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MINISTER FOR EDUCATION — GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO THE BALGA WORKS INQUIRY 

Urgency Motion 

THE PRESIDENT (Hon Nick Griffiths): Members, I am in receipt of a letter in these terms — 

Dear Mr President 

I hereby give notice that pursuant to Standing Order 72 I intend to move; 

That this House as a matter of urgency, expresses its grave concern and comdemns the Minister for 
Education for her handling of the Governments Response to the Standing Committee on Estimates and 
Financial Operations—Balga Works Program and calls on her to implement the recommendations of 
the Committee. 

Yours sincerely 

Ljiljanna Ravlich 

In order for Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich to move her motion, at least four members should rise to show their support. 

[At least four members rose in their places.] 

HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH (East Metropolitan) [3.36 pm]: I move the motion. 

Mr President, as you and other members of this place would probably know, recently Hon Peter Collier tabled 
the government’s response to that report of the standing committee on the Balga Works program. It was signed 
off by the minister on 14 November. In looking at what was tabled, I looked at the covering letter, the last line of 
which states that if the minister can be of assistance to the committee after it has considered the department’s 
response, can the committee please let her know. I do not know what action the committee will take, but I 
certainly have some concerns about the response by the department to that report. 

I want to put on the public record my grave concern about the way in which the Minister for Education has 
handled the government’s response to the standing committee report. There are three very, very serious findings, 
and a number of subsets, and there are, in total, 15 recommendations. I will quickly skim over the findings, 
because it will put into context the serious nature of these findings. The first finding was — 

The Committee finds that that the DET failed to ensure adequate verification of the enrolment and 
attendance records and this was a failure in their financial management practices. 

The second finding was — 

The Committee finds that the responsibility for the failures with the program and the administration of 
the school lay primarily with Mr Hammond. 

He was the principal — 

The Committee is of the view that the DET is also responsible for the failures for the following reasons: 

i) its complicity in providing funding for the BWP — 

That is, the Balga Works program — 

in an ad-hoc manner and without proper planning, accountability mechanisms or due diligence;  

The committee also found — 

ii) its ineffectiveness in responding in an appropriate and timely manner despite overwhelming 
evidence of the issues being faced by the BSHS — 

That is, the Balga Senior High School — 
and the BWP throughout the life of the program. In particular, the response of the Investigation 
Reference Group at the end of 2005 was inadequate … ; and 

iii) its ineffectiveness in managing Mr Hammond. 
The Committee has concerns with the process for the appointment of a supplementary deputy principal 
to provide additional support for the BSHS. The Committee believes that the DET should have taken 
greater responsibility for this appointment rather than leaving Mr Hammond to Chair the selection 
process.  

It further found that the Minister for Education and Training was not fully informed through the briefing notes 
provided on the Balga Works program. The committee also found that Mr Carton, who was a central player in all 
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of this, did not have the necessary skills and expertise to establish the accommodation component of the 
program. Training of staff was also inadequate.  

I listened with some interest to the Minister for Education’s response in the other place in respect of this matter. 
She claims that she has read the report. In fact what she did was wave a media statement to indicate, “Of course I 
have read this report, because here we go—‘Ravlich endorsed troubled program’.” If the Minister for Education 
had in fact read the report, she would know that I had not endorsed the program and she would know that the 
then Premier had not endorsed the program.  

I think what is very important here is that we are dealing with some fundamental issues of public sector 
administration, accountability, ministerial responsibility, and the Westminster system as a whole—we are 
dealing with a lot of issues. We are dealing with the foundations of the system that operates and underpins how 
public sector agencies work, the way that they interface, the way that they exercise their responsibility and the 
way in which they are accountable to a minister. The fact is that the then Premier never endorsed or supported 
this program, and in fact advised that this program was not cost-effective. What we saw through this inquiry was 
that departmental officers outrightly defied the respects of the Premier of the day and did exactly the opposite. I 
find that absolutely unbelievable, but the sad thing is that this is what happened.  

I think that this is indeed very serious. There are 15 recommendations in the committee’s report. Firstly, I do not 
believe that the Minister for Education has read the report because, if she had read it, she would know that the 
findings are extremely serious and she could not have endorsed such a weak response by the department given 
the seriousness of these findings. This is not about any agency: this is not a tin-pot agency; it is probably about 
the premier, most important public sector agency in our state charged with the greatest responsibility in looking 
after the education of our children.  

Secondly, we know that the relationship between the Minister for Education and the Minister for Training is 
strained at best. They are now much more strained because the Minister for Education did not even bother 
discussing the response with the Minister for Training. She actually just said, “Here, you table this. I have made 
the decision. I have read the report. No problem at all. I have signed off on it. I want you to table it in 
Parliament.” Had she read the report or had there been a civil relationship between Hon Peter Collier and the 
Minister for Education—and we know that it is not great because they are still working out who has 
responsibility for what in terms of vocational education and training in schools — 

Hon George Cash: Who is “we”? Who is the member referring to? Is she just making it up as she goes along? I 
do not know! 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: Hon George Cash knows because he heard the member give his response in this 
place about the fact that he was not consulted.  

