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REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT COMMISSIONS AMENDMENT BILL 2001 
Consideration in Detail 

Clauses 1 to 3 put and passed. 

Clause 4:  Section 3 amended -  
Mr SWEETMAN:  I make a short comment regarding my reference during the second reading debate to the 
potential for the commissions to be politicised.  I ask the minister - thereby putting on the record - if, once these 
commissions come under separate ministers, the Gascoyne Development Commission, for example, might be 
directed to put a sign outside its offices emblazoned with “Hon Tom Stephens, Minister for the Gascoyne”, 
similar to an electorate or ministerial office, with the words “Gascoyne Development Commission” subservient 
to that and barely recognisable on the facade?  That would abuse the intent of this amendment.  We support 
placing each commission under the authority of a single minister and making each responsible to that minister.  
However, we want to ensure that authority does not go beyond what is reasonable.  

Mr BROWN:  The purpose of the change is not to increase the powers of the minister but merely to ensure that 
the powers that the minister has under the Act can be exercised by a minister other than the Minister for Local 
Government and Regional Development - a minister nominated to be in charge of a particular area - and that that 
minister can be directly responsible and accountable for the actions taken by the development commission.  
There is no attempt by this change to give further powers either to the Minister for Local Government and 
Regional Development, who is responsible for this Act, or to regional ministers.  Nothing in this Bill seeks to 
extend those powers.  It is my strong belief that regional development commissions ought to be responsive to the 
regional area and they should not be a quasi-electoral office for any person, whether connected to the current 
Government or a future Government.  It is important for the development commissions to work with the minister 
and for them to work within government policy.  The commissions know how to advocate for change and they 
should do so within the processes of government because there will be people who have an active interest in the 
area.  The commissions are not electoral offices and there is no attempt by the Government to turn them into 
electoral offices. 

Mr SWEETMAN:  I appreciate the minister’s response.  Is it the minister’s clear understanding that each 
minister will not have the right to put up his or her shingle as a member representing a development commission 
or advertise the fact that he or she may be a minister of the Government?  Apart from the Caucus, will there be a 
minister responsible for all the commissions even though there will be individual ministers responsible for each 
commission?  Can different ministers make their own decision about whether they put up a plaque outside a 
development commission indicating that they are the responsible minister? 

Mr BROWN:  The intention of the amendment is to ensure that the Government can appoint more than one 
regional minister for the purposes of this Act.  In the lead-up to the election campaign, the Government stated 
that it wished to have ministers nominated as regional ministers for various parts of the State.  This legislation 
will enable us to do that.  There is no intention to do anything more than what is contained in this legislation.  
The Government is aware that, in some regional areas, ministers have previously elected to have a ministerial 
office.  In many of those instances, if there are economic issues, people should go to the development 
commission rather than have a minister’s office in the local area riding roughshod over the development 
commission.  There is no intention to intermingle as occurred previously when, in one instance of which I am 
aware, a minister’s office was located 100 feet from a development commission.  The Government expects 
development commissions to carry out the normal work of a development commission. 

I was the minister responsible for this legislation prior to 1 July, and I had very specific cabinet responsibilities 
for the Goldfields-Esperance Development Commission.  I met with people appointed to the commission, staff 
and business representatives from the area in the commission’s offices as it was the appropriate place to do so.  I 
see that as perfectly reasonable.  I could have met them at the offices of the Department of Minerals and 
Petroleum Products or some other government office.  There is no ministerial office so it is appropriate to use 
another government department office rather than hire an office.  I see ministers continuing that practice in the 
interests of efficiency when they travel throughout the region.  In many instances, the meetings are at the 
premises of specific businesses.  There are times when ministers meet with groups of people and the group may 
not have an office or suitable location for a meeting.  Most regional development commissions have some form 
of boardroom or conference room, albeit quite small, and is appropriate for ministers to use them for meetings.  
There is no intention that there will be banners outside the offices of development commissions promoting them 
as Labor Party headquarters or the like. 

