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Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs — Seventeenth Report — “Overview of Petitions” — 
Motion 

Committee was interrupted after Hon Brian Ellis had moved the following motion — 

That the report be noted. 

Hon KATE DOUST: Comments have been made about some of the details, but we have not been into the 
specifics of this particular report, partly because things have, indeed, moved on. I just want to make a few 
comments about the work this committee is doing, because I know that although almost 12 months have passed 
since this report was tabled, we have another annual report further down the list that picks up the past 12 months’ 
work as well, so we are in catch-up mode.  

The beauty of this committee is that we can deal with such a diversity of matters. Sometimes we find that there is 
difficulty in dealing with these matters in an expeditious manner that will bring satisfaction to the principal 
petitioner; it can be quite frustrating for a petitioner to have had a petition tabled, only for it to take anything 
from a couple of months to 18 months or longer for some sort of outcome to be achieved on the matter. The 
committee is currently talking about how it can improve its processes to deal with these matters expeditiously 
and to make decisions about whether it will engage with the detail of a petition. We have found that a number of 
petitions have come to us for matters that could have been pursued in other ways or through government 
agencies to try to get an outcome. An example in this report is a situation in which, rather than going through 
other processes, a petition came straight to the committee. In a couple of cases we have had to go back to the 
principal petitioner to advise that there are other options that might be worth investigating rather than using this 
committee, which probably should be used only as a last resort after a petitioner has exhausted all the other 
options. There has been a bit of a tidying up process. We receive a variety of matters and we sometimes have to 
decide which issues the committee will delve into. In this report we have picked up on two fairly substantial 
issues for which separate inquiries were conducted, one of which was the issue of deep sewerage in Cockburn, 
the report on which we may get to later today. 

At this point, before the changeover of the committee membership, the committee has commenced another 
inquiry into how we can improve petition processes, and that is something that is still before the committee. The 
committee is considering ways in which to make the public more aware of how petitions can be tabled or 
framed, or how petitioners can get the best outcome for their particular issue. Ensuring that we get the message 
out in the most succinct way is still a work in progress; we do not want people to be frustrated. In fact, at one 
point the committee considered whether it would write to people who have tabled petitions in the past to gauge 
their degree of satisfaction and their views on how they think things could have been done differently or better. 
That would help inform us as to how we could improve the petitions process, both in the house and for the 
committee. It is a bit of an evolving situation, but the committee plays an important role. I know that I have 
made reference before to the very clear distinction between a petition being tabled in this place and in the other 
place. A lot of effort goes into organising petition numbers and getting signatures and going through the process 
of getting a member to table the petition. I know that Hon Nick Goiran certainly did that for his petitions relating 
to euthanasia and palliative care; I think he got about 7 000 signatures for those petitions, and it is a big effort to 
organise that. If that petition had been tabled in the Legislative Assembly, it pretty much would have been read 
in and left there, and it would have been highly unlikely that the matter would have been pursued. We could go 
out and encourage our constituents to bring a petition to the upper house as a much better option, because we 
have the capacity to have a committee, if it so chooses, conduct an inquiry. 

Hon Ken Travers: Are you touting for business? 

Hon KATE DOUST: In some ways we are, because if people are going to go to the effort, they should use the 
vehicle that is going to get them an outcome, and that vehicle is the upper house, not the Legislative Assembly. I 
always feel quite disappointed for those people who have tabled petitions in the other place, because I am sure 
the petitions are just sitting on some dusty shelf. It is a shame that there is no mechanism we can use to look at 
some of the matters that are presented in the other place. Given the period of tabling and the fact that we are 
dealing with this matter only now—I know that these are matters that are probably currently being addressed—I 
think it is timely, given that there is currently a review of the standing orders, for us to perhaps look again at the 
manner in which we deal with these reports. I refer to the Assembly where I understand that the day a report is 
tabled is the opportunity to discuss that report. Therefore, it is dealt with on that day, rather than having to wait 
months or years before the issue comes up and everyone says, “Why are we talking about this now? It is all done 
and dusted.” This is a work in progress and I hope that when we eventually hear from the Standing Committee 
on Procedure and Privileges, which is looking into these potential changes, we get some sort of outcome that will 
enable us to deal with these matters in a more timely fashion. A lot of the people who put their names to these 
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petitions want some feedback from the committee; they actually want to hear what we thought about the petition, 
how we worked through the process and what problems we had obtaining the information.  

