for its
consideration.

MR P.A. KATSAMBANIS, MLA
CHAIRMAN
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Appendix One
Committee’s functions and powers
The functions of the Committee are to review and report to the Assembly on: ‐
a) the outcomes and administration of the departments within the Committee’s
portfolio responsibilities;
b) annual reports of government departments laid on the Table of the House;
c) the adequacy of legislation and regulations within its jurisdiction; and
d) any matters referred to it by the Assembly including a bill, motion, petition, vote or
expenditure, other financial matter, report or paper.
At the commencement of each Parliament and as often thereafter as the Speaker considers
necessary, the Speaker will determine and table a schedule showing the portfolio
responsibilities for each committee. Annual reports of government departments and
authorities tabled in the Assembly will stand referred to the relevant committee for any
inquiry the committee may make.
Whenever a committee receives or determines for itself fresh or amended terms of
reference, the committee will forward them to each standing and select committee of the
Assembly and Joint Committee of the Assembly and Council. The Speaker will announce
them to the Assembly at the next opportunity and arrange for them to be placed on the
notice boards of the Assembly.
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Appendix Two
The Attorney General’s letter
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