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REPORT OF THE STANDING COMMITTEE ON ESTIMATES AND FINANCIAL OPERATIONS
IN RELATION TO THE

ANNUAL H EARINGS IN RELATION TO THE B UDGET ESTIMATES 2007/08

1

REFERENCE AND PROCEDURE

The estimates of expenditure
1.1

Government revenue goes into the Consolidated Account1 , which is the major source
of funding for the State public sector.2 The ‘estimates of expenditure’ comprise the
Appropriation (Consolidated Account) Bills and the supporting documentation
(Budget Papers). On an annual basis these are presented to Parliament in order that
Government may access or ‘appropriate’ money from the Consolidated Account to
fund expenditure by the Government over a given financial year.3

1.2

It is a function of the Estimates and Financial Operations Committee (Committee) to
consider and report to the Legislative Council (Council) on the estimates of
expenditure laid before the Council each year.4

1.3

This report relates to the Annual Hearings held in relation to the Budget Estimates for
2007/08. 5

The Committee’s approach
1.4

The Committee adopted a Budget Estimates Hearings approach for this task as
follows:
i)

hearings held throughout the year (Ongoing Hearings); and

ii)

hearings held soon after the Budget Papers are tabled in the House, over one
to three consecutive days (Annual Hearings ).

1

Subsequent to the assent of the Financial Management Act 2006 on 21 December 2006, the Consolidated
Fund is now called the Consolidated Account.

2

The major revenue sources for the Western Australian Government include taxes, imposts, fines, rates,
duties, royalties and Commonwealth Government grants: section 64, Constitution Act 1889, and section
8 of the Financial Management Act 2006.

3

Section 72, Constitution Act 1889.

4

Term of reference 2.3a.

5

The 2007/08 Budget Statements were tabled in the Legislative Council on 10 May 2007. The
Appropriation (Consolidated Account) Bill (No.1) 2007 and the Appropriation (Consolidated Account)
Bill (No.2) 2007 were assented to on 29 June 2007.
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1.5

This is a relatively new approach to the scrutiny of the budget estimates in the
Council. In the past estimates hearings have been held over three to four days during
which Members of the Council (Members ) could ask questions relating to the Budget
Papers. The Committee in 2005 commenced a program of ongoing estimates hearings
throughout the year which is supplemented by a one day session of ‘traditional’
annual estimates hearings (concentrating solely on the contents of the Budget Papers)
held between the time of the tabling of the Budget Papers and the passing of the
Appropriation (Consolidated Revenue Fund) Bills in the Council.

1.6

The Annual Hearings aid the Committee in identifying issues for further inquiry
during its Ongoing Hearings. The hearings also provide Members with the
opportunity to ask questions on the Budget at a time when it is most relevant, that is
before the Appropriation Bills are passed.

1.7

In 2006 the Committee resolved that during the Annual Hearings questions must relate
to the Budget Papers only, due to the limited time and purpose it had allocated to the
hearings. In the Committee’s view the Ongoing Hearings was the appropriate forum
for Members to pursue wider issues regarding financial management through the
Committee.

2

ANNUAL H EARINGS

2.1

To assist the Committee in determining which agencies to examine, the Committee
surveyed all Members. Forms were distributed to Members asking them to nominate
the agencies they would like to appear.

2.2

The Committee received six responses nominating 24 different agencies to appear. Of
these, nine agencies were included in the Committee’s program for its Annual
Hearings.

2.3

The Committee also sought to give priority to the portfolios of the Ministers in the
Council.

2.4

The Annual Hearings were held on 21 June 2007. The Committee heard from the
following agencies:

2

•

Department of Education and Training

•

Curriculum Council

•

Department of Housing and Works; Housing Authority

•

Department of Local Government and Regional Development

•

Department of Child Protection
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•

Department of Communities

•

Water and Rivers Commission/Department of Water

•

Department of Environment and Conservation

•

Main Roads Western Australia

2.5

The Committee observed a Procedure Policy for the conduct of the hearings. The
Procedure Policy is attached at Appendix 1.

