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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AMENDMENT (ELECTIONS) BILL 2009 

Second Reading 

Resumed from 2 June. 

HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [4.50 pm]: I rise on behalf 
of the opposition to make a few comments on the Local Government Amendment (Elections) Bill. This bill was 
introduced into the Assembly a few months ago and has certainly taken its time getting to this place. Given that 
this is our first day back after the recess and that the government has been talking about its great urgency for a 
backlog of bills and the degree of importance of a range of other bills, I am surprised that this is the first cab off 
the rank, rather than some of the other legislation on which the government some time ago placed far greater 
priority. I refer of course to legislation such as the Criminal Code Amendment Bill 2008 and the Revenue Laws 
Amendment (Taxation) Bill 2009. Obviously the government’s desire to appease the Western Australian Local 
Government Association is far greater than its desire to rectify law and order issues or to resolve budgetary 
issues in this state. I just wanted to start my speech by making those few comments. Perhaps the government 
needs to sit down, sort out its priorities and work out what it really wants to deliver for this state. 

Having looked at this legislation, which I must say is a very brief bill of about six clauses that runs to a couple of 
pages, I note that it is not a substantial bill at all. However, I expect that we will apply appropriate and diligent 
scrutiny to this legislation to ensure that it does not pass through the Parliament without the house having had a 
good look over it and making sure that it is appropriate legislation for the constituency to deal with at a later 
stage. 

When I first looked at this bill, I wondered where the great mandate was at the election for this government to 
change the electoral legislation for local government. I looked through the election commitments and statements 
of the Liberal Party prior to the election last year and could not find anything. I thought that perhaps the 
legislation had been raised lately, as it was not legislation about which the government had been out in the 
community beating its chest. It was not saying that reverting to the first-past-the-post system would change the 
world. This legislation has arisen because WALGA has said that it does not like the current electoral system, that 
it did not like it when the previous Labor government changed it, and that it had asked Minister Castrilli to 
change it. Of course the minister threw up his hands and said, “Whatever you want, we will give it to you.” The 
minister has, therefore, rushed this legislation through the Parliament.  

Hon Norman Moore: It’s hardly been rushed. 

Hon KATE DOUST: No. The Leader of the House is right; it has not been rushed. It has been sitting in this 
place waiting but today the Leader of the House has put it at the top of the agenda. 

Hon Norman Moore: We were waiting for you to give your speech. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I was quite happy to do it before the house rose in June but the government did not want 
to deal with it then. Obviously it was not as important as the government made out. 

Given that currently a range of other areas of local government reform are being looked at and that 
amalgamations have been the hot, contentious issue ever since the government changed hands, it is an issue that 
I do not believe the Liberal government has handled well at all. There seems to be quite a bit of confusion about 
how, when and which amalgamations will happen. In fact, the government ran the line that amalgamations 
would happen, and then said that they would not be forced. The government has thrown money at local 
governments to try to get them to talk to each other. The Premier came out on the weekend and made a 
statement—he has made a number of other statements—that in the next couple of years he wants the number of 
local governments in this state reduced from 139 to around 100 or below. The question I ask of the minister 
representing the Minister for Local Government is: if it is this government’s intention to reduce the number of 
local governments that currently exist and therefore reduce the number of councillors, officers, chief executive 
officers and all the individuals who go with those bodies, and here we are dealing with this legislation that the 
government would like passed before the local government elections this year, where does this legislation fit in? 
If the government has a great amalgamation or reduction-in-councils process currently on the board, why is it 
seeking to rush through this legislation before this round of elections for local government when it may mean 
that, in a few months, something like 39 of those councils and any number of councillors may not have a job? I 
think there is a comment in one of the press articles from the Premier that refers to redundancy for CEOs of 
those councils. That would be a very expensive exercise. Surely it would be better to go through the process of 
reduction or amalgamation—whatever the government wants to call it—and then seek to change the electoral 
system to reduce the impact at a later stage. Obviously, again, the minister who is in charge of the local 
government portfolio has not really got his act together, cannot organise his priorities and is taking a bit of a 
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scattergun approach to his portfolio. It was interesting to see the Premier, rather than the minister, come out yet 
again and take a run on what the future will be for local governments. There are a lot of questions being asked 
about the Premier’s confidence in the minister who has carriage of this portfolio. 

The government, therefore, is not dealing appropriately with amalgamations. It is not looking at other important 
local government issues that have been confronting the community in Western Australia. There has been no real 
comment from the state government about what it is doing for local government when dealing with 
accountability issues in financial matters. There has been no real discussion about what the government will do 
about local governments that have had huge financial losses in the past 12 months. I am thinking about some of 
the councils in my electorate, in particular the City of Melville, which had approximately an $80 million loss in 
the last year or so due to the world financial crisis and the council’s poor investment decisions. I am thinking 
about high rate increases that all local governments have recently placed on their ratepayers; there does not seem 
to be much comment from the state government on that issue. If we look at sustainability issues, are local 
governments in a position to deal effectively with their communities? Are they delivering what they should be 
delivering for their local communities? In some cases we must ask those questions.  

There are a lot of complaints about how local governments have different rules for different areas; about 
conflicting information, particularly in planning; and about confusion and delay for ratepayers and people 
seeking to develop various parts of not only the city but also rural areas. I believe a lot of work can be done 
within Western Australia not only to manage this tier of government but also to make it work effectively and to 
make it accountable, transparent and sustainable. However, these are not issues that this government is really 
tackling in a managed and structured way. This government has thrown this legislation out to the community but 
has pretty much allowed WALGA to run with it. Therefore, WALGA has come back to the government and said 
that it was not happy with the system that was imposed on it by the previous Labor government when it changed 
the electoral system and, now that there has been a change of government, the first thing it wants to do is go back 
to the other system because it thinks it works better. 

The Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs conducted an inquiry into the last lot of legislation 
that changed the electoral system for local governments from the first-past-the-post system to the preferential-
proportional representation system. I must say that it was quite a detailed inquiry. Hon Robyn McSweeney, a 
member of this chamber, was a member of that committee at the time, as were Hon Bruce Donaldson, Hon Paul 
Llewellyn and Hon Louise Pratt, a former member of this place who is now a senator. That was a fairly 
extensive inquiry that not only looked into what was happening in Western Australia, but also compared the 
electoral systems across the country. It looked at a range of matters associated with local government and how 
their electoral systems worked and made a raft of recommendations. Later on, I will go through some of the key 
areas of the report. It was quite a good report. It was an interesting discussion for us to engage in because we 
came at it from different points of views. Hon Bruce Donaldson, who has quite an extensive history in local 
government, had quite strongly held views about how these things should work. It is probably the only inquiry in 
eight years about which we had some division and differences of opinion regarding how these things should 
work. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 5569.] 
 


