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KING EDWARD MEMORIAL HOSPITAL FOR WOMEN, INQUIRY REPORTING DATE 

Standing Orders Suspension 

MS McHALE (Thornlie) [2.43 pm]:  I move -  

That so much of the standing orders be suspended as is necessary to enable the following motion to be 
considered forthwith - 

This House condemns the actions of the Minister for Health in that he - 

(a) failed to inform Parliament and the community of the reporting date for the inquiry 
into King Edward Memorial Hospital for Women following cabinet endorsement of 
the revised deadline until forced by the questioning of the Opposition; 

(b) has further deepened and prolonged the crisis of confidence facing our state’s 
women’s hospital; and  

(c) put political expediency ahead of the interests of women and their babies. 

Standing orders should be suspended for five reasons:  First, the minister’s failure to inform Parliament; second, 
the impact of the decision on the hospital; third, the minister’s mismanagement of this matter at the outset; 
fourth, the minister should be accountable to Parliament for putting the hospital staff under further prolonged 
pressure and a cloud of uncertainty; and, fifth, the minister is making the women of this State wait nine months 
for answers.  His decision cannot be justified, so at the very least he should be called to account for an illogical, 
unacceptable decision. 

The minister’s failure to inform Parliament openly about the extension of the deadline, until questioned by the 
Opposition yesterday, denied Parliament the opportunity to thoroughly canvass his decision.  Had the minister 
done as he said he would - that is, bring to Parliament a statement on the extension of the deadline - we would 
have had the opportunity to debate this important issue before today.  I remind the House of the minister’s 
remarks on 7 September when questioned by the Opposition about the status of the inquiry.  He said - 

The reporting time for the inquiry will be extended sufficiently for the members of the panel to conduct 
the inquiry thoroughly.  Once Cabinet has considered that matter I will make a statement about the 
extended reporting date.  

Cabinet made its decision a week ago last Monday, yet the minister has failed to inform Parliament, and, more 
importantly, the community, that Cabinet had endorsed the decision to extend the reporting date to 29 June 2001.  
The minister indicated to this House he would inform the Parliament of the deadline.  He has had two weeks in 
which to do that, but has failed to do so.  He failed to make any statement to this House until questioned by the 
Opposition when we found out that he had made an extraordinary decision to extend the date to 29 June.  

For that reason alone, the Opposition seeks the suspension of standing orders to enable us to fully debate the 
implications of the decision to extend the deadline.  No doubt we will be accused of trying to raise a further 
matter of public importance.  Had we known about the decision earlier this week, our MPI would probably have 
been about King Edward Memorial Hospital.  We would at least have had an opportunity in private members’ 
time to use the parliamentary process to raise a very serious decision by the Minister for Health.  He showed 
arrogance and indifference to the community by not using some time during the six days of the Parliament to 
bring this matter to our notice.  In addition, the House will be in recess for the next two weeks.  We will, 
therefore, not have an opportunity until the House resumes to question the minister or canvass his decision, 
which was roundly condemned by everyone in the health system.  On behalf of the community, Parliament has 
the right to hear from the minister, other than by a brief answer in question time, why he has made such an 
unacceptable decision.  

The minister has failed not only to inform Parliament but also to take guidance on this matter.  He failed to tell 
Parliament whether it was appropriate to table the report of the Glover and Child inquiry undertaken in April.  
He told Parliament he would consider releasing that report in an edited version.  However, he failed to tell 
Parliament why he has decided - assuming he has - not to release the original report.  I called on the minister in 
July to extend the time frame for the inquiry because it was apparent to everyone that 29 December would be 
unrealistic.  In an article in The West Australian of 24 July I am reported as saying that requiring the panel to 
report on its deliberations by that date will not do justice to an inquiry of such importance. 

Points of Order 
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Mr BARNETT:  This motion is about the suspension of standing orders.  Until fairly recently, the member was 
addressing that issue.  She is now debating what she hopes will be the substantive motion.  

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Order!  The member for Thornlie must address the suspension of standing orders 
motion rather than the substantive motion. 

