
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 28 November 2012] 

 p9010b-9013a 
Hon Max Trenorden; Hon Norman Moore 

 [1] 

Standing Committee on Public Administration — Sixteenth Report —  
“Public Discussion Paper: Public Sector Reform” 

Resumed from 13 November. 

Motion 
Hon MAX TRENORDEN: I will just put this drawer elsewhere. 

A member: Don’t drop your drawers! 

Hon MAX TRENORDEN: No, I will not drop my drawers; I will not do that! 

Hon Ken Travers: Last night you were in the closet and now you’re in the drawer! 

Hon MAX TRENORDEN: Exactly. I am all over the place! 

I move — 

That the report be noted. 

This is a very, very important report and a very important issue for Western Australians. I suggest to members 
that it is more important than they think. Hon Jim Chown, Hon Jon Ford—even though Hon Jon Ford had to cut 
his trip short—and I had the opportunity to see how public administrations work in other places. We travelled to 
Singapore, British Columbia and the United Kingdom. The reason we did this was that some years ago, in the 
normal processes of our committee, the Public Sector Commissioner came to our committee to do some 
oversight and suggested to us that our committee might look at doing an oversight of the public sector here in 
Western Australia because the act that was passed a couple of years ago and the act which is being drawn up 
currently and which may have got through both houses this year but did not does not say directly but does 
indicate that there should be a reporting mechanism for the public service back to both Houses of Parliament. 

Having visited those places, we saw the deficiencies in our own public service, and they are significant. I would 
go as far as to say that our public service is not a model for anyone to copy. In fact, if we rated it, we would have 
to give it quite a low rating. That is not to talk about the people who are in the system; it is not about that. It is 
about how the public service is structured, how it operates mechanically and what it seeks to achieve. One of the 
benefits of being a long-term member of Parliament is that I know a lot of public servants—I would not know 
how many public servants I know—and there is no question that there is a lot of discontent and a lot of 
unhappiness in the public service. There have been changes over the past 20 years to the way the public service 
operates in both the federal and state scenes. It is a question of what it should be doing. The really interesting 
issue in British Columbia, the United Kingdom and Singapore—Singapore has a different sort of government 
from those in Australia, BC and the UK—is that the public service is headed by private enterprise. Those three 
places are almost photocopies of each other. There are five part-time commissioners in all cases. In Singapore’s 
case there is a full-time chair, but in BC and the UK there is not a full-time position in the public service. The 
argument for having private enterprise individuals appointed to a commission to run the UK’s civil service is that 
they are the beneficiaries of the public service work. The people of Western Australia are the clientele of the 
public service, so the people of Western Australia should be the people who decide who and how and why in the 
running of the public service. That is very foreign to us, but I argue that it is a very, very useful thought. Having 
those people as part-timers has another influence; they can be changed quite regularly. The influence is trying to 
drive a public service that gives a service. If we went to Western Australians and asked whether the public 
service gives them a service, most would say yes, but they would also say that the public service is difficult to 
deal with, difficult to get decisions out of and all those sorts of issues. We see that BC and the UK are working 
hard, as is Singapore, to make sure that their public services are service-driven, which would be pretty hard to 
say here.  

One of the other issues of which I was aware but on which I did not become fully focused until the very last 
meeting at the University of Warwick in the UK was that there is no connect between the executive in Western 
Australia and the public service. In each of those jurisdictions I mentioned there is a person who attends cabinet 
not as a cabinet member, but for a dual purpose—to answer questions put to the person about aspects of the 
public service during the cabinet meeting and to seek information from cabinet for that same purpose to come 
back and report to cabinet. The head of our public service reports to the Premier. Their head of the public service 
reports to cabinet. We might think that is a small difference, but it is not. It is a significant difference with what 
and how we make a public service operate. The other really interesting thing in British Columbia and the UK is 
that they have developed a competitive nature between the directors. Where they come from they do not call 
them directors, as members know, from watching Yes Minister. Nevertheless, if we put it in our terms, they make 
it so the information of every agency is open to every other director. That does not happen here, so that means 
that it would be open to the director of transport, for example, to go in and find out what is happening in the 
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education budget through the director. That is open to them to question and look at. The directors meet on a 
regular basis. That drives competition for the dollars of the state and makes sure that they are efficiently and 
effectively used. It also opens up the question of the silo argument about the public service. The directors in 
those jurisdictions have more knowledge about what is happening in other agencies than our directors currently 
have. That is important because if people know what is happening in other parts of the public service, they 
understand why things are happening. Spending at the end of the financial year and all those sorts of issues 
become open to the directors. Therefore, they could compete for not only that money for a better outcome for the 
constituents of Western Australia, but also, if they really want to, the better director positions. If a director of a 
smaller agency thinks that they are capable, they can put pressure on other directors to let them know that they 
are looking for their job; if they do not perform, that director will be after their job. I must say that is not a bad 
thing. Further, common in the three jurisdictions is that they strongly encourage inter-agency movement. They 
identify capable people in the public service and ensure that they get broad experience across the public service 
so that when they get to the top of the tree, they have a better understanding of how and why things operate in 
different agencies. In this state we have people who have been in Treasury, for example, and, not to mention 
names, people who have sat at the top of agencies or in management positions all of their working lives, who do 
not have that cross-agency understanding.  

