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Standing Committee on Public Administration — Eighteenth Report — “Clarification of Auditor General’s 
advice on statutory secrecy provisions and the Auditor General Act 2006 (WA)” — Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: As I commented earlier, the first issue that the report of the Standing Committee on 
Public Administration raises—I urge members of the Standing Committee on Procedure and Privileges to look at 
this—is: if our standing committees are ongoing bodies, what are the circumstances surrounding that and should 
those committee members have access to the previous history and be the protectors and custodians of whether 
that committee was misled? If that is not the case, who is responsible for undertaking that action and 
investigating whether previous parliamentary committees have been misled? 

Hon Nick Goiran: Can I make an observation? My understanding of the Legislative Council standing 
committees is that a number of their reports continue over the course of several Parliaments, which would seem 
to suggest that they do continue. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I that know Hon Nick Goiran sits on the Standing Committee on Procedure and 
Privileges. My personal view is that they are continuing bodies. That is not the view of everybody who provides 
advice to the committee system in this Parliament. That is why I am saying the matter needs to be resolved 
because there is a question about whether the current committees can have access to records of previous 
committees. Obviously they cannot be the custodians or the protectors of whether that committee was misled if 
they do not have access to those records. I serve on the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial 
Operations, as I did in the last Parliament. Hon Liz Behjat, the Chair of the Standing Committee on Public 
Administration, also served on it. I am the only member of that committee who has any knowledge of the 
previous committee. If I see something happen, I can bring it to the attention of the other committee members, 
but how can they inform themselves if they do not have the capacity to look back at the records of that 
committee? Most people would look at the committee and say that it is an ongoing entity because of the 
numbering and the like. If that is not the case, who has that obligation and responsibility? 

Hon Mark Lewis: Can I — 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: This is a really limited debate. I would welcome it if other members would like to jump 
up and ask questions and then I might get five minutes in which to respond at the end and have a second go if 
there is still time. 

That is the first point. The second issue is the interrelationship between sections 23 and 46. I note the comments 
that have been made in the report. I will certainly make a point of ensuring that this report is brought to the 
attention of both the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations and the Joint Standing 
Committee on Audit, although in doing that I might use this speech to put out a brief advertisement to all cabinet 
ministers. I ask them to ensure that in the upcoming budget, sufficient funding is provided to the Legislative 
Council so that we have the funds—it is a very serious matter—to undertake the review into the Auditor General 
that we have an obligation to do under the act. There are two issues: we have to look at the act and we also have 
to review the operation of the Auditor General—effectively a performance audit on the Auditor General, for 
want of a better term. We need outside people to do that, and it requires funding. I understand that that funding 
has not been provided for in the budget for the Parliament. It is absolutely crucial that it is funded in the 
upcoming budget so we can proceed with that issue. The matters that are raised in this report can then very 
clearly feed into it. 

I turn to the final point that I wanted to make. This is only an early personal observation of the issues raised. 
Often people find a problem with these issues but it really comes down to the view of the Auditor General when 
assessing the facts as to what the Auditor General can or cannot release. Although legal advice goes some way 
towards giving the Auditor General the option of taking either a narrow or a wide view, as is pointed out in the 
report—the advice was to go for a narrow view—ultimately, it would still be up to the Auditor General to take a 
wide view. Linking back to section 23, which refers to the provision of information or advice being in the state’s 
interests, from time to time we do ourselves a disservice when, along with the judgement of the Valuer-General, 
having considered all the facts at that time, someone disagrees with the view that the Auditor General arrives at 
and they come back saying, “This is a problem of the law.” We all see it every day. We make judgements every 
day. It may be different from someone else’s judgement but it is still a value judgement. I believe it is often best 
to leave a degree of flexibility in those value judgements. 