I will not talk about it today, but I think that when we get to the twentieth report, our next report that is an 
overview of petitions, I might talk about some of the difficulties that we have experienced with some of those 
petitions in extracting information, so that we can come to an outcome about those petitions. I just wanted to put 
those few words on the record and I look forward to making some comments, hopefully later today, on our next 
report, which is about sewerage. 

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: I also am a member of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs 
and I rise to speak to the seventeenth report. This is one of those reports, as Hon Brian Ellis mentioned, that was 
largely done in the previous Parliament. Many of the petitions that were tabled were assessed by the previous 
members of the committee. On joining this Parliament we were really catching up with the work that those 
people had done. I just want to remind the house, because many members will have been here at that time—even 
new members might be interested—that the scope of the work included the issue of the export of lead through 
Fremantle port, which came up as a motion that was debated in this house. A lot of the valuable information that 
was collected by this committee was used in the debate on that motion. As a new member when that motion was 
debated, I found this report very useful. 

The report covers other very important topics that are still current in this state, including increased funding for 
social and community services organisations, which this committee looked at in detail. The committee also 
looked at issues such as opposition to the closure of Royal Perth Hospital and the regional resource recovery 
centre in Canning Vale, which initiated a much more comprehensive review of the way we handle municipal 
waste. Therefore, a lot of valuable work was done by the previous committee and I give my thanks to that 
committee for the work it has done.  

I want to particularly draw the chamber’s attention to two minority reports, which are at the back of the 
“Overview of Petitions” report, from Hon Paul Llewellyn, who was a member for South West who served on 
this committee. He took a different view from the rest of this committee in relation to two petitions. One petition 
was to do with planning in Margaret River whereby the Shire of Augusta – Margaret River town planning 
scheme came up for careful assessment. As someone who looks after planning on behalf of the Greens, it was 
one of the things that were drawn to my attention. This was an ongoing issue and even though the committee 
looked at the petition and made a decision about it, Hon Paul Llewellyn took a different view and was able to put 
his remarks down in a very short one-page minority report. If members have concerns about the shire town 
planning scheme, which does come up from time to time, I draw their attention to that part of this report.  

However, I wanted to save the majority of my time to discuss the minority report of Hon Paul Llewellyn on a 
petition that was signed by more than 27 000 petitioners. As Hon Kate Doust said, it is not an easy task to get 
support for a petition—27 000 represents a huge number of Western Australians who are very concerned about 
this issue. That issue is the use of genetically modified organisms in Western Australia. The minority report 
deals with the fact that when the new government was elected, the policy change in how we would deal with GM 
crops was considered to be a reason to close the committee inquiry into this issue. Hon Paul Llewellyn took a 
different view and he mentioned those issues that keep coming up in the house time and again in question time, 
and time and again when I am in the community talking to farmers and consumers who are interested in GM 
issues; that is, the potential for legal liability of non-GM farmers who are affected by GM crops growing next to 
them, the contractual arrangements that these farmers go into, and a certain company, Monsanto, which the 
Minister for Agriculture and Food mentioned today in response to a question that we asked about how GM crops 
were managed now that we are taking this post-gatekeeper approach. Therefore, we still have these ongoing 
issues. Non-GM farmers are being unfairly penalised for their choice to not grow GM crops. That is an issue that 
the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs was in a position to review and could have come out 
with some recommendations about but, unfortunately due to the change of government, this inquiry was—I 
suppose an unkind expression would be—guillotined. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Before your time, in 2002, a committee which I was on travelled to Canada and the 
US and then wrote a report of about 600 pages. 

