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LOAN BILL 2012 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 26 September. 

MS J.M. FREEMAN (Nollamara) [9.49 pm]: I rise to speak on the Loan Bill 2012. I acknowledge the time and 
will try to ensure that we are all able to go home at a reasonable time!  

This bill seeks the authority to borrow an additional $5 billion for public purposes to meet the financial 
requirements of the consolidated account. This borrowing will add to the debt this government has accumulated; 
having taken government in 2008 with the state debt at $3.634 billion, it will now increase to $18.902 billion 
with this year’s budget. That creates a problem of the debt we will take into future years for the future 
community, but it is also a problem now for the community I represent in the suburbs of Mirrabooka, Balga, 
Koondoola, Alexander Heights, Westminster and Dianella. This debt that has accumulated has been, frankly, 
misspent, and the funds have not been expended on priorities that will deliver real, productive benefits for the 
people in those communities and suburbs, such as actually delivering the light rail in an achievable time frame, 
not just allocating money for the planning.  
But the biggest issue confronting the community I represent in the Mirrabooka area is housing, and I want to talk 
about that tonight. It is the major issue, and the result of the mismanagement of housing assets—especially 
public housing assets—by this government has been experienced by the community in the Mirrabooka area. In 
fact, the housing crisis that currently confronts Western Australia was featured on Today Tonight this evening; 
that is not something I would normally get an opportunity to watch, but I was in the gym and there was a story 
about a family of six who could not find suitable housing, despite having applied 61 times. This family is in 
desperate need and it could not, in the interview, give any reason for not being granted a house. Indeed, the 
family could pay a reasonable amount, but could not find affordable housing of a nature to properly 
accommodate it. That has gone on for some period of time.  
This family’s story is not unusual. I recently dealt with a family whose house had been sold after the family was 
given the appropriate 30-day notice, but despite having tried for some period of time in the lead-up to the sale of 
the property, it was facing homelessness and had no capacity to be housed. I am not entirely sure what happened 
with that family. We worked with the Edmund Rice Centre; I will talk later about the good work it does in the 
area of housing. I certainly know this is an ongoing concern in the community not only for people facing 
homelessness, but also for the many people who have to overcrowd other tenancies; there are also people who 
cannot afford private rentals or the cost of purchasing a home.  
The Western Australian Council of Social Service put out a media release on 19 October—my mother’s 
birthday; happy seventieth birthday—about its pre-budget submission, which states —  

Housing was the number one issue in our community consultations, and the biggest single factor 
contributing to the financial stress for low income households in our recent Cost of Living report. 

That is certainly what we are experiencing in our area.  

I congratulate the agencies that deal on a day-to-day basis with the demand for housing in the areas I represent, 
particularly their capacity to provide innovative solutions. Recently, a number of families from the Twa 
community—an African community that spans the borders of Burundi and Rwanda—were able to source public 
housing in Katanning. That is very innovative, but it meant that people had to get transport to be able to take 
their furniture down south to Katanning; along with the difficulties of being a newly arrived community to 
Australia, they then had to come to terms with what it is like to live in a country town! Paul Kwa of the Ethnic 
Communities Council of WA was very instrumental in getting them accommodation and providing settlement 
services for free; that was all very much voluntary input. Paul has worked to house Burmese families in 
Katanning. Paul has tried to get the Twa community employment in the abattoirs in Katanning; the Twa 
community is quite agricultural based, and so they were looking forward to that. That happened probably three 
or four months ago, and I am not aware of how successful it has been. Clearly, the communities are trying to 
seek quite innovative and diverse ways of meeting the housing needs of our society, but not everyone can move 
to Katanning; not everyone can uproot their family and their children from schooling. So we are still left with not 
having appropriate and affordable housing in the city.  

Of particular note is the Edmund Rice Centre, which employs, out of its own funds, a housing officer to assist 
newly arrived Australians to access housing. I would like to recognise the good work of Piok, who is constantly 
trying to source affordable housing in a very tight market. That centre deals predominantly with the private 
housing market to try to establish relationships with real estate companies. Representatives go to some of the 
housing inspections to see if they can rent them; Piok knows what it is like to turn up and have 20 other 
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applicants at a house. He is trying to assist people who had an expectation that there would be appropriate 
housing for their families so that they could settle and establish themselves in the community. It is very 
dislocating for migrant families who are trying to establish themselves in communities and establish schooling 
for their children and professions for themselves—get that head start in our community—if they cannot even get 
the basic resource of stable, ongoing and permanent housing. Currently, many communities in the area cannot do 
that.  

