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Legislative Assembly for the ACT

Wednesday, 14 March 2007

MR SPEAKER (Mr Berry) took the chair at 10.30 am and asked members to stand in
silence and pray or reflect on their responsibilities to the people of the Australian
Capital Territory.

Emergency Services Agency—structure
MR PRATT (Brindabella) (10.31): I move:

That this Assembly:

(1) notes:

(a) that this is the third restructure of the emergency services organisation
since January 2003;

(b) the restructure has been rejected by:
(i) the Volunteer Brigades Assaciation; and
(if) many professional officers in other services;
(c) the restructure has been soundly condemned by many volunteers; and

(d) since becoming the Minister for Police and Emergency Services, Mr
Corbell has lost seven senior officers across the emergency services; and

(2) rejects the new structure of the Emergency Services Agency and calls on the
Government to immediately re-establish a statutory authority as
recommended by the McLeod Inquiry and reaffirmed by Coroner Doogan in
her recommendations, so as to streamline the chain of command and
ministerial oversight.

Mr Speaker, | stand today deeply concerned about the restructuring of the Emergency
Services Agency and the state of the emergency services in general, and, along with
my colleagues in the opposition, dismayed at the way that events have taken the turn
that they have which will deeply impact on the effectiveness of emergency
management capability in the ACT.

The restructuring last week of the Emergency Services Agency has caused great
consternation across our services, both within the ranks of volunteers and within the
ranks of professional officers. |1 will speak more about that later. I assure this place
that this consternation is widespread. The opposition has had a good hard look at this
matter and is absolutely convinced that the consternation expressed within the ranks
of volunteer and professional units, brigades and headquarters staff across our
emergency services is deep, convincing and absolutely honestly portrayed.

It is because of that feedback, as well as our own assessment, that we know, on the
basis of what we have been looking at over the last 3% years, that a retrograde step
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has been taken by the government in restructuring the emergency services. | will talk
in more detail about that as we go through the morning. I want to go back, though, as
a basis for the case that the opposition is presenting here today, to some of the history
which is so important to underpinning the debate that we must have in this place. | go
back to the Emergency Services Bureau failures of January 2003.

Mr Speaker, |1 would remind this place that we have a shed full of information and
evidence presented by a number of inquiries in the last three years and 11 months;
in fact, going back even further to the 109 recommendations put forward on the back
of the December 2001 bushfires following an inquiry internally undertaken by the
Emergency Services Bureau and the department of justice as to the organisational
failings of the Emergency Services Bureau.

I will list the concerns, commencing with the January 2003 fires. There was clearly a
lack of will to tackle the fires quickly on 8 January, and that was down to organisation.
That was down to a lack of clarity in command within the services. The left hand and
the right hand clearly did not know what was going on. Consequently, there was not
the professional will to get the job done quickly, and the three fires at Bendora,
Stockyard and Gingera simply were not tackled quickly on 8 January.

We now know that the Emergency Services Bureau bureaucracy which was integrated
within the department of justice at that time was cumbersome. There were certainly
too many chiefs, to borrow a term used by the minister in recent times. There were
certainly too many chiefs and people simply got in each other’s road. Where
professional assessments and risk analysis were undertaken as to what was evolving
during the January 2003 fires, people confused each other. Whilst we have been very
critical of ministers in this place about what happened then, it could very well be, and
it is our belief, that part of the contribution to that problem was that ministers were
probably getting conflicting advice from too many chiefs.

We now know that there was great failure to assess the evolving disaster. We now
know that the Emergency Services Bureau simply was not structured then to do a risk
analysis of what was looming on the western, south-western and north-western
horizons of the ACT. Mr Speaker, | refer you to Joe Benton’s May 2003 audit report,
which was presented in this place and which, very sadly, the Chief Minister decried at
that time. He absolutely talked down Joe Benton’s audit report. Of course, Joe Benton
has now been well and truly vindicated in terms of what McLeod was to find and
what Doogan has finally found about what was then a “dysfunctional Emergency
Services Bureau”.

Mr Speaker, the last point | would make in looking back at history is that we now
know that the Emergency Services Bureau, in all of its glory, was simply
dysfunctional and unable to carry out preventative planning in 2002. We now know—
in fact, this place knew it then, because we debated this matter in November 2002—
that the macro weather condition of 2002 was very dangerous, coming on the back of
10 years of continual drought leading up to 2002.

We knew then that the drought index was severe. We knew then that the bushfire

index was severe. As | recall, the bushfire index was something like 1.4, highly
dangerous. But the Emergency Services Bureau was unable to pull those factors
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together and perhaps properly advise the government of this territory. Let’s be fair:
perhaps at the time Minister Wood and Chief Minister Stanhope simply were not
getting the best advice that they should have been getting because the Emergency
Services Bureau simply was not organised and structured or did not have the
professional will to get to the nub of what were problems.

