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Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations — Eighteenth Report —  
“Budget of the Office of the Auditor General” 

Resumed from 7 May.  

Motion 

Hon GIZ WATSON: I move — 

That the report be noted. 

What a busy committee this standing committee is. It is very productive in terms of reports. This is one of our 
smaller reports, but it is significant nevertheless. Report 18 deals with the budget of the Office of the Auditor 
General. The report notes that despite the fact that the Auditor General’s Act 2006 provided for a joint standing 
committee on audit to be established, which was to comprise equal numbers of members appointed from each 
house, so far that joint committee on audit has not been established. Therefore, to fulfil the functions that it was 
proposed that that joint committee would fulfil, the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations 
undertook to meet with the Auditor General in private on 9 April this year to discuss the budget of the Office of 
the Auditor General to ensure that the Legislative Council at least could be informed of whether the standing 
committee had concerns about the budgetary requirements for that office for the coming financial year. So it was 
in the context of the budget about to be delivered that we undertook to meet with Mr Colin Murphy, the Auditor 
General. He attended that meeting and advised the committee that the Office of the Auditor General provided a 
2009-10 budget submission to the Treasurer on 9 January this year, addressing the impact, in particular, of a 
three per cent efficiency dividend on the Office of the Auditor General. 

The committee recognises that the Office of the Auditor General will face a number of additional audit 
challenges in the coming financial year. Again, Mr Murphy indicated these things. It is particularly worth noting 
that these additional challenges include — 

… increased risk factors associated with the efficiency dividend in public sector agencies; the Royalties 
for Regions Policy; the Commonwealth Government Stimulus Package; System Control Weaknesses 
identified by the OAG; the introduction of new agencies; and the Global Financial Crisis. 

These matters appear on pages 1 and 2 of the committee report.   

The standing committee was seeking to understand from the Auditor General what he was anticipating to be the 
workload for the coming financial year, and the impact of a reduced budget on his office. The report 
continues —  

1.8 The Auditor General has advised that these challenges will affect the OAG’s resources and 
ability to meet desired outcomes. The imposition of a three percent efficiency dividend would 
significantly restrict the OAG’s capacity to meet these challenges. 

1.9 The proposed efficiency dividend for the OAG is 2009-10 is $501,000. The Auditor General 
advised the Committee that achieving this saving will require a reduced level of audit activity 
and reporting to Parliament. 

The Auditor General stated —  

The office has done a review and, really, in our opinion, we cannot achieve savings of that magnitude 
without adjusting audit programs. 

The report continues — 

1.10 The Auditor General submitted to the Committee that preliminary advice received was that the 
2009-10 appropriation, after adjustment for CPI but offset by the three per cent efficiency 
dividend will result in an appropriation decrease to $17.281 million from $17.925 million 
appropriated for 2008-09. 

1.11 The Committee notes that the effect of a Budget reduction of the OAG will be a decrease in the 
number of audits and performance examinations undertaken by the OAG. 

1.12 The Committee recognises the need for all bodies receiving public funding to seek to 
maximise their efficiency and effectiveness. 

The committee did not dispute the need for all departments to review their activities to achieve efficiencies and 
maximise effectiveness. 

The report further states — 
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1.13 The Auditor General has stated that the OAG is committed to efficiency and economy in the 
use of public funds and continues to pursue initiatives that will reduce the cost of public sector 
audit. The Committee notes that the OAG has achieved a 1.5 per cent efficiency saving in their 
budget for the 2008-09 financial year. 

The Auditor General stated — 

Although we have not reduced audit programs to meet this dividend, we are continually seeking 
efficiencies and economies in an effort to achieve savings in all aspects of this Office operations. 

The report continues — 

1.14 The Auditor General has an important role in assisting Parliament to oversee the performance 
of executive government, through the provision of independent and accurate information on 
the performance and financial management of public sector agencies and bodies. The 
Committee is of the view that this role should not be hindered in any way. 

1.15 The Committee recommends that it is in the public interest that the budget of the OAG be 
maintained at least at the 2008-09 level to ensure accountability of Government agencies to the 
Parliament and the people of Western Australia. 

1.16 The Committee looks forward to the establishment of the Joint Committee, which will 
continue to ensure that the OAG is operating as efficiently as possible in the future. 

The committee tabled this report, with its recommendation that the budget of the Office of the Auditor General 
be maintained at the 2008-09 level at the very least. Since this report was tabled, time has moved on and we 
know that the budget allocation to the Office of the Auditor General was not maintained at the 2008-09 level. 
Instead, it is highly likely, as foreshadowed by the Auditor General in this private meeting, that there will be, of 
necessity, a reduction in the number of audits and the amount of reporting to Parliament. As the Auditor General 
stated — 

… we cannot achieve savings of that magnitude without adjusting audit programs. 

