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Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations — Nineteenth Report —  
“Follow-up to Report 12 Balga Works Program” — Motion 

Resumed from 10 September on the following motion by Hon Giz Watson — 

That the report be noted. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will pick up where I finished off. As I said previously, I think one of the biggest 
disappointments of the whole Balga Works fiasco was that the biggest culprit in the whole disaster has been let 
off scot-free; that is, Michael Carton. Having said that, the committee in its efforts forensically identified 
problems not only in the program, but also in the Department of Education and Training in dealing with a 
program such as Balga Works. The Balga Works program, in itself, potentially was a very good program. As I 
have said before, I feel that as a community we do not deal adequately with people who are disengaged from our 
education system. That is something that we really need to improve in the years ahead. 

I will get back to the Balga Works program. When I was a member of the committee, I and other members of the 
committee were dissatisfied with the response from the Department of Education and Training. I felt that it was a 
fairly heartless response and did not give sufficient weight to the fact that the department in effect was largely 
responsible for the impact not only on the school, but also on the students and the former workers. 

When I finished off my previous comments, I gave a commitment that I would check on what had happened to 
those former employees. The Director General of the Department of Education and Training came along with 
members of the department to a follow-up committee meeting, which resulted in the second report of the 
committee. I attended that follow-up committee meeting at which the director general showed, I thought, an 
admirable degree of contrition on the part of the department. She said that things could have been done better 
and that if there was any way that the department could assist the former employees, she would be willing to do 
so.  

Since the last time this motion was debated in this place I have followed up on this issue. As a consequence of 
that second committee hearing every attempt has been made to try to find those former employees. I spoke to 
one of the former employees who has flown the flag on behalf of all the former employees. She has been 
dissatisfied with the progress that has been made to this stage. I can report that that former employee provided 
the names of as many former employees and students as she could. The department has tried to identify the 
former employees and students. Eleven letters were written to former employees asking them to provide 
commentary on their view of and attitude towards Balga Works, the impact that it has had on them and the 
support mechanisms that are available to them. Five of those 11 former employees took up the opportunity to 
meet with officers from the Department of Education and Training.  

Hon Ken Travers: Did the letter invite them to have a meeting or just to make comment?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: My understanding is that the letter invited them to have a meeting; but it is my 
understanding.  

Hon Ken Travers: I was confused by the way you described it.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I understand that the letter offered them the opportunity to meet with departmental 
officers.  

Hon Ken Travers: Or to provide written comments.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I cannot confirm that. All I know is that they were written to and asked to provide 
feedback. I am not sure whether that was to be in written form or by way of a meeting. All I know is that five 
responses were received and those five people met with the department. Those negotiations are continuing. I 
have developed quite a close bond and friendship with some of those former employees and I will continue to 
follow up on this issue. I will ascertain whether there are further issues; and, if so, I will ensure that they are 
identified and resolved.  

The entire investigation into Balga Works was a very long, drawn-out process but it was definitely worthwhile. It 
identified some real problems with how, in some instances, the Department of Education and Training 
communicates and the accountability mechanisms within the department to carry out some of the school 
functions. It also became apparent to me, and I am sure to other members of the committee as well, that 
sufficient support mechanisms are not available for those people who are disengaged. If we were to put the 
program in a theoretical component, it would appear to be a program that would produce very productive and 
positive outcomes for those students who are among the most marginalised in our community. As for the actual 
Balga Works program, there are not too many positives. There are a lot of disenchanted and disaffected former 
employees, ranging from the principal to the former employees who were at the coalface, plus a number of 
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students who have, basically, disappeared into the ether. I wonder what has happened to them, because they are 
the most marginalised within our community. It was a very sorry tale. 

I am very thankful to the members of the committee: Hon Giz Watson, Hon Sheila Mills, Hon Helen Morton, 
Hon Ken Travers and Hon Brian Ellis. I think I have named all the members.  

