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Chairman’s Foreword

T

his is the last of five reports the Public Accounts Committee has tabled outlining
the actions taken by agencies in response to recommendations made by the
Auditor General in his ongoing series of performance audit reports.

Performance audit reports provide an important gauge on the effectiveness and
efficiency with which public sector programs are implemented and operated.
Recommendations emanating from these reports are designed to improve processes
within an audited agency and across the sector more broadly.
Public Accounts Committees (PACs) here, and in other Commonwealth jurisdictions,
often seek to complement the work of their audit offices by following-up agencies to
ensure proper consideration is given to audit recommendations. This follow-up process
has been undertaken in varying forms by consecutive PACs in the Western Australian
Parliament since 1996.
Throughout the current session of Parliament, this Committee has followed-up the
responses of 124 agencies across 55 separate audit reports. In order to balance the
demands of this work with its other inquiry-related activities, the Committee has
adopted a triage approach to its scrutiny of agency actions and the subsequent
reporting of these to Parliament. This approach is explained in Chapter One.
In this report, the Committee has concluded 20 agency follow-ups from 15 audits.
While the results of these follow-ups are presented in an abridged form, the
Committee has included all the responses it requested from agencies as appendices.
The Committee believes this is an important transparency mechanism that enables
Parliament and the public to see the positive actions taken by many agencies.
Importantly, it also provides a means by which agencies can be held accountable in the
future for any undertakings they have made that remain outstanding.
The Committee is pleased to advise that agencies have generally continued to
demonstrate an appropriate level of compliance with recommendations put forward by
the Auditor General. This has allowed the Committee to complete most of its followups without needing to engage in protracted rounds of correspondence and dialogue.
One exception, which the Committee elaborates on in Chapter Three, was the
Department of Health’s response to the Auditor General’s Report No. 10 of 2014,
Universal Child Health Checks Follow-Up. It is important to acknowledge that the
Department appears to be taking reasonable actions to improve the productivity of its
complimentary health screening service for WA children. However, the Department
and the Auditor General had differing views as to the number of additional child health
nurses that were supposed to be recruited from a 2012-2013 budget allocation of

$58.5 million over four years. It took the Committee an extended period of time to
obtain an adequate explanation for the discrepancy of 30 full-time equivalent positions
in the respective recruitment target figures cited by each entity. Ideally, the Committee
would expect such issues to be clarified between an agency and the audit team before
an audit is completed and published.
In this follow-up, the Department also confirmed that none of the child health nurses
directly recruited in the period since 2012-2013 identify themselves as Aboriginal. The
Department has acknowledged this as a ‘gap’ that needs to be addressed.
In other areas of this report (Chapter Four), the Committee provides extended
commentary on its follow up of Report No. 15 of 2014, Working with Children Checks.
In this report, the Department for Child Protection and Family Support—which
oversees and approves applications for working with children check cards—was the
audited agency.
While the Auditor General was satisfied with the quality of the framework used by the
Department to process working with children checks, he still found scope for
improvements in several areas including the timeliness of application screening and
assessment processes. Recommendations geared towards these and other areas have
largely been acted on by the Department. However, the Committee notes that some of
these actions are linked to amendments to the Working with Children (Criminal Record
Checking) Act 2004, which are yet to be presented to Parliament.
The Committee concluded this follow-up noting the efforts the Department is making
to screen and fully assess a substantial number of applications under what can
sometimes be a complex and prolonged process. Notwithstanding these efforts, the
Department should continually look to improve its assessment timeframes given most
applicants can currently commence child-related work as soon as their application has
been lodged and their identity confirmed. This presents some cause for concern with
the Auditor General confirming that the Department has taken four months or more to
make a decision on the suitability of the applicant with some of its more complex cases.
The Committee has dedicated another discrete chapter (Chapter Five) to its follow-up
of Report No. 16 of 2014, Our Heritage and Our Future: Health of the Swan Canning
River System. This audit focused primarily on the management responsibilities of the
Swan River Trust, most of which were transferred to the Department of Parks and
Wildlife under an amalgamation process that took place after the audit was completed.
The Committee believes the effectiveness of this transition is worthy of a follow-up
investigation by the Auditor General within the next few years given the importance of
this river system to the people of Perth.

In its final chapter, the Committee reports on the Housing Authority’s response to the
recommendations contained in Report No. 8 of 2015, Delivering Essential Services to
Remote Aboriginal Communities. The focus of this audit was the Housing Authority’s
management of the Remote Area Essential Services Program (RAESP), which provides
for the maintenance of water, wastewater and electricity infrastructure in 84 eligible
remote Aboriginal communities.
The Committee sought a written response from the Housing Authority and also called
the agency in for a public hearing to discuss the operation of the RAESP in further
detail. The Committee may have chosen to investigate this issue further if it had more
time within the current session of Parliament. As it stands, the Committee struggles to
comprehend how the RAESP has failed to achieve better outcomes after seventeen
years under Housing’s stewardship.
The RAESP faces continuing challenges, particularly after the Commonwealth
Government’s decision to cease its long-term funding for the provision of municipal
services, major capital works, and fuel for power sources to remote communities from
June 2016. With future funding arrangements still in the process of being resolved, it
would be prudent for a Committee in the next Parliament to monitor or inquire into
the ongoing operation and viability of this program.
Having joined this Committee earlier this year, I would like to acknowledge the efforts
of the previous Committee chairs, Hon Sean L’Estrange MLA and Mr Dean Nalder MLA.
I would also like to thank my fellow Committee members, Mr Ben Wyatt MLA (Deputy
Chairman), Mrs Glenys Godfrey MLA, Mr Bill Johnston MLA and Mr Matt Taylor MLA for
the collaborative way in which they have worked.
On behalf of the Committee, I would also like to thank the Committee Secretariat,
Mr Tim Hughes and Ms Michele Chiasson, for their guidance and support throughout
this term of Parliament.

HON DR K.D. HAMES, MLA
CHAIRMAN
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Findings and Recommendations
Report 10 of 2014: Universal Child Health Checks Follow-Up
Finding 1

Page 17

As at May 2015, the WA Department of Health (including the WA Country Health
Service) had employed more than 75 child health nurses from the $58.5 million in
funding that was allocated in the 2012-2013 State Budget. None of the nurses among
this cohort identified themselves as Aboriginal.
Finding 2

Page 19

In its examination of Auditor General’s Report No. 10 of 2014, Universal Child Health
Checks Follow-Up, the Committee noted a discrepancy between the Auditor General
and the Department of Health’s estimates of the number of child health nurses that
were to be recruited from a four-year $58.5 million funding allocation confirmed in the
2012-2013 State Budget.
Finding 3

Page 19

The Office of the Auditor General informed the Committee that it derived a
recruitment target of 130.2 full-time equivalent (FTE)—including 128.2 FTE child health
nurses—from the Economic Expenditure Review Committee’s (EERC’s) approval of the
Department of Health’s funding submission for the 2012-2013 State Budget.
The Department of Health subsequently advised the Committee that the FTE figures in
the EERC’s approval were based on incorrect average salary estimates used by the
Department of Treasury to evaluate the funding submission. According to the
Department of Health, these incorrect estimates overstated the number of child health
nurses that could be recruited by 30 FTE.
Finding 4

Page 19

Ideally, the Committee would expect such discrepancies around key aspects of a
performance audit to be resolved between the Auditor General and an audited agency
during the audit process.

Report 15 of 2014: Working with Children Checks
Finding 5

Page 26

In February 2015, the Department for Child Protection and Family Support made
reference to planned amendments to the Working with Children (Criminal Record
Checking) Act 2004 that were being drafted partly in response to recommendations in
the Auditor General’s Report No. 15 of 2014 Working with Children Checks. It appears
that these amendments are yet to be introduced into the Parliament.

v

Finding 6

Page 27

The Department for Child Protection and Family Support allows most applicants to
commence child-related work as soon as their application has been lodged and their
identity is confirmed. While the Committee acknowledges the work the Department is
doing to provide working with children checks, it remains concerned at the amount of
time the Department can take to confirm the suitability of an applicant.

Report 16 of 2014: Health of the Swan Canning River System
Finding 7

Page 36

Management responsibility for the Swan Canning river system has gone through a
significant transition after the roles and functions of the Swan River Trust were
amalgamated within Department of Parks and Wildlife in July 2015. The Committee
believes that the effectiveness of this amalgamation may be worthy of a follow-up
audit by the Auditor General during the next session of Parliament.

Report 8 of 2015: Delivering Essential Services to Remote Aboriginal Communities
Finding 8

Page 45

The ongoing operation and viability of the Remote Area Essential Services Program
(RAESP) warrants further monitoring by a relevant committee in the next Parliament.
Finding 9

Page 45

While it acknowledges the actions the Housing Authority (Housing) has taken in
response to the recommendations in Report No. 8 of 2015, Delivering Essential Services
to Remote Aboriginal Communities, the Committee nonetheless struggles to
comprehend how the RAESP has failed to achieve better outcomes after seventeen
years under Housing’s stewardship.
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Chapter 1
Format and Status of Committee Follow-Ups

Background to Follow-up Process
1.1

This is the fifth and final report in a series compiled by the Public Accounts
Committee (the Committee or PAC) to inform Parliament of the actions public
sector agencies have taken in response to recommendations made by the
Auditor General in his performance audit reports. 1

1.2

The Auditor General’s performance audits assess the effectiveness and efficiency
of programs and activities delivered by public sector agencies.
Recommendations within these reports are aimed at improving the performance
of agencies, thereby facilitating value-for-money outcomes from the
expenditure of public funds. However, agencies have no formal requirement to
respond to the recommendations and the Auditor General has no authority to
enforce their adoption. 2

1.3

Consequently, the Public Accounts Committees have traditionally followed-up
with agencies to ensure that proper consideration is being given to
implementing the Auditor General’s recommendations. This process has been in
place since 1996, although the various committees have adopted differing
approaches. 3

1.4

This committee, like its predecessors, has had to balance the time it dedicates to
agency follow-ups with that of other inquiry-related work. Throughout the 39th
session of Parliament, the Auditor General’s team has produced an increasing
number of reports each year. In response, the Committee has continually refined
its follow-up process in order to meet its inquiry-related demands while still
providing oversight of audited agencies.

1

2
3

th

For the four preceding Committee reports, see Public Accounts Committee (39 Parliament),
Review of Auditor General Reports: Selected Reports of 2011 and 2012, Report No. 1,
19 September 2013; Review of Auditor General Reports No. 2: Selected Reports of 2011 and 2012,
Report No. 4, 5 December 2013; Review of Auditor General Reports No. 3: Selected Reports 2012
and 2013, Report No. 8, 23 October 2014; and Review of Auditor General Reports No. 4: Selected
Reports 2013 and 2014, Report No. 10, 24 September 2015.
Office of the Auditor General, Audit Practice Statement, April 2016, p. 8.
th
Public Accounts Committee (39 Parliament), Review of Auditor General Reports No. 4: Selected
Reports 2013 and 2014, Report No. 10, 24 September 2015, p. 1.

