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PETER CONRAN — APPOINTMENT AS DIRECTOR GENERAL OF DEPARTMENT OF THE 
PREMIER AND CABINET 

Matter of Public Interest 

THE SPEAKER (Mr G.A. Woodhams): Members, today I received within the prescribed time a letter from the 
Leader of the Opposition in the following terms — 

Dear Mr Speaker, 

Matter of Public Interest 

I wish to raise the following as a matter of public interest today, Thursday November 27, 2008. 

“That the house condemns the Barnett government for its blatant politicisation of the public 
service in its appointment of Mr Peter Conran to the position of director general of the 
Department of Premier and Cabinet.” 

Yours sincerely, 

… 

LEADER OF THE OPPOSITION 

Members, the matter appears to me to be in order. If five members stand in support of the matter being 
discussed, the matter can proceed. 

[At least five members rose in their places.] 

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont — Leader of the Opposition) [2.50 pm]: I move —  

That the house condemns the Barnett government for its blatant politicisation of the public service in its 
appointment of Mr Peter Conran to the position of director general of the Department of Premier and 
Cabinet. 

The Premier has misled the Parliament on this issue; the Premier has misled Western Australians. He has broken 
his promise to be honest and to govern with integrity. He began his misleading of the Parliament and the 
community with his statements on the very first day of sitting when he described Mr Conran in the following 
terms, and I quote from the very first question that the Premier answered in his new position. He said — 

Mr Conran is an experienced and respected long-term public servant … 

He also said — 

He is a professional, long-term public servant and an outstanding person. 

That is wrong. The Premier has misled the house. I go to the evidence provided by the statement of Mr Conran’s 
employment history tabled in the Legislative Council. Mr Conran’s employment history includes from March 
2003 to December 2007 a position as secretary to cabinet and head of the cabinet policy unit office of the Prime 
Minister. The Premier might think that that is a public service position, but the document his government tabled 
states that the position of secretary of cabinet outside the Australian public service structure was also established 
at the same time. It appears that that was in 1996. The actual document tabled by the Premier’s government 
shows that this was not a public service position; it was a political position. Before that, from May 2001 to 
March 2003, Mr Conran was explicitly in the Prime Minister’s office as a senior adviser. I can quote from 
another document relating to Mr Conran’s employment history, a curriculum vitae that was on the internet for 
Concept Economics. That document states — 

During the 2001, 2004 and 2007 Federal Election Campaigns, Peter was also responsible for the 
operation of the Policy Unit for Liberal Party Headquarters and was part of the team providing advice to 
the Prime Minister and others during the course of those campaigns.  

He was not only a term-of-government political appointee inside the Howard government, but also an active and 
senior participant in three successive election campaigns at Liberal Party headquarters, responsible for the 
operation of the policy unit. I cannot understand how the Premier can continue to tell the house and the public of 
Western Australia that this man is a long-term public servant. I cannot see how the Premier can continue to deny 
that he is anything other than a Liberal Party operative. It is not just a judgement that I make; it is a judgement 
that has been made by others. For example, in September 2007 The Weekend Australian published an article by 
Noel Pearson on the political position of the Howard government. After some analysis he went on to say — 

No doubt the vast attention and energies of Howard’s election campaign will be devoted to the problem 
of complacency. Howard’s inner sanctum of policy concocters, led by Peter Conran and strategists, led 
by Mark Textor, see complacency as the enemy…  
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Noel Pearson saw Peter Conran as a leader of John Howard’s inner sanctum of policy concocters.  

I quote now from an article in The Sydney Morning Herald on 23 February 2006. Again, it is an analysis of John 
Howard’s inner circle. It states — 

The former NSW Liberal Party director Tony Nutt is Howard's principal private secretary and key 
political tactician. The secretary to cabinet, Peter Conran, and press secretary, Tony O'Leary, complete 
the inner sanctum. 

We have the evidence of the employment history tabled by the government. We have the evidence of the 
Concept Economics CV on the internet and the evidence of two people analysing how the Howard government’s 
inner circle operated. Yet we have the Premier continuing to pretend that somehow or other Mr Conran is not a 
political appointment and continuing to pretend that somehow or other it is just a straight standard public service 
appointment. Wrong, wrong, wrong! Dishonest, dishonest, dishonest! The Premier is misleading the people of 
Western Australia, the Premier is misleading the Parliament and the Premier is breaking an election promise. It 
goes beyond that. It was a transparent political manoeuvre. It was the Premier being tricky and dishonest from 
the start of his government. It was a political set up from the start of the Barnett government.  

Members might say that the selection panel says it all—a selection panel with Noel Crichton-Browne’s brother 
and a former leader of the state Parliamentary Liberal Party. Two out of three of those people have very strong 
political connections. One, Peter Brown, had been chief of staff for a Liberal minister—Hon Norman Moore. 
The panel was set up to deliver this result. Two to one political appointees; two to one political hacks. It was two 
to one against the only public servant on the panel. While the panel composition says it all and while the panel 
composition might be all that the opposition needs to put forward, there is more, because we go back to the start.  

At the beginning of his government, the Premier announced the formation of a public sector commission. I 
support the formation of a public sector commission. The government has not gone about it properly and it has 
not gone about it for the right motives. The government sold it to the public as a mechanism to promote 
impartiality, independence and accountability in the public sector. Members opposite knew what they were 
doing. They were shoving the Director General of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, Mr Mal 
Wauchope, sideways; they were creating a vacancy. They thought they would be able to fill that vacancy with a 
person from their political party who would implement their political agenda. In that time they were protesting 
that they were supporters of impartiality and independence in the state public sector.  