Mr Sweetman:  The minister would be aware that commissions often acted as good hosts to opposition members. 
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Mr BROWN:  That is right.  A number of opposition members have approached me for briefings and access to 
departments and agencies.  I have endeavoured to be as accommodating as possible, and I am yet to receive a 
complaint. 

Mr OMODEI:  No matter where I travelled in the State I was always well received as a minister by development 
commissions, whether it was the South West Development Commission, the South West Development 
Commission or the Kimberley Development Commission.  This amendment to the Regional Development 
Commissions Act may cause some confusion in that there will be a number of ministers.  Under the legislation, 
the minister has the ability to ask for documents and information.  There will be several ministers for regional 
development.  In addition, the Regional Development Council meets twice a year.  Will the development council 
be answerable to the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development or will the council be 
answerable to that minister and the other ministers?  There seems to be a number of ministers who can call on 
the council.  I presume the Minister for the South West can call for documents only from the South West 
Development Commission.  Has enough thought gone into clearly defining the role of each of the boards in 
respect of their ministers and the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development? 

Mr BROWN:  The intention is that a regional development commission will report to the minister nominated for 
that area.  The Regional Development Council will continue to exist and it will report to the Minister for Local 
Government and Regional Development.  It is not reflected in legislation as it does not need to be, but there will 
be a connection between the Regional Development Council and the cabinet subcommittee on regional 
development.  Officers from different agencies and commissions currently meet informally and in a legislative 
sense.  For example, various business chairpersons meet once a year with the Small Business Development 
Corporation.  They then meet with the managing director or me.  Each of the development commissions will 
continue to beaver away on local economic issues.  The issues are many and varied.  They will keep beavering 
away doing what they can.  There is sometimes competition between the development commissions, and that can 
be healthy.  There is nothing wrong with that.  They will continue to work in an administrative sense as they did 
before as part of the Regional Development Council.  The council has looked at the Government’s policies and 
provided some recommendations.  The Regional Development Council will report to the Minister for Local 
Government and Regional Development.  Individual commissions will report to their respective ministers.  One 
can argue about models and whether they will work, but, like all these things, the proof of the pudding is in the 
eating and we will have to wait and see.  From the limited experience we have had already, I have found the 
model to be good.  I went to the goldfields and Esperance every month when I was the responsible minister.  A 
few of the people told me that it was good that I was present.  However, I do not know whether they said that 
about me after I left; the member for Warren-Blackwood would know.   

In the time I have been in office I have been to the Pilbara, Exmouth, Albany, Manjimup and 
Kalgoorlie/Esperance.  However, even with the best will in the world, one minister responsible for regional 
development cannot be everywhere because of all the other pressures placed on him.   

I am enthusiastic about the new model.  The four ministers will have to compete with each other, but that is a 
good thing.  It is good to have four advocates for regional development at cabinet subcommittee meetings.  
Instead of one minister trying to work through the issues, there will be a good debate and whoever wins that 
debate will be subject to the cabinet processes.  There is only one bucket of taxpayers’ money for which the 
different interests throughout the State must compete.  We would like to meet all of those interests, but no 
Government can.  Therefore, it is good to subject those competing interests to the rigours of debate not only at 
the administrative level but also in Cabinet.  

Mr OMODEI:  In one of his responses, the minister mentioned the cabinet subcommittee, which is not discussed 
in the amendment Bill.  Who are the members of the cabinet subcommittee - I presume they are the ministers 
responsible?  Are their officers also on that committee?  How does it reach its conclusions?  I want it put on the 
record how the cabinet subcommittee works and who are its members.   

Mr BROWN:  The cabinet subcommittee comprises the four nominated regional ministers.  That is not to say 
that there will always be four - there could be more.   

Mr Omodei:  Does that include the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development? 