This limitation of the operations of the Office of the Auditor General should concern all members of this place, 
but it also raises the question of the level of independence of this office. A parliamentary committee made up of 
representatives of the Greens (WA), the Labor Party and the Liberal Party unanimously recommended that the 
budget of the Auditor General be maintained at the same level. We did not make a recommendation that the 
budget be increased, although I am sure an argument could have been mounted that it should have been; we took 
a more moderate consensus approach that, at the very least, we should not cut the Office of the Auditor 
General’s budget beyond what it had received in the previous financial year. I understand that similar comments 
were made by the committee of the other place in the discharge of its requirement to comment on and work with 
the Office of the Auditor General to ensure financial accountability in the state.  

This office is vital in assuring the public that there is independent and comprehensive auditing of the operation 
of the executive arm of government across all departments. The Office of the Auditor General produces excellent 
reports that the public can have a very high level of confidence in and respect for. The office receives good 
attention from the media, as it should, and it is sometimes critical of particular government departments, as it 
rightly should be. It should raise concerns when the government of the day has the capacity to, as eventuated for 
the Office of the Auditor General in this budget, restrict the operation of so-called independent offices by 
reducing their budgets.  

It remains to be seen over this year how effective the Office of the Auditor General will be. Will there be a 
reduction in the number of reports? Will the reports be less thorough? I am not sure how that office will adjust its 
operations to deal with the budget cut. It should be a matter of concern to members of Parliament and the public 
that the good and vital work that the Office of the Auditor General does can be impeded by standing on the hose, 
in effect. It is not in the interests of good governance or those of the public if the Auditor General has his 
operations restricted by reductions in his budget. That is why the standing committee took the time to consult the 
Auditor General about the budget requirements of his office and reported to the Parliament before the budget 
was actually handed down, so that the information was in the public realm. We discharged our duty to the 
Parliament and made the recommendation that the budget should not have been cut. It was not within our 
powers, of course, to ultimately decide what the budget would be, unfortunately, and therefore I think the 
Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations will take a particularly keen interest in whether the 
Office of the Auditor General is restricted or reduced in its capacity this year. I am sure we will have more to say 
about that when the next budget cycle comes around.  

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I want to make a couple of comments about this report. First of all, I acknowledge 
that the Auditor General Act amendment passed in 2006 provided for the establishment of a joint standing 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 10 September 2009] 

 p6713d-6723a 
Hon Giz Watson; Hon Norman Moore; Hon Ken Travers; Hon Ed Dermer 

 [3] 

committee on audit drawn from both houses. My understanding was that the Legislative Assembly, during the 
time of the previous government, made a decision to set up a committee of audit managed by the Legislative 
Assembly. I think a message was received by the Legislative Council to that effect—I was not in government at 
that time—but it did not proceed anywhere. I can only presume that the previous Leader of the House did not 
wish to have an audit committee set up under those conditions, and I agree with that. Hon Giz Watson, in her 
capacity as chair of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, has written to the Treasurer 
and me asking us whether we will put this joint committee in place, as is required under the act. I have had 
discussions with the Treasurer and have drafted some proposed terms of reference for the committee and given 
some consideration to its membership and which house it should reside in. That matter is now with the Premier 
and will be considered very soon. I hope we can eventually resolve that matter. 

The purpose of that committee is to look at the budget of the Auditor General. It is clearly an appropriate 
committee to be established, so that Parliament has some involvement in, or at least some comment to make 
about, the budget of the Auditor General. There is no doubt that the Auditor General is a very special officer in 
the state of Western Australia. Like many other similar officers, he is very important. Many government 
agencies are very important to the government. Indeed, they would all argue that they are important. When the 
government looks at budgetary constraints and seeks to decide who should bear the burden, it is extremely 
difficult to decide who is more important than anybody else. The Minister for Health would argue that his 
agency is far more important than the Auditor General when it comes to budget constraints or any cuts in their 
budgets. Similarly, the Minister for Education would say that her budget is more important than that of the 
Auditor General. The Minister for Sport and Recreation would say the same about his department, because it 
keeps people fit and healthy, and that is more important than having someone looking at the things that the 
Auditor General does. Everybody has their own view about what is important. I am not in any way suggesting 
that the Auditor General is not important, but he needs to be considered in the context of the overall government 
budgetary situation. 

This report from the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations suggests that the Auditor 
General should not have a budget cut under the three per cent efficiency dividend proposals that the government 
put forward at the time of this report, which were implemented through the last budget. In a sense, I am 
responding to the interjection of Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich, when she mentioned that the government had made a 
disgraceful decision in cutting the Auditor General’s budget. 