I said that it was a transparent manoeuvre to create a vacancy. However, it did something else. Because they 
were so vague about the future of the public sector standards commissioner, they compromised the independence 
of that position, because the public sector standards commissioner does not know what her future is. The Office 
of the Public Sector Commissioner, filled temporarily by Mr Mal Wauchope, is a fog generated by a machine in 
the Premier’s office. It obscures this alleged reform from any scrutiny. It ultimately appears to be without 
substance. Far from creating an independent leadership for the public sector, it appears to be just a new plaque 
on the door of Mal Wauchope’s office. It is a reform with no legislation, no regulation or no statute; it exists in 
Premier’s office spin and nothing more beyond that. It does whatever the Premier’s office says it does from day 
to day. There is no act of Parliament, statute or regulations and there is no substance. On one hand, it is just part 
of a spin manoeuvre by the government to say that it is being impartial and objective and is creating an 
independent public sector, while, on the other hand, it is part of a manoeuvre to get Peter Conran into the 
position through this charade of independent appointment by using Barry MacKinnon and Peter Browne to get 
the result that it wants. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: What a Trojan horse! 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: A Trojan horse is right. The Premier knew what he was doing. Why did I ask my very first 
question about Peter Conran? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: You couldn’t think of anything worthwhile to ask, I suppose. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: There is a better reason than that, Premier. The reason was that when the Premier announced 
the public sector commission, I asked a journalist who would be the head of the Department of the Premier and 
Cabinet and that journalist said to me, “I asked the same question and the Premier said that Peter Conran had 
been doing a bit of work for them.” I knew from that very early point in the government’s history that the 
Premier was manoeuvring to appoint Peter Conran. The Premier needs to explain how he and his government 
have manipulated the lawful processes to achieve a political outcome. The Premier has manoeuvred to create a 
vacancy in the most senior public service position in the state, and then he has abused the processes to make an 
avowedly political appointment. I will be amazed if the Premier continues to assert in the face of the evidence 
that Peter Conran is simply a long-term public servant. How can the Premier say that when he served in three 
federal election campaigns in succession and ran the policy unit at the headquarters of the Liberal Party? Does 
the Premier still say that he is impartial and without political allegiance? 
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Mr C.J. Barnett: Have I ever said that? 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Does the Premier not deny that he is a partial person; that he is a political person? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: The idea of debate is that you say what you want to say and I say what I want to say. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I see. Will this public sector commission report independently to Parliament? If it is to be an 
independent commission, free of political influence, will it be accountable and report to this Parliament or will it 
report to the Premier? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: It will go to the head of the public service and — 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Will it report to this Parliament, as does the Auditor General? Will it have that sort of 
independence or not? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: You interrupted me last time. Do you want to hear the answer? 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I want to. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: I also have responsibility for public sector management and it will report to me in that role. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: So it will not be independent; it will report to the Premier. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: To the minister responsible. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: It will report to the minister responsible—the Premier. This device to create an independent 
and impartial public sector is just spin. There will be no regulations or independent reporting to the Parliament. It 
will be just another office, with another label on its director’s front door, and it will report to a minister, who in 
this case will be the Premier. Meanwhile, the position of Director General of the Department of the Premier and 
Cabinet, the most senior public service appointment in the state, has been handed to someone who was a leader 
in the inner sanctum of John Howard’s policy office, who has been active in three successive federal electoral 
campaigns and who boasts about that on the internet, and whose employment history shows that he was not a 
commonwealth public servant but was appointed outside the structure of the Australian public service. I think the 
Premier has a bit of explaining to do. I think he should apologise to this house for misleading members about 
Peter Conran’s status. I think the Premier should apologise to the people of Western Australia. I say that because 
of the types of statements he made during the election campaign. The Premier said during the election 
campaign — 

Western Australians are entitled to a politically impartial public sector … 

Mr C.J. Barnett: And they will get one now. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: They will get one headed up by Peter Conran! What a joke! The Premier cannot believe that. 
How can he keep a straight face when he says that, knowing that the public sector’s most senior position will be 
occupied by Peter Conran? This is what the Premier told the community. Again, I quote from his policy entitled 
“Government Accountability and Public Sector Management” —  

We will restore integrity and accountability to an objective, competent and intelligent public 
management system … 

He went on to complain —  

The public sector has become deeply politicised … 

Further on in that policy the Premier said that the Liberal Party would restore the independence of the public 
sector. That is what he promised the community of Western Australia. That is why he has misled the community. 
That is why he has not kept his promise of honest government and government with integrity. That is why he 
should apologise to the people of Western Australia. Not only is the Premier engaged in this political manoeuvre, 
but also he has sought to evade his accountability on this issue. The opposition has lodged freedom of 
information requests about the appointment. The Premier has not met the deadlines for the provision of that 
information. He promised during the election campaign that he would be more forthcoming on freedom of 
information matters than was the previous government. He has been asked about this issue and he has not met 
the deadlines. In fact, the government is denying that certain documents exist. Section 45(4) of the Public Sector 
Management Act states —  

The Commissioner shall, on receiving a request made under subsection (3), invite — 

(a) the Minister; 