Those are not the only issues, but they are the issues that I have been able to raise in nine and a half minutes. The 
intention of the Standing Committee on Public Administration’s sixteenth report is to put a discussion paper out. 
There has already been some interest; some people have rung me about that discussion paper to see whether we 
can raise the issue of what sort of public service the people of Western Australia want. I think we should want a 
far better, far more efficient, less complicated and less club-like public service than we currently have. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: It is my responsibility to respond on behalf of the government to the Standing 
Committee on Public Administration’s sixteenth report, recognising, of course, that the report is seeking public 
comment about a range of issues to do with the public sector. I do not thoroughly agree with the mover of the 
motion to note this report that our public service is as bad as he suggests it is; in fact, I think we have a very 
good public service in Western Australia, but I acknowledge that some parts are better than others. That is the 
nature of any system of government we might have anywhere.  

The Public Sector Management Act came into effect in Western Australia in the mid-1990s as a result of WA Inc 
and the various inquiries undertaken as a result of that particular period of our history. I think some provisions in 
the Public Sector Management Act need to be looked at again because, in retrospect, there was an overreaction 
in some cases to the concerns raised during the WA Inc period. Therefore, I would be very comfortable if the 
committee looked at that in the future. However, I found quite interesting the comments that because it is called 
the public service it ought to be about providing service, and I agree entirely. I have to say that the departments 
for which I have responsibility are service-oriented. The Department of Mines and Petroleum, which is to 
provide service to the mining industry, in my view, has that ethos and works on the basis that its job is to make 
decisions and provide approvals in a speedy and efficient way, recognising of course that when companies invest 
money in mining in Western Australia, time is money. Therefore, bearing in mind the need to be rigorous in 
respect of environmental and other mining-related issues, it is important that that particular agency has a service 
mentality, and I think it does.  

In my time in Parliament and particularly my time in government, I have to say that I have been very impressed 
with the quality of the public service in Western Australia. We often hear people say that public servants have 
very long morning and afternoon teas, do not work very hard and get good holidays and all that sort of stuff. In 
fact, I think quite the reverse is true, particularly in many of the agencies that I have had something to do with. I 
am quite enthused about the capacity of our public service to deliver the policies that governments want. If the 
public service has an issue, sometimes it relates to the fact that the government does not have a policy that gives 
the public service the direction it needs. It is the job of the public service to deliver the policies of the 
government and it is the minister’s responsibility to deliver the government’s policy to those agencies so that the 
department can implement it. The public service in Western Australia, Australia or any other jurisdiction that the 
committee has looked at is like a curate’s egg. 

For a long time I took the view that having a parliamentary secretary to cabinet was preferable to having a public 
servant in cabinet. The previous Labor government had a public servant as its cabinet secretary and our 
government has done the same. The cabinet secretary in our government is the head of the Department of the 
Premier and Cabinet. Maybe the committee is suggesting that that position ought to be held by the Public Sector 
Commissioner, who can respond to cabinet questions without having to go through the Premier, in this case. I am 
not persuaded one way or the other about that. I believe cabinet is the place for the issues Hon Max Trenorden 
talked about that require a cross-government understanding of what is going on. Indeed, cabinet ministers should 
make sure that their departmental heads are aware of what is going on across government so that there is not a 
silo affect that constrains what departments can and cannot do. I can tell Hon Max Trenorden that the heads of 
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the public service do meet regularly and discuss issues of commonality and that they are competitive. Indeed, I 
think they all aspire to be the head of the highest-paid agency in the state. That competition certainly is there, but 
I think the public service heads adopt a collegiate approach when they meet on a reasonably regular basis to 
understand what government policy is across the board and the relationship they have with other agencies. 