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: I thank the minister; in fact, her interjection helps me describe why this point of view 
is taken, because Hon Paul Llewellyn does mention that the previous committee inquiry into the Gene 
Technology Bill did not fully cover or resolve the two issues of the strict legal liability regime and the health 
impacts of GM. 

Hon Kate Doust: That was because it was a limited inquiry and the terms that that committee travelled on were 
limited to specific issues. 
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Hon LYNN MacLAREN: That is right, but those issues should have been or could have been investigated by 
the petitions committee — 

Hon Kate Doust: But they were issues that were determined by this house, from memory, that were referred to 
the committee. That inquiry was not a self-referral; it was actually referred to the committee by the house with 
quite clear terms of reference. 

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: That is right, and Hon Paul Llewellyn was merely saying that we have 
27 000 petitioners after that inquiry who are still concerned because the issues have not been dealt with 
adequately. I put to members that potentially those issues are still ongoing. Certainly, that is what I hear. I 
attended only yesterday a safe food forum by the local branch of the National Council of Women of Australia, 
which had invited Dr Judy Carman to talk about her current research into GM and the feeding trials, which has 
not really been done. This is a matter of safety; it is a very serious issue about the safety of our food. Dr Judy 
Carman was in town to talk about exactly where we are up to. She is one of the leading scientists who are 
looking into this only now, even though we have already opened the gate to the growing of GM crops. At that 
forum, a non-GM organic farmer approached me and said how concerned he is about the potential for 
contamination because he knows that a GM farmer is next door to him and he constantly has to test his crop to 
ensure that his lucrative organic clean green world market is not forever lost because it is contaminated by the 
GM growing next door.  

I strongly believe that this state has not adequately dealt with protecting those farmers who do not want GM 
contamination on their land and have gone to great lengths with sustainable practices of not overusing chemicals 
and using organic materials so that they can take advantage of these lucrative markets. We should be looking 
after them in a much better way, and I suggest that we have failed to do that in opening the gate to GM crops. 
That is what Hon Paul Llewellyn said in his minority report. I draw members’ attention to the committee’s 
report, “Overview of Petitions”, if they are interested in the outstanding issues of GM crops in this state, because 
this committee puts so much work into research and puts together quite helpful reports. I encourage members to 
have a look at the important information that has been gleaned through the many hours of research by this 
committee and the research staff. Lastly, I commend the research staff for the very high quality of their work. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I want to make some brief comments about one of the petitions reported on in the 
seventeenth report of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs. I refer to petition 18, which 
was a petition that I tabled containing one signature. The petition requested — 

… the Legislative Council of the Parliament of Western Australia to review the circumstances 
surrounding and the procedures and processes adopted by the Western Australian Electoral Commission 
(WAEC) in relation to its investigation of the formal complaint lodged in relation to election funding 
received, and campaign declarations made by Mr Paul Miles, Councillor of the City of Wanneroo, in 
the Local Government election held on 20th October, 2007. 

It is worth noting that the petition had a note added to it, which stated — 

1. This petition does not in any way state or suggest any wrong doing by Mr Miles. 

2. The fact that Mr Miles was subject to the above mentioned investigation is a matter of broad public 
knowledge. (See Wanneroo Times, 2nd December 2008) 

Hon Norman Moore: Who was the signatory? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I will go on to that because the next paragraph states it. There was only the one 
signatory. The committee report reads —  

The Committee received a submission from the principal petitioner, Mr Terry Loftus. The submission 
outlined the petitioner’s concerns about the adequacy of an investigation by the Western Australian 
Electoral Commission (Commission). Mr Loftus also asserted that the Commission’s processes should 
be reviewed and all investigation reports should be made public. 

I must say that I have not looked at Mr Loftus’s submission to the committee, but I am certainly aware of the 
nature of the complaints that were raised at the time about one particularly large election campaign donation and 
a range of other issues that were going on. Mr Loftus is known to me. He is a former councillor of the City of 
Wanneroo and I know he had genuine concerns about the way in which the WAEC investigated the complaint 
and the election irregularities. He had concerns about some serious issues. He did, I think, take up the 
appropriate way to voice his concerns, and that was to table a petition in the house. As the Deputy Leader of the 
Opposition has pointed out, under the processes in this place, petitions from members of the public are 
considered by a committee, and it does not matter whether there is one signatory on a petition or 1 000 or 
100 000, petitions are always treated on the merits of the case.  
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What concerns me in this particular matter is that the report states — 

Following consideration of the issues raised in the petition and the petitioner’s submission, the 
Committee concluded that the Court of Disputed Returns was the appropriate forum for the petitioner’s 
concerns. 

