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Privilege statement

The Assembly has authorised the recording, broadcasting and re-broadcasting of these
proceedings.

All witnesses making submissions or giving evidence to committees of the Legislative
Assembly for the ACT are protected by parliamentary privilege.

“Parliamentary privilege” means the special rights and immunities which belong to the
Assembly, its committees and its members. These rights and immunities enable
committees to operate effectively, and enable those involved in committee processes to
do so without obstruction, or fear of prosecution.

Witnesses must tell the truth: giving false or misleading evidence will be treated as a
serious matter, and may be considered a contempt of the Assembly.

While the committee prefers to hear all evidence in public, it may take evidence in-
camera if requested. Confidential evidence will be recorded and kept securely. It is
within the power of the committee at a later date to publish or present all or part of that
evidence to the Assembly; but any decision to publish or present in-camera evidence
will not be taken without consulting with the person who gave the evidence.

Amended 20 May 2013
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The committee met at 9.00 am

Appearances

ACT Audit Office
Sharma, Mr Ajay, ACT Auditor-General
O’Toole, Mr David, Senior Director, Finance, Risk and Audit Quality, Professional
Services, ACT Audit Office

THE CHAIR: Good morning and welcome to the public hearings of the Select
Committee on Estimates 2026-2027 for its Inquiry into Appropriations Bill 2026-2027
and Appropriations (Office of the Legislative Assembly Bill) 2026-2027.

The committee wishes to acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land we are
meeting on, the Ngunnawal people. We wish to acknowledge and respect their
continuing culture and the contributions they make to the life of the city and this region.
I would also like to acknowledge and welcome other Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people who will be attending today’s events.

The hearing is the legal proceeding of the Assembly and has the same standing as the
proceedings of the Assembly itself. Therefore, today’s evidence attracts parliamentary
privilege. The giving or false or misleading evidence is a serious matter and will be
regarded as contempt of the Assembly. The hearing is being recorded and transcribed
by Hansard and will be published. The proceedings are also being broadcast and
webstreamed live. In taking a question on notice, it would be useful if the witnesses
could use these words: “I will take that question on notice.” This will help the
committee and witnesses to confirm questions taken on notice from the transcript.

We welcome the office of the Auditor-General. As we are not inviting opening
statements, we will now proceed to questions. Auditor-General, early this year, you told
the fiscal sustainability committee that it was very difficult to connect the amount
appropriated with the quantity of services actually produced. Could you please help us
all to understand what you look at when you audit the consolidated financial reports in
terms of expenditure versus appropriations versus outputs, and what are the barriers or
difficulties you face?

Mr Sharma: Thank you, Ms Barry. When we audit the whole-of-government financial
statements—the territory’s financial statements—it includes a statement of
appropriation that includes appropriation for each of the directorates and statutory
authorities. That statement has an original budget that is appropriated under section 10
of the budget to each of the agencies, and it also contains any variations that have been
made to the appropriations since that date. So that gives you an amount that is
appropriated to each of the agencies, being the total appropriated, and then we have a
look at the amount that has been paid in cash under that appropriation, which is drawn
down on a fortnightly basis by each of the agencies. We ensure that the amount of cash
that has been appropriated is the amount that is included in the cash flow statement for
each of the agencies. The cash flow statement is a direct correlation of the drawdowns
that have happened during the year.

We also check that any variations that have been made to the appropriation, being all
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the sections that are in the Financial Management Act, such as section 16, which are
any admin restructures and other types of variations. We check each of those variations
to the approved instrument. We do not go beyond the instrument; we just make sure
that the instrument is properly approved by the delegate. Once we have done that at the
whole-of-government level, we go and then check each of the agencies to make sure
that the numbers accord with what we have done at the whole-of-government level.

If any agency draws down more amounts than they appropriated, then that would result
in a breach of the appropriation. We generally do not find that these days because the
drawdowns are monitored by Treasury during the year, and if that were to happen, then
Treasury would alert the agency at that point in time.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. When you say that you cannot really connect the
appropriated amount with the quantity of services actually produced, what do you mean
by that?

Mr Sharma: When we have a look at the appropriation, the directorates have output
classes. Each of the output classes have accountability indicators that are attached to
that output class. So if an agency has been appropriated certain amounts, then the total
cost and the total expenditure is disclosed; however, what the cost is of producing each
of the accountability indicators is not done at that level. So if some of the accountability
indicators have not been delivered, you cannot form a view that, having drawn down
the whole appropriation, some services have not been delivered.

THE CHAIR: Right. So it is appropriated in totality. It does not break down what
output relates to what amount. So you cannot really say, “Well, X hasn’t been
delivered,” because it is all drawn down in a lump sum, essentially. Is that what you are
saying?

Mr Sharma: That is correct, because initially the framework was that you have been
given an amount of money to produce a quantity of outcomes, and then you will have
the quality and the timeliness aspect of it, and then the last thing is the cost. So having
looked at the quantity of things produced, a certain quality and timeliness of it, you
cannot draw a conclusion whether all services have been delivered as anticipated at the
time the money was provided.

THE CHAIR: Right. Why do you think that is an issue?

Mr Sharma: I think it is the costing methodology. The appropriation is done at the
directorate level, and there is a cost methodology that attributes cost to each of the
output classes. However, the accountability indicators are activities as opposed to
outcomes, and each of the outcomes therefore has not been costed to be able to facilitate
that type of comparison.

THE CHAIR: So if you are funding activities instead of outcomes then, really, the
question is whether you are getting results, because activities do not equate to results in

my understanding.

Mr Sharma: That is correct.
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THE CHAIR: Thank you. Ialso understand that you consider how appropriation
adjustment instruments, like those under section 16B of the FMA, impact the total
appropriations available. Those appropriation adjustments have specific requirements,
including, for example, identifying the purpose of what would be useful. Has your
office ever audited the use of those instruments and compliance with those FMA
requirements?

Mr Sharma: To the best of my knowledge, we have not.
THE CHAIR: No? Is there a reason why?

Mr Sharma: There is no requirement under the financial statements audit to go and
audit at that level. The statement of appropriation is a requirement from Treasury
guidelines, as opposed to the Australian Accounting Standards. When the framework
was set in terms of what Audit would look at, we would look for breaches against the
total appropriation, as opposed to how each of those adjustments were made to the
appropriation during the year.

THE CHAIR: Okay, thank you.

MR COCKS: Can I ask: have you considered a performance audit that relates to the
use of those rollovers and how the funding actually gets used? Do the funds that get
rolled over under a 16B instrument actually go to the purposes that they have notionally
been allocated to through those instruments?

Mr Sharma: Since this matter has come to our attention, the program for 2026-27 has
been settled; however, we will be considering that as part of any fiscal sustainability
audit in the future. We understand that there are a number of recommendations made
for fiscal sustainability, including Saul Eslake’s report and other reports, so as part of
our future program, we will certainly have a look at that and consider in the balance of
other audits whether this would be a higher priority.

MR COCKS: Okay. I think Treasury officials described one of the uses of this as
“cashflow management”. In that sort of audit, would you consider looking at whether
things have been used for the appropriate purpose in that context of cashflow
management versus aligning with the genuine purpose of those instruments?

Mr Sharma: I think if we were to do a performance audit, a performance audit gives
us a lot of flexibility in terms of what we can include in the scope. So, certainly, if we
were to do an audit, we would be doing a very comprehensive one and looking at all
aspects and considering the committees and stakeholders in terms of what would be
part of that scope.

MR COCKS: And so you would be able to look at the sorts of issues that were raised
in that inquiry earlier this year, as to whether things like rollovers are being issued after
the expenditure and things like that?

Mr Sharma: Yes.

MR COCKS: Okay, thank you.
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MR BRADDOCK: The Auditor-General has repeatedly over the last few years raised
concerns about expenses outpacing revenue and borrowings. This year’s budget has
made a number of changes, including deferring $700 million worth of capital
expenditure, plus redundancies for the public service. Do those changes made so far
address the Auditor-General’s concerns?

Mr Sharma: I think the primary concern of the Auditor-General was in terms of the
fiscal sustainability of the territory, and all the decisions that the government makes
goes towards either addressing it or creates an issue in terms of whether the fiscal
sustainability will be addressed. If you look at the Pegasus Economics review—Dbecause
as part of audit, we do not necessarily audit the budget, and we do not do a review of
the budget papers from that perspective.

However, when I have reviewed the Pegasus Economics review of the budget papers,
one of the things that is mentioned in there is that the forecasts for the gross state product
and population appear to be on the optimistic side. And the other thing is that we know
that there is risk in terms of the economic outlook, in terms of uncertainty within the
domestic and international economy. We also know that there is a commonwealth
policy in terms of capital gains tax and negative gearing which will have a negative
impact on investment in dwellings and in private investment, from that perspective. So
if there are questions in terms of whether the revenue side is optimistic, then that raises
concerns as to whether that is a realistic way of addressing fiscal sustainability.

The other issue is that, on the expense side, there has to be restraint in terms of the
amount of expenditure. So if your revenue is optimistic, there is a question as to whether
there are significant restraints being put on the expenditure side. Obviously, the
expenditure is highly driven by government policies of the day, the amount of
investment in infrastructure and whether the restraints that have been put in would help
deliver the outcome of getting a surplus in 2028-29, two years out from here. I think
there are questions.

Also, one of the things that we have raised in our Financial audit report is the
government’s ability to forecast an amount and to be able to deliver that. We have seen
whenever there is a deficit forecast, there has been a higher deficit compared to that, so
the record, in terms of being able to meet the budget, has been poor—whether that will
continue to be the case or whether the government will be able to stick to the forecasts
that are in there. And if it is sitting on the optimistic side, and if it does not eventuate,
what are the adjustments that are needed in the next two years to be able to deliver that
surplus?

MR BRADDOCK: Do you think the government’s assumptions about the growth of
public sector expenses in the budget are reasonable and accurate?

Mr Sharma: We have not audited that, but certainly there are indications from the
Pegasus report, when we look at the population, and the population forecast is higher
than the commonwealth; it has not been explained as to why that is the case. And if the
expenditure has been made to address that increase in population to some extent, in
terms of providing services, then the expenditure would also be overstated to some
extent.
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However, we are also looking at the wages growth and there are negotiations in terms
of enterprise bargaining happening at the moment—whether there has been a realistic
amount included in those assumptions. As I said, we have not done a review or an audit
of the budget, so we do not necessarily have a view in terms of what assumptions have
been included and whether they are realistic ones.

MR BRADDOCK: So you would not be able to say whether the inflation assumption
of 2.5 per cent for ACT inflation is a fair and reasonable one?

Mr Sharma: No, because we certainly do not audit that.
MR BRADDOCK: Okay. Thank you.

MR EMERSON: I want to ask about the Phillip pool audit. In there you conclude that
there was no specific needs analysis or a detailed aquatic facility planning study that
would determine whether the loss of the existing Phillip pool would detrimentally
impact public access to swimming facilities for the Woden community. It is not clear,
though, exactly why officials decided not to proceed with that study that was agreed to
in the ministerial brief. Did you investigate that?

Mr Sharma: We did ask the question of whether an analysis of that sort was done or
not, and I think the answer from our audit process and the answers that we obtained,
was that certainly a review was not done. But we were not given a reason as to why that
did not proceed.

MR EMERSON: Is it your understanding that a failure to follow an agreed ministerial
brief or cabinet position is a breach of the Public Sector Management Act?

Mr Sharma: [ would say there are questions about code of conduct, certainly in terms
of the officers that made a statement to the effect that a study of that sort was done. If a
study was not done, then I think there are questions about the integrity of the officers
in terms of making sure that correct advice was provided, certainly to the public in terms
of making it known that the study was not conducted and the study did not support a
particular position.

MR EMERSON: Did you refer this matter to the Integrity Commission?

Mr Sharma: As part of all our audits, and with this audit as well, we provide a briefing
to the Integrity Commissioner, and we offered to provide that briefing. Subsequent to
that, we have received correspondence from the Integrity Commissioner, and we are in
the process of providing information. My understanding is that after we have provided
all the information, the Integrity Commissioner has the final decision in terms of what
activities they undertake and whether there is an investigation of some sort.

MR EMERSON: So those briefings for the Integrity Commission you provide for
every performance audit? Do you offer them for every performance audit?

Mr Sharma: We offer them for every performance audit, particularly those ones where
we might have some concerns in terms of matters that might be of interest to the
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commissioner.

MR EMERSON: So is it for every performance audit or is it just for the ones where
you think there might be some concerns?

Mr Sharma: It is actually for the ones that we would have concerns; however, we have
established protocols where we meet with the commissioner. I meet with the
commissioner on a one-to-one basis and there are also meetings with the other integrity
officers as well. So there are opportunities for me to raise any other concerns about any
other particular audit in those meetings.

MR EMERSON: What about the Public Sector Standards Commissioner? What is
your level of engagement with that office? I mentioned potential breaches of the Public
Sector Management Act, and you agreed that perhaps that was an issue. Is that a referral
that you make in this kind of circumstance or do you leave that to the Integrity
Commission to work with the Public Sector Standards Commissioner?

Mr Sharma: Ihave one-to-one meetings with the Public Sector Standards
Commissioner, so there is an opportunity for me to raise these types of matters with the
commissioner as well. Generally, if there are matters of fraud and so forth, it is
investigated by the Integrity Commissioner. However, if it is a matter of code of
conduct, it will be the Public Sector Standards Commissioner. I do have regular
meetings with the Public Sector Standards Commissioner as well.

MR EMERSON: And on this issue specifically, your report went to the Speaker on
19 June. When was that initial briefing held where you raised those concerns with the
Integrity Commission?

Mr Sharma: Even before the report went to the Speaker, we alerted the matter to the
Integrity Commissioner’s office, and subsequent to that there was a request provided
by the commissioner for additional information.

MR EMERSON: Might you be able to provide on notice when you first alerted the
Integrity Commission to the concerns detailed in that report? Would it have been
midway through the audit process, or is this something you would only do once the
audit is complete? That is a two-part question. Maybe you take the second question
first—

Mr Sharma: It was in the same week that the report was tabled that we alerted the
Commissioner’s office, and a week later is when we received correspondence from the
Integrity Commissioner requesting information. During the audit process, sometimes it
is very hard to determine at that point in time what matters can be referred to the
commissioner, because we are in the process of drafting the fieldwork and the audit
report process as well. Throughout all of that process, we are collecting information,
and even until we issue the draft report to the agency, the agency can provide us further
information that would change our minds in relation to some of the matters, and
particularly in terms of the matters that were referred to with the Phillip pool. So we
wait until we receive the response and the report is at the proposed final stage. At that
stage, we have received all the information from the agency through the audit process
and analysed that information. I think that is the appropriate time for me to refer it to
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the Integrity Commissioner.

MR EMERSON: So if this went to the Speaker on 19 June, it is 16 or 17 June, or
something like that, when it would have gone to the Integrity Commission?

Mr Sharma: I can take that on notice, and I can provide you with the exact dates.

MR EMERSON: Thank you. Just finally, depending on what is contained in an audit,
is there any other entity that a report will go to prior to being sent to the Speaker or any
other part of government?

Mr Sharma: No, it will go to those parties that are affected by the report or mentioned
in the report, and throughout that process also we are consulting with the ACT
Ombudsman from time to time as part of the planning process as well. Sometimes there
are representations that are provided to that office as well or there are representations
provided to us that we would have referred to the Ombudsman’s office. So we liaise
with the Ombudsman’s office as well.

MR EMERSON: Thank you.
THE CHAIR: Thank you.

MR COCKS: I think we have largely focused on public servants, to this stage. To what
extent did you look at the role of ministers and whether ministers had undertaken due
diligence in ensuring a needs analysis had actually been done, and to the extent that the
community expected, in relation to the pool?

Mr Sharma: I think, from our perspective as part of audit evidence, because a lot of
engagement is happening with the directorate and the director-general is responsible for
briefing the minister, the report does not go to the minister until the report is at the
embargoed stage. But before that, there are certainly lots of questions asked of the
director-general and the offices involved, in terms of making representations about
doing that analysis.

So, we certainly sought—we asked questions of those offices in terms of what briefings
had been provided. And, certainly, the briefing was provided on the basis that an
analysis had been done.

And we have not interviewed the ministers to ask questions about their knowledge, but
certainly in—as part of the report—there were two ministers that were parties to the
report, and the draft report was provided to those two ministers and we did not receive
any further comments in relation to the statements that we had included in the report
itself and the representations that were made by the ministers at that time.

MR COCKS: I think two ministers made comments to the equivalent of this committee
last year—certainly led that committee to believe that a needs analysis had been done,
although it was later clarified that the only needs analysis was, I think, about a three-line
email. So, in your process, you did not look at whether any questions had been asked
by ministers about what the needs analysis actually was, and whether an actual needs
analysis had been provided to the minister?
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Mr Sharma: Certainly we did not ask that of the minister, but I think my expectation
would be that those in responsibility would ask those questions before making
representations to the community, particularly where it is such an important matter and
if that becomes the reason as to why the decision was made to proceed with the
development of the facility. So, my expectation would be the D-G, the ministers and all
the offices have to ensure that they are providing leadership in terms of the highest
standards of integrity in that regard.

MR COCKS: Thank you.

MR EMERSON: Perhaps another one just to take on notice from before, is: how many
reports from the Auditor-General—Ilike, the last three financial years—for how many
of those were advanced copies provided to the Integrity Commission, and which
reports? Would you be able to take that on notice as well?

Mr Sharma: [ will take that on notice. And, certainly, we provide a briefing and offer
for briefing on the reports, not necessarily give them the copy of report.

MR EMERSON: Sure, sorry.
Mr Sharma: But [ will take that on notice, and I will provide it for the last three years.
MR EMERSON: Thank you.

MR COCKS: Based on some of your previous answers I might know where you will
go with this, but can I ask: do you audit the Treasurer’s advance instruments, and if so
to what extent?

Mr Sharma: Similar to like in the work that we do on section 16, so, we have a look at
all the section 18 instruments, and that is part of the whole-of-government statement of
appropriation. And we check each of the requests to the approved instrument and ensure
that the amount that was approved in the instrument is the amount that is disclosed in
the statement of appropriation.

MR COCKS: Do you look at things like the reconciliations contained in those
instruments when you are doing so, or is it just a headline; did they sign off the amount?

Mr Sharma: It is the headlines that they signed off the amount, and that the amount
that is included in the instrument is the amount that is reflected in the statement of
appropriation.

MR COCKS: Okay. Can I ask: is there anything that can change the amount available
from the Treasurer’s advance except for an instrument to reduce the amount of that
Treasurer’s advance, or an appropriation bill to increase the amount? Is there anything
else, kind-of, in the ups and downs of—?

Mr Sharma: In terms of section 18?

MR COCKS: Yes, in terms of section 18, if my understanding is correct, there would
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have to either be a reduction through an instrument, or an appropriation bill, if the
amount was to increase?

Mr Sharma: My understanding is that it can only be varied through section 18, because
section 18 allows you to access Treasurer’s advance, and that is the instrument that is
used—as opposed to anything else that would change the amount of Treasurer’s
advance.

MR COCKS: Have you ever examined the scrutiny applied by the Treasurer, that the
Treasurer is supposed to apply when considering and approving those instruments?

Mr Sharma: We do not necessarily look at the process. We simply look at the
instrument as part of our audit of the statement of appropriation. So, we have not looked
at the process.

MR COCKS: Okay. So, you do not ask questions around what led to the conclusion—
that was required—or anything like that?

Mr Sharma: No.
MR COCKS: Okay. Thank you.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Good morning. The table K1, page 321 in the budget
outlook: the Auditor-General’s office is growing from 51 FTE last financial year, to 53
this year. I am interested in an outline of what the additional capacity will be directed
towards, and whether the current staffing levels are sufficient to meet the audit office’s
forward audit program.

Mr Sharma: Just to give you a bit of a context, we did a review of the Professional
Services Branch establishment last year—and that was following release of the quality
management standards that has requirements to do additional work in terms of quality
and performance audits, and so forth. And we also had, at that time, looking at reports
management and implementation of policies in that regard. There were also
methodology responsibilities.

So, there were additional responsibilities and, as a result of the review of the
establishment, we added about four director positions. And so, part of the increase in
terms of the FTE is us filling one of those positions using our own funding. So that has
resulted in a deficit position for us but also increased the FTE.

The other increase in terms of the FTE is that we had some staff that were on a part-time
basis and are looking to come on a more full-time basis in 2026-27. So, that has resulted
in an increase of a further FTE.

Going forward, we do have some budget challenges and that would be particularly in
relation to the review of the establishment that we did, and the additional positions that
we have to fill going forward. So, we have put a strategy in place where we have used
some of our own funding to fill some of those positions on a temporary basis, at the
moment. And we have also increased the financial audit fees by 5 per cent, so that is
one and a half per cent more than the WPI that we would normally use. And we are

Estimates—21-07-26 P114 Mr A Sharma and Mr D O’Toole



PROOF

waiting to see how much of that commitment we are able to undertake ourselves in
27-28, and consider whether we would need an additional budget appropriation to fund
for some of those positions.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: And, at this stage, the challenge will be meeting the
forward audit office program? Or, you are comfortable that, as it is currently set up, you
will be able to get that done—but what is coming in the future in terms of what you are
required to do and where you intend to go might be difficult?

Mr Sharma: That is right. For 26-27, I think we are comfortable that we will be able
to use our own funding to meet the program; to deliver on the financial and performance
audit program. For 27-28, we are looking to see whether the additional money that we
are going to generate through financial audit fees would be sufficient or whether we
would need additional appropriation. But that will be done as part of the 27-28 budget
process.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Okay, understood.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. I am hoping we could do one more round before the end of
this session, but I will throw my substantive question to Mr Cocks.

MR COCKS: Thank you. Auditor-General, I am interested, can you tell me: have you
or the audit office ever looked into the cost of delivering infrastructure projects
compared with the cost of building things in the private sector, for example, and
whether spending on infrastructure is efficient compared with the private sector, or
more expensive in the ACT?

Mr Sharma: To the best of my knowledge, I do not think we have done an audit like
that. It might have been covered as part of a particular audit, but not on the infrastructure
projects itself.

MR COCKS: Okay. Maybe could you, on notice, come back and let us know if that
question has been covered by other audits?

Mr Sharma: I can certainly do that.

MR COCKS: Thank you, that would be helpful. The other thing I am interested in:
have you looked into what is categorised as capital spend within government spending,
and how that aligns with actual delivery of infrastructure projects? So for example,
I tend to look at the budget and I have a bit of a concern that there is a lot of work that
happens before an infrastructure project even gets off the ground that is classified as
capital planning and all those things, that gets capitalised—and that happens before any
capital work has even been approved, really. Have you looked at that issue in any of
your audits?

Mr Sharma: As part of our financial statements audit, we have a look at the
capitalisation of assets. And we do find, like, you know, some of the items that were
included in the budget as capital projects that have actually been expensed during the
year. And sometimes it is a decision in terms of whether that really was part of a
feasibility study, or whether a decision has been made to not go ahead with something—
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in which case it would have been expensed. So, there is a proportion of capital
expenditure that is expensed, and that is reflected through the financial statements of
agencies.

MR COCKS: And the impact of that decision is that it either lands in the headline net
operating balance figures, or it does not, is that correct? If it is a capitalised expense, it
does not land in those figures?

Mr Sharma: That is correct, and for that reason we pay regard to, if something has
been expensed, that it does not meet the criteria of being capitalised, and vice versa as
well.

MR COCKS: Okay. And so, it sounds like that is a bit of a judgement call on the
government’s behalf. Are there any guidelines that you are aware of that dictate what
must be and must not be capitalised?

Mr Sharma: There is certainly guidance in terms of capital projects. Initially, when the
budget papers are being developed, agencies have got guidance as to which items
should be classified as capital and which ones should be expensed. And similarly, under
the accounting standards, as well, there is guidance in terms of what can be capitalised
and what would be expensed. And my understanding is that there is consistency in terms
of the guidance that is provided at the time of budget, with the actual accounting
standards.

MR COCKS: And then through the year, I think—please correct me—is it just an
instrument that is required to shift from capital expenditure to recurrent expenditure if
something is re-categorised in that period?

Mr Sharma: That is correct, yes. Although, in terms of the operating statement, you
still have to report against the original budget. And that is why you would see
sometimes, you know, in the various explanations that there will be an explanation to
say that something has been expensed compared to how it was included in the budget.

MR COCKS: Yes. But for the purpose of the appropriation itself, it gets shifted through
an instrument?

Mr Sharma: Yes.
MR COCKS: Thank you.

MR BRADDOCK: Just a question going back to your concession rebate and the social
support schemes audit that you did, and particularly about the ACT ambulance and the
management of the concessions. Just firstly, are there any risks coming out of the fact
that the current determination does not define unreasonable financial hardship or
unreasonable hardship, around how that is applied or whether it might be consistent or
not?

Mr Sharma: I think, when there is not a definition included, it leads to people applying

judgement, and that judgement may not be consistently applied. Also, I think, for
people to assess themselves as to whether they meet the criteria becomes challenging

Estimates—21-07-26 P116 Mr A Sharma and Mr D O’Toole



PROOF

as well, because they might be experiencing a hardship of certain type and they may
not be coming forth and being clear in terms of how they need to make the assessment.
So, it creates that kind of confusion.

MR BRADDOCK: Did you make any assessment in terms of the appropriateness of
the management overhead being five full-time equivalent staff to manage the billing, of
which 46 per cent are basically waived because of concessions?

Mr Sharma: Again, you know, it is an area of judgement. And certainly, those staff
members also perform other duties as well. So, I think, without looking more into the
details of what is actually causing, like, you know, in terms of that 46 per cent and how
that is impacting in terms of the concession, it would be a hard call to make in terms of
the staffing in that area.

MR BRADDOCK: Okay. If we were to just abolish ambulance fees altogether,
wouldn’t that remove that risk and also the requirement for that overhead?

Mr Sharma: It is a complete package. That is one way of looking at it, I guess, and
there are other schemes available. So, under the concession schemes, if you have a look
at how it has been defined, there are a number of types of concessions and rebates
available. So, it comes as a package—

MR BRADDOCK: Yes, okay. Thank you.

MS CARRICK: Auditor-General, in a previous hearing the Treasury did say that the
reporting that comes in from the directorates is at the trial balance level, at the profit
and loss and balance sheet and cash flow. They say they rely on the directorates for any
lower level of expenditure. So, do you think that the reporting framework that we have
provides Treasury with enough visibility of the territory’s expenditure so they can
determine whether we get the best value for money from the funds that we are spending,
given that we have got a budget sustainability issue?

Mr Sharma: It has been hard for me to make an assessment whether they are getting
enough information or not. Presently, as part of the quarterly reports, Treasury does get
the information and they do analysis. I think, from looking at the results, that there is
continuing operating deficits and there is not enough restraint put on expenditure, for
example.

I think what level of information is available and what gets done with that information,
and whether adjustments actually get made during the year, would be the question
I would say that Treasury would need to look at.

From our perspective, we do not necessarily have a look at the quarterly reporting
process. When we do look at the annual process, there are strong controls in place in
terms of how data is fed from the agencies into the consolidated report. So, there is
information that is filled within the system that gets transferred across, and that is
consistent with all the records that are maintained by the agency. So, we certainly,
again, see through the annual process that the information is provided, including on
capital works, and then there is a Treasury analyst that looks at that information.
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So, for me, I think it is probably a case of decision-making in terms of what happens
when the reports do come in, and what the data is telling in terms of what needs to be
done.

And we have consistently seen that the expenditure in relation to employee expenses,
for example, is the area where there is a blowout in terms of the budget process. And
so some of those areas where there has been a consistent increase in expenditure
compared to the budgets are the areas that would require a bit more visibility from
Treasury, and ensuring what process they have with the agency, in terms of their finance
areas bringing them to the attention of Treasury when that is actually happening—
before the data is provided.

MS CARRICK: Thanks. So, it comes in at the employee level, at the directorate level,
and then they have to talk to the agency about what activity that is actually impacting
on—at the employee level or at supplier level, or at any level. That it is then a
conversation that has to be had with the directorate?

Mr Sharma: Yes, and when there is a request for additional appropriation, for example,
I think the conversation needs to be had at that time as to what mechanisms can be put
in place to keep expenditure to the lowest level possible.

MS CARRICK: Thank you.

THE CHAIR: Just really quickly, just to clarify on reporting on expenditure versus
appropriations and outputs, going back to your comments around the fiscal
sustainability committee: how do you think that data should be better reported? How
would it benefit you, in the reporting, when you are looking at connecting quantity over
expenditure? How do you think it should be reported? What do you think should be in
it?

Mr Sharma: Ithink, if you look at the performance management, performance
reporting and output reporting framework, the first thing that needs to be fixed is that
the activities, accountability indicators, I think needs to be changed to outcomes. In that
way, you will have fewer outcomes, and it will be easier to cost against each outcome.

For me, I think having outcomes reporting and then costing to those outcomes will be
the best form of reporting. That will certainly give you a lot more transparency to the
users of those statements, as well, in terms of what are the directorates’ actual outputs
and performance against those outputs.

THE CHAIR: Thank you very much. On behalf of the committee, I thank you for your
attendance today. If you have taken any question on notice, please provide your answers

to the committee secretary within five business days of receiving the uncorrected proof
Hansard. Thank you so much, Auditor-General.

Short suspension
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Appearances:

Steel, Mr Chris, Treasurer, Minister for Planning and Sustainable Development,
Minister for Heritage and Minister for Transport

Chief Minister, Treasury and Economic Development Directorate

Campbell, Mr Russ, Acting Head of Service and Director-General

Dowdell, Ms Michelle, Acting Under Treasurer, Treasury

Austin, Mr Scott, Acting Deputy Under Treasurer, Treasury

Pirie, Mr Mitch, Executive Group Manager, Economic and Financial Group,
Treasury

Roberts, Mr Chris, PSM, Executive Branch Manager, Macroeconomics, Modelling
and Federal Financial Relations, Treasury

THE CHAIR: Welcome back to the public hearings of the Select Committee on
Estimates 2026-27. We welcome Mr Chris Steel, Treasurer, and officials. Please note
that, as witnesses, you are protected by parliamentary privilege and bound by its
obligations. You must tell the truth, as giving false or misleading evidence will be
treated as a serious matter, and may be considered contempt of the Assembly.

As we are not inviting opening statements, we will now proceed to questions. I will
pass over my first question to Mr Cocks.

MR COCKS: My first line of questioning is centred around the estimated outcomes
for the 2025-26 year and the changes that we have seen there. Treasurer, how many
FMA section 16B instruments did you sign between 1 April and 30 June this year? Can
you tell us what was the value, who received the money and what was the purpose of
those instruments?

Mr Steel: The instruments are published in accordance with the Financial Management
Act and have been provided to members of the Assembly. They outline all those
questions.

MR COCKS: Have the ones from 1 April to 30 June been published?

Mr Steel: I believe they all have, because they are required to be, under the Financial
Management Act. I refer to the specific section, section 18C, “Assembly to be told

about Treasurer’s advance”.

Mr Austin: All the 16B information is in the agency budget statements, and the
instruments themselves will be published with the June quarter statements.

MR COCKS: They are not published yet?

Mr Austin: The instruments themselves are not, but the amounts are in the agency
budget statements.

MR COCKS: Were there any 16B instruments signed after the budget was prepared?

Mr Austin: According to what I have here, I think 25 May was the last date when a
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16B was signed.

MR COCKS: Is it possible, given that those instruments have not been published yet,
to get those provided on notice?

Mr Austin: Absolutely, yes.
MR COCKS: Thank you very much.

Mr Austin: [ will give you a total now, if you like, if that would help. The total was
$97.649 million. Of that, controlled recurrent was $16.225 million. Expenses on behalf
of the territory was $687,000, and capital was $80.737 million. Most of it was capital.

MR COCKS: Thank you. Treasurer, between budget day and 22 June, six section 18
directions were circulated. I think they totalled about $56 million. You signed five of
those directions on 10 June; that is, budget day. Firstly, Treasurer, were those figures
incorporated into the budget?

Mr Steel: I understand that they were reflected in the budget.
MR COCKS: Even though they were signed off on budget day?

Mr Austin: Yes, we had the expectations. They were reflected in the budget; I am
pretty sure that they were.

MR COCKS: Treasurer, are you aware that, for section 18 directions, you must
determine that there is an immediate need for the payment?

Mr Steel: Yes, they were signed off in accordance with section 18 of the Financial
Management Act.

MR COCKS: One of those Treasurer’s advance directions—2025-26 04—was for
$10.6 million, for the Justice and Community Services Directorate. On what date did
you receive a request for that direction?

Mr Steel: We will have to take that on notice.

MR COCKS: Okay, that is fine. On what basis did you determine that there was an
immediate requirement for the payment?

Mr Steel: Based on the advice of Treasury. All of these are cash pressures at the end of
the financial year.