… 

to inform the Commissioner of any matters that they wish the Commissioner to take into account in 
nominating a person or persons suitable for appointment to the office referred to in subsection (3). 
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There is specific provision for the minister to advise the commissioner of any matter that the minister wants the 
commissioner to take into account. We have asked for the documents provided to the commissioner under that 
section, and the government has denied that those documents exist. How is that for accountability? Of course 
there would have been communication between the Premier, the Premier’s office and the Commissioner for 
Public Sector Standards on the appointment of the Director General of the Department of the Premier and 
Cabinet. I would have thought there was communication, yet the government has denied in its response to our 
FOI application that those documents exist. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Do you want to know the answer? 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: What is the answer? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: When the position was vacant, we asked for a normal advertising recruitment process to be 
undertaken, and then we stayed out of it. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: If the government stayed out of it, how did Barry MacKinnon get on the panel? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: That was not my choice. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: How did Peter Browne get on the panel? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: That was not my choice either. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Was it the Premier’s chief of staff’s choice? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: No, the Commissioner for Public Sector Standards set up the panel and conducted it. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: So it was just a coincidence! Western Australians are expected to believe that, as a result of a 
series of coincidences, Peter Conran has been appointed as Director General of the Department of the Premier 
and Cabinet. It just happened by magic! A senior political party operative gets to run the public service in 
Western Australia, and it just happened by accident! It is just not credible, Premier. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Concentrate on your argument and distinguish between the public service and the Premier’s 
department. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: This is not the Premier’s office. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order, members! 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: The Premier can have the services of Peter Conran, if he wants them. There is provision in 
the Public Sector Management Act for political appointees. The Premier can use section 68 of the Public Sector 
Management Act and appoint Peter Conran to his office, and that is what the Premier should do. He can restore 
public confidence in his approach to the independence, impartiality and integrity of the public sector by not 
proceeding with the appointment of Peter Conran and by saying to the public, “I still want Peter Conran, but I 
will employ him on a section 68 term-of-government contract in my office. I will acknowledge what everyone 
else outside the Liberal Party thinks; that is, that Mr Peter Conran is a political appointee.” The Premier can do 
that, and if he does not, his statements about honest government and integrity of government will be without 
credibility. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Watch and learn.  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I will conclude by saying this, Premier: no amount of sanctimonious, self-righteous pap from 
the Premier can sugar coat this outrageous rort. We will be pursuing Mr Conran’s appointment day after day. 
This matter will compromise every decision that the Premier makes. It will compromise every program and 
every action that this government takes. We will be reminding the public day after day and month after month 
that the first action of this Premier—who went to the people and said he would be honest; who went to the 
people and said he would have an independent public service—was, as part of a calculated plot, the political 
appointment of Mr Peter Conran to the most senior position in the Western Australian public service.  

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Premier) [3.10 pm]: Not one person in the Labor Party was willing to stand 
and back the Leader of the Opposition! Not one person believed a word he said—not one person! Where was the 
member for Victoria Park? He is a person of integrity. I can understand why he would not stand up! Where was 
the member for Rockingham? Was he ready to go? He did not have anything to say! Okay! The new members in 
this Parliament will now know what the Leader of the Opposition is. He is the man of a slur a day! A slur a day! 
That is him! Everyday, a slur! He got into it today. He slurred four or five people. Yesterday, he got into the 
member for Scarborough—and the member for Scarborough’s grandmother! He has no bounds. He has no limits 
at all.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: Mother-in-law! You’re not across the detail, are you?  
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Mr E.S. Ripper: It was not her grandmother! Concentrate! 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Her grandmother owns the property, and her grandmother is nearly 80! That is what the 
Leader of the Opposition was on about. No-one is safe in Western Australia from the slurrer opposite!  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: You should talk! You are just so vile in your slurs! When are you going to apologise 
for claiming that I misled you about the BHP amendments, when I was not even involved in that! You went out 
publicly, and you slurred me during the election campaign, when you made it up. Don’t you talk about slur! You 
have got the most incorrigible capacity to attack people without any grounds!  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The member is going to spoil my week! I can see that! Let us look at what the Leader of 
the Opposition—without any support—had to say. First, he questioned the record and qualifications of Mr Peter 
Conran.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: I questioned your assertion that he is a public servant. He is not. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The Leader of the Opposition has had his go. He did not use up his 30 minutes. I have 29 
minutes left.  

I do not know Peter Conran all that well. He did work under the Liberal government in the 1990s. I did not have 
a great deal to do with him. I will read from his employment history. After he had graduated, he started off his 
career as an articled clerk in Brisbane, Queensland. He was then a legal practitioner, commonwealth Attorney-
General’s Department, Darwin, Northern Territory. He was then a legal practitioner, Department of Law, 
Darwin, Northern Territory. He was then Crown Counsel, Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, 
Attorney-General’s Department, Hong Kong. He has international experience in the public sector. He was then 
deputy director, Department of Law, executive and policy unit, Darwin, Northern Territory. He was then deputy 
secretary, Department of Law, executive and policy unit, Darwin, Northern Territory. He appears to be a person 
who has been working his way up through the structure. He was then secretary-chief executive officer, 
Department of the Chief Minister, Darwin, Northern Territory.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: Was he a friend of Shane Stone? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The Leader of the Opposition is such a grot! I withdraw that. That is too generous—too 
light on! I withdraw. 

Withdrawal of Remark 

Mr M. McGOWAN: The Premier referred to the Leader of the Opposition in a very unparliamentary term, and 
he then referred to that term—in withdrawing—as being too generous. I ask him to withdraw both those slurs.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I withdraw. 

Debate Resumed 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Mr Conran continued — 

Mr T.G. Stephens: A slur a day from you!  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: We have not come to the member for Pilbara’s record yet! We have so much material to 
work on that I do not think our four and a half years will be long enough for us to work our way through all the 
members opposite!  

