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Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs — Twenty-fifth Report — “Overview of Petitions” 

Resumed from 3 May. 

Motion 

Hon KATE DOUST: I move — 

That the report be noted.  

I want to make a few comments on this report, “Overview of Petitions”. This is another report that enables 

members to get a bit of an overview of some of the work done on petitions. This report refers to the period 

between 1 July 2010 and 31 December 2010. Time has marched on swiftly from the work that was done on those 

petitions. Having flicked through the report, I note that some of the issues that we dealt with in those petitions, 

some of which were closed at the time, we are currently dealing with in this chamber in the form of motions or 

legislation. Some of those petitions have been tabled again in this house, albeit in amended form. Some things 

change, but some things never really change.  

This report also deals with the period between 1 January 2011 and 30 June 2011. The committee is endeavouring 

to catch up on reporting on the work that has been done on petitions. We get quite a volume of petitions and all 

the time we are trying to finesse our processes for how we deal with them. Some of these petitions have evolved 

into short reports. Again, that is another area in which the committee has sought to change its processes. In the 

past members may remember that we had quite lengthy reports on some of the matters that we looked into with 

particular petitions. We now try to do short and sharp inquiries so that we can provide information back to this 

chamber and to the principal petitioners in a shorter time frame. I suppose that is something the committee will 

improve on over time.  

One of the petitions referred to in the earlier part of 2010 concerned the tier 3 narrow gauge rail lines in the 

wheatbelt. Although that petition may have been finalised during that period, I note that other petitions on the 

same subject have since been tabled in this house. The committee has held public hearings into that issue in 

recent times. That is an example of an issue which may have been resolved at one point, but for which, because 

we did not have enough information and it was obviously a burning issue in that part of the community, it 

decided to ask to have the matter revisited. Hopefully in due course the committee will be able to report on that 

petition, which it has in front of it again.  

A number of other petitions are cited in this report that went on to become full-blown inquiries and have since 

been reported to this house. One of those petitions is about shack site communities. I think Hon Liz Behjat was 

the original tabling member of that petition. She took a fairly active interest in the hearings that we had on shack 

sites. That may have been a bit of a watershed moment for us in how we manage the length of our reports, 

because that was quite a reasonably sized report. It grew from being a fairly narrow petition looking at one 

particular shack site area in Wedge and Grey and by the time we got to a self-referral inquiry, we ended up 

looking at shack sites scattered throughout the state. We came back with a range of recommendations to the 

government about how to manage shack sites in those various places in the future. They were all very different 

and required different approaches.  

I must say, although the committee on that occasion made specific recommendations about the original shack 

site that was nominated in the petition, the Wedge shack site area, it came as a bit of a surprise to the 

committee—I am sure that if Hon Brian Ellis were here, he would back me up on this—that the minister 

essentially backflipped on an earlier decision about that shack site. I think they have been given a reprieve now 

for several years. I know that pleases some members in here. It may not please other members in here, but the 

committee did its best on that occasion to try to address the issues. It is very interesting. I thought it was a good 

inquiry to have because it was interesting to hear from people about why having access to a shack away from the 

city was very important to them and to their families. Their experiences differed depending on whether they 

dealt with a government department or a local council or a private organisation. Having a petition tabled in here 

and then going through the process of inquiry and formulating recommendations to government was a very good 

learning exercise and learning curve for all of us. The end of it is hearing how government will deal with the 

recommendations.  

The petitions that we deal with are many and varied. What might seem a minor issue to one person is a 

monumental problem to another. I think members will find that the committee treats each petition seriously and 

it takes time before we reach an outcome. It is not something that is just stamped and sent off. We work through 

these on an individual basis. The important thing about how this committee deals with petitions is that it always 

tries to find better ways to do it and to update its processes. More work needs to be done in this area. I have 

talked about this in the past; we are in changing times. I look around the chamber now and see how people are 

using technology in different ways. When we look out into the community, we see that people want to get 
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information and answers quickly. They want to get their message across. Perhaps we as a Parliament need to 

come back at some point and have a proper and full inquiry into how we deal with petitions. We are not formally 

looking at the processes now, but we need to talk more about how we engage with new technology and how we 

engage with community on that level.  