MR COCKS: Did you look at something other than they needed cash by the end of the
financial year or was that the extent of what you looked at when you signed it oftf?

Mr Steel: No; the provisions in the Financial Management Act under section 18.
MR COCKS: How did you determine that there was an immediate need for the

payment?
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Mr Steel: Cash pressure; it was needed by the agency.

MR COCKS: Are you aware that the budget estimates show that JACS was on track
to spend around $8.94 million less than appropriated? Could that not have been directed
to offset that $10 million?

Mr Steel: Scott Austin can provide some further information, but they advised me that
there was a need for JACS.

Mr Austin: We look at the cash drawdowns on a monthly basis and look to see whether
they will have enough at the end of the year. We need to look at the type of appropriation
as well. A lot of JACS funding is expenses on behalf of the territory, so they flow that
through from the commonwealth. It is not available for them to use for other purposes,
so we need to look at exactly what the appropriation is and what they have left to spend.

It is also something that we talk to their CFOs about. They might come forward with a
Treasurer’s advance. I think it was the case here that they asked for a higher amount,
but we agreed on a lower amount in this case, because we looked at what appropriation
they had and what type of appropriation it was, and we identified that they needed less
for the financial year.

MR COCKS: Following the Treasurer’s advance, will JACS still be underspent, in line
with what the budget says? Given you have told me that the impact of the Treasurer’s

advance is already incorporated in the budget papers, will they still be underspent?

Mr Austin: We will need to take that on notice and see where they will end up at the
end of the year, because it is a judgement call at the time when you make the advice.

MR COCKS: My concern is that the advice and the budget day are the same day, so
we are looking at information all at the same time. If you can clarify that, that would be

handy.

Mr Steel: The financial year has not yet ended, and we report on that in the budget
review.

Ms Dowdell: As Mr Austin said, it could be that they will be under their appropriation,
but for expenses that they were not able to use, for the expenses for which they needed

the Treasurer’s advance.

MR COCKS: Maybe you can answer this for me: has Treasury then provided advice
to the Treasurer specifying what the immediate need for payment was?

Mr Austin: Yes, we did. That figure reflects our judgement on what was needed.
MR COCKS: Is that advice that can be provided on notice?
Ms Dowdell: We will see what we can provide on notice.

MR COCKS: Thank you. Another direction was signed on 17 June, for the Cultural

Estimates—21-07-26 P121 Mr C Steel and others



PROOF

Facilities Corporation. Treasurer, on what date did you receive that request and on what
basis did you determine that there was an immediate requirement for that payment?

Ms Dowdell: We will take on notice that—
Mr Steel: We will take that on notice, on the timing.

MR COCKS: Okay. Are you aware that the budget shows CFC on track for a $4 million
surplus, with an extra $5 million in own-source revenue that could have been used to
cover the extra $700,000 that you approved?

Mr Austin: We will take that on notice, Mr Cocks. Again, it is a judgement call at the
time that we provide the advice to the Treasurer.

MR COCKS: Okay. Are you aware that the reconciliation for that instrument shows
$76.9 million Treasurer’s advance remaining, when the total Treasurer’s advance
available was $87.9 million, and you had already authorised $55.5 million?

Ms Dowdell: I think this was one where the instruments were prepared in an order, and
in the numbering order, but, before we submitted it to the Treasurer for his approval,
we needed to clarify some information, so that instrument was provided out of
sequence. But at the time it was prepared, that was the balance that was available. No
3 and No 6 were signed on the 10th. That is the final instrument, and it has the final
reconciliation of what was remaining.

MR COCKS: This instrument was signed off on 17 June. It is after the other ones were
signed off, which means it was published after all others. In what way is a roughly $45
million discrepancy in those numbers not misleading?

Ms Dowdell: As Isaid, it was due to the sequence in which the instruments were
prepared, which differed from the sequence in which they were signed and published.
That is why instrument No 6, which is the final instrument, has the final reconciliation.

MR COCKS: Treasurer, knowing that you had signed off over $50 million of these
advances, did you not ask the question, “Why am I signing off an amount that suggests
that there’s barely been any use of the Treasurer’s advance?

Mr Steel: All of the instruments have been published. Read together, it would show
that reconciliation. Based on the advice of Treasury, I was satisfied that I could sign off
on those instruments.

MR COCKS: So you did ask the question?

Mr Steel: 1 was satisfied, based on the advice of Treasury, that there was sufficient
funding in the Treasurer’s advance to be able to sign off on the section 18—

MR COCKS: In effect, you have published information that suggests that, as at the
date on which you signed this off, there was still $45 million more available in the
Treasurer’s advance than was available. If you open that final instrument that you
signed—you have just told us that you were satisfied—how is it not misleading to any
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normal reader of just that instrument, and it suggests that there was a huge amount left?
Mr Steel: All of the instruments, read together, will show that there was sufficient—

MR COCKS: No, that instrument, Treasurer. Not all the instruments together; that
instrument.

Mr Steel: All of them are published for people to see, including yourself, Mr Cocks.
I was satisfied that there was enough room in the Treasurer’s advance to be able to
make the section 18 decision.

MR EMERSON: I want to ask about payroll tax. The Pegasus report notes that revenue
from payroll tax is forecast to increase from 29.7 per cent of ACT government
own-source taxation revenue in 2025-26 to 33.3 per cent by 2029-30. The budget shows
that the territory received $32 million less than anticipated for the financial year just
gone from payroll tax. What is your understanding of why that occurred?

Mr Steel: I will ask Mitch Pirie to walk through the forecasting for payroll tax.

Mr Pirie: | have read and understand the privilege statement. The key factors that drive
our forecasts for payroll tax revenue are our forecasts for employment growth in the
private sector and private sector wages, which feed into a forecast of compensation of
employees, private sector. With respect to what has happened with the base, which your
question goes to, it is a modest downgrade. That reflects continuing pressure from some
of the commonwealth policy decisions we are seeing around the university sector,
professional services and contracting practices continuing to weigh a little bit on the
payroll tax base. The broader labour market itself remains quite resilient, and that is
reflected in the forecast growth rates going out.

MR EMERSON: In the last, say, five budgets, in how many of them were the payroll
tax estimates accurate?

Mr Pirie: I would need to take that on notice.
MR EMERSON: Fair enough.

Mr Pirie: It is important to note, on that, that forecasting itself is an art, as much as it
is a science. We strive to achieve two things—to be as accurate as we can be, and to be
unbiased. There are two metrics that we tend to think about when looking at our
forecasts. We know that we will not hit the mark; that is the nature of economic
forecasting, in trying to predict the future. The key for us is to be as accurate as we can,
and we strive for that, to be as unbiased in the forecast as we can.

Mr Steel: The other factor is that there have been, in previous budgets, decisions to
change payroll tax settings. That has flowed through into the estimates, and it has
probably added a level of uncertainty as well—particularly the number of new
businesses coming into the net, when the payroll tax threshold was reduced from 1 July
this year, and the level of tax paid by larger companies with payrolls over $150 million,
as a result of the changes that were made in the last budget; that came into effect in
January.
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MR EMERSON: Do you anticipate that the forward estimates are likely to be perhaps
even more unreliable, given the specific change to the payroll tax threshold that kicked
in, in this financial year?

Mr Campbell: With the reliability issue, we will make an assessment every time we
run the forecasts. We get more information. The more information we get, it means that
the forecasts are strengthened and, actually, we may be in a stronger position to have
more confidence. But I would not make a blanket statement like that about the outlook.

MR EMERSON: But you could anticipate having to make some adjustments, based
on what you have just said, in the next budget—

Mr Steel: Budget review.

MR EMERSON: on the evidence that you received through this financial year on how
that change in the payroll tax threshold has impacted business behaviour, especially for
a $1.75 million to $2 million dollar payroll—for those businesses?

Mr Campbell: We will get some general data through the Revenue Office through the
year as well.

MR EMERSON: Going back to the question taken on notice, it is fine for it to just be
for the year ahead—the 2024-25 budget, for that financial year. I am not worried too
much about the accuracy of those estimates four years in advance. The threshold for
payroll tax in the ACT, which was $2 million until the end of last financial year,
according to Pegasus, ensured that an estimated 85 per cent of businesses in the ACT
were exempt in 2024-25, but they were referencing an ACT government document. Do
you know what percentage of businesses will be exempt in 2026-27, based on the new
threshold?

Mr Pirie: We have information on the value of wages beneath the threshold. We do not
have clear information on how those wages are distributed across firms. I would
probably need to take that specific question in notice and see what we can get for you.
As Isaid, the information that we have is on the value of wages that sit below the
threshold. It is trickier to determine how that is spread across businesses and how many
there are.

MR EMERSON: The Pegasus report notes that, in 2024-25, the number of businesses
operating in the ACT grew by 1.9 per cent, which was below the national average of
2.5 per cent, but it acknowledges that in prior years the growth was stronger than the
national average. What is your understanding of why business growth decreased?

Mr Pirie: [ will probably take that on notice. For the purposes of payroll tax, we tend
to focus on growth in taxable wages base—specifically, that question—but we can take
that on notice and come back to you, if we have anything.

MR EMERSON: Okay.

Mr Steel: The payroll tax settings for small businesses remain very competitive with
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New South Wales. Their payroll tax threshold is $1.2 million, so there are more small
businesses paying payroll tax in New South Wales. When the changes were made last
year, I think it was recognised that any business with a payroll of up to $4 million would
still be better off under our system compared to New South Wales. I would not be
pointing to payroll tax settings as being a factor in that. It is probably broader
macro-economic impacts on businesses.

Mr Pirie: There are myriad factors that impact business decisions. There are price and
wage settings. Tax settings are there at the margin. As we said, macro conditions are as
important, if not more important, when it comes to business behaviour. It is worth
noting that we did see a significant increase in interest rates over recent years. The
expectation from the RBA in doing that is that you would see economic growth
moderate a little bit. That is an important factor to have in mind when thinking about
what is happening in the economy and growth in businesses.

MR EMERSON: This is lower growth relative to the national average. Those are
trends that would affect businesses across the country. I am curious to hear Treasury’s
analysis of what is happening specifically in the ACT, whether it is related to payroll
tax or otherwise.

Mr Campbell: There can also be different cycles, with the commonwealth moving
further into the insourcing regime, and what that means for firm size. We are looking
purely at the number here. You can still have stronger business activity, but it is through
an existing firm with a large footprint. It is not quite as clear-cut as linking straight
through to business activity.

Mr Steel: We know that there are a large number of small businesses in the ACT that
are consultancy firms and, if that work is being insourced into the commonwealth,
which is a policy position that we support, it does impact on the number of consultancy
firms in the ACT—the smaller, bespoke firms that might be undertaking work in
government, and the level of work that they have as well.

MR EMERSON: Do the forward estimates of payroll tax assume further insourcing at
the federal level?

Mr Pirie: Forecasts typically prepare central case estimates based on where we see the
aggregate macro parameters going for private sector employment and wages growth.
We would think of that as a risk to a central forecast. There can be upside and downside
risks sitting around that central forecast.

MR EMERSON: Obviously, you look at wages, wages growth, in your payroll tax
projections, but are there business growth assumptions built into payroll tax or any other
projections? I am looking at that trend where we have had a dip in business growth. Is
there any assumption in the budget about what business growth will look like, say, this
year and year-on-year over the forwards?

Mr Pirie: We focus on aggregate private compensation of employees rather than the

distribution of those wages when preparing the macro—the aggregate estimates in the
forecasts. I do not know whether Mr Roberts wants to add to that.
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Mr Roberts: I have read the privilege statement and I understand it. The changes that
have happened within the commonwealth with insourcing and the reduction on the
reliance of contractors have affected the current base within the payroll tax base, so that
is already built into our central case.

When we look at the forecast for payroll tax, as Mr Pirie mentioned, we look at the
average compensation of employees, and we also look at the changes. That is in the
private sector, as well as private sector employment. We do look at the movement of
businesses into the tax base and out of the tax base. There are businesses changing in
size and formation and, as you mentioned, there are lots of exits and entries into
businesses in the ACT.

I like to look at that number over a five-year period, and not just a single year. It is
better to look at how we are performing as a broad trend. We tend to have a very
dynamic and vibrant private sector economy. We do have a very strong public service,
and private businesses that service the public service as well. We do not forecast by
sector per se. That tends not to produce any better result than forecasting at the
macro-economic level. It tends to have spurious accuracy coming through, and
offsetting errors. The strongest approach that we have is going from the
macro-economic perspective.

Ms Dowdell: Our revenue forecasts are informed by our broader macro forecasts,
including business investment and business activity. Where we are expecting business
activity and investment to increase, that will inform our revenue forecasts as well.

MR EMERSON: The Pegasus report says that, since the onset of the economic
disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the ACT economy has become less
diverse and more dependent upon the public sector. It is a counterpoint to the point that
you have made. Does that increase the risk of relying excessively on payroll tax as a
revenue source over the forward estimates?

Mr Roberts: We did respond to that in the government’s response. Payroll tax is a big
pillar of revenue within every state and territory government. It is actually a marker of
the private sector vibrancy, so it does grow in line with private sector activity. It is now
sitting almost at parity with general rates tax revenue. I think it is a sign of strength of
the economy.

With respect to the comment about the diversification of the economy, there are
advantages to specialisation. Diversity does not necessarily lead to greater GDP or GSP.
What is more interesting is that there is a methodology around looking at diversities in
economies. The ABS has a methodology for that. It is about the comparison when it
comes to whether Australia has become less diversified relative to the ACT. That is the
metric that we tend to look at, not just in isolation.

With that analysis, I had not seen that Pegasus had done that, so I was not sure of the
evidence they were relying on to say that we had become less diversified. But the ACT
economy does have a very big pillar of government consumption. It is a very big driver
of our economy, and it puts the ACT in a unique position. We are very vigilant about
monitoring what is happening in the commonwealth sector, particularly commonwealth
consumption.
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MS CLAY: I have a question on payroll tax. Saul Eslake made an observation that
there was an opportunity to reduce the payroll tax-free threshold. Have you had a
chance to engage with that, or do you have a timeline for whether you might engage
with that?

Mr Steel: We have not made a decision in the budget to accept that recommendation at
this point. It will require further analysis to be undertaken. We have not ruled it out;
equally, we have recognised that, at the moment, businesses are under pressure as a
result of higher interest rates and inflation in the economy, caused particularly by the
war in the Middle East.

That report came very late in the budget process. We were able to respond to some of
the things in the report. That particular suggestion, and the suggestion on other revenue
measures, like gambling taxes, will continue to be considered. We will await the report
from the inquiry into fiscal sustainability to understand what the recommendations are
that come out of the inquiry.

Yes, we will give some further consideration to that, but we are not proposing that it
would be implemented this financial year. We have not made that decision in the
budget, recognising that businesses are under pressure. I think that has generally been
a theme of the budget—that we have not made as many revenue decisions as we did,
for example, in the last budget, recognising that both businesses and households are
under pressure at the moment, and we need to provide them with a little bit of certainty
over the next 12 months, at a time when global conditions are very uncertain.

MR COCKS: Can I quickly clarify and confirm my understanding? Mr Roberts,
I think you were saying that the forecast does not factor in future increases in
insourcing, but Mr Pirie was saying that it is considered as a risk.

Mr Roberts: We can only go off policy announcements, the policies that are known. If
the government does choose to take a different path on its insourcing, that would have
an impact on future forecasts. We do consider risks, and we do write those in the budget,
and we undertake a few scenarios as well.

MR COCKS: In your discussion, you were talking about overall share or impact of
payroll tax. Have you considered that, in the ACT, compared with other jurisdictions,
payroll tax is actually borne by a much narrower segment of the economy? Ninety-eight
per cent of the growth in the ACT economy, according to Mr Eslake, was public sector,
public spending driven. The ACT is not able to levy payroll tax on the commonwealth,
for example, so when you look at the amount, the proportion that is charged in payroll
tax, that is borne by quite a narrow sliver of the economy, isn’t it?

Mr Roberts: There is a bit to that. It is true that we have a narrower payroll tax base
than other jurisdictions, because we have a large public service presence here. I think it
is about 36 per cent of the total commonwealth employment base that is sitting within
the ACT, and we cannot levy payroll tax on that employment base. At the same time
the Commonwealth Grants Commission, when it is assessing GST relativities, does take
that disability into account, and we are compensated through GST relativities for that
narrower payroll tax base.
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MR COCKS: I would say it is important to note that the Grants Commission said very
clearly that it is not compensation.

Mr Roberts: Sorry, not compensation; it is factored into the calculation.

MR COCKS: And it does not balance out the amount that we cannot levy, but I think
we have prosecuted that before.

Mr Roberts: On that point, you could look at it partially or holistically. Hypothetically,
if you levy payroll tax on an employment base, you would receive an allocation of
revenue, but what would happen is that you would have a massive surge in your payroll
tax base over and above other jurisdictions, and you would have an offsetting GST
allocation away from the ACT, because of that natural advantage, and it would equalise
out. Yes, you could raise additional payroll tax and, yes, you would lose GST on the
other side. Effectively, it would net each other out, or more than net each other out.

Ms Dowdell: The context of the recognised small base for payroll tax does need to be
taken into account when we look at what the mix is across all of our own-source
revenue. That is something that we continue to look at—what is the balance and what
is the most efficient way to raise that revenue, and what is less volatile. It is not that we
necessarily see that we are targeting a share of that revenue from a particular sector; it
is about what is the total mix of own-source revenue and what is the way to—

MR COCKS: The concern that I am trying to convey that I hear from businesses is, in
part, about the message that these payroll tax changes send to the business community.
A lot of businesses now feel that they are essentially being treated as just a source of
revenue. Did you consider what message would be sent by reducing the payroll tax-free
threshold and absorbing so many more businesses into the scheme?

Mr Steel: We did not make a decision in this budget to do that. That was a decision that
was taken in the last budget. In part, that was informed by Saul Eslake’s review of
Tasmania’s finances, where he suggested that payroll tax should be extended to more
businesses. He has undertaken his report into the ACT’s finances, and recommended a
similar thing, to take—

MR COCKS: No, he did not.

Mr Steel: He provided a suggestion that we should lower the tax-free threshold to
include more businesses, so broadening the base whilst also cutting the rate of payroll
tax at the same time. That is something that we will consider. That goes to your point
around wanting to see a greater diversity of businesses captured by the revenue sources,
and that is certainly what—

MR COCKS: No, that was not a point that [ made.
Mr Steel: That is the point that Mr Eslake has made, and that is something that we will
consider, but it will require consideration about what the impact on those businesses

would be, if we did that, on our competitiveness with other jurisdictions, particularly
New South Wales. Obviously, they have a lower tax-free threshold, so more small
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businesses are paying payroll tax across the border than they are in the ACT. Obviously,
New South Wales has a reasonably strong economy. We would need to think about
what the impacts would be on the ACT of Mr Eslake’s suggestion in his report that was
commissioned by the Assembly, in a motion that I think was brought forward by you,
Mr Cocks.

Mr Pirie: One thing I will add to the Treasurer’s comment is that it is worth noting that
the Henry tax review—it is a little bit dated now—also emphasised the relative
efficiency of the payroll tax base and recommended broadening bases, where possible.

MR BRADDOCK: Going back to what Mr Roberts was saying about payroll tax—
that, if it was taxed, the net effect would be zeroed out through the GST process—
I want to understand that argument a bit more, because my understanding is that we are
losing hundreds of millions of dollars each year from lost payroll tax, but the federal
government gives us only about $76 million in lieu of that. How can you argue that it
would net itself out?

Mr Roberts: There is a formula that looks at the size of the tax base. If you apply the
average payroll tax rate to that, essentially, it looks at equalising that out. If you used
average effort with average rates, you should get this amount of money in GST. What
it is saying with the ACT currently is that our payroll tax base is much smaller, so our
potential is much lower, and that if you used the average payroll tax rate across
Australia, you should receive $76 million more than what you currently could collect
off that tax base.

If that tax base was expanded to include commonwealth employees, all of a sudden, if
you applied the average tax rate of Australia to that new base, it would far exceed the
average collection across all jurisdictions on a per capita basis, and that would be
washed back out—reallocated to other jurisdictions.

MR BRADDOCK: But would it wash it out in entirety, because—
Mr Roberts: Yes.

MR BRADDOCK: How are we getting from hundreds of millions to $76 million and
suddenly to zero?

Mr Pirie: I will add one point to what Mr Roberts is saying. It is worth noting that the
CGC, when looking at the tax base for a revenue line—in this case payroll—are looking
at the number of employees, but they are also looking at the ACT’s wages. The ACT’s
wages are in the order of, in average terms, 20 per cent higher than national average
wages, so while we have a narrow tax base in one regard, the fact that we have those
higher wages partly negates that. That is what is giving rise to that $76 million figure
that you are talking about being a little bit smaller than you might expect.

However, if we were to expand our payroll tax base to include the entire commonwealth
public sector, which is part of the reason we have higher wages in the territory, you
would see a significant reallocation of GST away from the ACT. We think of it as being
akin to when Western Australia has a massive terms of trade boom. Putting aside their
special deal, when their commodity prices go through the roof, they see GST
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redistributed away from them, which is why they have advocated so strongly for the
current arrangements to remain in place.

MR BRADDOCK: My question is: why does the reallocation have to happen within
the GST reallocation question? Why can’t it be done outside GST calculations?

Mr Roberts: Hypothetically, if you are able to levy a payroll tax on the commonwealth,
you could collect that revenue, but at the same time there is a separate GST calculation
that happens, and it looks at all revenue items. One of those is payroll tax. It would see
the ACT having an above-average ability to raise payroll tax, and it would be equalised
away, so that it is equal to the average across Australia. As Mr Pirie mentioned, it is
very similar to how resources work in WA.

MS CLAY: Is it possible for the commonwealth government to give the ACT funding
other than through the GST allocation? Could they look at that amount and say, “We
give you $76 million. You might be losing half a billion. This is a different grant™? It
is a little bit like what WA have done with their resources. They have a special
arrangement. Is that possible? I am not asking whether it is likely, or whether you think
it is a good idea. Is that possible?

Mr Roberts: There are numbers of ways that the commonwealth can pay funds through
to states and territories. Also, there are a number of categories in which the
Commonwealth Grants Commission must assess those payments through to states and
territories. There are sometimes circumstances when those can be quarantined through
agreements. If those special arrangements happen more frequently than not, it basically
disables the horizontal fiscal equalisation system in Australia.

Ms Dowdell: It would require the commonwealth to specifically quarantine that. The
CGC looks at the total sources of revenue. For it not to affect our GST, it would have
to be explicitly quarantined from that assessment.

MS CLAY: Or for the commonwealth to make a grant through some entirely other line
of funding?

Ms Dowdell: No. The Commonwealth Grants Commission takes into account all
sources of our revenue from the commonwealth—GST, special purpose payments and
other grants. For it not to affect the GST, it needs to be specifically quarantined.

Mr Steel: The proliferation of special arrangements may not work in our interest, and
that is why we have been arguing, including through the Productivity Commission’s
review into HFE, that special arrangements that exist, for example, for
Western Australia should end. That would be in our interest, together with the eastern
states.

MR BRADDOCK: I want to continue on the theme of federal funding for the ACT.
Starting with the financial assistance grants for municipal services, the Australian Local
Government Association has called for federal funding to return to its historic
benchmark of one per cent of national taxation revenue, instead of where it currently is,
which is 0.49 per cent. Does the ACT support that call, and is it willing to get on board
with that campaign?

Estimates—21-07-26 P130 Mr C Steel and others



PROOF

Mr Steel: Of course, we want to see, and continue to advocate for, our fair share of
funding from the commonwealth. Of course, we would benefit from more funding
going into local infrastructure and community facilities across the city. We are not
currently a member of ALGA, as I understand it. We are a member of the Council of
Capital City Lord Mayors. Obviously, we continue to engage with ALGA; they are a
very strong advocate to the commonwealth on behalf of local governments around the
country in making sure that there is a fair share of funding being provided.

Of course, our financial assistance grants are received by the territory because we do
not have local governments that sit underneath us. They are, of course, a creature of the
states in other jurisdictions. We will continue to advocate for our fair share of funding,
but there is not one per cent on the table at the moment. That is entirely a decision of
the commonwealth, but we will continue to advocate for getting our fair share.

MR BRADDOCK: Would you advocate for the financial assistance grants to return to
one per cent of national taxation revenue?

Mr Steel: That is not money that currently exists or existed, so there is no funding black
hole here. We continue to advocate for more funding from the commonwealth across a
wide range of areas, and we would certainly welcome any additional funding that they
can provide. But it is not funding that has been cut from the ACT. It is not funding that
any Australian government has committed to provide.

MR BRADDOCK: I want to go to GST undercounts due to population. In the budget
papers you state that this has accounted for a $550 million impact to the budget between
the last two censuses. The budget papers also state that you have written to the federal
government to seek the funding. What response did you get from the federal
government?

Mr Steel: I have written to them a number of times, not just once. I would probably
have to take that on notice around the various responses that we have received. Mr
Roberts can talk through some changes that they have made, in response to requests
that we have made. That has recognised a small number of additional residents over
recent years, particularly residents living around the Defence Force Academy and
Duntroon, but there is further work to do.

We will not know the exact amount that we have lost until the census occurs in August
and its release in, I think, June next year. We will not understand the extent of the loss
in between censuses until that point. But we do believe that there will be an adjustment
upwards in the census for our population, because we see that extra population through
the datasets that the ACT government holds that are not necessarily accepted by the
commonwealth. We have published some information in the budget about that. I will
hand over to Chris to talk about where we are at with the commonwealth and what
changes they have made recently to address the population aspect.

Mr Roberts: Following engagement from the ACT and other states and territories with
the ABS to look at improving their estimation process—so between each census there
is an ABS estimate of populations, and I want to emphasise that it is actually an
estimate. One of the components is estimating the movement of people across state and
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territories, so interstate migration. The ACT has a very porous border. About five per
cent of our population flows back and forward over our borders every year. That is in
comparison to about one and a half per cent for every other state and territory. And it is
equivalent to about the ACT public service flowing over and back each year.

So keeping track of that number of people is quite difficult. The process they use is they
check changes in Medicare addresses. Of course, that is quite a voluntary process,
although if you happen to attend a GP or your chemist, they will check your Medicare
details then with you and update it. We have a rather young and mobile workforce. If
you are not unwell and you do not need to use medical services, there is really nothing
to compel you to change your Medicare details all the time. So that can result in an
undercount for the ACT.

Acknowledging that, we tried to look for other measures that could improve that process
with the ABS. They used four adjustments. One was looking at what happened around
census time and COVID, and so they made an adjustment there, and we picked up a
few thousand people. They also looked at those that were in the Defence forces who
were not on Medicare details, and they added that to our estimate and to all of Australia.
Similarly, they accounted for young university students who may not change their
Medicare details. Lastly, which we are still trying to work through with the ABS, they
look at tax lodgements each year, and they look at change of address details using tax
data. That is, I guess, a slower frequency of updates than the other datasets, and we
want them to investigate that further.

So, in short, the answer is they have made an intercensal adjustment to their estimation
process leading into census. As a result of our advocacy, we have seen a higher
population count in the ACT by about four and a half thousand people than we would
have ordinarily otherwise have seen. Then at census time they will, as they always do,
review their past methods, and there will likely be an assessment around the
applicability of that method post the census and whether improvements need to be
made.

Mr Steel: We have also raised this issue in the context of the Productivity
Commission’s review into horizontal fiscal equalisation, because obviously if the
population is a foundation input to GST calculation then we think it is fundamental to
actually having an equitable outcome for GST methodology as well. So we are hopeful
that, by raising that with the Productivity Commission, they might also recognise that
in some of their recommendations and findings in their report, and that then might lead
the commonwealth government to undertake some further adjustments to their
methodology that might address that issue and make sure that their estimated resident
population forecasts are accurate, particularly for net interstate migration. So every
opportunity that we get, we will raise this issue. And you know, when I talk publicly
with large groups of people I always remind them to update their Medicare address
because it is worth over $4,000 per person if they change their address to their accurate
home address in the ACT.

MR BRADDOCK: Which I find perplexing, Mr Steel, with your interest in the issue

and as Treasurer, that you do not recall what the federal government has responded
when you wrote to them about this issue.
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Mr Steel: I have written to them so many times. I will come back on notice to you with
the response that they provided on each occasion. But it has resulted in the changes that
Mr Roberts outlined in relation to that intercensal adjustment, and that has particularly
recognised people living around UNSW. We have also put to them not just the problem,
but actually a solution, potential solution.

So we have put to them that there could be effectively a process where they pay us the
GST based on a forecast of the level of error that we expect there to be, and then we
would effectively reconcile that at a later point in time based on the actual resident
population. So if we are not getting as much as we should have then they can top us up,
or vice versa; if they have paid us too much, then we can pay them back if we do not
actually have that resident population here. So we have tried to provide solutions here
for the commonwealth to act on.

There is both the ABS that undertakes the estimated resident population work; there is
also the Commonwealth Grants Commission. So we have tried to work with both of
those agencies to try and address this issue, and we will continue to advocate to the
commonwealth to make sure that this is addressed. But we will find out in June to what
extent the undercount is present in the ACT. And that will certainly be a point of
advocacy then about addressing this issue in their postcensal review.

MR BRADDOCK: Thank you.

MS CLAY: Chair, can I supplementary? And can I just check, that question on notice,
is that that we are getting the letters, the responses tabled?

Mr Steel: I am happy to do that. | may have already done that as well in the Assembly,
but I will come back regardless.

MS CLAY: Yes, that is great. On federal funding, Treasurer—

THE CHAIR: Sorry, is that a supplementary?

MS CLAY: No, this is the supplementary on federal funding. Is that okay, or not?
THE CHAIR: We will go to Mr Werner-Gibbings first and then we will go to you.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Thanks, Chair. My question is on housing. There is a
significant investment in housing in the budget. But with first homebuyers, what options
did the government have for supporting first homebuyers in light of what the federal
government is looking to do as well, and why were those options chosen?

Mr Steel: Well, I think the way that the market has been working now for years is that
first homebuyers found it difficult to get into the housing market. So that was always
going to be a priority for our government, to support them. With the federal government
making their changes to capital gains tax and negative gearing, they were clearly
wanting to level the playing field to enable more first homebuyers and owner-occupiers
to enter the market. Investors will still have a role to play in the market, but the federal
government have levelled the playing field to give more opportunities to first
homebuyers, and we wanted to complement that in our budget.
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As we looked at stamp duty, we made a commitment at the last election that we would
abolish stamp duty for first homebuyers, and we have been able to do that in this budget.
So every first homebuyer will pay no stamp duty, regardless of the property type, the
property value, their incomes. Importantly, we have been able to do that for some other
groups as well—pensioners, people on the NDIS, but also people who are buying a unit
off the plan as well or a new turnkey unit.

We were trying to complement the tax reforms that were happening federally, and we
have become the first Australian jurisdiction to fully abolish stamp duty for the
first-home-buyer cohort, and we hope to see, and we will be closely monitoring the data
that comes through, particularly the ABS data that is released on the number of loans
and the value of loans that are provided to first home buyers and owner occupiers and
investors to understand what impact that is having.

I think at a time also when the market is a little bit—the housing market is a bit uncertain
at the moment. Largely, that has been driven by higher interest rates at the moment but
also recognising that the federal government’s tax reforms have created some
uncertainty in the market because of the size of the change. We think that the changes
that we have made will support demand in the market during what is an uncertain time.

So that will hopefully see more first-time buyers entering the market and also
downsizers who may take the opportunity to reduce the size of the home by purchasing
something more manageable, like a missing middle home, townhouse and so forth,
freeing up larger homes for families in the market as well. So we will be closely
monitoring those dynamics, but similar to the federal government, the intent was to
level the playing field and see more first home buyers enter the market.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: You mentioned turnkey. I should have asked artificial
intelligence what turnkey means, but what does turnkey mean? What is the policy intent
of that change? I understand first homebuyers, that makes sense, but—

Mr Steel: There is a specific definition, and I might take that on notice to actually
come back, because what we are talking about are new units that have already been
built as well as those that have not been built that are being sold off the plan and they
will be eligible for anyone to purchase and receive a full remission of stamp duty. So
that is quite significant because, whilst we have also provided the full remission for
pensioners, there are people, older Canberrans who are not pensioners, that still may
wish to downsize and this will provide them with that opportunity, which is good for
the broader housing mix.

What we do see in the housing market is that we have some older Canberrans who are
effectively in golden handcuffs. They own a large four- or five-bedroom house. They
are ageing, they want to remain the community that that they love, but previously, prior
to 1 July, many of them would have effectively been penalised for moving into a smaller
place. So this will enable that mobility in the housing market that we want to see as a
result of these reforms, freeing up the larger homes for those that need them, allowing
them to downsize into something more manageable, maybe something that still has a
garden, those sorts of amenities, something potentially within their community, because
we have combined these tax reforms with planning reform to enable the new homes to
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be built in those areas.