As of February 2012 there were 23 259 people on the housing list; 51 775 associated people on the waiting list 
for housing; and 3 000 on the priority housing list. Some years ago I was lucky enough to work for Hon Jim 
McGinty when he was the Minister for Housing, and so I have some appreciation of how difficult it is and the 
demands on public housing. But all those years ago—20-odd years—we thought it was terrible when it took 
someone on the priority housing list three months to get into a house, and we worked to reduce those time lines. 
When I was working in the office of the Minister for Housing the turnover for priority housing was within a 
month to two months, and three months was really on the outside of what was expected. If somebody is on the 
priority housing list now, they are told it will probably be three or four years before they will even get housing. 
These people are functionally homeless. They have all the responsibilities of trying to provide a home. It is not 
as though they are not trying to provide for their families. I was dealing with a young woman and her two 
children who were homeless, and her situation was raised in this place on a number of occasions. She would 
front up to an agent and would pay the letting fee that people had to pay to try to get accommodation, but she 
constantly found herself without accommodation. She was living in a car with two small children, one of whom 
was medically compromised with bronchitis, so this was not a particularly conducive health environment for her 
young children. We can all nod and accept that homelessness is a priority, but I am concerned that about 40 per 
cent of people waiting for public housing are in the north metropolitan area, which comprises not only the area I 
represent but also a vastly greater area—so 8 945 people are waiting for housing in this area. Those members 
who represent people in those northern areas would know that as well as I do, because they would probably have 
as many people coming through their doors as I do.  

On 6 August 2012, it was outlined that in Western Australia, 2 493 applicants have been on the waiting list from 
between five and seven years, 639 from between seven and 10 years, and 23 for more than a decade. This is at a 
time when the federal government injected more money into public housing in Western Australia than has been 
the case in modern history. When I was working for the Minister for Housing all those years ago and we had the 
commonwealth housing agreement, it was common knowledge that we did not get consolidated revenue funding; 
it was about working with the assets we had to build further stock. There was no additional state government 
funding. In the last couple of years we have had increased state and federal government funding, yet we are not 
seeing any reduction at all in these waiting lists. I almost feel like asking, “Where are the widgets?” I cannot see 
proof of the injection of money into the housing industry; there is just no evidence of it. I have seen sparkling, 
bright new units go up in Mirrabooka, most of which were sold through the national rental affordability scheme. 
We have seen injections of funds into housing, but they are not physically adding to public housing stock or 
reducing the public housing waiting list. I question that. I think this government has wasted its opportunity with 
that money and it has failed to build the housing that we need. I demonstrate that by looking at the 2012–13 
Annual Report on State Finances. The fourth dot point on page 24 on asset investment reads — 

The Housing Authority (down $54 million, or 8.3%), with slower than expected progress in the 
construction and purchase of houses and finalisation of projects as part of Commonwealth stimulus 
spending.  

It is clear that what I am feeling out there is right when I cannot see the widgets—the proof of this spending; 
because when we look at the Annual Report on State Finances, we find that the government had spent less than 
what could have been spent in a time of great need. Indeed, the infrastructure investment table on page 25 of that 
annual report illustrates that the government could have spent $950 million on housing, but in effect it spent 
$359 million less than the estimated outturn that was set in May 2012. Therefore, the lost opportunity and the 
mismanagement has meant that the community missed out on at least an additional 1 500 properties. I calculated 
that figure on the number of properties on the Department of Housing website. The website shows that the 
Department of Housing was given $589 million by the federal government through its stimulus package: 
$40 million to spend on repairs and maintenance; $70 million on stage 1 of the new construction, which it said 
has been completed with 319 dwellings delivered; and $479 million on stage 2 on new construction. The number 
of dwellings that have been left uncompleted is around 653. Currently, 653 dwellings are uncompleted. When 
the minister stands up in this house and talks about an injection of funds and the fact that the government is 
building these houses, 653 houses are incomplete. That is having a major impact.  

One of the other concerns in the community that members of the community are talking to me about is how 
priority listings are dealt with and the way people are regularly culled from priority housing lists by the 
department. I was told the story of a single mother of five children who was taken off the priority list because 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Tuesday, 23 October 2012] 

 p7451d-7455a 
Ms Janine Freeman 

 [3] 

she applied for bond assistance. She was going to live in a three-bedroom private rental house. She basically told 
the people she was renting from that she had only two children; she did not tell them about the other three 
children. She was willing to find housing, not permanent housing, on an ongoing basis that would have provided 
for her and her five children so that she could wait but then she was taken off priority listing. It is quite common 
for people to come into my office and tell me that they have received letters advising them that they have been 
taken off the priority list. I am told by community organisations that homelessness is not necessarily enough to 
get people onto a priority waiting list.  