Hon George Cash: What I know is that both ministers are working well together.  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: This is a member who served on this —  

Hon George Cash: Why does the member raise her voice?  

Hon Ken Travers: Because Hon George Cash is interjecting. 

Hon George Cash: I am trying to interject, but the member is not even listening!  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I am very mindful that I have only a limited amount of time.  

Hon George Cash: Use it well!  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I will use it well.  

Had the minister read the report and had she had a civil relationship with Hon Peter Collier, she would have 
known that he was a member of that committee whilst in opposition and that he was a party to supporting all 15 
recommendations, including recommendation 11. Recommendation 11 clearly states the following —  

The Committee by a majority … 

Comprising certain members, including Hon Peter Collier — 

recommends that the Government reimburse all former employees of the Balga Works Program, who 
can demonstrate their claims for outstanding wages and superannuation. 

In question time, the Minister for Education said, however, that it is not the responsibility of the department to 
pay for compensation. The department has in fact advice to that effect. In other words, irrespective of all that has 
happened, irrespective of the fact that many individuals were not being paid and therefore had to dig deep into 
their savings and perhaps increase the limits on their credit cards, or whatever, irrespective of any of that, and 
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irrespective of the fact that superannuation may not have been paid, at the end of the day she does not intend to 
ensure that the department in fact pays it.  

Here we have a minister who I doubt very much has read the report because, if she had, she would not have 
made the comments that she has made. Here we have a minister who has not read the report, who does not 
recognise —  

Point of Order 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT: The member has three times, in the short space of her speech, reflected on the 
integrity of the Minister for Education, and if she knows that the minister has not read the report, could we have 
an explanation of that? 

The PRESIDENT: Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich is speaking within the bounds of our standing orders. There was no 
reflection on the Minister for Education.  

Debate Resumed 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The only reason I say she has not read the report is that, quite clearly, this is a 
very, very serious report, and the only response from the minister was that I approved this program, when clearly 
that is not what the report says. It is totally wrong. I never approved the program. I copped the heat for the 
program, but I never approved the program.  
It is quite clear that this whole question about compensation was supported by Hon Peter Collier. If the Minister 
for Education had consulted Hon Peter Collier, he may well have advised her of the fact that this is the position 
he took. Morally, it is the right position to take; it is the position of the majority of members of that committee. 
Are we saying that a minister who basically walked into the job a couple of months ago and has not listened or 
heard any of this evidence, has not met with any of these people, is now making the judgement that the findings 
of the committee are wrong? I would argue that the findings of the committee are sound, I would argue that they 
are based on evidence and I would argue that they are morally the right thing to do if we want to, firstly, look 
after the people who have been damaged by this process, and, secondly, if we want to make sure that the system 
of public administration in this state is far better in the future than was the case in the past, as was demonstrated 
in the findings of this report.  

Thirdly, it is very important that the Minister for Education and the Minister for Training establish a more 
positive working relationship. Quite clearly the findings in this committee report are very serious in response to 
the Balga Works program. This is clearly an area where there is an overlap. This was a vocational program 
within the context of the school environment, and, quite clearly, when two ministers say that they have this area 
of joint responsibility and they are not communicating effectively, it does not augur well for the people who rely 
so much on the delivery of such services—in this case, vocational training services.  

It is a real shame that this program was so badly handled and managed by those people involved. At the end of 
the day, some of the senior people within the Department of Education and Training really need to accept some 
serious responsibility and need to reflect very carefully, rather than try to attempt to whitewash the 
recommendations of the inquiry. My view is that these matters are serious. I also noted during question time in 
the other place that a question was put to the Minister for Education about one of the commitments for the first 
100 days of this government, which was the introduction of new arrangements that would give school principals 
the authority to run their schools without bureaucratic interference if the school so chose. The Balga Works 
program was a classic case of a principal running his school without interference, and it ended up being an 
absolute dog’s breakfast because the Department of Education and Training did not have the requisite checks 
and balances in place to protect all the interested parties. Unless the department can seriously clean up its act and 
lift its game to ensure that all the necessary checks and balances are in place, the policy of providing greater 
autonomy to principals should not be embarked upon. 
Having said that, I am very disappointed with the Minister for Education — 

Hon Kim Chance: I think the government is, too. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I think it is too. The state deserves better. I will be interested to hear from those 
members who sat on the committee. As I was Minister for Education and Training during that time, I was a bit 
surprised that I was not called before the committee to provide evidence. Despite the publicity that was whipped 
up by members opposite to make me look like some sort of secretive demon, there was no substance to the 
allegations. Hon George Cash knows that, and he and Hon Peter Collier owe a few people a few apologies. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Minister for Training) [3.51 pm]: I certainly cannot 
support this motion. I would not have any problem at all with debating the findings made and report tabled by 
the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations about the Balga Works program. I have a 
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problem with this nonsense motion, which expresses grave concern and condemns the Minister the Education for 
her handling of the government’s response to the committee’s report on the Balga Works program. That aspect is 
simply unnecessary. If members wish to have a measured, responsible debate on this issue, I do not have a 
problem with that, but this is pure political theatre. I want to make one thing perfectly clear to Hon Ljiljanna 
Ravlich: the Balga Works program operated under her watch. It operated while she was Minister for Education 
and Training; it occurred under her administration. As she told the house last week, ultimate responsibility rests 
with the minister. 

