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SCRUTINY OF GOVERNMENT PUBLICITY BILL 2005 
Second Reading 

MR M.J. BIRNEY (Kalgoorlie - Leader of the Opposition) [4.04 pm]:  I move - 

That the bill be now read a second time.   

This bill has had a long history, longer than some members of Parliament would be aware.  In September 1997, 
the then Leader of the Opposition, Dr Geoff Gallop, introduced the original bill for the first time.  He gave the 
second reading speech for the bill on 17 September 1997.  The bill was reinstated by Dr Gallop on no less than 
three occasions: 12 August 1998, 11 August 1999 and 9 August 2000.   

Point of Order 
Mr A.D. McRAE:  Mr Acting Speaker, normally I would not interrupt a second reading speech.  However, the 
Leader of the Opposition knows that he should not refer to members by their name, particularly while that person 
is still a member of this chamber.  Even though his position has changed, the Premier still holds the title of 
“member for Victoria Park”.  Referring to the Premier by his name is not permitted by the standing orders.  

Mr M.J. BIRNEY:  My speech is in the past tense.  I was referring to the Premier as he was then, which is Dr 
Gallop.  He was not the Premier at that time.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr P.B. Watson):  In that situation, the Leader of the Opposition should refer to the 
Premier as the member for Victoria Park.  

Debate Resumed 
Mr M.J. BIRNEY:  I will start my speech again and refer to the Premier in the present tense.   

This bill has had a long history, longer than some members of Parliament would be aware.  In September 1997, 
the then Leader of the Opposition - Mr Acting Speaker, I must name him in this context - Dr Geoff Gallop, 
introduced the original bill for the first time.  He gave the second reading speech for the bill on 17 September 
1997.  The bill was reinstated by the now Premier and the then Leader of the Opposition, Dr Gallop, on no less 
than three occasions: 12 August 1998, 11 August 1999 and 9 August 2000 - after it dropped off the notice paper.  
On all of those occasions, the bill was reinstated.   

Indeed, the third time the now Premier reinstated the bill was just six months out from the election.  At the time, 
he concluded his speech by saying -  

Western Australia is left with government by way of public relations.  The Government of Western 
Australia has become a public relations machine.  

He went on to say -  

A strong emphasis has been placed on propaganda.  There is a massive abuse of taxpayers’ 
money . . . glitz has replaced substance. 

I know that the Premier is a Rhodes scholar, but I had no idea that he was also a prophet.  Indeed, his glitz-over-
substance comment in 1997 may well be attributed to the present day Gallop Labor government.  To avoid being 
accused of plagiarism, Mr Acting Speaker, I state at the outset that I will quote mainly from a second reading 
speech that was delivered in another Parliament, the author of which I will credit at the end my speech.   

The purpose of this bill is to end the waste of public funds on government publicity designed to influence public 
support for the government of the day and change public perceptions.  It will ensure that, so far as is possible, 
public authorities do not utilise their funds on publicity for partisan political purposes.  To achieve this, the bill 
will establish a committee comprising the Auditor General as chairperson, the Ombudsman and one part-time 
member who has knowledge of and experience in the advertising industry.  That member will be appointed by 
the Premier.  The committee will be required to identify government publicity which has or is likely to have the 
capacity in whole or in part to influence public support for a political party, candidates in an election or members 
of either house of Parliament.  Government publicity is defined as any advertisement, promotional campaign, 
public relations campaign, announcement or means of publicising any government activities, programs or 
initiatives that are funded by taxpayers’ money.  The committee will be required to formulate guidelines for 
government publicity that will specify the appropriate content, style and cost of government advertising.  The 
committee will advise public authorities on request whether proposed publicity meets those guidelines.  It will 
monitor and review expenditure by public authorities on government publicity and examine the procedures of 
public authorities in incurring such expenditure.  All departments and public authorities will be bound to adhere 
to those guidelines.  The committee may order that a publicity campaign stop or be modified if it does not adhere 
to the guidelines.   
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The head of the public authority must ensure that that authority complies with the guidelines.  Committee 
members may nominate appropriate officers to exercise their functions under the act.  The committee will be 
able to use staff on secondment from other public authorities.  It will be required to report annually to Parliament 
and to describe publicity that does not meet its guidelines.   

The committee will also examine complaints from the public relating to government publicity.  At any time, the 
committee may forward to the Presiding Officers of Parliament special reports on any matter that it considers 
should be brought to the attention of Parliament.  The Presiding Officers must table such reports within 15 sitting 
days of receiving those reports.  The government may make regulations on departmental record keeping or 
disciplinary matters.   

