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John Hyde

When any government gets the socrt of serve from an
Auditor General that the W& Government has Just received,
then somathing in that state s rotten And something

must be done about .

Tt s true, that the thhe@ Mindstars most dirsctly
concerned with the WA Ino. ndzt have now been removed
From office, but that %hhod ﬁot and the matiter. In fact,
T their removal were not to lead on o Tasting reform of
tne prooesses which were misusead, 9t would ba slmost
pointiess. For that to be achieved wi idespresd
undarstanding of the JYzsues 93 needed: and for
understanding we must have informed public debate.
Unfortunately, such tg vhe gerry state of the WA
Parliament, that informed debate 9s what the Auditor
Ganeral’'s Report will not receive. The Mintsters®
fundamental failure was not, aftep a1, the Toss of o
great deal of money but their faitlure to acceplt standards
of political behaviour-—-politicul ethics-——which o ght
to be dngrainsd.

Political power properly emploved, Tike corporate
powar . Tz constreined ot Jeas muﬂh by ethics as by
taw . However, In Western Australia, Yictoria and
Quaesnsland, political ethics would sesm, 9n recont times,
to have been at an unusually Tow ebb. In particular,
morally based constraints sesm to have boson replaced by
the same approach to right a wrong that has Invaded s
few board rooms———namaly, tho att*” ide that 1f something
e owithin the Taw than the 217 that need be sadd.
Time and again, Ministers defended themsalves with
assartions that particular actions were Tawful. To which
the best arnswer Is: "S30 what?!

In peace time at Teast, political ethics sre not
difficult or arcane. They are made to seem so only by the
media machines,. hired at taxpaver expense, to make breach
of trust and dissenbling sound ﬁ@ﬁp&f’@b?@.

An Auditor General--—-an officer appointed at pubTie
eypemmu to blow the whistle on brasaches of establishaes

financial procedurg—-——is not directly noncerned with



political ethicss. In the absence of indictable offences,
he s effective in nfluencing these only to the axtent
that parliament s persuaded by his arguments and willing
o oact upon his recommendations. Neverthelesss, much of o
qo SR & s within his purview, he haz wide
Tl is 8 disinterssted expert.
Me has considerable disoretion, and in the absence
of a Fitzgerald type inguiry Sn WA, Mr A.D. Smith, the W
Auditor General, rightly chose to concentrate uson "HA
Ine.’ He defines the term 'in hiz first paragraph. And,
before describing circumstances that would not be
tolerated in the commercial world, he makes it plain that
in the politfcal world the buck stops with pariiament:
“Under the Westminster system no matter who 18 responsible for
taking the decisdon which ultimately impacts on the public
ourse Tt Tz the Minister who iz essentislly accountable ©
Pariifament. It iz the role of the Mindster responsible for the
sody the subject of comment 1n this report to ensure that the
Tssue T have rafzed i oroperly addressed. Parliament should
ensure that appropriste action 9z teken by the Minister."
He states the nature of Mindsters' responsibiiities
by comparing Mindisters with company directors:

"In the private sector, direcstors of & company have & Fiduciary
rasponsThility to shareholders. It s my view thet in the
publio sector Mirdsters charged with the admwwwst stion of
daepartment or statutory authority have & similar responsibility
o the taxpayer."

—-f: et

Apparently in the beldief that ethics alone may not
in future be a sufficient constraint, he goes on to call
for Tegislation to make Ministers sublect to & provision
similar o section 229 of the Companies Codes. T wish him
success but I expesct Mindsters to lay no such constraint
wupon themselves

In paq%ﬁmg, he T1lustrates the role of ethics when
he says that he s becoming increasingly concerned by the

ing the professional adwd

oraotioe af "shoppir

thay want to hegar. & practics that 3 as yet Tawful, hu
one that obviously underaines external checks on
mamagemamt« He points oub he National Companies and
Securities Commission has Ty moved to maks the
practice unlawful in the BRITON.

People who expect gove
e, to gerve the public "inmterest
ance of hiz report. It concentrates o
o pbodiss mozt deepnly dnvolved with WA Inc

e Government Emplovess Superannuation Soard,
vy in comaequemc@ of deals with Bond Corp., LR
T {of Rothwells fame), Rothwells itself and the WA
rent Corporation, Tinds Jtself wi Tadg
ment portfolic. Not only sre Jts earnings 1



bottom 3% of dnvestment funds but 30% of Sts ascet
inoone development property. By comparison, the Ta
single aszet haeld by the NSW equivalent fund is 3%
assets, and & sirngle agset which wag 5% of all of

assets of a private fund would raise eyebrows. Nob
that Tnoompetent: surely the purchaces were politd
inspirad.

About the State Government Insurance Commissd
Auditor General had this to say: "the Board Tof th
Commission] had vtaken a calculated risk to set asd
prudential dictates...or alternatively direst mind
interventieon had taken place.”

WA Government Holdings
Teast $230 millYon went up in @m
out Rothwellz, was under ¢ control of
Treasurer. This organisatd
Yo keep Parliament uninformsd and o awvodd +ho
appropriation procedures.
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These are serfous matters which go to the heart of
WNestminster democracy. The 1290 Western Australian
Auditor Gerneral’s report should be the subject of, at
Tesst, the same detadled sorutiny, comment and
recommendation that important reports recefve ab
Westminster., But, wunlike the Parlioment at Westminstear,
the Waestern Auatr«!ﬁaﬁ Parliament sits only occasionally
and its Committees are dominated by Tayal Government
Maembers .

The principles are, thersfors, untlikely to be teased
cut of the report by Parliament  This s sad, Tor unleaes
thers g an extra-parlismen inguiry {such as a Royal
Commission) the real Tesson Wi Imc. will mot be
taught to future adMﬂﬁﬁ$tr&t ong. And the standards by
which future governments ought to conduct themselves wdll
not be sstablishead.

John Hyde Ts Executive Director of the Austrs!ion
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