Hon Ken Travers: You substituted for Hon Anthony Fels.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: That is correct. I was trying to think of the other member. Anyway I would like to 
thank all those members most sincerely. The investigation certainly identified problems within the department. I 
feel that the department has learnt from the experience. It did take it a little longer than members of the 
committee would have anticipated or preferred, but in the long run it has identified some shortfalls, not only in 
the support we provide for marginalised students but also in the accountability mechanisms for our schools 
running a program such as Balga Works.  

Hon Ken Travers: Before you sit down, how many former employees were contacted?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I spoke with a former employee and asked her to provide me with as many names as 
she possibly could. I understand that the department contacted all those people whose names it had, and that was 
11.  

Hon Ken Travers: Eleven? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes. There is a real problem with communication. Most of the employees, as the 
member would be aware, were from Hurson Pty Ltd. I was as surprised as the member by the number. The 
department contacted all the employees they could possibly contact.  

Hon Ken Travers: They were employees of Hurson and not those who were employed in accommodation or 
elsewhere in the program associated with Balga Works? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: That is correct.  

Hon Ken Travers: I thought there would have been more than 11 who would come forward.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I agree. I personally spoke to the director general about this and she said they are the 
only names that the department has. As I said, I also spoke to the former employee and she has been proactive 
from the word go to try to overcome the problems with Balga Works.  

Hon Ken Travers: I suspect I know who you mean, but it is probably not appropriate to name them.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: No; I would prefer not to. I speak to that former employee regularly, and I will 
continue to do so.  
Hon KEN TRAVERS: I thank the minister for that update. I am glad that the Balga Works matters are 
continuing to be progressed. By way of the exchange at the end of the minister’s contribution, I am surprised that 
only 11 people have come forward. I am not sure what we can do if the department says that it has made its best 
endeavours and the person to whom the minister has been speaking has done the best she can. It adds a further 
perspective to how people can disappear, particularly when we consider the number of staff and students 
involved and that some of those students, because of their age, could still be in training somewhere.  

I ask the minister to think about the experience of Balga Works and the proposal for independent state schools. 
How can some of the things that happened in Balga Works be prevented from happening under the independent 
state schools proposal? I thought about this the other day. Even though attempts had been made under the current 
system to keep checks and balances on the principal of Balga Senior High School, they were unsuccessful in 
controlling that principal. However, if Balga Senior High School had been an independent state school and the 
principal had had unfettered capacity to operate, what would have been the outcome? I would be interested to 
know whether the minister has any comments to make about that. I suspect that one of the arguments that will be 
put is that a school council would oversee the principal. Balga Works is instructive in this case, because it was 
evident that there was close collaboration between the principal and the parents and citizens association at Balga 
Works. I am trying to choose my words carefully. Even though we are protected by privilege I do not want to 
unfairly malign people who in some cases were motivated by the right reasons, but did the wrong thing. 
Therefore, I do not want to name those people in this place. The members of the P&C played a role in this issue 
and they were clearly part of the problems that occurred at Balga Works. They were instrumental and assisted in 
those problems. I ask the minister to comment on how the proposal for independent schools would work bearing 
in mind the experience of Balga Works.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I thought I got only one bite of the cherry! 

There are two issues here. Firstly, there is the situation with Balga Senior High School. The former principal was 
a decorated principal. Let us make no bones about it—he was a very good principal. In fact, he was a former 
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principal of the year. I feel that he was, to a degree, led by the nose by a fairly unscrupulous character in Michael 
Carton; there is no doubt about that. Members of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations 
and those who have read the report will know that a conglomeration of circumstances arose to contribute to the 
debacle that occurred at Balga Senior High School. If anything, we have learned from that and, as we saw from 
the department’s response, a lot of the processes have been tightened up.  