The claims made about strained relations are abject nonsense; there is no strained relationship. I am two months 
into this job, and as any member opposite who has been a minister would know, I have, quite frankly, been 
busier than a bricklayer in Baghdad. I tell members that one simply does not have time to deal with absolutely 
every single issue in as close forensic detail as one would like. I get on particularly well with the Minister for 
Education; we have a very harmonious, productive relationship. That claim is abject nonsense. 

I have some issues with the report, and I would like to spend some time on that rather than on political nonsense, 
because that is quite frankly rubbish. If the member had come to this chamber with a decent urgency motion, we 
could have dealt with this issue. I say at the outset that the Balga Works program is something that I feel very 
strongly about. I actually feel personally moved by what occurred with the Balga Works program. The victims of 
this program were the former workers and students. I am fundamentally committed to ensuring that we do the 
right thing for those victims. That was my motivation right from the start; I can assure Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich 
that my motivation was not to make any political points. My prime motivation is for the victims of that program. 
I remain in regular contact with some of those people, and I am sure that they will be friends of mine for life. 

I now turn to the recommendations. I am quite comfortable with some of the recommendations of the report. I 
will talk about the issue of compensation in a moment. The honourable member mentioned problems within the 
Department of Education and Training. Frankly, that was one aspect of the response from DET to the 
committee’s report that I found quite satisfactory. Recommendation 4, as rendered in the Department of 
Education and Training response, states — 

The Committee recommends that the Minister For Education and Training advise the Legislative 
Council as to whether he is satisfied that the Department of Education and Training has met its duty of 
care obligations towards those persons adversely affected by the Balga Works Program. 

The response continues — 

8. The Department notes Finding 2 of the Report and acknowledges that the Department could 
have: 

(a) scrutinised preliminary representations and arrangements about the funding of the 
Program by the Principal and others more carefully; 

(b) responded to the inadequacies of the Program more quickly and effectively once they 
became apparent to the Department, however as previously submitted … 

It goes on; I have limited time. The response continues — 

(c) challenged the Principal earlier in the life of the Program about particular 
representations and arrangements he made for the Program … 

It goes on. Recommendation 6, as rendered in the DET response, states in part — 

The Committee recommends that the Department of Education and Training develop written policies 
and guidelines for due diligence checks that are to be undertaken by a school when engaging a private 
service provider. 

That was an astounding issue. There appeared to be no due diligence undertaken when engaging a private 
provider. That was a real problem, because the private provider was, quite frankly, the crux of the problem. The 
response continues — 

13. The Department acknowledges that it failed to formalise and document its contractual 
relationship with Hurson, after the Department became aware in November 2005 that a private 
provider was being paid to deliver the Program. The Department agrees with the Committee 
that there were inadequate checks and due diligence of Carton, Hurson and the Program. 

… 

15. It is in this context that the Departmental staff failed to appreciate a number of matters that 
should have been more carefully considered, including the necessary due diligence. 
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In that respect, I acknowledge — 

Hon Ken Travers interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I do not have time to accept the member’s interjections; I did not interject on him. 

I do not have a problem with some elements of the recommendations. The ones I am concerned about are the 
ones I mentioned earlier. I am concerned about whether the department adequately and sufficiently 
acknowledged the problems that were associated with the victims of the program. I will closely consult the 
director general about that, as I said I would in answer to a recent question from Hon Ken Travers. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: What about the minister? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I have spoken to the minister about this issue and I explained my concerns to her. We 
will continue that dialogue. 

I turn now to recommendation 11, which is the recommendation the member was talking about. This 
recommendation was a majority decision. I presume that Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich’s motion refers to all 
recommendations of the report, including majority recommendations. Does that mean she is going against the 
recommendation of Hon Ken Travers? Is she comfortable with that?  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: That is good. Recommendation 11, as rendered in the DET response, states — 

The Committee by a majority (comprising Hons Giz Watson, Peter Collier, Sheila Mills and Helen 
Morton MLCs) recommends that the Government reimburse all former employees of the Balga Works 
Program, who can demonstrate their claims for outstanding wages and superannuation. 