2.6

All Members were notified of the hearings and invited to participate.

2.7

All of the hearings were public and the proceedings were recorded by Hansard. Full
transcripts of the evidence taken at the hearings can be found at the Committee’s web
page.6

Questions on notice
2.8

In accordance with the Procedure Policy, the Committee invited Members to submit
questions on notice two weeks prior to a hearing. Eight Members submitted questions
on notice.

2.9

During the Annual Hearings a number of questions were taken on notice.

2.10

If any Member was unable to ask all their questions in the scheduled period, they were
provided with the opportunity to submit those questions in writing at the end of the
hearing.

2.11

Copies of the questions and answers can be found on the Committee’s web page.7

Subjects covered during the hearings
2.12

This section provides a point form summary of some of the subjects that were raised
during the hearings. Refer to the transcripts of the evidence and supplementary
information for a complete record of the hearings.8

Department of Education and Training
•

syllabus development for kindergarten to year 10

•

teacher shortage

6

http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/web/newwebparl.nsf/iframewebpages/Committees+-+Current (current
at 18 April 2007).

7

Ibid.
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•

Mt Barker Community College

•

early childhood programs

•

staffing and funding to central office

•

allocation ratio of school psychologists

•

apprenticeship programs

•

science education promotion

Curriculum Council
•

assessment procedures

•

general achievement test (GAT)

•

moderation for courses

•

national consistency

Department of Housing and Works; Housing Authority
•

redevelopment of old Treasury building

•

capital works program 2007/08 initiatives

•

cost of office accommodation at 140 William Street

•

apprenticeship initiatives

•

Keystart

•

Fremantle Prison heritage precinct

•

Homeswest properties in Ashfield

Department of Local Government and Regional Development

8

4

•

financial assistance to Councils for amalgamation

•

monitoring financial health of local governments

•

approach to auditing of local government

Ibid.
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•

grants to regional areas

•

complaints handling mechanisms

•

Memorandum of Understanding with the Corruption and Crime Commission

Department of Child Protection
•

number of care and protection orders

•

completion of backlog of reviews

•

implementation plan of the recommendations of the Corruption and Crime
Commission

•

staff recruitment and retention

•

Responsible Parenting Initiative

•

accommodation assistance

•

budget for the Halls Creek response

•

Aboriginal reference group

•

working with children program budget

•

intensive family support services

Department of Communities
•

role of the new Department of Communities

•

timeline for review of the Domestic Violence Act

•

suicide rate

•

staff levels

•

budget allocation to address the increase in obesity in children

•

child care services

•

young people with debt
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Water and Rivers Commission/Department of Water
•

reform agenda and new legislation

•

Water and Rivers Commission Board

•

role of the Department of Water and the Water and Rivers Commission

•

licenses and fees

•

water conservation targets

•

the sustainable yield of the south west Yarragadee and Millstream aquifer

•

groundwater sources in the Yanchep/Moore River area

•

rural drainage network

•

statutory water management plans

Department of Environment and Conservation
•

staff recruitment

•

funding for climate change initiatives

•

conservation land acquisition

•

cane toad initiatives

•

income received by donation

•

air quality management and monitoring

•

revegetation of sea grass meadows

•

waste water treatment plant odour control

•

marine conservation reserve systems

Main Roads Western Australia

6

•

cycle facilities on the Perth to Bunbury and Reid Highways

•

return on construction expenditure

•

Great Eastern Highway - Roe Highway construct interchange
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•

Middle Swan Road upgrade - alternative local access options

•

impact of federal funding on capital works

•

completion date of the Perth to Bunbury Highway

•

MetroRail project

•

impact of the blue gum industry on road funding

•

plan for heavy haulage

•

completion date of capital works programs

3

SCOPE OF QUESTIONS

3.1

The Committee has adopted the practice of limiting the scope of the questions that can
be asked during the Annual Hearings to specific invited agencies or parts of agencies
only. This is noted on the timetable for the hearings. This practice has been adopted
to ensure that maximum benefit is obtained from each hearing, given the limited time
available and the volume of the budget papers.