The big issue in the mismanagement of housing and one of the contentious issues is maintenance. The waste and 
mismanagement of maintenance and the maintenance contract have been documented by the Auditor General. 
The fact is that the processes are now so convoluted that I have been told by a contractor that when they arrive at 
properties, they have to ring the Housing Direct maintenance line to get approval to do anything. They have to 
say that they are there, say what they have to do and ask for approval for payment. The problem with the 
Housing Direct maintenance line is that contractors cannot get through or they are left on hold for long periods.  

[Member’s time extended.]  

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: Contractors stand around waiting to get this approval because they cannot do the 
maintenance job that they have been sent out to do before they get approval. They either cannot get through or 
they are told that they will be called back. Once they do get through, the person who answers says that they have 
to check with someone and get an approval notice. By that stage, the contractor has to go to the next job in 
another area because they are private contractors. I am told that after waiting for significant periods they often 
have to leave the job or they may do the job and tell the person from Housing Direct when they ring them back 
that they are still there. It is a really convoluted and bureaucratic structure that took over from something that 
was much more streamlined, direct and worked on the ground. People knew where they were going and there 
was a capacity to fulfil contracts. There have been no results other than a costly process. The Auditor General’s 
report confirmed what we are anecdotally told from contractors and tenants about how maintenance has been run 
in the Department of Housing.  

The Auditor General’s report, as noted by the Minister for Housing, would like us to believe that the Department 
of Housing should be exonerated. All it established when it came to the moneys that could not be accounted for 
was that evidence of fraud could not be determined because the documentation—that is, invoices and job 
orders—were not in any form that would be sufficient to establish fraud. In other words, there was not the 
documentation to be able to show fraud. It did not mean that there was not fraud; it just meant that they could not 
show that because those documents were not kept. Mismanagement of documents and processes meant that there 
was a waste of taxpayers’ money. The Auditor General made it clear that over $3 million was identified in 
potential overcharges and noncompliant job orders in the period between November 2010 and November 2011. 
As I said, what could not be established was whether any of those orders were done in a fraudulent manner. It is 
really worth noting here that there is more to come from November 2011 to date. We are almost in November 
2012. The Auditor General looked at this maintenance contract for a period that was over a year ago; we still 
have another whole year that has not been looked at. At page 42 of the report, the Auditor General states — 

Housing’s resolution of the non-compliant reticulation work took several months and eventually 
involved some of the work being contracted to another company. In our view this matter should have 
been resolved faster. The matter relating to non-compliant roofing work that had not been done but paid 
for resulted in Housing seeking recoup of $7 143 from the Head Contractor, and the Head Contractor 
dismissing the sub-contractor. We noted that Housing had not sought legal advice or considered 
involving the police in this matter. 

Housing did not pursue the matter or look at how that evolved. The department recouped the money from the 
head contractor that dismissed the subcontractor. Last week and today we have sat in this place and talked about 
the relationship between head contractors and subcontractors dealing with taxpayers’ money. When a head 
contractor subcontracts—the subcontractor may even subcontract below that—the proper and effective and 
efficient spending of taxpayers’ money is left to someone else, and all we can do is say whether they have 
complied. I do not think that Western Australian taxpayers want that. If taxpayers’ money is being spent on 
maintenance in the Department of Housing, taxpayers want to know that there is a direct link so that the 
department can ensure that the money is properly and correctly spent.  
The Auditor General’s report states that the risk of fraud is a real and ongoing risk and can be mitigated only by 
processes and controls such as the structured fraud risk process and policy. The Auditor General’s report was a 
follow-up to a previous report when the minister acknowledged that housing’s introduction of the head 
contractor maintenance model had a lack of management oversight, very poor implementation in the first 
instance and very poor management of risk. The reality on the ground is a disaster. Tenants constantly complain 
that maintenance remains undone. We ring and staff verify that. Vacant properties are languishing for extensive 
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periods because maintenance has not been done. That means there are untenanted properties at a time of crisis. 
Small maintenance jobs turn into big maintenance jobs when houses get damaged and vandalised. We have this 
continual issue whereby the demand cannot be met because we have set up a process that cannot deliver. I think 
that that is the greatest waste of all that has happened in the Department of Housing. Vacant properties are sitting 
out there because of this ideologically driven head contractor model when we previously had a perfectly 
functional subcontractor model with the Department of Housing in control.  