1
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Current Approach to Agency Follow-ups
1.5

Since September 2014, the Committee has adopted a triage approach to
determine the manner in which agencies will be followed up. The Committee
considers each performance audit report against several criteria before rating
the subsequent follow-up as low, medium, or high priority. These criteria
include: the cost and / or financial impact of the audited program; the level of
public interest in the topic; the criticality of the Auditor General’s findings; and
the extent to which an agency’s initial response—usually cited in the Auditor
General’s report—addresses the recommendations made.

Low Priority Audit Reports
1.6

Where a follow-up is classified as a low priority, the Committee may elect not to
correspond with an audited agency, opting instead to note the general adequacy
of the agency’s initial response in a summary table.

1.7

As Table 1 below indicates, the Committee has concluded its follow-up of nine
agencies across five performance audits in this manner.

Table 1 - List of audit reports (and agencies) where the Committee has conducted no further follow-up

Report Number
Report 20 of 2014

Report 1 of 2015
Report 14 of 2015
Report 17 of 2015
Report 1 of 2016

4

5

6

Report Title

Relevant Agency

Ensuring Compliance with Conditions
on Mining: Follow-up

•
•
•

Environment Regulation
Aboriginal Affairs
Mines and Petroleum /
4
State Development

•

Commerce

•
•
•

Health
Agriculture and Food
Fire and Emergency
5
Services

•

Health

Regulation of Real Estate and
Settlement Agents
Management of Pesticides in
Western Australia
Support and Preparedness of Fire
and Emergency Services Volunteers
Health Department’s Procurement
and Management of its Centralised
Computing Services Contract

6

The Committee did request responses from the Department of Mines and Petroleum and the
Department of State Development addressing the first three recommendations from this audit
report. The Committee concluded its follow-up upon receipt and subsequent consideration of
these responses, copies of which are included at Appendix One.
While the Committee triaged this report as a medium priority, it opted not to follow-up
Department of Fire and Emergency Services (DFES) given the subject matter was likely to be
canvassed by the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee in a hearing
scheduled with DFES for 9 November 2016.
Notwithstanding the seriousness of the findings of this audit report, the Committee chose not to
undertake its usual follow-up process as the matter was pursued in depth by the Education and
Health Standing Committee. See, Education and Health Standing Committee, <System Error>
Auditor General's Report on Health Department's Procurement and Management of its
Centralised Computing Services Contract, Report No. 10, 22 September 2016.

2
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Medium and High Priority Audit Reports
1.8

For follow-ups that are classified as medium priority, the Committee may
correspond with any or all of the agencies included in a performance audit and
request these agencies provide a formal written response indicating: whether
the agency accepts the Auditor General’s recommendations; the specific actions
the agency is taking in response; and the expected timeframes for completing
these actions. The Committee may also opt to include a series of specific
questions to an agency during this initial correspondence stage.

1.9

Following the receipt and consideration of an agency’s response, the
Committee’s next action will be determined by the adequacy of the response. If
a response lacks sufficient detail, the Committee will continue its follow-up
either by way of further written questions or a public hearing. Alternatively,
where the level of detail is adequate, the Committee may note an agency’s initial
correspondence and choose to conclude its follow-up.

1.10 With follow-ups that are triaged as a higher priority the Committee may send an
agency a letter with specific questions regarding the actions being taken or it
may call an agency straight in for a hearing on the matter. The Committee also
retains the option of conducting a broader inquiry into a particular matter if it
deems that circumstances warrant such a course of action.
1.11 In terms of reporting, the Committee has revised the manner in which it will
report on its deliberations. Firstly, an additional table has been included to list
the audits and agencies where the Committee received responses and opted to
conclude its follow-up without the need for any comment. The follow-up of five
agencies across four audit reports was concluded this way (see Table 2 on the
following page). The responses from these agencies are included in Appendices
Two through Five.
1.12 Secondly, a single chapter provides an abridged summary of agency responses
for a selection of audit reports where the Committee wanted to highlight certain
actions being taken by agencies without making any findings or
recommendations. Chapter Two summarises agency responses from two
medium priority performance audits that were noted and concluded in this
manner.
1.13 Finally, the Committee has included a discrete chapter for each of the audit
reports where it felt findings regarding agency responses were warranted. This
report has four such chapters.

3

Chapter 1
Table 2 - List of audit reports concluded without comment following consideration of agency response

Report Number

Report Title

Report 17 of 2013
Report 2 of 2015
Report 5 of 2015

+

Report 6 of 2015

+

Relevant Agency

Western Power’s Management of its
Wood Pole Assets
Main Roads Projects to Address
Traffic Congestion
Official Public Sector Air Travel
Management and Monitoring of
Motor Vehicle Usage

•

Western Power

•

Main Roads

•
•
•

Education Services
Aboriginal Affairs
Central Institute of
Technology

1.14 The Committee has opted to continue with the practice of appending agency
responses that was introduced in its last follow-up report. As noted previously 7,
the Committee sees at least two tangible benefits from the increased
transparency inherent in this process. Firstly, it offers an opportunity for greater
recognition of the actions taken by agencies in response to the Auditor General’s
recommendations. Secondly, it provides a platform by which agencies can be
held publicly accountable for actions they have committed to undertaking.

Follow-ups that Remain Outstanding
1.15 The PAC follow-up of agency responses is a fluid process that continues across
different sessions of Parliament. With the 39th session soon to dissolve, the
performance audit reports listed in Table 3 on the following page remain
outstanding and will require consideration by the PAC of the 40th Parliament.
1.16 For the outstanding 2015 reports in Table 3, the Committee completed its triage
process, but did not have sufficient time to receive and consider agency
responses before the end of this parliamentary session. Consequently, it has left
these reports for the next PAC to pursue. Three of these reports were assigned a
medium priory rating:

+

7

•

Report 3 of 2015 — Asbestos Management in Public Sector Agencies

•

Report 10 of 2015 — Management of Adults on Bail

•

Report 11 of 2015 – Regulation of Training Organisations

This was an Across Government Benchmark Audit (AGBA) report, as opposed to a performance
audit report. AGBAs are an extension of the Auditor General’s financial audits of agencies and are
used to ‘…provide an insight to good practice and the types of control weaknesses and exposures
that can exist’ across all agencies. Office of the Auditor General, ‘What we do’, no date. AGBAs
are considered periodically by the Committee depending upon the subject matter and the
seriousness of the topic and findings.
th
Public Accounts Committee (39 Parliament), Review of Auditor General Report No. 4: Selected
Reports 2013 and 2014, Report No. 10, 24 September 2015, p. 4.

4

Chapter 1
1.17 The other four reports from 2015 (Reports 15, 16, 22, and 25) were assigned a
high priority triage rating by the Committee. It is hoped that the next PAC will be
in a position to pursue agency responses to the Auditor General’s
recommendations from these reports in greater detail.
Table 3 - Outstanding Committee follow-ups 8

Report Number
Report 3 of 2015
Report 10 of 2015
Report 11 of 2015
Report 15 of 2015
Report 16 of 2015
Report 22 of 2015
Report 25 of 2015
Report 2 of 2016
Report 4 of 2016
Report 7 of 2016
Report 8 of 2016
Report 9 of 2016
Report 12 of 2016
Report 13 of 2016
Report 14 of 2016
Report 15 of 2016
Report 19 of 2016
Report 20 of 2016
Report 23 of 2016

Report Title
Asbestos Management in Public Sector Agencies
Management of Adults on Bail
Regulation of Training Organisations
Pilbara Underground Power Project
Follow-On: Managing Student Attendance in Western
Australian Public Schools
Safe and Viable Cycling in the Perth Metropolitan Area
Operating Theatre Efficiency
Consumable Stock Management in Hospitals
Land Asset Sales Program
Fitting and Maintaining Safety Devices in Public Housing –
Follow-up
Delivering Services Online
Payment of Construction Subcontractors – Perth Children’s
Hospital
Regulation of Builders and Building
Surveyors
Maintaining the State Road Network – Follow-on Audit
Management of Marine Parks and Reserves
Management of Feedback from Public Trustee Represented
Persons
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in
Education
Ord-East Kimberley Development
Western Australian Waste Strategy: Rethinking Waste

1.18 Agencies should note that the next PAC may return to any performance audits
that have been concluded by the current committee if it decides that
circumstances warrant further examination of a particular agency’s actions.

8

Gaps in the report numbering sequence denote either completed follow-ups or publications from
the Auditor General other than the performance audits followed up by the Committee.

5

Chapter 2
Concluded Agency Follow-Ups (Abridged)

Background
2.1

As noted at paragraph 1.12 above, this chapter summarises several agency
responses the Committee noted and wished to highlight without the need to
make any formal findings or recommendations. Readers with further interest in
these follow-ups can refer to Appendices Six and Seven, which contain the
written response of each agency referred to in this chapter.

Report 21 of 2014 – Training and Support for Justices of the Peace
2.2

As at 2014, there were approximately 3,000 Justices of the Peace (JPs) in
Western Australia (WA), 300 of whom were eligible to preside in Court with the
permission of a local Magistrate. JPs perform various functions including: the
witnessing of documents; the issuing of search warrants; and the hearing bail of
applications. Since 2002, aspiring JPs have been required to complete relevant
training before being appointed, with those who end up presiding in Court also
having to undertake annual refresher training. 9

2.3

The Department of the Attorney General (DotAG), through its JP Branch, is
responsible for coordinating the appointment and training of JPs in WA. This
performance audit considered whether the State’s JPs received the required
level of training and support to allow them to perform their duties. 10

2.4

The audit found that the focus of DotAG’s training efforts was directed towards
the JPs who presided in Court. The audit confirmed that all of the 300 JPs
currently eligible to preside in Court had received up-to-date training over the
previous two years. However, findings relating to training of the remaining JPs
were mixed. While ‘comprehensive training is provided to all applicants before
they are appointed as JPs’, the majority then go ‘for years at a time’ without
receiving any further instruction. 11 DotAG was unable to properly determine the
most appropriate training needs for community-based JPs because it did not

Office of the Auditor General, Training and Support for Justices of the Peace, Report No. 21,
26 November 2014, p. 4.
10 ibid., p. 8.
11 ibid., pp. 4,14.
9

7
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‘collect and assess’ data on the duties performed by this cohort. 12 The audit
went on to describe DotAG’s overall communication with community-based JPs
as ‘patchy’. 13
2.5

The Auditor General directed a single recommendation to DotAG aimed at
helping the Department better target its training requirements by improving the
collection of data on the work undertaken by JPs.

2.6

In its response to the Committee, DotAG confirmed that it developed and
introduced an annual survey in 2015 to ‘review the training needs’ of JPs. 14
The findings from these surveys will be used to inform DotAG’s ‘JP Training
Committee’. 15 To improve its ongoing communication processes, the
Department has commenced distributing a quarterly newsletter to JPs. This
newsletter includes material designed to ‘promote the awareness of training.’ 16

2.7

Finally, DotAG has plans to progress a review of the Justices of the Peace Act
2004 (WA) to introduce five-year renewable terms for JPs based on numerous
factors including updated training. 17 This should help ensure community-based
JPs remain appropriately skilled.

