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PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEE 
Seventeenth Report — “Review of Auditor General Reports No. 5: Selected Reports 2013–2015” — Tabling 

DR K.D. HAMES (Dawesville) [10.01 am]: I present for tabling the seventeenth report of the Public Accounts 
Committee entitled “Review of Auditor General Reports No. 5: Selected Reports 2013–2015”. 
[See papers 4890 and 4891.] 

Dr K.D. HAMES: This is the last of five reports the Public Accounts Committee has tabled outlining the actions 
taken by agencies in response to recommendations made by the Auditor General in his ongoing series of 
performance audit reports. Performance audit reports provide an important gauge on the effectiveness and 
efficiency with which public sector programs are implemented and operated. Recommendations emanating from 
these reports are designed to improve processes within an audited agency and across the sector more broadly. 
Public accounts committees—which I will call PACs from now on—here, and in other commonwealth 
jurisdictions, often seek to complement the work of their audit offices by following up agencies to ensure proper 
consideration is given to audit recommendations. This follow-up process has been undertaken in varying forms 
by consecutive PACs in the Western Australian Parliament since 1996. Throughout the current session of 
Parliament, this committee has followed up the responses of 124 agencies across 55 separate audit reports. In 
order to balance the demands of this work with its other inquiry-related activities, the committee has adopted 
a triage approach to its scrutiny of agency actions and the subsequent reporting of these to Parliament. This 
approach is explained in chapter 1. 
In this report, the committee has concluded 20 agency follow-ups from 15 audits. Although the results of these 
follow-ups are presented in an abridged form, the committee has included all the responses it requested from 
agencies as appendices. The committee believes this is an important transparency mechanism that enables 
Parliament and the public to see the positive actions taken by many agencies. Importantly, it also provides 
a means by which agencies can be held accountable in the future for any undertakings they have made that 
remain outstanding. 
The committee is pleased to advise that agencies have generally continued to demonstrate an appropriate level of 
compliance with recommendations put forward by the Auditor General. This has allowed the committee to 
complete most of its follow-ups without needing to engage in protracted rounds of correspondence and dialogue. 
One exception, which the committee elaborates on in chapter 3, was the Department of Health’s response to the 
Auditor General’s tenth report of 2014, “Universal Child Health Checks Follow-Up”. It is important to 
acknowledge that the department appears to be taking reasonable actions to improve the productivity of its 
complementary health screening service for WA children. However, the department and the Auditor General had 
differing views as to the number of additional child health nurses that were supposed to be recruited from 
a 2012–13 budget allocation of $58.5 million over four years. In this follow-up, the department also confirmed 
that none of the child health nurses directly recruited in the period since 2012–13 identify themselves as 
Aboriginal. The department has acknowledged this as a gap that needs to be addressed. 
In other areas of this report the committee provides extended commentary on its follow-up of the fifteenth 
Auditor General’s report of 2014, “Working with Children Checks”. Although the Auditor General was satisfied 
with the quality of the framework used by the department to process working with children checks, he still found 
scope for improvements in several areas, including the timeliness of application screening and assessment 
processes. The committee concluded this follow-up noting the efforts the department is making to screen and 
fully assess a substantial number of applications under what can sometimes be a complex and prolonged process. 
The committee has dedicated another discrete chapter to its follow-up of the sixteenth Auditor General’s report 
of 2014, “Our Heritage and Our Future: Health of the Swan Canning River System”. This audit focused 
primarily on the management responsibilities of the Swan River Trust, most of which were transferred to the 
Department of Parks and Wildlife under the amalgamation process that took place after the audit was completed. 
In the final chapter, the committee reports on the Housing Authority’s response to the recommendations 
contained in the Auditor General’s eighth report of 2015, “Delivering Essential Services to Remote Aboriginal 
Communities”. The focus of this audit was the Housing Authority’s management of the remote area essential 
services program, which provides for the maintenance of water, wastewater and electricity infrastructure in 
84 eligible remote Aboriginal communities. The committee sought a written response from the 
Housing Authority and also called the agency in for a public hearing to discuss the operation of the RAESP in 
further detail. The committee may have chosen to investigate this issue further if it had had more time within the 
current session of Parliament. As it stands, the committee struggles to comprehend how the RAESP has failed to 
achieve better outcomes after 17 years under the Housing Authority’s stewardship. The RAESP faces continuing 
challenges, particularly after the commonwealth government’s decision to cease its long-term funding for the 
provision of municipal services, major capital works and fuel for power sources to remote communities from 
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June 2016. With future funding arrangements still in the process of being resolved, it would be prudent for our 
committee in the next Parliament to monitor or inquire into the ongoing operation and viability of this program. 
Having joined this committee earlier this year, I would like to acknowledge the efforts of the previous committee 
chairs, Hon Sean L’Estrange, MLA, and Mr Dean Nalder, MLA. I would also like to thank my fellow committee 
members, Mr Ben Wyatt, MLA, the deputy chairman; Mrs Glenys Godfrey, MLA; Mr Bill Johnston, MLA; and 
Mr Matt Taylor, MLA, for the collaborative way in which they have worked. On behalf of the committee, 
I would also like to thank the committee secretariat, Mr Tim Hughes and Ms Michele Chiasson, for their 
guidance and support throughout this term of Parliament. 

MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park) [10.08 am]: I rise to make a couple of comments about the Public Accounts 
Committee’s final report for this term of Parliament, “Review of Auditor General Reports No. 5: Selected 
Reports 2013–2015”. As the chairman, the member for Dawesville, pointed out, this has been a key part of the 
role of the Public Accounts Committee, and during this session of Parliament we have followed up responses of 
124 agencies across 55 separate audit reports. 
I want to make some comments about the remote area essential services program—RAESP—that the member 
for Dawesville referred to in his contribution. I note that the commonwealth ceasing to fund its long-term 
obligations to the municipal services, major capital works and fuel for power sources has been one of the more 
disappointing decisions made by it in the last couple of years. Anyone who understands the history of how this 
came about will understand that the abrogation of responsibility by the federal government is really quite 
outrageous. For the commonwealth government to say to the state government that there is a payment in the 
order of $90 million, while it walks away from an ongoing responsibility it has had for a long time, particularly 
when levels of maintenance have not been adequate and so there is a backlog of work required, is a huge 
denigration of responsibility by the commonwealth government. I am bitterly disappointed that it took that 
course and that it seems to have gotten away with it without the sort of public response I would have liked to 
have seen from a government that has long held that responsibility. The member for Dawesville has a bit of 
history with the remote area essential services program, going back to the time when my dad was still the CEO 
of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. The entire committee shared the view; hence, finding 9 at page 45, 
which in part states — 

… the Committee nonetheless struggles to comprehend how the RAESP has failed to achieve better 
outcomes after seventeen years under Housing’s stewardship. 