The idea of a three per cent efficiency dividend was not invented by the Liberal Party, the National Party or the 
Greens (WA). It was actually invented by Hon Eric Ripper, the former Treasurer. Before the last election, he 
decided that the Labor Party, in going to the election, wanted more money to spend. There are only two ways in 
which governments can obtain more money. They can raise taxes, but it is not a good idea to announce that 
during an election campaign, or they can reduce expenditure. This device has been used by governments for a 
very long time. They say that there will be an efficiency dividend—an across-government cut—which surely 
every department could deliver on. It is only a very small cut in the budget, and everybody can be more efficient. 
We all know how inefficient governments are. By doing that, a heap of money is generated in savings, and then 
the government can make promises about how it will be spent. That is what Eric Ripper did. He said the 
government would make a three per cent cut in spending, which would generate $1.5 billion. He then proceeded, 
along with the then Premier, to spend the money through a range of election commitments. 

The opposition was in a difficult position. We could have said that we would go along with the three per cent, so 
that we could spend the money too and compete in the marketplace with election commitments, or we could 
have said that we were not going to do it and find ourselves with no money to spend for election commitments. 
Both parties were in the same boat. We made the decision that we would go along with the three per cent cut, as 
the government was going to do. When these commitments are made by governments, there is an expectation in 
the minds of oppositions that if the government believes that the three per cent efficiency dividend can be 
achieved, then the government must know that it is possible. Why would Mr Ripper say that the government was 
going to do this if he did not think he could do it? He must have known that there was three per cent fat in the 
system, otherwise he would not have promised it. He also said that there would be no exemptions, albeit that the 
present opposition tried afterwards to say that there were some exemptions, such as health, education and, now, 
the Auditor General. The bottom line is simply that if every agency was not cut, we would not have obtained 
$1.5 billion. The $1.5 billion figure was based on the gross expenditure of government; not on half or one-tenth 
of government expenditure, or exemptions for the Department of Health or whatever. It was none of that at all. 
The actual number of dollars was based on a three per cent cut in the gross expenditure of government. 
Mr Ripper even said that there would be no exemptions. 

Since the present government came into office and decided to go down the path set by Mr Ripper, who said we 
could afford it—he would know; he was the Treasurer—I have found it extraordinary that the opposition has 
consistently, constantly, and repetitively, even up until today — 
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Hon Peter Collier: Monotonously. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Yes, monotonously, although it is not yet the opposition; only Hon Giz Watson has 
spoken so far. I guess the opposition will have a go in a minute. 

Hon Ken Travers: With all due respect, your members signed off on this report too, Mr Moore, so don’t just 
attack us. Attack your own members as well. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I was actually provoked by Hon Ken Travers’ colleague, who sits over there and 
moans and interjects all the time. 

Hon Ken Travers: What about your own members? 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: They are entitled to their views; I am telling the member what the government’s 
position is. We do not all have rings through our noses to be dragged around by our leader to vote according to 
his requirements whenever he decides. We do have people on this side of the house who can actually make 
judgements of their own. 

It is very simple. A government cannot, as the Labor Party did, say that the system can afford a three per cent cut 
because there is three per cent of fat in the system, and there will be no exemptions, and then when another 
government comes into power and does the same thing, say that we cannot afford it, and that this, that or the 
other should not be cut. Every time there is a political issue around the place, the opposition says it has to do 
with the three per cent cuts; it is all the fault of the cuts. The Labor Party created it—it is the previous 
government’s invention—and we implemented it. Had the Labor Party won government, this report would not 
have been presented to Parliament, because the numbers would have been like they were during the time of the 
previous government—three people who generally support the view of the Labor Party, and two who do not, 
albeit that the standing orders provide that three of the members should be non-government members. 

Hon Ken Travers: Mr Moore, if you check the records you will find that a similar report was tabled when the 
Labor Party was in government. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Did the honourable member sign off on it? 

Hon Ken Travers: Yes.  

Hon NORMAN MOORE: To say that there should not be a cut for the Auditor General? Before the three per 
cent efficiency dividend was announced? The member cannot have both. 

Hon Ken Travers: We recommended that the Auditor General get what he was asking for.  

Hon NORMAN MOORE: The member cannot have it both ways. That was the position that the member might 
have taken ahead of Mr Ripper’s brilliant idea. 

Hon Ken Travers: Too clever by half, Mr Moore; you’ve been caught again. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Has the member finished yet? 

Hon Ken Travers: Yes. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: He can have as long as he likes; I am quite happy to sit back and listen to him tell 
the chamber everything he knows about the budget. That would take about three seconds. 

The Auditor General is part of the government, and he has a budget like everybody else. Of course he does not 
want his budget to be cut; nobody does. However, if there is to be an across-the-board cut in expenditure, 
everybody has to be part of it. 

Hon Ed Dermer: The Auditor General is an officer of this Parliament. You described him as part of the 
government; that is totally misleading. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: His budget comes from the Parliament through government processes. 

