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PETER CONRAN — APPOINTMENT AS DIRECTOR GENERAL OF THE DEPARTMENT OF THE 
PREMIER AND CABINET 

145. Mr E.S. RIPPER to the Premier: 

I refer to the selection process for the Director General of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet. 

Several members interjected. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Emperor, today you told the house that you met with the Commissioner for Public Sector 
Standards. 

Withdrawal of Remark 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: Under the standing orders of this house, we refer to members by either their title or their 
electorate. 

The SPEAKER: I ask the Leader of the Opposition to withdraw. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I withdraw. 

Questions without Notice Resumed 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: Today the Premier told the house that he met with the Commissioner for Public Sector 
Standards and discussed with her the desired qualities in members of the selection panel. However, the note that 
was handed to him and subsequently tabled shows that no such discussion ever took place. 

(1) Is it not the case that the Premier has woven such an intricate web of deceit with regard to his intimate 
involvement in the appointment of Mr Peter Conran that he cannot now get his story straight? 

(2) How else can the Premier explain this very surprising inconsistency? 

The SPEAKER: Before the Premier answers that question, I advise the Leader of the Opposition that he cannot 
accuse someone of deceit. I will give the Leader of the Opposition a chance to rephrase the question, if he would 
like, but he cannot use the word “deceit”. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I will rephrase the question. Is it not the case that the Premier has concocted such a story to 
disguise his intimate involvement in the appointment of Peter Conran that he can no longer remember exactly 
what was the sequence of events? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT replied:  

(1)-(2) One of the first decisions, if not the first decision, this government made was to create a separate Public 
Sector Commission to oversee the public sector in this state, to provide leadership and to restore the 
independence and enhance the professionalism of the public sector. Under the Labor government, the 
independence and integrity of the public sector were severely compromised, as members will be aware 
from the proceedings of the Corruption and Crime Commission. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: That is simply ridiculous. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: It has been severely compromised. Some of the best people have left, and we set about 
correcting that by having an independent Public Sector Commission. 

Mr M. McGowan interjected. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I will not answer the questions if members opposite will not allow me the courtesy of 
answering them. 

Mr Malcolm Wauchope, a long-term career public servant, has become the Public Sector Commissioner, and he 
has started in that role. That, of course, left the Department of the Premier and Cabinet—as the department 
reporting to the Premier of the day and the department with responsibility for coordination across government, 
including what will be a renewed focus on policy development across government and the implementation of the 
policy agenda of the government—without a head of department. I think everyone in that area will agree that this 
is something that has been neglected. It has to be the prime focus. We could have had a term-of-government 
appointee, but that would have restricted the appointee’s power to administer staff and would have been a 
shortcoming. There was a proper process of advertising, selection and appointment through cabinet. I had a 
conversation early in the process—probably just internally—about the sorts of characteristics I was looking for 
from the person who would be running that department. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Who did you have that conversation with? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I had several conversations. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: With whom? 
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Mr C.J. BARNETT: I do not know, to be honest; certainly my chief of staff and perhaps Malcolm Wauchope. I 
do not know. Who knows? 

Mr E.S. Ripper: You do! 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The government was making a policy decision and the focus was the setting-up of the 
Public Sector Commission. When determining the qualities of the person we wanted to attract to the position of 
head of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, I would have spoken to probably a dozen people. I was 
looking for someone who possessed qualities such that they would provide leadership to the department, have 
experience in government, have knowledge of federal-state relations—particularly the Council of Australian 
Governments process—and be familiar with Westminster-style cabinet government. Those were the sorts of 
characteristics I was looking for. I think Peter Conran is eminently satisfied and qualified in all those areas. 

Mr M. McGowan: I’m sure he’s satisfied! 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The member should listen. 

An advertisement was created. My view — 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: When was that? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I will give the member the date in a moment. The advertisement was placed in The West 
Australian and The Australian. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: Just one ad? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Yes. It was national advertising, and I can probably provide the date in a moment. It was 
advertised nationally. My views about the sort of person who would be sought for that position, and the sorts of 
issues that I would look for and that I would normally expect a selection panel to canvass, were well known; 
there was no secret. I would probably have told the media what I was looking for in that position. 

Mr M. McGowan: You told them who you were looking for, actually. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: We first heard the name Peter Conran from a journalist. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I have two choices, Mr Speaker. I can answer the question or I can sit down and we can 
move on to the next question. 

Several members interjected. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: This is the third time the opposition has run on this matter, and I am trying for a third time 
to answer the question. 

Several members interjected. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: If the opposition would let me answer the question, we might make some progress.  

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER: I know the opposition is interested in the question, and I am sure that the Leader of the 
Opposition, who asked the question, is interested in getting an answer. It may assist all members in the house if 
there were fewer interruptions so that the Leader of the Opposition can get an answer to the question he has 
asked. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The sort of person I was looking for was well known in my office and well known to the 
Department of the Premier and Cabinet because it had been articulated, and we had put out statements about the 
formation of the Public Sector Commission and the clear distinction between running the Department of the 
Premier and Cabinet and running the public service. This is a fundamental reform of the public sector in this 
state. It was the first decision that this government made on an issue that we spoke about and committed to 
during the election campaign. It was the first election commitment that this government delivered. Those views 
were widely known and the position was advertised. The Commissioner for Public Sector Standards, Dr Ruth 
Shean, then came to see me, as is required, and told me the composition of the selection panel, and I said, “Fine 
by me.” 

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan: That doesn’t make sense. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I am answering the question. I am sorry, but that is what happened. 

I go back to the opposition’s little play on words—“beforehand”. Did I know the composition of the panel before 
it was selected? No. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Before the selection of Peter Conran. 
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Mr C.J. BARNETT: I am giving the Leader of the Opposition the answer. Did I know the composition of the 
selection panel before it was constituted? No, I did not. Did I know the composition of the selection panel before 
it conducted the interviews? Yes. Did I nominate or influence the composition of the selection panel? No. The 
selection panel did its job, made its recommendation, the recommendation went to cabinet and Peter Conran was 
appointed.  
 