Going on, the McLeod inquiry later in 2003 highlighted all of the issues that | have
just gone through. What was the McLeod inquiry’s major recommendation? Its major
recommendation was that an emergency services authority needed to be created out of
the ashes of the failed Emergency Services Bureau. One of the major
recommendations of the McLeod inquiry was that there was a screaming need for an
independent statutory authority. That is what McLeod said at the time. He said that
there was need for a more responsive and uncluttered chain of command within the
emergency services organisations.

He pointed out that there needed to be clearer lines of ministerial oversight between
the minister and the heads of the services. So he was not concerned simply that there
be closer ministerial oversight of the heads of the emergency services organisations
and the then department of justice in terms of its role in emergency management.
McLeod really indicated that there needed to be a shorter chain of command, a much
closer ministerial oversight of the heads of the emergency services, the heads of the
rural fire service, the fire brigade, the ambulance service and what were then called
the emergency services, which we now know to be the ACT SES. It came out of the
McLeod inquiry that there was an urgent need for these reforms to be undertaken.

In October 2003, the opposition called for those recommendations to be implemented.
In fact, we put forward in this place draft legislation seeking to have the emergency
services streamlined. | must say that in May 2004 we did finally see Minister Wood
implement what was a pretty good and workable act, the Emergencies Act 2004, and
Minister Wood did introduce the Emergency Services Authority as an independent
authority which was going to be able to meet the needs of the ACT community in
providing better protection for all forms of emergency risk.

We supported that, Mr Speaker. The opposition wholeheartedly supported the
government’s Emergencies Bill in 2004. We certainly supported the structure that
Bill Wood came out and put on the table here. We now know that, unfortunately,
through 2004, 2005 and 2006 the Emergency Services Authority was suffering severe
financial and administrative management concerns. We know that there was a waste
of funds on the part of the ESA. So, even though we had this stand-alone, independent
authority, we now know that they were mismanaging their finances and we now know
that they were mismanaging their projects. We now know that implementation of the
communications programs was very slow and we now know that the relocation of the
ESA headquarters was bungled. We now know that there was a waste of funding in
the relocation exercise. We now know that the agencies are split. The ESA’s
headquarters, in effective terms, is also split.

Minister Hargreaves, the minister at the time, and Minister Corbell, the minister after
him, were right to be concerned about this mismanagement and they were right in
undertaking reforms to try to tighten those procedures and make the Emergency
Services Authority more accountable but, unfortunately, what we saw after June 2006
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was the minister going much too far in this regard. To subsume the independent
Emergency Services Authority in the JACS department was overkill, ensuring that the
bean counters in the department got their way. Unfortunately, we had the minister
being snowed in 2006 by the bureaucracy, by the bean counters, who were pretty
jealous, by the way, of Peter Dunn’s independent powers.

We have been critical in this place of Peter Dunn’s financial and project management
of the ESA, but we acknowledge that Peter Dunn went a long way in pulling the
Emergency Services Authority and the emergency services agencies into what were
operationally quite responsive outfits. We think that Peter Dunn went a long way, at
least on the operational side, in improving matters. That rested on the independence of
the emergency services to stand aside from the JACS department, to stand aside from
the bureaucracy, and be able to operate.

There is no doubt that Peter Dunn did achieve those objectives which were laid down
by McLeod and which have been endorsed by Doogan in recent times as to the
importance of the Emergency Services Authority standing away from the department
of justice, away from an arrangement which we know failed in January 2003 in terms
of the failure of the Emergency Services Bureau to serve this community and to
protect this community.

But what has happened, Mr Speaker? Last week, the government took a retrograde
step further on the back of its decision last year to pull in bureaucratic controls by
subsuming the ESA in JACS, back into the same failed arrangements. | do not buy the
minister’s argument that it does not matter because the Emergencies Act still gives
powers and authority to the officers in the organisation. | do not buy that, Mr Speaker.
If the commissioner for the Emergency Services Agency and the chief officers of the
services do not have primary control over their resources and their administration,
they do not have the freedom to move and they do not have the authority to lay down
quickly what must be done to protect this community in terms of preventative
planning, which is mostly what they have to do.

It is too late when the balloon goes up because they do not have control of their
resources. They have some damn bean counters telling them whether they can go to
the Q store and pick up three chainsaws, rather than being able to make fundamental
operational decisions and get resources to the front line. That is what McLeod had
recognised and that is what Doogan recognised, but that is what this government does
not recognise. That is why our volunteers are absolutely beside themselves at what
has happened. They recognise that this restructure has been a disaster.