Hon Ed Dermer: Your words were that the Auditor General is part of the government. That is wrong. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: All right, I will rephrase that, if the member wishes. The Auditor General reports to 
Parliament, but his department is set up under the Public Sector Management Act as part of government 
processes. Is that any help to the member? 

Hon Ed Dermer: It’s certainly more accurate than what you said before. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: He gets his funding from appropriations made by this Parliament. This Parliament 
voted for his appropriation. The member could have voted against it. He probably did, but I do not recall 
anybody moving to say, “We can’t have this budget because it contains three per cent cuts. We want to reinstate 
those.” The member voted for the budget, which means he voted for the Auditor General’s pay cut, did he not? 
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Hon Ed Dermer: You’re being accurate now; you were being inaccurate before, and I’m very pleased that 
you’ve corrected yourself. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I am being very accurate. 

I very much regret the need to make cuts to anybody’s budget because as a minister, I like spending money. That 
is what all ministers like to do. Agencies like to spend money too, because they all have things that they want to 
do and there is always something else that has to be done; there is always some new demand on government 
expenditure, and every minister and every government agency wants to respond to those demands, but there is 
not an unlimited supply of money. The problem is that since the global economic crisis, the revenues of the state 
of Western Australia have declined markedly. There has been a significant reduction in revenues from 
conveyance costs in the housing market, a reduction of billions of dollars. There has been a reduction in the price 
of iron ore, and reductions in royalties for iron ore because of the Australia-US exchange rate. There are 
significant pressures on the state’s revenues, and because the Commonwealth Grants Commission has decided 
that we have done all right in the past in respect of royalties, our GST revenues are down to about 65c in the 
dollar. I might add that the previous government was thrown out partly because people thought it had not taken 
advantage of the boom and had wasted it. We no longer have boom conditions, so therefore there must be cuts to 
what we spend our money on. 

Only yesterday, somebody from the opposition said the government’s biggest problem is that it cannot manage 
its expenditure and that it is spending too much. The shadow Treasurer is always saying that the government 
cannot manage its expenditure. He would know, having been a member of the last government, how hard it is to 
manage expenditure. Indeed, expenditure under the Labor government grew dramatically. 

Hon Ken Travers: Not by the 13 per cent that it’s grown under your government. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: The member should not go on about that. As Joh Bjelke-Petersen would say, go and 
feed the chooks or something! 

Hon Ken Travers: You’re getting more and more like him the older you get, Mr Moore! 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: It is very difficult to manage expenditure, because the community expects the 
government to deliver the sorts of services that it is used to deliver. However, we have cut expenditure by 
three per cent, and what do we get? Consistent and constant whingeing, whining complaints from the opposition, 
yet it says that the government cannot manage its expenditure and that we should not cut expenditure by 
three per cent. 

Hon Ed Dermer: When are you going to take responsibility for your actions rather than try to blame someone 
else? 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I always take responsibility for my actions; I always have. I am telling members that 
the three per cent cut was Eric Ripper’s bright idea. Did the member support that? Did he? 

Hon Ken Travers: We would’ve managed it a lot better than your mob! We wouldn’t have had 13 per cent 
growth on top of three per cent cuts! 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Was the member going to exclude the Auditor General from the cuts? Yes or no—
was the member going to exclude the Auditor General? No, he was not, because it was not his decision and he 
knows it. It was the former Treasurer’s decision, and he told the people of Western Australia that everybody is 
part of the deal. Hon Ken Travers is the hypocrite in this case, because this report is something the Labor Party 
would not have been able to deliver if it had been in government. 

I tell Hon Ed Dermer that the government accepts responsibility for the last state budget, and that is why the 
Auditor General has had a cut to his appropriation, because his appropriation is part of the government’s total 
annual expenditure. The government accepts total responsibility for the amount of money that the Auditor 
General got, and that is as it should be. It is not good enough for the opposition to continue to complain about the 
three per cent cuts when it was the Labor Party’s idea. If the Labor Party were now in government, it would be 
defending the across-the-board three per cent cuts because the cuts would still have had to be implemented to 
collect the additional funds needed to honour its election commitments. The opposition cannot complain about it 
now. If circumstances had been different, it would be trying to defend the cuts. There is also no point in 
continuing to attack the government for not slashing its expenditure if, whenever we do, the opposition 
complains about it. The opposition cannot have it both ways; it cannot say that the government should spend less 
money and then complain when we spend less. 

I hope that the Auditor General will consider his appropriation to be at a level that will meet his obligations. 
There is no argument that he does a good job. I was very pleased when I first got the job as Minister for Mines 
and Petroleum to receive his report into the approvals processes of the previous government. I will not go into 
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that now, because it does not have anything to do with this motion, but it demonstrates the quality of the man and 
the work he does.  