Consideration of the petition was finalised on 11 March 2009. 

I must say that I have had a look at the Local Government Act and I do not believe that the Court of Disputed 
Returns is the appropriate vehicle for a number of reasons, one of which is that people need to lodge their 
complaints within 28 days of an incident occurring. If someone became aware of the information after the 28-
day period, they would not have the capacity to raise it in the Court of Disputed Returns. The failure to properly 
disclose election donations is an offence in its own right, as I understand it—I am happy to be corrected—under 
the Local Government Act. Even though a person may not be able to take a matter to the Court of Disputed 
Returns, it would still be a matter that could be investigated and pursued as a stand-alone issue under the 
Local Government Act that does not need to go to the Court of Disputed Returns. For those two reasons, I 
do not know that it is a matter for the Court of Disputed Returns and the key issue here is that Mr Loftus 
appears to have been seeking, through the petition that he tabled, an investigation into the adequacy of the 
investigations by the WAEC.  

I am not sure that, other than praying to this house, there is an alternative mechanism. I do not think that it is the 
Court of Disputed Returns; I think the petition committee of this house is an appropriate body, as a case of last 
resort, for Mr Loftus to have taken his matter to have it properly investigated. It may be that the committee did 
more in the investigation than is outlined in the overview contained within this report. If it did that, I would urge 
the committee, when it makes a future report, to include details of the further investigation that it did, that 
satisfied it that the matter was not of merit to pursue. Alternatively, I would urge the committee to look again at 
the petition that sits here and see whether it is a matter that it, as a committee, should have properly investigated. 
If that is the case, and there is merit in the case, it should go ahead and investigate. As I said, I do not believe that 
the suggestion that the Court of Disputed Returns is the appropriate place for this matter to be resolved is correct 
in any way. I note the comments of the Deputy Leader of the Opposition that this committee is a very good 
committee. I served on it many years ago in a previous format when it was called the Constitutional Affairs 
Committee. I was very proud of the work that I did on the committee with people such as Hon Ray Halligan and 
Hon Murray Nixon and of the fact that we often got a lot satisfactory outcomes for people who had presented 
petitions. We were always proud of the volume of reports we produced, and we would always have reports on a 
number of areas on the go at any point in time.  

Whilst we have sitting on the record a petition that has been tabled calling into question the adequacy of the 
investigations into the election funding received, and the campaign declarations made by Mr Paul Miles and, in 
my view, the completely inadequate option of the Court of Disputed Returns as the place to have the matter dealt 
with when that is not the case, and with very little other explanation given in this report, I think the matter will 
be left hanging over. I would have thought that Mr Paul Miles would want the matter to be thoroughly 
investigated, because if the investigation by the Western Australian Electoral Commission was done completely 
adequately, which is what the committee found as result of its investigation, that would clear Mr Miles’ name. 
Whilst the petition sits there, and all we have is a one-line answer saying that it should go to the Court of 
Disputed Returns when that is clearly not an option—I do not know that it is the appropriate option—and the 
matters that were raised and were being investigated by the WAEC are matters that stand alone in the Local 
Government Act and could be prosecuted as separate offences outside the Court of Disputed Returns, Mr Loftus 
had no other course than to present a petition to this house in the way that he had did. In my view, until these 
matters are properly investigated by this committee, there will continue to be a question mark hanging over Mr 
Paul Miles regarding the allegations about the election funding he received and the campaign declarations he 
made when he was a councillor of the City of Wanneroo during the local government elections that were held on 
20 October 2007. I urge the committee to take another look at this matter when it next meets and to pull the 
records out of the files and look at whether the committee can properly investigate this matter so that it can be 
cleared up once and for all. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Hon Ken Travers just made a very interesting reflection on the work of the Standing 
Committee on Environment and Public Affairs. We have heard from the members of the committee about the 
work the committee has done, which sounds very encouraging and promising. As we have also heard, this 
committee has a long and proud record of doing the job that it does—that is, until one of its members, Hon Ken 
Travers, has decided that he does not like its findings and has asked the committee to inquire into the matter 
again because he is not happy with the outcome. In doing so, he has thrown a heap of mud around the place 
knowing that some of it will stick. The interesting thing about this is that one person—the single petitioner—got 
Hon Ken Travers to lodge a petition. I am sure that Hon Ken Travers had nothing to do with it in the first place! 
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That petition was sent to the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, which considered the 
matter and made a recommendation about the petition, but because Hon Ken Travers does not like the outcome, 
he wants the committee to start again. When will it finish? Will it end when the member has chucked enough 
mud around? Is that the way he works? That is how it seems to me today. I do not know whether the member 
will be satisfied until such time as he makes sure the mud has landed somewhere. 