That in itself seems like a contradiction when we are looking at independent public schools. I understand that 
there is a bit of disquiet in the State School Teachers’ Union of WA about independent public schools. It is 
saying that it will create a two-tiered system and so on. I do not think it will, to be perfectly honest. Hon Ken 
Travers commented on the mechanisms for preventing what happened at Balga Senior High School occurring 
again. What occurred in that instance was an extraordinary set of circumstances, and I am very doubtful that it 
could occur again, but I am sure that that will not satisfy or placate Hon Ken Travers. We are looking at 30 pilot 
independent public schools. I actually did the policy for the independent public schools and I leaned very heavily 
on the mid-1990s policies of the former Minister for Education Hon Norman Moore. What was announced by 
the minister last week is a little more refined than the policy that the Liberal Party put to the public last 
September. We are trying to find a common medium so that we can give schools more autonomy. We will 
always have to have accountability mechanisms from the Department of Education and Training; there is no 
doubt about that whatsoever. However, schools have been calling out for more control over operating 
mechanisms, particularly in areas such as behaviour management, staffing, curriculum and curriculum 
development. That troika is exactly what will happen with the independent public schools. 

These are pilot programs and they will be very closely monitored over the next 12 months; they will be rolled 
out during 2010. Ideally, they will be rolled out to more and more schools, so that the people who are responsible 
for what goes on in the classrooms are directly responsible for the classrooms at the coalface. This is a unique 
opportunity for schools to take ownership and to empower themselves to determine what goes on in the 
classrooms rather than be controlled by head office. When I was shadow Minister for Education and Training, I 
visited literally dozens or hundreds of schools over a three-year period. I spoke to principals’ associations and 
the teachers’ union. The teachers’ union, to its credit, has always been consistent about this: it has not been 
supportive of more autonomy for schools. However, the principals and teachers I spoke to were supportive. They 
particularly wanted ownership of those three issues. 

It may be that some things will slip through the cracks, and that is why the government is rolling this out in a 
measured fashion. Over the first 12-month period it will be introduced in 30 schools; it will then roll the program 
out to more schools. If a system is identified within what has been thus far established and we can take the 
program further, so be it. That will, of course, be for the Minister for Education to determine. She will consult 
with schools and the department to ensure that the roll-out has been successful in providing more flexible and 
innovative opportunities for our schools. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I appreciate the minister’s comments and I do not want to get into a debate about 
independent schools; that can be debated on another day. I suspect, given that the principal of Balga Senior High 
School was so heavily decorated and the school had undertaken some innovative programs in the past, that if that 
structure were still in place today, Balga would have been one of the schools chosen as one of the new trial 
schools. The minister mentioned the three key elements of behaviour management, staffing and curriculum. If 
we go back to the early documents, that is exactly what Mr Hammond was trying to do. He was addressing 
issues about how to manage student behaviour across the board, including who was to be recruited into 
programs. In this case, behaviour management extended to providing off-site accommodation for them. In 
respect of staffing, in the very early years it was all about how to transfer full-time equivalent funding from the 
department into funding that could be used to employ Mr Carton. In this case, I will not choose my words 
carefully: Mr Carton was the ringleader of the crooks. He presented himself as a person who was interested in 
everybody else. Maybe we are being unfair on him, but he was clearly one of the key people who took the school 
down that path, which was about trying to engage the services of Mr Carton and his companies to deliver 
programs and a different curriculum, and to deliver them in a different way. It was also about employing people 
to come into the school to provide those programs. It is of concern when we think about what happened with the 
Balga Works program and the three areas mentioned by the minister. I hope, given the minister’s knowledge of 
this area, that some protections for independent schools will result from the lessons of Balga Works. On a 
superficial level, I can sit here and look at what is proposed for independent schools and think that Mr Hammond 
would have loved the proposal. He would have been able to set up the Balga Works program from the very 
beginning as an independent school with a cooperative P&C or school board, as it would be re-termed. He would 
have been able to get the process up and running a lot earlier. 