We are closely monitoring the delivery of the homes under the new planning
arrangements. It is very early days at the moment, being less than a month in, but we
will hopefully start to see more of those homes delivered and more of that mobility
occurring across the market. Hopefully you will start to see filtering see in the market
that just simply was not possible before, either because the homes were banned under
the zoning rules or because they were disincentivised through the large barrier of stamp
duty that existed for people that wanted to move. So I think that will have an advantage
for many different people across the housing market.

We are one of the few jurisdictions to do this, and it has been recommended by
independent economists pretty much in every report that has been undertaken nationally
and for the ACT for decades. The budget makes a very significant step forward in
abolishing stamp duty for those cohorts. Of course, we continue to charge less stamp
duty as well for those homes and cohorts where stamp duty applies compared to New
South Wales.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: You mentioned the planning reforms and we will come
back to that, but that is probably my substantive.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. Ms Clay.

MS CLAY: Thank you. Federal funding on infrastructure is a confusing beast for a lot
of Canberrans, I think. Ijust want to dig into one example. We have some federal
funding for the Canberra Aquatic Centre. Is that the only pool we get federal funding
for?

Mr Steel: 1 believe so at this point in time, yes. Yes, I think that is right.

MS CLAY: So does that mean that with government with its aquatic strategy at the
moment and all of the other pools, government will have to decide what to do purely
with ACT government funding?

Mr Steel: 1 should have noted, of course, that there is a pool at the AIS as part of the
sports commission. But it is not a territory owned facility, obviously. So yes, we will
of course continue to make advances to the commonwealth where appropriate to seek
funding for infrastructure projects as they come up. But we will need to, as part of the
development of an aquatic strategy. The aquatic strategy obviously fits into Minister
Berry’s portfolio, so you may wish to ask some follow-up questions from her to what
extent we have the fiscal capacity to be able to deliver upgrades to existing pools and
deliver any new facilities under that strategy.

MS CLAY: When you say we will continue to advocate for federal, are you actually
advocating for specific federal funding for other pools besides the Canberra Aquatic
Centre at the moment?

Mr Steel: It is the responsibility of ministers to do that, so that might be a question for

Minister Berry, but I would expect, given the aquatic strategy has not been finalised,
that would be taken up after that point if it was going to be pursued. But obviously, we
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have received money for the Commonwealth Park pool, and that is very welcome and
will enable us to build that facility for the community.

MS CLAY: Treasurer, do you have no visibility over when your ministers are seeking
federal funding and when they are not? Because federal funding often is—it is rarely
100 per cent.

Mr Steel: No, [ would not say that. Ultimately a lot of the federal funding comes
through financial agreements with the commonwealth. That would come through the
cabinet process, so yes, we would have general visibility of those and in almost all cases
it would come with a requirement of a joint contribution from the ACT government and
so there would have to be a budget process and business case associated with the
project, which would probably anticipate the commonwealth funding component.

MS CLAY: Great, so through that process that you have visibility over already through
cabinet, have you seen any commonwealth funding bids for Phillip Pool, Manuka Pool,
Big Splash, any other pools?

Mr Steel: [ will not comment on obviously cabinet-in-confidence matters, but any
decisions that cabinet has made in relation to the budget are reflected in the budget
papers. A number of those projects are in early stages, so I would not expect it to be the
right time for an approach on some of those that you mentioned. But, again, the minister
responsible, the portfolio minister responsible, is Minister Berry, and I do not make a
habit of speaking outside of my portfolio so you may wish to ask her the questions.

MS CLAY: I certainly will. Minister Berry did tell us at a town hall out in Belconnen
that nothing was off the table when she was asked whether the government would
consider a buyback of Big Splash and whether they would run that as a PPP or operate
the pool. Obviously, those are all fairly significant financial investment decisions.
When she said nothing was off the table, what does that mean from the point of view
of the community? If there is no active commonwealth bid and there is no active ACT
bid, how are all the options still on the table?

Mr Steel: Well, obviously there is a sales process that is underway that is being led by
the private lessee in relation to that site, yes.

MS CLAY: Yes, which closes this week, so I imagine if ACT government were
engaging in that, you would know by now.

Mr Steel: The preference of the ACT government is that it would still remain in private
hands and would come back into use to support the community. No, we have not ruled
anything out, but in the budget we have not made a decision to fund a bid.

MS CLAY: You have not made a decision to fund a bid?

Mr Steel: In the budget.

MS CLAY: Yes. Great.

Mr Steel: In the budget. So obviously we still have not ruled anything out and we will
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see what comes through that sales process.

MS CLAY: Okay. I think when you say you have not ruled anything out, people often
think that you are actively considering something that maybe means something
different.

Mr Steel: Look, I will not comment on candidate deliberations, but we remain
engaged. The CED obviously will be appearing with Access Canberra later this week
in estimates and that might be an opportunity to ask them about their engagement, what
engagement that they have had, but we will continue to remain actively engaged on that
project. As far as the finances go and Treasury goes, there is no funding in the budget
for that site.

MS CLAY: Yes. In terms of commonwealth funding for infrastructure, we have got
the ACT historic housing debt and, Treasurer, I know you have been very active on this
one. You have a number of times asked if that debt could be waived. Over the full life
of the debt, we will be paying $367 million in interest plus $290 million on the debt.
And I am just wondering when you have asked the federal government whether they
would waive that, what reason do they give you for not waiving it?

Mr Steel: Ithink Minister Berry has been sort of leading advocacy of the
commonwealth on that particular matter, so I might take that on notice for her to provide
an answer in relation to that. Certainly, what we acknowledge is that, for the first time
in a very long time after a decade of policy vacancy, the federal government is putting
money on the table for housing and does have a national housing policy and struck an
accord with the states and territories, and that has resulted through programs like the
Housing Australia Future Fund and the Housing Support Program local infrastructure
fund that was announced in the federal budget in May. It is a significant flow of funds
to the territory.

So whilst they have not extinguished the debt, they have provided significant funds to
the territory to be able to invest in new housing and the infrastructure to unlock new
housing, and that is very welcome. I do not really mind where the money comes from,
I just want more money to be able to deliver more housing and that is what they are
doing through Housing Australia Future Fund, through all of the other programs. And
if their position is that they do not want to extinguish the debt and that they want to
provide us with cash grants directly to Treasury to be able to support that new housing,
I am fine with that.

MS CLAY: Sure. I applaud your enthusiasm for getting the money.
Mr Steel: Yes.

MS CLAY: Good job. Keep doing that. I am just interested, though, because Tasmania
and South Australia also get HAFF funding and they got their housing debt waived. It
is great that we are now getting HAFF funding, as is every other state and territory, but
what is the reason that other states and territories got both and when we keep asking
our finance minister, Senator Katy Gallagher, and when you do that and when the
housing minister does that, the answer is no. I am just trying to work out if they give
you a reason for that no? It just seems very random to a lot of people that two states—
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Mr Steel: [ have taken it on notice already—the response. But certainly I think we
have done quite well out of the federal government’s housing programs. The ACT is
often receiving more than our fair share in some of the programs, which is really good.
So I think it is not necessarily the case that we are getting the same as the other states,
and territories and one of the reasons for that is that we are currently estimated to not
just achieve our share of the national housing target but actually exceed it according to
the National Housing Supply and Affordability Council. And so that has enabled us to
unlock some of those federal grants that were not necessarily available to the other
states that were not on track to meet their targets.

I think we have done pretty well, and we will continue to advocate to them. But how
the money comes is not necessarily as important as the level of funding overall. And
we are seeing that funding flow to the ACT. The latest announcement, of course, will
unlock $50 million through the Housing Support Program local infrastructure fund. It
comes with strings attached. It requires us to undertake some continued work on
planning reform and reform of the National Construction Code. But we will be
participating in that, and we will do whatever we need to do to be able to unlock that
funding and deliver the range of other productivity benefits that the commonwealth
wants to see.

MS CLAY: Thank you. I think where the money goes is also quite key. You mentioned
the infrastructure funding that ACT had been successful in getting. I think that was
about $200 million in infrastructure funding, if I have that right. Is that $200 million
that the ACT obviously did not have in their budget because the commonwealth
government only recently announced it? Does that mean you now have 200 million
extra that you could invest in public housing that was not on your books and that you
were not expecting?

Mr Steel: So each different program will be different in terms of the requirements and
where the money goes. So a lot of them are focused on providing infrastructure to
unlock new housing supply—

MS CLAY: I absolutely understand that, but—

Mr Steel: not necessarily direct investment in the homes themselves or new social
housing. But I do not know whether the Treasury officials want to comment on that. It
might be something we can pick up again through hearings later.

MS CLAY: Maybe in the housing session.
Mr Steel: Yes, yes.

MS CLAY: I absolutely understand that the $200 million from the commonwealth has
to be spent on what the commonwealth says but given that you needed to unlock that
land and build the infrastructure anyway, it looks like you have got $200 million extra
that could go into public housing. And part of the ACT’s longstanding claim that the
government has shared for a long time is when we get our housing debt waived, we will
put that into public housing. So I am just trying to understand.
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Mr Steel: Not necessarily funding infrastructure that would already have been funded
necessarily in that year. It might have brought forward infrastructure. It might be
additional infrastructure that is required to unlock even more homes. So the
commonwealth wants to see the value add from their investment in states and territories.
The budget, I think, demonstrates for a $700 million investment that we have made in
housing. We are investing in social housing and $301 million going into 450 new homes
through the public housing pipeline. It is a significant demonstration that we are taking
the opportunity to invest in the budget in that critical infrastructure.

But also, we will use funding from the commonwealth to deliver infrastructure that is
required to support new housing. And they have also tipped money through their budget
into making a contribution to the duplication of Drake-Brockman Drive. Not
necessarily something that we would have moved forward with as quickly for that
second stage of Drake-Brockman Drive works unless they had put in the money. So
that is, I guess, an example of where things might have been sped up a little bit as a
result of their investment, which obviously provides that transport connection that is
critical for the future expansion of Ginninderry estates.

MS CLAY: Thank you.

THE CHAIR: Supplementaries, [ will go to Ed, and then Ms Carrick.

MR COCKS: Thank you, and hopefully we will get a chance to come back to the last
line of questioning. But on this one, the infrastructure funding that you have mentioned
from the commonwealth, is that excluded from the commonwealth grants or
quarantined in the Commonwealth Grants Commission assessments?

Ms Dowdell: It will depend on the individual program, but where it is a national
program where all the states and territories are able to access, then it is usually not

quarantined.

MR COCKS: Okay. So the amount that we receive above our population share
essentially would result in a reduction in the GST anyway.

Ms Dowdell: Potentially yes.

MR COCKS: So it is essentially the same as the argument you were putting in terms
of payroll tax. It is treated the same way?

Ms Dowdell: Yes.

MR COCKS: Okay. So that would apply in terms of the HAFF funding that you were
referring to as well?

Mr Steel: Is that confirmed on the FFA—

Ms Dowdell: I think we would have to take the individual programs on though, just to
work through the implications.

Mr Steel: Yes.
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MR COCKS: Are you able to maybe just on notice provide a list of what funding the
ACT receives from the commonwealth that is quarantined from the Commonwealth
Grants Commission?

Ms Dowdell: We can take it on notice to provide, but it is set out in each of the terms
of reference that the commonwealth Treasurer issues for each of the inquiries.

MR COCKS: It is, but there are a few things that—

Ms Dowdell: Yes. So we will see what we can provide on notice, but they are made
public.

MR COCKS: Yes. I assume you have got a list of these things that you would know
or be across.

Mr Steel: Well, all of the federal financial agreements are published on the federal
financial relations website as well, so that sort of—

MR COCKS: But I assume you would have lists you would be across.

Mr Steel: That is the list, all of the FFAs are there to read. So if your office is interested,
they can go on there and have a look. They are all published with that information.

MR COCKS: All right. I think Treasury has taken it on notice already, so that is fine.

Mr Steel: But I think the other point is the horizontal fiscal equalisation process has a
lag effect and so the—

MR COCKS: So we get money now and we get less later.

Mr Steel: It depends on whether we are receiving more now or less and that has not
been determined yet. So I do not necessarily agree with the point that we are receiving
a huge amount more than other states and territories. What I think we are seeing is a
fairer share that we should have been receiving from the federal government that we
now are under this government.

MR COCKS: It still has an impact. If we are getting more, we end up with less GST.
Mr Steel: If we are getting less, then we end up with more GST.

MR COCKS: Yes, so it balances out largely.

Mr Steel: Unless it has been quarantined specifically in the FFA.

MR COCKS: Yes, which is why I am interested in that. Yes, [ will ask the chair, am
I able to go back to that last line of questioning around stamp duty?

THE CHAIR: Can we finish this line first?
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MS CARRICK: Thank you, chair. I just wanted to ask about the infrastructure and
expenditure chart on Phillip pool, the aquatic strategy, other election commitments. Are
all the election commitments and commitments to things, new commitments like Phillip
pool, in the estimates or will you make announcements over the next couple of years to
add more of your election commitments into the estimates?

Mr Steel: So each budget is an opportunity for us to update the community on the
government’s decisions that have a financial impact and new initiatives. Not every
commitment has a financial impact, but many of them do, particularly if it relates to a
capital infrastructure project. And of course, we also update the forecasts as well
through the budget and the budget review and then report on those in the financial
reporting.

So we have not allocated the full construction costs for the decision on Phillip pool,
because it is not up to that decision-making point. There is a process that is going on
around feasibility, I understand, which Minister Berry might be able to update on the
site selection and all those sorts of things that you need to do with infrastructure projects
at an early stage, and once that work is done, that would inform business cases and
those sorts of things in future budgets.

MS CARRICK: So can you provide a list of all your election commitments that have
not yet been announced, as far as funding for the budget? So what is left in your election
commitments to fund?

Mr Steel: So we do report on the delivery of our election commitments. We already
report on them.

MS CARRICK: So where is the—have you got a list of what is yet to go into the
estimates?

Mr Steel: So we have reported on our election commitments and we will continue to
do that. And you can make that determination at that point in time. But we have
obviously—this is the second budget in a term that has four budgets. So we will need
to continue to deliver the election commitments that we have set out in future budgets,
not all of which have a financial impact, but some of them certainly do. Obviously, the
commitment that we made around abolishing payroll tax for first home buyers has been
delivered in the budget, it has been clearly reported on and—

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Stamp duty.

Mr Steel: Stamp duty, sorry. Thank you for that correction. Definitely not abolishing
payroll tax.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Great news.

Mr Steel: And we will continue to report transparently through the budget papers as
we deliver on those election commitments and through media releases.

MR COCKS: Can I perhaps add an extra bit on top of that then? Treasurer, the Labor
Party ahead of the last election submitted 100 costing requests to Treasury for those
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election commitments. The paperwork that you provide regarding -election
commitments and other commitments being implemented does not tie directly back to
those. Could you please provide a list of which of those election commitment costing
requests have not yet been fully incorporated into the budget?

Mr Steel: So we will consider the election commitments in future budgets, as we have
in previous ones, so you will be able to see over the term the delivery of those
commitments.

MR COCKS: Sorry, that is not what I asked about, those election commitment costing
requests. And if you can provide a list of which of those costing requests have not yet—

Mr Steel: So the costings that were undertaken by the Parliamentary Budget Office
are all there, they are all published.

MR COCKS: The Treasury?

Mr Steel: So you can have a look at what commitments were costed, and then you can
also look in the budget papers over time as we deliver budgets on what has been
delivered, recognising—

MR COCKS: You will note from your own reports that that is not how it tracks. Those
do not track directly to a budget measure. So that is why I am asking if we can get a list
of which ones of those costing requests have not been fully incorporated.

Mr Steel: We are updating the community on the delivery against our election
commitments on an annual basis, I understand, so we will—

MR COCKS: But not those costings—
THE CHAIR: Sorry. Treasurer. Sorry.
MR COCKS: Sorry.

Mr Steel: We will provide that information about the delivery of election
commitments, which may be linked to an initiative in the budget as part of that process.

THE CHAIR: Just to clarify though, the question that Mr Cocks is asking is that you
have got a list of costings that Treasury had undertaken before, prior to the last election.

Mr Steel: Which is published.

THE CHAIR: Yes. Which is published. Can you provide, against what you have
already delivered, what is outstanding on that list? That is the question.

Mr Steel: Yes, so it is already published, So people can actually have a look at that
and then look at the budget papers, which are also transparently published in the
information on budget initiatives that go towards election commitments, and reconcile
the two. So that work can be done by officers simply by looking at the budget papers
and looking at the costings that were there.
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MR COCKS: Treasurer, are you saying—

THE CHAIR: Sorry, sorry, one second. When you look at them, they do not track
identically. So what is the problem for you to provide—you have got the list, you
understand how they track it. Because they do not track—

Mr Steel: Because we have already published the information for people to do that.
THE CHAIR: Which of the information?

Mr Steel: We have published the budget papers which show where funding is being
provided based on government decisions, not a Labor Party decision, that is not a
government decision, and that is in the budget papers and will continue to be in future
budgets as well.

THE CHAIR: Yes, but it does not track directly though. They do not marry up
together. So anyone outside of, you know, the Treasury looking at it, it does not track
accordingly. So what is the problem—

Mr Steel: So we are also separately—the government is also separately reporting on
the delivery of our election commitments. And we have already published updates
there, which I would certainly recommend you have a look at.

MR COCKS: Treasurer, are you saying that there is a direct correlation and it is
identifiable exactly how much of which of those costings is allocated to what budget
measure according to your reporting?

Mr Steel: So when elections are costed, they are obviously costed in the election year.
MR COCKS: I mean, a yes or no would be really good here.

Mr Steel: They are costed in the election year. And so we will obviously take those
forward if there is a requirement for funding that is considered through the budget
business case process, there may be updated costings that are required. We have
obviously seen construction costs have gone up as a result of the war in the Middle East
and a range of other economic factors and so that is taken into account as part of the
process and once we make a decision to finance a project, whether it be a policy, a
program or an infrastructure project, that is published in the budget papers transparently
for people to have a look at.

Often a media release is put out at the same time in an announcement, whether it is prior
to the budget or on budget day. Often that will reference an election commitment that
has been made that has now been delivered through the provision of that funding or
partially delivered. And then also the government is then separately reporting on the
delivery of our election commitments. And I think we have actually got a pretty good
track record of delivering our election commitments, and we have shown through this
budget, particularly in relation to housing, that we are getting on with the delivery of
our election commitments, and we will continue to update the community through
future budgets on any of the remaining items.
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MR COCKS: Treasurer, my concern is that basically—
THE CHAIR: Sorry, Mr Cocks. Sorry.

MR EMERSON: Just quickly on that, you have a list of costings, which Mr Cocks is
referring to, from before the election. You are tabling in the Assembly—I think it is
six-monthly—an update on how many of those election commitments have been
delivered. But you are asking members and our offices—which is okay, we are happy
to do our jobs—to do the analysis of which of those costed proposals has not been
delivered and what the total value of those costs are. Is that where we are at?

Mr Steel: We are already reporting against the election commitments on the delivery
of those.

MR EMERSON: But has Treasury done the work? You have the costings from before
the election, and you have your six-monthly reporting on which ones have been
delivered and which have not. Does Treasury know the total cost of the election
commitments that have not yet been funded in the budget?

Mr Steel: Each of those will be taken forward in business cases by portfolio ministers
and their directorates, if there is a funding requirement for them in the budget, and they
will be considered through the budget process. If they cannot be delivered in one
budget, they may be delivered in another one. It really depends on the context of the
budget. In this budget, we obviously had the context of a war in the Middle East that
was impacting on the economy. That has meant that we have had to be measured in the
decisions we have made, and we have had to take that into account in the level of
support we could provide to the community in a range of different ways.

If something cannot be delivered in one budget, we will look at it in another. I think it
is important to demarcate Labor election commitments and the commitments from all
of the other parties and Independents—

MR COCKS: I am pretty sure Labor is in government.

Mr Steel: and the difference between that and government decisions, particularly
budget decisions. Obviously, we are getting on with delivering our election
commitments, but the purpose of the budget is to update the community on government
decisions that we have made in the preceding 12 months and update the forecast as well.

MR EMERSON: Going back to the question that I asked, though, does Treasury not
maintain a sense of—or, in fact, a dollar amount for—how many of Labor’s election
commitments have not yet been funded within this term, given your track record in
delivering on those commitments? You would think that that would be core.

Mr Steel: Some of them are time limited, in terms of having to be delivered by a certain
time, which was the commitment that we would make. Some of them are over the term,
so we would expect those business cases to be brought forward for consideration
through future budget processes, if they did not need to be delivered earlier in the term.
They will be considered by Treasury as part of the budget process when portfolio

Estimates—21-07-26 P144 Mr C Steel and others



PROOF

ministers sponsor them and bring them forward.

MR EMERSON: Treasury does not look at any of the election commitments until there
is a specific budget—

Mr Steel: They are aware of the election commitments because they are all published.
The PBO had obviously done their work on costing them. The commitments are there,
but, obviously, if they have a funding requirement, until a decision is made in the budget
process, there is not a financial impact.

MS CARRICK: The forward estimates are underestimated by the -election
commitments, so their fiscal sustainability with respect to borrowings and the level of
interest payments is really unknown and not forecast in the budget.

Mr Steel: No, I think it is all transparently published.

MS CARRICK: If you have more to come, they are not in there. How can it be a
transparent forecast of what your intentions are with your election commitments?

Mr Steel: Obviously, we have not made a decision on a range of those. Some of them
are incorporated in the budget. There may be provisions, depending on what the
commitment is.

MR COCKS: You have not decided if you are going to keep your election promises?

Mr Steel: No, we are continuing to deliver on election promises, and we have a pretty
strong track record of delivering against them. I point out the commitments that we
have made that we have delivered in this budget, particularly around housing; there is
a very significant investment there. There are also things that come up because of the
circumstances that the territory faces that were not necessarily considered in 2024. With
the war in the Middle East, I do not think anyone forecast that occurring back in 2024,
let alone last year.

Of course, we need to respond to different circumstances in every different budget and
prioritise the available funds to areas of community need. I think we have shown that
in the budget as well, with the support for the community sector that we have provided,
in providing them with a longer term, stable source of funding to be able to support
their programs. Yes, there are provisions in the budget in certain areas for future
expenditure, as is appropriate. We will continue also to make our decisions based on
the fiscal strategy that we have set out in this budget, with more specific and measurable
targets to make sure that we continue to improve the budget bottom line, which we are
forecasting again in this financial year.

MR BRADDOCK: I find it curious; Kathy Leigh, literally on the night of the election,
wrote to Andrew Barr saying that the ACTPS was ready and willing to implement the
Labor election initiatives, yet no-one is tracking what is outstanding in the remainder
of those initiatives that are yet to be implemented.

Mr Steel: I do not agree with the premise of that question. I just said that we report on
the delivery of election commitments on a regular basis.

Estimates—21-07-26 P145 Mr C Steel and others



PROOF

MR EMERSON: Does anyone within government track the outstanding cost of
unfunded election commitments?

Mr Steel: Each minister, of course, would be aware of the outstanding election
commitments and will no doubt be bringing forward those to future budgets for
consideration. It will really depend on the circumstances of the budget as to whether we
can accommodate those, but we intend to deliver on all the election commitments that
we brought forward.

I just reflect that other parties did not undertake some of the costings of their election
commitments that they probably should have. We were very transparent and went
through that process, and we did not commit the world to the community. We
recognised the pressures that the budget was under when we made those commitments.
As aresult, that is leading to a budget that is more sustainable in the long term, because
we did not create a massive black hole of spending that could not then be funded in
government. As a party of government—a government that has been in for a number of
years now—we understand that those commitments have to be realistic.

MS CARRICK: It sounds to me like the budget is sustainable if you do not include
your election commitments.

Mr Steel: No. We have shown that we are delivering on our election commitments, and
we are still showing a sustainable path back to balance. This financial year, a cash
operating surplus is being forecast, and a return to HNOB balance and surplus over the
forward estimates.

MS CARRICK: Do you have core election commitments and non-core election
commitments?

Mr Steel: No, we are delivering on our election commitments that we set out at the
2024 election. And at the same time we are responding in this budget to challenges and
circumstances which were unknown at election time. I think we have done that very
well.

MS CARRICK: You have mentioned a couple of times your budget business cases.
I was keen to understand, with the budget business cases, whether you release them,
and whether you will release the one that sets out the relocation of Access Canberra
into the Woden Library, to demonstrate the cost-benefit analysis of that move.

Mr Steel: You would have to ask the portfolio minister about that specific one. No, we
would not typically release business cases from the confidential cabinet process. That
process is obviously designed to support proper cabinet government and
decision-making, and make sure that we take frank and fearless advice from the ACT
public service that will allow proper deliberation and consideration of options by
ministers.

MS CARRICK: For the sake of transparency, then, and the assessment of value for

money, how does the community know how you determined value for money, if we are
not allowed to see the criteria or what you assessed?
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Mr Steel: Value for money is a requirement of procurement under the Government
Procurement Act. All the criteria for determining value for money are set out under
those arrangements. You can talk with Minister Stephen-Smith, the Minister for
Finance, about that. Certainly, business cases are robust. They will consider a range of
different options for government deliberation in the budget process. Of course, the
outcomes of procurement are always published through the contracts register, as
appropriate.

MS CARRICK: My understanding is that the ACT government paid $7 million for the
fit-out for the Cosmopolitan building, and that they borrowed the money from the owner
of the building for that fit-out. Has the ACT government finished paying off the loan
for that fit-out yet?

Mr Steel: I would encourage you to ask that question of Minister Stephen-Smith, who
is responsible for places and spaces in Infrastructure Canberra, and Minister Cheyne, in
relation to the matters that relate to her portfolio and Access Canberra. They might be
able to provide you with an update on that. I believe Minister Cheyne will come in on
Thursday.

MS CARRICK: Treasurer, through this process, was the owner of the Cosmopolitan
building asked about what rent they would accept? Did you ask them if they would
meet the proposal that you are looking at?

Mr Steel: I will take that on notice, simply to direct it to the appropriate minister.

MS CARRICK: How do you know if you got value for money if you did not ask the
current owner whether they would meet the—

Mr Steel: I will take that on notice for Minister Cheyne and Minister Stephen-Smith to
come back to you.

MS CARRICK: How does Treasury oversight the budget if they are not aware of all
these issues?

Mr Steel: Generally speaking, the business cases would articulate those issues for
consideration.

MS CARRICK: Will Treasury, before it goes to cabinet, have a look at all these
business cases and determine whether they support them or not, and provide some
assessment?

Mr Steel: Yes.

MS CARRICK: Yes, you do?

Mr Steel: It is part of the cabinet process, yes.

MS CARRICK: We have the Treasury officers here; can you not tell us about your
assessment of this business case and the value for money?
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Ms Dowdell: I do not have that here. We would have to take on notice what we could
provide.

Mr Steel: But it is part of the cabinet-in-confidence process—
Ms Dowdell: We could not provide the Treasury briefing.

Mr Steel: to enable proper, fulsome decision-making and consideration of the issues
and options, in consideration of that frank and fearless advice from the public service
about each of the business cases. In order to achieve value for money, often that
confidentiality is critical, particularly on the commercial-in-confidence matters, to be
able to get the best outcome for the territory out of the procurement process or any other
process that they make.

MS CARRICK: Is the ACT taxpayer going to pay twice for the fit-out? We had a
recent fit-out for $7 million in the Cosmo building. It was not that long ago; then we
will pay for another fit-out at Woden Library and a fit-out at Dickson, where the
Access Canberra staff are going to. We are paying for multiple fit-outs when we already
have one there that is working.

Mr Steel: I have already taken the question on notice for the portfolio minister.

MS CARRICK: Okay. Do you have any analysis that was not specifically prepared for
cabinet?

Mr Steel: It is not my project, so I will not comment on that. I encourage you to ask
questions in relation to that of the appropriate minister.

MS CARRICK: Okay; thank you.

MR COCKS: Treasurer, one of the assumptions built into your budget last year, which
independent economist Saul Eslake sceptically referred to as “heroic”, was your
forecast that growth in employee expenses would be just 1.2 per cent per annum,
compared with 10 per cent average annual growth over the previous years. That forecast
suggested that you would spend $3.5 billion on wages and salaries in 2026-27; this
budget indicates actually that it will be closer to $3.9 billion. I assume that is before our
public servants even get their pay rise. That is roughly 10.9 per cent higher than forecast
last year. What happened to the restraint and savings that you promised last year?

Mr Steel: In every budget, as [ mentioned, we make policy decisions to support the
community in areas of need, and we update the community on that in the budget. We
have invested in frontline services in this budget. We have continued to invest in
hospitals, schools and a range of different areas, whilst at the same time continuing to
lower the growth in the levels of the public service under the whole-of-government
savings measure that we announced in the last budget.

Yes, there has been a re-baselining of some parts of government, recognising the

additional need to invest in, particularly, frontline services, but the
whole-of-government savings measure continues and, overall, we expect the level of
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growth in the public service to not grow as strongly over time. Employee expenses will
not increase at the same level that they would have otherwise, noting that a re-baselining
is necessary, based on some of those—

MR COCKS: Yes, and that have already jumped by 11 per cent.

Mr Steel: policy decisions in particular directorates and particular areas of directorates.
We are seeing steps taken by directorates, like the City and Environment Directorate,
who have made a decision to offer voluntary redundancies to a large majority of their
workforce. That process is going through at the moment. In part, that is making sure
that the City and Environment Directorate is meeting their budget, based on that
whole-of-government savings measure from last year, as well as re-prioritising their
workforce to respond to areas of community need and government priority.

MR COCKS: When you said all the same things last year, and the suggestion was that
somehow the government savings measure was going to achieve magical savings just
by saying a number, why shouldn’t Canberrans see these forecasts as a work of fiction?

Mr Steel: I think you have ignored everything that I just said in the previous answer,
which is that we—

MR COCKS: That you will keep on adding more policy decisions, which increase the
cost.

Mr Steel: Are you saying that we should make no new policy decisions to support
frontline services? We do not agree with that. We are a progressive government that
proudly invests in hospitals, schools and our communities, and in this budget in
frontline services. We responded to that need in particular areas of government. You
will see that the decisions we have made are focused on that front line—the community
sector, and supporting them, homelessness services, and recognising the demand that
they have seen in that sector, and domestic, family and sexual violence.

We have provided more funding into those areas, whilst at the same time restraining
the growth of the public service to a lower level than it would have otherwise been, as
a result of the measure that we took last year. That has changed agency budgets, and
we are seeing clear evidence, through agencies like CED, that they are taking action to
meet that budget that we set through the whole-of-government savings measure by
reducing a range of expenses, and now they are offering voluntary redundancies. It is a
clear demonstration that agencies are taking this seriously and that the government is
taking expenditure reform seriously.

MR COCKS: Let us go to that. Treasurer, the costings of the parliamentary budget
office, federally, indicate that your federal Labor colleagues’ surplus depends on cutting
41,000 APS staff.

Mr Steel: Which they have not taken—a decision they have not taken.

MR COCKS: A similar analysis applied to your forward estimates shows you would

have to cut total salaries in raw terms in 2027-28 and, overall, from this year to 2029-30,
your salary forecast would require you—because you do not give FTE in the outyears—
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to cut 6.3 per cent of the ACT public service FTE in a much shorter period of time than
your federal colleagues. Are you actually going to do it?

Mr Steel: This is a straw man that has been put up by a coalition government that just
wants to slash the public service.

MR COCKS: It is your numbers.

Mr Steel: No decision has been made by the federal government to undertake that level
of cut.

MR COCKS: Your numbers.

Mr Steel: Here in the ACT, it would be politically impossible to do that as well. I just
want to acknowledge—

MR COCKS: So those—

Mr Steel: I acknowledge that, as a minority government, the decisions we have to make
in the budget need to be reasonable, so we are constraining the growth in the public
service. But the public service will still grow over time, just at a more sustainable level.
The sort of slash and burn approaches offered by the Liberal Party not only would not
be politically feasible, but they would not be accepted by our community, so we do not
support that kind of approach.

MR COCKS: Number one, you cannot debate something that has never been on the
table. That is not something—

Mr Steel: You just put it on the—
MR COCKS: The Canberra Liberals have never offered any of that.

Mr Steel: We have never put it forward. You are putting it forward in your question
that you want to see a slash and burn approach to the public service.

MR COCKS: No, it is in your budget. It says $4.326 billion this year, dropping to
$4.226 billion. You do not get above the 2026-27 number until 2029-30, and if you
factor in just a three per cent pay rise, you land at a 6.3 per cent reduction from the
2026-27 level in FTE being necessary across your budget. It is your budget that shows
a massive cut.

Mr Steel: You are saying that we are making decisions that we are not, which is just
what your federal colleagues are doing at the federal level as well.