Mr Speaker, we have heard the minister say in this place that it does not matter what
Val Jeffery thinks about the restructure because, | think the minister has said, he does
not have the experience in terms of corporate planning or restructuring. That is just
bunkum and that is just a whack in the face for the volunteers of the ACT. Val Jeffery
has been the president of the bushfire council for 12 years. For decades, he has been a
bushfire fireman. For many years he has been a captain and from time to time he still
represents some of the captains in the meetings that they have with ministers.

These people know bushfires in the ACT region, they know what the organisation
needs to look like to meet the structures, and they know what the emergency services
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authority over the top of the service agencies needs and how it has to be structured.
We have seen David Prince voting with his feet. He is disgusted with the restructure.
So are the professionals. So are the volunteers. Mr Speaker, we call upon the
government to reverse its decision. (Time expired.)

MR CORBELL (Molonglo—Attorney-General, Minister for Police and Emergency
Services and Minister for Planning) (10.46): Mr Speaker, the government will not be
supporting this motion by Mr Pratt this morning. | would like to start by quoting
directly from Mr Pratt’s comments on ABC radio last Friday morning when he said:

I’m prepared to let it ... let’s have a look to see how it goes.

He left it for four or five days to see how the restructure would go. Today, he is in
here rejecting it.

Let me once again examine what is under discussion here today. Recommendation 7
of the report of Coroner Doogan recommends the re-establishment of a statutory
authority for emergency services. Members of the opposition have expressed their
support for this recommendation on the basis that it is essential to the operational
independence of the ESA. The government does not agree with this view. Indeed, this
view is simply incorrect.

The opposition misunderstood the position last year and it continues to insist on
misunderstanding it now. That is why the government will be moving to amend
Mr Pratt’s motion. The opposition simply fails to acknowledge the facts as they are
presented and continues to use its own misinformation to generate disquiet in our
community about the status of emergency management in the ACT.

The simple facts bear repeating. The government moved the Emergency Services
Authority back into the Department of Justice and Community Safety last year to
reduce the duplication of administrative functions and to improve financial
management. The operational independence of the ESA remains. The commissioner
and the newly created deputy commissioners will have a direct line to me as minister
on any matter, even within the justice portfolio.

The agency simply does not need to be a stand-alone authority to maintain its
operational independence. Its membership of the department will add to the effective
management of its financial and administrative requirements. The ESA’s operational
independence is enshrined in the Emergencies Act. It is made clear that the
commissioner and other officers have statutory powers. Those statutory powers and
responsibilities remain and there is no intention to change those statutory powers.

The Department of Justice and Community Safety does not and cannot, according to
law, interfere with the response to emergency incidents in the ACT. The
chief executive of the department has no powers on operational matters. The
Emergencies Act confers those powers on the chief officers of the ESA, and
emergency incidents in the ACT continue to be run entirely by the ESA, as was the
case with the recent storm incident that resulted in significant damage to inner
Canberra.
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Mr Speaker, the government will not agree to the reconstitution of the ESA as a
statutory authority because it is not necessary and it is not financially responsible. The
government has agreed to implement, fully or partially, 61 of the 73 recommendations
made by Coroner Doogan. Of those, 51 have already been fully or partially
implemented.

The ESA’s new three-year business plan which I, along with the commissioner,
released recently details the direction the agency will be taking to improve its
operational effectiveness and highlights the key priorities for the next three years. In
conjunction with the plan, two deputy commissioner positions have been created. One
deputy will oversee the ambulance service and a range of other functions, while the
other will oversee the fire brigade, the rural fire service and the SES, together with
some other functions.

The opposition, rather mischievously and, I would argue, downright deliberately, puts
it about that this introduces another layer of bureaucracy between emergency officers
and the minister. This assertion is simply untrue. A deputy commissioner will be, in
effect, the chief officer for one or more of the services and, with the commissioner,
will have direct access to the minister. The commissioner has direct and immediate
access to me on operational matters. When | put that to Mr Pratt in our radio interview
last week, he had to acknowledge that the commissioner does indeed have unfettered
access to the minister. The reason he had to do that is that the facts speak for
themselves.

I have met with the commissioner on at least 15 occasions since about the middle of
last year—more than twice a month, on average. In addition to that, | have had regular
meetings with chief officers over that period on at least three or four individual
occasions each. It is simply not tenable, and there is no evidence to back it, to claim
that the commissioner and the chief officers are unable to meet with me as the
minister and put matters directly to me.