Nobody in government wants to make cuts, but the government made the decision that everyone would have to 
share the pain and that the three per cent cut would apply across the board. As I said, it would have been the 
same had the Labor Party been in government and adhered to the three per cent cut it promised before the 
election. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: The Leader of the House summed up in four words the problems we are facing about the 
way in which he, as a senior government minister, relates to the Auditor General. He made a mistake when he 
told the chamber what he actually thought, which was that the Auditor General is “part of the government”. 

Hon Norman Moore: I explained that. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: He explained what he meant, but he still showed his ignorance. The Auditor General’s 
budget is approved by the Parliament and he is an independent officer of the Parliament. His job is to report to 
Parliament on the actions and activities of government. That is the Auditor General’s important role. So that 
members can be quite sure about the role of the Auditor General, I will quote from the Auditor General Act 
2006. Section 9(1) states — 

The office of Auditor General is not an office in the Public Service. 

Hon Norman Moore: Where does his money come from? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: It comes from an appropriation by Parliament. 

Hon Norman Moore: Exactly right. So whatever Parliament gave him is what he got. You decided that, not the 
current government. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I am happy to give Hon Norman Moore an Auditor General Act 101 lecture; I am more 
than happy to go back and start from the very beginning to explain the Auditor General Act to him. I will even 
take the opportunity to go back a step further and explain to him exactly how we arrived at a number of the 
provisions in the Auditor General Act that are dealt with in today’s motion. 

Hon Norman Moore: Will you tell us if there’s a separate way of providing funds for him? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Let us look at section 7 — 

Hon Norman Moore: Should he decide on his own budget? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: This is almost as annoying as the new bells! 

Hon Norman Moore: Should he decide his own budget? Where do you think his money should come from?  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Perhaps the Clerk can get a recording of Hon Norman Moore and make that into the new 
bells! That would remind us all to come back! 

Hon Norman Moore: You didn’t have a problem interjecting. How about you take one from me? Where should 
this money come from? Is the Auditor General to raise it himself? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I will get to every point Hon Norman Moore raised and respond to each of them. 
However, it is really important that Hon Norman Moore understands the basic, fundamental framework on which 
the position of Auditor General is established before we go any further. Hon Norman Moore has shown clearly 
that he has failed that lesson so far. Let us start with section 7(1) of the Auditor General Act, which states — 

The Auditor General is an independent officer of Parliament. 

Let us remember that: the Auditor General is an independent officer of Parliament. The Office of the Auditor 
General is not an office of the public service. The Leader of the House has demonstrated his complete ignorance 
and lack of understanding of these issues. 

I want to talk about the Australian Council of Public Accounts Committees conference that members attended 
earlier this year in New Zealand. It was interesting to note that one of the presentations at that conference was 
from an esteemed former Auditor General of Western Australia, Des Pearson. He outlined in a matrix process 
the level of independence of Auditors General across the jurisdictions at that conference. An interesting aspect of 
the conference was the attendance of people who had come from South Pacific and African countries to learn 
about and benefit from the systems in Australia for the Office of the Auditor General. It was very good to note 
on the matrix system that Mr Pearson outlined that the agencies that had fairly modern legislation rated very 
highly with regard to the independence of the Auditor General. As a result of the work that was done by the 
previous government, Western Australia had an act that was written in 2006. Western Australia, therefore, 
ranked highly in the assessment of organisations on the independence of their Auditor General. An interesting 
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aspect about the independence of the Auditor General was some concern about how to fund the Auditor 
General’s position and whether it should be done through the executive arm of government or as a direct action 
of the Parliament itself. In fact the way in which some parts of the world arrive at funding for the Office of the 
Auditor General is to use a standing appropriation decided by the Parliament, with no reference to the process of 
government or the normal way in which a budget is delivered or the appropriation bills are brought into the 
house and delivered. 

Hon Ed Dermer: So you have a separate appropriation for the Auditor General; is that right? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: That is right. 

Hon Norman Moore: Are you going to do that? First of all, did you do it and, secondly, were you going to do 
it? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Mr Moore, this is why you should just relax. 

Hon Norman Moore: You didn’t do it. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Hon Norman Moore should just relax a little bit. 

Hon Norman Moore: You had absolutely no intention of doing it. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I know that Hon Norman Moore is interested in having a lesson on the Auditor General 
today. I understand his keenness to have a lesson on the Auditor General today and I will give him a 
comprehensive lesson on the Auditor General. 

Hon Norman Moore: You couldn’t teach anybody anything, Mr Travers. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I was going to come to that. 

Hon Michael Mischin: Were you going to do it? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: This is the problem. Hon Michael Mischin and Hon Norman Moore are very naughty 
children. If they wait, they will find out. It was all part of the course lecture today, but I know they are excited 
because it is an interesting issue. They are showing their ignorance and their lack of understanding. 

Hon Michael Mischin interjected. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Let me move on and give Hon Michael Mischin an understanding of how we arrived at 
the system that we have in Western Australia. 

