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JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON THE CORRUPTION AND CRIME COMMISSION — NOMINATIONS 
ABORIGINAL REGIONAL SERVICES REFORM UNIT 

Statement 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [5.33 pm]: Before I make the 
comments on the issue I want to raise this evening, I would like to endorse the comments of Hon Alison Xamon. 
I want to make it quite clear that, from the perspective of this side of the house, we are supportive of her position 
on the Joint Standing Committee on the Corruption and Crime Commission. I have no question whatsoever with 
regard to her integrity and I think she will make a valuable contribution. I would like to emphasise that there were 
two nominations from the Legislative Council for that committee—one was from the Liberal Party, Hon Jim 
Chown, and the other was Hon Alison Xamon. They were the only two nominations for that committee. It was not 
contested and it was unanimously agreed to, so this whole house agrees with it. If there is an issue, it belongs in 
the other place. More often than not, they get it wrong, so the problem is certainly not at this end of the scale, I can 
assure her. She has our support. 

I would like to make a comment on an issue that really concerned me yesterday. I will not be making many 
members’ statements because I would like to give that opportunity to other members who perhaps have not been 
in this chamber for too long. I made an Address-in-Reply speech on Tuesday on a host of issues. One of those 
issues was the calibre of the responses to questions without notice that the opposition has received since the 
commencement of the new Parliament. That is an issue that we deal with all the time; we dealt with it when we 
were in government. I will raise some more issues when I give my response to the Loan Bill 2017 next week, but 
that is not the issue here. The issue is the response I received to a question I asked yesterday that I found quite 
personally insulting and highly offensive. It is unfortunate that the Minister for Regional Development is on urgent 
parliamentary business, but I hope she sees the comments I make today. The comments the honourable member 
made were false—completely and absolutely false. As a member of the opposition, it is incumbent upon me to 
keep the government under scrutiny and I intend to do that, and so does every other member on this side of the 
chamber. 

In the lead-up to debate on the Loan Bill, I wanted to ask a question on an issue that is very significant to me with 
regard to the Aboriginal Regional Services Reform Unit, which I was instrumental in establishing. It was 
established to ensure that Aboriginal people in remote communities face a better quality of life in years to come 
than they have done for the last few decades. It is absolutely imperative, if we are to stem the tide of youth suicide 
and the parlous quality of life in those communities, that we do something about it. 

With that in mind, the previous Liberal–National government established the Aboriginal Regional Services Reform 
Unit. The Aboriginal Regional Services Reform Unit was a response to a host of issues, not least of which was the 
Roebourne review, which I instituted as chair of the Aboriginal Affairs Cabinet Sub-Committee. Members will 
remember that I spent a considerable amount of time talking about the establishment of that subcommittee in my 
response to the Address-in-Reply. I wanted to ensure that, with the change of government, the Aboriginal Regional 
Services Reform Unit would be retained and fully funded. I am going to ask those questions and I am going to 
bring that up in my contribution to debate on the Loan Bill, and I am also going to ask more questions in budget 
estimates. Again, it is incumbent upon me to do that. 
I asked two very simple questions. I asked whether the minister intended to retain the Aboriginal Regional Services 
Reform Unit, and secondly, whether the minister would provide a list of staff currently employed within the 
Aboriginal Regional Services Reform Unit; and, if not, why not. Those were not offensive questions; they were 
very simple questions that required a very simple response. The response to the first question was yes. The 
response to the second question was that the unit currently employed 25 staff under the leadership of Grahame 
Searle. The minister added that she did not believe it was appropriate to list the names of all the other staff 
members. 
That is fine; I do not agree with it, and I will have some comments to make on it when I make my contribution to 
debate on the Loan Bill. But the preamble the minister made was the thing I found most offensive, and I will repeat 
it for members. I have to say that this was not part of the formal response; it was a preamble. I quote from the 
uncorrected daily Hansard — 

This is a very important unit that was set up, as members might remember, after the disastrous attempts 
by the then Minister for Indigenous Affairs to close scores of Aboriginal communities without 
consultation with those communities. He was offered a bit of money by Mr Abbott, and, given the parlous 
state of the budget, he wanted to take that money upfront, no strings attached, and he subsequently 
announced that various communities would be closed down. However, fortunately, the National Party 
came in on its white horse with the Regional Services Reform Unit, which was operating out of the 
Department of Regional Development. We do acknowledge that the work that this unit does has been 
very, very effective. So it is our intention, of course, to preserve that unit. In fact, we will be going a bit 
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further. Currently, the unit has funding in the budget for next year, and just a very small amount for the 
year after that. 

That is absolutely false in every aspect, apart from the fact that the government is going to retain the unit. The 
accusations that the minister made against me are false. In her response she said — 

… after the disastrous attempts by the then Minister for Indigenous Affairs — 
She meant Minister for Aboriginal Affairs — 

to close scores of Aboriginal communities without consultation with those communities. 
That is wrong; it is absolutely false. As I said yesterday, we were never, ever going to close Aboriginal 
communities. I have never, ever once said anything about closing Aboriginal communities. I have been in fierce 
defence of Aboriginal communities and Aboriginal people. That is one strike down. It is completely false. The 
second point the minister made yesterday states — 

He was offered a bit of money by Mr Abbott, and, given the parlous state of the budget, he wanted to take 
that money upfront, no strings attached … 

That is 100 per cent wrong. I do not know where the minister got that from. The money from the federal 
government, that $90 million, was cut; we had to prop up that money. Again, that was a stimulus for the reform 
unit being established. The third point the minister made states — 

… he subsequently announced that various communities would be closed down. 
I challenge the minister to come into this chamber and find one shred of evidence, one comment, one speech, one 
media comment or media release in which I am quoted as saying that I was going to close communities, because 
that is absolutely false. The minister has not one shred of evidence to say that. Her flippant comments in question 
time are, quite frankly, unparliamentary. 
She then referred to the National Party coming in on its white horse with the Regional Services Reform Unit and 
funding it. Yes, it did. As I said in my contribution to the Address-in-Reply debate, I chaired the committee. I was 
directly and principally responsible for the establishment of the reform unit. I take full responsibility for that. 
I chaired that committee that saw the establishment of that reform unit, including the funding from royalties for 
regions. I am sorry if I sound a bit emotional here, guys, but I find what the minister said yesterday highly 
offensive, and it is wrong. If the minister does not believe me—she obviously does not, to make such a bizarre 
accusation yesterday—she might like to ask the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Hon Ben Wyatt, if she is right, 
because he will correct her. She might like to ask the Department of Aboriginal Affairs; it will correct her, because 
she is wrong. She might like to ask the advisers of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs and the minister’s officers; 
they will confirm that I was directly responsible for the establishment of the reform unit. She might like to ask the 
chief of staff of the now Attorney General, who was a chief political writer for The West Australian, whom I took 
to the Kimberley region when we went to those communities before establishing the reform unit, and look at the 
story she wrote. That is what the minister needs to do. 
For her to come into this place and make these flippant jibes and inaccurate assertions is, frankly, unparliamentary. 
Madam President, I find what she said yesterday not only personally offensive, but also it is unparliamentary. If 
the minister, on her return to this chamber, has a shred of humility, she will offer me an apology, because it is well 
deserved. 
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