Mr Conran was then a consultant, native title and strategic issues division, Department of the Premier and 
Cabinet, Perth, Western Australia. He was then acting deputy director general, Department of the Premier and 
Cabinet, Perth, Western Australia. He was then a senior adviser, Office of the Prime Minister, Canberra, 
Australian Capital Territory. He was then secretary to cabinet and head of the cabinet policy unit, Office of the 
Prime Minister, Canberra, Australian Capital Territory; and so on. He sounds to me as though he is a pretty long-
term career public servant. Yes, he took positions close to government. He started off as an articled clerk. He 
was a prosecutor. He worked through the bureaucracy of the Northern Territory. He worked in Perth. Yes, he has 
held senior positions. His whole career has been in government. Yes, he did hold positions right at the heart of 
government during the Howard years. He rose to the top. Is that something that the Leader of the Opposition 
cannot get his mind around? He was in the public service for the whole of his career, and he reached the top. He 
was a close adviser to the Prime Minister of Australia. Does the Leader of the Opposition have a problem with 
someone succeeding and getting to that position? What is wrong with being secretary to cabinet for the 
government of Australia? He is not in MI5! This is the government of Australia, and he is secretary to the 
cabinet of the Prime Minister. That is a pretty good qualification I would think—pretty damn good. I have never 
asked the question, but ring up Paul Keating! I think Paul Keating has a bit of time for Mr Conran. He has done 
some work for Paul Keating. I do not know. Check! He is a long-term employee of governments. He has worked 
under both Liberal and Labor administrations. No doubt about it. He has been working in government since the 
1970s.  
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Mr E.S. Ripper: Which Labor administration? Name a Labor administration he has worked for!  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I do not know. Go and do a search! He has been in government since the 1970s.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: Name a Labor administration he has worked for! You cannot! Concentrate! Concentrate!  

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order! Premier, carry on. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Since 1975, Mr Peter Conran has been working in government in the Northern Territory, 
in Western Australia, and in Canberra. That is the first thing. His qualifications, his experience and his 
knowledge of state and territory governments, and particularly the federal government, and of Parliament and the 
federal bureaucracy, is without peer in Australia. The Leader of the Opposition implied that this is a person of 
little standing and little knowledge or experience. His whole career has been in government. He has reached one 
of the most senior positions in Australian public sector employment. I am delighted that he will be working again 
in Western Australia. 

That is the first point that the Leader of the Opposition made. The second point that he made was to question the 
composition of the selection panel. Who was on the selection panel? I will tell members.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: Noel Crichton-Browne’s brother!  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The Leader of the Opposition is a horrible, horrible person! The selection panel was 
convened by the Public Sector Standards Commissioner, Ruth Shean. She is well known to members of 
Parliament. She is a long-term public servant, and she has served under governments of all persuasions. Does 
anyone here doubt the credibility of Ruth Shean? If anyone does, please rise! Does anyone doubt it?  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: Were you very surprised when — 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The member had the opportunity to speak 10 minutes ago, and she did not choose to do so. 
I do not think anyone questions the integrity or professionalism of Ruth Shean. I do not. Does anyone on this 
side question it? No. She is an impartial and long-term public servant and is highly respected. However, the 
Leader of the Opposition doubts it. He doubts her integrity, because he has questioned the selection panel and 
the selection process that she has overseen in her role as the Public Sector Standards Commissioner.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: Do you think it is a good panel?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I did not set up the panel. Let me tell members who was on the panel. Ms Jenny Matthews, 
who chaired the panel, is the Director General of the Department of Local Government and Regional 
Development. She is another long-term career public servant who worked for the federal government and now 
works for the state government. Does anyone have a problem with Jenny Matthews being on the panel? No-one 
at all. She chaired the panel and it was a very good choice. She is an experienced state public servant and is 
competent to chair a panel to choose someone to be the head of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. Mr 
Barry MacKinnon, a former Liberal leader, was also on the panel. I would have thought he was respected across 
both sides of politics. He is a very decent man. After his political career he chaired the Disability Services 
Commission under both Liberal and Labor governments, and he did an outstanding job. Okay, he has a political 
background. Why would we have someone with a political background on a panel that is advertising to head the 
Department of the Premier and Cabinet? It is because the head of that department reports to the Premier. It is 
important to appoint someone to that department who has some knowledge of politics, cabinet and government. 
Does anyone have a problem with Barry MacKinnon? No-one at all. There is no problem with his appointment 
on this side. Labor has a problem with Barry MacKinnon. The third appointment was the now adjunct professor, 
Peter Browne. Peter Browne is Noel Crichton-Browne’s brother. He should be damned for life, I presume, for 
being Noel Crichton-Browne’s brother! Peter Browne qualified as a schoolteacher. He spent his whole career in 
the education department of Western Australia. He served in schools throughout this state. To my knowledge, he 
was probably the most popular and effective director general of education this state has seen for a long time. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: He was your man in education. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: When I was — 

Mr E.S. Ripper interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order, Leader of the Opposition! Let the Premier continue, please. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Mr Peter Browne — 

Mr E.S. Ripper: He’s your man in education. MacKinnon is your man in the party. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Leader of the Opposition! Let the Premier continue. 
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Mr C.J. BARNETT: Mr Peter Browne spent his whole career in government schooling and rose to the top. He 
held senior positions and, yes, he finally became the director general of the education department. When I was 
the Minister for Education, he served as the director general. He is a career public servant who did an 
outstanding job. Does anyone opposite—please tell me now—have a complaint about Peter Browne’s role in the 
Western Australian education department? Does anyone have a complaint? 

Mr R.H. Cook: That was before he was Norman Moore’s chief of staff. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The Deputy Leader of the Opposition had his chance before. Peter Browne was a career 
public servant. He is not well known to me, but when he became the director general of education — 

Mr E.S. Ripper: He was Norman Moore’s chief of staff, wasn’t he? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I know Peter, but I do not know him well. I did not know him before we came into 
government. He was an outstanding director general of education. The two biggest mistakes that Labor made 
when it formed government in 2001—this is a good lesson for the future—was it forced out Peter Browne as 
director general of education. Within months there was chaos in our schools and a disaster in the development of 
the Curriculum Council. The second mistake Labor made was to force out David Eiszele as head of Western 
Power—within two years we ran out of electricity. That was due to the now Leader of the Opposition. The Labor 
Party forced out two long-term career public servants who were good at their jobs. 