Report 4 of 2015 – SIHI: District Medical Workforce Investment
Program
2.8

The District Medical Workforce Investment Program (the Program) was
introduced in 2011. The Program was designed to arrest a decline in the number
of General Practitioners (GPs) in WA’s southern inland area in order to improve
the quality and availability of medical services. 18 A budget of $182.9 million was
allocated from Royalties for Regions over four years to entice GPs ‘through a
range of incentive payments’ to provide primary and emergency healthcare in
one of 12 district networks across the area. 19 The Program is overseen by the
WA Country Health Service (WACHS). This performance audit looked at whether

12 Office of the Auditor General, Training and Support for Justices of the Peace, Report No. 21,
26 November 2014, p. 6
13 ibid.
14 Ms Pauline Bagdonavicius, A/Director General, Department of the Attorney General, Letter,
10 August 2016, p. 1
15 ibid.
16 ibid.
17 ibid.
18 Office of the Auditor General, SIHI: District Medical Workforce Investment Program, Report No. 4,
23 April 2015, p. 4.
19 ibid., p. 6.

8
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the Program had ‘improved access to medical staff and 24 hour emergency
services’ for residents of the southern inland area. 20
2.9

In what was a generally positive report, the Auditor General confirmed that the
Program had ‘significantly improved access to medical staff and 24 hour
emergency and acute cover’. 21 Ninety-five GPs had signed up to the Program
and the total number of GPs across the southern inland area had increased by 24
since July 2011. As a result, eight district hospitals across the area now provided
continuous emergency department coverage. 22

2.10 The report noted that WACHS was 20.5 GPs short of its intended recruitment
target with a lower level of uptake in community and Aboriginal health clinics.
WACHS had also overestimated the funding required in its initial business case.
As a result of these (and other) issues, only 30 per cent of the original budget
allocation had been utilised within the Program’s first three-and-a-half years.
From this pool of unspent funds, WACHS used $72 million to extend the Program
for a further two years to 2016-2017 and $26 million was reallocated to other
health-related capital projects in the southern inland area.
2.11 The other findings in the audit identified some weaknesses in WACHS’ approach
to project management, program evaluation, contract administration, and
performance monitoring. 23
2.12 The Auditor General made four recommendations aimed at addressing these
weaknesses and urging WACHS to conduct ‘robust planning and cost estimates’
to ensure current medical services can be sustained beyond 2016-2017. 24
2.13 WACHS confirmed that it has undertaken an evaluation of the entire Southern
Inland Health Initiative (SIHI) 25 of which the Program is a key component. This
evaluation was completed in March 2016. Preliminary findings confirmed fouryear retention rates are higher among GPs recruited under the Program and
another 10 GPs have signed up since the Auditor General’s report was tabled.
With more primary, emergency, and acute care coverage in place, average

20 Office of the Auditor General, SIHI: District Medical Workforce Investment Program, Report No. 4,
23 April 2015, p. 11.
21 ibid., p. 7.
22 ibid.
23 ibid., pp. 5-8.
24 ibid., p. 9.
25 See WA Country Health Service and the Department of Regional Development, Southern Inland
Health Initiative Program Evaluation – Preliminary Key Findings, March 2016.

9
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hospital stays across the southern inland area have reduced and the number of
serious clinical incidents has halved over the three years to 2014-2015. 26
2.14 WACHS further advised that an implementation plan for the Program had now
been established. This document provides an outline of the ‘deliverables,
timelines, evaluation measures and governance’ relating to the ongoing
engagement of the medical workforce. 27 WACHS has also introduced a regular
audit cycle around the ‘operational processes’ of the Program and has
‘implemented appropriate measures and processes’ to strengthen its contract
management and invoicing of GPs. 28
2.15 Regarding the ongoing sustainability of medical services beyond the current
financial year, WACHS confirmed that a new business case had been
substantially progressed and was expected to be completed by the end of
October 2016. While details of the business case were not supplied, WACHS
stated that its future medical and clinical model would ‘build on the learnings’
drawn from the broader SIHI over the last five years. 29

26 Dr David Russell-Weisz, Director General, Department of Health, Letter, 23 August 2016, Att. A,
pp. 1-2.
27 ibid., p. 3.
28 ibid., p. 5.
29 ibid., p. 6.

10

Chapter 3
Report 10 of 2014: Universal Child Health Checks
Follow-Up

Background
3.1

The Western Australian Department of Health (WA Health or the Department)
offers a complimentary health screening service to all children in WA. This
program offers an optional health check and assessment against key
developmental benchmarks at seven fixed age intervals from child birth through
to the start of full-time schooling. The checks are performed by child health
nurses who are either employed by WA Health or contracted through nongovernment organisation (NGO) service providers. Such checks are seen as
critical to the timely identification and subsequent treatment of early health or
developmental issues.

3.2

A 2010 performance audit examined WA Health’s delivery of the universal child
health checks program and found that ‘many children were missing out on key
checks and that [WA] Health was giving priority to the first four checks at the
expense of later checks.’ 30 The 2010 audit made eleven recommendations aimed
at: increasing the number of children receiving health checks; improving the
consistency of the service offered; enhancing the efficiency of the service so
child health nurses could focus on delivering health checks; and enabling WA
Health to ‘demonstrate that it is delivering the best value for money.’ 31

3.3

At the time of the 2010 audit, WA Health advised it was in the process of
applying for funds to employ an extra 105 Full Time Equivalent (FTE) child health
nurses. The 2012-2013 State Budget subsequently allocated $58.5 million to
expand community child health services over four years. According to the
Auditor General, $40.5 million of this allocation was provided to pay for
approximately 100 FTE child health nurses from the NGO sector. The remaining
$18 million would be ‘internally funded by Health’ to directly employ a further
28.2 FTE. 32

30 Office of the Auditor General, Universal Child Health Checks Follow-Up, Report No. 10, 18 June
2014, p. 5.
31 ibid., p. 6.
32 ibid.
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3.4

In 2014, the Auditor General conducted a follow-up audit of the universal child
health checks program with the focus of the audit on the metropolitan area. The
follow-up audit looked at whether the recommendations from the 2010 audit
had been implemented and whether WA Health was ‘delivering a higher
proportion of checks to more children.’ 33 The scope of the audit extended to the
health checks provided by the NGO sector on behalf of WA Health.

Summary of Audit Findings and Recommendations
3.5

The Auditor General noted that WA Health had ‘progressed’ most of the 2010
recommendations and confirmed an eight per cent increase in the number of
health checks delivered. 34 However, the increase in service delivery failed to
keep pace with the growth in demand emanating from a 9.3 per cent increase in
the birth rate over the same period. Furthermore, WA Health failed to meet its
own screening targets across the seven assessment periods with target shortfalls
ranging between six and 22 per cent. This represented a total shortfall of 18,961
health checks in 2012-2013. Ongoing capacity constraints, limited productivity
gains, and continuing issues around accessibility to services were all cited as
causal factors. 35

3.6

The audit report confirmed that the planned increase in capacity from the
$58.5 million funding allocation had ‘not yet been achieved’. 36 Plans to recruit
100 FTE via the NGO sector had been curtailed with only one contract for two
nurses awarded by the time of the audit. In response, WA Health was planning
to increase the number of metropolitan staff it recruited directly to 62.5 FTE by
2016, up from its original target of 28.2. A quarter of the $40.5 million originally
provisioned for the NGO contracts was transferred over for this purpose, but
due to a ‘slow recruitment process’, WA Health was 25 FTE behind its revised
recruitment target rate as at April 2014. 37

3.7

WA Health had increased the administrative support offered to its child health
nurse workforce via the introduction of a new centralised booking system called
the Child Development Information System (CDIS). While these changes were
expected to free up nurses to conduct more health checks, they had ‘not yet
delivered increased productivity.’ 38

33 Office of the Auditor General, Universal Child Health Checks Follow-Up, Report No. 10, 18 June
2014, p. 10.
34 ibid., p. 6.
35 ibid., pp. 6-8.
36 ibid., p. 7.
37 ibid.
38 ibid.
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3.8

The findings also confirmed that the number of appointments not attended by
parents (known as the Did Not Attend or DNA rate) currently sat at around
12 per cent of total appointments, the equivalent of 13,000 missed
appointments. The audit suggested that access to the service was limited for
‘many’ families, while noting that WA Health had ‘made limited progress in
making the service more flexible.’ 39

3.9

The Auditor General made five recommendations targeting these various issues.
The recommendations are included in Table 4 below.

Table 4 - Recommendations from the Auditor General to WA Health

Agency

WA Health

Recommendations
1. Look at options to improve access to child health centres such as
through the use of more flexible opening hours to aid working parents.
2. Ensure CDIS reporting is used as a management tool to drive
performance and accountability at a local child health centre level.
3. Seek to increase the productivity and efficiency of its service so that it
delivers more checks per year to meet its targets. This might include
for instance making better use of technology to allow mobile phone
applications or to provide an on-line booking system.
4. Improve its recruitment processes to achieve its target number of
nurses.
5. Look at options to reduce its DNA rate, for example, by reminding
parents of pre-booked appointments.

Committee Follow-Up
3.10 In its initial response to the Auditor General, WA Health welcomed the
recommendations and ‘committed to addressing the issues identified’ in the
report. 40 Given the significance of the findings, the Committee resolved to call
WA Health straight in for a hearing in March 2015 to account for the $58.5
million allocation and to discuss the actions being taken to address the
recommendations. The full transcript of the hearing is available on the
Committee’s website. 41
Recommendation 1 – Options to improve access to child health centres
3.11 At the hearing, WA Health said it planned to commence a trial of an extendedhours child health check service at sites in Kwinana, Secret Harbour, and Baldivis
39 Office of the Auditor General, Universal Child Health Checks Follow-Up, Report No. 10, 18 June
2014, p. 8.
40 ibid., p. 9.
41 See, WA Health, Transcript of Evidence, 18 March 2015. Available at
www.parliament.wa.gov.au/pac under ‘Other Proceedings’ - ‘Review of Agency Responses to
Auditor General Reports’
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within two months. These trials were to include Saturday morning
appointments. The Department was also looking to investigate ways in which
the health checks could be provided out of child care centres and was aiming to
run a trial through a provider in Baldivis in mid-2015. Finally, WA Health had
started providing some child health services in the new child and parent health
centres that had been established at a select number of public schools in
‘vulnerable’ communities. 42 Roll-out of these services was expected to
‘accelerate as building works are completed on those school sites.’ 43
Recommendations 2 and 3 – Improve productivity, efficiency, and accountability
3.12 In terms of productivity and efficiency gains, the Department confirmed that the
CDIS now allows parents to register for the health check program on-line rather
than having to come in to a centre. Seven-hundred parents had used this service
within the first three months of it commencing. 44
3.13 While this online platform had initially generated productivity gains, the audit
report noted that by 2013, the CDIS telephone service was still receiving more
calls than it could manage within the available resources. With no after-hours
messaging in place, parents had to call back during business hours to make an
appointment. 45
3.14 The Committee asked WA Health what it was doing to address this issue. The
Department confirmed it had been redistributing ‘non-core activities’ away from
relevant staff in order to augment the capacity of the telephone booking service.
It was also in the process of expanding its online registration system to include
an online booking service that would take the pressure off the call centre and
allow parents to access the reservation system outside of business hours.
Scoping for the online booking service was in its early stages and was not
expected to be completed until 2016. 46
3.15 In terms of accountability, WA Health advised that its computer systems now
enabled outputs to be monitored:

42 For further information on these centres, see Department of Education, ‘Child and Parent
Centres’ 3 July 2015.
43 Mr Philip Aylward, Chief Executive, Child and Adolescent Health Service, and Mr Bryant Stokes,
Director General, Department of Health, Transcript of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 8.
44 Mr Philip Aylward, Chief Executive, Child and Adolescent Health Service, Department of Health,
Transcript of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 3.
45 Office of the Auditor General, Universal Child Health Checks Follow-Up, Report No. 10, 18 June
2014, p. 16.
46 Mr Philip Aylward, Chief Executive, Child and Adolescent Health Service, and Ms Lisa Brennan,
A/Executive Director, Child and Adolescent Community Health, Department of Health, Transcript
of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 9.