The report contains some very interesting ideas. Although it will not have an effect on me directly, I look 
forward to reading what this committee comes up with down the track. Having been a member of the Standing 
Committee on Government Agencies what seems like a century ago, we did a report called the thirty-sixth 
report, which took a lot of hard work and is, I believe, a report that simply did not get the attention it deserved. I 
might add that it was the result of an extensive overseas trip. Unfortunately, that overseas trip attracted a bit of 
attention from media and finished up in the High Court, but that is another story for another day. 

Hon Max Trenorden: That is quite a trip! 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: It was the worst couple of weeks of my life. 

It is very important for committees to look at other jurisdictions to get new ideas from other parts of the world. 
The world is getting smaller and there are more similarities than we ever recognised. I understand that a couple 
of committees have that philosophical view and are quite adept at making sure they understand what is going on 
in other parts of the world. 

In the few minutes I have remaining I will address page 15 of the report titled “Harnessing the Corporate Talent 
Resource”. There is a notion that all heads of public service agencies ought to be a part of a collective—a 
corporate talent pool, if members like—and should be able to manage any agency they are given. This was the 
strategy adopted by, I think, the Burke government, which developed the senior executive service and took the 
view that if one could be the head of the Department of Education, one could also run the Department of Health, 
or if one could be the head of the health department, one could also run the Department of Mines and Petroleum. 
I am not sure that is necessarily the way to go. Indeed, when I was Minister for Education, I inherited a head of 
the education department who I did not think was the right person for the job because that person had no 
educational background. I took the view at that time that someone really does need an educational background to 
manage the education department. I think the same applies with most other agencies; we really do need CEOs of 
agencies who know a fair bit about that particular agency’s responsibilities. Bringing people from some agencies 
to head up a particular agency that they have no knowledge of takes them a while to understand that agency. I 
think we can get a situation in which some of their underlings may take advantage of their ignorance, and that 
does not necessarily create a good environment within a public service agency. 

While there is some merit in having a corporate collective or a corporate talent pool, there is a lot to be said for 
having CEOs of agencies who have a very thorough and in-depth understanding of the issues that relate to that 
department’s responsibilities—in some areas particularly more than others. Some agencies are more about 
administration than others. Some of them, such as education, require an educational specialist who understands 
the philosophy of the education system and who can implement the government’s policies from the perspective 
of somebody with that intimate knowledge.  

I look forward to the response that the committee receives from its request for public comment. There is no 
doubt that every public service anywhere in the world can be improved. If this report and its ultimate 
manifestation in a new report leads to an improved public sector in Western Australia, that is a good thing.  

Hon ED DERMER: I am very pleased with the discussion so far on the motion that the sixteenth report of the 
Standing Committee on Public Administration be noted because the report’s purpose is starting to function 
already. Our aim is to put forward a series of ideas, almost as seeds around which we hope to crystallise further 
thought and draw on the views of many, ultimately leading to a report that I am confident will lead to real 
improvement in the public service in Western Australia. Having heard the contribution from our chairman, Hon 
Max Trenorden, and the Leader of the House, I am very pleased to see the process starting already. I imagine it 
will take some time and it may well be beyond the time when I am still on the committee when it gets to 
finalising the report that will follow from incorporating the submissions that we have asked for prior to 
8 February next year but that remains to be seen. I am sure that the content of the Hansard of today, particularly 
the comments from the Leader of the House, who is not part of the committee, will be taken into account, along 
with the submissions that we receive. It was interesting to hear of the Leader of the House’s experience in 
different portfolios in different periods in government and to draw on that with this objective of improving the 
public service.  