Mr M. McGowan: What a ridiculous thing to say. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: It is absolutely true. I have made dozens of speeches in here over the past eight years 
about it.  

That is the panel. I did not choose the panel but I am aware of its composition. It was set up by Dr Ruth Shean as 
the Commissioner for Public Sector Standards. Its members have experience in and knowledge of government 
and politics and the appointment is for the head of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. 

The next point the Leader of the Opposition made was that somehow the decision of the state government to set 
up the Office of the Public Sector Standards Commissioner was nothing but an elaborate contrivance—a plot to 
slip Peter Conran into government through the side. The opposition said that we thought of this in advance; when 
we developed our policy, it was nothing but a plot that we had worked out. Give us a break! What an absolute 
joke. We made a clear policy decision. I spoke of it previously and the now Minister for Education talked about 
it during the election campaign. We said that we would finally make a distinction between the Department of the 
Premier and Cabinet and the professional, wider public service and that we would establish the Office of the 
Public Sector Standards Commissioner. That was the first decision of the new government; we put it into play 
immediately. Malcolm Wauchope took over the role of Commissioner for Public Sector Standards. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: You pushed him sideways. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Members must understand that Malcolm Wauchope and I have been friends since our 
schooldays. I would not push him out. I have known Malcolm Wauchope all my life. He was very happy to take 
on that leadership role in the public sector. He too is a long-term career public servant. No-one could be better, in 
my view, to head the public service and set about taking on the role of providing independence, leadership and 
professionalism. This state desperately needs, among other things, a return to a professional, independent public 
service. That is why the first decision of the Liberal-National government was to restore professionalism, 
independence and confidence in the public service and to attract and retain talented people. 

I will not go down this path but I just mention in passing what happened under Labor to our public service. 
Senior public servants were compromised by Labor ministers. Senior public servants appeared before the 
Corruption and Crime Commission. The CCC made adverse findings against senior public servants who were 
compromised by Labor ministers and Brian Burke and Julian Grill. We have a huge job to restore the standing of 
the public service of Western Australia. How dare members opposite come in here and suggest that this is a 
contrivance after the way they treated the public service. The Labor Party compromised the public sector of this 
state. That is what this is about. Members opposite are sitting and laughing. Why did the Labor government force 
out David Eiszele and why did the former Premier force out Peter Browne from the education department? They 
were massive mistakes that compromised the public service. Members opposite should not claim to have stood 
up for public servants. The public servants in this state, including those in the Department of the Premier and 
Cabinet, are delighted that Peter Conran is coming into the agency because they know that they will get 
leadership and action and that many of the problems of lethargy in the public service will be sorted out. The 
public servants are also delighted that Malcolm Wauchope, as the Commissioner for Public Sector Standards, 
will lead them independently of the government of the day. Yes, he reports to me because I am the Premier. 

Members opposite still have not realised how they got to be on that side of the chamber. It is precisely because 
of what they are doing today. They have not realised what it is about. They still do not get it. They came in here 
yesterday and attacked the new member for Scarborough before she had even given her maiden speech. The 
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Labor Party did not stop there. It implied to the house and the media that the member for Scarborough, who is a 
new member, had failed to declare her property interest. The Leader of the Opposition tried to imply that the 
member for Scarborough had failed to declare the property ownership, which she does not actually have. 

An opposition member: We did not say that. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: They did not actually say that; they were very clever. Yesterday I said that the member 
would have put in her details, thinking that new members would be required to do it. I did not make the 
accusation. I know that the member for Scarborough will be accurate in her disclosure, as will all members on 
this side. What the Leader of the Opposition sought to imply to the public and to the media is that somehow she 
concealed it and failed to disclose. It was a disgraceful attack on a new member of Parliament. It just shows that 
the opposition has still not learnt anything. We saw the member for Mindarie in full flight again. It is probably 
the first time that new members have seen it, but they will see it about every six weeks because it breaks out and 
happens regularly. He attacks anyone he likes in this community under parliamentary privilege. Then, when 
someone dares to challenge him, he says that it is outrageous and asks how anyone could challenge him. He will 
come into this place regularly and slur people in the community. He will probably do it again before this year is 
out. He has got only a week to do so, but I am sure he will have another go. 

I conclude with this: I am delighted that Peter Conran is heading up the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. 
He will obviously report to me as Premier. I am equally delighted that Malcolm Wauchope is heading up the 
Public Sector Commission. He will report to me in my capacity as Minister for Public Sector Management. His 
task will be to restore the professionalism, independence and competency of the public sector—something that 
was disastrously run down under the Labor years.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: Under Mal Wauchope. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: No, the problem was the ministers in the previous government. That is why the Corruption 
and Crime Commission has reported. Has the member not read the reports? That is what they are about, and 
reports about members opposite when in government are still coming out. We will see new standards of new 
members and new ministers. Yes, these are early days and we are not up to day 70 yet, but members will see 
standards and integrity. I have absolute confidence that Malcolm Wauchope, who I think starts in that new role 
formally tomorrow, will set about restoring the professionalism, independence and quality of our public service, 
because it has suffered. Imagine what it does to the public service in Western Australia when senior members are 
seen at and drawn into CCC inquiries because of activities of ministers and the lobbying of Brian Burke and 
Julian Grill. Imagine what it has done to the standing of our public service. Imagine how people in the outside 
community have viewed our public service. That is why it has been separated. It is not some contrivance to 
recruit Peter Conran. I am delighted that Peter Conran is coming here. I think he will do a great job. He is an 
experienced person; he is well qualified; he has had a career in government. Yes, he has worked for a Prime 
Minister—a long-serving Liberal Prime Minister.  