MR COCKS: No, it is in your budget.
Mr Steel: We are not a party that slashes and burns the public service. What we are

doing is taking responsible measures to reduce the growth of the public service. It will
still grow over time.
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MR COCKS: It says it is lower.

Mr Steel: It will still grow over time, but it needs to grow at more sustainable levels,
so that over time we can bring the level of expenditure in closer alignment with our
revenue sources. We are showing that through a return to balance and surplus over the
forward estimates. You are proffering a slash and burn approach, and we do not agree
with that. We are a progressive government, and it would be repudiated by the
community.

MR COCKS: Treasurer, I have offered nothing. I have given you the analysis. You
have given me nothing. How can you possibly get an increase in the size of the public
service with a decrease in the salary budget?

Mr Steel: We will see the public service continue to grow, and we have set out the
figures in the budget that will see a return to balance and surplus over the forward
estimates, based on the measures that we are taking, including the whole-of-government
savings measure, to reduce the level of employee expenses over the forward estimates,
compared to the levels that they were at.

MS CLAY: Treasurer, you spoke quite a lot about making sure you were channelling
funds to support frontline services. Is your government tracking frontline positions
versus non-frontline positions?

Mr Steel: I do not think so, but—

MS CLAY: How do you know that you are channelling funds to support frontline
services if you do not—

Mr Steel: It is considered in each business case. For example, in the budget we have
funding going to more ambulance officers and paramedics. They are clearly frontline
services. That would be articulated through the budget business case, and government
would make a decision to support those. I am just saying generally that what you will
see in the budget is an investment in frontline services that our community needs and
we have had a focus on the front line.

MS CARRICK: Treasurer, is funding required in the budget for the enterprise
agreement?

Mr Steel: Yes. There is a provision in the budget for the agreement. I will hand to
Treasury to talk through—

MS CARRICK: In the employee line?

Ms Dowdell: It is included in 2026-27, and we have, as part of the appropriations bill,
appropriated the current offer. It is in the appropriation. The remaining years are in the
provision. I will confirm whether they are in the employee expenses line or in the
central provision. I confirm that they are in the employee expenses line.

MS CARRICK: Thank you. If the budget is not increasing at three per cent, three per
cent and three per cent, what does that mean for staff numbers?
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Ms Dowdell: That will be a matter for each directorate as they manage their budgets
each year—as to how they meet their budgets, as a combination of employee expenses
and supplier expenses.

MS CARRICK: So it is likely that they will have to reduce their numbers to stay within
that budget?

Ms Dowdell: How they manage that will be a matter for them, and, as the Treasurer
said, CED have taken steps to reduce their staff numbers.

Mr Steel: It may not necessarily focus on staff. Other agencies may be able to find
those savings from non-employee expenses.

MS CARRICK: That is a different line item in the budget, though.

Ms Dowdell: The employee expenses are now as they have been forecasted, but each
year they will consider how are they going to meet their budget.

MS CARRICK: So it might come out of suppliers and go to employees, so you will
potentially—

Ms Dowdell: Potentially.

MS CARRICK: reduce suppliers and investment in services to put it into the employee
line?

Ms Dowdell: Well, supplier expenses. They may be able to achieve more efficiencies,
but there will be some changes over those years.

MS CARRICK: Thank you.

MR BRADDOCK: Going to Ms Carrick’s question, regarding the current offers you
referred to, Ms Dowdell, is that what was publicised on Monday, in terms of updates to
that offer?

Ms Dowdell: No; it is the offer that was on the table at the time of the budget.

MR BRADDOCK: Thank you for clarifying that. Secondly, going back to Ms Clay’s
question, Mr Steel, how does the government define frontline services versus
non-frontline services?

Mr Steel: We will look at each business case as to what is being proposed. I am just
speaking generally—that we have made an investment in frontline services. I do not
think anyone—

MR BRADDOCK: I am just asking you to define it.

Mr Steel: I do not think there is any dispute that a paramedic is a frontline officer. They
clearly are—
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MR BRADDOCK: I am not disputing that.

Mr Steel: and we have made an investment in them in the budget, and for more
firefighters.

MR BRADDOCK: Is a librarian a frontline officer?

Mr Steel: We have invested in community services, which often provide frontline
services in critical areas of need. I do not think that the definition is particularly helpful.
We have looked at each business case on its merits, and, generally speaking, we have
provided extra investment in frontline services. It is clear to see in the budget decisions
that we have made.

MR BRADDOCK: Could you please clarify for me: is a librarian in a frontline service?
Mr Steel: I do not think we have made a—

MR BRADDOCK: No—that is the problem.

Mr Steel: massive investment in libraries in the budget. The investment that we have
made has been in things like paramedics and firefighters, and in the community sector.

MR BRADDOCK: Thank you.

MR COCKS: Treasurer, have you clustered the impact of the new pay offer, voluntary
redundancies that have been offered—as you were saying, by directorates currently—
or the impact of the federal government’s cut to the public service in Canberra of

41,0007

Mr Steel: I reject the premise of the question. The federal government has not made
that decision. That is what has been proposed by the Liberal Party.

MR COCKS: It says that it is what it depends on. It is what the PBO costing is.

Mr Steel: And it was proposed at the last federal election by the Liberal Party under a
Dutton opposition—

MR COCKS: It is what the Parliamentary Budget Office costing is.
Mr Steel: It is not the federal government’s policy.

MR COCKS: It was a Parliamentary Budget Office costing.

Mr Steel: By whom? By the government?

MR COCKS: By the Parliamentary Budget Office, looking at what it would take to
achieve—

Mr Steel: It is not a government decision. It is not a government decision, so you are
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putting it forward as if it is a different decision—
MR COCKS: I will take the answer as no. Have you done the other costings?

Mr Steel: It is very misleading, Mr Cocks, and you should acknowledge that it is not
the federal government’s decision; it is a Liberal Party policy that you brought to the
last election.

MR COCKS: No; it is a Parliamentary Budget Office costing, looking at the federal
budget. I will take the answer as no—that you have not done that. Have you costed the
new pay offer and the impact of voluntary redundancies?

Mr Steel: Yes; it has been costed.
MR COCKS: Is it in the budget?

Mr Steel: The level of voluntary redundancies by each agency that chooses to take
those up will, of course, be determined on the level of decisions that they make in
relation to those, and those are yet to be finalised.

MR COCKS: Will you be relying on signing off additional appropriation instruments
to achieve that?

Mr Steel: There is some provision in the budget, and Ms Dowdell can talk to that.
MR COCKS: Thank you.

Ms Dowdell: The whole-of-government expenditure reform measure initiative
published in the budget includes additional funding to fund the redundancy components
of the restructure of the ACTPS. There is funding available for that. In relation to the
new pay offer, given that was made after the budget, it has been costed as part of the
consideration and, if it is successful, it will be included in the budget review.

MS CARRICK: Can you provide on notice what the impact of the new pay offer is
over each of the forward estimates?

Ms Dowdell: We will take it on notice and see what we can provide, but, as I said, that
would be part of the confidential cabinet consideration of those matters. We will see
what we can provide.

MR EMERSON: It has been through cabinet if it has been offered, so it is costed. It
has gone to cabinet, it has been agreed and it has been offered, so you should be able to
provide the cost to the committee.

MS CARRICK: In each forward estimate.

Ms Dowdell: We will see what we can provide.

MR EMERSON: I want to ask about expiring budget measures. We have a list of
those, and thank you for that. And thank you, Mr Cocks. I think it was from your 213A
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motion that the Assembly supported. We have lots of examples of what look like
essential programs whose ongoing funding appears to terminate just in time for the
optimistic-looking future years. There is an annual provision of $500,000 for food
relief. That is included each year, but, from 2028-29, it drops to zero. There is
$3.4 million, on average, provided each year to reduce over-representation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the criminal justice system, but that
drops to zero from 2027-28. There are also several line items listed in support of
creating a more inclusive Canberra through the ACT Disability Strategy, which runs
until 2033. There is an average of $1.5 million each year until 2027-28, but the next
year that drops to zero, which is four or five years before the end of the strategy. There
are obviously lots of examples like this—you have seen them—where we have expected
funding that does not exist in later years for seemingly essential initiatives. Does
Treasury track the total annual cost of these kinds of expiring measures and categorise
them in any way?

Ms Dowdell: No. We are conscious, as we consider each of the business cases, of
whether they are terminating programs and what other funding is available, but we do
not centrally track those amounts. There is a range of reasons. Some of these will be
capital programs, some of these will be pilots, and some of these will have been
additional initiatives on top of baseline funding, so it is hard to track, in a meaningful
way, what the amount would be going forward, but it is something we take into account
when we provide advice.

MR EMERSON: There would be tracking, I guess, of capital projects that are ending.
Is there tracking of those? You said these are pilot measures, so we do not expect them
to continue. These look like pretty critical programs that will be hard to discontinue.
There is no tracking?

Ms Dowdell: That is primarily the responsibility of the directorate delivering the
service. We would have an overarching view, but we do not have a detailed tracker.

Mr Steel: All of those items are published with the initiative. In previous budgets and
in this budget, they are time limited. They are identified as being time limited in the
decisions that have been made. That is transparent.

MR EMERSON: I am not suggesting there is some deception. We, as a committee, are
supposed to scrutinise the budget and whether it is a budget that we want to support in
the Assembly. As part of that, it is important for us to know what might be required in
future budgets and whether it is in relation to expiring measures like these. You would
think that food relief would need to be funded in relation to pay offers and in relation
to election commitments. That is part of the process.

Mr Steel: Yes, but the budget appropriation bill has an appropriation for the year of the
budget. For future budgets, you may need to consider if something is expiring beyond
the budget year, but—

MR EMERSON: What I am saying is that, as a member, I would want to consider
what needs to be funded in the future, to inform a view on whether this budget is a good
budget. My question is: what is Treasury doing to ensure that this budget is a good
budget in the context of what will also need to be funded in the future?
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Mr Steel: They provide advice on all the business cases. The portfolio ministers and
their directorates would be aware of any expiring initiatives that potentially require
funding to be sought in future budgets, and they would bring those forward in making
their case. Obviously, the nature of capital projects is that they expire once the projects
have been completed. For recurrent initiatives, there may be a range of circumstances.
They could be subject to an evaluation or review. That funding may be a genuine
one-year top-up that is required to meet an extra expense in that financial year. It may
not necessarily need to be provided beyond that point. There may be a range of
considerations, depending on what the initiative is.

I think what we have demonstrated in this budget, particularly in relation to the
community sector, is that we have worked with them to provide a longer term funding
profile, to provide them with certainty for their staff and for them to be able to plan
their programs and services. We want to continue to work with them in future budgets
to achieve even more. I think we have gone long way in this budget to provide that
longer term certainty which is important for them, but it also important for the
government, so that there is not necessarily the administrative burden of consistently
considering one-year decisions. We have made those longer term decisions in this
budget. I think that shows a level of transparency, quite frankly, that other states and
territories do not offer in their budgets.

MR EMERSON: The long-term funding has been great and very much welcomed.
You mentioned that ministers would be responsible for tracking the expiring measures
that they might want to see funded and continued. Do you know if ministers have their
own lists? You are a cabinet minister with portfolio responsibilities. Do you maintain a
list of those measures?

Mr Steel: Firstly, going back to the earlier question, a large number of election
agreements were funded in the first two budgets. We keep track of those. They are the
priorities that we need to deliver. Through the budget process, which begins almost as
soon as the last budget has gone through, we go to the agency that we have
responsibility for and talk through the budget bids that are required for the next year,
based on emerging needs and to potentially continue some of the measures that we have
undertaken that had time-limited funding. Those discussions happen as part the ordinary
budget cycle.

MR EMERSON: Thank you.

MS CLAY: I will first test whether the Treasurer will answer a question and then might
shift to another one. Treasurer, could I ask you about the delays to the capital works
pipeline. Were you involved in that or is that something that I can only take up with the
Chief Minister?

Mr Steel: It is primarily the Chief Minister’s responsibility, so I encourage you to talk
to him about the capital pipeline. I would not describe it as being necessarily delayed.

Some projects will be—

MS CLAY: Some projects have been delayed.
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Mr Steel: deferred. Overall, the infrastructure program has been reshaped in the budget,
with a focus on deliverability and sustainability, and also recognising that some capital
projects are ending, as we were talking about earlier. Once they are completed, they
come off the program. We will see that in the next two years with light rail stage 2A.
That is a large project that will be completed, and the territory will make our
contribution for the project at the appropriate time. We are stepping down from what
was a high level of capital investment through the infrastructure program to a more
sustainable level. We have set new targets. Setting the fiscal strategy is my
responsibility. The new targets that we have set out want that program to be under a
billion dollars a year. In fact, we are forecasting that it will come down to around
$800 million. That reflects a range of factors, but there has been very active work to
make sure that the program is both deliverable and sustainable and that it reflects the
labour market capacity to deliver, as well as a range of other factors that the
Chief Minister can talk through in relation to individual projects.

MS CLAY: Thank you. You got there. I think your role in it probably suggests that the
capital works need to be a billion dollars a year. Is that—

Mr Steel: It needs to come down to a more sustainable level, so we have set the target
of $1 billion a year beyond the light rail stage 2A project, recognising that there was a
necessary spike in investment to be able to deliver the territory contribution to that
project. From there onwards, it will step down to a more sustainable level. That is why
we forecast lower net debt levels over the next couple of years compared to the last
budget, because we have reshaped that program. We will try to maintain it under that
target of $1 billion to make sure that the level of net debt is sustainable over time, and
a return to cash operating surpluses will help more of that infrastructure investment to
be funded through cash and not just borrowings.

MS CLAY: We have a number of major projects that are deferred or delayed—
depending on which word you would like to use—indefinitely. What was the thinking
that you went through to decide that some of these things will be deferred indefinitely
rather than cancelled? I am struggling to work out the difference. A project started at
the beginning of this century and, in 2026, it has been deferred indefinitely. Did you
decide whether you should, in fact, cancel that project or have you decided that all
projects across the board will be deferred indefinitely?

Mr Steel: No—decisions have been made on individual projects. You can talk those
through with the Chief Minister. In many cases, it has been far more realistic, in
particular regarding the financial delivery profile of a project, recognising the
constraints on the labour market, the capacity of agencies to deliver, and a range of
other factors. Each individual project would be different and was considered by
Infrastructure Canberra and the Chief Minister through a process of looking at the
whole program, but also looking at the historic ability to deliver and making sure that
the profile is realistic. Even where projects have been deferred, we are often still
committed to getting on with those projects. It is just that they will happen over a longer
period of time to make sure that the profile is sustainable for the budget.

MS CLAY: I understand that—like the Kingston Arts Precinct that has been in the
pipeline since 2002 and is now deferred indefinitely.
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Mr Steel: That has its own potted history, which I will not get into. I encourage you to
talk to the ministers about that.

MS CLAY: Absolutely. By indefinitely deferring projects, how exactly do you still
expect to build and pay for them, noting that the costs of construction tend to go up over
time, particularly now, but also, in the history of the world, construction costs increase
over time? How are you actually returning the budget to a better position by deferring
projects but still committing to build them later? You will still have to pay for them.
How does that fix your forwards?

Mr Steel: I do not know whether the Treasury officials want to talk to that. It is about
spreading the cost over the budget so that we have the capacity to pay for those projects,
including financing the interest costs associated with borrowing.

Mr Pirie: Yes—that is fundamentally the point.

MS CLAY: Does that just mean that, if you have deferred these projects indefinitely,
you are still going to pay for them and you are going to fix your forwards; you are not
saying, “We’re never going to have any other priorities”? I am not suggesting that you
should have cancelled projects. I am just really struggling to find out, from the point of
view of the public, whether an indefinite deferral means they are not getting it and you
do not know when they are, and, from the point of view of your budget, whether an
indefinite deferral means you still have the liability, and now you do not have space for
any new priorities that might emerge from the next pandemic.

Mr Steel: I would encourage you to have a discussion with the Chief Minister about
what you are calling “indefinite deferral”. We have set out an infrastructure pipeline
that we intend to deliver, and we will continue to deliver against that in a way that is
fiscally sustainable. That will actually provide certainty to the community that we are
getting on with the projects, because they can be managed within the budget that we
have. Behind each one, the individual projects will have their own rationale, as to what
the factors are and the delivery timeframes. I encourage you to talk with portfolio
ministers about each of those. I can speak to the one or two projects that I am
responsible for in relation to light rail. Light rail is on track. Stage 2A is being delivered,
and we will be making the payments in accordance with the contract. That project has
not been delayed indefinitely. We are getting on with the job, and, in fact, it is ahead of
time. For stage 2B, we are continuing the planning and approvals work that is required
to support the project, and we will continue to update the community and the Assembly
on the timeframes as we move through the various third-party approval processes.

MS CLAY: Noting that you have raised it, Treasurer—you said that light rail is not
being deferred indefinitely, which is great—have we progressed beyond the fact that
we were delivering one stage per decade and now we do not have any timeline at all for
the next stages? We went from one stage—

Mr Steel: Those are decisions for future governments. I cannot speak for future
governments about what they would do with the project, and we know what the Liberal
Party would do with the project if they were ever in government. It would not happen
at all. It would not happen once in a decade; it would not happen once in 100 years
under a federal or local Liberal government. But we are moving through the timeline
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that we have set out. We are moving through the approvals processes, which at this
stage is the EIS. It has been submitted to the commonwealth. We will continue to work
through the approvals processes, which are very complex in that case. That is a good
example of how that infrastructure project is quite different to many of the others on
the books. The level of complexity and the scale of that project is huge compared to a
simple road project, in terms of the approvals that are required. We are working
systematically through those approvals.

MS CLAY: Treasurer, Isuggest that, if you say you cannot speak for future
governments and then you defer $700 million of major projects to the next government,
you have in fact spoken to future governments. Anyway—

Mr Steel: Well, not on that project.

MS CLAY: That was a comment, not a question.

MS CARRICK: Could you please provide a list of the projects that make up the
$700 million and how much each of them is within the $700 million?

Mr Steel: The $700 million?

MS CARRICK: Yes. What are the projects and how much makes up the $700 million?
Mr Steel: What figure are you talking about?

MS CARRICK: The $700 million of projects that you have deferred.

Mr Steel: That is a question for the Chief Minister.

MS CARRICK: But Treasury must have a list, because they have moved it back—
Mr Steel: I will take it on notice and he can answer the question.

MS CARRICK: But Treasury should have a list. They have moved it out of the
estimates, so they must know.

Mr Steel: I will take that question on notice and come back to you.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: You alluded to the tax reforms some time ago—how they
are intersecting with the planning reform work. Can you explain that further? How is
the LVC acting as a barrier to missing middle housing? Is that going to increase supply?
What is the nexus?

Mr Steel: We talked before about the phase-out of stamp duty, which supports the
demand side in the housing market for the cohorts that we are reducing it for. That is
important for the housing market during this time of uncertainty. That has been
welcomed by the construction industry. But we have also made a decision to support
the supply of new housing, which is also complementary to some of the tax reforms
federally. The 50 per cent remission on the codified lease variation charge will support
more missing middle housing to be brought forward. It is a temporary remission that
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will last until mid-2029. Effectively, we are hoping that the market will respond to that
incentive by bringing forward the supply of new housing in that segment of the market.
That will then help to meet our housing targets and provide more homes for downsizers,
who are also being incentivised through the stamp duty remissions, but it will also help
first home buyers. A missing middle home may be their first home purchase.

We know that part of the feasibility of developments is the land cost that may be
associated with a project. Often the lease variation charge is effectively factored into
the cost of land in the territory, and the constraints in a lease are factored into the value
of the land. We hope that this measure, which is time limited, will make more projects
feasible in the short term, at a time when construction costs have also been going up in
the market. Hopefully it will offset some of those costs and enable more housing to be
delivered, complementing the missing middle housing reforms that came in from
1 July, but also complementing the federal government’s changes around the capital
gains tax discount and negative gearing. They are continuing to support some of the tax
incentives for new housing to be built. The missing middle housing will likely attract
some investors who may wish to build new homes and rent them out, because they will
still get a 50 per cent capital gains tax discount and they will still be able to negatively
gear the property under the federal government’s reforms. It is all working together to
provide that type of housing for particular cohorts and it is also bringing on more supply
to meet demand in the market.

Whilst in the budget papers, which have published this information, we have seen
continued increase in the supply of new homes, compared to our population, what we
are hearing in the market is that people want greater diversity of housing, and that is
what the missing middle will deliver. But there are also other reforms, like
transport-oriented development and shop-top and shop-adjacent housing in well located
areas, close to transport, jobs and amenities. Further planning reform will be undertaken
to support some of those objectives. We are undertaking a broader review of the lease
variation charge with the construction industry at the moment. Whilst this temporary
measure has been put in place for the codified lease variation charge, we will be
working with industry on looking at how the LVC arrangements might more broadly
address housing supply issues, including the supply of more affordable social housing
as part of that, through the development of an inclusionary zoning policy. We are
looking at how tax settings can help to achieve some of the government’s and the
community’s objectives, as we try to delivery more housing and meet the housing
supply targets that we have.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Are you prepared for revenue loss with the changes or is
it going to be revenue neutral or revenue positive?

Mr Steel: The important point to make is that the planning reforms, which only started
on 1 July, did not allow missing middle housing to be built on the vast majority of
residential blocks in Canberra. That has now changed. The planning reforms have
enabled homes that were previously prohibited to be built. We would hope that there
would be additional revenue from the lease variation charge over time, as we would see
more of those homes built. A costing has been provided. I can hand over to Mitch to
talk a bit about the costing of the remissions measure.

Because we have enabled more housing, we would expect those opportunities to be
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taken up. They may access the remission through that process as well. It will really
depend on the market capacity to deliver. We are very closely monitoring the new
development applications that are coming in under the new reforms to see the extent of
that take-up and how the reforms are being used. Are they particularly focusing on
subdivision? Are they going to larger developments through block consolidation? There
are those sorts of factors. Treasury will no doubt update forecasts in the future, based
on some of that data that is coming through, through building approvals and
commencements.

Mr Pirie: I note that the initiative description on page 86 of the budget steps through
some of the numbers the Treasurer is alluding to. There is an expectation that additional
revenue will be generated by the reforms as a result of bringing forward activity and
leases being varied, where they would otherwise have not been varied, and there is also
additional rates revenue as a result of that.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: There is a close watch to see how that pans out?

Mr Pirie: Yes. We will continue to watch that with interest as we develop our forecasts
and understand the housing market more broadly.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: I thank you both.

MR COCKS: Treasurer, you touched on tax reform more generally and the changes to
stamp duty for first homebuyers in this response and your previous response. Fifteen
years after the government committed to getting rid of stamp duty for everyone, you
have effectively removed it from, on my calculations, possibly as few as 300
transactions per year—just under three per cent of transactions—for the most well-off
first homebuyers in Canberra. It is only at the top level, because everyone else already
had an exemption.

Mr Steel: I would not call pensioners worse off at all.

MR COCKS: I said “first homebuyers”, and we are talking about the first homebuyer
segment. Please correct me if I am wrong. There was already an exemption for incomes
under $250,000 and purchases under roughly $1.1 million. So it is only the ones above
that threshold that you are now exempting. How is that not a regressive change?

Mr Steel: The tax reform process goes back more than a decade, when we made the
decision to begin replacing the volatile taxes with—

MR COCKS: Rates.

Mr Steel: more stable and resilient revenue sources based on land tax. Over time, we
have abolished it for first homebuyers, and now for other cohorts as well, like
pensioners and people on the NDIS, for example, and those wanting to purchase a new
unit-titled home, either off the plan or turnkey. We are at the stage in the reform where
we can fully abolish the taxes, which was the aim at the beginning of the process. We
are now reaching that stage, and that is the first time it has happened in Australia. It is
a significant achievement. We have also made the commitment that we will continue to
phase out stamp duty with changes in every budget, and we will continue to look at it
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in every budget to see how we can continue to reduce stamp duty. And, for those who
continue to pay stamp duty when they are purchasing a home, it compares very well to
across the border, because we have reduced the amount of stamp duty that they pay.

MR COCKS: Noting the comments by Pegasus around the unaffordability of fully
eliminating stamp duty and the previous commitment to have the next stage of tax
reform released by now, by what date will we see the next stage of the tax reform plan,
and by what date will you fully eliminate stamp duty?

Mr Steel: We have made our priority clear—that we will continue to phase out stamp
duty—

MR COCKS: By when? Do you have a target?

Mr Steel: with decisions that we make in each budget and will remove barriers to home
ownership. We will be considering the outcomes from the fiscal sustainability review.
We are considering the recommendations in Mr Eslake’s report. He is obviously a
supporter of tax reform and the movement away from stamp duty. He has been very
clear about that, particularly in his earlier work on this, and I think virtually every other
economist in the country is supportive of this measure. I appreciate that you are not.
I understand that you do not support stamp duty—

MR COCKS: Treasurer, I did not give you a position. I asked you: “By what date?”
I appreciate you are trying to build up straw men to attack, but my question was: by
what date?

Mr Steel: We made our commitment clear at the election. We have delivered on most
of that commitment in this budget through the abolition of stamp duty for particular
cohorts—

MR COCKS: So you are not committed to—

Mr Steel: and then we made the commitment at the election that we would also continue
to phase it out in every budget. We will obviously continue to look at that in future
terms as well, but we want to hear the outcomes from the fiscal sustainability review.
We have been committed to this transition over a long time. At the moment, where the
economy is in a state of uncertainty as a result of the war in the Middle East and there
are elevated interest rates, and that is having an impact on house prices, our budget
remains more resilient than budgets in other states and territories, because we have
moved away from stamp duty through this process. Other governments around the
country have not made this change and rely on volatile stamp duty revenue during a
time when prices are going down. That impacts on stamp duty revenue, and that is
something that has been highlighted recently by S&P. We are far more resilient as a
result of the change to land tax that has occurred over time, in a way that is respectful
of both households and businesses.

MR COCKS: But there is no date.
Mr Steel: It is a gradual transition that has supported us to have a stable revenue base

to fund services in the territory.
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THE CHAIR: I am very conscious that we are way over time. I note that there is one
outstanding issue. Could we clarify that before we wrap up this session?

MR EMERSON: Yes. We have almost come full circle in talking about election
commitments again, but I ask if you can take on notice a list of the Labor election
commitments that were costed by Treasury in 2024, going into the election, and have
not yet been fully funded and the total cost of the as yet unfunded commitments based
on those pre-election costings.

Mr Steel: They are already published. I am happy to point you towards the published
information. I will take that on notice and point you towards the published information:
the budgets that we have outlined—the first two budgets of the year—and the election
costings that we have made, as well as the updates on the delivery of our election
commitments that we are also transparently reporting.

THE CHAIR: To confirm, you are taking that on notice?

Mr Steel: Yes.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. On behalf of the committee, I thank you for your attendance
today. If you have taken any questions on notice, please provide your answers to the
committee secretary within five business days of receiving the uncorrected proof

Hansard.

Hearing suspended from 12.47 pm to 1.32 pm
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Appearances:
Ms Stephen-Smith, Ms Rachel, Minister for the Public Service

Infrastructure Canberra
Geraghty, Ms Gillian, Director-General and ACT Chief Engineer
Khan, Mr Faheem, Executive Group Manager, Delivery—Places and Spaces
Kerkow, Ms Kyla, Executive Group Manager, Pipeline, Capability and Estate

Office of Industrial Relations and Workforce Strategy
Wright, Mr Robert, Deputy Director-General
Allars, Ms Alex, Executive Group Manager, Employment and Industrial Relations
Group

Chief Minister, Treasury and Economic Development Directorate
Campbell, Mr Russ, Acting Head of Service and Director-General
Dowdell, Ms Michelle, Acting Under Treasurer, Treasury

THE CHAIR: Welcome back to the public hearings for the Select Committee on
Estimates 2026-2027. We welcome Ms Rachel Stephen-Smith, Minister for the Public
Service, and officials. Please note that, as witnesses, you are protected by parliamentary
privilege and bound by its obligations. You must tell the truth, as giving false or
misleading evidence will be treated as a serious matter and may be considered contempt
of the Assembly.

As we are not taking opening statements, we will now proceed to questions. But, before
we do that, Ms Stephen-Smith, you wanted some time at the beginning of the session.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Thank you very much, Chair. I wanted to take a moment to
acknowledge that this will be, I think, the first set of hearings in eight years for annual
reports and estimates that have not seen Bettina Konti at the table. Bettina was the ACT
government’s chief digital officer and interim Director-General of Digital Canberra,
and she chose to retire very recently. I want to acknowledge the exceptional leadership
that she provided in whole-of-government digital transformation. Bettina was
responsible for establishing the ACT’s government central digital capability, leading
significant organisational reform and positioning Digital Canberra to deliver
technology-enabled government services.

I want to acknowledge the vision, innovation and collaborative leadership style that she
presented and the way that she worked effectively with her colleagues, with the
stakeholders and with the community and recognise the substantial and significant
contribution to improving public service delivery that Bettina made through digital
innovation, customer-centred services line and whole-of-government collaboration.
Dr Igasto is the new incoming Director-General of Digital Canberra. Thank you very
much for the indulgence.

THE CHAIR: Thank you, Minister. We will now proceed to questions. My first
question is around the public service workforce and strategy. Minister, how much did
the ACT government spend on contractors, consultants and labour hire across the
ACT public service during the 2025-26 financial year?
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Ms Stephen-Smith: That is probably a question for Procurement ACT. I do not know
if Mr Wright has any information in relation to that.

Mr Wright: Chair, that is, indeed, a question for Procurement ACT, which is where
our gap contractor labour force is recruited through. I note that in the ACT public
service that ongoing permanent employment with the service is our preferred form of
employment. But that question needs to be referred to Procurement.

THE CHAIR: Thank you.

Ms Dowdell: I would just add that it will also be published in our financial statements
for the end of year. That will give a totality for each of the agencies in their end-of-year
financial statements, and the whole-of-government financial statements will have the
total spend. They will be available later this year.

THE CHAIR: Minister, | have some questions around the EBA. How many EBA’s
across government are being negotiated and due to be negotiated?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I think 17 of the 18 are currently being negotiated. Mr Wright has
said that is correct.

THE CHAIR: How many have expired?
Ms Stephen-Smith: All of those 17 have expired.

THE CHAIR: The government workforce strategy seeks to position the ACT public
service as an employer of choice. Can you explain how this prolonged negotiation and
bargaining process supports that objective?

Ms Stephen-Smith: We commenced negotiation in a timely way. The agreements
expired in late March 2026 and we commenced negotiations in July 2025. It is not
unusual for ACT public service enterprise bargaining negotiations to go beyond the
expiry of the existing agreement. In fact, this is a process that has in some ways been
more timely than previous processes that [ have been involved with. I think this is my
third or fourth round of bargaining since I was elected.

Mr Wright can provide specific information, but the bargaining teams have been
meeting regularly. What usually happens in the course of enterprise bargaining is that
there is negotiation around the core, which is the central pay and conditions that apply
broadly across the public service, and then there are stream bargains for the individual
enterprise agreement. Often that is done in sequence. We have been seeking to do that
work in parallel. How many meetings are we up to now?

Mr Wright: I think we are in the 40s at the moment in terms of meetings held.
Ms Stephen-Smith: While there has obviously not been positive support at this point
for the pay offer, there has been some really good progress made on a range of

conditions. The ACT public service is already one of the best paid in the country. We
also have very positive conditions that support a family friendly workplace. In this
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particular pay offer we are removing some conditions around leave and expanding
access to other leave. In particular, we are expanding access to non-birth parental leave
and changing some of the parental leave arrangements to be much more streamlined
and easier to access, including enabling both parents to flexibly take leave over a 24
month period after the birth of a child, and making some changes to that leave to support
things like premature birth and pregnancy loss.

So those changes have been bargained through with our unions, as have clauses on safe
staffing levels and the use of Al in the workplace. There has been genuine engagement
with our industrial partners throughout this time since July last year when bargaining
commenced.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. Just for my benefit, of the 17 that you have commenced
bargaining on, do you have a breakdown of when they were due and when they expired?

Mr Wright: Of that 17, they all expired in March.
THE CHAIR: So they all expired on the same day?

Mr Wright: Yes. The one that is out of alignment with that is the Fire and Rescue EA,
which we will commence some negotiations on in the coming months. Bargaining
commenced in July 2025 with the issuing of the notices of representational rights—or
NERRs, as they are referred to—for those ACT public service enterprise agreements,
with the exception of the Fire and Rescue Agreement, which is yet to be issued, and the
Medical Practitioners Enterprise Agreement, which was issued in December 2025. That
was the one which went to Fair Work for decision-making. Bargaining of the common
core clauses, which is A to M, commenced on 12 August.

The government provided an initial pay and superannuation offer and entitlements
package on 9 December 2025. Following feedback from the unions and employee
representatives, in further negotiations, the government released a revised pay and
superannuation offer on 11 March 2026. The revised offer is for a three-year agreement
term, as the minister has referred to.

