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Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations — Eightieth Report — 
“2018–19 Budget Cycle — Part 2: Annual Report Hearings” — Motion 

Resumed from 9 September on the following motion moved by Hon Alanna Clohesy (Parliamentary Secretary) — 

That the report be noted. 

Hon PIERRE YANG: I wish to make a contribution to consideration of this wonderful report, the eightieth 
report of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations titled “2018–19 Budget Cycle — Part 2: 
Annual Report Hearings”. I made a contribution to the seventy-eighth report, from which I learnt quite a bit 
after reading, and I now have an opportunity to made a contribution to the eightieth report. As we heard from 
Hon Alanna Clohesy, this report is focused on the Treasurer’s special purpose accounts. Obviously, I do not come 
from a financial background in my profession; this is entirely new for me. Reading the explanations as articulated 
by the report has helped me to understand a little better how the financial operations of the government work in 
Western Australia.  

Regarding the 2018–19 budget cycle, the committee heard from different agencies about their budget operations 
and many questions were put forward; in fact, 218 questions were asked of 15 agencies. As we can see from the 
report, a total of 22 Treasurer’s special purpose accounts were assessed by the committee during that period of 
inquiry. During that process, the committee also examined 10 agencies’ annual reports and identified a number of 
related purposes. After reading about the theme of this report on the Treasurer’s special purpose accounts, I looked 
up the act that provides the legislative framework for these accounts, and that is the Financial Management 
Act 2006. The Treasurer’s special purpose account is defined under part 2, division 2, section 10 of the act.  

I will not read word for word the actual section, but in a nutshell, these accounts are established by the Treasurer 
as his special accounts to be determined by the Treasurer. These accounts are established to hold money. This rests 
with the Treasurer and can be established under a written law and determined by the Treasurer to be a Treasurer’s 
special purpose account. In contrast with the Treasurer’s special purpose account there is also the category of 
agency special purpose account, but I will save that for another speech.  

To come back to the eightieth report, I just want to look at a number of points. As stated by the committee at 
paragraph 5.2, as at 30 June 2019, $15.8 billion was held in the Treasurer’s special purpose accounts, which is set out 
in a table on the following page. There are a number of items listed in those special purpose accounts, but I wish 
to note that the Perth Children’s Hospital account had $13 million. There is a number of other accounts, including 
the non-government schools other recurrent grants account, the Perry Lakes maintenance account, and the public 
bank account interest earned account, in which there was a sum of $45 million. 

Treasurer’s special purpose accounts can be established through a particular procedure. The committee articulated 
in paragraph 5.8 — 

The Committee sought to understand the decision-making process undertaken to establish a Treasurer SPA. 
Treasury explained that virtually all Government revenue is ‘lumped’ into the Consolidated Account from 
which appropriations are then made. In contrast: 

A special purpose account is set up when there is a dedicated specific purpose or function that 
Government wants to set aside a funding source for. For example, it could be funding for the 
building of the new hospital. In fact, the Government has decided to establish a special purpose 
account to fund the building of a new women’s and babies’ hospital, as an example. 

As a new member of this place I, like many others, have a lot to learn about the procedures of this chamber and 
about the government’s functions and different departments, and their coordinated working procedures. I have 
to say that I find my work on the Standing Committee on Uniform Legislation and Statutes Review to be very 
insightful, and it has been very helpful. I work with Hon Robin Scott, who is sitting in the chamber today, and we 
have a very good working relationship on the Standing Committee on Uniform Legislation and Statutes Review. 
However, if I may: if I am re-elected at the next election, I would love to put my hand up to hopefully participate 
in the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, because it seems to me that it does a lot of 
reports that are very important to the basic, fundamental functions of the government, and it scrutinises the spending 
of governments in many important ways. With those words, I move that the report be noted. 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: The report that is before us is the eightieth report of the Standing Committee on Estimates 
and Financial Operations, “2018–19 Budget Cycle — Part 2: Annual Report Hearings”. 

Point of Order 
Hon PIERRE YANG: Sorry; no disrespect to Hon Nick Goiran. I just wish to seek your guidance, Mr Chairman. 
At the conclusion of my remarks, I moved that the report be noted. I am not too sure about the procedure from there. 
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The CHAIR: Thank you, member. To clarify, the question that the report be noted was first moved on an earlier 
sitting day by Hon Alanna Clohesy. This is a continuation of debate on that motion, so it does not need to be moved 
again. We are already considering the question that the report be noted, and the call is with Hon Nick Goiran. 

Committee Resumed 
Hon NICK GOIRAN: The matter before us is the eightieth report of the Standing Committee on Estimates and 
Financial Operations, looking at the annual report hearings from 2018–19. I have quite a few things to say on this 
report and the government’s performance, but for the purposes of my initial contribution, I want to draw to 
members’ attention that these 2018–19 annual report hearings revealed that the McGowan government is hiding 
a problem with caseloads for child protection workers. The McGowan government that prior to the last election 
promised a gold standard of transparency is hiding a problem with caseloads. 