The response mentions that responsibility rests with Hurson, and I have to say that I was concerned about that 
because I wonder whether the department really acknowledges that, given that the RTO was operating within 
Balga Senior High School, the department had responsibility for duty of care. The legal response that the 
department received suggests that it did not. This is also a matter that I will take up with the director general. The 
response states — 

If the Department is liable to a Hurson’s employee then it will pay compensation to that employee. 

That is something that I would like to flesh out with the director general when we discuss this. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Sorry; I just do not have time. It is not that I do not want to. 

Recommendation 13 refers to debriefing and counselling for people affected by the Balga Works program. This 
is something that really affected me, because some people involved in this program felt a real emotional 
attachment to the kids. These are kids who were completely disengaged from mainstream schooling and, dare I 
say it, mainstream community. They needed this support mechanism. The workers in this program felt that they 
could do something for these kids. When the program collapsed, they felt debilitated. They really felt a sense of 
loss, and they need counselling. The government’s response is that six sessions are available for a 12-month 
period on personal or work-related issues. I would like to discuss that with the Director General of Education. 
That is my issue. Ongoing counselling should be provided for those workers who were adversely affected.  

I would particularly like to discuss with the Director General of Education recommendation 14, which reads — 

The Committee recommends that the Government identify the young people who were enrolled in 
the Balga Works Program and ensure that they are able to access educational and employment 
assistance to the level promised by the Balga Works Program.  

The department’s response was that the department has identified 53 students who were involved in the Balga 
Works program; of those, 28 or 52 per cent were beyond compulsory school age at the end of 2006.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Can I finish?  

We had a big problem accessing a legitimate number of students. According to figures from the department, 
hundreds of students went through that program, yet it can access only 53. I want to make sure that every 
possible avenue was accessed to ensure that all the students who participated in that program and had difficulties 
were assisted in finding further pathways in life. I am not convinced at this stage that that was the case, but, 
following my discussion, I may find otherwise. Those are my views on this issue.  
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As I said, my issues are nothing to do with any problem, dare I say, concerning the relationship between the 
Minister for Education and me. The suggestion that it does is pure politics. My intent regarding having further 
discussions with the director general and the Minister for Education is to ensure that we did everything we 
possibly could within our physical and emotional beings to ensure that those victims of the Balga Works 
program have been catered for adequately. I am not interested in the politics; I am interested in the victims.  

HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [4.01 pm]: I support Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich. I think we have 
every right to ask for a better explanation from the Minister for Education than what has been provided. Any 
member listening to the Minister for Training’s comments on these matters would agree that they show the 
inadequacy of the response provided to this house by the Minister for Education. I do not think it is unusual for 
members to come in here and want to discuss these issues and take the opportunity to raise their concerns. I place 
on the record, as I said in the adjournment debate the other night, that I think the Minister for Training does have 
a genuine interest in this issue and is genuinely concerned about the people who suffered as a result of the Balga 
Works program.  

We have all seen very clearly from the history of this issue that there was a continual system of mismanagement 
and misleading of ministers about this program. I am happy for any other member of the Standing Committee on 
Estimates and Financial Operations to correct me, but I do not think we saw anywhere that ministerial approval 
had been given for this program to go ahead. The problems arose within the agency. The Minister for Training 
understands that but, by her very response, the Minister for Education has shown that she does not understand it. 
She did not consult with the other minister who is responsible for managing that department. The issues that 
relate to Balga Works are both training and vocational education issues. In this house we are still not sure exactly 
whether the Minister for Training or the Minister for Education is responsible for VET matters. The fact that the 
Minister for Education did not consult this minister beforehand tells me that we have every right to condemn her 
and to express our grave concerns about the way she handled it. If she had talked to the Minister for Training, he 
would have been able to address the issues here today.  

Given some of the cultural issues this report highlights, I find it extraordinary that the Minister for Training, 
even in his response today, kept talking about how he would be talking to the director general about it. I say to 
the Minister for Training that he needs to also talk to the Minister for Education. Since finding out how one 
minister was misinformed, I think he knows what can happen: imagine what would happen if people thought 
they could play the ministers off against one another. I know the Minister for Training’s heart is in this matter. 
However, the Minister for Education’s comments earlier today show that she does not understand it. I would 
love to know whether she actually read the report before tabling the response and signing off on it or whether she 
read it after the event.  

We now understand that the Minister for Training has had a discussion with the Minister for Education, which 
we assume has occurred since last Thursday; nonetheless, the Minister for Training should talk to the Minister 
for Education, not the director general. I believe they are now co-managing the ministerial responsibilities of this 
agency. This minister must make sure he puts the reforms in place. He knows as well as I do that the 
recommendations in the report have not been picked up by the Department of Education. The Minister for 
Training spoke to the media when this issue was tabled in this place and said that three things needed to be done. 
If I remember correctly, he said something to the effect that we just need to pay the staff and provide counselling 
to the students and to the staff. Those are the three areas the Minister for Training himself identified as the three 
most important recommendations in this report that have not been dealt with.  