One of the biggest things, I think, out of this particular round of the bargaining is the
increase to superannuation. That increase to superannuation in the offer, which would
take place if it is voted up, from 1 July 2028, will make us the highest paid super in the
country, outside of the APS. Ithink that is a very significant win for employees
throughout the ACTPS.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. What assumptions regarding enterprise bargaining
outcomes have been incorporated into this current budget?

Ms Stephen-Smith: The offer that was made in March was incorporated in this budget.
The most recent offer does not have any additional financial implications for the
2026-27 financial year. So, to the extent that any additional costs are required to be
factored in, that will be taken into account through the mid-year review budget process.

Mr Wright: Chair, we work very closely with Treasury in developing the costings in
relation to the bargaining offer.
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THE CHAIR: Minister, just to clarify, did you say that the current offer does not have
an implication for the next budget? Is that what you said?

Ms Stephen-Smith: As Mr Wright outlined, we made a second offer to staff in March.
All of the costs associated with that offer have been factored into this budget, the
2026-27 budget, for the 2026-27 year and future years. Just this week, yesterday, we
made an additional or subsequent offer to staff. That does not have any additional
financial implications that would require appropriation in the 2026-27 year. But any
other financial implications or any financial implications of future bargaining outcomes
across the streams would then be taken into account in mid-year review.

Ms Dowdell: This morning, as part of the session for Treasury, we took on notice all
we could provide in relation to the costings for that.

THE CHAIR: That is right, yes—which is why I wanted to clarify that. Thank you.

Mr Wright: Ms Barry, I would like to correct the record with regard to the
commencement of that superannuation. That would be 1 January 2028.

THE CHAIR: Thank you.

MS CARRICK: Iam curious to know why there is no financial implication for the
current financial year given we are only 21 days into it?

Ms Stephen-Smith: There is a financial implication of the offer that was made in
March. The updated offer in relation to superannuation brought the commencement
date of the superannuation increase forward from 1 July 2028 to 1 January 2028. That
obviously has an implication in the 2027-28 financial year. The offer in relation to the
CPI linked cost-of-living payments is to provide a $600 cost-of-living payment where
ACT CPI reaches 3.5 per cent or higher or $1,000 cost-of-living payment where CPI
reaches four per cent or higher. But that is based on starting the 2026-27 year—June to
June, I think, is where we have landed. The outcome will be known in the second half
0f 2027, and that payment would be made in the second half of 2027—so in the 2027-28
financial year.

MS CARRICK: So the 3-3-3 has not changed?
Ms Stephen-Smith: No.

MR CAIN: Minister, yesterday’s public sector pay offer is yet to be voted on; however,
the lead negotiator has now changed. I believe it was in media this morning that the
union indicated a change due to tensions. Who is the new lead negotiator and why was
the previous one removed?

Ms Stephen-Smith: [ believe that was an interview with the Australia Education
Union. They were talking about the lead negotiator on the Education agreement. So that
would be a question for Education. Our lead negotiator for the whole of government
has not changed—as far as I am aware.
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MR CAIN: Okay. Thank you.

MR BRADDOCK: I have a question in terms of your description, Minister, of it being
timely. Given we have been negotiating for over 12 months now and had 40-plus
meetings and yet we still have not even put a vote to staff, how can you describe that
as timely?

Ms Stephen-Smith: 1do not know that Iactually said it was timely. I think,
Mr Braddock, it is more timely than previous rounds of negotiations have been. This is
not necessarily a high bar, I have to say.

MR BRADDOCK: Okay.

Ms Stephen-Smith: But it is for a reason. The ACT government has a solid approach
of taking bargaining really seriously and seeking to work through to an agreed outcome
with unions. Those negotiations do take time. Unions put a lot of claims on the table
and management put some claims on the table in each bargaining round. As we have
gone through the bargaining process, unions have added additional claims. We have
made three offers now. Our attempt, always in ACT government bargaining, is to reach
an agreed position and to put something to ballot that we know is supported by the
unions. That is why in previous rounds it has taken so long—because there have been
prolonged negotiations to get to the point where we have agreement. We have heard,
both from unions and from a number of our employees, that they are keen for us to go
to ballot with an offer. That is why, in making this third offer, we have been very clear
that this is an offer that we will take to ballot.

MR BRADDOCK: But the last round was supposed to solve this whole timeliness
concerns by requiring that the commencement for this round happened last year.
Despite that, agreements have expired and we are still yet to actually put to a vote. So
we have not solved that timeliness question yet.

Mr Wright: Mr Braddock, when we look at our bargaining approach, we take a good
faith bargaining position. While I acknowledge the period of time that it has taken to
date, we negotiate in good faith with bargaining representatives. I have to say that that
relationship at the table with regard to our core agreement, in particular, which is the
administrative agreement, which is the one we are putting out to ballot, has been very
construction and very professional—and has been acknowledged by all the parties of
being so. We are open and transparent in our communication and information sharing.
It has been a very effective period of negotiation. Has it taken longer than we would
have liked? Yes, absolutely it has. But we do take a collegiate approach to it and it is
very constructive within the room.

MR BRADDOCK: My next supplementary is about the timeliness of pay, given
employees are struggling with the cost-of-living crisis at the moment. I appreciate the
offer has a revised backdate, but that will only come through once it is actually voted
through. You just described those cost-of-living payments if CPI exceed certain
benchmarks. That only comes in in the second half of 2027. That is not going to help
the employees who are currently struggling with the cost-of-living costs.
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Mr Wright: In the event that this agreement is voted up—the non-expiry date will
have passed in March, obviously—the first pay rise would be backdated through to 1
July of this year.

Ms Allars: I think it is actually 3 July.

Mr Wright: In terms of a gap, if this particular ballot gets up, that gap will be
minimised. The last pay rise that staff received was—

Ms Allars: I am the lead negotiator in the ACT government’s bargaining.
Mr Wright: Still.

Ms Allars: I have been in 44 and a half days of those 45 days of negotiations, and it is
the case that we have received over 300 claims. In those meetings we worked through
claims with not only unions but also our individual bargaining reps, and we not only
talked through claims but also we clauses and the whole draft agreement. They actually
have been quite productive meetings. I recognise that, for people that are not sitting in
the room, it is difficult to comprehend what actually happens within the bargaining
room, but there is a lot of work that goes into it. The last pay increase payable to our
employees was in December 2025, and it was a one per cent increase plus a $1,000
payment. So we are at just over six months now since the last pay increase and the pay
increase was under this agreement. The first one would take effect from 2 July and, if
there is a yes vote for the administrative and related classifications agreement, then that
would be payable to those employees in the September period. We just have to work
through pay cycles to make those payments, and it would also be backdated as well.

MR BRADDOCK: I appreciate your views within the negotiating room, but the views
of the Canberra people watching the teachers strike out at the front square there seem
to indicate a different story. What is the government’s contingency plan if this latest
offer is not actually voted up by the employees?

Ms Allars: Just to clarify, the agreement that will be balloted first out of the
18 agreements that we do have, is the administrative and related classifications
agreement, which covers about 11,800 of our employees. In the event that there is a no
outcome, clearly, we would have to consider that outcome, consider what the numbers
are, and then look at where to from here?

MR BRADDOCK: I also received feedback from another union that was under another
agreement where they were concerned their members do not actually have the ability
to vote on the administrative agreement and hence they have no say on whether the core
conditions will then roll over to their agreement. How do you address that concern?

Ms Allars: As the minister has said and as Mr Wright has indicated, we are doing
parallel bargaining this round. We use the common core and the admin agreement,
which then flows through to our 18 other agreements. Every agreement covers
particular classifications of the workforce. The first one, those employees have the right
to vote on. Then, as other agreements are put to ballot, those employees will have the
ability to vote on their classification-related enterprise agreements. That is a common
practice. We do not have a single enterprise agreement in the ACT public service; we
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have 18—which cover different categories of employees and different classifications.

Ms Stephen-Smith: I would just emphasise that all unions are or can be in the room
for the core. So it is not just the unions whose members are covered by the admin
agreement; it is all unions in the negotiation for the core.

MR BRADDOCK: It was more a question of the employees having a right to have a
say on what could potentially end up affecting their agreement.

Ms Allars: Just to clarify, how that would work is every agreement has to be balloted.
It is the case that you do, in the context of enterprise bargaining, sometimes get different
outcomes for different classifications and different agreements, as we saw with the
Medical Practitioners Enterprise Agreement, where 17 of the other agreements were
approved by employees covered by those agreements but the medical practitioners did
not approve theirs. It moved through a protracted bargaining process with the Fair Work
Commission, and the full bench made a decision on that, and they determined that the
pay increases that the government offered to the rest of the workforce should equally
apply to those employees. So every employee will have the opportunity to vote on the
agreement that covers them.

MR BRADDOCK: Minister, who in the government is accountable for a failure to
settle the enterprise bargaining. For example, if it was with the teachers, would it be the
education minister, or is that actually your responsibility?

Ms Stephen-Smith: As cabinet, we take collective responsibility. These offers go
through an expenditure review committee or enterprise bargaining committee process
and then subcommittee process of cabinet and then to cabinet, depending on the
agreement. The expenditure review committee has the authority to enable speedy offers
and consideration of claims to be made. But we obviously jointly take collective
responsibility for the finalisation of those things. Individual directorates are responsible
for bargaining, being the lead negotiator on different agreements. Education obviously
for the teachers agreement, Canberra Health Services for nurses, midwives, health
professionals and medical practitioners et cetera. But, as a government, as ministers,
we take joint responsibility for the outcomes of that.

MR BRADDOCK: So if we were to see further industrial unrest across the city, we
should hold you collectively responsible for failing to settle the enterprise bargaining
negotiations?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I would not characterise it that way, because the right to take
industrial action is embedded in the process of negotiating enterprise agreements. We
have seen that all around the country. It is the workers’ right as union members to vote
to take industrial action and to take that industrial action after the nominal expiry of the
previous agreement. That is part and parcel of bargaining processes from time to time.
It has not been the case for some years in the ACT that teachers, for example, have
taken industrial action. In this particular round they have, but that does not mean that
bargaining comes to an end. It does not mean we stop negotiating in good faith. It is
part of the process.

MR BRADDOCK: I suppose the Canberra community expect you to settle in a timely
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fashion with your workers.

Ms Stephen-Smith: [am sure they do, but I think the Canberra community also
expects us to treat all workers fairly in terms of the consideration that we give to their
claims and to be responsible in the way that we manage the broader ACT government
budget and education and health, for example. We know that their unions and their
workforces have some strong industrial power and good union coverage, but we also
know that they make up significantly more than half of the budget. So we need to be
responsible in terms of the fiscal challenges that we are facing as well when we are
making offers to our workforce and to make responsible offers and offers that are fair
across the whole workforce.

MR BRADDOCK: Thank you. I better let other members have a fair share.

MR EMERSON: My question is around the ACT government’s prior service
recognition policy. I understand that provides for employees transferring from other
public services, other state, territory and federal governments, into the ACTPS to have
their personal leave, annual leave, bereavement leave, maternity leave and long service
leave entitlements transferred and recognised if moving permanently to the ACTPS. Is
that a reasonable summary of what the policy does?

Ms Allars: I think it is a reasonable summary, but it does depend on the circumstances
and the situation in the transferring agency and whether that employee has accessed
some of that leave. There is a range of things that would be considered, but it could be.

MR EMERSON: Okay. Are there similar arrangements in place for ACT public
servants transferring out of the ACTPS to other governments?

Ms Allars: Again, it would depend on those other government entities—
commonwealth, state, territory et cetera. There are some reciprocal, but it depends on
the different arrangements that they might have in place.

MR EMERSON: Okay. Iassume the governments account for and accrue the
liabilities of all the forms of available leave entitlements for existing ACTPS
employees. Is that something at an agency-by-agency level?

Ms Allars: I cannot tell you exactly how it is—

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is probably a question for the Treasury, really.

Ms Dowdell: Directorates make provisions for their leave entitlements for their current
staff.

MR EMERSON: Okay, that is tracked. When an employee leaves, for example, the
New South Wales government public service to join the ACTPS, does the New South
Wales government transfer funds to the ACT government to cover the leave entitlement
liabilities of that employee?

Ms Allars: Again, I think it would depend on the nature of the type of leave liability.
Some may be transferred; some may not. It really would depend on the circumstances.
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Ms Dowdell: We can take it on the notice, but I think, particularly for long service
leave and annual leave, the funding is transferred from the losing directorate. I would
have to check on personal leave. I think it might just be a recognition of service. But
we can take on notice the specifics of what leave is transferred and what funding is
provided.

MR EMERSON: That would be great—so which leave entitlements, as you
mentioned, which state and territory governments pay for those entitlements and which
do not and also the process for how that is actually administered and whether an invoice
is issued or how that works. Do you know if the Australian government transfers funds
to cover leave entitlement liabilities when APS employees leave to join the ACTPS?

Ms Dowdell: Yes, as a personal experience. My leave did transfer as a funding transfer.
MR EMERSON: So your leave transferred, but do you know if—
Ms Dowdell: I understand the ACT billed the commonwealth.

MR EMERSON: The ACT billed the commonwealth. Perhaps you could take that on
notice to make sure that that is confirmed as well. Does the ACT government also cover
the costs of outgoing employees’ leave entitlements when they move from the ACT
government to another government’s public service?

Ms Dowdell: I think that would depend on the reciprocal arrangements and whether
the receiving state will transfer. But we can come back on notice with what that entails.

MR EMERSON: With kind of the same breakdown as for the previous question?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes. We will do the reciprocal arrangements in both directions
for each jurisdiction.

MR EMERSON: Okay. And, on that, the way in which any of those liabilities that
might be unfunded are accounted for in the budget papers over the forward estimates?
That would be great.

Ms Dowdell: They would not be accounted for in the budget papers. That would be
part of the agency’s financial statements and more likely on their balance sheets of what
assets or what liabilities they are covering. But there would not be an appropriation for
that; that would be part of their—

MR EMERSON: Sure. Thank you.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Could I have an update on Wakefield Gardens, 91
Wakefield Avenue and the management of that site following the fire in August. How
is the work going—the progress of the consultations, site security, demolishing it and

preparing for the future use? Where are things up to?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Things have progressed. We have closed that consultation and are
getting ready to release a listening report as well as progress with demolition. Kyla can
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fill you in more.

Ms Kerkow: Thanks, Minister. With regard to the fire damaged property at 91A
Wakefield Gardens, the demolition is progressing. The procurement and contract have
been finalised. We now have development DA approval and on 10 July received BA
approval. So we are working through and trying to target an end of August
commencement for demolition on the site.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Where are things up to—like the planning, heritage and
site remediation work? What needs to be completed?

Ms Kerkow: The demolition is looking to remove the structure which has been deemed
as structurally unsafe as part of the development approval process, the necessary
heritage approvals and controls in relation to remediation as well as the rectification.
The rectification to slab level on the site is the initial remediation. Though there is scope
within the contract for, I guess, re-grassing of the area in order to make sure that, at a
minimum, once demolition is complete, the site is safe.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Without pre-empting the release of the listening report and the
next steps, [ wanted to assure Mr Emerson—and I hope my office has been in contact
with his about organising something to ensure that we engage the community in this
conversation prior to demolition so that people have some assurance and have an
opportunity to know what is happening and what is going to happen next.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Is there a best case scenario timeline that you are
working to?

Ms Kerkow: As Isaid, we are targeting the end of August, subject to weather, for
demolition commencement. Once demolition commences, it is roughly a three-week
project timeline for completion of the demolition activities.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Okay. Minister, this is an example of how the
government is managing or renewing, I suppose, the territory’s asset portfolio. Is there
a theme in the 2026-27 budget of how the government is going about this management
asset renewal work?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I think there is a broader theme. There are probably two elements
to that that relate to Wakefield Gardens. One is looking at some of those assets that we
have that are creating risk or are definitely not going to be reused and ensuring that we
are demolishing those assets in a timely way so that they do not create an ongoing cost
for management for Infrastructure Canberra or a risk to the community. And then there
is the broader question of looking right across our community sector asset base as to
how we ensure that that is well-maintained and, that it meets the needs of the
community. I do not know if Ms Kerkow can talk a bit more about that.

Ms Kerkow: Thanks, Minister. In the 2026-27 budget there is provision for
Infrastructure Canberra to progress further strategic asset management plans, to look
across our entire portfolio of 243 assets to ensure that all of those have a strategic asset
management plan in place, and we are also looking at supporting asset class
management plans as well as asset management plans. We have a very diverse portfolio
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across those 243 assets that require unique management activities. Throughout 2026-27
we will be progressing that to ensure there are those strategic asset management plans
in place. This is in addition to the 45 existing asset management plans as well as depot
asset class management plans that were completed in 2025, and we will be using these
to support that portfolio-wide planning for the asset portfolio.

Ms Stephen-Smith: 1 would just add that this is not the assets for education or
transport.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Right. Is that sort of almost in the nature of an audit—
this is what we have, this is where we have it, this is the status of the building or the
asset and what we will need to be doing down the track?

Ms Kerkow: It does include assets. We know the assets that we do have. That includes
looking at their current condition, location, use, what immediate upgrades or
maintenance may be required, looking at them within the zoning and planning and all
of those components as well—how we can best look after the asset to maximise its use
and value to the territory.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: How flexible are those asset management plans? Is it
the case that you put one together and then it is difficult to come back to it, update it,
renew it or change it as the situation with the asset develops or changes?

Ms Geraghty: The asset management plans are flexible in that they are able to be
updated over time. It really comes down to workload and availability of resources to be
able to invest in them as time goes on.

THE CHAIR: For my benefit, are the 243 assets listed anywhere? Can we find what
they are?

MS CARRICK: Can we get a list of them?

Ms Stephen-Smith: If there is not a list in the annual report we can certainly provide
a list, yes. I know that one exists. I have one.

THE CHAIR: Awesome; thank you very much.

MR EMERSON: On the demolition, back to the first question—thanks for asking
about this, Mr Werner-Gibbings—what extent of tree removal is that going to involve?
Will it be just retaining the ones that are protected?

Ms Kerkow: All the trees within the block boundaries will be retained and protected
during the demolition activities in accordance with the tree management plan for the
site.

MR EMERSON: Okay, and then decisions about what happens next will be part of

the decisions about what happens next for the site, including the trees. I assume not all
of them will stay forever, but—
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Ms Kerkow: I will take that on notice, but my understanding is that, given the heritage
overlay relates to the gardens and the trees, there are likely limitations in what can be
done to any of the trees or the plants within the block boundary precincts, because of
the heritage overlay. But we can take that on notice as to the specificity of which trees
are included or not in the tree management plan.

MR EMERSON: Okay. Thank you. Thanks for your work on that.

MS CLAY: I got a bit confused during that conversation. Do we have strategic asset
management plans in place for all of our major assets?

Ms Kerkow: Not yet, no.

MS CLAY: They are not new things, though. We have always had SAMPs. So they
are not in place at the moment?

Ms Geraghty: No.
Ms Stephen-Smith: Not for all our assets, no.
Ms Geraghty: Not for everything.

MS CLAY: Have you taken on notice which major assets have SAMPs and which do
not? If not, can I get that taken on notice?

MS CARRICK: Add it to the list—does it have a strategic asset management plan or
not?

MS CLAY: Yes, add to the list: does it have a strategic asset management plan? Thank
you.

MR BRADDOCK: How many have a strategic asset management plan out of how
many assets?

Ms Geraghty: We will take that on notice.
MS CARRICK: On those 243 assets, does that include the libraries?

Ms Kerkow: Not all of them. It includes the owned asset libraries. We do lease some
sites for the provision of library services.

MS CARRICK: Okay. It was interesting that you said on the Wakefield Gardens that
you were going to engage the community to let them know what is happening. Why
hasn’t that happened with the relocation of Access Canberra into Woden Library—that
the community has been engaged to know what is happening?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I will ask Mr Khan to come to the table. I think there have been

ongoing conversations in relation to that with the Ainslie community about the
Wakefield Gardens site for some time. It is always our intention to engage with
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community, but the timing of that depends on how much information we have and also
the decisions that government has taken in terms of some of our internal provision of
services. Sometimes the decision needs to be taken in a timely way in relation to budget
processes or lease expiry. Sometimes it is a question of engaging with the community
about how things are going to be done and making sure that community is informed.
Our strategic engagement plan at a whole-of-government level does differentiate
between some things on which we need to get community engagement upfront on—*“Is
this the right way to go?” “What should we do,” before the, “How should we do it?”
Other things are going to be decisions of government and then we engage on the, “This
is what we are doing and we will let you know what is happening. We will engage you
in terms of what is important to you.” With that, I will hand over to Mr Khan.

Mr Khan: Thank you, Minister. As the minister has outlined, the time of the decision
with regard to the co-location of the Access Canberra shopfront into the Woden Library
reflected the pending expiry of the lease in the existing building. The options were
presented to government around the future provision of that service against the pending
expiration of the lease. The government has made a decision with regard to the
co-location of the Access Canberra shopfront into the Woden Library. That decision
has been made but, as the minister has said, that does not necessarily limit our ability
in implementing that decision to engage with community and user groups of those
services in terms of what the design and then delivery of the co-location of those
services look like.

MS CARRICK: We have known about the lease ending. Why was it a last-minute
decision and why wasn’t there consultation in the lead-up to the decision?

Mr Khan: Minister, are you happy for me to answer that?
Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes, go ahead.

Mr Khan: It is not for me to comment on the characterisation in terms of the timing
of the decision. The lease is expiring in this financial year. We provided options to
government around what could be done in terms of exercising options to extend and
maintain the current lease and the services that were provided there. We recognised that
there were other options as well and presented those options to government. The
government has made the decision that there is the opportunity to deliver services in a
co-located fashion. That is more financially efficient as well because we are no longer
required to continue to lease that building and are able to deliver the services that that
building currently provides to the community.

MS CARRICK: Do you have a design for Woden Library?

Mr Khan: Design development is underway and there are options that we are working
through at the moment.

MS CARRICK: How do you know it is value for money if you do not have a design?
How do you know what it is going to cost?

Mr Khan: As is published in the budget statements, estimates have been developed
based on our initial assessment of fair costs within the library space for the shopfront.
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MS CARRICK: I am going to come back to this. I have a lot more questions.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Can I just say that, without necessarily having a specific design,
Infrastructure Canberra is pretty well-prepared, in terms of its expertise, to understand
what a fit-out of that scale would tend to cost. Cost estimations in relation to that scale
of fit-out would be something that Infrastructure Canberra has the expertise to
understand without necessarily knowing which room is going to go where or exactly
how it is going to look at the end of the day.

The other comment I would make is in terms of the timing, with the establishment of
the City and Environment Directorate and bringing in Access Canberra, which was in
Chief Minister, Treasury and Economic Development Directorate, and bringing in
libraries, which were with Transport Canberra and City Services. Bringing those into
the same directorate has also provided some additional opportunity for Access Canberra
and libraries to come together and think about how they jointly deliver services to what
are often the same people in the community—some of the same types of services as
well as some very different types of services. That is probably something to talk about
when Minister Cheyne is here with the City and Environment Directorate: how they
have been thinking about their combined front-facing work with the community.

MS CARRICK: Who is responsible for the business case that went to cabinet? It has
multiple facets. It has Access Canberra moving to Dickson and Access Canberra
moving to the library. Who is responsible for this measure?

Mr Khan: I can assist, Minister. The lead minister for the business case is Minister
Cheyne, and Minister Stephen-Smith is the supporting minister. We are working very
closely with Access Canberra. All advice has been joint between Infrastructure
Canberra and Access Canberra through both ministers.

MR CAIN: On this growing document about the assets and asset management plans,
could you also include when the plan ceased for particular assets and why that occurred?

Ms Stephen-Smith: We can take that on notice. I would just note that, with 243 assets,
this is becoming quite a large spreadsheet, so—

MR CAIN: Sure. It sounds like an important document, though.
Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes, but, in terms of the committee giving us a bit of grace, we
will endeavour to get that before the end of the estimates period, but it might be towards

the end.

MR EMERSON: These are community facilities. As you mentioned, it is not under
Education and it is not—

Ms Kerkow: That is correct.
MS CLAY: Minister, I want to have a chat about workforce planning. It is important

that we pay our people well, but it is also important that we are planning for that
workforce. The public service grew from about 24,000 to 30,000 over five years or so.
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Some of that is from insourcing and from Calvary. Is that a couple of thousand people
from insourcing and from Calvary?

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is a couple of thousand people from Calvary. I do not have those
numbers in front of me, but they were available at the time of the acquisition of Calvary.

MS CLAY: I am trying to get a handle on the 24,000 to 30,000. How many of those
are just from insourcing and how many are from growth?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I do not know if you have those numbers.
Mr Khan: [ would need to take that on notice, Ms Clay, but we can get them.

Ms Stephen-Smith: We might be able to get them quite quickly if we can get someone
to send them through.

Mr Khan: Yes.

MS CLAY: That would be excellent. Minister, you have often talked about making
sure that you are protecting and funding frontline jobs, but you are not tracking frontline
jobs in the 24,000 and 30,000. Have I got that right?

Ms Stephen-Smith: You say “not tracking”. There has been some previous evidence
that we are not able to provide a specific breakdown of frontline and non-frontline jobs,
and that is because there is a range of grey areas. We tend to say we are protecting
delivery of essential government services. We sometimes talk about them as frontline
jobs, but we generally tend to focus on ensuring that essential services, frontline
services, can be delivered for the ACT community. I tend to go back to examples in the
health space, but that does not just mean a nurse or a midwife; it might mean a ward
clerk or some people behind the scenes looking after the IT. All of that stuff is essential
for the frontline workers to deliver the frontline services to the ACT community. That
is what we are seeking to protect. Spending our time trying to figure out who is frontline
and who is not frontline is not where we spend our time. Where we spend our time is:
“Who is necessary to support the delivery of frontline services?”

MS CLAY: That is great. Are you able to tell us how many people were involved in
delivering essential services or delivering frontline services in the 24,000 and 30,000
figures? I do not mind what sort of phrase you use. Do you actually know? Are you
able to tell us that, maybe on notice? Is that information you have?

Mr Khan: If the data is available, Ms Clay, we will provide it to you.

MS CLAY: I would love to have it on notice. If the data is not available, I would love
to know how the government is constantly re-assuring us that it is protecting essential
services to the community if the government is not, in fact, tracking that in any way.
I would love to have that explanation if the answer comes back that we do not keep that
data. Can you explain how you are making sure that you are making good on that regular
promise?
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Ms Stephen-Smith: Ms Clay, often decisions around how they deliver their services
are best taken at the directorate level by the teams on the ground. Us having a number
at a whole-of-government level is not actually going to provide any assurance that we
are maintaining frontline services. What is going to give assurance is the directorates
themselves understanding the services that they deliver and ensuring that they are
managing, within their budget, to enable continuity of those essential frontline services.
I am not sure that a single number of however many out of 30,000 is in any way actually
helpful for us tracking that. It could require a lot of administrative background work. It
could take a couple of people in every directorate a few weeks to work out the answer
to that question and deliver zero value, in terms of actually delivering frontline services.

MS CLAY: Minister, how would you know if your government is not protecting
frontline and essential services?

Ms Stephen-Smith: We would hear from directorates and we would hear from the
community.

MS CLAY: You have made it very clear to directorates that they need to protect those?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes, but they are also having conversations. The reality is—and
you chair the fiscal sustainability committee—that we are in fiscally challenging
circumstances with the budget and we need to operate within our budget. We have said
since before the last election, frankly, that at some point difficult decisions have to be
made across government. If we are going to continue expanding services in one area,
we need to reconsider some of the things that we have been doing for a long time that
might not have as high a value to the community as some of the new things that every
person at this table in every sitting week asks us to do. Choices need to be made. That
is what governing is about. Sometimes the choice will be: “We’re going to pull back on
this particular service in order to put more resources into this other particular service.”
It is not about continuing to do exactly the same thing from year to year.

MS CLAY: Sure. I do understand. I might more helpfully dig into a couple of
examples. Would you consider that teachers are essential workers in essential services?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Of course.

MS CLAY: Great. When we looked at the teacher cohort, the number has not grown
with the population. Over the last five-year period that we looked at it, it looked like
we had added only about 60 teachers to our workforce. If we had looked at population
growth, we probably would have added about 280 teachers to our workforce.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Is that to FTE or to filled positions?

MS CLAY: I think we were looking at FTEs.

Ms Stephen-Smith: So I would make two comments. Firstly, it has been in the media
recently that enrolments at ACT public schools have not been growing. You would
consider that in terms of frontline services. It is definitely not my portfolio; this is

definitely a question for Education. But, given that we are here and I have broad
responsibility in the finance portfolio—not the public service portfolio—for the broad
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space, looking at whole-of-government sustainability, we have seen reported recently
in the papers that the student cohort across ACT public schools has not been growing
over that period of time. What we have also seen is that there is a significant reduction
in the number of vacancies in the teaching workforce. So, while the number of FTEs
might be the same, the number of teachers may have increased, because we do not have
the significant number of vacancies that we had a few years ago.

MS CLAY: I will check how we did that calculation. We also looked at senior officers
in the public sector. Would you imagine that senior officers are frontline workers?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Sometimes they are and sometimes they are not.

MS CLAY: That is why this conversation gets really difficult, doesn’t it? We looked
at senior officers between 2021 and 2025 and then factored in population growth. It
looked like there were an additional 800 senior officers than you would get with
population growth. We looked at a couple of examples and said, “Government tell us
they are protecting frontline services. How is that playing out on the ground?”

Ms Stephen-Smith: Areas where we see growth in policy staff, for example, are areas
such as responding to climate change. Whether you think responding to climate change
is a frontline service or not, I know that it is important to this government and it is
important to the Legislative Assembly. Most of the people who would do the policy
work in responding to climate change are going to be senior officers and policy officers
in the Environment area.

MS CLAY: Senior officers and policy officers are not necessarily the same thing,
Minister. I think a senior officer is at a higher level in the public service—no?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Well, when you have a bigger policy team, you need more senior
officers to manage it. Often, because of the complex policy work and because of the
small teams, we have a lot of SOG Cs and SOG Bs doing direct policy work in these
areas, and often the team will consist of almost 50-50, between senior officers and ASO
officers. It is because of the complex policy work and the small teams that are doing
that complex work.

MS CLAY: We have had recommendations from the Auditor-General that the
government needs to take care to make sure it is not reducing services. I am still
struggling with the long conversation we have had, regarding how you are actually
making sure we are not suffering reductions in services, given that the things that you
say to the media do not seem to be easily verified or measured. I am trying to understand
how you know that you are doing what you are telling people you are doing.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Every directorate produces an annual report and says what they
do. Every directorate subjects themselves to estimates and annual reports hearings,
every directorate can answer questions to the community and to MLAs through
questions on notice around the services that they are delivering, and every directorate
provides information through those channels about the services that they deliver. That
is the accountability mechanism for the community and for the Assembly to understand
what services we deliver as a government. If there are gaps in the frontline services that
you believe we have pulled back on or we are not delivering, that is where we want to
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hear from community and that is where we want to hear from members of the
Legislative Assembly. I do not even understand how to answer the broad-ranging
question that you are trying to ask.

MS CLAY: Libraries is one area that came up earlier today, but, to be more specific,
with the workforce planning that you have been doing from 2021 to 2025, how come
we are doing voluntary redundancies? We have expanded the workforce and now we
are decreasing the workforce through voluntary redundancies. Was that part of the
workforce planning that you have been doing?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I am not sure what workforce planning you are referring to.

MS CLAY: The public service expanded and now we are going through a phase where
there are lots of voluntary redundancies. I am trying to work out what the government’s
plan was—what the strategy was.

Ms Stephen-Smith: There are a couple of answers to that. We know that the workforce
expanded significantly during the COVID-19 pandemic. That was necessary to support
the community through the pandemic. Some of those positions that were originally
intended to be temporary became permanent. An example again in the Health
Directorate, now the Health and Community Services Directorate, where the public
service has permanently expanded is in being prepared for public health emergencies.
Since the pandemic, we have seen the emergence of mpox, JEV and other public health
challenges, so that area of the public service has permanently expanded.

What we also saw—and we said this publicly—is that the brakes came off a bit in terms
of recruitment. The checks and balances were not in place across directorates
sufficiently to ensure that recruitment was staying within budgeted FTEs. Directorates
were going above their budgeted FTEs, in terms of the number of public servants that
they were recruiting. Previously, that has often been managed effectively by budgeting
through vacancies, but, as pressures came on other cost elements, that has not been able
to be managed through vacancies and underspends in other areas. Directorates have got
better at spending their money in areas that they were not necessarily as good at
spending their money in and they have taken the brakes off a bit in terms of recruitment.
That really came to the fore in the last couple of budgets. Directorates were over budget
because they had more people than they had funding for.