Mr BROWN:  The member for Thornlie gave five reasons for seeking a suspension of standing orders.  I have 
listened attentively to the member’s comments and her address goes to each of the five reasons she elucidated at 
the commencement of her remarks.  Mr Deputy Speaker, the member for Thornlie is now addressing each of the 
five points, which is in accordance with standing orders. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  The problem is that parts (1) and (2) of the member’s motion are the points she has 
made.  The member cannot discuss what she wants to move, but she can discuss the reasons she feels it is 
imperative to suspend standing orders.  

Debate Resumed 

Ms McHALE:  Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker, and of course I will take your guidance about relevance and will 
argue why this is such an important issue to the Western Australian community that Parliament should suspend 
standing orders to allow us to debate the motion.   

My first reason for suspending standing orders is that we will have no opportunity to debate the seriousness of 
this decision in Parliament for at least the next two weeks.  I will move on to canvass the other four reasons we 
should be debating the Opposition’s motion.  The second reason we should suspend standing orders is the impact 
of the latest decision on the hospital.  It is clear that extending the deadline to 29 June will have enormous 
implications and an enormous impact on the future of King Edward Memorial Hospital.  It undermines and 
presents a serious threat to that hospital.   

It is important to look at the history of this decision, and I would want to do that were Parliament to endorse the 
suspension of standing orders.  We should never lose sight of the convoluted history of this matter and its long 
history in the public eye.  If we cannot consider this in any great detail, it will be a sorry state for the women of 
Western Australia.   

The third reason it is so important to suspend standing orders is the minister’s mismanagement of the King 
Edward Memorial Hospital inquiry.  Again, if we do not debate this matter, it will be further evidence that the 
whole matter is being swept under the carpet by this Government to get it off the political agenda.  It is 
somewhat ironic and concerning that this is the third attempt by the Opposition to censure the minister on his 
handling of the King Edward hospital inquiry.  We had a debate in March and we had one in May.  Right 
through this sorry affair - 

Mr Barnett:  Therefore you have had the opportunity to debate it. 

Ms McHALE:  We now have a further reason to bring this matter to the attention of Parliament.  There has been 
a series of mistakes or examples of mismanagement by this minister in the handling of the inquiry. 

Points of Order 

Mr BARNETT:  It is the same point of order.  The member opposite is clearly arguing the substance of the case, 
rather than the case for suspending standing orders.  

Mr KOBELKE:  I believe that the member for Thornlie is arguing the reasons this is a matter of urgency and, 
therefore, standing orders should be suspended.  In mounting that argument, it is necessary briefly at various 
times to go to the substance of the motion, which is so important that we should suspend standing orders.  
Anyone who has been listening to the member for the mere 10 minutes for which she has been speaking will 
know that only in passing references has she touched on what is in the substantive motion and that she is very 
much speaking to the reasons we should suspend standing orders.  It is just the jumpiness of the Leader of the 
House, who wishes to hide this matter, and the embarrassment of the Minister for Health, that he is seeking to 
close down the contribution by the member in seeking to suspend standing orders.   

Mr MASTERS:  Last night in this place I was speaking on a motion put forward by the member for Kalgoorlie.  
After speaking in a preambling way for about five minutes, the member for Nollamara raised a point of order, 
saying that I was not speaking to the motion.  I find, therefore, his most recent comment about relevance - 

Mr McGinty:  However, you were waffling.   

Mr MASTERS:  I will answer that later.  I find it somewhat strange that the member puts forward this argument 
now.  
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Mrs ROBERTS:  It was quite clear what the member for Thornlie was doing in her most recent remarks:  She 
was canvassing some of the reasons the Government might put forward, such as this matter having been debated 
twice before, and was rebutting those matters and pointing out why those kinds of arguments would not stand up.  
They quite clearly go to the point of why we need to have this debate today, and I believe she should be allowed 
to continue. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  The member for Thornlie understands what she must do:  She must talk to the 
motion to suspend standing orders, not to the substantive motion.   