Today we have heard that this matter goes back to November last year. One of the reasons that we do not make 
much progress on the consideration of committee reports is that every time we consider a report, everyone talks 
on it. Sometimes they talk for 10 minutes about why it has been so long since the report was tabled. The same 
applies to ministerial statements. Every time we consider a committee report, it involves a long debate. I will sit 
down in a minute, but the consideration of this committee report will take all the time allocated to dealing with 
committee reports. Most of the issues discussed during the consideration of committee reports are a bit like Hon 
Ljiljanna Ravlich’s motions; they are out of date. The Procedure and Privileges Committee is looking at all the 
standing orders, including this one. I would like to hear from members who have any bright ideas about how we 
might deal with these matters more expeditiously and in a more contemporary way. My concern about 
prioritising is: who does it? Some reports and ministerial statements are far more important to some members 
than others, which makes a priority system difficult. If we implemented a new system whereby every time a 
committee report was tabled or a ministerial statement was made there was provision for members to comment 
on it, the ones that are already on the notice paper would miss out. I assure Hon Kate Doust that we are giving 
this matter serious thought because I recognise the issues that the member raised. She is quite right; it seems 
ridiculous to deal with matters that have been on the table of Parliament for 12 months. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I want to respond to a couple of comments the Leader of the House made. I am not sure 
which comments I just made can be regarded as throwing mud at anybody. 

Hon Norman Moore: How long do you think we have been here, Mr Travers? Do you think we are just little 
babes in arms? 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: That is what you say about everyone. 

Hon Norman Moore: That is what you do all the time, too. You can’t help yourself. Go and ask Norm 
Marlborough about it; he’ll tell you. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Go ask Noel. 

Hon Norman Moore: I have. He told me about Norm! 

The CHAIRMAN: Order, members! We still have 18 minutes left and we are taking up undue amounts of time 
on this stage. There is still 18 minutes remaining, but that is all the time we have on this particular committee 
report. I urge members to take note. Hon Ken Travers. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Thank you, Mr Chairman; I did not want to interject upon the other members in the 
chamber! 

I do not think it is unreasonable for members to raise issues when a report is tabled. Plenty of members have 
made comments in the past about committee reports, and I am sure that all members appreciate those comments. 
Different members have different views. When this report was tabled, I took the opportunity to put the case that 
the recommendation to refer the matter to the Court of Disputed Returns was not an appropriate course of action 
under the circumstances. I do not think that is outrageous or can be considered as throwing mud at anyone. I was 
very careful about the words that I used and the way in which I raised this matter. All I asked was for the 
committee to have another look at this matter when it next meets. If I recall correctly, I said that the committee 
might have done some work that is not detailed in the report and that if that is the case, maybe the committee can 
include that more detailed work in a future report to the house. I am giving feedback to the committee that the 
explanation that was given in the report did not satisfy me. I could not understand how the committee arrived at 
the decision that the solution was to send the matter to the Court of Disputed Returns. From my understanding of 
the Local Government Act, that is not a satisfactory solution. I do not consider that those comments can be 
regarded as throwing mud. I even went so far as to suggest that clearing up this matter and reaching a conclusion 
would assist the member for Wanneroo—the former councillor—who was mentioned in the petition, if it was 
found that there was no impropriety or any problems with the investigation. As the Leader of the House knows, 
these sorts of things can hang around for a long time and can potentially have an adverse impact on the member. 