The Treasurer points out that the head contractor model cannot be the reason for houses sitting vacant because of 
the problem that happened up north with the very sad and unfortunate death of a young boy in our north because 
the residual current devices were not properly installed. That could still happen now under the head contractor 
model. There is nothing preventing that. Certainly that has been shown through this process of the Auditor 
General. That was a problem with the Department of Housing’s monitoring. The answer was not to take away 
that direct control function from the Department of Housing; the answer was to set up better processes for the 
department to check the sort of work that was being done.  

The head contractor saving strategy has resulted in the Department of Housing implementing a further strategy at 
an additional cost of $1.2 million to fix the problem created by the housing minister’s determinism that private is 
good and public is bad and public management of contractors is bad. As outlined in the Auditor General’s report, 
the strategy consisted of stage 1, which was the crisis management and stabilisation from August to September 
2010; stage 2, which was the re-implementation from September 2010 to March 2011; and stage 3, which was 
the project closure from March to May 2011. This was supposed to be the introduction of a new model of 
housing maintenance, but it was really mismanagement. It is a demonstration of absolute mismanagement of the 
most important resource in our community—housing—at the most critical time when housing needs to be 
managed properly. 

Between November 2010 and November 2011, the Department of Housing suspended prepayment inspections of 
day-to-day maintenance work in order to meet immediate outcomes of delivering maintenance and paying 
invoices. It was not even inspecting day-to-day maintenance work. Doing this breached Treasurer’s 
Instruction 304, in effect breaking the law in paying over $50 million of job orders without adequate 
mechanisms for providing assurances that work had been satisfactorily completed. So, $50 million was paid out 
by the Department of Housing without adequate assurances that those jobs had been done. That was outlined in 
the Auditor General’s report. Since that time, the department has done desktop audits of some of the payments; it 
has not gone out and looked. But given the time that has elapsed, the Auditor General noted that it would be 
difficult to conduct physical inspections of the completed work. The Treasurer tells us that the problem with the 
residual current devices would not happen now under the head contractor model. What he does not tell us is that 
between November 2010 and November 2011, the department did exactly that—it did not go out and check the 
work that was done—and paid $50 million worth of job orders without those mechanisms in place. The review 
of the paid job orders has identified $3.36 million in potential overcharges. This is the mismanagement of our 
important resource of housing. 

In closing, I could not get to my feet and not talk about the land on Milldale Road, Mirrabooka, Minister for 
Health. I see that it is currently ground zero. All the bushes have been taken out and roads are being laid. I am 
told that that is so that the Department of Health can be given the land and it can be separated from the 
Department of Housing. All I know is that the subdivision proposal has gone through the local council. There 
has been no discussion to inform me about what is going on with the land. I put on the record that if the 
Department of Health does not have a proposal for that land, I will ask the department to spend some money on 
ensuring that we do not have just a dust-bowl effect, because all the ground cover and all the trees have been 
removed. If all the Department of Health will do is sit on this bit of land that has been handed to it for the next 
50 years so that it can write it off on its books as an asset, that would be an absolute travesty for the people of 
Mirrabooka. It is great that the land is being developed; it needed to be developed, but it will be a terrible legacy 
of this government if all it does is divide the land, chuck in a few roads and leave it to be a dust bowl that looks 
even worse than the trees that were on the land previously. I look forward to the announcement about the plans 
that the Department of Health has for the 2.5 hectares of land it is getting. 
Dr K.D. Hames: We were going to build a surgery centre. 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: The minister tells me that every time I raise this issue. Build a surgery centre now, 
minister. Do something on that land other than bulldoze everything and put in roads. The government is sitting 
on that land. 

Dr K.D. Hames: If you win the election, you’ll cancel it again. 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I was not here then, minister. If I were, I would have been just as strong an advocate as I 
am now for something to be built on that land. The Department of Health has made it difficult for some time 
now for that land to be developed. The government now has the land. 
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Dr K.D. Hames: Why don’t you make an election commitment? 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: It is not the election yet, minister. 

Dr K.D. Hames: I look forward to it. 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I look forward to the minister’s commitment as well. 

Dr K.D. Hames: Whatever amount of money you promise, I’ll copy. 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: Whatever we promise, the minister will copy; is that right? I will take that to the shadow 
Treasurer. 
In closing, the Western Australian Council of Social Service has told us that we all have a great responsibility as 
we head into the next election. The housing issue affects a lot of people. Unless we have good housing, we will 
not have good social outcomes for everyone in our community. That is something we have to address. 

Debate adjourned, on motion by Dr K.D. Hames (Leader of the House).  
House adjourned at 10.20 pm 

__________ 
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