Debate Resumed 

Ms McHALE:  Absolutely; I understand fully the standing orders of this place.  It is unfortunate that government 
members constantly take these points of order, because, unfortunately, it interrupts the flow of my argument 
about why standing orders should be suspended.  I understand the difference between speaking to this motion 
and speaking to the substantive motion, so I assure you, Mr Deputy Speaker, that I am presenting the reasons 
that standing orders should be suspended.   

The reason I am articulating at the moment is the importance of looking at the mismanagement of this matter by 
the minister.  It is of such importance to the community that the inquiry into King Edward Memorial Hospital 
should proceed with expedition.  The minister has done almost everything in his power to ensure that the inquiry 
does not proceed with expedition.  We have the right to argue why that is the case and to expose to the 
community the minister’s actions for what they are.   

We started hearing about the difficulties of the hospital as far back as December 1999.  In the early part of this 
year, the minister denied the real reasons for the inquiry.  Only in April did he finally announce the ministerial 
inquiry.  In May he announced the membership of that inquiry and that the reporting date would be 29 
September.  For the minister to indicate now that the reporting date will be nine months later is a matter of public 
concern and importance, and we should be able to debate it this afternoon.   

It is also important to suspend standing orders to question the real reasons the minister made this decision.  I 
remind members in this House that the fourth term of reference of the ministerial inquiry was that it was to 
proceed with expedition; in other words, quickly.  The date on which the report was to be released was 29 
September.  For the minister now to completely countermand that term of reference - essentially, that is what he 
has done - is a travesty of accountability.   

The next reason for suspending standing orders came out to some extent in question time this afternoon.  We did 
not receive answers to a number of our questions about the inquiry.  We learnt that the minister knew all along 
that one of the reports would not be available by September, which is outrageous and indicates that he has not 
shown leadership in this matter.  If he knew in July - when I called for an extension - that one report would not 
be ready by September, he should have extended the reporting date.  However, he did not, as it would have 
extended the reporting date until only November, December or February, when an election is likely.  This matter 
is so important to the community we should be able to debate it now. 

The fourth reason to suspend standing orders is that the minister should be called to account for putting the King 
Edward Memorial Hospital staff under further stress and extending the cloud of uncertainty over the hospital 
until halfway through next year.  The hospital is having difficulty recruiting staff, staff are leaving and women 
are questioning where they should have their babies.  The point of the inquiry was for it to be thorough and  
bring about a speedy resolution to a difficult situation.  This minister has completely undermined the staff at the 
hospital and further deepened the crisis of confidence women in this State have about the hospital.  That is 
totally unnecessary, and it is the actions and decisions of the minister that have put them in that position. 

The fourth reason to suspend standing orders -  

Mr Barnett:  I’m up to five reasons. 

Ms McHALE:  I am on the fourth reason.  The Leader of the House is obviously not listening.  One can always 
be flexible:  I could suggest more reasons, as this is a critical issue.  However, I am keen to contain my remarks. 

This minister has delayed the process of resolving the submissions and complaints that women of this State have 
made to the inquiry or to the hospital.  About 280 submissions were made to the inquiry, and those families need 
answers.  They will now have to wait until June.  It is a disgraceful situation in which to put those women, who 
have already suffered some sort of trauma or tragedy.  We on this side believe it is our duty to question, on 
behalf of those women, the minister about his decision. 

Mr Day:  Do you support the extension of time? 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 21 September 2000] 

 p1669b-1675a 
Ms Sheila McHale; Mr Colin Barnett; Deputy Speaker; Mr Clive Brown; Mr John Kobelke; Mr Bernie Masters; 

Mrs Michelle Roberts; Dr Geoff Gallop; Mr Fred Tubby; Acting Speaker; Mr Chris Baker 

 [4] 

Ms McHALE:  The minister’s statement does not justify his decision.  He indicated that the inquiry needs a 
further nine months and that two tasks need to be completed:  A comparison of King Edward Memorial Hospital 
with other hospitals throughout the country, and an analysis of the submissions.  This minister tries to suggest 
that the Opposition does not support the inquiry or the extension of time.  It is unfortunate the minister suffers 
from memory loss.  I remind him that in July I called for an extension to the deadline because the unrealistic 
time frame set by the minister could not do justice to the enormity of the task, the complaints of the parents or 
the professionalism of the staff.  It was evident then that an extension had to be given.  However, this minister 
rejected those calls, knowing full well that one of the reports would not be available by September.  That is 
totally unjustified and unacceptable.  The minister should not say that the Opposition does not support this 
extension. 