3.2

Members are asked to advise the Committee of any specific area of interest prior to
the hearings so that it may ensure that relevant agency staff are present during the
hearings.

Committee comment
3.3

The Committee notes that there was some confusion during the Annual Hearings in
relation to the questions that could be asked of the Minister for Regional
Development.

3.4

The Minister for Regional Development attended the hearings as one of the Ministers
responsible for the Department of Local Government and Regional Development.
Thus, during the hearing with the Department of Local Government and Regional
Development questions could only be asked of that Department, not of any other
agency which the Minister for Regional Development has responsibility for.

4

REGIONAL D EVELOPMENT COMMISSIONS

4.1

The Committee received an agency nomination form requesting various Regional
Development Commissions (RDCs) to appear at the Annual Hearings. The
Committee gave consideration to including these in its Annual Hearings program.
However, the Committee was mindful of the cost implications for the RDCs of
travelling to Perth to appear at the hearings for only a couple of hours of one day. The
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Committee unanimous ly decided instead to include the RDCs in its Ongoing Hearings
program and hold one day of hearings for all of the RDCs.
4.2

The Committee made inquiries to ascertain when all of the individual RDCs would be
in Perth for a regional meeting. The date provided was one in mid June 2007, which
was not suitable for the Member who had nominated the RDCs. The Committee
unanimously resolved to revisit the issue at a later date.

5

FEEDBACK

5.1

The Committee sought feedback on the Annual Hearings, distributing a questionnaire
to all Members on 28 June 2007. Eight completed questionnaires were received.

Issues raised by Members
5.2

The feedback from Members generally supported the hearings process; however, some
criticism was received, including:
•

Some Ministers tended to dominate the answers and spent too much time
giving commentary rather than giving a concise answer.

•

More time should be provided to prepare for the hearings.

•

There should be longer breaks between sessions.

•

The hearing duration was too short; there was not enough opportunity to
follow through with a line of questioning.

•

Priority to ask questions was to be given to those Members that provided
questions on notice prior to the hearing (see paragraph 6.3 of the Procedure
Policy). This did not always happen.

•

Questions should not be restricted to a line item in the Budget Papers.

Committee comment
5.3

The Committee reminds Members that they must ensure that the questions they ask
generally comply with the guidelines for asking questions in the Council (SO140).
The Committee acknowledges that Ministers need to answer questions succinctly,
however, it is of the view that the type of question asked will determine the type of
answer given, that is, questions of fact will generally elicit a factual answer, and
questions of a political nature will generally draw a political response.

5.4

In the future, the Committee will continue to provide as much notice to Members as
possible of the Committee’s hearings timetable.

8
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5.5

The Committee understands that the duration of a hearing may not provide adequate
opportunity for a Member to ask all the questions they wish. At the end of each
hearing the Committee provided an opportunity for Members to have their unasked
questions forwarded in writing to the relevant Minister for a written response.

5.6

The purpose of the Annual Hearings is to provide Members with the opportunity to
ask questions on the Budget before the Appropriation Bills are passed. Thus,
questions are restricted to the Budget Papers. The Committee reminds Members that
there is complete scope to query an agency’s operations generally at the Ongoing
Hearings.

5.7

Overall the Committee believes that the new process which has been adopted (see
paragraphs 1.4 to 1.7) enables Members to better question and pursue lines of
questioning than was provided for by the various previous formats for examining the
Budget Estimates.

5.8

The Committee draws Members’ attention to its Ongoing Hearings program of regular
estimates hearings held throughout the year. The hearings are held on a Monday of a
sitting week in order to facilitate the attendance of all Members. These hearings will
provide Members the opportunity to pursue detailed lines of inquiry with a particular
agency. To request the appearance of a particular agency at these hearings, Members
are asked to contact the Committee secretariat.

____________________
Hon Giz Watson MLC
Chair
Date: 27 September 2007
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