Members opposite can say that this is a matter the former government created. We all know that that was not the 
case, albeit the ministers responsible at the time must accept responsibility even though they were misled by the 
department. However, the new government must fix the problem. It must do as the Labor Party did when it took 
office and made a great deal of effort to protect the victims of the finance broking saga. When we got into 
government, members opposite held us to account to deliver on that. We received a lot more legal advice on that 
issue than was provided on the matters involved in the Balga Works issue. It is not as though the legal advice 
about whether Hurson or the department was responsible was unknown to the committee members when they 
made that recommendation. I did not support the recommendation of the other four members of the committee, 
but the department is rejecting even my view. I took a more moderate approach, especially to compensation, than 
the other four members took, including the Minister for Training. Even that position has not been picked up by 
the department. The department has just said, “You’re on your own; take us to court.” That is just not good 
enough. When an opposition pursues an issue like this it has an obligation to look after the victims on behalf of 
whom it pursues matters, as the Labor Party had to do for the victims of the finance broking scandal. We paid the 
compensation that was necessary as a direct result of the incompetence of members opposite. The finance 
broking issues were known to the relevant ministers at the time. There was no evidence of the then Department 
of Consumer Affairs misleading the ministers. Nonetheless, we had to get on and deal with it.  
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The minister’s handling of this matter should cause us concern. She did not consult the other member of the 
committee or the Minister for Training. I wonder whether Hon Helen Morton, another member of that 
committee, was consulted. Was Hon Brian Ellis, also a participating member of the committee, consulted by the 
Minister for Education? At the very least, they should have been. At the absolute least she should have talked to 
her fellow minister, the Minister for Training, who has spoken in this place today and given his views, chapter 
and verse, on how the government’s response has been inadequate.  

Hon Ray Halligan: Did Alan Carpenter talk to you about going to the election?  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: No, unfortunately.  

Hon Ray Halligan: What a pity. So, he did not consult. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: No. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! There have been a number of interjections. It is one thing having a relevant 
interjection, but I think we are going a bit too far.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I am not sure I can see the analogy Hon Ray Halligan is drawing. If I had co-
responsibility for the administration of this state with the Premier —  

Hon George Cash: We thought you did from the way you used to carry on in this place!  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I only wish I had, but I have never been able to exercise the power, and I have never 
been able to recreate myself in the image of a smiling crocodile and run the Labor Party as Hon George Cash has 
run the Liberal Party over the years. 

Hon Ray Halligan: It’s not as though you didn’t try! 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I have tried to have my input; that is correct, but I was not responsible as a joint minister 
for dealing with these matters. The Minister for Training was such a joint minister in relation to this matter, but 
the Minister for Education decided to ignore him, and to put in a response that was from the Department of 
Education and Training. It is more important because the Minister for Training understands these issues more 
than anybody else in this chamber. I would even acknowledge that on this matter, the Minister for Training 
understands and has an even more detailed knowledge of these matters than I did. 

Hon Barbara Scott: He certainly understood better than any member of the previous government. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: And we are now in opposition; we have to accept that. I do not know whether Balga 
Works played a part in that result, but I do know that Hon Peter Collier pursued this issue on behalf of the people 
who suffered as a result of it. He went to the media about three recommendations that he identified on 
compensation, counselling and assistance to the students and staff, and those three recommendations have all 
been ignored, as have many of the other recommendations. Hon Peter Collier has highlighted some of the areas 
in which the department acknowledged it could have done things better, but reading in more detail about some of 
the follow-ups reveal that the department has failed to acknowledge them. Hon Helen Morton would understand 
very clearly the inability of the Department of Education and Training to understand and implement innovative 
programs, which is recommendation 15 of the report. Have we seen any acknowledgement by the Minister for 
Education on that? No, we have not. That is why it we should all be condemning the Minister for Education and 
expressing our grave concern about her actions. 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [4.12 pm]: The inquiry into the Balga Works program was very 
thorough and exhaustive. I cannot count the buckets of paperwork that we received and the number of times we 
interviewed various staff members of the Department of Education and Training. It was a good committee 
process that engaged all members who participated. I am happy to have other members disagree with that. Hon 
Peter Collier, in his former role, was very keen to pursue this inquiry, and it was a worthwhile inquiry to pursue. 

I agree with this urgency motion due to the disappointment I felt when I saw the response from the department, 
which was signed off by the Minister for Education. To me, it reflected exactly the same attitude that the 
committee had experienced in its work; that is, it was like pulling teeth to get full cooperation from the 
Department of Education and Training to get to the bottom of a dreadful outcome for the students who 
participated in the program and the majority of the staff who were trying to do the right thing by these very 
disadvantaged kids who are at the very margins in engaging in any kind of education. When we tabled the report 
with its substantial recommendations, we had quite some hope that the department would acknowledge that 
some changes needed to be made. 