I am not convinced, but, as I said, I am not interested in having a broader debate today about whether this is a 
good or bad thing. Given the lessons of Balga Works, how will we make sure that some of the independent 
schools do not fall prey to the Mr Cartons in this world who offer these sorts of programs? How will we prevent 
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a substantial repeat of what happened with Balga Works? The ultimate role of committees such as the Standing 
Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations is to identify problems and to put structures in place to make 
sure that the same problems do not happen again. Mistakes will happen and errors will occur; it is about trying to 
protect the state’s finances and the state’s children from such things in the future.   

Hon HELEN MORTON: I want to add a couple of comments before the minister responds. I thought that this 
report was an interesting extension of the inquiry that we held into the Balga Works program. 

One area that rang true for me throughout the Balga Works inquiry was the almost total inability of the 
Department of Education and Training to provide capacity for research and innovative creative ideas; it had no 
capability to provide that at the department level, the district level or down at the level of Balga Senior High 
School. I think a lot of the frustration that came through in the mechanisms used by the people on the ground 
was about not only trying to get around that incapability of the department, but also the objections and the things 
that were put in their way to stop them and obstruct them from trying to do anything different. I wonder whether, 
had the independent schools initiative been up and running, this program might have been a success. Nobody in 
our inquiry ever doubted the need for a program such as Balga Works to proceed. That program was identified 
and it was not a bad concept; the way in which it was implemented and some of the people involved in that 
implementation were the problem. I firmly believe that a lot of that problem stems from the incapability of the 
department to properly enable a school such as Balga Senior High School to implement a service that it needs 
and has a good idea of how to go about it. In trying to put the program together, the school had nothing but 
obstruction from the department and part way down the track, of course, the program ran into financial difficulty 
because money from the department was being held up and not progressed in a timely manner. Therefore, I 
wonder whether the school would have been more successful in getting sponsorship from other agencies that 
were interested in being involved in the program had it had more independence from the department in that 
process. I think that it might have happened more easily and that the program might still be operating or have 
been able to operate and come to fruition if it were operating in a more independent manner of the department. 

Hon Ken Travers: I guess that if that is the case—I am not trying to be smart with this—and we accept that 
argument, one could argue when we are abusing Mr Carton in his role that what we are saying is that he actually 
was not a crook, for want of a better term. I guess the questions are: would the program have worked; and, was 
Mr Carton honourable or dishonourable in his intentions? I agree with the member’s comments about the lack of 
innovation and the slowness of the department to move and respond to an innovative program. The other 
problem, as I see it, was that, once the program got underway, it grew like topsy. 

Hon HELEN MORTON: If the program had been required to operate in a much more businesslike manner so 
that it was totally reliant on cash flow and financial management in a business sense at the school and if it did 
not have to rely on at least two other tiers of decision making before it could actually manage the funds, it may 
well have been forced to use more businesslike and viable financial arrangements. I think that discipline would 
have been brought into that arrangement had the program been operating with the independent schools approach. 

Hon Ken Travers: If that were the case, would the member also accept that the skill set, again from the 
evidence we got, of the staff at the school would need to be significantly enhanced for that to work? Because, 
again, I think that one of the problems we identified was the skill level of the staff doing that financial 
administration—no offence to them, it is just that they were not trained in it. 

Hon HELEN MORTON: It might have been that they could have done less of the work with the red tape and 
bureaucracy that they had to maintain and they might have been able to focus their efforts in the local initiatives 
that they had proposed. I am not saying that what I suggest is right or wrong; I simply say that, since I heard 
about the independent schools initiative, the idea of whether the Balga Works program would have been able to 
run more effectively under that arrangement has crossed my mind many times. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I follow on from what Hon Ken Travers and Hon Helen Morton were saying and get 
back to the concept of whether the independent public schools initiative could in itself potentially lead to further 
cases of Balga Works.  