Mr M. McGowan: Is he a member of the Liberal Party? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I do not know. I have never asked him. 

Mr M. McGowan: Is Peter Conran a member of the Liberal Party? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I do not know.  

Mr M. McGowan: How did he get on to the committee? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: It was because he was appointed by the public sector commissioner.  

Mr M. McGowan: There was no involvement of your office? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I was aware of the composition of the committee. That would be usual. I did not appoint 
the committee and I did not lobby for the people on the committee.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: When did you become aware? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: When the committee met. 

That is it for the day. Somehow members opposite have come into this place to try to imply that Peter Conran is 
not a good person. Sorry—he is an outstanding person. They have come in here and implied that somehow 
setting up the Public Sector Commission was a bad move. Sorry—it is a good move. They have implied that 
somehow Malcolm Wauchope is not capable of managing the Public Sector Commission. Sorry—yes, he is. 
Members opposite seem to have simply forgotten why they lost government. They lost government because they 
lacked standards in government, and it came from them as ministers. 
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MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale) [3.35 pm]: I have been curiously reminded of the Premier’s old 
nemesis. Members will remember Doug Shave. Whenever Doug Shave was under attack, and he was often under 
attack in this place, he would always attempt to attack us on the basis that we were attacking public servants and 
that we were attacking good people. He was never, ever prepared to acknowledge that.  

This is an issue about the Premier; it is not an issue about Peter Conran. We are not coming in here to attack 
Peter Conran. The Leader of the Opposition has never said that this fellow does not have ability. We understand 
why the Premier wants him in this position. We understand the Premier wants him because he is such a warlord 
and is a very capable person in advancing the Liberal Party’s interest—a very, very capable person in advancing 
the Liberal Party’s interest. However, what we have not received today is any clarification about the process that 
has gone on, because this ultimately is not about Mr Conran but about what the Premier has done to interfere 
with this very critical notion of the impartiality of the public sector. Interestingly, the Premier has left the 
chamber. There are some critical questions that have not been answered. Firstly, section 45 of the Public Sector 
Management Act makes it very clear — 

Mr C.C. Porter: Which subsection? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: It is section 45(4), which states that the commissioner has an obligation to approach 
the responsible minister and seek from the responsible minister the information about the appointment, the sorts 
of qualities and characteristics that the minister is seeking in this person.  

Mr C.C. Porter: That is quite proper, isn’t it? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Absolutely quite proper. We have no explanation to date, and the question has been 
avoided in the freedom of information application responses when we have sought to find out this information, 
on exactly what was the nature of this communication and the content of this communication. For example, did it 
say that the person must be a member of the Liberal Party or that the person must have strong identification with 
Liberal values? We do not know. Indeed, it was implied by the Premier that there was no formal communication 
on this ground, yet, quite clearly, if the Premier saw this role as such a critical position for taking the public 
sector forward, it is just completely without feasibility that the Premier would not have had some input into that. 
We need to know what was the nature of that input. Given the circumstances of this appointment, we need to 
know that. 

Secondly, we look at the composition of the panel. The Premier has said that he had no involvement or that no-
one from his office had any involvement in the composition of the panel. I find it quite extraordinary to suggest 
that the Commissioner for Public Sector Standards came up with this group. Now that the Premier is back in the 
chamber, perhaps he could just clarify this for us: under section 45(4) of the Public Sector Management Act the 
commissioner is required to approach the Premier and seek his advice on what qualities he is looking for in the 
person to be appointed. Can the Premier confirm that the commissioner did make the approach to him? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Yes, it was a very brief meeting. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Did the Premier actually have a meeting with the Commissioner for Public Sector 
Standards on this matter? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Yes. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Can the Premier outline for us what he advised her? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: I do not recall exactly, but I can tell you that my comments would have been along the lines 
that it should be someone with a knowledge of government, of federal-state relations—particularly federal-state 
relations—of COAG, of the role of cabinet and of the cabinet secretary role. Yes, that would have been roughly 
what I said. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Okay, and then there was nothing in writing? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: No, I do not believe there was any written transmission. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: In light of some of the Premier’s earlier comments, would it have included someone 
who could work comfortably within the Liberal Party ideology? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: No. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Would it not have included that? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: It certainly would not have. It is quite improper of you to suggest so, I might say. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: I am querying it. The Premier said that he wanted someone in that office who was 
going to be able to assist him to put in place his agenda. The Premier did have some communication but it was 
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all oral communication and there was nothing in writing from his office and nothing from his chief-of-staff or 
any other person with the commissioner. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Not to my knowledge, no. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: To the Premier’s knowledge? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: I do not recall any written communication at all over the matter.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Was there any subsequent dialogue at all about the composition of the panel? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: I was aware of the composition of the panel. I did not have any input into the composition of 
the panel.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Did any of the Premier’s staff have any input into the composition of the panel? 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Ask them. Put a question on notice. 