On 6 August last year, there was an article in WAtoday by Daile Cross titled “Foster carers say WA government 
must ‘get real’ about child protection crisis”. The article states — 

Ms McGurk said caseworkers could be in charge of up to 15 children at one time. 
The article then goes on to quote the minister as saying — 

“That might be people’s perception, that people are overwhelmed with caseload, but the ratio that is agreed 
between case workers and children within each district is about 15 to 1 and that’s established across Australia 
and actually internationally,” she said. 
“We don’t differ from that.” 

As a result of that article, I asked a question without notice in this place later that same month, on 21 August 2019, 
to the Leader of the House representing the Minister for Child Protection. My question was — 

I refer to comments from the minister reported in WAtoday in response to concerns that overwhelmed 
caseworkers are refusing medical assessments due to tight budgets. 

(1) Can the Leader of the House confirm the accuracy of the reported commented in WAtoday on 
6 August 2019 that quotes the minister stating — 

… the ratio that is agreed between case workers and children within each district is 
about 15 to 1 … 

And — 
“We don’t differ from that.” 

(2) What is the number of cases currently being handled by the caseworker with the largest number 
of cases? 

Hon Sue Ellery, the Leader of the House representing the Minister for Child Protection, replied, in part — 
(1) Yes, the WA Industrial Commission’s order stipulates that there is an upper limit of 15 cases 

per caseworker, with 18 cases in exceptional circumstances. 
It is indeed true that the WA Industrial Commission ordered that caseworkers have a limit of 15 cases, and up to 
18 cases in exceptional circumstances. The following month, on 24 September 2019, I asked the following question 
on notice — 

I refer to the Minister’s response to my question without notice No. 1038, and I ask, will the Minister table 
a copy of the monthly workload management reports, run in each calendar month this year? 

The answer was provided in a table format. The table shows the number of caseworkers who have caseloads of more 
than 15 cases in the period from January to June 2019. In particular, I note that in January there were 84; in February, 
90; in March, 94; in April, 83; in May, 100; and in June, 111. This is the number of caseworkers who have more 
than 15 cases in a particular month. The number of staff who had caseloads in excess of 15 in January was 84, yet 
the limit is 15. 
This was the background to the annual report hearing during which I asked further questions on this matter. I will quote 
from the transcript of the hearing of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations for its inquiry into 
the work and the annual report of the Department of Communities that took place on 12 November 2019. I said — 

I note that the workload reports for the months of January to June 2019—the second half of the reporting 
period—indicated that between 83 and 111 caseworkers were carrying caseloads over the desired limit of 15. 
Are you able to provide for us, for each month in the reporting period, how many caseloads were over 18? 

We need to keep in mind that we have a provision that says that child protection workers should not have more 
than 15 cases. We now have information before us indicating that on a monthly basis during the reporting period, 
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up to 111 child protection workers had over 15 cases in their caseloads, which is the limit. We know that there is 
provision to say that in exceptional circumstances, a caseworker can have up to 18 cases. My question was whether 
the department knew how many caseworkers had over 18 cases. The minister responded on 12 November last year 
and said, “We will take that on notice.” I then said — 

Is anyone able to tell me, just quickly, whether there would be any caseloads over 18? There should not be. 
One of the witnesses, Ms Tang, said — 

There should not be. The Industrial Commission says that they should be sitting at 15, at a stretch 18, and 
at times it may go over. What we are saying is that that should not happen … It is about managing each 
day to ensure that we comply with the industrial agreement, for a start, let alone that that is the maximum 
caseload that they should be managing, quite aside from the Industrial Commission. 

Later on in the hearing I asked — 
Will the head office report at the end of the month tell you if, at any time during the month, someone was 
over 18? 

Ms Tang said, “It will only tell you at a point in time.” We know that staff routinely have over 15 cases in their 
caseloads. It is significant to have a situation in which, in any given month, between 18 and 100 staff have caseloads 
of more than the 15 maximum number. We know that there is a provision that allows for them to have up to 18 cases 
in exceptional circumstances—exceptional circumstances—yet the witness told us that sometimes the number goes 
over 18, even though they acknowledge that that should not be the case. Worse, when considering the oversight of 
this important matter, they could not tell us what the situation was in any particular month because the report is only for 
what they refer to as “a point in time” snapshot. It is no wonder that WAtoday produces articles headed “Foster carers 
say WA government must ‘get real’ about child protection crisis”. The government does need to get real about it, 
because it systematically has a situation in which caseworkers have in excess of the maximum number of cases. 
Child protection cases are highly complex at the best of times. We expect individuals to have a maximum of 15 cases, 
and in exceptional circumstances up to 18, yet we find out from the annual report hearings that it is the case that 
from time to time they even have more than the 18 limit. We continue to have silence from the government. There 
has been no response to this matter, despite the fact that the annual report hearings were held last year. 
Resolved, on motion by Hon Aaron Stonehouse, that consideration of the report be postponed to the next 
sitting of the Council. 
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