Mr Day:  Do you support the extension? 

Ms McHALE:  We support an extension if it will provide improved clinical outcomes.  This extension has been 
proposed for no other reason than political expediency.  The committee could have reported on one or two of the 
terms of reference.  This minister should have asked for a report on what had been completed and given the 
inquiry an extension of time to investigate the second term of reference.  However, he has allowed a carte 
blanche extension.  Even his own explanation cannot justify that.  It is ludicrous for the minister to say the term 
of the inquiry must be extended beyond September because a report will not ready.  It is even more ludicrous to 
say that Christmas will account for five months.  People might take two weeks or the month of January off over 
Christmas, but they do not take off five months.  The minister is at a loss to explain why the reporting date of the 
inquiry should be extended to June.  I will not canvass the issue of political expediency; that is contained within 
the substance of the motion.  However, one could infer that the only reason he has allowed the extension to June 
is because an election is looming.  We will debate that if the House determines that standing orders should be 
suspended. 

Standing orders should be suspended, because the House will not have the opportunity over the next couple of 
weeks to debate this important issue.  The Opposition would have used the proper parliamentary process if it had 
known earlier that such a request would be made.  It would have been able to organise a debate through the 
normal processes if the minister had done what he said he would do and reported to Parliament.  He lied to 
Parliament when he said he would table a report. 

Withdrawal of Remark 

Mr BARNETT:  The member for Thornlie accused the Minister for Health of lying to this House.  I ask that she 
withdraw that comment. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr Baker):  If that is the case, I ask that the member withdraw the remark. 

Ms McHALE:  I will withdraw that remark and rephrase it to say that the minister said -  

Mr BARNETT:  I respectfully suggest the member unequivocally withdraw the accusation of lying to this 
Parliament. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  I ask the member to confirm that she is withdrawing the remark. 

Ms McHALE:  I withdrew my remark, and I think Hansard will show that. 

Debate Resumed 

Ms McHALE:  The minister told Parliament on 7 September that he will table a report in Parliament and make a 
statement on the matter.  He failed to do that.  As a result, and because we will have no other opportunity to 
debate this matter and question the logic and justification for such an unacceptable time frame, we are arguing -  

Mr Wiese:  Are you going to say it all over again? 

Mrs Roberts:  You should watch it; the inquiry will most likely report to the member for Thornlie. 

Ms McHALE:  There are good reasons for suspending standing orders to allow us to debate this matter, 
including the minister’s failure to bring the matter to Parliament earlier.  

MR BARNETT (Cottesloe - Leader of the House) [3.10 pm]:  The record of this Government over the past 
couple of years has been that, when the Opposition has moved to suspend standing orders to consider a matter of 
significance, and if the motion has been well couched, the Government has generally agreed to a limited debate.  
However, this time the Government does not agree to that.  I want to explain why I have taken a different 
position on this debate.  No-one in this Parliament or in this community diminishes, in any way, the significance 
of issues concerning the care of mothers and babies at King Edward Memorial Hospital, and no-one, particularly 
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the Minister for Health, underestimates the importance or the sensitivity of these issues.  We are talking about 
the health of babies and some accusations or suggestions about the quality of their care.  We are talking about the 
professional reputation of medical practitioners, nurses and administrative staff of that hospital.  We are talking 
about very private, sensitive and emotional issues involving families.  This Parliament - this Government - is not 
saying that these are not important issues, but we should respect this inquiry and we should respect the people, 
whether employees, professionals or the families or parents of the children, who are involved.  That is why the 
Government does not agree to a suspension of standing orders.   