This matter goes back to the previous Parliament and report 14 of the Standing Committee on Public 
Administration entitled “Unassisted Failure”. Other options were available to the public administration 
committee had it felt it was being stonewalled, including coming through the Joint Standing Committee on 
Estimates and Financial Operations. It clearly had the power to go to that committee about those matters. I just 
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make that advertisement. I am not trying to ask for more work for my committee but I am more than happy to 
say that if committees come across issues such as this in the future—I am sure the current chair of 
that committee would do that—all chairs of committees should be communicating and discussing and 
remembering that we are a corporate entity trying to solving problems, not individual silos, as we often complain 
about the public sector itself. It reminds us that as committee chairs, we have a constant obligation to work 
together and try to find resolutions to problems. This again highlights that matter. I am happy to take a final 
interjection. 

Hon Liz Behjat: At least this gave the Auditor General the opportunity, leaving aside sections 23 and 46, to put 
on the record the chronology of events, and I thought that was prudent, as to the committee. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: That has already been very clearly outlined. I appreciate that. The committee brought 
that to the attention of the house. 

The CHAIR: The question is that the report be noted. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Did Hon Mark Lewis want to give his interjection by way of a quick speech, and then I 
will respond to it? If there are no other speakers, I am happy to stand. 

The CHAIR: If there are no other speakers, pursuant to standing order 21, Hon Ken Travers seeks a five-minute 
extension to speak, and that is provided at the discretion of the Chair, and the Chair grants that discretion to Hon 
Ken Travers. 

Hon Peter Collier: We support the Chair. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I am feeling the love. 

Hon Simon O’Brien interjected. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I think members will find that the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Transport 
and I have a very good and strong working relationship, not too dissimilar to the strong working relationship I 
had with Hon Simon O’Brien when he was the Minister for Transport in this place. Sorry to out him on that fact 
in front of all his colleagues, but that was the fact of the matter, and he knows it. He has a right to a personal 
explanation at the end. 

There is only a limited amount of time in which to speak on this report. I tried to race through some of those 
issues. I think Hon Liz Behjat is absolutely right. I wanted to make some brief comments about the fact, going 
back to the “Unassisted Failure” report, that a range of views have been expressed about the actions or non-
actions of the Auditor General at that time. A number of committees in this place have looked at those matters 
since then. I think it again reinforces the fact that at a particular point in time, the Auditor General made an 
assessment of all the circumstances and arrived at a conclusion. We may not agree with that conclusion but that 
in itself does not make the conclusion that the Auditor General arrived at incorrect; nor does the fact that the 
Auditor General then took a particular interpretation of the law at that time make that wrong of itself. Now that I 
have a little more time, my view is that if the public administration committee was unhappy with what was 
happening in that regard, it should have sought the support and assistance of the estimates and financial 
operations committee at that time and put a case to it that its assistance was required in this matter. I am not 
necessarily being critical of the previous committee because that would defeat my argument that we all make 
judgements at various times. All I am saying is let us remember that an alternative pathway was potentially 
available. 

I also understand that sometimes we get into these inquiries and we often have a different perspective about what 
is happening because we are so close to the action, for want of a better term. Sometimes I think it is a reminder 
for all of us to take a step back and say, “Hang on, let us look at the broader picture of what is going on here.” 
Having said that, apart from the debate we are having today, the “Unassisted Failure” report has had wide-
ranging ramifications. It delivered a very good outcome for the state of Western Australia in bringing to the 
attention of Parliament, the people of Western Australia and, dare I say it, the cabinet of Western Australia, a 
significant problem that was occurring that is now being addressed. I will not debate whether it was addressed 
quickly enough, as that is a debate for another day. The simple fact is that that was a result of the work of that 
committee. I do not want to make out, because we are talking about this, that that is the only thing that 
committee ever did, because it achieved a very good outcome. It produced an extensive report, which took the 
committee a long time, and it delivered a good outcome as a result of that report. I did not want to sound critical 
of that committee or the work it did in any way, because it delivered for the Parliament and proved the work of 
parliamentary committees in the upper house and, dare I say, it set a standard for the new chair of that committee 
to meet during this Parliament. It is always good for members to have a challenge! I often remind myself that I 
have to try to live up to the role of Hon Giz Watson. Hon Liz Behjat will know just how hard that will be, and it 
is difficult even to think about aspiring to that. 
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Hon KATE DOUST: Unfortunately, I was not here to hear the opening comments of the Chair of the Standing 
Committee on Public Administration nor of my colleague Hon Ken Travers. I had a quick look at this report, as 
substantial and as well-crafted as it is. At that time, the committee was chaired by Hon Max Trenorden. It 
produced a very substantial and excellent piece of work titled “Unassisted Failure”, which I sometimes call 
“assisted failure” because of the way Western Power conducted the whole process. I note that today an article in 
The West Australian raises concerns about power poles not being maintained. I had a moment of deja vu about 
the whole process and thought it was appropriate that we are dealing with this report. 