My own experience was to find an enormous range of levels of professionalism amongst the different public 
servants with whom I have had dealings over my nearly 16 years in Parliament. I would like to imagine that we 
can draw from the best that I have experienced, and in that way apply improvement where it is needed in other 
public servants that I have seen operate over that 16-year period. It is very important that we examine initiatives 
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taken in other jurisdictions. The three jurisdictions chosen were interesting; namely, British Columbia, the 
United Kingdom and Singapore. They are quite different in themselves but to a greater or lesser degree follow a 
similar system to that we have here; that is, that we inherited primarily from Westminster—although I think the 
nature of politics in Singapore is distinctly different from the more competitive systems that exist in Australia, 
British Columbia and the United Kingdom. 
I strongly recommend the report to all interested parties. I hope that as many people as possible take the 
opportunity to respond to the discussion paper. I would like to touch on a few points. Before doing that, I thank 
the chairman, Hon Max Trenorden, for the leadership that he provides to the committee; my colleagues on the 
committee in the deputy chairman, Hon Jon Ford; Hon Jim Chown and Hon Ken Baston; and also the very 
effective and professional staff who we have on the committee, with Dr Colin Huntly as the advisory officer, Mr 
Alex Hickman as the advisory officer (legal) and Margaret Liveris as the committee clerk.  

I hope members will take the time to read this very brief report from cover to cover, but I would like to point out 
a couple of areas of particular importance, looking at the discussion paper. It is worth noting that the discussion 
paper poses a number of questions; so there are paragraphs making a point and then there are questions asked. 
We have designed that quite deliberately to encourage people to make submissions and to endeavour to address 
the questions that we have raised and the points that we have made, but also to make their own self-initiated 
submissions on whatever thoughts may have crossed their minds on how the public service can be improved.  

Paragraph 1.15 on page 11 of the report reads — 
The key structural consideration must be to maintain the appropriate mix of checks and balances in any 
system of government. It must be acknowledged that, for all its frailties, a system designed around 
representative democracy also enshrines the basic idea that all citizens are entitled to participate in how 
the laws that govern them are made. Citizens are also entitled to scrutinise the way that the business of 
Government is conducted. When any of these powers are taken away from elected representatives, 
including Ministers, they are taken out of the hands of the electors.  

It is interesting to seek an enhancement of the system that will respect those fundamental principles but also 
achieves the advantage of a fearless and independent public service. But it is a fearless and independent public 
service that should be giving advice to the ministers, rather than directing the ministers, in my view at least, 
because it is the ministers who are held accountable to the people of the state. We touch on this in paragraph 
1.19, which reads — 

We think that the old adage about public servants being free to give frank and fearless advice is a 
cornerstone of sound public sector practice. However, we are concerned that there is sometimes a 
tension between the necessary institutional independence of public sector agencies on the one hand, and 
the need for democratically responsible government on the other.  

So this whole question of us being here employed by our electors to make decisions, to provide guidance and to 
ensure that the state is run well and how the public servants fit into that whole system is fundamentally what we 
are about. I hope that as many Western Australians as possible will take the opportunity to read the discussion 
paper and not only to respond to the questions and points that we have made, but also to take any other initiatives 
that they might wish to take in providing a submission. I think the widest possible gathering of evidence, 
thoughts and views will make for the best and most effective ultimate result.  

The matter that has been foremost in the mind of the committee on many occasions in the last four years of the 
committee as it is currently constituted is the question of how forthcoming public servants are in responding to 
questions asked by members of Parliament. Ultimately, for their role in our system to be respected, to be 
effective and to be accountable, requires a consistently forthcoming attitude in which the public servants respect 
the Parliament and respect the questions that we ask and that they provide the information which enables us to be 
judged on the work that we do and that enables ministers to be judged on the work that they do; and, ultimately, 
for the ministers holding their responsibility, it is central to the Westminster system, to be judged on what the 
public servants do at the direction of the ministers.  
It is very important that there is an openness in the system that provides for effective accountability for all 
concerned, and I am hoping that we will have improvements towards that ideal, achieved and encouraged by the 
report that will follow the receipt of these submissions. As I said, I am delighted that the discussion has started 
today with the contributions from Hon Max Trenorden and the Leader of the House. If I had any reason to regret 
finishing up in this place on 21 May, it would probably be that I may not be in this place seeing this very 
important process through to its conclusion. Thank you.  
Question put and passed. 
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