Hon Alyssa Hayden interjected. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: No, I am not, but Hon Alyssa Hayden will still enjoy the lesson nonetheless. 

Members will see, if they all get out a copy of the Auditor General Act—I am sure they keep a copy of it in the 
top drawer of their desks like I do—and go to section 44, an explanation of how in Western Australia we 
members of Parliament determine the appropriation for the Office of the Auditor General. If members get out 
their copy of the act, which I hope they all brought to the lesson today, they will see that section 44(1) states — 

In the determination of the budget of the OAG — 

That is, the Office of the Auditor General — 

for a financial year regard is to be had to any recommendation as to that budget made to the Treasurer 
by the Joint Standing Committee on Audit. 

That is the section of the act that we have in Western Australia for funding the Office of the Auditor General. 
How did that get into the act? I hope that members have brought for their class lesson today a copy of the sixth 
report of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, the report on the inquiry into the 
Auditor General Bill 2006. If members go to page 36 of that report, they will see how the committee dealt with 
that matter. The report provides a bit of history. If we go back a step, the Commission on Government in 
Western Australia made a recommendation, which is noted at paragraph 4.44 of the report, and reads — 

The budget of the Office of the Auditor General should be the subject of a permanent 
appropriation. The proposed Joint Audit Committee should determine the budget of the Office 
on an annual basis with consideration being given to any advice from the Treasurer. 

That, therefore, would have reversed the roles that we have today. That was a quote from the Commission on 
Government. However, section 44 of the Auditor General Act was a unanimous decision, including a decision 
from wise heads such as Hon George Cash who served on the committee as a participatory member. The 
committee came up with a different recommendation, which states — 
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The committee recommends that clause 43 of the Auditor General Bill 2006 be amended to 
provide that the Treasurer, when determining the budget of the Office of the Auditor General, be 
required to have regard to the recommendations of the proposed Joint Standing Committee on 
Audit … 

Therefore, at that point there was an acceptance by all parties that it was still appropriate to have it come through 
the normal system, as opposed to the reversal of that system that had been put forward by the Commission on 
Government. What we did not want was a committee suddenly saying that it was going to give an outrageous 
budget to the Office of the Auditor General and that the budget would have to be incorporated into the priorities 
of government within reason, and that if the Joint Standing Committee of Audit was recommending that there be 
a reasonable appropriation, that is what the government should take up. 

I do not think any member of this place could argue today that what the Auditor General put forward to the 
committee as his requirements and what the committee recommended be provided to the Auditor General was an 
unreasonable amount of money considering the circumstances. Some areas of the committee’s report were 
highlighted to the house that indicated the Office of the Auditor General would face increased pressures in its 
obligations over the coming year. The committee’s eighteenth report at paragraph 1.7 states — 

The Committee recognises that the OAG will be facing a number of additional audit challenges in the 
coming financial year including: increased risk factors associated with the efficiency dividend in public 
sector agencies; the Royalties for Regions Policy; the Commonwealth Government Stimulus Package; 
System Control Weaknesses identified by the OAG; the introduction of new agencies; and the Global 
Financial Crisis. 

The Office of the Auditor General, therefore, was facing increased pressure. We did not come into this place and 
say, “Give extra money to the Office of the Auditor General because of those increased pressures.” What we did 
say was, “At least keep the budget at the level at which it is at the moment.” 

I have to say that government is about arranging priorities and when this government arranged this budget, it 
arranged its priorities and tried to reach different priorities. In this budget that was brought before this Parliament 
different elements of the government did not get a decrease in their budgets; they got an increase. That shows 
that there is flexibility in terms of allocation. That is how the government can manage to make a three per cent 
dividend cut on one hand across the public sector, but on the other hand make the total expenses figure grow by 
13 per cent. Therefore, some agencies were given additional money. One hopes that the government would have 
given due regard and consideration to the recommendations. In this case, because a joint standing committee of 
audit has not been established, hopefully part of that future committee will include members from all different 
parties who can put forward recommendations. I must say that that process has occurred in the past. That very 
same committee in previous years has put forward recommendations about the budget of the Auditor General. 
The previous government did it last year and the new government did it again this year. I hope it is not a sign of 
things to come from this government that it will not give due regard to the recommendations of the committee. 
Hopefully a committee of audit will be established. However, if a committee of audit is not established by this 
time next year, I hope that the government will give due regard, when determining the budget for the Office of 
the Auditor General, to the recommendations of the committee; recommendations that I remind the Leader of the 
House were signed off by the committee members as unanimous recommendations. I am talking about members 
such as Hon Brian Ellis, who I am glad to see is present in the chamber. I am sorry to have bored him with the 
earlier lesson on the Auditor General, as I am sure he did not need the lesson that some of his colleagues needed. 
Also Hon Helen Morton was a member of that committee. Those two members recognised the importance of 
funding the Office of the Auditor General.  