Mr M. McGowan: We might have an inquiry.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: No, I did not comment.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: During the time that I was a minister, probably four or five very senior public sector 
positions were filled—the Commissioner of Main Roads, Director General of Planning and Infrastructure, Chief 
Executive Officer of the Public Transport Authority and Chief Executive of the Department of Land 
Information. I was involved in the process for all of those appointments. I find one thing very strange about this 
appointment. The Leader of the Opposition has outlined his concerns about two members of the selection panel. 
I am also very curious about the appointment of Jennifer Mathews as the appointee representing the public 
sector. It is true that a director general is always involved in the pre-selection process. However, the rule has 
always been that it is a person of equal standing to or higher standing than the appointee. The position occupied 
by Ms Mathews is that of Director General of Local Government and Regional Development. That is a level 2 
position.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: Do you doubt her competence? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: No. What I am saying is that that is one of the most junior positions within that 
echelon of the public sector. In contrast, the position that was being advertised and selected was a level 4 
position, which is at the top—the pinnacle—of the public sector. This person was a relatively recent appointment 
who had been in the position of chief executive officer in the Western Australian public sector for six months 
and was only at a level 2 position. Out of all the public servants who could have been chosen to perform this 
role, there were at least half a dozen — 

Mr C.J. Barnett: I did not select the panel. It was not my choice. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Does the Premier understand why the public might lack confidence in this process 
when there has been a complete departure from common practice? A relatively junior CEO was placed on a 
panel to choose the most senior position. It would be like having a level 2/3 officer in the public sector 
interviewing for the job of a level 8 officer. That is just not done. I am speaking from extensive experience of 
having overseen four or five of these appointments. I know that great care was taken to ensure that the public 
sector appointee was, at the very least, in an equal if not a more senior position than the one over whose position 
that person was presiding. That in itself tells us that there are serious questions about this process. The Premier 
has told us that he had nothing to do with it and that he was informed. Notwithstanding that, there has been 
considerable debate and speculation about this matter, but he still cannot tell us whether he has addressed this 
matter with his staff. He is not able to say whether his staff had any engagement in it. It is absolutely critical that 
we protect the neutrality of the public sector. We clearly need an objective investigation into this matter.  

MR C.C. PORTER (Bateman — Attorney General) [3.43 pm]: Debates are always fascinating when the 
member for Armadale makes a contribution. She hit on the sections of the relevant acts in which I am interested. 
However, I am still unsure whether the problem is with the outcome or the procedure used. The problem seems 
to sometimes have been one of outcome and sometimes one of procedure—it seems to depend on what suits at 
the time.  

Mr M. McGowan: It is both.  

Mr C.C. PORTER: It is both? Okay. The outcome issue interests me a little. Members have no doubt been 
watching the television program called The Howard Years. It has been fascinating. When Prime Minister 
Howard came to power, he sacked six or seven directors general of the commonwealth public service. It was 
quite extraordinary, and places what we are talking about in context. The distinction that the Leader of the 
Opposition has made, and what he seems to be concerned about in terms of the outcome, is that Mr Conran is a 
political operative. The Leader of the Opposition draws the distinction, quite sensibly, between a person who is 
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selected under section 45 of the Public Sector Management Act and someone who is selected under section 68 of 
that act. Members of this house often refer to section 68-type appointments as staffers, for want of a better word. 
There are a number of other descriptions. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: TOGS.  

Mr C.C. PORTER: Term-of-government appointments, yes. We use that terminology. A section 45 
appointment is a public servant who is appointed on a contract. I note that directors general and CEOs are now 
appointed on five-year contracts in Western Australia. We are arguing over only a six-month difference, 
although I agree that other issues are at stake.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: For example, a TOG cannot participate in the hiring of subordinates.  

Mr C.C. PORTER: I agree. What concerns me is that we can label someone as being a political operative. The 
Premier and the Leader of the Opposition both read from Mr Conran’s curriculum vitae, but focused on different 
parts of that CV. It is fair to say that there is more to Mr Conran than simply the fact that he worked for some 
time, if I can put it in broad terms, as a TOG or staffer for Mr Howard by virtue of his cabinet secretary position. 
There is far more to his curriculum vitae than that. Someone asked whether he is a member of the Liberal Party. I 
think I met Mr Conran once when I was floating around Canberra. I have no idea whether he is a member of the 
Liberal Party, but to label someone a political operative simply because he worked at some time under a term-of-
government contract seems to me, in the context of his overall CV, somewhat unfair. That would mean that a 
range of people who worked as staffers at any time would be precluded from appointment to high office in the 
civil service. The member for Armadale seemed to think that high office in the civil service relates to classes 1, 
2, 3 or 4 positions, and I tend to agree. I worked on a TOG contract for Senator Chris Ellison for a 12-month 
period. I went on to become a class 3 civil servant and a senior state prosecutor at the Director of Public 
Prosecutions. I was a member of the Liberal Party at that time, and have been for most of my life. The member 
for Victoria Park was a very senior civil servant at the DPP. I presume that he was a member of the Labor Party 
during that time. To simply slap someone with the tarbrush of being a political operative —  

Mr R.F. Johnson interjected. 

Mr C.C. PORTER: He was. He was very good. 

Mr R.F. Johnson: He is too good to be a member of the Labor Party, really.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: His father is an absolutely wonderful man. 

Mr B.S. Wyatt: Come on then! 

Mr C.C. PORTER: Those members can go outside and slap backs afterwards, perhaps. They can have the love-
in—a bit of kumbaya—somewhere else. 

The point is that labelling someone as a political operative is an easy thing to do when that person has worked on 
a term-of-government contract. I bet that many members of this place have at one point or another worked on a 
term-of-government contract as a staffer, because when one wants to go into politics or is interested in politics, 
one often will want to have a look at it, which is what I did.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: Did you work at headquarters on three successive campaigns? 