We managed that through the 2025-26 budget by providing a bit of extra funding for
some directorates to manage that, and said to them, “In 2025-26, you really have to do
some prioritisation work. You have to come back to budget for any additional funding
to keep some of those people. You will have to figure out how to manage within your
budget.” That is what the prioritisation work was about. Alongside that, we have
obviously done the machinery of government changes which have enabled some level
of efficiency and delivery of some services. That is the way that we have managed that.
Part of the answer to your question is that the increase between 2021 and 2025 was not
necessarily a planned increase in FTEs. Some of it was because, frankly, people
recruited more than they had funding for.

MR BRADDOCK: How will the demand for services be managed if staffing growth
is going to be constrained under government policy?
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Ms Stephen-Smith: Again, there will be some difficult decisions about changing
service delivery—either models of care or the things that we have done forever because
they were nice to have done, but now they are not as high a priority as something else
that we absolutely need to deliver for the community. All directorates are having those
conversations, but it is also about looking at how we can do things more efficiently.
There are examples like combining services where multiple agencies are providing
services to the community and they can come together and do that more efficiently.
That is one of the things that the machinery of government changes were about. We
also have some opportunities with digitisation and ICT to do things more efficiently
and reduce the amount of manual processing that our staff have to do. The introduction
of the PC-HRM is one example of where we are improving efficiency. The new
rostering time and attendance system is significantly reducing the amount of time
people need to spend manually processing time and attendance. Those are the kinds of
things. We want to do as much in a more efficient way, and we know that there are
opportunities to do that.

MR BRADDOCK: You mentioned difficult decisions. Is there a list of those difficult
decisions articulated anywhere?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I do not think there is a single list.

Mr Wright: Mr Braddock, one of the things about the voluntary redundancies program
is that not all directorates will necessarily undertake VRs. Some directorates are in a
position where they will be able to reprioritise their workforce rather than undertake a
voluntary redundancy round. That is something that is up to each director-general, in
terms of managing their FTEs within their available budget. The PC-HRM is a really
good example of innovation within the service, regarding whole-of-government time
and attendance. This has been done manually in a lot of instances, in paper based form,
which is really time-consuming at a directorate level, at a management level and in my
payroll area, in terms of putting that into systems. This whole-of-government time and
attendance project will reduce that at all levels within the process, and we will have
really good wins in terms of freeing up time at the coalface, but also in terms of reducing
the amount of time that needs to be spent doing it in the payroll areas. There has been
some great innovation in doing that in the payroll space as well.

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is important in the context of this broader question to recognise
that the public service will continue to grow. It is not that we are shrinking the public
service; we are just saying that the public service will not grow faster than the ACT
population is growing.

MR CAIN: Minister, does the ACT public service recruit employees who are
permanently based outside the ACT and surrounding region?

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is possible that in some specific areas where they are looking
for a specialist skillset that can easily be done by remote work that people would recruit
someone who is not living in the ACT and does not intend to move to the ACT. It would

be unusual, but I would not rule it out.

MR CAIN: During 2025-26, how many employees were recruited into the ACT public
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service while residing outside the ACT and surrounding region and were approved to
remain interstate permanently?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Mr Wright has some information.

Mr Wright: One of the things in our systems for the ability to verify that type of
information is the address that people provide to us at the point of their recruitment. It
may be the address at which they were living at the time that they applied for the job
rather than the abode that they are inhabiting now. This happens in all the different
services in which I have worked.

MR CAIN: Do you track whether they change their residential address?

Mr Wright: We ask them to change their residential address and encourage that, but
not everyone updates their HR21 system when they do so.

MR CAIN: Is that something they are required to do, though, and they do not do it?

Mr Wright: It is not a requirement. We certainly encourage it because it allows us to
communicate more effectively with them.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Mr Cain, we will take the question on notice. We will ask each
directorate. As I said, these arrangements tend to be quite unusual. We will undertake
our best effort to ask each directorate if they have explicitly approved such an
arrangement and will come back to you with an overall number.

MR CAIN: Thank you. I would like you to include why you do not require notification
of change of address. In fact, do some due diligence as well, otherwise you cannot
accurately report on who is working permanently interstate for the ACT public service.

Ms Stephen-Smith: I am not sure that the change of address requirement would help
us in that regard, Mr Cain, because a lot of our public servants—not the majority, but a
fair few—Iive in New South Wales. If we were doing it on state of residence—and
many will spend some of their time working from home in New South Wales—

MR CAIN: That is the point of my question.

Ms Stephen-Smith: but their home workplace would be in the ACT—

MR CAIN: I encourage you to be generous with your answer. Does the ACT public
service actively advertise positions as being available on a permanent remote basis or
are interstate work arrangements only considered after appointment?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I would have thought that they would at least be considered during
the appointment process. I would be surprised if someone were recruited with no
knowledge of the fact that they did not intend to move to the ACT and it was not part

of the recruitment conversation. I do not know if Mr Wright has more information.

MR CAIN: Not if they are general statements. I have another substantive question.
What assessment has the ACT government undertaken of the impact that recruiting
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permanently interstate based employees has on local employment opportunities,
workforce capability and the ACT economy? Do you actually ascertain the impact on
the ACT economy of hiring people who do not live here?

Ms Stephen-Smith: As I say, Mr Cain, a number of ACT public servants live in the
surrounding region of New South Wales but work in the ACT, and they will contribute
to the ACT economy—

MR CAIN: Do you measure the impact on the ACT economy of allowing that?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Of allowing our staff to live across the border, in Queanbeyan or
Googong?

MR CAIN: Do you track the impact?
Ms Stephen-Smith: No. We do not require our staff to live within the ACT border.
MR CAIN: Do you track the economic impact on the ACT economy of that?

Ms Stephen-Smith: It goes the other way as well: there will be people who work in
Queanbeyan and live in the ACT.

MR CAIN: That is obviously not a question I can ask of the council.

Ms Stephen-Smith: The short answer is no, we do not, as far as [ am aware, Mr Cain.
MR CAIN: To perhaps finish: how many ACT public service employees are currently
approved—and this is maybe already captured by what you have taken on notice—to

permanently perform their duties from an interstate location?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I think that is the question we have already taken on notice, but
we will take it on notice again just in case.

THE CHAIR: I think that is different. The first—

Ms Stephen-Smith: We will take it on notice just in case.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. Can you also take on notice what the whole-of-government
policy that governs permanent interstate work arrangements for the ACT public service
is?

Ms Stephen-Smith: We will take that on notice.

THE CHAIR: Thank you.

MS CARRICK: Going back to the Cosmopolitan building, the lease is up on
30 January 2027. Will the refurb be complete by then so that the staff can move out?

Will they be able to move out of the Cosmo building to the library and to Dickson by
30 January 2027?
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Ms Kerkow: Ms Carrick, we are currently undertaking design work. We would then
have to go to procurement and could provide definitive timelines once we got through
procurement.

MS CARRICK: It does seem pretty tight, though—six months to get it all done. Is
there a chance that you will have to extend the lease at Cosmo?

Mr Khan: We are working through different options to ensure that service continuity
1s maintained for visitors to the Access Canberra shopfront in the Woden town centre.

MS CARRICK: So, if you are likely to have to extend the lease at Cosmo, why
couldn’t you have gone through a proper consultation process?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Ithink we have already addressed the question around
consultation, Ms Carrick. There will be consultation with the community in terms of
what is important at Woden Library. As the design process progresses, there will be
consultation with stakeholders and the community around that specific piece.
Realistically—and I come back to this—we have a fiscal sustainability committee
looking at our budget, we have had the Saul Eslake report, and we have had another
budget process that was a tough budget process. We need to find efficiencies where we
can. We will continue to have staff working in Woden. We are also—am I allowed to
say—exploring the continued availability of flexi space for public servants to work in
the Woden town centre, as well as ongoing availability of Access Canberra services at
Woden Library while ensuring that Woden Library retains the important services that
are available to the community. All of these things achieve the outcome for the
community and for ACT public sector workers with a reduced cost associated with it.
That is exactly what the Legislative Assembly keeps asking us to do, but, every time
we try to do it, someone complains about it.

MS CARRICK: What assessments have you made on the impact on the library
services?

Mr Khan: There will not be any impact on library services that are offered in the
current library.

MS CARRICK: Do you have a plan that you can show us? How can you demonstrate
that to us?

Mr Khan: We are very clear on the implementation of the decision of government that
those services are not to be impacted. The design options that I referred to earlier, Ms
Carrick, ensure that we are retaining the services that are currently provided in Woden
Library.

MS CARRICK: It is quite a big shopfront, so what is going to shrink—the library or
the shopfront?

Mr Khan: We are working through different design options, as I have mentioned.
There are multiple spaces inside the Woden Library that we are looking at.

MS CARRICK: So we are going to lose our cafe? I know the cafe has been shut, but
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why would we go backwards and lose a kitchen?

Mr Khan: Again, we have been very clear. We have received a very clear steer from
government with regard to the services that are currently provided—that those services
will be maintained.

MS CARRICK: So the kitchen will stay there?

Ms Stephen-Smith: With due respect, Ms Carrick, if you are going to go to detailed
questions about this, this is the primary responsibility of Ms Cheyne and the City and
Environment Directorate.

MS CARRICK: All right. Let me ask another question about the accommodation
regarding Cosmo. You are moving to Dickson, so how much is it going to cost the space
for Dickson?

Ms Stephen-Smith: If we are moving into the Dickson Northbourne building, that is
already an ACT government building.

MS CARRICK: Is that leased or is that owned?
Ms Kerkow: It is a long-term lease.
MS CARRICK: So how much is it going to cost for the space for Access Canberra—

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is already leased. It has no additional cost. That is part of the
cost saving.

MS CARRICK: There will be. The space that you are moving into will have a cost.
You are already paying for it. How much are you already paying for that space?

Ms Stephen-Smith: This is part of the thing about City and Environment coming
together. This is already the building in which the City and Environment Directorate
works. One of the things that we have seen in relation to more people working from
home and different flexible working arrangements is that many of our office spaces are
currently under-utilised, so this is about more efficiently utilising the existing office
spaces we have. That also means, as I said, opening a flexi space in the Woden town
centre to ensure that people who want to continue to work from Woden can also do that.

MS CARRICK: How much will the space cost in the leased building that you have at
Dickson?

Ms Stephen-Smith: It will not have any additional cost associated with it, Ms Carrick,
because—

MS CARRICK: But there is. How much of the existing cost will it be? There is a cost.
What piece of the pie is Access Canberra moving into?

Estimates—21-07-26 P186 Ms R Stephen-Smith and others



PROOF

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is the same directorate—

MS CARRICK: I know, but—

Ms Stephen-Smith: paying for the same space on a long-term lease that they cannot—
MS CARRICK: You are not understanding my question.

Ms Stephen-Smith: No—I am really not.

MS CARRICK: There is a lease amount for so much space. There is the bit that Access
Canberra is moving into. Say, it is a quarter. You are paying for a lease, and Access
Canberra moves in and takes a quarter of the lease. How much does that quarter cost
that they are moving into and you are already paying for?

Ms Kerkow: Ms Carrick, they are already there.

MS CARRICK: I thought they were in the Cosmo building.

Ms Kerkow: They are also in Dickson. They are already there, so there is no change.
THE CHAIR: Could I clarify: there is not going to be an increase in the footprint?
Ms Kerkow: No change.

Ms Stephen-Smith: No.

Mr Khan: No.

THE CHAIR: It is the same footprint, the same office space?

Ms Kerkow: They are already there.

THE CHAIR: So it would just be a merger into the current footprint that already exists?
Mr Khan: Correct.

THE CHAIR: There is not going to be an increase in the footprint?

Ms Kerkow: No.

MS CARRICK: That is true. I understand that. How many employees are you moving
from Woden to Dickson? How much will that amount of desk space be, even though

you are already paying for it?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Could we take this question and come back to it with CED. You
guys will meet here with CED—

MS CARRICK: The question is: have you asked the Cosmo building—
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Ms Stephen-Smith: [ understand—
MS CARRICK: Where is the value for money?

Ms Stephen-Smith: We will take the question on notice, Ms Carrick, and see if we can
come back to you with an answer, but I think it is really important to emphasise that
there is no additional cost associated with the Dickson space. We will take the question
on notice and see if we can find some useful information.

MS CARRICK: Have you asked the owner of the Cosmo building what it would cost
to stay there? What incentives—

Ms Stephen-Smith: More than zero is the answer to that question. It is costing us zero
to use the space in Dickson, and it would cost more than zero to stay in Cosmo.

MS CARRICK: When is the lease up for Dickson?
Ms Stephen-Smith: It is a long-term lease. I think it is—
MS CARRICK: Can you provide a list of—

THE CHAIR: Sorry—one second. Are you taking on notice the question around when
the lease is going to expire?

Ms Kerkow: We will take it on notice.
Mr Khan: We will take that on notice, Chair.
THE CHAIR: Thank you.

MS CARRICK: Can you provide a list of the government services that have
commercial leases and when the leases will expire?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes; we can take that on notice.
MS CARRICK: Thank you.

THE CHAIR: Minister, the government has now implemented several machinery of
government and public sector reforms. I want to understand what evidence the
government has that these changes have improved the effectiveness and performance
of the ACT public service.

Ms Stephen-Smith: The evidence that we used to support the changes in the first place
was the ACT public sector review that was undertaken by Caroline Edwards. That
supported the decisions that were made around machinery of government changes,
including the establishment of Digital Canberra. Obviously, the new directorates have
not been in place for very long. We are already starting to see some areas coming
together and we are identifying efficiencies and breaking down some silos. I think it is
too early to do a full evaluation of the impact of that, but we are definitely seeing some
benefits of that internally, including the establishment of Digital Canberra and bringing
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together that expertise as well.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. I appreciate that it is probably too early to see meaningful
improvements. Are you planning on undertaking a review on the effectiveness of the
MoG changes? Is that a plan you have? If the answer is yes, when are you planning on
doing that, and when should we expect to see something?

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is probably a question for the Chief Minister, but I will—

Mr Campbell: There is no formal review, as far as I am aware—I will confirm if it is
not the case—but certainly, every time we undertake analysis of the workforce within
each of the directorates, we are getting a lot of anecdotal feedback, to the extent that
you can capture that, around the better ease of working across government, with some
of that co-location of similar expertise and skills. Effectively, one portal into a team to
deal with, say, housing is a good example. It has massively increased the effectiveness
of the officers working on those issues. When you have it spread more broadly, knowing
who the right person to contact is and who actually has accountability and responsibility
is less tangible in a review sense, but it is definitely in play. At this stage, I do not think
there is formal review plan—again because it is probably too early. In maybe another
year, there will be an opportunity to consider how that has gone.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. I understand that, when directorates came together—for
example, Digital Canberra came together with which one?

Ms Stephen-Smith: It was established as a new directorate.

THE CHAIR: So, for the directorates that came together, you would have a double-up
of heads of directorates. What did you do to ensure efficiency in those instances?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Digital Canberra brought together the Digital Solutions Division
from the ACT Health Directorate, and Digital, Data and Technology Solutions from the
Chief Minister, Treasury and Economic Development Directorate. Some IT is still
coming across from some of the other directorates that did not have a director-general
at all in place. Bettina Konti was the interim director-general, and Dr Igasto has been
appointed. Regarding the other directorates, some directors-general chose to retire from
the ACT public service. There were appointment processes for directors-general and
deputies.

Mr Campbell: Fundamentally, their positions at the senior level were excess as a result,
so there was a reduction in the number of available D-G and deputy positions. They are
all now settled. In my day job in the Treasury, we used to have two deputies and we
now have one. Across all of the affected directorates, there were implications at the
senior levels.

THE CHAIR: Regarding those who chose not to retire, did they go on to another
position? Do you have a sense of—

Mr Campbell: Opportunities were available to people to apply for the roles. At the

deputy level, those positions were newly established positions. People who did not want
to take them up did not apply for them.
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THE CHAIR: Thank you.

MR EMERSON: I want to ask about recruitment services. I just looked through the
Contracts Register and found 11 recruitment services contracts across the ACT
government over the last 12 months totalling almost a million dollars—recruitment of
CEOs, board positions, and that sort of thing. Is there a gap in the ACT public service’s
internal recruiting capabilities?

Ms Stephen-Smith: No; I do not think so. As you said, it is generally recruitment for
very senior positions, where there is expertise out in the market. There would be
awareness of people who might be considering changing jobs and they could headhunt
in a way that our ACT public servants cannot. ACT public servants would not
necessarily be aware of those people. I expect that those recruitment services would
potentially also include specific Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander recruitment
services that we use to support recruitment for identified positions on occasion. There
is a range of special circumstances where that external support for recruitment would
be required, but, by and large, I would not have thought—

Mr Wright: Mr Emerson, it is very seldomly used within the ACTPS, but, as the
minister suggests, it is something that is used in those very senior or complex positions,
where we might need to go further to market and use a headhunter to find or bring in
expertise. They might come from other jurisdictions. They are the circumstances in
which we most likely use an SES recruiter to do that. It is very seldom used outside of
the most senior roles.

MR EMERSON: Is there a government policy somewhere on its use? What triggers
the use of an external recruitment agency?

Mr Wright: All the procurement rules obviously apply in relation to it. I think that,
because it is so seldom used, there would not be a policy per se with regard to it,
Mr Emerson. I am happy to take that on notice.

MR EMERSON: Thank you. Has the government undertaken or will the government
undertake any kind of review of this expenditure to determine whether comparable
outcomes could have been achieved for at least some of the recruitments by using
existing ACTPS human resources?

Mr Wright: [ am not aware of one, Mr Emerson.

MR EMERSON: Do you know if this area will be captured at all? I know there is a
figure for the amount, but is there an intent in the budget to reduce expenditure on
consultants? Is this part of that measure or would this be excluded?

Ms Stephen-Smith: It would be included in the sense that, every time a consultant is
engaged by a directorate, the decision has to be explicitly made. So, in the context of
each director-general being responsible for managing their budget, I would expect that
they would be carefully scrutinising any proposal to use an external recruitment firm.
That would be as part of their broader scrutiny of other contracting proposals.
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MR EMERSON: [s that reduction $27 million? I think that it is $27 million over the
forward estimates, regarding reduced expenditure on contractors.

Mr Campbell: I do not think it is that high.

MR EMERSON: Twenty-something million maybe?
Mr Campbell: Yes.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Twenty-something.

MR EMERSON: Is that the process for getting there—the one you have just described:
turning the screws a bit on directorates—or is there some other process for making that
happen and arriving at those figures?

Mr Campbell: There is further work to be undertaken with directorates on exact
implementation of that particular initiative. The general approach would be to identify
your baseline and feed that through to ERC. Then further discussions would be had
around the expectation, directorate by directorate, of how much might need to be
achieved.

MR EMERSON: Almost an efficiency dividend—not quite, but—
Mr Campbell: Yes. It is given in aggregates, so we would need to come back to that.

Ms Dowdell: Through the enhanced budget control frameworks, there is regular
reporting to ERC about how directorates are spending their funding, as a way of
tracking through the consultancy costs.

MR EMERSON: Thank you. This was just what we could find on Tenders ACT.
Perhaps on notice it would be great to know, say, over the last three financial years, the
number of appointments that were made through recruitment services contracts and the
average recruitment cost per candidate, per position.

Ms Stephen-Smith: We will take that on notice.
MR EMERSON: Thank you.

MR BRADDOCK: I want to continue my previous line of questioning, in terms of the
limitations placed on staffing expenditure. Firstly, which agencies or directorates are
expected to experience the greatest workforce pressures and therefore require the
greatest management strategies to keep that under control?

Ms Stephen-Smith: The target that we set is for overall growth in ACT public sector
workforce. Each budget is an opportunity to consider the pressures that are on each
directorate. We are not necessarily expecting that each directorate would grow at
exactly the same rate; some directorates might grow faster than others in some years,
depending on the pressure that is on them in particular years. That is a process that we
go through in every budget.
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It is hard to say, in the absence of crystal-clear knowledge about the future, which
directorates are likely to come under pressure. You can predict that the pressure on the
health system will continue to grow. The health system has a tough job ahead of it to
continue to deliver services in an efficient way. I would also say that it has demonstrated
over the last two years that it had the potential to significantly improve efficiency, and
it has done that. How much further that can go is probably still a bit of an open question.
Clearly, we will continue to have pressure on health services.

It depends on environmental conditions about what kind of frontline city services will
experience pressure and which ones will not. Will it rain a lot, which means lots of
mowing is needed? Will it not rain a lot? All of those things are a bit unpredictable in
terms of exactly where the pressure will be. That is why each budget process takes in
that information. In this year’s budget, it is fair to say, it was very clear that the Justice
and Community Services Directorate had a number of areas, including in emergency
services, that were experiencing significant pressure. There was probably a
proportionate FTE increase, compared to some other directorates.

MR BRADDOCK: What safeguards will be put in place to ensure that service quality
1s maintained?

Ms Stephen-Smith: There are a range of safeguards, and the Legislative Assembly is
one of them. You all get representations from members of the community and raise
issues when you think that there is a deterioration of service quality; so do ministers
and so do directorates. That is something that we constantly keep an eye on. As I said
earlier, there is reporting against all of our strategic indicators and performance
indicators through budget and annual reporting. There is accountability at that level.

There is our own workforce. Our own workforce and the unions that represent them
will come and tell us when they think that individual areas are under pressure, where
the workforce is under pressure and there are psychosocial hazards, or where they do
not believe that they are able, within the resources they have, to deliver services for the
community. There are a wide range of ways that that comes to our attention, as well as,
of course, our non-government partners, who see that pressure in the community.

It is not just about ACT public servants delivering services. When we look at the budget,
it is also about our non-government partners delivering services for the community, and
the pressure that they are under. That was definitely recognised in this budget. We get
information from a range of those sources, and we do our best to report what we do in
our budget papers and annual reporting.

MR BRADDOCK: Which expenditure categories present the greatest risk of
exceeding their budgets, and how have these been managed?

Ms Stephen-Smith: There is a fiscal risks statement at the back of the budget outlook,
which I have not memorised.

Ms Dowdell: Appendix I.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Health is usually on the list.
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Mr Campbell: The other tool, fundamentally, as the Acting Under Treasurer
mentioned, is the significant amount of reporting that goes back into ERC, which is
tracking expenditure against budgeted amounts. It is almost a month-by-month
assessment that is made very clear. Before big problems emerge, we can identify them
through that process.

Ms Stephen-Smith: The fiscal risks section, at pages 309 and 310 of the budget
outlook, identifies fiscal risks in relation to operational and ICT costs and labour and
material costs across a range of sectors, but particularly around infrastructure projects.
That is something that we have been keeping a close eye on. Generally, there is the
volatility that we have seen. This is less focused on human services risks than maybe
previous fiscal risk.

Ms Dowdell: It is on page 313. It outlines all of those.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Page 313 outlines all of those risks. Things like out-of-home care
and child protection are things for which we have provided additional funding in this
budget. I would take you to appendix I.

MR BRADDOCK: Thank you. Iwant to bring together two separate answers.
Minister, earlier you were describing how there has been workforce growth above and
beyond what had actually been budgeted for, or available. Ms Dowdell, in answering
Mr Emerson’s question, was reporting on the strict processes in place to ensure that this
does not happen. Why did it actually happen?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Because we did not have those strict processes in place, I would
say. The processes that Ms Dowdell talked about are new processes in response to the
challenges that we have seen. I do not want this to be seen as a criticism of the
directors-general or the public service at the time. We are not the only jurisdiction who
has experienced this. There were some significant pressures across the public service
through the COVID-19 pandemic. There was some relaxation of some of those checks
and balances that had previously been in place. We probably were not quick enough to
realise that we needed to reinforce some of those budget accountabilities at a
whole-of-government level. That is probably the explanation for how we got to where
we were.

MR BRADDOCK: These very senior officers did not even alert the government as to
what they were doing and the risks that it presented?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I think there was activity occurring at all levels of each directorate.
As I said before, most of the directorates had been able to manage with underspends
and vacancies in previous years. It all really came to a head probably in the 2024-25
financial year, when we realised that it was not just massive increases in the cost of
delivering health services; there were problems starting to emerge across other
directorates as well.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: [ want to go back to the enterprise bargaining process.
More thematically, how is the government approaching enterprise bargaining to balance
fair wages and conditions for employees while ensuring that the outcome is financially
sustainable for the territory? Teachers, for instance, are seeking the best deal for
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themselves—the best conditions, the best rates.
Ms Stephen-Smith: As they would, yes.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: The ACT government has a responsibility to ACT
taxpayers—which, presumably, most of the teachers are, as well—to provide the best
set of conditions that is acceptable for the government. What is the theme? How is the
government approaching it at the moment?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Thank you for the question. One of the ways that we are
approaching it—and I will hand over to Mr Wright—is trying to engage productively
over a long period of time with unions, to understand where our joint interests lie and
where our various challenges lie. Obviously, one of our significant challenges is the
fiscal environment and the budget situation, and what we are projecting going forward
as well. It is about having that really honest conversation with people about the
trade-offs that need to be made in terms of wages and conditions and the number of
FTE that we have in the delivery of government services.

One of the other key messages through this process has been that we are really focused
on ensuring that the ACT public service is a great place to work, from a conditions
perspective. It is about supporting the cultural diversity of our workforce with increased
availability of leave for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, the ability to work
from country, following sorry business or cultural leave activities on country, and
expanding access to cultural and religious leave for other groups in our community. As
I said, it is about expanding the parental leave provisions to support people who have
experienced pregnancy loss or preterm birth and removing any cap on domestic and
family sexual violence leave.

Those kinds of things recognise that, as an employer, we respect our workforce and we
want to support them to be in a safe place and have the conditions that they need to live
their lives, as well as working for the people of the ACT. I think they have been a real
focus and theme of the conversations that we have been having.

Mr Wright: We are looking at providing a fiscally responsible but fair pay offer. With
the things that the minister has been referring to, I would add, in addition to that,
effective management of psychosocial health, which I think is a critical part for our
workforce, and it has been a key focus through bargaining and building on the existing
arrangements for workforce health and wellbeing, and enshrining the right to disconnect
in ACTPS EAs.

We are also focusing on flexible and progressive entitlements, building upon the
existing entitlements already enshrined in our enterprise agreements, and further
strengthening access for leave for more employees, and better flexibility in terms of
accessing those entitlements. We do this in that good-faith bargaining manner which
I spoke to Mr Braddock about a little earlier.

Ms Allars: I will add that we have also taken a different approach to bargaining, in that
we have brought people in that are directly impacted by a lot of the terms and
conditions. With the 45 days that I talked about, we did a number of workshops where,
for example, our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff, our cultural transformation
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group that Natalee George leads and the Elected Body came to bargaining, which is not
usual, but we wanted to hear from them about their experience of our current provisions
and about where we could make purposeful, targeted provisions, changes and
enhancements for them.

We brought our disability support network in to bargaining meetings. With our staff
members that have unfortunately experienced a pregnancy loss or a loss of a child, we
brought them in, and they talked about their lived experience. We have made some
meaningful changes for them.

The government’s agenda was a small but purposefully targeted agenda, but we wanted
to build on the existing provisions that we have. You have to also acknowledge that we
have a range of union representatives that bring many claims for their members. We
also have non-union representatives that bring their claims, and we have a very diverse
workforce that bring their own claims. We have tried to work through those and agree
where we can, but we are also trying to work within the fiscal parameters that we have.
If people step back and look at the whole package, I hope they will see the benefits for
them. I hope that, when it is time to vote, they will look at the whole package, make an
informed decision and have their say, in that ballot process.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Thanks for discussing the elements within the packages
that are being offered. From a more internal perspective, within the conversation that
officials are having during the negotiations, what elements are you thinking about to
ensure that the agreements will attract new staff or retain the staff after those
agreements, if those agreements are signed by both parties?

Ms Allars: It is a starting point. People apply for roles and stay in roles for very
different reasons at different times in their lives. There are different things that work
for people at one point that they just do not need, perhaps, when they are looking to
retire from employment, but that they might need when they are starting their career. If
you were to look at one of our enterprise agreements, they are 200-odd pages long and
there are a range of conditions in there that are attractive to our workforce.

Our people tell us that they come, for example, for different benefits or they come for
flexibility. Yes, they come for pay. Also, we have a very purpose-driven workforce that
work in the ACT public service, because they live and breathe in the ACT, and they
want to benefit the community that they benefit from as well. It is always front of mind
with where we start with our provisions. They need to be attractive. They need to be
contemporary. They need to be updated. But we need to test them with the people that
benefit from them, which is our workforce, and we try to build that into the process
itself.

It is the starting point. It is a provision that we go back to throughout bargaining.
Ultimately, we test this through the people that vote for the enterprise agreement, and
it is about whether or not they support the provisions as well.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Presumably, one of the biggest areas where you can
attract people from, or lose members of the ACT public service to, is the commonwealth
public service, because the skill sets would be fairly similar, along with the job
descriptions. Are you able to track the flow from ACTPS to the commonwealth APS?
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Does it fluctuate? Do you know when you are ahead or when you are behind, or what
is coming up?

Mr Wright: In terms of where we are in recent times, we have found that we do get a
number of staff coming across from the commonwealth, because they have been
tightening in terms of their staffing profile. That has provided opportunities for us in
relatively recent times to pick up key staff in areas. We do not track the balance between
the APS and ourselves. There have certainly been a lot of opportunities. From my own
discussions with my colleagues in the commonwealth, the ACTPS is a very attractive
employer, for the range of reasons that Alex has just spoken about, as well as the way
in which you can be close to the community. I think that is a real attraction for many
staff working in the ACT.

MR CAIN: Minister, the government’s 2025 ACT Public Service Employee Survey
showed that 61 per cent of employees experienced burnout at least some of the time,
while understaffing and staff turnover are now identified as the number one barrier to
productivity. What action has the government taken in this budget to address these
findings?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Mr Cain, I think it is not just in the budget. It also relates to the
work that Mr Wright and Ms Allars were talking about in the enterprise agreement,
where psychosocial safety of the workforce has been a key priority, and ensuring that
people do have opportunities for leave, for rest. Also, it is about making sure that the
work itself is safe and that there is safe staffing. One of the clauses that has been agreed
for the core is a safe staffing clause, to clarify that there are responsibilities around that.

The other piece of work that we have been doing from the 2025-26 budget is the
prioritisation work within each directorate. That is aimed at empowering our staff, and
to say, “Have a look at all the things that you do within your branch, your division or
your particular area, and think about, if there are things that you do just because we’ve
always done them that actually don’t add a lot of value but create a lot of work, whether
we can pull back on some of those things.”

It is not a “one and done”. It is about empowering staff to be able to look at the work
that they do and prioritise within that. But we recognise that, particularly in the context
of COVID and post COVID, there has been a lot of burnout and distress among our
staff. The other element of it is senior executive being really focused on ensuring that
their staff wellbeing is supported. Mr Wright can talk specifically about post the survey.

MR CAIN: Minister, related to the budget in particular, what additional funding has
been provided to improve workforce capability and reduce staff burnout across the ACT

public service?

Ms Stephen-Smith: There is existing funding around workforce capability that Mr
Wright might want to talk about.

Mr Wright: Some of the things that we have been doing, like—

MR CAIN: I am interested in particular funding, not general statements.

Estimates—21-07-26 P196 Ms R Stephen-Smith and others



PROOF

Ms Stephen-Smith: That particular funding is embedded in each directorate’s existing
budget.

MR CAIN: What measurable targets has the government set to reduce burnout and
improve workforce wellbeing before the next survey is undertaken?

Mr Wright: I can talk about, Mr Cain, some of the things that we are doing in terms of
supporting our staff across the service. One of the things that we have done recently is
to introduce a new program, Before Blue, which is about providing support to staff, in
addition to the EAP, which is the bedrock of all the psychosocial support that we
provide. We also get together on critical things to ACT government, like occupational
violence. We have an occupational violence roundtable where we provide support and
advice to directorates on how they manage occupational violence matters that come up
in their areas.

One of the things that I do note is that the turnover in the ACTPS at the moment is very
low. We are not seeing people leave the service in the numbers that we previously have.
This is partly, I think, because of the tightening of the economic market, but it is also
about the fact that people are happy working in the service.

MR CAIN: Minister, what assurance can you provide that chronic understaffing is not
contributing to declining service delivery?

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is very hard to answer that question without an understanding
of what type of service delivery you are talking about, Mr Cain. The ACT government
delivers such a wide range of services. In some areas there will be significant staffing
challenges and in other areas there may be other reasons that service delivery would be
adjusted. I do not think it is possible to answer that question on an ACTPS-wide basis.

MR CAIN: Has there been any analysis of different service delivery areas, whether it
is Education, Policing or City Services? Has there been any analysis of whether the
relationship between understaffing and service delivery is somehow connected?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Over time, there are some specific examples. A few years ago, we
put some specific extra resources into our Canberra Hospital emergency department,
and we have seen the performance of the emergency department significantly improve.
I do not think staffing was the be-all and end-all of that. There was a lot of other,
whole-of-hospital activity that took place to improve flow through the emergency
department, but understaffing was identified as one of the barriers.