I realise that this motion is largely directed at the  Minister for Education, and I also have some doubts that the 
minister could have studied the report in any depth in order to sign off on the response provided by the 
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department. It seems to me that the department has simply reiterated the position it took during the inquiry: it 
wanted to constantly shift the blame to other areas and not accept, for example, the duty of care that the 
committee was satisfied was owed to the students, and the arrangements with the staff. My contribution to this 
discussion is to ask the Minister for Education to take the time to read the report, to look again at the supporting 
evidence for the recommendations, and to reconsider whether the response provided by the department to the 
committee report is adequate. 

I realise that we will have another opportunity to debate the report in full, and I will probably reserve the rest of 
my remarks for that occasion. However, it is not a good sign that the Minister for Education perhaps did not take 
the time that she should have to really apprise herself of the considerable work done by this house to put this 
report into the public domain and to expose some really serious problems. It would seem that the minister has 
just signed off on those responses. I ask the Minister for Education to reconsider and have the department 
perhaps table a supplementary response that might be more satisfactory. 

HON HELEN MORTON (East Metropolitan — Parliamentary Secretary) [4.16 pm]: I also was a member 
of the committee, so I will make a few comments about this issue. It is a real shame that this whole inquiry has 
now been made into something like a political football. The inquiry was initiated in the beginning as a result of 
some really genuine concerns for the people involved—the people who worked to provide the services and the 
students who received those services—and the problems they experienced as a result of something that went 
horribly wrong. If I wanted to make this into a tawdry little political football match, I would probably want to 
rearrange this motion to read that the house, as a matter of urgency, expresses its grave concerns and condemns 
the former Ministers for Education and their handling of the Balga Works program. I know that it is not possible 
to go down that track with an urgency motion, so I will not bother, but the house needs to understand that three 
former education ministers were involved in this project from its commencement to the time that we picked up 
the inquiry. 

The other thing I would like to mention is that the letter from the Minister for Education makes an invitation to 
the Legislative Council to seek further assistance from her. The letter merely documents that this is the response 
of the Department of Education and Training, and that is all the minister is saying at this stage: this is the 
department’s response at this stage, and the Legislative Council is asked to let the minister know if it requires 
any further assistance. The minister must recognise that this was a very complex, detailed and lengthy inquiry, 
and she wants us to have the benefit of the department’s response. The invitation in the last line is for us to come 
back to her when we have had due time to consider the response. Under the circumstances, that is a very 
reasonable approach for the minister to take. 

I would go a bit further and say that the department has made a few admissions that it was somewhat liable for 
the problems that took place. Although I was one of the major critics throughout the inquiry of the Department 
of Education and Training, its inability to accept responsibility and to understand that what it was doing was 
inappropriate, and its attempts to shift the blame onto others, as Hon Giz Watson said, in some places the 
department’s response begins to acknowledge that the department itself had some problems and was starting to 
address them. I do not know that this goes far enough, and I do not know what the Legislative Council or the 
committee can do to make sure that the department is held to account for what it is indicating it is prepared to 
undertake. For example, some of the responses are along the lines of meeting the duty of care obligations 
towards those persons adversely affected; and that the department will scrutinise preliminary representations and 
arrangements about the funding of the program by the principal and others more carefully. The department said 
also that it could have responded to the inadequacies of the program more quickly, and it could have challenged 
the principal earlier in the life of the program about particular representations and arrangements he made for the 
program. The department is now prepared to make these admissions. It was not prepared to make any of these 
admissions in front of the committee. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon HELEN MORTON: I am not certain. For example, committee recommendation 6 was that the Department 
of Education and Training develop written policies and guidelines for due diligence checks that are to be 
undertaken by a school when engaging a private provider. The department acknowledges in its response that it 
failed to formalise and document its contractual relationship with Hurson after the department had become aware 
that a private provider was being paid to deliver the program. The department also acknowledges that it agrees 
with the committee that there were inadequate checks and due diligence of Carton, Hurson and the program. The 
department is now admitting that it has failed.  

The department also acknowledges in its response that it had developed a written contract with Hurson without 
sufficient support, resources and expertise to do so. The department is now very willing to admit that it has made 
mistakes. However, that is not how the department presented to the committee. The department also 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 2 December 2008] 

 p675f-686a 
President; Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich; Hon Barbara Scott; Hon Peter Collier; Hon Ken Travers; Hon Giz Watson; 

Hon Helen Morton; Hon Sheila Mills; Hon George Cash 

 [9] 

acknowledges in its response that at the time there was a failure to appreciate what subsequently became 
apparent; namely, the complexity of the program and the flaws in its delivery. The department then goes on to 
talk about what it is doing to try to overcome the mistakes that it has made. 

Committee recommendation 7 is that the Western Australian Council of State School Organisations Incorporated 
prohibit school employees who are members of a parents and citizens association from also being signatories of 
the parents and citizens association’s bank accounts. The department actually went to the extent of trying to find 
out from the Western Australian Council of State School Organisations whether it would be appropriate to put 
such a prohibition in place. The department is now also looking at whether such a prohibition can be put into the 
standard constitution under which the Balga P&C association—and other P&C associations—operates to ensure 
that these sorts of things do not happen again. 