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 

Sitting suspended from 1.00 to 2.00 pm 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I am glad to see that the classroom is a bit fuller this afternoon than it was before 
playtime!  

I wanted to make some final comments on this report. Before the lunchbreak I talked about the importance of the 
Auditor General and the Auditor General Act. I have sat on the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial 
Operations, and have been involved with these issues, for some considerable time. It is very important for us to 
be seen to be maintaining the independence of the Office of the Auditor General and that due regard is given to 
the recommendations that, hopefully, will one day come from a joint standing committee on audit. Until that 
committee is set up, the two major committees that deal with financial operations within the Parliament are, in 
this house, the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, and, in the other place, the Public 
Accounts Committee. It will be very important. I do hope that in future years the government will give 
consideration to following those recommendations. In saying that, I recognise also that it is important for those 
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committees as individual committees or in the form of a joint standing committee on audit to apply a rigorous 
approach to the expenditure of the Auditor General before they approve or make a recommendation to 
Parliament. I believe that is what the Estimates and Financial Operations Committee has done for two years, both 
under the previous government and this government; that is, they have called the Auditor General before them 
and asked him to make recommendations for what he believes to be his budget and to test the need for that 
money, as we would expect an expenditure review committee to do.  

I want to make one final comment. Again, the Leader of the House talked about the need to deal with the overall 
budgetary situation. I do not disagree with it. As I mentioned earlier, clearly, some agencies received an increase 
in the last budget. Although there was a three per cent dividend saving across all government agencies, some still 
received an increase in their budget. I want to reinforce the point that the Auditor General can actually help in 
those processes. He can assist agencies to get value for money from their expenditure. My experience of all the 
Auditors General in Western Australia is that they do not make recommendations for the sake of it. They often 
make recommendations about how to get better value for our money. The other area in which their work is very 
important is in assisting agencies to ensure there is, firstly, no wastage; and, secondly, that money is not being 
siphoned off in an improper way. In fact, there was some evidence from the Auditor General that history shows 
that when the economy is in a downturn—although subsequently we in Western Australia have not had quite the 
downturn that we have had in previous years that people expected—the need to maintain the integrity of the state 
government’s financial assets is under greater pressure.  

The difference between the amount of money that was sought and what was given to the Auditor General is not 
substantial in dollar terms compared with the overall state government budget. But it is substantial in what that 
means for the Office of the Auditor General as an organisation to do the sort of work that we as the Parliament 
expect of it to maintain the integrity of the state’s finances. Only a relatively small amount is needed. What is 
perceived to be a saving by not providing sufficient resources to the Auditor General to do the job fully and 
properly would be immediately lost to the government as that money would need to be replaced in most cases.  

I know we will not be able to revisit the issue this year, but I certainly hope that, in future years, the government 
will give it due regard. I can assure the house that, as a member of that committee, I will be taking a rigorous 
approach to ensure that the Office of the Auditor General is not seeking more money than required to do its job. 
But once we have made that decision, it is important the office gets those funds. It is important that the 
independence of the Office of the Auditor General is maintained and that it is not seen to be subservient to the 
government of the day and its policies, but is seen to be answerable to this Parliament, and that is what is 
expected.  

Although the Auditor General is an officer of the Parliament, the budget is brought in by the government of the 
day and dealt with by the government, and that is the budget that is passed. That is why it is important to have 
the mechanisms established as a result of a unanimous report of the Joint Standing Committee on Estimates and 
Financial Operations a couple of years ago when the Auditor General Act was passed. It put in place the 
necessary processes to ensure that a body was acting on behalf of the Parliament and making recommendations 
to which it was expected governments would show due regard.  

It is disappointing that we have not had a decent explanation for why the government does not believe the money 
was necessary for the Auditor General. We play a childish game of, “It is all Mr Ripper’s fault because he came 
up with the three per cent dividend.” That is the attitude of young siblings who say, “It’s not my fault; my older 
brother told me to do it.” The government of the day must accept responsibility. I think the government should 
have found the money. If people want me to, I can get the budget papers and find $500 000 that could have been 
quite easily taken from somewhere else and applied to this purpose.  

Hon Michael Mischin interjected. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: If it was a choice between the stadium and funding the Office of the Auditor General for 
the amount put forward by the committee of audit, I would support the Auditor General being funded. 

Hon Peter Collier: You would not get much of a stadium for that.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: That is right. We are not talking about big sums of money. If members want to give 
examples to try to take capital works money, I can look around this chamber and come up with some ideas of 
where we could easily save the $500 000 we need.  