14

Chapter 3
For the first time we are able to assess what is occurring on a daily
basis in productivity with our staff, and we have seen some really
positive improvements—upwards of 20 per cent [number of health
checks conducted]—since July 2014 to February of this year [2015]. 47
Recommendation 5 – Options to reduce “Did Not Attend” (DNA) rates
3.16 The Department advised that it had commenced sending out appointment
reminders via text message to mobile phones. This had led to a 25 per cent
reduction in the DNA rate in the reporting period leading up to the hearing. The
Department was also planning to ensure its on-line booking system included
appointment cancellation functionality. 48
Recommendation 4 - Improve recruitment to achieve target number of nurses
3.17 As noted at 3.3 above, the 2014 audit report stated that $58.5 million in funding
had been allocated to WA Health in the 2012-2013 State Budget for the
recruitment of 128.2 FTE child health nurses, 100 of which were to be procured
under contract with the NGO sector. Recommendation 4 urged WA Health to
improve its recruitment process in order to meet this overall target.
3.18 When asked by the Committee how it was tracking towards the 128.2 FTE target,
WA Health did not dispute the amount of funding, but sought to clarify that the
recruitment target it had been working towards was 100 FTE ‘across the state’
(made up of 70 in the metropolitan area and 30 through the WA Country Health
Service (WACHS)). 49
3.19 As at March 2015, WA Health had reached 91 per cent of its target for the
metropolitan area. Plans were underway to hire an additional 5.8 FTE in 2015
and one more in 2016. 50 Of the original $58.5 million allocation, $38.4 million
had gone towards these appointments. WA Health estimated that by the time
the target is reached, 62.5 FTE will have been recruited directly with 7.5 FTE
procured from NGOs. 51
3.20 In terms of country areas, WACHS had employed 27 child health nurses out of its
target of 30. Sixteen of these have been hired directly and 11 through NGOs.
WACHS was in the process of negotiating the additional three FTE from the NGO
47 Mr Philip Aylward, Chief Executive, Child and Adolescent Health Service, Department of Health,
Transcript of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 3.
48 ibid., pp. 3,10.
49 ibid., pp. 6-7; Professor Bryant Stokes, A/Director General, Department of Health, Letter, 27 May
2015, p. 3 (included in Appendix Eight).
50 Mr Philip Aylward, Chief Executive, Child and Adolescent Health Service, Department of Health,
Transcript of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 7.
51 Professor Bryant Stokes, A/Director General, Department of Health, Letter, 27 May 2015, p. 3.
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sector. Most of the NGO service providers for WACHS are from ‘Aboriginal
community-controlled organisations.’ 52
3.21 Regarding its attempts to procure services from the NGO sector, WA Health
acknowledged there had been ‘significant challenges for both parties’ in
reaching agreement on contract specifications and requirements around clinical
governance. 53 As a result, the take-up from NGO sector was lower than initially
anticipated, leaving WA Health to rely on direct recruitment for a much greater
proportion of child health nurses than was originally planned.
3.22 As a separate issue, the Committee asked WA Health how many child health
nurses employed as part of the 100 FTE recruitment target were Aboriginal. The
Department confirmed that none of those directly recruited in the metropolitan
area or through WACHS had identified themselves as Aboriginal. The
Department was unable to confirm the figure for those nurses employed
through the NGOs, although it ‘suspect[ed]’ there would have been some
Indigenous employees from this sector. 54

Committee Conclusion
3.23 Having considered the various actions being taken by WA Health, the Committee
decided to conclude its follow-up, while making the following observations.
3.24 The first observation relates to the lack of Aboriginal child health nurses
employed by WA Health. Appearing before the Committee, Mr Philip Aylward,
Chief Executive, Child and Adolescent Health Service, agreed that this is ‘one of
our particular challenges and I guess a gap that we might have at the moment.’ 55
Mr Aylward added that both the health and education sectors needed to ‘look at
how successful we are in getting Aboriginal students through the various training
programs’ as a way of addressing this gap in its child health nurse workforce. 56

52 Mr Jeffrey Moffet, Chief Executive, WA Country Health Service, Department of Health, Transcript
of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 5.
53 Mr Philip Aylward, Chief Executive, Child and Adolescent Health Service, Department of Health,
Transcript of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 4.
54 Mr Jeffrey Moffet, Chief Executive, WA Country Health Service, Department of Health, Transcript
of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 5; Professor Bryant Stokes, A/Director General, Department of
Health, Letter, 27 May 2015, p. 3.
55 Mr Philip Aylward, Chief Executive, Child and Adolescent Health Service, Department of Health,
Transcript of Evidence, 18 March 2015, p. 7.
56 ibid.
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Finding 1
As at May 2015, the WA Department of Health (including the WA Country Health
Service) had employed more than 75 child health nurses from the $58.5 million in
funding that was allocated in the 2012-2013 State Budget. None of the nurses among
this cohort identified themselves as Aboriginal.
3.25 The second observation relates to what was an apparent discrepancy between
the Auditor General’s report and WA Health regarding the overall child health
nurse FTE target upon which the 2012-2013 budget allocation of $58.5 million
was based.
3.26 WA Health sought to clarify that the budget allocation was for 100 FTE (see 3.18
above). Given the audit report had cited a figure of 128.2 FTE, the Committee
wrote to WA Health after the hearing asking the Department to confirm the
accuracy of its recruitment target figure.
3.27 In its response, WA Health provided confirmation and referred to a statement
from the Minister for Health from May 2012, which said that ‘this funding allows
for about 100 FTEs.’ 57 This statement is consistent with the testimony WA Health
provided to the Auditor General during the initial 2010 audit, where the
Department advised it was seeking ‘105 more child health nurses over the next
four years’ (see 3.3 above) 58
3.28 The Committee forwarded both the draft transcript of the hearing and the
written response from WA Health to the Auditor General asking him to explain
how his figure of 128.2 FTE was derived and whether he believed a discrepancy
existed. The subsequent response reaffirmed that the Office of the Auditor
General and the WA Health continued to have differing views on the number of
child health nurses that were to be sourced from the 2012-2013 budget
allocation. According to Mr Jason Beeley, Assistant Auditor General:
The figures in our report were taken from the Economic Expenditure
Review Committee [EERC] approval of Health’s funding submission.
This approved:
•

funding of $40.5 million to contract the NGO sector to provide
100 FTE child health nurses;

57 Professor Bryant Stokes, A/Director General, Department of Health, Letter, 27 May 2015, p. 3.
Hon Dr Kim Hames, Minister for Health, WA, Legislative Assembly, Parliamentary Debates
(Hansard), 22 May 2012, p. 2921.
58 Office of the Auditor General, Universal Child Health Checks, Report No. 11, 24 November 2010,
p. 30.
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•

Health [the Department] to fund the direct recruitment of
30.2 FTE, 28.2 of them child health nurses, at a cost of $18
million.

This gives a total of 130.2 FTE from total funding of $58.5 million.
It is difficult for us to provide a view of why there may be a disparity
between the OAG report and Health’s testimony. 59
3.29 The discrepancy of 30 FTE in the recruitment target was finally explained when
the Committee wrote back to WA Health asking the Department to comment on
Mr Beeley’s testimony. The Committee also asked WA Health to confirm
whether there had been a reduction in the recruitment target upon which the
original EERC funding approval was based.
3.30 The Department’s full response is provided in Appendix Eight. In summary, WA
Health explained that its 2012-2013 budget submission did not quantify a
recruitment target. Instead, it sought $18 million for 30.2 FTE (including 28.2
child health nurses) and a further $40.5 million ‘for investment in alternative
models of service delivery’. 60 Following consideration of the budget submission,
the EERC subsequently approved $40.5 million over four years for 100 FTE,
comprising 50 school and 50 child health nurses. The Department was asked to
fund the additional $18 million component of its budget submission ‘from within
existing resources.’ 61
3.31 According to the Department, the EERC’s determination of 100 FTE from
$40.5 million was calculated by Treasury using incorrect average salary
estimates. Based on its own average salary costs at the time, the Department
estimated it could directly hire only 70 FTE out of the $40.5 million budget
allocation.
3.32 While this appears to explain the discrepancy between the respective
recruitment target figures cited by WA Health and the Auditor General, the
Committee is surprised that the total FTE figure was not clarified during the EERC
process. The WA Cabinet Handbook confirms that all proposals with ‘financial
implications’ must be evaluated by Treasury before they are submitted to the
EERC. 62 The Committee would urge WA Health to work with Treasury to ensure
that future funding submissions prepared for consideration for the EERC are free
of any similar ambiguities.
59 Mr Jason Beeley, Assistant Auditor General, Performance Audit, Office of the Auditor General,
Electronic Mail, 3 July 2015.
60 Dr David Russell-Weisz, Director General, Department of Health, Letter, 18 September 201, p. 1.
61 ibid.
62 Department of Premier and Cabinet, Cabinet Handbook, 2013, p. 4.
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3.33 The Committee endured a degree of frustration with the volume of
correspondence that was required to explain the discrepancy between the
accounts of the Department and the Auditor General. This led to the follow-up
taking longer than usual to complete. Ideally, the Committee would expect such
matters to be resolved between both parties during the finalisation of the audit.
Finding 2
In its examination of Auditor General’s Report No. 10 of 2014, Universal Child Health
Checks Follow-Up, the Committee noted a discrepancy between the Auditor General
and the Department of Health’s estimates of the number of child health nurses that
were to be recruited from a four-year $58.5 million funding allocation confirmed in the
2012-2013 State Budget.
Finding 3
The Office of the Auditor General informed the Committee that it derived a
recruitment target of 130.2 full-time equivalent (FTE)—including 128.2 FTE child health
nurses—from the Economic Expenditure Review Committee’s (EERC’s) approval of the
Department of Health’s funding submission for the 2012-2013 State Budget.
The Department of Health subsequently advised the Committee that the FTE figures in
the EERC’s approval were based on incorrect average salary estimates used by the
Department of Treasury to evaluate the funding submission. According to the
Department of Health, these incorrect estimates overstated the number of child health
nurses that could be recruited by 30 FTE.
Finding 4
Ideally, the Committee would expect such discrepancies around key aspects of a
performance audit to be resolved between the Auditor General and an audited agency
during the audit process.
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Report 15 of 2014: Working with Children Checks

Background
4.1

To be eligible to work with children in WA people are required to obtain a
working with children check card in accordance with the Working with Children
(Criminal Record Checking) Act 2004 (WWC Act) and accompanying
regulations. 63

4.2

The Working with Children Screening Unit (the Unit) within the Department for
Child Protection and Family Support (the Department) is ‘responsible for
screening and assessing applications for a working with children check card’. 64
The Unit liaises with Australia Post, CrimTrac and WA Police to ‘prevent people
who have a criminal history that indicates they may pose a risk to children from
working with them’. 65

4.3

In 2012-2013 the cost of screening and assessing working with children checks
was $11.6 million and at the time of the audit report, more than 300,000 people
held a card. Cards are valid for three years and cardholders must reapply
through the same application process to renew their cards.