Mr C.C. PORTER: No, although I was at headquarters for one campaign on a voluntary basis. It was very 
interesting. In any event, should those people be precluded ipso facto from holding high office in the public 
sector? I cannot see that that is a sustainable argument. There are people from the other side of politics whom we 
might label as political operatives. I do not know those people myself and I will not bother naming them, 
because to do so would probably be a bit unfair. Those people have been staffers and, by virtue of that fact, 
could be labelled as political operatives, but they went on to be appointed to high office in the civil service under 
the previous government’s regime. On that basis, members opposite cannot argue about the outcome, because 
there is nothing about the fact that Peter Conran worked for a period under term-of-government employment as 
secretary to the federal cabinet, an exceptional achievement in itself, that would outlaw him from being selected 
to this position. If that is the standard we are about to adopt, I suggest that we will have a very interesting time in 
the civil service. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: We know that he was chosen before he was chosen. That is the reality. 

Mr C.C. PORTER: Okay then. 
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Mr E.S. Ripper: There are two issues. The standards were set by what the Premier said in the election 
campaign. This does not match the standards that he outlined in the election campaign.  

Mr C.C. PORTER: Again, is it about the outcome or the process? The Leader of the Opposition keeps shifting 
the goalposts on me. In terms of the standards that have been set, are we saying that someone who has worked as 
a political staffer is thereby ineligible for high public office in the civil service? Is that what we are saying? Is 
that the standard we are now adopting? Resounding silence—we will go back to process. The point that the 
member for Armadale makes is a very good one. The way members have approached the debate on section 45 of 
the Public Sector Management Act 1994 is a little misleading. The member for Armadale raised the section that 
intrigues me, and always has. Section 45(4) states — 

The Commissioner shall, on receiving a request made under subsection (3), invite … the Minister … to 
inform the Commissioner of any matters that they wish the Commissioner to take into account in 
nominating a person or persons suitable for appointment to the office referred to in subsection (3). 

The idea is that the relevant minister can, and is legislatively entitled to, have some significant input into the 
character, quality, background, characteristics and professional history of the person who is about to be 
employed. That is not only unusual, but also actually legislatively mandated. It seems to be a very sensible way 
of devising the process for appointing heads of departments because ministers have to work so very closely with 
them.  

The Premier has said that it was a very short, verbal meeting. Probably the Premier could have asked for more 
information to define the type of character he wanted. There has been no evidence whatsoever of anything 
problematic in the selection of the panel. The member for Armadale does not agree with the selection of the 
people on the panel? Fair enough. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: We do think it’s problematic. First of all, why is it that for one of the most senior 
positions in the public sector you’ve got one of the most junior and most recent chief executive officers on the 
selection panel? Because of my involvement in five CEO selections, I know that is most unusual. That is a 
departure not only from custom, but also from commonsense.  

Mr R.F. Johnson: You could never keep staff in your office—they were not prepared to work for you! 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: You don’t have a person so much junior to the position that the person is selecting for. 
That is a complete departure — 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Member for Armadale, let the Attorney General continue. 

Mr C.C. PORTER: The problem with that is, again, the member is saying that no-one could ever be on a 
selection panel if, by virtue of some definition that we might have at any time, that person had been a political 
operative. The spooky — 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: I’m not saying that — 

Mr C.C. PORTER: It is what the member is saying. The member is saying that those people should not have 
been on the panel — 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: I certainly don’t think you should have political operatives on public sector panels.  

Mr C.C. PORTER: That panel was selected by the commissioner, not the government — 

Mr M. McGowan: You can’t tell us there wasn’t some influence—Barry MacKinnon; come on! 

Mr C.C. PORTER: Is there any evidence whatsoever?  

Several members interjected.  

Mr C.C. PORTER: That is a criticism of the commissioner.  

Mr M. McGowan: You have influence. 

Mr C.C. PORTER: It is a direct criticism of a senior civil servant and the way the panel was constituted. That is 
what it is. If that is the height of the procedural argument, that the panel was not the panel that would have been 
preferred by the opposition, that is a criticism of the commissioner. The panel was selected by the commissioner 
under the terms of the act. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Only if there was no interference by the government.  
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Mr C.C. PORTER: Prove the interference, otherwise the opposition is criticising the commissioner. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: You’re implying interference, are you? Do you want to test that? 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Let’s test it. 

Question put and a division taken with the following result — 

Ayes (25) 

Ms L.L. Baker Mr J.C. Kobelke Ms M.M. Quirk Mr P.B. Watson 
Mr A.J. Carpenter Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan Mr E.S. Ripper Mr M.P. Whitely 
Mr V.A. Catania Mr J.A. McGinty Mrs M.H. Roberts Mr B.S. Wyatt 
Mr R.H. Cook Mr M. McGowan Ms R. Saffioti Mr D.A. Templeman (Teller) 
Ms J.M. Freeman Mr M.P. Murray Mr T.G. Stephens 
Mr J.N. Hyde Mr P. Papalia Mr C.J. Tallentire 
Mr W.J. Johnston Mr J.R. Quigley Mr A.J. Waddell 

Noes (27) 

Mr P. Abetz Mr M.J. Cowper Dr G.G. Jacobs Mr C.C. Porter 
Mr F.A. Alban Mr J.H.D. Day Mr R.F. Johnson Mr D.T. Redman 
Mr C.J. Barnett Mr J.M. Francis Mr A. Krsticevic Mr A.J. Simpson 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mr B.J. Grylls Mr W.R. Marmion Mr M.W. Sutherland 
Mr I.M. Britza Dr K.D. Hames Mr P.T. Miles Dr J.M. Woollard 
Mr G.M. Castrilli Mrs L.M. Harvey Ms A.R. Mitchell Mr J.E. McGrath (Teller) 
Dr E. Constable Mr A.P. Jacob Dr M.D. Nahan 

            

Pairs 

 Mrs C.A. Martin Mr T.R. Buswell 
 Mr A.P. O'Gorman Mr T.K. Waldron 
 Mr F.M. Logan Mr I.C. Blayney 

Question thus negatived. 
 