The department that I am seeing now is very different from the department that I saw when the departmental 
representatives appeared before the committee. Committee recommendation 9 is that the government establish as 
a matter of priority a program for disengaged youth that provides appropriate education and vocational training. 
The department identifies in its response some of the programs that it is developing in this area. I think that the 
minister has looked at this report and has said to the committee, “This is what the department is doing; please 
consider it and come back to me.”  

I want to raise one concern. Recommendation 10 is that the Department of Education and Training review the 
financial management support provided to schools. The response from the department to that recommendation is 
that it has reviewed, and is continuing to review, the financial management support provided to schools, and it 
has created a new financial directorate called financial services and support. I am concerned that what I am 
seeing is still the old Department of Education and Training, because all it has done is move its problems with 
financial management from one area to another. I do not get a sense that there has been any improvement in the 
way it is managing its financial support services to individual schools.  

Recommendation 11 is that the government reimburse all former employees of the Balga Works program who 
can demonstrate their claims for outstanding wages and superannuation. The department’s response to that 
recommendation is that if it can be proved that the department is liable for compensation, it will act upon that. 
There is no recognition by the Department of Education and Training that it has been complicit in any of these 
problems. The department states that its position is that Hurson and its directors were responsible for the 
payment of wages and superannuation, and the fact that the company did not pay wages and superannuation but 
was providing services to the department is not in itself sufficient to impose liability on the department for 
unpaid moneys. I believe that the department is refusing to acknowledge that it was complicit in Hurson’s failure 
to pay wages and superannuation. This is one area that does need to be strengthened, and it is up to the 
committee, or this house, to go back to the minister with these responses and ensure that action is taken on this 
matter. 

Recommendation 13 is that the government provide assistance and support in the form of a debriefing and 
counselling to the people affected by the Balga Works program. The response from the department is that it has 
provided ongoing assistance and support to employees. It became very clear to the committee that there is a need 
for a proper debriefing, as distinct from counselling. That is a matter that I feel very strongly about. However, for 
whatever reason, the Department of Education and Training has ignored the difference between counselling and 
debriefing.  

Hon Ken Travers: No, the minister has ignored it, because she has allowed the department to do that. 

Hon HELEN MORTON: I reiterate that the minister, in her covering letter to the committee, has invited the 
committee to let her know if she can be of any assistance to the committee after it has considered the 
department’s response. The committee has made the point that there is a difference between debriefing and 
counselling, and that it is important that a debriefing take place.  

The other area that is of concern to me is that the department also said in its response that 28 out of the 53 
students who were enrolled in the Balga Works program were beyond compulsory school age at the end of 2006.  

HON SHEILA MILLS (South Metropolitan) [4.27 pm]: I agree with the comments made by Hon Giz Watson. 
My comments will be directed to the Department of Education and Training itself. When the departmental 
representatives appeared before the committee—I know Hon Peter Collier will agree with this—they were 
aggressive, and they obfuscated. The use of bureaucratic-speak reached new heights. These were very senior 
people from the department. They resented the questions that we were asking. What I can see in this document is 
a very similar attitude. What is of particular concern to me too is that I do not think the minister has read this 
report very well. I was listening to the minister’s response to the questions that were asked in the other house, 
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and she seemed nervous and not quite on top of the issues in the report, particularly recommendation 11, which 
states — 

… recommends that the Government reimburse all former employees of the Balga Works Program, 
who can demonstrate their claims for outstanding wages and superannuation.  

The department in its response has maintained the position that it has maintained from the very start—that is, 
they were not departmental employees; therefore, the department is not liable. The department then states that if 
any of Hurson’s employees have a claim for damages against the department on the basis that they suffered harm 
as a consequence of their reasonably relying upon an action or representation by the department, that is a factual 
and legal issue that would need to be considered on a case-by-case basis. These people lost an awful lot of 
money through the Balga Works program. The simple fact of the matter is that when Carton was touting himself 
around town, although he was not explicitly saying that he was part of the Department of Education and Training 
or was an employee of Balga Senior High School, that is what people believed. Even the chief magistrate of the 
Children’s Court believed that Carton was part of the Department of Education and Training and that this was a 
Department of Education and Training resourced and supported program. That position was held for a 
considerable period. The department owes a duty of care to these people. I accept that Hon Peter Collier does 
care for the children who were involved in this absolute debacle of a program. The department also needs to 
extend a duty of care to the people who were employed in that program, because they also suffered from the 
process. They also suffered because of the incompetency of the Department of Education and Training, and the 
keenness of the senior bureaucrats in the department to not take any responsibility for their lack of oversight and 
to pretend that they did not know what was going on. It was well known that complaints had been made about 
this program. Complaints about this program had been made to local members in the northern suburbs, yet the 
department did not know about it, or so it said.  