4.4

In this performance audit, the Auditor General assessed how well the
Department administered the working with children checks. The focus was on
whether applications were thoroughly assessed; if criminal records were
appropriately monitored; and whether the Department ensures employees and
volunteers are permitted to perform child-related work. 66 The Auditor General
also reviewed complex cases of applicants and cardholders with Class 1
convictions (those who offences are considered the highest risk to children). 67

Summary of Audit Findings and Recommendations
4.5

63
64
65
66
67

The audit found the framework for conducting working with children checks is
‘sound and generally delivers robust results…and enables the regular monitoring
Office of the Auditor General, Working with Children Checks, Report No. 15, 30 June 2014, p. 11.
ibid.
ibid., p. 5.
ibid., p. 10.
ibid., p. 5.
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of existing cardholders’. 68 However, the Department has room to improve both
the timeliness of application screening and assessments and its monitoring of
employer compliance. 69
4.6

Under its current processes, applications are not submitted for a criminal record
check until they have been screened. However, screening wait times are not
considered when prioritising assessment of applications. 70 Fortunately, the
audit found nearly 85 per cent of applicants do not have a criminal record. 71 As
for applicants with a criminal record, the Department has ‘suitable assessment
criteria’ in place to determine if they present a risk of harm to children. 72
Unfortunately, in more complex cases, the audit found the Department took
four months or more to make a decision on the suitability of the applicant. 73 As
the Department permits people to commence child-related work as soon as their
application is lodged, any delays in screening and assessment can put children at
risk. 74

4.7

In other areas, the audit found the Department was not effectively monitoring
employers and volunteer organisations to ensure people in child-rated work held
working with children check cards or had an application in progress. 75 For
example, the Department ‘has undertaken only 11 proactive compliance
audits…since 2011 to assess employer compliance…’. 76

4.8

The audit also found the Department was not meeting its obligations as an
employer with regards to foster carers. At the time of the report, ‘115 out of
2577 Departmental foster carers did not have a valid card or application in
process but had children in their care’. 77

4.9

While the Auditor General acknowledged that working with children checks are
not the only solution to keeping children safe, he nonetheless made eight
recommendations aimed at improving the Department’s processes. These
recommendations are listed in Table 5 on the following page.

68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77

Office of the Auditor General, Working with Children Checks, Report No. 15, 30 June 2014, p. 4.
ibid.
ibid., p. 6
ibid. Based on the average taken from 2005-06 to 2012-13.
ibid. Based on statistics taken between July 2012 and July 2013.
ibid.
ibid., pp. 6-7.
ibid., p. 6.
ibid., p. 7.
ibid.
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Table 5 - Recommendations from the Auditor General to the Department for Child Protection and Family
Support

Agency

Recommendation

The Department
for Child
Protection and
Family Support
should:

1. Ensure the new application management system provides accurate
information to support the allocating and prioritising of
applications. This information should include how many and how
long applications are waiting to be screened and assessed.
2. Prioritise applications for assessment based on risk and how long
they have been waiting to be screened and assessed.
3. Review staffing levels and capacity to more efficiently manage
application processing and compliance monitoring.
4. Finalise assessment and decision-making guidelines, including
setting timeframes for screening and assessing applications and
issuing interim negative notices.
5. Take a risk-based approach to reviewing criminal record
notifications received about working with children check card
holders from July 2011 to mid-November 2013 to ensure they were
appropriately actioned.
6. Work with WA Police to improve the matching of applicants
between the two information systems.
7. Prioritise and target audits of employers based on risk.
8. Ensure all foster carers have a valid working with children check
card or application in process.

Committee Follow-Up
4.13 At the time of the audit the Department was implementing a new information
system and new work practices and welcomed the Auditor General’s suggestions
for streamlining its operations. However, the Department did not accept the
findings and recommendations relating to the adequacy of prioritising cases,
arguing it has effectively managed any risk to children at all times. 78
4.14 Despite the relatively low initial triage rating, the Committee resolved to write to
the Department seeking further detail regarding its initial response to the
Auditor General’s recommendations. A full copy of the Department’s response
is included in Appendix Nine and a summary is provided in the following
paragraphs.
Recommendation 1 – Allocating and prioritising of applications
4.15 The Department argued that its applications management system had always
displayed information on the number of applications and how long they had
been waiting. However, system improvements ‘to the way information is

78 Office of the Auditor General, Working with Children Checks, Report No. 15, 30 June 2014, p. 9.
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displayed’ have enabled ‘applications to be prioritised according to date
received and offence classification’. 79
4.16 These improvements were underway prior to the Auditor General’s report and
have been implemented with further improvements planned. 80
Recommendation 2 – Prioritise applications for assessment based on risk
4.17 Application assessments have always been prioritised based on risk and the
Department reviews these priorities on a weekly basis. 81 The Department
accepts it cannot completely eliminate risk, but a new information system was
being developed that would help improve the Department’s ability to manage
risk. 82
Recommendation 3 – Review staffing levels and capacity
4.18 The Department recognises the challenges of meeting demand for working with
children checks. Departmental staffing levels have recently been considered,
but ’planned amendments to the WWC Act will result in different processes and
additional work requirements’. 83
4.19 In the interim, the Unit is ‘supported with three temporary positions to manage
applications, undertake complex assessments and compliance responses.’ 84
Recommendation 4 - Assessment and decision-making guidelines
4.20 The Department initially accepted the Auditor General’s recommendation to
finalise its assessment and decision-making guidelines. However, in its response
to the Committee the Department argued these guidelines are live documents
requiring ‘regular updating to respond to changes in legislation, new legal
interpretations and case law as well as ongoing practice improvements’. 85
4.21 As for setting applications assessment timeframes, the Department recognises
timeliness as an important part of the risk assessment, but argues its focus must
be on ‘making the right decision rather than a quick response’. 86

79 Ms Emma White, Director General, Department for Child Protection and Family Support, Letter,
17 February 2015, p. 2.
80 ibid.
81 ibid.
82 ibid.
83 ibid.
84 ibid.
85 ibid., p. 3.
86 ibid.
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Recommendation 5 – Reviewing previous criminal record notifications (July 2011November 2013)
4.22 The Department did not accept this recommendation stating ‘it was not feasible
to check about 240,000 individual cases…to ascertain if informal information had
been received’ 87 but not actioned. However, it did confirm that the WA Police is
not aware of any cases ‘where formal criminal record notification has not
occurred’. 88
Recommendation 6 – Improve matching between two information systems
4.23 The Department considers the ‘matching of applicants [to be] as accurate as is
currently possible’, noting CrimTrac qualifies its release of information with ‘a
disclaimer that accuracy cannot be guaranteed’. 89
4.24 The Department is confident the Screening Unit will benefit in the long-term
from the work being undertaken at the national level to ‘improve accuracy and
exchange of criminal records for law enforcement purposes’. 90
Recommendation 7 – Audits of employers
4.25 The Department prioritises its audits of employers according to risk, however,
due to resource constraints, these audits only occur when the Department
receives information about alleged breaches of a serious nature. 91
4.26 The Department has been working with the departments of both Health and
Education, using their respective ‘information system links and data to track
compliance’ and plans to expand this approach to compliance auditing into the
future. 92
Recommendation 8 – Valid working with children checks for foster carers
4.27 According to the Department there are unique challenges with relative foster
carers recognising the importance of having a valid WWC card. Nevertheless,
the Department has updated its Casework Practice Manual in relation to foster
carers and is updating its practice guidance for WWC card renewals. 93 Where an

87 Ms Emma White, Director General, Department for Child Protection and Family Support, Letter,
17 February 2015, p. 3 (emphasis added).
88 ibid (emphasis added).
89 ibid.
90 ibid., p. 4.
91 ibid.
92 ibid.
93 ibid., p. 5.
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Interim Negative Notice or a Negative Notice has been issued, additional steps
have been put in place to ensure that individual is not caring for children. 94

Committee Conclusion
4.28 The Committee acknowledges the work the Department is doing to provide
working with children checks. However, accurate and timely processing of
working with children checks is an issue worthy of continued monitoring. The
Committee has resolved to conclude its follow-up of this audit, but in doing so
makes the following observations.
4.29 The first observation relates to the WWC Act. In its correspondence with the
Committee, the Department made reference to planned legislative amendments
when detailing its responses to the Auditor General’s third and fourth
recommendations. The Committee noted subsequent reference to amendments
being drafted to ‘better protect children and implement … the Act more
efficiently’ in the Department’s 2014-2015 Annual Report. 95
4.30 Despite these undertakings, it appears that progress on these amendments has
been minimal. In response to a question without notice asked on 29 June 2016,
the Hon Donna Faragher MLC advised the Legislative Council that the
amendments ‘have been approved for drafting.’ 96 No further reference to the
amendments was made in the Department’s latest annual report, which was
published in September 2016. 97
Finding 5
In February 2015, the Department for Child Protection and Family Support made
reference to planned amendments to the Working with Children (Criminal Record
Checking) Act 2004 that were being drafted partly in response to recommendations in
the Auditor General’s Report No. 15 of 2014 Working with Children Checks. It appears
that these amendments are yet to be introduced into the Parliament.
4.31 The other observation is that under current processes, it appears people can
commence child-related work before their application has been fully assessed
(see 4.6 above). The Committee accepts there may be practical reasons for this
approach. It also acknowledges that less than one per cent of applicants

94 Ms Emma White, Director General, Department for Child Protection and Family Support, Letter,
17 February 2015, p. 5.
95 Department for Child Protection and Family Support, Annual Report 2014-2015,
15 September 2015, p. 42.
96 Hon. Donna Faragher, Minister representing the Minister for Child Protection, WA, Legislative
Council, Parliamentary Debates (Hansard), 29 June 2016, p. 4246.
97 The Department for Child Protection and Family Support, 2015-2016 Annual Report,
15 September 2016.
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(409 applicants) over a seven-year period were ‘issued with a negative notice’
prohibiting them from continuing to work with children. 98 However, it remains
concerned by the fact that over half of the more complex applications reviewed
by the Auditor General had taken ‘four months or more to process’. 99
4.32 This is admittedly a complex area and the Committee supports the Department’s
focus on making the right decision rather than a quick decision. However, it
urges the Department to continue to refine its processes in order to reduce the
amount of time that children are at risk of being exposed to unsuitable
supervision.
Finding 6
The Department for Child Protection and Family Support allows most applicants to
commence child-related work as soon as their application has been lodged and their
identity is confirmed. While the Committee acknowledges the work the Department is
doing to provide working with children checks, it remains concerned at the amount of
time the Department can take to confirm the suitability of an applicant.