Hon Michael Mischin: You could retire.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I could retire, but I am not sure how that would save any money because I would be 
replaced by someone else on the same income with the same electoral allowances. Leaving two blue chairs in 
here for another year or two, for instance, might have been a way of resolving it. It is so important—I do not 
think we should trivialise this matter—that the Auditor General is seen to be an independent officer of the 
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Parliament. That is why a mechanism is in place for the committee to make that recommendation. When the 
legislation was written, and from the way the report was constructed, there was a clear expectation that, unless 
there were exceptional circumstances—I do not think the government put forward the case for that—or the 
government can demonstrate that the request is outrageous in the extreme, the money that was asked for and 
recommended by the joint standing committee on audit, in this case, substituted by the Standing Committee on 
Estimates and Financial Operations, would be met by the government. I hope that at some point in the future the 
government will reflect on this report and that next year, if we have the same process, whatever is recommended 
is put forward. There are immense pressures on the Office of the Auditor General.  

In closing my remarks, I commend the staff down there who do a fantastic job, and I pay tribute to the Office of 
the Auditor General and its officers for the work that they do and the output and quality of reports to this 
Parliament.  

HON ED DERMER: I am very pleased to follow on from my well-informed and thoroughly considered 
colleague, Hon Ken Travers, whose experience on the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial 
Operations has given him an understanding of budgets and how they work that is very clear.  

I would like to address head-on this absurd notion that somehow decisions made by the Barnett government are 
dictated by a proposition made by the now opposition leader when he was Treasurer. Members opposite won the 
election; we did not win the election. The Barnett government has to take full responsibility for its decisions. In 
its decision to reduce the resources available to the Auditor General to do his job, the government has made a 
very poor decision. The idea that somehow this is a decision that the government can project onto a former 
Treasurer rather than take responsibility for is absurd.  

Hon Norman Moore: You would have had to do the same thing.  

Hon ED DERMER: Not at all.  

Hon Norman Moore: It was your election promise! 

Hon ED DERMER: I did interject on Hon Norman Moore once or twice. The difference is that if he has a 
continuous stream of interjecting, I will not get a word in edgewise; so I ask him to listen for a little while and 
perhaps he might learn.  

The proposition is this: the government has made a very poor decision to take resources away from a very 
important independent officer of the Parliament. The government is trying to project that poor decision on to the 
former Treasurer rather than take responsibility for it. When the former Treasurer suggested the three per cent 
efficiency dividend, he did not mean that every appropriation for every agency thereafter would be what it was at 
that time minus three per cent. Obviously, every government has to make decisions about increasing resources in 
some areas and reducing them in others. If we had been elected, we would take responsibility for such decisions. 
Now that Hon Norman Moore has been elected to government, I suggest that he do the same. This very poor 
decision—a decision found by all members of the committee, including the two Liberal members, to be a poor 
decision—to reduce the resources available to the Auditor General is one that this government has to take 
responsibility for. The fact that the government is so keen to try to divest that responsibility on to the now Leader 
of the Opposition shows its understanding of how poor a decision that is.  

There is a historical warning in recent history about how dangerous it is to reduce the resources available to the 
Auditor General. It was not very long ago that the then Premier of Victoria, Jeff Kennett, had a very substantial 
victory in the second election that he won, which gave him what appeared to be an unassailable majority in the 
Legislative Assembly of the Victorian Parliament, but he managed to blow that majority at the next election. My 
theory on why he blew it is that he attacked the Victorian Auditor-General’s Office. What did he endeavour to 
do? He endeavoured to reduce the resources of the Victorian Auditor-General. The public of Western Australia 
know that the Auditor General, along with the opposition and along with Parliament, is a very important 
instrument for accountability and for scrutinising the government. In the way that my well-informed colleague 
Hon Ken Travers explained before, the Auditor General has an educative role in departments, and, in the end, 
makes those departments more efficient in the delivery of service.  

Let us put that to one side and hope that the government understands the politics of it. Look what happened to 
Jeff Kennett, a man who seemed to be in a unique—at that time for a Liberal Party leader—unassailable position 
with that enormous majority in the Legislative Assembly of the Victorian Parliament. He blew it all. The reason 
he blew it was his lack of respect for the Auditor-General shown  through his very poor decision to reduce the 
Auditor-General’s resources. This government must wake up to itself and realise the importance and 
independence of the Auditor General and appropriately resource that office. I differ from Hon Ken Travers on 
one point, as I believe that the Auditor General’s resources should be increased. If we had been in government, 
this is a matter we would have discussed and reached a collective decision on, as we always do. The government 
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would be well advised to listen to what I am saying and to increase the resources to allow the Auditor General to 
do his job properly because, if it does not, the people in Western Australia will understand that this is a poor 
decision—one driven by the government’s desire to reduce the effectiveness of one of the most important 
instruments of accountability that protects the Western Australian public from the Barnett government. The 
absurd and illogical extent to which the government will go to try to attribute that decision to the former 
Treasurer is exactly that. The government has made a poor decision. It will live by it. If it does not reverse that 
decision, it will suffer for it at the next election.  

Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to standing orders.  
 