The department was reluctant to supply the committee with information. We almost had to pull teeth to get any 
information out of the department. Then, when we started to progress more and more into the substance of the 
terms of reference for this report, it snowed us! It was classic Sir Humphrey! We were snowed under with boxes 
of material—truckloads of material. I commend the committee staff. They worked very hard to try to make some 
sense of what was going on. Things such as money were directed to Balga Works through the Aboriginal 
education unit of the education department. Then it said, “Oh, no. That’s not going to Balga Works; that’s going 
to the Follow the Dream program.” It ended up in Balga Works. Merv Hammond spent it; he said in evidence 
that he got the money twice. Yet nobody knew and nobody took any responsibility for all this business that was 
going on. The acting director general of finance said, “Oh, it’s not my fault, because I was on holiday.” The 
department’s performance was absolutely disgraceful. The fact is no due diligence check was done on Michael 
Carton. The department could have found out that he was subject to criminal charges in Victoria—it was not the 
first time he had tried this sort of stunt. None of that happened. I lay the blame for the suffering caused to these 
people, who deserve compensation—the people who taught in the program and the students themselves—firmly 
at the foot of the Department of Education and Training. Reading the department’s response, it seems to me that 
it is doing yet another snow job. It is fiddling around the edges of the recommendations; that is all it is doing. I 
do not think the department is going to the substance of the recommendations of the committee and reflecting the 
deep concerns that that committee held with the way this whole program was planned. 
HON GEORGE CASH (North Metropolitan) [4.31 pm]: Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich came into the house this 
afternoon and moved a motion that states in part that this house, as a matter of urgency, expresses its grave 
concern and condemns the Minister for Education for her handling of the government’s response. It seems to me 
that when a member comes into this house wanting it to condemn a minister, that member has an obligation to 
produce the evidence upon which the minister should or should not be condemned. There is no doubt that this 
afternoon Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich failed miserably to produce any evidence whatsoever to show why this house 
should condemn the current Minister for Education. 
Hon Ken Travers: Helen Morton and the Minister for Training did though, even if the member does not accept 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich’s evidence. 
Hon GEORGE CASH: Clearly, what Hon Ken Travers and other members opposite forget is that this debacle 
at Balga happened during the reign of Minister Carpenter, Minister Ravlich and Minister McGowan. They are 
the three people who were involved in this matter. 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich says, “I wasn’t called.” Guess what? She had every opportunity to make a submission to 
the committee. If she believes that she should have been called, clearly she believes that she had something to 
tell the committee. However, as members who have read the report will know, she failed to provide a submission 
to justify her position on the debacle that we know as the Balga Works program. I think today’s motion is all 
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about Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich trying to shift the blame. She does not want this house to recognise that she in fact 
was one of the principal players in the debacle. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon GEORGE CASH: I remember that when Hon Peter Collier used to raise this matter in the house and stress 
that there needed to be an inquiry, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich kept saying there was no need; everything was under 
control. After the Balga Works program inquiry, we now find that very little was under control. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Read the report. 

Hon GEORGE CASH: I have read a fair bit of the report by the Standing Committee on Estimates and 
Financial Operations—not all of it. Has the member read the whole of the report? 
Hon Ken Travers: I have! 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon GEORGE CASH: I am trying to make a point to Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich and what she does — 
The PRESIDENT: Order! I understand Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich seeks to have time to respond. If she is going to 
have that, she will need to listen to Hon George Cash. We will wait and see how things develop. 
Hon GEORGE CASH: If Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich gets time to respond, I hope she explains why she is running 
away from her own failings, and why she will not acknowledge and face up to the fact that she is the greatest 
failing that has been exposed in this report. 
I happen to agree with Hon Giz Watson: rather than bring this matter in and kick it round like a political football, 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich would have done well to put a motion on the books that would have enabled us to debate 
this issue at length, because I think the committee has attempted to produce some positive recommendations on 
this matter. If we were to concentrate on the committee’s recommendations, some good could come out of the 
inquiry. I think the inquiry was good; it highlighted the things that a lot of people knew when the government 
was claiming everything was under control. However, we need much greater time to run through its report. 
Clearly, the education department has not responded adequately to the issues raised. I am allowed to say that 
because I am not a minister, but I happen to believe it. 

Hon Ken Travers: It’s all right; the minister said it as well! 

Hon GEORGE CASH: Of course he does, because Hon Peter Collier knows more about this program than any 
other person in this chamber, notwithstanding the fact that the committee spent an awful lot of time looking at it. 
He introduced it to this house because he was the person — 

Several members interjected. 

Hon GEORGE CASH: Of course the member did, because he does. A fact is a fact. Hon Ken Travers is 
prepared to acknowledge a fact. It is a pity he cannot tap his colleague on the shoulder and ask her to 
acknowledge the fact that she failed miserably when it came to her administration of the Balga Works program. 
Let us have a substantive motion on it so that we can discuss it at length. 
Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