98 Office of the Auditor General, Working with Children Checks, Report No. 15, 30 June 2014, p. 6.
99 ibid.
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Report 16 of 2014: Health of the Swan Canning
River System

Background
5.1

The Swan Canning river system stretches from near Gingin in the north down to
Armadale in the south and has served a variety of uses to Western Australians
over the years. 100 Unfortunately, human activity has had a significant impact on
the river system and there have been growing concerns regarding its
environmental health.

5.2

In 1989 the Swan River Trust (the Trust) was established to simplify river
management. 101 In 2007 the Swan and Canning Rivers Management Act 2006
(the SCRM Act) came into effect outlining a more ‘coordinated and collaborative
approach to managing the river system’. 102 This meant the Trust was
responsible for coordinating the 15 agencies and 21 Local Government
Authorities with statutory requirements to manage aspects of the Riverpark. 103
The Riverpark is ‘72km2 of waterways, public land and adjoining river reserves of
the Swan, Canning, Helena and Southern rivers’. 104

5.3

Under the SCRM Act the Trust was also required to prepare a River Protection
Strategy outlining agency responsibility for river management. 105

5.4

In this performance audit the Auditor General ‘examined whether the
environmental health of the Swan Canning river system is adequately
protected’. 106 He focused on the activities undertaken by the Trust and the
Department of Water to ‘protect, manage and monitor’ the health of the river
system. 107

100 Office of the Auditor General, Our Heritage and Our Future: Health of the Swan Canning River
System, Report No. 16, 13 August 2014, p. 13.
101 ibid., p. 15.
102 ibid.
103 ibid., p. 16.
104 ibid., p. 13.
105 ibid., p. 5.
106 ibid.
107 ibid., p. 12.
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5.5

It should be noted that in 2015 the Swan Canning Rivers Management
Amendment Bill 2014 was passed, amalgamating the roles and functions of the
Trust with the Department of Parks and Wildlife (DPaW or the Department). 108

Summary of Audit Findings and Recommendations
5.6

The majority of the Auditor General’s findings were critical. The audit found
some of the improvement strategies in place were working, but the overall
condition of the Swan Canning river system was in decline. Specifically, the
middle and upper sections of the river system were in ‘moderate to poor
condition and declining’. 109 While the water quality in the lower estuary was in
reasonable health, the audit found ‘seagrass and prawn populations [had]
declined and salinity and water temperature [had] increased’. 110

5.7

The audit found many efforts to manage the river system were hampered,
largely due to ‘dispersed and overlapping authority between state government
agencies and [local government authorities]’. 111 The Trust does not have the
authority to manage threats and risks to the river system as a whole, and it can
only ‘influence’ the other agencies to act. 112

5.8

In addition, the audit found gaps in both planning and reporting which have
further limited the ability to improve the health of the river system. There is no
framework in place to monitor and evaluate the health of the river system, nor is
there a mechanism to provide a ‘comprehensive and easily understood’ status
report of the river system. 113

5.9

According to the Auditor General, many of these issues would be addressed with
an approved River Protection Strategy in place. However, at the time of the
audit the Strategy had still not been approved. 114

5.10 The Auditor General made eleven recommendations to the Trust aimed at
improving the management, governance, and monitoring of the Swan Canning
river system. The Auditor General did not include a timeframe for implementing
these recommendations, which are listed in Table 6 below.

108 Hon Albert Jacob MLA, (Minister for Environment; Heritage), New era for single conservation
agency, Media Statement, Government of Western Australia, WA, 1 July 2015.
109 Office of the Auditor General, Our Heritage and Our Future: Health of the Swan Canning River
System, Report No. 16, 13 August 2014, p. 6.
110 ibid.
111 ibid., p. 7.
112 ibid., p. 6.
113 ibid., p. 8.
114 ibid.
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Table 6 - Recommendations from the Auditor General to the Swan River Trust

Agency

Recommendation

The Swan River
Trust should:

1. Regularly inform Parliament and the community on the overall
health of the river using a comprehensive, and easily understood
report.
2. Take necessary action to have the River Protection Strategy
adopted.
3. Prioritise key threats to the river’s health and the most effective
actions to address these.
4. Ensure the indicators and monitoring used are sufficient to report
to government on the status of the river, to better understand the
changes that occur, and to provide effective management of the
river system.
5. Work with agencies and Local Government Authorities to clarify
responsibility for managing and maintaining water quality in drains,
rivers and tributaries throughout the Perth metropolitan area and
the Swan Canning river system and identify the additional
resources required to enable this to occur.
6. Work with government, agencies, businesses and the community
to effectively reduce contaminants in groundwater and stormwater
from entering drains and the river system.
7. Review the Fertiliser Action Plan and Fertiliser Partnership to
ensure the most effective combination of strategies from both are
implemented to prevent nutrients entering the river system.
8. Work with planning entities, developers and other organisations
associated with major developments and land use changes to
ensure that its advice on how to minimise nutrient discharge into
the drainage and river systems is provided when it is most needed.
9. Work with the Department of Planning to improve role clarity in
the administration of planning controls outside the Development
Control Area.
10. Improve dialogue with the Department of Planning on the
requirements and appropriate interpretation of management
guidelines to reduce the release of nutrient and other
contaminants into the river system by new developments.
11. Continue the high level of community involvement in protecting
and enhancing the river system and in educating the public in ways
they can assist.

Committee Follow-Up
5.14 Following the amalgamation of the Trust and DPaW on 1 July 2015, the
Department released the Swan Canning River Protection Strategy (the Strategy)
in October 2015. 115 The Strategy is supported by a management program that
includes eight objectives with 68 accompanying actions aimed at promoting
115 Department of Parks and Wildlife, Swan Canning River Protection Strategy,
September 2015.
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better coordination; a healthier river ecosystem; improved community
engagement and enjoyment; and better management. 116 Each action has a lead
and support agency assigned to it, but there remains little detail as to how these
actions will be implemented.
5.15 The release of the Strategy and several of the actions contained therein address
some of the Auditor General’s recommendations. However, given its high triage
rating of the audit report, the Committee resolved to write to DPaW seeking
further detail regarding the implementation of the Auditor General’s
recommendations. A full copy of the Department’s response in included at
Appendix Ten and a summary is provided in the following paragraphs.
Recommendation 1 – Inform Parliament and the community on the status of the river
system
5.16 The Department claimed that the Trust’s final annual report (2014-15), and its
previous annual reports, contained valuable and robust information on water
quality throughout the river system. However, it conceded that this information
was very technical and not easily understood. 117
5.17 To better inform the public on the health of the river system, including ‘water
quality targets, oxygen conditions, algal bloom incidents, and biodiversity’, an
additional report has been prepared. 118 This report, which will be available on
line or in hard copy, is more user-friendly and includes additional information on
the range of programs being delivered to improve the health of the river
system. 119
Recommendation 2 – Adopt the River Protection Strategy
5.18 The Swan Canning River Protection Strategy was adopted and released by the
WA Government in October 2015. 120
Recommendation 3 – Prioritise key threats to the river’s health
5.19 The Trust did not accept the Auditor General’s findings that suggested the
‘threats and required actions for the Swan and Canning rivers’ had not been

116 Department of Parks and Wildlife, Swan Canning River Protection Strategy,
September 2015, pp. 28-37.
117 Mr Jim Sharpe, Director General, Department of Parks and Wildlife, Letter, 17 May 2016, p. 1.
118 ibid.
119 ibid.
120 Hon Albert Jacob MLA, (Minister for Environment; Heritage), New Master Plan for Swan and
Canning rivers, Media Statement, Government of Western Australia, WA, 20 October 2015.
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prioritised. 121 The Trust argued that at the time of the audit it had existing
strategies that prioritised threats and the responses to those threats. 122
5.20 Following the amalgamation with DPaW this work continued and the River
Protection Strategy builds on this work by explicitly prioritising actions under its
management program. 123
Recommendation 4 – Provide effective management of the river system
5.21 The Department’s River Health Monitoring Program monitors ‘water quality,
oxygen conditions, algal bloom incidents, fish communities and dolphin
populations’ and helps ‘inform the management of the Swan Canning river
system and catchments’. 124 This monitoring is used to report to the health of
the river system to both government and the community.
5.22 The implementation of the program is being reviewed by the Department as it
investigates ‘new monitoring technologies and more cost-effective
techniques’. 125 This investigation is ongoing.
Recommendation 5 – Clarify responsibility for managing and maintaining water
quality
5.23 In November 2012 the Trust, the WA Local Government Authority, the
Department of Water and the Water Corporation prepared an Agreement on
Urban Drainage to ‘progress strategic issues relating to urban drainage and
water quality’. 126 Following the 2015 amendments to the SCRM Act, the
Department of Water took the lead role in managing the agreement. 127
5.24 The Department of Parks and Wildlife’s collaboration with relevant state
agencies continues and ‘actions to address water quality issues and impacts
from urban drainage’ are included in the Swan Canning River Strategy. 128
Recommendation 6 – Reduce the amount of contaminants entering the river system
5.25 The 2015-17 Light Industry Program is a joint initiative between the Department
of Environmental Regulation and the Department of Parks and Wildlife focused
121 Office of the Auditor General, Our Heritage and Our Future: Health of the Swan Canning River
System, Report No. 16, 13 August 2014, p. 11.
122 ibid.
123 Department of Parks and Wildlife, Swan Canning River Protection Strategy,
September 2015, pp. 28-37.
124 Mr Jim Sharpe, Director General, Department of Parks and Wildlife, Letter, 17 May 2016, p. 4.
125 ibid.
126 ibid., p. 5.
127 ibid.
128 ibid.
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on ‘reducing contaminants that enter the Swan and Canning rivers from light
industrial activities’. 129 The Program conducts joint inspections of light industrial
premises within seven local government areas; increases the capability of local
governments to regulate light industry; establishes a consistent approach to light
industry regulation; and increases awareness of stormwater and contaminant
issues. 130
5.26 The purpose of joint light industry inspections is to ‘help businesses avoid
polluting waterways and groundwater, and prevent [sic] breaches of
environmental laws and regulations’. 131
Recommendation 7 – Review the Fertiliser Action Plan and Fertiliser Partnership
5.27 The Fertiliser Partnership 2012-2016 establishes a collaborative partnership
between all relevant stakeholders to ‘reduce nutrient loss into the aquatic
ecosystems from fertilisers’. 132 The Partnership supersedes the Fertiliser Action
Plan (2007) and includes a series of objectives and strategic actions. 133 Once the
Partnership is finalised in 2016 it will be evaluated to ‘assess the progress made
towards meeting the objectives and implementation of strategic actions’. 134
5.28 One of the main initiatives of the Partnership, the review of the Environmental
Guidelines for the establishment and maintenance of turf and grassed areas, was
completed and new guidelines were published in January 2015. 135
Recommendation 8 – Advice on minimising nutrient discharge into the drainage and
river systems
5.29 Under the SCRM Act all development within the Development Catchment Area
(DCA) is subject to ministerial approval based on advice and recommendations
provided by the Department. The Department also has a statutory role in
providing ‘advice and recommendations to the Department of Planning, other
planning authorities and local governments on a range of land use, subdivision
and development proposals adjoining and affecting the DCA’. 136
5.30 Since the amalgamation, DPaW has commenced reviewing and updating the
Trust’s policies with a view to consolidating the existing 32 polices into 10 clear
129
130
131
132
133