Similarly, in this particular budget, we have seen publicly discussed the closure of
ambulance stations, as a result of staff not being available through unplanned staff
absences. The anecdotal feedback, at least, and the feedback from the ESA
Commissioner, is that some of the reasons for those unplanned absences relate to the
work that staff are having to do. That is why this budget has a significant investment in
additional ambulance, because we are responding to the feedback from those staff.
Those are just two examples of where, on a case-by-case basis, we are taking on board
that feedback.
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MS CARRICK: Could you please explain to me your policy on how you determine
whether an ACT government service will be in a government building or a commercial
lease?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I am not entirely sure that this is the right place to be asking this
question, but Ms Geraghty can do her best.

MS CARRICK: I am doing it under the government accommodation and property
services matter, under the administrative arrangements.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Ms Geraghty can correct me if [ am wrong, but the responsibility
of Infrastructure Canberra is to manage the leases and to manage the government
buildings that are under its purview. It would be a joint conversation with the Chief
Minister’s directorate and the relevant agency as to where they would be most
appropriately located.

For example, with the Health and Community Services Directorate and Housing ACT,
there has been a conversation about Nature Conservation House in Belconnen, where
they are currently located. Infrastructure Canberra manages the lease and the
refurbishment of that. There is a conversation with that directorate about, “Is staying
there the most appropriate option? What does that look like? What are the alternatives
that are available?” It is not one individual within one directorate who is making a
decision. It is between Infrastructure Canberra—with the knowledge of the
infrastructure facilities and leasing opportunities that are available, and how those
leases can be negotiated—and the directorate whose staff will be directly affected by
that location.

MS CARRICK: Is there a set of criteria that ministers and portfolio staff would look
at, or does each portfolio do their own thing?

Ms Kerkow: Criteria in regard to?

MS CARRICK: To assess the best option—government building, long-term
commercial lease. Is there anything consistent that people in the portfolios would look
at, or do they just determine it themselves?

Ms Kerkow: No. As the minister said, Infrastructure Canberra coordinates the leasing
for all the territory functions across the public service. If there was a directorate which
had a service that they needed to be located somewhere, they would come to us to
understand whether one of our 243 assets had a vacancy where they could be potentially
housed, whether that would be appropriate, or whether they would need to look at, say,
a leased facility. They would then give us the guidelines of what type of accommodation
they would be looking for; we would then work with them on opportunities, understand
their budget, and take into account a number of other factors.

MS CARRICK: Do you have unutilised space in your government buildings across
Canberra?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Do you mean in leased space, in owned space, or both?
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MS CARRICK: Both, yes.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Dickson is a really good example of where they identified that that
space was underutilised and their Access Canberra staff could relocate to Dickson. The
site that we were talking about in Woden for the flexi space is also a site—it has not
been confirmed—that is potentially an underutilised site that is already leased by an
ACT government agency that could be reused for that purpose.

That is the kind of conversation that Infrastructure Canberra is really well placed to
have, because it has a finger in the pies across government and it can talk to different
agencies about how they are utilising their space and know when there might be some
underutilisation that could then absorb something for another directorate, or even from
within that directorate in a different area.

MS CARRICK: Do you assess the impact on local businesses when you shift jobs out
of an area?

Mr Khan: In providing advice to inform any decision that government is making, we
ensure that we are getting as much data as we can. In specific instances, like Emu Bank,
which Ms Geraghty and the minister were referring to before, we had a lot of
conversations with the tenants who were utilising the building—Housing ACT and the
Health and Community Services Directorate—to understand what their needs were in
that building, noting that the lease was coming up for expiration and there were
opportunities there to compress the footprint. It was not necessarily about completely
vacating that lease, but there were opportunities to look potentially at compressing that
footprint.

That is an example of what the minister was touching on before—providing advice to
allow government to make decisions that make practical and financial sense, where they
are not impacting the service delivery outcomes or availability of space for staff. There
are a lot of varied uses here, but if there are opportunities to do things more efficiently,
we seek to provide that advice.

MS CARRICK: Do you have any other leases across Canberra that you are looking at
vacating?

Ms Kerkow: I think we took a question on notice and said that we would provide—

Mr Khan: I think we took on notice before the timeframe of each of the leases that we
currently have on behalf of government and when they are expiring.

MS CARRICK: That is a different thing from whether you are looking at vacating.

Ms Stephen-Smith: I do not think that we would publicly state, Ms Carrick, if we were
looking at vacating a lease before having a conversation with the landlord or making
any decision about that. That would potentially prejudice our commercial negotiations
with any landlord in terms of how long the lease is, or whether we were going to extend
the lease et cetera, which are quite complex commercial negotiations and really do need
to represent value for money.
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MS CARRICK: Did you have a conversation with the owners of the Cosmo building
about the vacation of the lease?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Obviously, I did not.

Mr Khan: We are having conversations with the landlords of the Cosmopolitan
building. Again, going to the point that the minister just made, many of those
conversations are had in a commercial-in-confidence environment.

MS CARRICK: Did you start those conversations prior to the cabinet decision to vacate?
Mr Khan: I do not think that would be for me to comment on.
Ms Kerkow: I am not sure that that is appropriate.

Ms Stephen-Smith: I do not think Mr Khan can answer that question in this forum, Ms
Carrick.

MS CARRICK: Okay, because they told us that you did not.

Ms Stephen-Smith: There is an ongoing relationship between Infrastructure Canberra
and the landlords of the buildings that ACT government agencies occupy. These are,
again, not “one and done” conversations. These are ongoing conversations because
there are ongoing needs in terms of maintenance and refurbishment throughout those
buildings.

MS CARRICK: Are you able to make available to us the brief with the options?
Mr Khan: The brief to inform the options?

Ms Kerkow: The options for how Access Canberra will be incorporated into Woden
Library? Is that—

MS CARRICK: The brief with the options as to whether to vacate or whether to—

Ms Stephen-Smith: Again, Ms Carrick, Ms Cheyne is the lead minister on this
particular decision. Questions on how the decision was made should be directed to Ms
Cheyne. This is the first day of estimates hearings. She will be coming up. She is the
lead minister on this matter, and questions going to this level of detail should be directed
to her.

MS CARRICK: Okay, I will direct some to her. This is about accommodation, which
is finance, as opposed to libraries, which is for Minister Cheyne.

Ms Stephen-Smith: She also has responsibility for Access Canberra. Both service
deliveries sit under her portfolios.

MS CARRICK: Okay, fair enough.
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Ms Kerkow: The relevant hearing will be tomorrow afternoon, and we will be here as
well.

MS CARRICK: Okay. You know my questions already!

THE CHAIR: On behalf of the committee, I thank you for your attendance today. If
you have taken any questions on notice, please provide your answers to the committee
secretary within five business days of receiving the uncorrected proof Hansard. Thank

you.

Hearing suspended from 3.29 to 3.45 pm.
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Appearances:
Stephen-Smith, Ms Rachel, Minister for Finance

Chief Minister, Treasury and Economic Development Directorate
Dowdell, Ms Michelle, Acting Under Treasurer, Treasury
Austin, Mr Scott, Acting Deputy Under Treasurer, Treasury
Pirie, Mr Mitch, Executive Group Manager, Economic and Financial Group,
Treasury
Holmes, Ms Lisa, Executive Group Manager, Revenue Management Group,
Treasury, and Commissioner of ACT Revenue

THE CHAIR: Welcome back to the public hearings of the Select Committee on
Estimates 2026-2027. We welcome back Minister Rachel Stephen-Smith, this time in
her capacity as Minister for Finance, and officials. Please, note that, as witnesses, you
are protected by parliamentary privilege and bound by its obligations. You must tell the
truth, as giving false or misleading evidence will be treated as a serious matter and may
be considered contempt of the Assembly. As we are not inviting opening statements,
we will now proceed to questions.

My first question is around expenditure reform. Minister, the budget outlines a whole
lot of government expenditure reform, targeting $34.4 million in savings, alongside a
neatly packaged $20.7 million in savings from reducing the use of contractors and
consultants, yet history shows that this broad optimisation and review exercise has
routinely failed to curb the territory’s structural spending growth. Minister, are these
projections predicting millions in savings from program review and consultant cuts
backed by a concrete, line-by-line reduction plan or are they just one of the efficiency
dividends written into the budget to inflate your bottom line?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Thank you, Chair, for the question. What we have demonstrated
in the period between the 2025-26 budget and the 2026-27 budget is that the work that
ACT government directorates have done through expenditure prioritisation and through
taking a tighter view of their budgets has seen us come in almost, on the budget
projection from 2025-26, at the end of the financial year, not requiring a supplementary
appropriation, and having done some significant foundational work around expenditure
prioritisation. Ms Dowdell talked earlier about the budget framework—

Ms Dowdell: Control framework.

Ms Stephen-Smith: The budget control framework. I will hand over to her to talk a bit
more about how that process is unfolding.

Ms Dowdell: We have been through, over the last year, a detailed process where
agencies and directorates have looked at how they are spending their money and how
that might be re-prioritised and where spending that may have been undertaken
previously, as the minister said in the last session, could be redirected to higher
priorities.
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That has meant that agencies have had a much better sense of where their expenditure
is, where their staffing pressures are, and how they will meet their budgets going
forward. That has led to the discussions we have had where some directorates are
looking to restructure their workforce to meet those. Other agencies and directorates
are taking other measures to achieve those spending re-priorities.

The lower number in the Treasurer’s advance and the lack of a supplementary
appropriation show how those controls are in place. Agencies are required to report
quarterly to ERC on how they are tracking. We have seen that come closer into budget;
also, over the year, we have seen directorates be better able to forecast, so they have
improved their internal systems, which means that the amounts that they initially
thought they might be over have come down, as they have been able to manage their
costs and have a better sense of how they are performing.

THE CHAIR: For that $34.4 million, are you able to provide the exact list of
government programs that have been reviewed and slated for reduction? What
percentage of that $34.4 million does that account for?

Ms Dowdell: I am sorry; where does the $34.4 million figure come from?

THE CHAIR: This is the whole-of-government expenditure reform, targeting
$34.4 million.

Ms Dowdell: The savings provision line in that whole-of-government—
THE CHAIR: Yes.

Ms Dowdell: The $6.8 million in 2026-27 was savings in relation to where new FTE
were agreed through the budget, noting that most of those would take some time for
recruitment to be undertaken and for people to start. The $6.8 million recognises that
there is probably half a year before those new FTEs that are reflected in other initiatives
will come online, so that is a saving there. The $27.6 million in 2029-30 is an extension
of the savings from last budget, which were savings provided from 2025-26 through to
2028-29. We have extended the initiative from 2025-26 into the new last year of the
forward estimates.

THE CHAIR: For my understanding—

Ms Dowdell: With the whole-of-government savings measure from last year that had
savings around that each year, because last year it was only for 2025-26 to 2028-29, we
have extended that measure now to a fifth year of savings, which is now 2029-30. That
is why there are only savings in that last year. It builds on the measure from the 2025-26
budget.

THE CHAIR: What are those measures?
Ms Dowdell: That reduction is similar to the reduction in last year’s budget. It is a

reduction in both supplier and employee expenses across directorates. There is not a list
of specific programs that total $27.6 million; it is an aggregate save.
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THE CHAIR: How do you come up with that figure?

Ms Dowdell: We apply the reduction; I think it is 1.8 per cent of expenses. That is then
applied to the appropriation for the directorate, and that is the new baseline
appropriation.

THE CHAIR: Again, how do you come up with the 1.8 per cent reduction that you
apply?

Ms Dowdell: That was the rate that was determined in the measure from last year.
I think that was—I was not here at the time—in relation to the rate of the average growth
over a period of time.

Ms Stephen-Smith: It has essentially reduced the assumed growth rate from something
like 3.4 per cent to 1.6 per cent or thereabouts. We will get the exact numbers and take
that on notice from the last budget measure, unless Mr Campbell can come up with that
very quickly. That, essentially, was saying that we are expecting budgets will continue
to grow, but we are expecting them to grow more slowly over time, so we are reducing
the growth that had been built into every future year of the budget from being built in
at 3.4 per cent to being reduced to 1.6 or 1.8 per cent. We will find that information.

THE CHAIR: Was the expected growth reduction based on your public service
projections? What has informed your assumptions for that reduction in growth?

Ms Stephen-Smith: There were a range of considerations through the budget process
about what we thought was achievable without having a significant negative impact on
service delivery.

THE CHAIR: Are you able to specify what has led to your decision to bring the growth
down from 3.4 per cent to 1.6 per cent? Can you give me some of the factors that you
have considered in that?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Essentially, this was about looking at the different growth factors
that were already built into the future budget years. We already have a growth factor
built in for employee expenses, for example. My recollection is that this growth factor
is related to non-employee expenses.

Mr Campbell: We might need to take that on notice.
THE CHAIR: Okay.

Ms Stephen-Smith: It was in the last budget, and I cannot remember the exact detail
of how we got to where we got to. Mr Austin is coming to the table to rescue us!

Mr Austin: We will see, Minister! If we refer back to the 2025-26 budget outlook,
there was an initiative called “whole-of-government expenditure reform”. In that, the
growth rate in employee expenses for non-school and non-CHS staff was constrained
from 1.41 per cent to 0.85 per cent and for non-employee expenses it was halved from
2.5 per cent to 1.25 per cent.
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Ms Stephen-Smith: My numbers were all wrong; apologies.

Mr Austin: That is on page 89 of last year’s budget outlook.

THE CHAIR: Thank you very much. You have carried that over—
Mr Austin: For an additional year.

THE CHAIR: for an additional year. My apologies again; what informed that
projection? What did you consider in deciding that non-school would reduce by an
average of 1-point-something per cent?

Mr Austin: When we took out the school staff and the CHS staff, and we looked at the
growth rate for the remaining staff, it was 1.41 per cent in employee expenses, and the
government targeted a 0.85 per cent increase in growth, instead of 1.41.

THE CHAIR: You took out the school staff and CHS staff?

Mr Austin: Yes, that is right. They were exempt from the initiative, and it was applied
across directorates according to their share of total employee expenses. On the
non-employee side, it was growing to 2.5 per cent. This is the supply of services
category of directorate funding; that was halved to 1.25 per cent.

THE CHAIR: Okay. How much will you actually spend on voluntary redundancy
packages? Have you factored that in?

Mr Austin: It is in the other initiative of this year’s budget, on page 84, which is the
whole-of-government expenditure reform. You will see in the top line that there are
expenses there. Amounts of $15 million in 2026-27 and $15 million in 2027-28 have
been set aside for redundancies, but the actual take-up will depend on who puts their
hand up and what operational decisions directorates make.

MR COCKS: Could I confirm a few things? With that expenses line, the nearly
$35% million, is that what is set aside for VRs?

Mr Austin: There is also some FTE for my team, three FTE for my team, to manage
the fund and the budget control framework. I think there is 172 FTE for the payroll team
to manage the redundancies as well.

MR COCKS: This sounds very much like most of the federal initiatives, the efficiency
dividend. Basically, the government said, without providing any guidance as to what
should not be done, “We’re going to cut your allocation by this percentage, and it’s up
to you to find the savings to make it happen.” Is that basically what we have here?

Ms Dowdell: It is a process that recognises that the circumstances from directorate to
directorate will be different, and their ability to make savings through either employee
expenses or suppliers will vary. It is difficult to specify across the board as to the
specific savings. We have provided flexibility for directorates and directors-general, in
consultation with their minister, to identify how they can achieve those savings and how
they might do that while re-prioritising to the highest priority services, with a particular
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focus on protecting frontline and essential services.

MR COCKS: It is not that it is taking into account the circumstances, so that different
reductions get applied across different areas; it is up to each different directorate to find
the savings in whatever way they can? It is not a matter of the government being willing
to make a call about what it will not do anymore?

Ms Stephen-Smith: No, I would not characterise it that way. Unlike the way efficiency
dividends are sometimes managed within federal government departments, there is a
process of expenditure prioritisation, conversation and reporting back through the
budget control framework that is intended to make it transparent around what decisions
are being taken. Obviously, there will be some internal decisions around contracts and
that kind of thing, which we discussed earlier, but the intention is to be quite deliberate
about the decisions that are being taken.

MR COCKS: But it is just a target number rather than the government having decided,
prior to setting that target, how to achieve it. I think that is the heart of—

Ms Dowdell: It is slightly more than a target in that the appropriation for the agency
has been reduced by that amount, so they have to achieve it.

MR COCKS: So it is not just a target; it is a cut, and it is up to the agency to work
out—

Ms Stephen-Smith: It is not a cut; it is a reduced rate of growth, but it is a reduced base
rate of growth, recognising that, in each budget, additional funding is provided across
directorates to ensure that their priorities are appropriately funded.

MR COCKS: There was another thing that jumped out at me as you were speaking.
There was mention of voluntary redundancies; there were also other measures. I think
you said there would be voluntary redundancies and some other measures to achieve
savings. What are those other measures?

Ms Dowdell: As I said, it will depend on each directorate, their ability and what levers
they have. Some of them might be not filling vacancies where they may have otherwise
filled them. Some of it may be delivering services more efficiently and reducing some
of the processes, which would allow them to deliver services with the same level of
resources.

MR COCKS: Okay. So we might see recruitment freezes but it all depends—

Ms Dowdell: There is no whole-of-government recruitment freeze.

MR COCKS: No, I did not say “whole-of-government”, but within a directorate they
might choose to freeze recruitment for a period of time or they might even choose to
de-prioritise a particular area.

Ms Dowdell: As part of prioritising where funding and resources need go to go some

positions may not be filled. But there is a range of tools that directors-general have at
their disposal, as part of their obligations to manage their budget.
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MR COCKS: Thank you.

MR EMERSON: [ want to ask about the Home Buyer Concession Scheme. Separate
to the new measures that were announced in this budget, I understand divorcees have
been eligible for the first home buyer concession. Is that correct?

Ms Dowdell: Sorry; I missed the first part of your question.

MR EMERSON: Not speaking to the new measures announced in this budget around
stamp duty, my understanding is divorcees have been eligible, if they are a first home
buyer, for the concession scheme.

Ms Dowdell: In certain circumstances—and I might get the commissioner to come to
the table. Where there is a disposable of the property under orders, they may be eligible
to access the scheme at a later time.

MR EMERSON: Maybe you can clarify and then I can go through the case study.

Ms Holmes: There are various exemptions which are in play. It really just depends on
the specific circumstances that are actually applying. There are various exemptions—
for example, the timing. If a property is being disposed of as part of court orders from
a divorce, then there is an exemption applying. The timing is quite important in that it
has to be disposed of after the court orders. So there are those types of things. I can take
it on notice to give you quite specific information, if you like, Mr Emerson.

MR EMERSON: No. I would love to run through an example. That is exactly the
point that has come up. Just by way of background, this is something that the Assembly
has looked into, especially in relation to the reassessment process. We, as an Assembly,
agreed that the spirit of the Home Buyer Concession Scheme was to enable vulnerable
individuals to enter or re-enter the property market, including recently divorced
persons. The committee then did its investigation and made findings about the Revenue
Office failing to adequately account for the human impact of the approach that was
taken in that reassessment program, I suppose. The government response to the inquiry
is that the ACT government is committed to ensuring the administration of the HBC
Scheme is effective, appropriate and fair.

I want to talk through an example. I have spoken with someone who applied for the
concession, and they were ruled ineligible for the scheme due to having sold their
property during divorce proceedings before the court order had been sealed. My
question is: why is that the threshold? Why does the court order have to be sealed in
order for them to become eligible?

Ms Holmes: It is really about having a point where we can very clearly assess that the
property has been disposed of as a result of that court order. If it is happening before
the court order, we actually do not know the circumstances as to why the property has
been disposed of. There could be other reasons, potentially, as to why it was disposed
of before a court order.
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MR EMERSON: Has that been made clear? This person I spoke to said they have now
seen that that advice is on the website but that it was not at the time they made the
decision to sell the property and to buy a new one.

Ms Holmes: We certainly thought it was clear in the instrument. Certainly we have
taken on board that it was not clear to some people. So we have clarified it in the
instrument which is applied from 1 July.

MR EMERSON: Okay, and has there been a website change related to that?
Ms Holmes: Yes, there has.
MR EMERSON: When did that occur?

Ms Holmes: As I said, the change happened with the instrument from 1 July and, as
we were feeding through all of those changes which are applicable from 1 July, we have
reflected that in the website changes.

MR EMERSON: Where was this policy around the sealing of the court order prior to
the instrument being issued?

Ms Holmes: There was an instrument that was in place in relation to this particular
exemption. Because some people have come forward and said they had a different
interpretation of it, we have clarified the language from 1 July. But the purpose was
always that it was as a result of sealed court orders. So the government’s purpose has
not changed.

MR EMERSON: [ would like to test that, if that is okay. It is as a result of a divorce.
The reason that you want to have that threshold is because you want to make sure that
the property is sold through a divorce process because of a divorce. The sealing of a
court order related to a divorce could occur 12, 18 or 24 months after a couple decide
to separate. Is it the Revenue Office’s expectation that you should retain shared
ownership of a property that neither of you is living in for 12, 18 or 24 months until
you can agree on terms and it has been approved—it is pretty rocky, because you are
going through a divorce—and to then sell the property after that? That seems really
unrealistic to me.

Ms Holmes: That instrument is reflective of what the government policy was and
taking into consideration how it can be administered.

MR EMERSON: Is that something that the government might reconsider? That is
perhaps a question for the minister. I find it hard to imagine that people who are going
through a divorce will actually be able to retain shared ownership of a property
consistently until a court order is sealed. You would think the sale of a property would
quite often occur before that point.

Ms Stephen-Smith: There is a separate separating domestic partner or spouse income
exemption that relates to people who are separated but legally married. But that is really
about ensuring that your spouse’s property interests are exempted from the HBC
requirement. So it is recognised. I think that has come up as an issue before as well.
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I am happy to take the individual circumstances, Mr Emerson, and shared those with
my office, and we can work through what the implications of those might be. But the
challenge is that there has to be something that the Revenue Office can look at to ensure
that the conditions for the concession have actually been met. So there have to be some
lines drawn in relation to those things. But, again, to give the Revenue Office credit,
Ms Holmes and her team have done a really good job redoing the website based on the
feedback received. It is much clearer, but that also means that there is a lot of detail
now to work through for people’s different circumstances. We are always happy to take
the feedback on board from people who think there might be a bit of an inconsistency
or something we could improve.

MR EMERSON: Thank you. Ithink in this case the court order says when the
separation occurred, and that occurred before the sale of the property. They are not
living together, dealing with custody issues and both having to still maintain the
mortgage while disagreeing with each other about a wide range of things, and then the
court order is sealed saying that they were separated and they sold the property because
of that. But then that is not sufficient to determine that the sale of the property was
because of the divorce. I get the letter of the law thing but, at the same time, the
committee of inquiry process was all about covering the letter of the law but also
compassion and taking a commonsense approach where it is needed.

Ms Stephen-Smith: I appreciate that, but also appreciate that the Revenue Office does
need to have some capacity to verify. If you can provide more details, we will take that
example and see what it offers us in terms of potential changes.

MR EMERSON: I have one last one on this. I think the ACT government submission
to that inquiry says that, for agreements made on or after 27 May 2025, if the applicants
have separated from their spouse but are still legally married, their property interests
may be excluded. I think this is what you were just referring to. I was just wondering
what that actually meant—agreements made on or after 27 May.

Ms Stephen-Smith: The property transaction date from 27 May.

MR EMERSON: Okay. The sale of a property.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Because that is when the rule changed, I think.

Ms Holmes: That is when that exemption came in.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes. That is more accurate way of putting it.

MR EMERSON: Do you have idea why that exemption kicked in on 27 May 2025?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Because that was when it was notified.

MR EMERSON: No; I mean from a policy perspective why it changed.
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Ms Stephen-Smith: Because it reflected the feedback that we had received about
people being confused or feeling like they were being treated inconsistently if they had
separated but were still legally married versus people who had divorced.

MR EMERSON: Okay.

MR COCKS: I would like to thank Mr Emerson for bringing my questions to the place
again. We have been talking about this for a long time, and I acknowledge the amount
of work our officers have done engaging on this. I appreciate that it is administratively
efficient to look at the sealing of a divorce as being the key date, but it would seem that,
with most relationship breakdowns, the key dates are actually considerably earlier. Is
there any reason that you have not looked at things like commencement of divorce
proceedings as a better date?

Ms Holmes: I would have to take it on notice, Mr Cocks, as to what was looked at at
the time in terms of various options. But, from an integrity perspective from the tax
system, it has to be something that we can verify. If you do not have an order which
says, “It has to be disposed of,” because of the order, as I said, there could be other
reasons as to why you have a property disposal happening.

MR COCKS: One of the problems that came up through that inquiry was that a lot of
people felt that the first assumption that the Revenue Office brings when they are trying
to navigate these situations is that they are trying to evade tax, when they are just doing
their best to navigate very difficult situations. This is not the same situation as
Mr Emerson has discussed, but I have certainly been made aware of people who are
stuck in homes where very significant personal events have occurred and are,
essentially, being re-traumatised by having to continue living in those homes because
they cannot afford to leave. Their partner is not necessarily contributing the amount of
money they ought to be, and they are stuck in incredibly difficult situations of
re-traumatisation just by being stuck in that home. A big part of that is that they cannot
afford the cost of the stamp duty to actually shift to something appropriate for their
family. I am really keen to understand how you are balancing the human element if the
deterministic date is so late in the process.

Ms Stephen-Smith: I am absolutely not an expert on these matters; so we will take the
whole question on notice about how it was determined. But I do have some advice that,
in terms of commencement of divorce proceedings, there is a delay between separation
and the ability to commence divorce proceedings formally. That may be the period after
separation but before divorce proceedings commence that people may, from a logical
perspective, determine to sell. So that is not necessarily a good line in the sand either.

I think we need to really consider at what point you can in fact get court orders that
enable this condition to be met and what the reason for this exemption is in the first
place. I understand the point that you are both making, but I think we also need to
understand what legal thresholds the Revenue Office can use as evidence and then also
how these processes work and what the intention of the concession is to understand how
these things might be able to come together better. But it is something we are perfectly
willing to have a look at. We have made a number of changes, as you know.

MR EMERSON: I think an important consideration there is that people are not
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thinking about whether they will be eligible for the Home Buyer Concession Scheme
in the middle of those proceedings.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Generally not, no.

MR EMERSON: So I think it should be matched to what happens in this kind of a
process as opposed to matched to what would work for the Revenue Office and then
people find out later that—

Ms Stephen-Smith: Depending on the circumstances, it is also the case that people do
a whole bunch of different things with property in the process of divorce. If a property
is sold and there is no mortgage and both parties get half the value of the property, they
are friendly, they are not first time buyers, they do not really need the stamp duty
concession and it is not going to be a barrier to them doing anything at all. For other
people, they may have a big mortgage and they are not going to have much equity in
the property. There is a whole bunch of different circumstances where I think we need
to think through what the purpose of the stamp duty exemption is and what are the
circumstances in which we should be applying it and drawing the lines. As I said, we
are very happy to do that work, but we could go down a whole lot more hypotheticals
about the different individual circumstances of people and reach different conclusions
about whether they should or should not be eligible.

Ms Holmes: It is probably also worth mentioning that there are exemptions that are in
place in relation to family violence as well.

MR BRADDOCK: Ihave a question regarding the Auditor-General’s report on
concession rebates and social support schemes. That report found:

The lack of a consistent, whole-of-government approach means that similar
schemes can have different eligibility criteria. Eligibility for one scheme does not
provide automatic eligibility for other, similar schemes, and similar schemes
require different types of documents as evidence of eligibility. This reduces the
accessibility of the schemes for the people who need them and increases the effort
required to administer them.

What actions have been undertaken following the release of this report to see the
potential for harmonisation in this approach?

Ms Stephen-Smith: That work is ongoing.

Ms Dowdell: It is something we are continuing to look at. There are often different
reasons why different concessions are given. So harmonising them into one standard
eligibility might not deliver the outcomes we are seeking to achieve. We are continuing
to look at look at how we can balance the ease of access with ensuring that concessions
are targeted and delivering the value that they are designed to provide.

MR BRADDOCK: Can I just scratch a little deeper? How are you balancing both the
administrative overhead and that usability from the customer perspective versus the
desired policy outcomes you are seeking with the design of the schemes? What is the
decision-making process there?
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Ms Dowdell: That will be a matter for government as they consider each of the
concessions. I would note that one of the ways, similar to how we are finding
efficiencies, is actually providing information. Technological tools can make it easier
to navigate what you may or may not be eligible for without needing a consistent
eligibility threshold. Some of the work we are looking at is around how we could
achieve easier access and what are the other tools we can provide. But that is a matter
on a case-by-case basis that we are working through with each of the concessions.

MR BRADDOCK: The report has a recommendation to:

b) link applications to the ACT Digital Account or otherwise provide for
centralised application processes

Is that what you are talking about with a technical solution as a possibility?

Ms Dowdell: That is one option, yes. Part of the challenge will be what information
the ACT has available and what information we as a government can access to make it
easy—like income thresholds and things like that. But, yes, an online application or a
navigator that allows you to understand in your circumstances what you might be
eligible for are some things we are looking at.

MR BRADDOCK: The third recommendation is:

.. review and evaluate the performance of ACT concession, rebate and social
support schemes to determine if they are effectively and efficiently administered
and whether they are effectively meeting peoples’ needs.
Is it the government’s plan to do so?
Ms Dowdell: As the normal course of reviewing ongoing programs, we are looking at
whether they continue to deliver value for money and achieving the outcomes they are

seeking to achieve.

MR BRADDOCK: That brings me to my next question. Forty-six per cent of
ambulance attendances are covered by this concession scheme.

Ms Stephen-Smith: How did I know that was going to be your next question?

MR BRADDOCK: Iam too predictable, Minister, obviously. My question is: when
was the last time that review was done and what were the findings of that review?

Ms Dowdell: Ithink that is one that is administered by Health and Community
Services.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Emergency Services.
Ms Dowdell: Emergency Services. So it would be a matter for JACS.

MR BRADDOCK: Okay. So you have not been involved at all in terms of how that
concession scheme is administered or managed?
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Ms Dowdell: We have an overarching responsibility for the framework, but individual
concession schemes are administered by the relevant directorates.

Ms Stephen-Smith: [ think it is also important to recognise that the audit was into
concessions and social support rebates and social support schemes, and the ambulance
is, effectively, a waiver of the fee; it is not a concession. So it is a different process to
be managed. Hence, the directorate that is responsible for charging those fees is also
responsible for exempting people from them.

MR BRADDOCK: Thank you.

Ms Stephen-Smith: More broadly to your broader point, one of the issues in terms of
responding to this audit report as a whole is that, for example, the Future of Education
Equity Fund is managed by the Education Directorate. It does really need a
whole-of-government kind of look but they are quite different things that are being
administered by different areas from concessions through to various elements of social
support that might be a grant or it might be an exemption or waiver.

MR BRADDOCK: But wasn’t that the point of the Auditor-General’s
recommendation that there should be some form of consistency to improve both the
efficient and effectiveness of the management plus also the accessibility or
understanding by the Canberra community?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes, and I think our point on that is that, in some cases, these are
quite specific cohorts of people who have quite a specific engagement. For example,
with the Future of Education Equity Fund, they are families with children in ACT
schools. Trying to administer that out of a central area in CMTEDD would not make
any sense—which goes to the point of the eligibility criteria being linked, which the
Auditor-General has recognised, to your ACT government digital ID, which knows a
range of things about you and can help to determine eligibility quickly. But it does not
necessarily mean that eligibility for that would be the same as eligibility for a waiver
from ambulance fees or a taxi subsidy scheme.

MR BRADDOCK: But there is still scope, particularly for usability by the Canberra
community, for consistency, where, if I am eligible for a concession scheme, that
should apply in multiple areas of the ACT government, one would think.

Ms Stephen-Smith: If you are eligible for a taxi subsidy scheme on the basis of the
fact that you have a disability, that does not make you eligible for the Future of
Education Equity Fund, does it? They are completely different things.

MR BRADDOCK: Thank you.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: I have many questions, and I do not have much time to
ask them. I am going to ask about the Sustainable Household Scheme. It is at budget
outlook, page 72. There were changes in this budget to the Sustainable Household
Scheme. The cap has been expanded to $20,000 for new participants. Was there any
consideration of expanding it to $20,000 for old participants? [ am asking for a
constituent.
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Ms Stephen-Smith: We did go backwards and forwards on that. But, realistically, one
of the things we are trying to do is get as broad a take-up of the concession scheme as
we can. For people who had maxed out the previous $15,000, we have seen increases
in costs but we also wanted to get more people in to have those quite substantial loans
to help them make a big change—maybe it is buying a new or used EV or maybe it is
substantially electrifying their home—rather than people who have already used
$10,000 or $15,000 coming back and then doing another thing. I guess we could have
gone either way. Administratively, it is easier to apply the new cap to new, I think.