I go back to the point that I made earlier in that I do feel Balga Works was an exceptional case. I was 
staggered—I am sure we all agree—at the level of ineptitude in accountability mechanisms within the 
Department of Education and Training. Alarm bells about this program went off for two years and yet it was 
allowed to continue. There was obviously a bit of a nudge, nudge, wink, wink situation about what was going on 
within the school and within the department in a lot of instances. I think no fewer than five auditors’ reports were 
done, some of which specifically related to Balga Works; there was a raft of parliamentary questions; and a raft 
of complaints from the community, and the department at large basically turned a blind eye to it. Certainly, 
alarm bells about the program should have been ringing by the end of 2005. The simple fact of the matter was, 
and the member is quite right, that due to the perceived status of Mr Hammond in not only the community at 
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large but also the department, probably a little more latitude was granted than would normally have been 
provided. He may have succeeded, as Hon Helen Morton said, within the independent public schools scheme. He 
may just have succeeded because, of course, he would not have had to go around the barriers or cut corners or 
whatever if he had been given that latitude or flexibility. There is inflexibility at the moment in that perhaps 
schools do not have the autonomy to divest a lot more of their energies for disengaged students or a particularly 
talented group of students or whatever—it exists to a degree already, I must say; a lot of schools already have 
those responsibilities. It will be possible for independent public schools to be very proactive in innovative 
programs such as Balga Works and there will be a lot more support from the department. What happened of 
course was that Mr Hammond was getting, dare I say it, mixed messages from the department. He really got 
mixed messages from the Department of Education and Training about the Balga Works program. Had he been 
given the opportunity to go ahead with the full imprimatur of the department, the program may have succeeded, 
but he did not have that. The conjuncture whereby there was a communication problem between the department 
and the principal, and a maverick on the side that was really calling the shots, made it very, very difficult.  

Therefore, I think that a lot of the responsibility—I am on the record as saying this over and again—lies with the 
department’s ineptitude in not doing anything about something that was blatantly obvious to everyone. When we 
talked to people about it in retrospect and asked: Why was this not done? Why was this person allowed to do 
this? Why was he able to transfer these funds from a full-time equivalent? Why was he able to transfer funds 
from this program to that program? Each time he had simply been ticked off. As I said, given the circumstances, 
that is bizarre, and I think that is symptomatic of problems within the department. Independent public schools are 
meant to give schools more autonomy and flexibility, particularly in those areas, so I would be dismayed if we 
ever got into a situation whereby the horse bolted with the rapid speed at which it did at Balga Senior High 
School from 2004 to 2007. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: I do not want to say anything more about the motion in substance, but I would again like 
to thank the members of the committee for the amount of effort that they put into this inquiry. This inquiry, 
which at times was long and forensic and fairly exhausting, is an excellent example of how the Parliament can 
work effectively to look into a complex issue and look at how to solve problems so that they do not come up 
again. I really appreciate the way that the members of the committee worked at this task. Once it had been 
determined that the problems at Balga Senior High School had nothing to do with the minister of the day, we 
were able to get down to the job of working out exactly what the problems were. The inquiry raised the 
fascinating issue of what degree of autonomy and flexibility should be provided not only in education, but in 
every other field. That tension was played out in the Balga Works example. Hopefully, lessons have been learnt 
from that, and those lessons will be reflected in future practices in the department. We all agree that there was, 
and still is, a crying need for the sorts of innovative approaches that were attempted to be taken at Balga Senior 
High School. It is just that a series of factors combined and it became a kind of perfect storm, unfortunately. It 
took a lot of time for the matter to come to a head, and it took a lot of additional time for us to delve into the 
causes and offer some solutions.  

I again thank not only the members of the standing committee, but also the staff of the committee, who did an 
extraordinary job. I particularly thank Lisa Peterson, who worked tirelessly to do the forensic work that often 
goes on behind the scenes in these sorts of inquiries. I want to make sure that she is fully acknowledged for that 
work.  

Question put and passed.  
 