Mr Jim Sharpe, Director General, Department of Parks and Wildlife, Letter, 17 May 2016, p. 5.
ibid.
ibid.
ibid., p. 9.
Hon Bill Marmion MLA, Minister for Environment; Water and Hon Terry Redman MLA, Minister
for Agriculture and Food, Fertiliser Partnership 2012-2016, November 2012.
134 Mr Jim Sharpe, Director General, Department of Parks and Wildlife, Letter, 17 May 2016, p. 10.
135 ibid., p. 9.
136 ibid., p. 11.
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and concise departmental policy statements. 137 These new policy statements
will ensure developers and planning entities understand ‘the Department’s
expectations in relation to how nutrient discharge and water quality issues are
to [be] addressed’. 138
Recommendation 9 – Clarify the role of administering planning controls outside the
Development Control Area
5.31 The SCRM Act and the Metropolitan Region Scheme are used to clarify the
administration of planning controls adjacent to the DCA. 139
5.32 In 2006, the New WAter Ways program was developed to enable ‘integrated
water cycle management and build capacity of government and industry
practitioners’. 140 A senior representative from the Department sits on the New
WAter Ways Board which was established to provide strategic direction to the
program. 141
Recommendation 10 – Clarify management guidelines for new developments
5.33 The WA Planning Commission publishes the Better Urban Water Management
guidelines. These guidelines facilitate ‘better management and use of urban
water resources by ensuring an appropriate level of consideration is given to the
total water cycle at each state of the planning system’. 142
5.34 The New WAter Ways program is the main mechanism though which the
Department collaborates with the Department of Planning and other agencies to
implement the Better Urban Water Management guidelines. 143
Recommendation 11 – Continued community involvement in protecting and
enhancing the river system
5.35 River Guardians is an umbrella community engagement program for the Swan
Canning Riverpark that delivers multiple projects designed to increase
awareness and address the significant issues facing the river system. 144

137 Mr Jim Sharpe, Director General, Department of Parks and Wildlife, Letter, 17 May 2016,
pp. 11-12.
138 ibid., p. 11.
139 ibid., p. 13.
140 ibid., p. 13.
141 ibid., p. 13.
142 ibid., p. 14.
143 ibid., p. 14.
144 ibid., p. 15.
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5.36 At the time of the Department’s response there were 2,894 River Guardians
volunteers and the River Guardians team was involved in 63 environmental
education events throughout the preceding year. 145
5.37 Following the amalgamation DPaW has continued to ‘deliver tailored behaviour
change projects…in priority areas’. 146

Committee Conclusion
5.38 The Committee acknowledges that management responsibility for the Swan
Canning river system has gone through a significant transition following the
amalgamation of the Trust and DPaW. It remains to be seen how effective this
transition will be. As the health of the river system is critical to the State, the
Committee believes this issue may be worthy of a follow-up audit by the Auditor
General during the next session of Parliament. In concluding its own follow-up of
this audit, the Committee makes the following comments regarding the
Department’s responses.
Finding 7
Management responsibility for the Swan Canning river system has gone through a
significant transition after the roles and functions of the Swan River Trust were
amalgamated within Department of Parks and Wildlife in July 2015. The Committee
believes that the effectiveness of this amalgamation may be worthy of a follow-up
audit by the Auditor General during the next session of Parliament.
5.39 In its correspondence to the Department the Committee requested details
regarding the actions taken to implement the Auditor General’s
recommendations. 147 While the Department provided a response in line with
the request, the content did not always meet the expectations of the
Committee.
5.40 In response to some recommendations (e.g. Recommendation Nine), the
Department did not appear to provide information further to that which should
have been available to the Auditor General at the time of the audit.
5.41 Furthermore, throughout its response the Department made reference to
several different strategies, plans and programs but did not always provide
sufficient information on how they all fit together.

145 Mr Jim Sharpe, Director General, Department of Parks and Wildlife, Letter, 17 May 2016,
pp. 15-16.
146 ibid., p. 16.
147 Mr S.K. L’Estrange MLA, Chairman, Public Accounts Committee, Letter, 19 February 2016.
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5.42 Finally, the Department provided 15 attachments totalling well over 100
pages. 148 Given the large number of audit reports and agency responses it has
to deal with, the Committee expects agencies to provide more concise responses
that clearly explain how their actions address the Auditor General’s
recommendations.

148 While the response from the Department can be found at Appendix 10 and includes a list of the
attachments, the Committee has not include copies of the attachments within this report.
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Report 8 of 2015: Delivering Essential Services to
Remote Aboriginal Communities

Background
6.1

Fifteen per cent (approximately 11,400) of WA’s Aboriginal population live
across 274 remote communities. In 1997, the Commonwealth and WA
governments signed an agreement to provide housing services to remote
communities that were deemed ‘eligible’ according to a range of criteria
including their size, the permanency of their population, and the quality of their
infrastructure. 149

6.2

From 1997 through to 2015, the Commonwealth Government provided
$619 million in funding for the provision of municipal services, major capital
works, and fuel for power sources. In September 2014, the Commonwealth
Government announced that it would cease this funding and provided a final
tranche of $90 million to cover the period through until June 2016. 150

6.3

The WA Government—as part of its commitment to the 1997 agreement—
established the Remote Area Essential Services Program (RAESP). Between 1999
and 2014, the Government has provided the Department of Housing (Housing) a
total of $244.1 million to manage and deliver the RAESP. Under the RAESP,
Housing is responsible for the maintenance and repair of power, water, and
wastewater infrastructure; the monitoring and maintenance of water quality;
and the training of community members in certain areas of essential
maintenance work. 151

6.4

To assist in the delivery of the RAESP, Housing contracted a full-time Program
Manager 152 in 2005 to supervise the work of Regional Service Providers (RSPs)
who were separately contracted to repair and maintain relevant RAESP
infrastructure.

149 Office of the Auditor General, Delivering Essential Services to Remote Aboriginal Communities,
Report No. 8, 6 May 2015, p. 5.
150 ibid., p. 6.
151 ibid., pp. 5-6.
152 Parsons Brinckerhoff.
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6.5

As at 2015, 84 of WA’s remote Aboriginal communities were included within the
remit of the RAESP. 153

6.6

In his Report No. 8 of 2015, the Auditor General examined how effectively
Housing delivered services through the RAESP.

Summary of Audit Findings and Recommendations
6.7

The audit found that Housing delivered a ‘generally reliable’ supply of water and
power to ‘selected’ remote Aboriginal communities. 154 It was further noted that
RSPs responded to ‘around’ 90 per cent of service disruptions within 24 hours,
well above the contracted KPI target of 75 per cent. 155

6.8

Other aspects of the audit were critical. Most damning was the finding that
drinking water quality within RAESP communities ‘often does not meet
Australian standards.’ 156 E.Coli or Naegleria microbes were detected at least
once in 68 communities across a two-year period, four communities recorded
unsafe levels of uranium, and 14 communities recorded nitrates beyond the
level considered safe for ‘bottle-fed’ infants. 157

6.9

The monitoring and maintenance of wastewater systems was found to be
‘irregular or incomplete’ and not performed in accordance with contractual
requirements. 158 As a result of this ‘lack of testing’, Housing ‘could not always
know if wastewater systems were effective.’ 159

6.10 Housing’s overall management of the RAESP also drew criticism. Contracting and
oversight processes were described as ‘poor’, while the audit also found that
Housing ‘did not have an up-to-date view of the current condition’ of RAESP
assets, which were valued at $765 million. 160 Moreover, eligibility criteria for the
RAESP had not been applied since 2008. Consequently, Housing was unable to
confirm whether ‘the right communities are in the Program.’ 161 The audit found
that 24 of the 84 communities receiving services under the RAESP no longer met
the minimum population criteria of 50 residents. 162

153 Office of the Auditor General, Delivering Essential Services to Remote Aboriginal Communities,
Report No. 8, 6 May 2015, p. 5.
154 ibid., p. 6.
155 ibid.
156 ibid.
157 ibid., pp. 6-7.
158 ibid., p. 7.
159 ibid.
160 ibid.
161 ibid.
162 Ibid.
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6.11 The Auditor General directed six recommendations to Housing:
Table 7 - Recommendations from the Auditor General to Housing

Agency

Recommendation

Housing should:

1. By December 2015 have determined how it can improve water
quality in remote communities to meet Australian Drinking Water
Guidelines.
2. By December 2015, take steps to ensure that Service Providers’
testing of wastewater systems complies with contractual
requirements for assessment based on risk and how long they have
been waiting to be screened and assessed.
3. Review its contracting of the Program Manager and Service
Providers before issuing new contracts in 2016 to ensure:
 clear roles and responsibilities for contractors;
 clear performance measures for contractors;
 efficient service delivery; and
 efficient use of contractors’ capabilities.
4. Clarify with [the State] Government the roles and responsibilities
for essential services previously provided by the Commonwealth to
remote Aboriginal communities.
5. Ensure that communities’ eligibility for Program services is subject
to regular review.
6. Improve its coordination of services to remote Aboriginal
communities internally and with other agencies.