Mr BROWN:  Including the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development.  That minister has his 
own region at present.  That subcommittee is chaired by the Premier when he is available.  Five ministers meet at 
least on a monthly basis, and sometimes more regularly, to consider regional development issues.  If matters 
must go to Cabinet - that is, if they are not dealt with by an individual minister who can sign off on the 
agreement - a submission will be made by the responsible minister or ministers.  Submissions are often made in 
the names of two or more ministers.  The matter will then be considered by Cabinet.  I am enthusiastic about that 
process.  It is a very good process, and it works well.   
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Obviously, the member will be aware as a longstanding member of the former Cabinet, that Cabinet is an 
interesting process and it has interesting dynamics, particularly as Governments are in office for longer periods.  
The process may work terrifically well early in the piece and not so well later in the piece given the history that 
evolves between its members.  So far, the process has been focused and the people involved in it are keen to get 
on with the job and work together.  They are considering solutions that each of the ministers believes will be in 
the best interests of the State.  

Mr OMODEI:  I support what the minister is trying to do.  Earlier, the member for Pilbara, in expressing his 
opposition to the legislation, said that one of the fundamental failures of the legislation was that the Treasurer 
was not on the cabinet subcommittee.  I can see the point in that.  Could the Treasurer and Treasury resolve the 
Treasury issues in the subcommittee rather than taking a project or an issue to the Cabinet only for it to be 
referred through Treasury channels?  Is it possible to second Treasury to that committee to get Treasury 
clearance on, for example, an application for funds for a specific project?  

Mr BROWN:  From my recollection, that matter has not arisen.  The Government made a commitment in the 
lead-up to the election to establish an Expenditure Review Committee.  That committee has been established and 
is very active.  Recurrent and new expenditure does not escape from the purview of that committee.  The 
Treasurer and the Premier are key members of that committee and are very much aware of all the deliberations.  
As I said, when he is available, the Premier chairs the cabinet subcommittee on regional development.  Although 
the Treasurer is not on the committee, it would be unusual if the committee were to make a decision that was 
likely to cause the Treasurer some grief.  

Clause put and passed.   

Clause 5 put and passed.  

Title put and passed. 
Third Reading 

MR BROWN (Bassendean - Minister for State Development) [3.47 pm]:  I move -  

That the Bill be now read a third time. 

MR OMODEI (Warren-Blackwood) [3.48 pm]:  I am pleased with the minister’s cooperation in explaining 
some of the thinking behind this legislation.  I support this model as a trial.  A minister for each of the regions 
will provide a focal point for those regions, and people will see that they are represented by a minister.  As I said 
during the second reading debate, it is something to which I always aspired, but the collective wisdom of the 
previous Government was that there should be only one minister.  There were probably good reasons for that.  
The previous Government did not want regional development to become politicised, and we must guard against 
that.   

As a member of the Opposition, and as a shadow spokesman, I hope that I am able to get access to the 
development commissions.  I hope also that I am able to call on the development commissions about my 
interests in a range of issues, including agriculture, water and local government.  If I must give notice to the 
relevant minister, so be it; certain protocols must be adhered to.  The challenge for regional development 
commissions around Western Australia is exciting.  It is important that they maintain close relationships with 
local governments.   

I have been involved in local government and have been an advisory committee member in regional 
development and I believe that, to some degree, regional development has grown at the expense of local 
governments.  We must be aware of that and be aware also that local government does a lot of important work at 
the grassroots level.  It must be considered in every decision that is made for regional development.  It is 
important that it is included in any announcements.  Government is all about having credibility.  Credibility is 
part of a minister’s job, because if ministers do not have credibility, they will not gain the trust of the people 
whom they represent.  It is important to local governments that they have credibility in their district, and the 
Government can help them to achieve that by giving them open access to information, and assistance and 
guidance through the regional development commissions.  The relationship between Government and local 
governments should be reciprocal, because that will result in a great deal of productive activity in the regions of 
Western Australia.   

I support this legislation, because, unlike my colleague from the Pilbara, who unfortunately is not here at this 
stage, I have long thought that there should be individual ministers for the regions.  The Parliament and the 
community will monitor how these regional development commissions work and how the various ministers 
perform, and I am sure that, if their performance is not up to scratch, they will be brought to account.   

MR BROWN (Bassendean - Minister for State Development) [3.51 pm]:  I thank members for their support.  I 
believe this model will be successful.   
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Question put and passed. 

Bill read a third time and transmitted to the Council. 
 