A number of inquiries have been conducted by other Parliaments into how e-petitions are used, how technology 

is used and how it impacts on privilege. We cannot keep putting it to one side. At some point we have to bite the 

bullet and work out how we will manage it. Although we are not using e-petitions here, they are becoming fairly 

commonly used in the community. If an issue pops up, people will use e-petitions in some form to demonstrate 

their concern, anger or joy about a particular issue. For example, when we had the daylight saving debate a few 

years ago, prior to the referendum, some members would recall that we were absolutely swamped by a form of 

petition from community members. They could access a particular set of words online. They essentially clicked a 

button and we got the email. It killed our laptops in this place, from memory, because we were bombarded with 

several thousand emails at once. It demonstrated people’s change in approach to getting their message through 

because they want to communicate quickly and effectively. We need to adapt to that.  

Over the past few years as we use technology more in our role and we have more direct and faster contact, it will 

be very useful at some point, perhaps as a referral from this chamber to the committee, to hold a proper inquiry 

into how we utilise technology, whether we pick up on e-petitions and the issues of privilege associated with that 

and the types of petitions that we deal with, given that there are a range of forms. It is a healthy approach to look 

at those matters and work out how we will address them in the future. It might have more impact if a referral 

came from the chamber. We tend to put off self-referrals because we want to deal with the more current issues 

that the community wants to address. We need to take a broader look at it in the future. It would be worthwhile 

for either this committee or another committee of this chamber to have a good look at that. I think it would be 

beneficial for all of us.  

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: As a member of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, I want 

to make a few points. This is one of the first streamlined reports that we have tabled. We made a decision to not 

burden members with too much of the detail. Instead of putting all the detail in these reports, we have just 

summarised it, so they are quite light on. We have been able to do that because we have revamped our website. 

All the public material that we receive as a committee is posted on our website. If members or their constituents 

have a particular interest in a matter, I encourage them to consult that website because quite a bit of effort goes 

into responding to these queries. When we receive a petition, we write to the ministers who have relevant 

responsibilities in the area of concern. Those ministers go to quite some effort to respond to the petitioners’ 

concerns. People who sign a petition are only a small fraction of the people who are really concerned about an 

issue but it gives us some indication of the wider concern out there.  

I want to point out three or four of the petitions that we dealt with in this report. This was the period when we 

received the shack sites petition that led to our inquiry, and we have already tabled quite a significant report on 

that. We also looked at Cottesloe local planning scheme 3, which, Mr Chair, you would be well aware is to do 

with building heights in Cottesloe. It is notable that 13 436 people signed a petition asking for the local planning 

scheme that Cottesloe had already approved to be respected and that higher building heights not be imposed on 

that community. We know now in the course of history that that has been the case. Following the presentation of 

this petition, a decision was made to impose building height allowances that were much higher than the local 

planning scheme permitted. The committee looked into this petition and determined that because it was under the 

statutory planning processes at the time, there was not much we could do until those processes were completed. 

If people are still concerned about that and present another petition to look into it, we would consider it on its 

merits.  

Another couple of petitions that I wanted to mention relate to the Canning Bridge precinct vision in my own 

region of South Metropolitan. There were concerns about the process that the City of South Perth was embarking 

on to redevelop that area. That was tabled as a petition. However, we did not go very far with that because the 

petitioners, the organisers, did not see fit to follow through with it. I am looking forward to seeing the Canning 

Bridge precinct developed in all its hopefully sustainable glory.  

The petitions that I really wanted to highlight would not surprise members. Three petitions were tabled to do 

with live animal exports. We looked at two of those petitions for live animal exports together—petitions 82 and 

83. We did not have a full-blown inquiry but we had a hearing into these petitions. Dr Jennifer Hood, the then 

manager of the animal welfare branch of the Department of Local Government, gave us a little more detail about 

exactly how the regulations are policed. The terms of the petitions were — 

animals suffer during transport to the Middle East; 

animals are slaughtered in a cruel manner that would be illegal in Australia; 

the inadequate policing of road transportation and loading regulations; and 
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the live animal trade undermines the processed meat trade. 