As a result of RAESP and the federal government abrogating not just its financial, but its moral responsibility to 
these Aboriginal communities, the Regional Services Reform Unit now has effectively assumed responsibility 
for trying to develop a coherent approach to the funding and delivery of essential services into the future. As 
a result of that decision, the government indicated that it wanted to close a large number of remote Aboriginal 
communities, and I hold the federal government very much to account for that. I have held the state government 
to account for its language and disrespect, but I certainly hold the federal government to account for putting the 
state government in that position with simply a one-off payment that effectively amounted to about two years of 
ongoing funding for the provision of those services. 
This is an area that I and, I am confident, the member for Dawesville, who has quite extensive knowledge in this 
area, would like to have followed up as well if we had had the opportunity and the time. Unfortunately, we did 
not have the time for a thorough examination and for perhaps the Public Accounts Committee to develop its own 
recommendations, but we did bring in the Department of Housing for a public hearing on the Auditor General’s 
report, and it provided further information on where things are at. 
This is an example of a program that should have delivered so much more failing to do so. A program specifically 
designed for remote Aboriginal communities failed over consecutive governments, both state and federal, to live up 
to the expectations that were initially expected of it. I do not think Housing adequately explained the reasons for 
that ongoing failure. That is not a critique of Housing as such, member for Dawesville; it is simply that this has 
been around for 17 years and over those 17 years it has failed to deliver on those outcomes. 
I want to again emphasise that the abandonment by the federal government of not just the moral responsibility, 
but also the financial responsibility, has now placed those communities in a situation in which they were 
denigrated by the state before we finally got to the position we are in with the Regional Services Reform Unit, 
which hopefully can come up with some form of coherent way forward and hopefully we will hear from it next 
month when it identifies which 10 communities will receive ongoing support and which ones will not. The 
federal government has a lot to be held to account for with where it has left a lot of these communities in 
Western Australia. To this day, I am stunned that it did not get the level of public scrutiny, anger and response 
that it most certainly deserved. 
MRS G.J. GODFREY (Belmont) [10.13 am]: It gives me great pleasure to speak to the Public Accounts 
Committee report “Review of Auditor General Reports No. 5: Selected Reports 2013–2015”. The 
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Auditor General’s performance audits assess the effectiveness and efficiency of programs and activities delivered 
by public sector agencies. The recommendations within these reports are aimed at improving the performance of 
agencies and thereby facilitating value-for-money outcomes from the expenditure of public funding. 
I now refer to chapter 5, “Report 16 of 2014: Health of the Swan Canning River System”. The Swan Canning 
river system, also known as the Swan Canning Riverpark, stretches from near Gingin in the north to Armadale in 
the south, and has served a variety of users in Western Australia over the years. Unfortunately, human activity 
has had a significant impact on the river system, and there have been growing concerns regarding its 
environmental health. The river park is 72 square kilometres of waterways, public land and adjoining river 
reserves of the Swan, Canning, Helena and Southern Rivers. In this performance audit, the Auditor General 
examined whether the environmental health of the Swan Canning river system is adequately protected. 

The Swan River, or Derbarl Yerrigan, is very important to the people of Belmont. The City of Belmont has over 
11 kilometres of river foreshore. The City of Belmont has been an active partner in the projects to improve the 
Swan River system. 
This audit found many efforts to manage the river system were hampered, largely due to dispersed and 
overlapping authority between state government agencies and local government authorities. The Auditor General 
made 11 recommendations aimed at improving the management, governance and monitoring of the 
Swan Canning river system. Of the 11 recommendations, the second recommendation was to take necessary 
action to have the river protection strategy adopted. I am pleased to say that following the amalgamation of the 
Swan River Trust and the Department of Parks and Wildlife on 1 July 2015, the department released the 
“Swan Canning River Protection Strategy” in October 2015. 
In conclusion, although the audit found some of the improvement strategies in place are working, overall the 
condition of the Swan Canning river system is still in decline. As the health of the river system is critical to the 
state, the committee believes that this issue is worthy of a follow-up audit by the Auditor General during the next 
session of Parliament. 
MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington) [10.16 am]: I rise to make some remarks about the Public Accounts 
Committee’s final report in this Parliament. I commence by thanking the members of the committee for the 
cooperative and pleasant way that they have been able to work in the committee in most circumstances over the 
period of this Parliament. I do not know what the election result will be, but I have a very strong view that I will 
not be on the Public Accounts Committee in the future. Whether I am an opposition member or a government 
member, I would not want to go back through the pain and agony of dealing with the Auditor General’s reports. 
Having said that, this is very important work and I want to highlight chapter 3. We followed up on an audit 
report about universal child health checks. One of the most interesting things that I found was that the 
Department of Treasury, the Department of Health and the Auditor General talked across each other. We tried to 
get to the bottom of why the Department of Health said that it had succeeded with the number of additional 
employees who were to be hired through this program, whereas it had not met the expected numbers that were 
indicated in the Auditor General’s report. It turned out that the Department of Treasury, in preparing the notes 
for the Economic and Expenditure Reform Committee, used a different salary figure to calculate the number of 
nurses who would be hired for the given amount of money. The Department of Health believed that the 
$40.5 million would get 100 full-time equivalents, whereas Treasury said that that would get 128 FTEs. I cannot 
understand how, at the heart of government, the budget control agency and the line agency cannot even agree on 
the number of people who will be hired for a given amount of government expenditure. It is just bizarre. 
The next thing was that the approval given by the EERC was for this money to be used to support the 
not-for-profit sector to provide the child health nurses. However, the Department of Health, when it came to 
implement the program, decided it was better to do that through the government. Now, I am a Labor man, and 
doing it directly is probably a good idea, but it was not what was approved by the Economic and Expenditure 
Reform Committee. Again, that was an extraordinary situation in which decisions of government were 
effectively ignored by the line agency because it thought it knew better. It may be true that it knew better, but it 
is unusual that it did not go back and get the decision to reflect what it was going to do instead of implementing 
the decisions of government. That led to many of the issues that we had to investigate in following up the 
discrepancies raised by the Auditor General. Let us be honest here: had the committee not done those follow-ups, 
none of those discrepancies would ever have been investigated by anybody in government and there would never 
have been any exposure of what had happened. The fact that none of the issues that were raised in the original 
announcement by government were achieved in the manner expected was considered to be irrelevant, so where is 
the accountability? These things are actually important. If Parliament is to have any meaning, we have to know 
what the bureaucracy is doing; otherwise, we will have a situation in which it does not matter what is announced 
and every decision that is implemented will be a success because we are going to change the basis of what we 
are doing after we have made the decision to do it, and that means we can never have any accountability. We 
have to know what the failure standards are before we start the work. 
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As an aside, I will just say that my brother, who worked for the Australian National Audit Office, used to do 
performance audits of the Department of Defence. It used to change its projects to exactly match whatever the 
contractor was providing so that all of its contracts were always 100 per cent successful. That was just bizarre. This 
is actually important, because we can improve only when we know what we have got wrong. If we constantly 
change the decision after it has been made so that no matter what is announced, it will not matter that it has not been 
achieved because we will have achieved another thing and therefore we will have succeeded, it will mean that there 
will never be accountability. There will never be cost controls and there will never be the ability to say, “This is 
what we’re trying to achieve; we’ve achieved 80 per cent or 100 per cent of it”, and it will never be looked at. 
I draw members’ attention to paragraph 3.22 of the report, which states — 