Hon Norman Moore: The committee has concluded its findings, and you know that. That is what the report 
says, but you are not happy with that because you want to chuck mud around. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I have put a view to the chamber and I have asked the members of the Legislative 
Council who sit on that committee to look at it again. That is my right and it is an appropriate use of the time 
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when we consider committee reports. I think that is a better use of the time than is often the case in this place, 
which I think the Leader of the House was alluding to earlier, when members re-read the report to the house. 
That has happened. Again, I respect the right of members to do that. We changed the rules so that members have 
only an hour to debate committee reports, and that has encouraged some discipline among members. I have done 
nothing wrong and I reject absolutely the suggestion that I do not have the right to put another view to the 
committee and ask it to reconsider the matter on the basis that it could have done something else and whether the 
course of action it recommended is actually feasible. I have sat on committees on which people have made a case 
for changing the committee’s terms of reference because they believed that the terms of reference were not 
correct. We have acknowledged and accepted that, have we not, Hon Liz Behjat? We have then changed the 
committee’s terms of reference. That is the process. We accept that we do not always get everything right the 
first time and that input from others is a good thing. That is all I am asking for, Leader of the House. I do not 
believe that is unreasonable. I have put my case; and the way the Leader of the House has tried to characterise it 
is completely wrong. 

Hon ED DERMER: This debate today has raised some very important principles that are worth remembering. 
The committees of this house consistently do a good job. Perhaps that is why occurrences similar to that which 
has arisen this afternoon are rare. We need to remember that the committees exist because the Legislative 
Council has established them. The Legislative Council as a whole constitutes the committees and elects the 
members to perform certain functions that are specified by the Legislative Council. Although it is most common 
for members to make an uncritical assessment of the findings of those committees during the consideration of 
committee reports, it remains the duty of members of the Legislative Council to actively consider the committee 
reports that are before them. Clearly, Hon Ken Travers has reached a view that has led him to make further 
suggestions to the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs. That is simply an example of Hon 
Ken Travers having performed his duty to actively consider the report of that committee and to suggest further 
actions that the committee may wish to undertake. The member has done his job in considering the committee 
report that is before us.  

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: I feel that I must rise to defend the previous committee, even though I was not a member. 
Hon Ken Travers is experienced enough to know the petitions committee process. I think his only complaint 
really is that perhaps there is not enough information in the report on the process involved with that petition. I 
know he knows the process, but I would like to go through it for the information of the house. 

Hon Ken Travers: It is more a case of, I understand the process, but I still do not see how one arrives at the 
conclusion, if that makes sense. If there is an explanation for how that conclusion is arrived at, there is not 
enough of that in the report. That was one of the things I suggested the committee could look at. More work 
needs to be done.  

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: I think I pointed out in my previous statement that, only today, we decided that we would 
do more reports, with perhaps an explanation in the report. I take that point. I cannot speak for the previous 
committee about how far it went in its process. I will explain what we do. We write to the petitioner and the 
tabling member asking for a submission. All the stakeholders get a letter if we want more information. We make 
the judgement of whether it is worthy of an inquiry based on the information we get. I can say only that I 
presume and expect that the previous committee went through the same process and was sufficiently satisfied 
with that inquiry into that petition. As I say, I do not think I need to defend the previous committee because I 
was not a member. If it followed the same process as the existing committee, due diligence would have been 
carried out.  

Hon Ken Travers: I am just saying that I do not think the conclusion is right and I ask that people look at that 
and see whether they agree with it. I do not think the Court of Disputed Returns is an appropriate avenue as a 
response.  

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: Okay. 

Question put and passed. 
 