When the issues relating to King Edward Memorial Hospital were raised and debated, the Minister for Health 
called an inquiry.  He initiated the approach, as Minister for Health.  As a result, he brought to Cabinet a 
proposal to set up an inquiry.  He has taken ministerial responsibility for that and he has quite properly appointed 
a highly qualified, highly suitable person - Mr Neil Douglas - to head that inquiry.   

Everyone understands how complex and sensitive health issues are.  Everyone understands the sensitivities and 
the implications of potential findings of an inquiry such as this.  In no sense do we diminish the significance of 
this inquiry or of those issues at King Edward Memorial Hospital.  The head of the inquiry, Mr Neil Douglas, 
sought an extension from the minister.  The minister took that request to Cabinet and, at his recommendation, a 
decision to extend the inquiry was made; but there was more to it than that.  As the minister explained during 
question time, to his mind, other issues involving the inquiry and the extension were not satisfactorily resolved.  
They relate to the confidentiality of information provided to the inquiry and to the protection of the identity of 
witnesses who may be among the families, medical professionals or administrative staff involved in the inquiry.  
This Parliament should respect the rights of people to participate freely and openly in an inquiry and to allow 
those people to feel that their personal affairs, or matters that may relate to their professional relationships in that 
hospital, will be protected.   

Ms McHale:  Absolutely.  That was raised from the start. 

Mr BARNETT:  I listened to the member for Thornlie for 20 minutes; now the member can listen to me for a 
little while.   

That is quite proper.  People have sought absolute confidentiality of their evidence and of their identity.  Related 
issues are of a legal nature.  The minister, as he may comment on, is frustrated at the constraints placed on him in 
announcing this extension and by some of the details relating to the extension of the inquiry.  He is bound, as a 
minister, to seek the advice of the solicitor-general.  He is seeking and receiving that advice, but it is not a simple 
matter.  The suggestion that, in some way, the minister would delay an announcement of an extension requested 
by the head of the inquiry for reason of political expedience is both distasteful and unfair to the Minister for 
Health, and, indeed, to people involved in the inquiry and to potential witnesses.  This is not a political decision.  
What the minister is trying to do is to ensure that the inquiry is conducted as an independent inquiry, and that 
witnesses have guarantees of confidentiality and protection of their identity.  It would damage the independence 
of the inquiry and it would take away the confidence of people to give information and provide evidence to the 
inquiry if they could not feel secure in their confidentiality or in their professional or personal situations.  If we 
want to damage the inquiry, we will debate it in this Parliament.   

Dr Gallop:  Rubbish!  Come on; don’t be stupid. 

Mr BARNETT:  This inquiry and related issues of King Edward Memorial Hospital have been debated at least 
twice within this Chamber.  The Opposition has asked questions.  It is not the minister’s desire to be forced to 
delay his announcement and some conditions on the extension of that inquiry.  He is constrained by legal issues, 
which are being addressed by the solicitor-general.  I consider it inappropriate for the Opposition to suggest that 
we should now, as a Parliament, go into a wide-ranging debate about the inquiry or its extension.  On this 
occasion, for those simple reasons, I have not agreed, and the Government does not agree, to the suspension of 
standing orders.  Let the issue be dealt with properly, on proper legal advice, and then let the minister make the 
announcement that lays down the terms of the extension and the rights and conditions associated with it, to the 
staff of the hospital, to parents, and to anyone else who may give evidence.  That is what should happen.  That is 
the only way to ensure that this inquiry is truly independent, that people can give evidence freely and that the 
inquiry chair can properly conduct the inquiry through to its conclusion.  From the nature of the interjections 
made by members opposite, I presume they support this inquiry; I presume they support the call by the head of 
the inquiry that it should be extended, and they should support that.  The Opposition should not be trying to 
compromise the inquiry by mucking it up and raking over the coals.  That is what this is about.   