During our inquiries we sought to focus on the inadequate policing of road transportation and loading 

regulations, as it was brought forward in evidence to us that there were issues about that, and that is why we 

asked Dr Hood to come in and tell us more about the issues. The transcript of that hearing is on our website. I 

invite members to look at the transcript of that hearing so they are more educated about the trade and how it is 

policed in Western Australia. One of the most poignant comments that Dr Hood imparted to us was that the 

mortality statistics do not reflect the suffering on board the ships, the morbidity and the loss of condition. The 

illnesses of many of the animals on board are not recorded in the statistics of mortality. She was very convincing 

in her testimony to us that there really is much more than meets the eye in suffering on board the ships and that 

more could be done to monitor the experience that the livestock face. 

It was determined that the pivotal issue that fell within the state’s jurisdiction was the adequacy of resources for 

enforcing the Animal Welfare Act 2002. Since this petition was investigated and since we heard the evidence of 

Dr Hood, the responsibility for the Animal Welfare Act has been shifted to the Department of Agriculture and 

Food. This raises some very serious concerns for people in the community about a potential conflict of interest 

because the Department of Agriculture and Food, as we know, has to look after the livestock industry. The 

livestock industry is the industry that needs to be policed under the Animal Welfare Act. It was interesting for us 

to then look at a subsequent petition on whether the Animal Welfare Act had been adequately resourced. That 

was petition 101, “Funding for the Animal Welfare Unit Inspectorate”. It was clear that a small number of 

inspectors were trained and were out there enforcing the standards that we have. It is an ongoing concern for 

people who care about animals that the animal welfare inspectorate is not adequately resourced to do its job. I 

believe that since that time, the number of inspectors has increased several times. I do not have in front of me the 

number of inspectors we now have, but back then there were about five or seven. That has dramatically 

increased now. There is no doubt that the added scrutiny of our practices has improved animal welfare 

enforcement and we hope that it has improved animal welfare outcomes. 

I made a dissenting opinion on page 15 of the committee’s report. I opposed the decision to conclude the 

inquiries on this petition, and I did so because I had the view that little evidence had been presented of the 

compliance or enforcement of industry standards. In fact, this bore fruit. This was in June 2010 and it was a 

matter of weeks after that when Animals Australia travelled to Indonesia and filmed the animals in horrific 

circumstances, which caused the federal government to suspend the trade for a period of weeks and to look 

carefully at how it was being managed. I believe my opinion at that time was validated because evidence came to 

light that the trade was not being adequately policed or enforced. Now there is much more evidence in the public 

domain, so that more people are aware that this is a very serious issue for animal welfare in Australia. Western 

Australia has a very important role to play in improving animal welfare. As all members would know, my 

solution to that is to end the trade altogether.  

Hon NICK GOIRAN: I rise to support the motion of Hon Kate Doust that the report be noted. In doing so, I 

think it is important that members take into consideration what the Standing Committee on Environment and 

Public Affairs says is the petition process. I will quote from paragraphs 1.6 to 1.8 of the report. The committee 

states —  

The nature and extent of inquiries relating to each petition will vary depending on the nature of the 

issues raised however, in most cases, the Committee will request a submission from the principal 

petitioner and tabling Member. These submissions enable the Committee to better understand the issues 

involved and the action, if any, already undertaken by the petitioner/s to resolve the matter. 

The committee goes on to state — 

Once submissions are received, the Committee will usually request a response to the petition from the 

relevant government Minister. The Committee may also seek responses from other organisations (such 

as local governments) and carry out other research as required. 

It concludes by stating — 

In many instances, the Ministerial response to the petition will provide an explanation for the 

government policy or action in question although sometimes the Committee will need more information 

to clarify the issues. 

Members should bear that in mind, as I now draw to their attention one of the petitions handled by this 

committee. It is the second one listed in the report. It is petition 60 and relates to the Prostitution Amendment 

Act 2008. This petition was tabled by me on 4 March 2010. It contained 101 signatures. It is interesting that, as 

the committee explains in chapter 1 of its report, it does not matter how many signatures are on a petition, the 

committee is still obliged to look at the issue. This petition had 101 signatures. But lest members think that only 

101 citizens of Western Australia are interested in this particular issue, I have had a look at the debates in the 

other place and apparently the member for Carine tabled a petition with 1 078 signatures on 21 March this year; 
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and the member for Southern River has tabled three petitions on this issue, one with 1 390 signatures was tabled 

on 27 March this year, one with 1 005 signatures was tabled on 29 March this year and, in more recent times, 

one with 193 signatures was tabled on 16 May 2012. I say that because when all those signatures are added up, it 

is quite a significant number. 