Out of that significant and lengthy document, which I am still of the view we never really got to flesh out in the 
detail we could have, this one single issue has continued to bubble along. Hon Jim Chown, who produced an 
additional report to the committee’s report, is one of the few people remaining in this chamber who was a 
member of that committee, so I look forward to his comments about the approach taken by the Auditor General 
when providing evidence at that time. I know that this chamber debated that report and those matters were 
referred to the Standing Committee on Procedure and Privileges, and that upon the new Parliament being 
convened and the new parliamentary privileges committee being established that was possibly one of the first 
matters dealt with. I know a report is floating around the chamber somewhere about what that committee decided 
to do about the Auditor General’s remarks. I cannot recall whether that matter was referred to the privileges 
committee by the Standing Committee on Public Administration — 

Hon Jim Chown: I do not think it was the privileges committee; another committee had to be formed. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I know that it came to the privileges committee, because Hon Col Holt, Hon Nick Goiran 
and I, and a number of others who sit on that committee, dealt with that as an item in one of our very early 
meetings and a report has been tabled in this place. 

Hon Ken Travers: The Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations also followed up on some 
of the matters that arose out of that report. 

Hon KATE DOUST: Out of that very substantial report, one single issue has remained alive. It was with 
interest that I noted the matter still had some breath in it. It is very good that the Standing Committee on Public 
Administration has picked up on the Auditor General’s comments as part of its process. Hon Ken Travers 
referred to the ongoing responsibilities and access of standing committees to information, which I have always 
thought was very important. As a member of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, we 
found ourselves halfway through an inquiry, about to commence an inquiry or dealing with a petition, and lo and 
behold, an election is called, Parliament is prorogued and everything falls off the perch, and then a new 
committee has to go through an extended process, albeit comprising the same people, to retrieve that information 
to kickstart the process again. I see my colleague Hon Stephen Dawson nodding his head, so that may have been 
the case with his committee having to renew inquiries that may have been afoot in the last Parliament. That is an 
issue we need to look at, and perhaps the privileges committee can look at future amendments to the standing 
orders on how committees may be able to continue an inquiry from one Parliament to the next, or to retrieve 
information. I know how frustrating it is for committees that have received substantial submissions, or 
information has been provided, and they have to start all over again. That seems not terribly productive for those 
committees.  

Even though this report is not voluminous, it has raised some interesting issues. The fact that the Auditor 
General has provided a detailed response to the committee about the comments he made publicly on issues that 
arose with the unassisted failure inquiry is also very good. I hope that by now that particular issue has been put 
to bed. A lot of other issues that arose in the initial inquiry on power poles were much more significant and 
perhaps could have continued to be debated to improve that whole process, particularly when one reads the 
article in The West Australian today about the ongoing problems. I thank the committee for its report, which has 
enabled us to have this discussion and to remind ourselves about that earlier report and perhaps to canvass, as we 
like to during each session, opportunities to improve the way that committees operate in this place so we can be 
more productive and effective. I thank the committee for that report. It is always interesting to find that we can 
find opportunities, other than those contained in the text, to broadly range over these matters. 

Question put and passed. 
 


