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DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING INQUIRY — DECEASED TENANT — ROBERT ROLL 

857. Mr M. McGOWAN to the Minister for Housing: 

I refer to the report tabled in Parliament this afternoon relating to the death of Mr Robert Roll that showed 
management deficiencies, staff underperformance, high workloads, computer system and data deficiencies and a 
lack of adequate training for staff in the minister’s agency. 

(1) How does the minister claim no misconduct occurred, when the report clearly shows that staff claimed 
to have conducted inspections when they had obviously not done so?  

(2) Does the minister take responsibility as minister for all these failings?  

(3) What did the minister do to prevent these failures occurring prior to them happening?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL replied:  

(1)–(3) Yes, the report was tabled by me in the house this afternoon. I do not think anyone would deny that 
there was not a thorough investigation into the very unfortunate circumstances surrounding the passing 
of Mr Roll. In relation to the misconduct matters, the advice I have is that the Public Sector 
Commissioner, who was involved in this process, is of a view that no evidence was gathered as part of 
this investigation to suggest that misconduct occurred.  

Mr M. McGowan: That’s wrong. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That is the member’s view. 

Mr M. McGowan: Did you read the report?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I have it here. I thought the member might ask that question. I can show him all the parts I 
have highlighted — 

Mr F.M. Logan: Did you read it?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Of course I have read the report. There are some different standards in government on this 
side. I have received the report, I have read the report, I have understood from the department what it is doing in 
response to the report, I commissioned the report when the issue arose, and now we are making sure action is 
taken in response to the report. Does the report contain observations that concern me? Of course it does. Was I 
concerned to find that Mr Roll, who was found in July, as I recall, could have died between 18 months and two 
years before he was found? Of course I was concerned. I am concerned for a range of reasons. There is a social 
concern to think that in a modern society an individual can pass away and effectively lay decomposing for up to 
two years and nobody notices. I think that is an absolute tragedy.  

The department had and still has obligations to inspect its properties every 12 months. Clearly, that did not 
happen. The report highlights the fact that a large number of properties in this particular complex were not 
inspected. It showed that 68 per cent of the properties — 

Mr M. McGowan: Do you take responsibility for that?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Of course I do. Why does the member think I commissioned the report? It is not in my 
nature to see an issue and then bury it. It is in my nature to see an issue and tackle it. That is exactly what we are 
doing; we are tackling the issue. We did not have to have an inquiry into this. These sorts of issues come and go. 
We can manage them politically. I thought the inquiry was appropriate because I wanted to know what was 
happening and what we needed to do to address it. As the member rightly pointed out, there were staff failings, 
managerial failings and systems failings. I think the report does a good job of identifying those. I think the 
member has read some of the report, certainly the front bit. He probably has not got down the back yet. There 
was certainly a high turnover of staff in the department. Eight housing service officers were responsible for this 
particular unit in a very short period. It is clear that there was not adequate staff training and it is clear that there 
are some issues around underperformance of staff. I think the member should be very careful in associating 
underperformance with misconduct because they are not the same. Underperformance is not misconduct. For the 
member to suggest misconduct occurred when my advice is that that did not occur is an area that he needs to be 
very careful about.  

There were management deficiencies with the oversight of the staff and the availability of information to 
management to understand what was happening, and there are system deficiencies. The department has a 
computer system which, to use a term used in the report, is “clunky”. It is hard to use, data is often wrong and 
the link between the computer system and the personal digital assistants—PDAs—held by the staff is clearly 
wrong. These matters will be addressed. The department has already addressed a significant number of areas 
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highlighted, especially around staff training, protocols and management reporting, and is putting in place some 
more stringent controls around inspections of properties.  

This is not the first time we have had to deal with these issues. We had the tragic death of a young boy in 
Roebourne when a residual current device was not fitted. I also asked the review to look at how the department 
was going in implementing the Auditor General’s recommendations around that, and it is progressing well. I am 
the first to acknowledge that there are issues in certain areas in the Department of Housing. I think the 
Department of Housing has made significant gains in a whole lot of areas of operation but we need to focus more 
on the service delivery area. The report highlights that; the government acknowledges that—and the government 
is doing something about that.  
 


