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Joint Standing Committee on the Corruption and Crime Commission — Fourteenth Report — 
“Red Flags…Red Faces: Corruption Risk in Public Procurement in Western Australia” — Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: One thing that the committee looked at quite closely was the overall issue of agency 
governance and culture, and it found that that plays a very significant role in terms of whether there will be 
a corruption risk around procurement. It found that agencies generally tend to think that they are doing pretty well 
in this regard. When corruption is subsequently revealed, usually through something like a whistleblower, they are 
generally very surprised. It is something that they do not anticipate as they think things are travelling okay, and 
that is of grave concern. Another thing that was a concern to the committee was that when corruption is uncovered, 
initially there is a big flurry by the relevant department to clamp down on their processes and to make sure that 
they are addressing the issues internally, but they quickly revert to business as usual. That tells us something about 
the need to really try to address the core issues around culture within departments from a system-wide perspective. 
I want to make it very clear that this is not a reflection on the cultures under this government specifically; this is 
something that we found across jurisdictions and across governments of all persuasions. I want to be very clear 
that it is about the red flags that we need to be conscious of within our public service to mitigate the likelihood of 
corruption risks. 

Weaknesses in internal controls within agencies are most apparent when there is poor record keeping and a lack 
of role segregation. Members can reflect on the very high profile cases that have come to the fore over the last couple 
of years. A particular risk factor is public officers who remain in positions of trust for long periods. This is a specific 
concern. The Corruption and Crime Commission had itself recognised this is a risk factor. It is an interesting challenge 
for us, because, as I will talk about more if I get the chance, on the one hand we desperately need to make sure that 
we are fostering expertise and experience within our public sector around procurement, but on the other hand we 
found that the longer people are in senior positions, the higher the risk that corrupt activity will subsequently flow. 
That creates a particular challenge from a public sector perspective. That risk factor was borne out in what happened 
with the North Metropolitan Health Service and Housing. Importantly, when agencies present a corruption risk, 
there is also widespread noncompliance with policy and a concerning prioritisation of efficiency over due process. 
Obviously, due process can be tiresome or cumbersome for some, but it is there for a good reason. Agencies that 
do not demonstrate that are at greater risk. 

The DEPUTY CHAIR: Hon Alison Xamon. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: As I said before we were interrupted for question time, professional and well-trained 
personnel are a critical part of ensuring that we have the best procurement practices. The committee identified that 
there is a risk in the public sector because we simply do not have the skill level required across all agencies to ensure 
that procurement is undertaken as effectively as it needs to be. People who are specialists need to be specifically 
employed in the public sector and that status must be acknowledged. Far too often the procurement functions are 
put within a more generalist framework. We have failed to recognise that that is special expertise that needs to be 
acknowledged and remunerated accordingly. 

I also mentioned concerns about training programs across the public sector. Of course, general training on corruption 
and the basics of procurement is available to public servants but it is not fit for purpose. We need to ensure that 
depending on the nature of the procurement function and who the audience is that there are tailored training 
opportunities. It is important to note that we should not presume that simply because a person is a fairly senior public 
servant that they are necessarily up to date with things such as red flags around corruption. Certainly, I would suggest 
that the sorts of findings that came out of this report would be helpful in tailoring training for all public servants, 
including people who may have been in their position for quite some time. We cannot presume that it is simply 
junior public servants who need to be made aware of the risks around corruption and what to look for and who need 
to be encouraged to come forward if they are particularly concerned. 

Another element for which we need to look at additional training—it will be a challenge—is contractors in the 
private industry who engage with government. They also need to be well informed of their obligations. In the 
North Metropolitan Health Service situation those who were caught up in that and had to face the consequences 
of their alleged behaviours are not only public servants, but also people contracted to the government. The committee 
found that, generally, contractors in the private industry do not have a comprehensive understanding of the way 
that they are expected to engage with the public sector in the area of procurement. One recommendation that arose 
from this inquiry is that the Public Sector Commission should undertake a systemic review of all the training that 
is currently available. I am trying to recall whether we have incorporated the sort of training that is available in the 
appendixes of the report. We found that training is pretty ad hoc, inconsistent and, as I said before, not fit for purpose. 

We also found evidence of weaknesses in the accountability frameworks of a number of agencies within the 
Western Australian public sector. Procurement has been a particular area of weakness, including how a delegation 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 14 October 2020] 

 p6753d-6755a 
Hon Alison Xamon 

 [2] 

purchasing authority functions. Unfortunately, this seems to be particularly the case in those agencies that have 
regional offices because that expertise and accountability oversight is further dissipated. Unfortunately, a high level 
of delegated authority makes organisations quite vulnerable to poor practice. In cases in which corruption has been 
uncovered, it has been found that, overall, there is a lack of effective oversight of accountability of decisions and 
no corporate visibility of procurement activity and expenditure across the organisation. Part of the issue is that 
internal audits are simply not receiving the level of attention that they require and deserve at the senior governance 
level. The committee was surprised by the overall lack of priority that tends to be given to internal audits within 
public sector functioning. Unfortunately, we found that that is largely because there are varying levels of experience 
and capacity to undertake internal audit across agencies. Some agencies are doing it pretty well, but others are really 
quite deficient in their capacity to undertake regular ongoing internal audits, and certainly anything approaching 
a forensic audit is very rare. That means that agencies are becoming increasingly reliant on outsourcing the internal 
audit function. Not only is that quite expensive—only a small number of agencies are able to deliver those services 
within Western Australia—but also, unfortunately, the practice itself can pose a corruption risk because of the 
large sums of money involved. One of the committee’s concerns is that some external agencies may be potentially 
disinclined to take too deep a dive into cases of procurement concerns lest they effectively do themselves out of 
a job moving forward. It is an area in which, once again, we need to ensure that we are prioritising internal audits 
and building capacity within the public sector and valuing that expertise and appropriately rewarding it. 

In essence, culture pervades every activity within an organisation and the particular culture of a department will 
impact on the way that staff and management do their jobs. That has been very apparent with what has come out 
with the department of housing. A number of people have subsequently said, “We knew that there were problems 
and we were concerned. Lots of people talked about these things. We turned a blind eye because we didn’t feel 
confident to raise issues. There were red flags but we didn’t act on it.” Ultimately, it is not only the taxpayer 
who has been harmed, but also, in the case of the Department of Communities, vulnerable Western Australians who 
have ultimately missed out on essential services and housing. Frankly, they deserve a lot better. A huge price is 
paid when corruption is not uncovered. 
The issue of ensuring that we deal with the overall culture within the public service is a huge one. Going back to my 
original point, one of the key reasons that we want to ensure that we deal with the cultural issues from the outset 
is that if we do not, we will not see a shift in the way people ensure that practices are followed to mitigate the 
likelihood of corruption, and if people do not feel confident to speak out, they are not going to. 
There is much more in this report that is worthy of discussion. I know that other members want to speak about 
elements of this report, but because I am aware that members want to move on to other reports, I will move that 
consideration of this report be postponed to the next sitting. 
Resolved, on motion by Hon Alison Xamon, that consideration of the report be postponed to the next sitting 
of the Council. 
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