Mr Pirie: That was part of the assessment as well—how do we get the most out of the
scarce funds that we have available and then how do we administer it more simply?

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: How successful has it been? What has been the impact
of the scheme to date? How many households have got loans? How much money has
been not spent on energy bills?

Ms Dowdell: I think the minister provided a public report on that just before budget.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Are you asking about how much take-up there has been since the
changes?

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Maybe there has been an extraordinary upsurge in the
month and a half, but [ am thinking more generally. What were the numbers that
prompted the “Let’s make it bigger for new people™?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Up to the point of the budget, since the launch, the scheme had
supported more than 26,000 loans worth around $288 million. One in eight Canberra
households had already participated and saved almost $120 million on their household
energy bills and fuel—which, obviously, is ongoing savings. You might have originally
looked at that and gone, “Well, they have borrowed more than they have saved,” but
the savings are ongoing.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Some households might have multiple loans, depending
on the size and what they were looking for.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes. The average loan size had been approximately $11,000. That
was around that very strong uptake of energy efficiency electrification—

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Solar,

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: This is not necessarily for my colleague, but it was
interesting in the budget papers to see flagged the introduction of electric cargo bikes
to the scheme. Why were they added as a new product category? This is actually on
behalf of a couple of constituents who have asked when they will be able to use the

scheme or purchase bikes.

Ms Stephen-Smith: That is going to come through in September.
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MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: So, basically, on 15 September you cannot and
16 September you can?

Ms Stephen-Smith: I do not know if we have got an actual date in September.

Mr Pirie: We do not have a specific date yet, but we will make that clear. We are
working with providers at the moment to set up the arrangements to start rolling the
option out.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: So it is okay, for me to go back to those people who
have asked and say, “This is when you should be paying attention, because this is when
the opportunity comes up”?

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes, we are expecting it in September.
MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Okay. Thank you.
Ms Stephen-Smith: I have said it publicly now; so you might as well take it back to—

MR COCKS: I think Mr Werner-Gibbings asked the basis for the inclusion of those
bikes in the scheme as well. Was that responding to a motion in the Assembly?

Ms Stephen-Smith: We were already sort of considering and weighing the cost and
benefits of doing that but, obviously, the Assembly resolution did help to push that over
the line. One of the things that the scheme is really focused on is ensuring both cost
savings for households but also genuine emissions reduction. We have had an ongoing
conversation about e-bikes generally, but there was a strong view put that electric cargo
bikes can genuinely replace a car or certainly a second car in a household, because you
can do the shorter shopping trips and that kind of thing and take children to school and
daycare and all that sort of stuff with a cargo bike.

MR COCKS: One of the concerns that has been raised around this scheme previously
is that the benefits can flow in a bit of a regressive manner and going towards people
who are a bit more well-off overall. Have you introduced anything to offset that
problem yet?

Ms Stephen-Smith: In the last budget, we introduced the low interest rate. Previously
it was zero interest loans. Given the increased costs of providing the loans to
government as interest rates have gone up, we determined that it should be more
self-funding. So there was that. Also, in this year’s budget and arrangements, we have
adjusted the eligible electric vehicle price threshold from the Australian government’s
luxury car tax threshold of $91,387 to $60,000 on the basis that anyone who is spending
$91,000 on a vehicle probably does not need our help but a lot of EVs are now available
for under $60,000, and that is a much more accessible price point. In terms of eligibility
for the loans themselves—

Mr Pirie: UV is a factor for loans for solar as well.

MR COCKS: Sorry?
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Mr Pirie: Unimproved value of properties is a factor that is taken into account.
MR COCKS: Thank you.

Mr Pirie: Ido not have the number in front of me but, with UVs above a certain
threshold, they are not eligible for loans for the scheme for solar.

MR COCKS: UV is notoriously difficult to track to actual realised wealth or incomes.
For example, if you are a somewhat older person living in more central suburbs, it does
not really deal with that. Is that the only eligibility criteria that seeks to address the
regressive nature of the benefits?

Mr Pirie: That is a key one that is in place, yes.

MR COCKS: Okay. Thank you. There is an initiative on page 78 of “promoting a
strong and sustainable revenue base”. I am hoping someone can explain to me what this
1s.

Ms Dowdell: This is additional funding for Treasury to undertake analysis of tax
reform and how we ensure, as it says, the efficiency, equity and sustainability of the tax
reform system. So it is funding for Treasury staff.

MR COCKS: Okay; so it goes to Treasury. Is any aspect related to enforcement or is
this pure policy analysis that we are talking about?

Ms Dowdell: The initiative does say that there is also some funding for the Revenue
Office in terms of increased inquiries—not enforcement action by the Revenue Office
but the number of inquiries they get from ratepayers in relation to their rates. We are
providing extra resourcing to support that customer service side.

MR COCKS: Okay; so some of this funding will go to Treasury to do policy analysis
and then some of it—

Ms Dowdell: It all goes to Treasury, some to our policy function, and some to the
Revenue Office for customer support.

MR COCKS: How is that broken down? What is the split in this measure between
policy analysis and revenue enforcement? I am trying to get a handle on the breakdown
of things being done here. The wording is lovely but it is somewhat non-specific in
terms of what it is actually going to do and what it is actually going to achieve.

Ms Dowdell: We will take on that as the split between the policy and the revenue side
and what functions it will provide.

MR COCKS: Okay. I assume this is all staffing money.
Ms Dowdell: I think it is, but we will confirm that on notice.

MR COCKS: Okay. I would be keen to know how many staff we are talking about.
What is outcome that this money is going to achieve other than “promoting a strong
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and sustainable revenue base™? Is this just aiming to increase our taxes?

Ms Dowdell: No; it is about ensuring that we can provide government with the best
advice in terms of the sustainability of our tax base and how that is best achieved,
including how that intersects with other non-own source revenue sources.

MR COCKS: Okay. Clearly there is increasing pressure on our community and people
in our community and a greater number of people who are struggling to actually meet
some of their tax obligations. Is it looking at some of those cost-of-living issues, or is
this really very much about the tax reform agenda?

Ms Dowdell: No; it is about the broader set of issues facing our tax system.
MR COCKS: Sorry; broader than tax reform?

Ms Dowdell: Yes.

MR COCKS: Okay, so it is general policy support.

Ms Dowdell: Yes.

MR COCKS: Okay. Thank you.

Ms Holmes: Mr Cocks, in relation to the funding going to the Revenue Office, it is for
three FTEs. It is in recognition that things such as increasing growth in the number of
rateable properties means additional administration for the office in terms of more rates
notices going out and more enquiries that we receive. It actually impacts right across
the office when we get an increase in new taxpayers coming into the system. That
money is in recognition of that.

MR COCKS: That is helpful. Thank you.

Mr Pirie: I can give you some extra detail on the policy side. There is a funding for an
additional SOGC and one ASO6 ongoing from 2026-27 for the Revenue and
Concessions Policy Unit to strengthen capacity to analyse the impact of tax changes on
the ACT community and the economy. There are also two additional resources for the
Federal Financial Relations Unit to strengthen the unit’s analytical and modelling
capability and enhance its ability for intergovernmental engagement and to support
proactive advocacy with the Commonwealth Grants Commission to try and secure a
greater share of GST funding for the territory.

MR COCKS: Sounds like a sensible idea.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Exactly the kind of FTE that would not be described as frontline
but are also critical to the delivery of ACT government services.

MR COCKS: It is a front-line battle with the commonwealth—to put it that way.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes.
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MR COCKS: So that is all ongoing—it is an ongoing measure? Is that right?
Mr Pirie: Those elements are, yes.

MR COCKS: Sorry—those elements are or the initiative is?

Mr Pirie: The funding for that staff is ongoing.

MR COCKS: Thank you. The budget outlines some community services
obligations—I think it is on page 155 and 164—and various community service
obligations and concessions, such as the $45 million for energy rebates. As I understand
it, this is to ease cost-of-living pressures, but they are accompanied by pretty steep
structural increases to property-based levies, including a $32 hike to the Police, Fire
and Emergency Services Levy and a pretty relentless increase in overall rates. Can
Treasury provide the net financial impact on average low-income renting households
in the ACT when the concessions are offset against the increases in fees and taxes?

Ms Stephen-Smith: For rental households?

MR COCKS: In particular for rental households. I am also acknowledging in that that
it is likely that increases in things like land tax on rental properties get passed through
to the greatest possible degree.

Ms Stephen-Smith: [ would dispute that assertion that it is the “greatest possible
degree”. Obviously, rents are set in a competitive market and it depends whether it is
a_

MR COCKS: Greatest possible within the market forces and—

Ms Stephen-Smith: Within the market, absolutely. Landlords, generally speaking, will
charge the highest rent they can within the context of the limited rate of rent increases
that are allowed under ACT tenancy laws. We do have limits on annual rent increases.

MR COCKS: Is there any modelling that has been done around what the net financial
impact would be for an average low-income renting household?

Ms Dowdell: Mr Cocks, we do publish a number of scenarios as part of that statement
on the impact— pages 158 to 160. It is very small print, so I cannot read them all. We
will have to take on notice whether we can do one for a low-income rental. But we do
publish, under the FMA, a cost-of-living statement that sets out those scenarios.

MR COCKS: The scenarios are useful but it is a selective snapshot across very specific
scenarios.

Ms Dowdell: We will take on notice what we can provide in relation to the scenario
you have identified.

MR COCKS: Thank you. This might fall outside of this session. If it does, please, can

take it on notice and pass it on. Has there been any analysis of the potential impact on
rentals if the changes in federal government settings around negative gearing and capital
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gains move investors and property rental providers out of providing rentals in the ACT?
It is a concern that I have heard from people trying to provide rentals to lower income
households as well as those people who are renting.

Ms Dowdell: We have not undertaken in any detail any modelling of the
commonwealth tax changes. It is something we are continuing to monitor. We are only
within the month of the legislation having passed and not actually commenced and we
are seeing the market respond in different ways. The fact that there are still concessions
for new properties and new-built properties, the impact on what that means for the ACT
economy and the housing market is something we are still working through.

MR COCKS: That sounds like something that you are monitoring and you will
continue to monitor what happens over the next period of time.

Ms Dowdell: That is right.
MR COCKS: When would be a good time to check back in on that? Is that something
that we are going to have data on by annual reports time or are we going to be waiting

until this time next year?

Ms Dowdell: I think we will still have sentiment. As I recall, the tax changes do not
actually commence until 1 July next year.

MR COCKS: Yes, but sentiment has already shifted.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes, but sentiment was already shifting before the federal budget
as well because of interest rate increases.

Ms Dowdell: We can provide an update at annual report hearings as to where we see the
housing market, but I think it is something that will evolve over the next 12 to 18 months.

Ms Stephen-Smith: I feel like that macro issue is one for the Treasurer.
MR COCKS: It quite possibly is.

Ms Stephen-Smith: And not the finance portfolio. I am happy to have a conversation
but—

MR COCKS: There are some good people in the room.

Mr Pirie: We do update our forecasts twice a year. At budget review would be a logical
point where we have a look at how the economy is performing, and that includes how
the established property market is performing as well as part of updating revenue

estimates.

MR COCKS: Iwill put a question in on forecasts around land tax as well for you—
just to give you a heads-up.
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MR EMERSON: I want to ask about the Pensioner Rates Rebate Scheme. It is a rebate
on rates providing a 50 per cent reduction, capped at $750. I was wondering when that
cap was last increased.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Within my memory, I am sure; but I cannot remember when it was.
Mr Pirie: I suspect the team will give us an answer momentarily.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes.

MR EMERSON: The follow-up questions are based on the answer to that question.
Ms Stephen-Smith: Oh dear.

MR COCKS: Just ask them anyway.

MR EMERSON: Was any consideration given in this budget to increasing the cap?

Ms Stephen-Smith: In terms of rate settings, that probably would have been brought
forward by the Treasurer. But I am not sure we are really at liberty to talk about those
sorts of detailed considerations within the expenditure review process.

MR EMERSON: Okay. Perhaps you could take on notice with the response around
when it was last increased and, if it has been increased a couple of times, the history,
I am curious about the percentage increase in residential rates since the cap was last
increased—the average increase in residential rates across the ACT since that time.
How many people who are receiving the rebate are receiving the $750 cap, as opposed
to a 50 per cent reduction that would be below the cap? The other question is around
consideration of increasing it further but we can debate that in the Assembly sometime.

Ms Stephen-Smith: Yes.

Mr Pirie: An important point to note is that, in addition to the cap, pensioners can
defer their rates as well. So that is a mechanism that is there to help them manage cash
flow pressures.

MR EMERSON: I am raising it because I have had pensioners reach out and say,
“I cannot afford it in the future either.” That is why I thought I would raise it in the
hearing.

Ms Stephen-Smith: I think what people often do not appreciate about deferral is that
it comes with a simple interest rate. It is a relatively low rate of interest in terms of what
you would normally expect for those kinds of debt to government. There is also no
requirement to pay it within a set period. I recognise people do not like having a debt
to the government or leaving a debt to their estate, but it is actually financially a pretty
sensible option for a lot of people who are sitting on a very valuable property but do
not have a high level of annual income.
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MR EMERSON: Okay. So those were all taken on notice—right?

Ms Dowdell: Yes.

MR EMERSON: Thank you.

THE CHAIR: On behalf of the committee, I thank you for your attendance today. If
you have taken any questions on notice, please provide your answers to the committee
secretary within five business days of receiving the uncorrected proof Hansard. Thank

you.

Short suspension
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Appearances:

ACT Government Solicitor
Garrisson AM SC, Mr Peter, Solicitor-General for the Australian Capital Territory

THE CHAIR: We welcome the official from the ACT Government Solicitor. Please
note that, as a witness, you are protected by parliamentary privilege and are bound by
its obligations. You must tell the truth as giving false or misleading evidence will be
treated as a serious matter and may be considered contempt of the Assembly. As we are
not inviting an opening statement, we will now proceed to questions. My first question
is around requests made under the Law Officers Legal Services Directions 2023 for
legal fees to be paid by the ACT government. I have a few questions around that. How
many requests have been approved in the last 12 months?

Mr Garrisson: Requests for legal representation?
THE CHAIR: Under the Law Officers Legal Services Directions.

Mr Garrisson: We do not have our final figures yet, but it is probably in the vicinity
of 20. That figure includes the separate representation of public servants—for example,
if they require separate representation in an inquest or similar proceeding and we do not
think that my office can represent them because there may be a divergence of interest
between them and the territory. It also covers applications for workplace protection
orders. In fact, the figure is probably higher than that. We have seen a quite significant
increase in having to make those applications, particularly for Health staff, but also
some staff in Education and other directorates, where they feel threatened or intimidated
in particular circumstances. It also extends, of course, to representation before the
Integrity Commission. There has not been that many applications in the last 12 months
because most of the representation has already been done. There has been a handful,
I would suggest. I apologise. I was hoping that I would have up-to-date figures in
relation to that, but the end-of-year rush and some staffing absences have meant that
I have not been able to collate as much of the data as I would like.

THE CHAIR: I am happy for you to take it on notice as well, Solicitor-General.

Mr Garrisson: I am happy to take that on notice.

THE CHAIR: Regarding those that have been approved, how many were for defending
claims in proceedings brought against the government and how many were for
commencing claims and proceedings brought by the ACT government?

Mr Garrisson: I do not believe there were any. I will include this in my response on
notice. All of them—except those where, for example, they were making a protection
order against a third party—were being represented in other legal proceedings where
they were witnesses, for example, or something of that nature. I do not believe that in

the last 12 months there was any approval for the commencement of a legal proceeding.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. Do you have data on how many were refused?
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Mr Garrisson: I do not believe any were refused in the last 12 months. I provided that
data previously, you may recall, Chair—

THE CHAIR: That is right.
Mr Garrisson: but we will certainly follow that up.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. What is the total cost of the services provided by the ACT
government in the last 12 months? Do you have a figure?

Mr Garrisson: The total cost of legal services as a whole?
THE CHAIR: Based on the 20.

Mr Garrisson: We would have to do a manual breakdown of that in order to provide
you with that information. I will give you information about the total cost of legal
services, including external representation. That will have come out of territorial
expenses, and the grand total of that was $8,385,000 or thereabouts. That comprises,
across the board, the cost of counsel, the cost of witnesses and some outsourced fees,
which would include representation of persons who are before the Integrity
Commission.

On top of that, there are also the approvals that I have given for territory agencies to be
represented by external law firms. That is a figure of about $12 million to $13 million.
We do not have our final returns from the agencies yet. That arises either because it
requires particular expertise which we do not hold in the office or it is a particularly
resource-intensive transaction and there is particular skill that external firms have. For
example, for some of the major commercial projects being undertaken by the territory,
private law firms are engaged to provide the legal services, but my office continues to
be involved in monitoring them and also keeping tabs on what occurs during the course
of them—for example, the public-private partnership in relation to the Law Courts
project, the light rail project, and a range of other significant undertakings.

THE CHAIR: Thank you. I have a few clarifying questions, if that is okay. Regarding
the $8.3 million figure, that is for services provided on behalf of the 20 claims. Is that
right?

Mr Garrisson: No. That is the total territorial expenditure by our office. We have
controlled recurrent payments and also territorial expenses. Within the territorial
expenses for the territory are legal expenses, and that figure comprises barristers, the
cost of counsel that we engage on all matters—

THE CHAIR: On all matters, not just—
Mr Garrisson: Correct—and, as I said, also witnesses and experts. In other words, it
is the pool of money out of which we pay the territory’s expenses where we engage

contractors, barristers and experts, and also external law firms for particular matters for
which we are responsible.
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THE CHAIR: There is the reported figure at table 8—a controlled recurrent payment
of $15.2 million. What does that include?

Mr Garrisson: Table 8?

THE CHAIR: Output 1.2. The page number—
Mr Garrisson: The controlled recurrent payments?
THE CHAIR: Yes—the $15.2 million.

Mr Garrisson: [ am sorry—I am looking at the budget page which has a different
figure. This is in budget statements D?

THE CHAIR: Maybe my figures are wrong. Are you saying that the figure is
$12 million?

Mr Garrisson: Table 8 provides controlled recurrent payments of estimated outcome
for last year and a budget for this year of $14.19 million. Of course, they do not
represent the actual figures at this point, but the controlled recurrent payments represent
part of the funding for the conduct of my office. It represents all the normal expenses
of running the office: staff, stationery, pens and pencils, rent, maintenance, and all of
those like expenses. Our office has a reasonably complex funding model. Controlled
recurrent payments, as you are aware, are appropriated, but I also secure funding from
a range of other sources. That is called “own source revenue”, and that is derived from
billing arrangements that we have with certain agencies for the recovery of costs. For
example, the Insurance Authority is a government business enterprise and it is required
to operate on a quasi-commercial basis. The work we do for them is on a cost-recovery
basis, as it is with, for example, the SLA, which is also a government trading enterprise.
In addition—

THE CHAIR: Sorry—I think you have last year’s budget papers, because what we
have here is $14 million. Is that the current one—2026-27?

Mr Garrisson: I apologise.

THE CHAIR: That is okay.

MR EMERSON: I almost did that this morning. It is okay.

Mr Garrisson: Okay. I feel a little better, then.

THE CHAIR: I honestly thought it was me.

Mr Garrisson: That is all right. I picked up the wrong set from my desk this morning.
It does not change a lot of what I am saying. The other key element of our funding
derives from the cost recovery for outposting our lawyers. Probably 16 or 17 of our
lawyers are outposted to a range of agencies. We recover simply the cost of those

lawyers being out there. It varies. Some have one lawyer and some have a whole team.
The agencies find that really helpful. It means that they have instant access to our legal
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advice. The workers can be supervised from home base, so to speak. It also helps the
agencies to triage their requests for legal advice that come into our office.

THE CHAIR: I think that is sufficient. Thank you. What is the process for determining
who is eligible to have their fees paid? Do you have a set criteria, do you go through a
process or is it solely based on the legal services directions?

Mr Garrisson: It is founded in the legal services directions, but it is informed by a
series of principles about circumstances in which persons should have their legal
expenses met. Key amongst them, of course, is the obligation of the territory as an
employer and the duty of care that you owe to an individual. In particular—and I have
discussed this in this place on other occasions—it is important to discharge your duty
of care to staff in circumstances where they are placed in a position where, because of
their work, they are in an environment in relation to a workplace protection order. That
is fairly obvious, but there are other circumstances where, for example, they are
summonsed to attend to give evidence before the Integrity Commission. They are
simply a witness at that point. Nothing else flows from that point. The other thing is—
and I have commented on this before—the lived experience, particularly in some other
commissions in other jurisdictions, which has meant quite serious consequences for
witnesses who have gone through a process where they did not feel supported. I do not
really want to go into the detail of it, but there were some quite serious consequences
for individuals in terms of their wellbeing.

So, in looking at a request for legal representation, you look at the nature of the evidence
they are going to be called on to give and whether they are significantly involved in the
matter. It might simply be that they have been summonsed to produce some documents.
It takes a half-hour phone call with one of the lawyers, and they just produce the
documents. Others are at the other extreme. There have been some public hearings, so
you would be aware of the sorts of processes that people go through. It is a difficult
process for my office, let alone the individuals who are making their applications,
because we need to exercise a great deal of care in how it is managed.

There is an underpinning principle. If someone is engaged in an inquiry process that
was commenced by a government agency, one of the assumptions flowing from some
UK studies and work that was done a few years ago is that there is an obligation to
ensure that the person can properly participate. It is almost impossible for someone to
properly participate in an inquiry process where the inquiry has senior counsel, junior
counsel and a range of lawyers. There is no equality of arms, and that is terribly
important. There have been examples—for example, in relation to the
commonwealth—where, shall we say, the provision of legal assistance was a little slow
off the mark. That was the subject of some criticism in recent times. We are a
jurisdiction that respects the rights of individuals, but, more particularly, in such a small
jurisdiction, as an employer, if the territory does not look after its staff, that becomes
an issue. It can be difficult. You can reach a point during an inquiry where you say,
“Enough is enough”; it just costs too much money. But how do you draw that line?
They are some of the challenges that we have in looking at all of them. I hope that is of
assistance.

THE CHAIR: That is fine. You responded to the question. To confirm, there are no
guidelines that you go through; it is—
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Mr Garrisson: Yes; there are guidelines which have almost been finalised. It is going
to be called a Chief Solicitor Guideline. We have been drafting that over the last little
while. Basically, it is a guide for applicants so that they know how to make an
application, the issues that are taken into account, and pretty much the things I have
been outlining here. We have continued to refine them based on our lived experience
over the last couple of years in particular—issues around, for example, the
circumstances in which assistance will be terminated, and things of that nature. I am
hopeful that those will be made public in the next month or so.

THE CHAIR: That was my next question.

Mr Garrisson: I am doing yet another review of them, because every time you look at
a document you think it can be improved. We have a well-established process in place.
There are guidelines that the Chief Minister’s directorate put out some time ago to all
the public service about how assistance can be obtained. We have our internal
processes. There is a web address that people send their requests to so that they are kept
confidential. Iand a couple of other people in my office have access to it. The
information is kept strictly confidential. Under the legal services directions, ordinarily
assistance is provided to a public servant after consultation with a directorate. In relation
to Integrity Commission matters, that does not apply because of the confidentiality
requirements. It sits with us and I make that decision without consulting the agency.
Generally, we will use our Legal Services Panel to canvas lawyers who may be able to
act for a particular public servant. We will then put the names of the firms to the public
servant. They can make the decision and contact the law firm, and then it comes back
to us and we finalise the arrangements.

THE CHAIR: Thank you.

MR EMERSON: [ will ask about personal injury liability. What kinds of issues are
causing personal injury claims to be brought against the ACT government?

Mr Garrisson: What I call slips and trips—people slipping on pavements. We have
personal injury actions by people who come onto territory sites and injure themselves.
There are fights in a schoolyard, quite literally, or someone who slips on a piece of
equipment and injures themselves. One of our larger elements is the medical negligence
work for the public hospitals. That is a very significant part of our practice. The other
increasing area of activity is in historic abuse claims. They have increased quite
dramatically. We have had multiple increases. I can give you the figures. In 2024-25,
18 claims came in. In 2025-26, there were 46. That is a continuing issue for us.

MR EMERSON: Is that institutional child sexual abuse?

Mr Garrisson: It is broader than that. We are calling them institutional claims now
because it is not just about child abuse. We are in a different position to other
jurisdictions. We have a cut-off, which is basically the time of self-government. Prior
to that, it is the commonwealth’s responsibility. For the last three or four years, it was
a bit stable, running at around 20 or so each year, and, in relatively recent times, it has
taken off quite considerably. There is one particular issue. I cannot say very much about
it because it involves current proceedings. They were all individual claims. There was:
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“X did this.” What we have not had is what has occurred in other jurisdictions, which
has seen claims explode. That is nothing compared to what larger jurisdictions are
dealing with. It is about multiple offences. We have not had that, and we do not think
that is going to be a trend here.

MR EMERSON: By that, do you mean multiple victims of the same offence—
Mr Garrisson: Yes.

MR EMERSON: and that they are running separate cases?

Mr Garrisson: Yes.

MR EMERSON: That is not a phenomenon in the 46 in the last financial year?

Mr Garrisson: In respect of a particular offender, yes. As you will appreciate, I cannot
really say very much about it because, of course, a number of current claims are being
dealt with. Resourcing it has been a challenge, and it is also leading me to look at some
structural adjustments, in the way my practice groups are framed at the moment, so that
we can more effectively deploy resources into the area. The other thing is the wellbeing
issue across areas of our practice, particularly in the children and young persons practice
and the institutional abuse practice. There is quite traumatic evidence that our staff have
to deal with—quite difficult circumstances. So we have sought to institute a number of
measures for wellbeing—for example, rotating staff into other areas or including a
balance of work so they are not doing that exclusively. We have health representatives
that are trained in mental health wellbeing in the office. It is something that we are alert
to and we keep looking at it. It is a matter of some concern.

MR EMERSON: Do you have any other understanding as to why there was that
increase in claims last year? Are there any trends you can discern?

Mr Garrisson: It would just be speculation and I would not want to speculate. There
are particular firms that are developing expertise in the area on behalf of plaintiffs. We
have seen an increase in the consolidation, if you will, of a lot of the claims coming
from particular law firms. I am not saying that there is anything wrong with that; it is
just that that has been part of our experience in recent times.

MR EMERSON: Let’s say claims have reached a resolution. I assume they are mostly
reaching settlement.

Mr Garrisson: Yes. Across the board, some claims will run. Most claims will settle.
We are very conscious of trying to avoid, particularly for the plaintiffs, some of the
trauma in matters that is associated with having to run a case and give evidence. It is
highly traumatic because the plaintiff is not in the business of giving evidence. For most
plaintiffs, it will be their one experience with the legal system. We are very conscious
of conducting the litigation in the most trauma-informed way we can. Sometimes that
can be difficult, particularly when you have issues of the credit of witnesses that needs
to be tested.

We utilise alternative dispute resolution. Mediation is used extensively. I could not give

Estimates—21-07-26 P227 Mr P Garrison and others



PROOF

you the figure as a percentage, but the overwhelming majority of matters will settle,
particularly in some of the larger personal injury cases. Some of these trials can go on
for weeks, as they can in criminal cases too. It is not the most efficient way of dealing
with matters, and there is always risk. That informs the advice that we provide and the
instructions that we get generally from the Insurance Authority in relation to “What will
we pay?”

MR EMERSON: Regarding institutional abuse claims, would you be able to provide
for, say, the last five financial years, the number of claims commenced in each of those
years and the number that reached a conclusion through settlement—

Mr Garrisson: Absolutely.
MR EMERSON: and then the total costs—both legal costs and settlement amounts?

Mr Garrisson: It might take a little while to do that because we will have to go into
each matter to manually interrogate it.

MR EMERSON: If going to the last three financial years is better, to make it a little
less—

Mr Garrisson: Certainly. I will provide as much as I can.
MR EMERSON: Okay—the number of cases, the legal costs and settlement amounts.
Mr Garrisson: Yes.

MR EMERSON: Thank you. There was a recent Treasurer’s advance of $18.3 million
to the Health and Community Services Directorate. One of the reasons listed for that
was settlement of civil claims related to institutional child sexual abuse. Is that the
larger matter that you were referring to?

Mr Garrisson: No.
MR EMERSON: This would have been Children, Youth and Families?

Mr Garrisson: For CSD, the claims are derived from a number of different sources—
claims by persons who were in care and claims by persons who were at Bimberi and its
predecessor. It covers the field. It will also deal with not just the claims from last year
but, more particularly, the earlier years, because a lot emerged from the pre-Bimberi
days. For example, in some of those the commonwealth was involved—that was a bad
time—and then there was the transition to the territory.

MR EMERSON: Okay. Is it your understanding that the funding is all for claims?
Mr Garrisson: [ would not know—sorry.
MR EMERSON: You mentioned the footpaths in 2024. One point seven million

dollars was paid to claimants who were injured on damaged footpaths across the ACT,
and $640,000 in legal costs were associated with those claims. That is $2.3 million. The
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government spent a total of $6.6 million on footpath maintenance and repairs in that
year. So more than 25 per cent of what we ended up spending on damaged footpaths
was going to personal injury claims as opposed to repairing them. Do you have any role
where you see trends—providing advice to government on these sorts of things:
“You’re getting these claims over and over again. Perhaps you would want to look at
your policies and procedures to try to reduce the liability to the territory”?

Mr Garrisson: Mr Emerson, sometimes we see something or a series of things and say,
“This 1s an issue.” We can point it out. The number of claims that are made against the
territory is significant. Not all of them come to our office, because not all of them are
litigated. There should be a notice of claim given. As you can imagine—you will know
the figure—the number of footpaths across the territory—

MR EMERSON: I should know.

Mr Garrisson: cover quite some distance across all the suburbs. We get claims from
people who slip over in a supermarket car park and people who stub their toe on a tree
root that is across a footpath—from any number of causes—and, from our perspective
and from my perspective, we always seek instructions about the maintenance program,
such as the frequency with which maintenance occurs, and that is often a determinant
of whether there is, in fact, a liability on the part of the territory or what the risk of there
being a liability on the part of the territory is. Perfection would be wonderful, but the
courts recognise, in any occupier liability circumstance: “What is your system? What
are your processes? Have you exercised reasonable care in relation to the system or
processes?” It applies to footpaths as much as it applies to people slipping on spilled
orange juice in a supermarket. If we see an issue, we will raise it, but we do not see that
43 people have tripped over a particular piece of pavement.

MR EMERSON: Thank you.

MR BRADDOCK: The Supreme Court has made a declaration of incompatibility,
finding the presumption against bail in the Bail Act is contrary to the Human Rights
Act. My question is in relation to the Bail Act. Is the only remedy to seek a declaration
of incompatibility to address that?

Mr Garrisson: Which matter are you speaking about?

MR BRADDOCK: Ido not have the detail on the exact matter. All I have is the
incompatibility between the presumption of bail and the Human Rights Act.

Mr Garrisson: There was the matter of Islam, with Justice Penfold, about 15 years ago.

MR BRADDOCK: I do not believe it is that. I am sorry. How about I put that question
on notice with a bit more detail to assist you on that?

Mr Garrisson: [ am happy to assist. | know the Human Rights Act has been raised in
a number of bail applications, and that is more to do with the interpretation of the
territory laws—as to how you look at what the exceptional circumstances are, for
example. Except for the matter Ireferred to, I am not aware of a declaration of
incompatibility being made, which, I might add, is not going to be of great assistance
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to the applicants. The declaration of incompatibility is part of the model of human rights
in the ACT, whereby the courts say, “We think this is incompatible.” It then goes back
to the executive. It has to report to the Assembly and then the Assembly decides—either
“We will change the law” or “We think this is a good policy outcome and therefore
we’re prepared to put up with the incompatibility that the court may have found.” That
is called a dialogue model. That is the way that operates. A declaration of
incompatibility will not help the applicant. What will help the applicant is utilising the
Human Rights Act to assist in the interpretation of the law, which is what it is designed
to do.

MR BRADDOCK: All right. I will put this one on notice. Thank you.
Mr Garrisson: Sure.

THE CHAIR: We will wrap up there. I will put my questions on notice because it has
been a long day and we are nearly at time. Thank you very much for your responses
today. If you have taken any questions or notice, please provide your answers to the
committee secretary within five business days of receiving the uncorrected proof
Hansard. On behalf of the committee, Ithank witnesses who have assisted the
committee through their experience and knowledge. We also thank broadcasting and
Hansard staff for their support. If any member wishes to ask questions on notice, please
upload them to the parliamentary portal as soon as possible and no later than five
business days from today. Thank you.

The committee adjourned at 5.28 pm
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