Committee Follow-Up
6.15 The Committee assigned a high priority rating to this audit. Given the limited
time left in this session of Parliament, the Committee opted to request a written
response from Housing followed by a public hearing to discuss the response in
further detail. A full copy of the written response from Housing is included at
Appendix Eleven, while the transcript of the hearing is available on the
Committee’s website. 163 Housing advised the Committee that it had accepted all
of the Auditor General’s recommendations 164 and a summary of the
Department’s implementation actions is included in the following paragraphs.
Recommendation 1 – Measures to improve water quality in remote communities
6.16 Housing reported that in the period since the audit, ‘water quality test results
have improved’ with the incidences of ‘microbiological non-compliance’ falling
by 47 per cent. 165 Included among these results is a reduction in the detection of

163 Go to www.parliament.wa.gov.au/pac, click on “Other Proceedings”, then click on “Review of
Agency Responses to Auditor General Reports”.
164 Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, Housing Authority, Letter, 30 August 2016, Cover.
165 ibid., Att. A, p. 1.
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E.Coli from 52 incidences in the two years to June 2014 to 19 incidences in the
period since. 166
6.17 Improvements were attributed to a range of factors including the development
and implementation of ‘Remote Service Level Standards’ to ensure that the RSPs
(see 6.4 above) provide a ‘minimum standard of services’ to the RAESP
communities. 167 These standards have now been incorporated into the key
performance indicator (KPI) framework of RSP contracts.
6.18 In addition, water quality standards in 19 ‘priority’ RAESP communities have
been enhanced via the installation of ‘fully automated remotely monitored
chlorine water treatment systems.’ 168
6.19 Housing argued that further improvements will be contingent upon a significant
amount of preventative maintenance work and capital upgrades to ageing
infrastructure being undertaken. A Water Quality Plan has been prepared in
order to determine the most pressing maintenance and capital requirements. In
terms of the necessary funding, Housing was successful in obtaining $30 million
to continue with water, wastewater, and power repair and maintenance work
under RAESP in 2016-2017. However, its 2016-2017 State Budget submission for
$65 million over four years to perform critical ‘capital works infrastructure’ was
not approved. 169
6.20 Housing subsequently began working with Treasury, the Department of Premier
and Cabinet, and ‘other relevant agencies’ to prepare a joint Cabinet submission
for consideration by the EERC in late-2016. 170 The details of this proposal were
not confirmed, with Housing broadly describing it as ‘a four year budget
commitment to allow the procurement of essential services from July 2017.’ 171
Recommendation 2 – Ensure RSP compliance with wastewater testing requirements
6.21 Housing has now implemented and is monitoring KPIs that require RSPs to
conduct wastewater system testing every six months. Housing advised that since
February 2015, all RSPs have complied with these revised contractual
requirements. 172

166
167
168
169
170
171
172

Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, Housing Authority, Letter, 30 August 2016, Att. A, p. 1.
ibid, p. 2.
ibid., pp. 3-4.
ibid., pp. 2-3.
ibid., p. 3.
ibid.
ibid, p. 4. See also, Mr Graham McCafferty, Manager, Essential Services, Housing Authority,
Transcript of Evidence, 14 September 2016, p. 12.
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Recommendation 3 – Review contracts with Program Manager and RSPs
6.22 Housing has prepared a ‘RAESP strategy’ that designates the respective roles of
the Department, the Program Manager (Parsons Brinckerhoff), and the
respective RSPs. 173 Housing believes this will help ‘avoid’ some of the
‘incoherence’ between the entities that was identified in the audit report. 174
6.23 Housing’s contracts with both the Program Manager and the RSPs were due to
expire in 2016, but have been extended until June 2017 while the RAESP (and
Municipal Services 175) contractual arrangements are reviewed. This review will
examine the current RAESP governance framework and consider the possibility
of integrating Housing’s contractual and administrative responsibilities as they
pertain to both the essential services and municipal services programs. 176
Recommendation 4 – Clarify responsibilities for services formerly provided by the
Commonwealth
6.24 Housing was given responsibility for the provision of municipal services from
1 July 2015 after ‘Cabinet agreed to accept’ the one-off transition payment of
$90 million from the Commonwealth Government (see 6.2 above) in August
2014. 177 Housing is conducting ‘ongoing engagement’ with the Department of
Premier and Cabinet, Treasury, and a newly established Regional Services
Reform Unit (RSRU) 178 to determine the ‘longer term funding and delivery
arrangements’ for its expanded responsibilities. 179
6.25 According to Housing, the Department of Premier and Cabinet is continuing to
engage the Commonwealth Government regarding a ‘continued shared funding
commitment’ via a ‘broader bilateral agreement for Aboriginal affairs’. 180

173 Mr Nigel Hindmarsh, A/General Manager, Commercial Operations, Housing Authority, Transcript
of Evidence, 14 September 2016, p. 10.
174 ibid.
175 Known as the MUNS program, this covers the delivery to remote communities of ‘services usually
provided by municipal authorities (e.g. rubbish collection, verge maintenance, road repairs and
rubbish tip management). Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, Housing Authority, Letter,
30 August 2016, Att. A, p. 4.
176 ibid.
177 ibid., p. 7.
178 The Regional Services Reform Unit (RSRU) is responsible for guiding and coordinating a broader
reform program announced by the WA Government in May 2015 aimed at ‘improv[ing] the lives
of Aboriginal people in regional and remote’ parts of the State. Department of Regional
Development, ‘Regional Services Reform’, 2014. In July 2016, the RSRU published a roadmap to
guide reform in this area. For more information, see Regional Services Reform Unit, Resilient
Families, Strong Communities: A roadmap for regional and remote Aboriginal communities, July
2016.
179 Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, Housing Authority, Letter, 30 August 2016, Att. A, p. 7.
180 ibid.
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Recommendation 5 – Ensure community eligibility for the RAESP is regularly
reviewed
6.26 Housing confirmed that it had compiled a list of communities receiving services
under the RAESP (and the Municipal Services program) for review by the RSRU.
Housing added that it would ‘continue to work closely with the RSRU and other
stakeholders’ in this area. 181
6.27 The RSRU has made it a priority action to identify 10 town-based communities
by the end of 2016 ‘with which it will work’ to upgrade essential infrastructure
by regularising water and power services. 182 Housing expects that these
10 communities will be selected from the 84 currently receiving services under
the RAESP program. Once regularised, it is likely that these communities will no
longer require or receive RAESP services. 183
Recommendation 6 – Improve coordination of RAESP services
6.28 Housing has commenced a review of its internal operations in order to improve
its coordination of RAESP services. In addition, the RSRU is developing a
coordinated approach to improving the delivery of all services to remote and
regional Aboriginal communities, including those relating to essential power and
water supplies. Housing expects the RSRU process ‘will ultimately result in a
clear whole of Government position being formed on funding and operational
responsibilities’ for the delivery of maintenance and repair services. 184

Committee Conclusion
6.29 The Committee has resolved to conclude this follow-up, but it believes the
ongoing operation and viability of the RAESP warrants further monitoring by a
relevant committee in the next Parliament.
6.30 While acknowledging the actions Housing has taken in response to the audit
report recommendations, the Committee nonetheless struggles to comprehend
how the RAESP has failed to achieve better outcomes after seventeen years
under Housing’s stewardship.

181 Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, Housing Authority, Letter, 30 August 2016, Att. A,
pp. 7-8.
182 ibid., p. 8. Regularising is a process whereby infrastructure is upgraded to bring it in line with
standards of service that are available in mainstream towns. See Horizon Power, ‘Town-based
communities electricity upgrades’, 2016.
183 Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, and Mr Greg Cash, General Manager, Service Delivery,
Housing Authority, Transcript of Evidence, 14 September 2016, pp. 8-9.
184 Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, Housing Authority, Letter, 30 August 2016, Cover. See
also, Att. A, p. 8.
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6.31

Housing has claimed that the problem is partly attributable to ‘the nature of the
funding’ for the Program. 185 As a predominantly repair and maintenance initiative, the
RAESP has been traditionally funded through operating expenditure allocations.
However, improving the overall standard of power, water, and wastewater services
across RAESP communities has often required capital injections for essential
infrastructure upgrades. These capital requirements have ‘caused a blurring of the
responsibility for the provision of the services’ between Housing, the Commonwealth
Government, and the relevant utility companies (e.g. Horizon Power and the Water
Corporation). 186 According to Housing’s testimony before the Committee, this lack of
clarity around service responsibilities has been an ongoing issue over the last
decade. 187

6.32

It concerns the Committee that such a fundamental barrier to the successful delivery of
the RAESP’s objectives has endured unresolved for at least ten years.

6.33

Importantly, it appears that the RSRU has now assumed primary responsibility for
developing a coherent and coordinated approach to the funding and delivery of
essential services into the future. While this appears to be a positive step, it would be
prudent for a committee in the next Parliament to consider how this process ultimately
impacts the ongoing operation and viability of the RAESP.

6.34

As it stands, Housing has been allocated $30 million to continue with its repairs and
maintenance work in 2016-2017. No funding beyond that period has been confirmed.
Moreover, $65 million worth of ‘essential infrastructure upgrades’ identified by the
RAESP’s Program Manager remains unfunded. 188
Finding 8
The ongoing operation and viability of the Remote Area Essential Services Program
(RAESP) warrants further monitoring by a relevant committee in the next Parliament.
Finding 9
While it acknowledges the actions the Housing Authority (Housing) has taken in
response to the recommendations in Report No. 8 of 2015, Delivering Essential Services
to Remote Aboriginal Communities, the Committee nonetheless struggles to
comprehend how the RAESP has failed to achieve better outcomes after seventeen
years under Housing’s stewardship.

185 Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, Housing Authority, Transcript of Evidence,
14 September 2016, p. 11.
186 ibid., p. 2.
187 ibid.
188 Mr Paul Whyte, A/Chief Executive Officer, Housing Authority, Letter, 30 August 2016, Att. A, p. 2.
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Agency Response – Report 2 of 2015: Main Roads Projects to
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Agency Responses – Report 6 of 2015: Management and
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Appendix Twelve
Committee’s Functions and Powers
The Public Accounts Committee inquires into and reports to the Legislative Assembly
on any proposal, matter or thing it considers necessary, connected with the receipt and
expenditure of public moneys, including moneys allocated under the annual
Appropriation bills and Loan Fund. Standing Order 286 of the Legislative Assembly
states that:
The Committee may 1

Examine the financial affairs and accounts of government agencies of the State
which includes any statutory board, commission, authority, committee, or
trust established or appointed pursuant to any rule, regulation, by-law, order,
order in Council, proclamation, ministerial direction or any other like means.

2

Inquire into and report to the Assembly on any question which a) it deems necessary to investigate;
b) (Deleted V. & P. p. 225, 18 June 2008);
c) is referred to it by a Minister; or
d) is referred to it by the Auditor General.

3

Consider any papers on public expenditure presented to the Assembly and
such of the expenditure as it sees fit to examine.

4

Consider whether the objectives of public expenditure are being achieved, or
may be achieved more economically.

5

The Committee will investigate any matter which is referred to it by resolution
of the Legislative Assembly.
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Department of
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Appendix Fourteen
Acronym List
Acronym
CDIS
DCA
DFES
DNA
DotAG
DPaW
EERC
FTE
GP
JP
KPI
NGO
OAG
PAC
RAESP
RSP
RSRU
SCRM Act
SIHI
WA
WACHS
WWC Act

Full Title
Child Development Information System
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Department of Fire and Emergency Services
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Office of the Auditor General
Public Accounts Committee
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Regional Service Provider
Regional Services Reform Unit
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Western Australia
Western Australian Country Health Services
Working with Children (Criminal Record Checking) Act 2004
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