The cost of implementing this bill will be negligible.  It has the capacity to save millions of dollars every year, 
which money can be channelled directly into vital public services, such as health, education, transport and 
police.  Nothing has shown the urgent need for this bill more clearly than the current spate of ideologically 
motivated advertisements, which include a series of Western Power advertisements last year aimed at restoring 
the credibility of the utility’s, and therefore the government’s, network, which cost $1.2 million; the Water 
Corporation’s campaign promoting the desalination plant and other measures, which cost $500 000; the Burglar 
Beware campaign just before the state election, which cost $400 000; the Labor Party’s campaign against the 
federal government over the goods and services tax agreement, which cost $200 000; state budget advertising, 
which included a misleading television advertisement and which cost $184 000; and the advertising campaign 
against the federal government’s industrial relations reforms, which cost $256 000. 

As the public well knows, the industrial relations campaign is only the latest in a long line of government 
advertising campaigns designed to promote the Labor Party with next-to-no public benefit.  Much of this 
publicity was used in a direct attempt to bolster the flagging public image of this government.  As it went to the 
polls, it boosted expenditure on government advertising in a reckless fashion.  The government knew that the 
public supported the Waterwise rebate scheme, for instance, so it engaged in another expensive advertising 
campaign on the latest scheme.  There was public concern about law and order, especially given the negative 
profile of the Minister for Police and Emergency Services.  The government spent money on advertisements, 
such as Burglar Beware campaign advertisements, to alter people’s perceptions about crime rates and, therefore, 
its beleaguered Minister for Police.  The reality is that Western Australia’s crime rate is still unacceptably high, 
but that does not matter to this government.  It is more concerned about changing people’s perceptions than 
dealing with reality.  There was concern about Ningaloo, so the government ran a campaign on how it was 
saving Ningaloo. 

The opposition recognises that not all advertising by public authorities is wasteful.  Some paid publicity serves a 
public interest and, therefore, is necessary.  Advertisements about public health or safety or that inform the 
public about changes to the law or new rights or obligations would be entirely appropriate; so, too, would 
classified advertising for vacant positions or government tendering.  All those functions can be achieved in ways 
that do not tend to favour one political party or set of candidates over another.  That is the test spelt out in this 
legislation. 

The reintroduction of this legislation was born out of the Gallop government’s contempt for taxpayers’ funds.  
The Premier’s hollow claims of reducing the advertising budget by some 30 per cent have been rendered 
flippant, as there is no accountability.  Instead, he and his ministers refuse to answer parliamentary questions 
regarding advertising costs.  His blatant disregard for requests to table the master media contract is further 
evidence of this.  Through the freedom of information process I have been able to establish that the Gallop 
government spent more than $21 million in advertising during 2004.  This is based only on projects costing in 
excess of $40 000.  This list did not include big-spending agencies, such as Lotterywest, the Water Corporation, 
Western Power or any of the local governments or universities. 

The use of taxpayer-funded polling to identify advertising campaigns the government needed to push, which 
then led to billboards aimed at reviving the government’s flagging image just prior to the election, is further 
evidence of this wasteful government’s approach to election advertising.  A blatantly misleading budget 
advertisement advised parents that they would receive “up to $400 for every year 11 and 12 student”, when in 
fact year 11 and 12 students receive only $200, as attested to by the Premier in his letter to parents when they 
apply for the funds and confirmed when they again receive a letter from him enclosing the cheque.  That is once 
again further evidence. 

I pay tribute to the member for Maroubra, Hon Bob Carr, who, members might be surprised to learn, first 
introduced this bill into the New South Wales Parliament in 1991, some time before it was copied with some 
minor amendments by our Premier when he was Leader of the Opposition.  I am unsure why Premier Gallop did 
not mention that he had copied Bob Carr’s bill and simply renamed it to be introduced into our Parliament.  I 
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guess it just goes to show that people do not have to be a Rhodes scholar to come up with a bill like this; they 
just need to know how to use the Internet and the cut and paste function of their computer. 

In conclusion, I look forward to receiving the Premier’s full support for this bill, which is an exact replica of that 
which he introduced to this Parliament on no less than three occasions when in opposition.  I commend the bill to 
the house. 

Debate adjourned, on motion by Mr J.C. Kobelke (Leader of the House). 
 