Hon Kate Doust: Let me remind you that we are not aware of a petition that is tabled in the other place. I have 

talked about this in the past. Just because a petition is tabled down there, it does not mean anything actually 

happens with it. So, whatever they have done there has no relevance for our particular committee. 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: I concur wholeheartedly with Hon Kate Doust on that point. A significant number of 

people are interested in this particular issue, but, in any event, it is irrelevant, as has been mentioned by the 

member, which I agree with. A petition needs only one signature for it to be considered by the committee. This 

petition had 101. The report goes on to state —  

The petitioners oppose legislation that “treats prostitution as an ordinary, legitimate industry” and 

request action to stop recruitment and promotion activities in local newspapers and other media. 

That is fair enough, because that is what the petitioners were asking for. They can ask for whatever they like and, 

in this particular instance, they asked for action to stop recruitment and promotion activities in local newspapers 

and other media. I have no experience on this committee, but I would have thought that that is the thing that it 

would look into. The report goes on to state — 

The Deputy Commissioner of Police — 

That is fair enough; the committee would want to talk to the Deputy Commissioner of Police because he would 

know something about this matter — 

explained in his response to the Committee that a number of “policy and legislative factors … have led 

to the current situation” whereby WA Police “have difficulties in enforcing existing, private place, 

prostitution provisions”.  

That has absolutely nothing to do with recruitment and promotion activities in local newspapers and other media. 

Yes, it has something to do with prostitution. Yes, it is good that we know about that. I agree that it is a problem. 

I think a lot of people agree that there needs to be reform in this area, but there is obviously a divergence of 

views about what that reform should be. The point is that these petitioners specifically asked for action to stop 

recruitment and promotion activities in local newspapers and other media. The response from the deputy 

commissioner refers to “private place, prostitution provisions”. The report by the committee goes on to state — 

The Deputy Commissioner advised the Committee that there is “a need for more contemporary 

legislation that provides certainty of expectations for all concerned” and that the Government was 

considering ways to improve legislation on prostitution. 

A copy of the petition, the submission from the principal petitioner and responses from the Attorney 

General and the Deputy Commissioner for Police are available on the Committee’s website. 

The Committee concluded its inquiries in relation to this petition on 11 August 2010. 

Of course, that is some five months after I tabled the petition. My point is that, with the greatest respect, it is 

exasperating for petitioners when they ask for something to be looked into and, yes, on the surface some 

investigation is done. Clearly, there has been some communication between the committee, the Attorney General 

and the Deputy Commissioner of Police. That is appropriate. But we have to tackle the issue that has been 

requested by the petitioners. The petitioners were concerned that in local newspapers and media, people 

advertise and promote and, in particular, try to recruit people into this industry. I imagine that most, if not all, 

members in this place would be concerned about that particular issue, so I have no dramas about people’s 

particular views on this issue. However, when the response from the deputy commissioner refers to “private 

place, prostitution provisions”, that is an absolute irrelevance to recruitment and promotional activities. What the 

deputy commissioner is talking about is not brothels; he is talking about prostitution that happens in private 

places—in other words, in people’s homes. The legislation is deficient in that area at the moment. Everyone 

agrees with that. So we need to reform that issue. The deputy commissioner was right to respond in that way. But 

that is not what we are interested in. The petitioners who asked me to table this petition in this chamber asked for 

action to stop recruitment and promotion activities; in other words, we need to find out what the laws are in 

relation to recruitment and promotion activities in newspapers and the media. Can it be done? Can it not be 

done? If it cannot be done—I happen to know that there are laws in relation to that matter—why are they not 

being enforced? That is the type of thing that the petitioners wanted to know. They did not want to know what 

the deputy commissioner thought about people practising prostitution in private places. They might be interested 

in that issue at some kind of superficial level. On that note, I will conclude my remarks and support the motion 

that the report be noted. 
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Question put and passed. 

Progress reported, pursuant to standing orders.  

Sitting suspended from 6.01 to 7.30 pm 

 