This minister is a man of integrity.  He is not taking any political consideration into account in connection with 
this inquiry.  It is at the request of the inquiry chief that the inquiry be extended.  If we had not agreed to the 
request for an extension, the Opposition would suggest that some political consideration was at the foot of our 
refusal.  We do not play around with issues such as health, King Edward Memorial Hospital, or the treatment of 
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mothers and babies.  That is why the Government will not agree to the suspension of standing orders.  I suggest 
members opposite calm down, sit back, and let the minister get advice on the full legal requirements so that he 
can make a clear and proper announcement about the extension of the inquiry and the conditions under which 
people will appear and give evidence.   

Dr GALLOP:  Mr Acting Speaker! 

Question to be put 

Mr TUBBY:  I move - 

That the question be now put. 

Several members interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr Baker):  Order members!  The question before the House is that the question be 
now put.  I will put the question to the vote.  If I hear a dissenting voice I will have to divide the House.  All 
those of that opinion say aye; to the contrary, no.  I think the ayes have it. 

Several members interjected. 

Dr Gallop:  You are a disgrace to the Chair.  You did not even look in our direction. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  Order members! 

Dr Gallop:  You were put in the Chair to set us up. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  Order members! 

Point of Order 

Ms McHALE:  When the question was put, I called for a division. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  The question before the House was that the motion be put.  That was voted on.  It 
appears that a division was called on the motion that the question be now put.  Ring the bells.  

Question put and a division taken with the following result - 

Ayes (23) 

Mr Barnett Dr Hames Mr Masters Mr Sweetman 
Mr Bloffwitch Mrs Hodson-Thomas Mr Omodei Mr Trenorden 
Mr Board Mr House Mr Osborne Dr Turnbull 
Mr Court Mr Johnson Mrs Parker Mr Wiese 
Mr Cowan Mr Kierath Mr Prince Mr Tubby (Teller) 
Mr Day Mr MacLean Mr Shave  

Noes (15) 

Mr Brown Dr Gallop Mr McGinty Mr Ripper 
Mr Carpenter Mr Grill Ms McHale Mrs Roberts 
Dr Constable Mr Kobelke Mr Pendal Mr McGowan (Teller} 
Dr Edwards Ms MacTiernan Mr Riebeling  

            

Pairs 

 Mrs Edwardes                                    Mr Thomas 
 Mrs van de Klashorst                                    Ms Anwyl 
 Mr McNee                                    Mr Marlborough 
 Mr Minson                                    Mr Cunningham 
 Mr Barron-Sullivan                                    Ms Warnock 
 Mr Nicholls                                    Mr Bridge 
 Mrs Holmes                                    Mr Graham 

Question thus passed. 

Motion Resumed 
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The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr Baker):  The question is that so much of standing orders be suspended so as to 
enable the motion moved by the member for Thornlie to be debated.  To be passed, this motion requires the 
concurrence of an absolute majority.  There being a dissentient voice, it is necessary for the House to divide. 

Division taken with the following result - 

Ayes (13) 

Mr Brown Mr Grill Mr McGinty Mr Ripper 
Mr Carpenter Mr Kobelke Ms McHale Mrs Roberts 
Dr Edwards Ms MacTiernan Mr Riebeling Mr McGowan (Teller} 
Dr Gallop    

Noes (25) 

Mr Barnett Dr Hames Mr Omodei Mr Trenorden 
Mr Bloffwitch Mrs Hodson-Thomas Mr Osborne Dr Turnbull 
Mr Board Mr House Mrs Parker Mr Wiese 
Dr Constable Mr Johnson Mr Pendal Mr Tubby (Teller) 
Mr Court Mr Kierath Mr Prince  
Mr Cowan Mr MacLean Mr Shave  
Mr Day Mr Masters Mr Sweetman  

Pairs 

 Mr Thomas                                Mrs Edwardes 
 Ms Anwyl                                Mrs van de Klashorst 
 Mr Marlborough                                Mr McNee 
 Mr Cunningham                                Mr Minson 
 Ms Warnock                                Mr Barron-Sullivan 
 Mr Bridge                                Mr Nicholls 
 Mr Graham                                Mrs Holmes 

Question thus negatived. 
 