As a separate issue, the Committee asked WA Health how many child health nurses employed as part of 
the 100 FTE recruitment target were Aboriginal. The Department confirmed that none of those directly 
recruited in the metropolitan area or through WACHS had identified themselves as Aboriginal. The 
Department was unable to confirm the figure for those nurses employed through the NGOs, although it 
‘suspect[ed]’ there would have been some Indigenous employees from this sector. 

Given that that was an important issue in the original decision, the fact that no monitoring was done to see 
whether any of that was ever going to be achieved is another example. We saw it with the Ord River scheme—
$330 million was spent on that project without any failure standards, and then we said, “Oh well, it was a success 
because 11 people got a job.” We are never going to get value for money out of that process. 

This morning the committee also tabled its minutes, and I draw attention to the fact that in October 2013, the 
committee referred a whole series of questions on the Muja AB scandal to government and to Synergy. We will 
never know what answers we got from that correspondence because to the extent that any answers were 
provided, they were not recorded in the minutes. Members will have to understand why not everything we deal 
with gets reported in our minutes. I also point out that the committee refused to investigate the Muja AB scandal 
on a 3–2 vote—the member for Victoria Park and I were the two who voted to conduct an inquiry. There was an 
attempt to change the minutes after they had been created, and that is all recorded in the minutes that have been 
tabled this morning. The Muja AB scandal was and remains a major breakdown in government in 
Western Australia. One would think that the Public Accounts Committee, the charter of which is to ensure that 
taxpayers get value for money, might be interested in investigating probably the largest failure of governance in 
the current term of Parliament, in which $330 million of taxpayers’ money was spent on a project that was 
supposed to cost nothing. We allowed a private investor to pay $82 000 for 50 per cent of that project. The 
government put in $330 million and the private partner put in $82 000, and they were considered to be 50–50 
shareholders in the joint venture. It is just amazing that the Public Accounts Committee did not investigate that. 
It is quite frankly a failure of the Public Accounts Committee that it did not investigate that essential task. 

We have reached the end of this four-year term of Parliament; Parliament will be prorogued soon and the 
committee will disappear until it is revived in the next Parliament. I hope that the next Public Accounts 
Committee is prepared to fearlessly investigate poor management; unfortunately, this Public Accounts 
Committee chose not to. 
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