As | have said in question time and as | have said in other forums, there are other
mechanisms also in place to ensure that the operational chiefs of our emergency
services can report directly to the minister and advise the minister directly on a range
of matters. For example, | have put in place new governance arrangements and have
established the ESA governance committee. The governance committee meets
quarterly and is composed of my chief executive, the commissioner and the four chief
officers. It is a formal and direct opportunity every quarter for the heads of the four
services and the commissioner to put to me directly their views, concerns, needs and
requirements. It is an effective forum. It has met once already and a second meeting
will be convened shortly. So to suggest that the minister is not getting the advice he
needs is simply untrue, and to suggest that the commissioner and the chief officers are
unable to meet with me and are stifled by bureaucracy is also untrue.

I would like to add to this by reflecting on the role of the bushfire council. When |
became minister, | made a formal reference to the bushfire council asking them to
report to me every year before the commencement of the bushfire season on bushfire
preparedness, capacity and response so that they, as the independent experts,
appointed by the government and with independence to express their views directly to
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me, could put to me, as minister, their views and advice on bushfire preparedness. The
bushfire council have welcomed that request and provided me with their first report
just prior to the commencement of the fire season last year. Further, as members
would know, the government has requested the bushfire council to oversee
implementation of recommendations in relation to the coroner’s report.

Mr Speaker, the bushfire council is also independent. Its members are statutory
appointments. They are appointed by the minister and they have certain statutory roles
which are respected and enshrined in legislation. So any suggestion that there is a lack
of independent and expert advice coming to the government from those familiar with
the operational needs and requirements of our emergency services is simply not
backed up by the facts.

I am aware that, following the announcement of the new ESA structure last week,
volunteer groups have been voicing their opinions on it. They have raised concerns at
their perception of a loss of autonomy of the RFS and a lack of support within the
broader bureaucracy for volunteers. They have also expressed their disquiet about the
layers of reporting lines between the volunteers and the minister. | can assure them
that there will be no loss of autonomy of any of the services. Each will be overseen by
a separate operational command. Further, under the new structure there will be no
change in the support for volunteers. Indeed, the intention through the restructure is to
enable more resources to be devoted to support for volunteers, training and equipment,
because management of the services will be more cohesive under the guidance of a
deputy commissioner with broader objectives and responsibilities.

I understand that the VBA has yet to provide its consolidated comments to the
commissioner on the restructure. | think that it is appropriate for me to await those
comments before discussing its position further. The government supports the future
direction of the ESA that has been put together and outlined by our commissioner.
Let’s remember that this restructure is on the advice of the commissioner, the
independent chief of the emergency services. It is his structure, he has put it together,
he has proposed it and | am endorsing it.

Mr Smyth: You did not drive it?

MR CORBELL.: No, I did not drive it; the commissioner did. Again, the opposition’s
argument falls down. The opposition fails to recognise and fails to support the
independent head, the operational head, of the ESA who is making decisions about the
best possible management of the organisation. We welcome the new direction because
we are committed to placing the weight of emergency service resources on the front
line, on the delivery end. We are dedicated to ensuring that we have the best possible
emergency services, and the government will not be supporting Mr Pratt’s motion
today.

| foreshadow, Mr Speaker, that | will be moving an amendment to Mr Pratt’s motion.
The amendment deals with the fact that the government has already implemented, in
part or in whole, 51 of the 73 recommendations from Coroner Doogan’s report; that
the ESA does have operational autonomy, as this is enshrined in law; and that the
proposed new structure for the ESA which is contained in the ESA three-year
business plan does ensure closer operational command and control links between the
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various emergency services. Finally, and most importantly, it congratulates the
emergency service personnel on their ongoing commitment to protecting our
community.

Mr Speaker, if members of the opposition were truly prepared to wait and see how it
goes, which is what Mr Pratt committed to publicly last week, we would not be
considering this motion today. But, quite clearly, they have already made up their
minds. At least they should be honest and say so when they are interviewed on radio.
As it is, the government is compelled to amend the motion to reflect a more accurate
position. | move:

Omit all words after “That this Assembly”, substitute:
“(1) notes:

(a) that the ACT Government has already fully or partially implemented 51 of
the 73 recommendations from the Coroner’s report into the January 2003
bushfires;

(b) the Emergency Services Authority has operational autonomy which is
enshrined in legislation and that this is unchanged; and

(c) the proposed new structure contained within the Emergency Services
Authority’s Three Year Business Plan will ensure closer operational
command and control links between ACT emergency services; and

(2) congratulates the staff of the ACT emergency services who continue to keep
our community safe.”.

DR FOSKEY (Molonglo) (10.59): First of all, I must thank Mr Pratt and the
opposition for continually focusing on the fires and the structures, if simply for what it
has done for my own education on these issues. It has forced me to do my homework
and, since the release of the coroner’s report in December 2006, | have read and
discussed these matters over and above all the other concerns that | believe also need
to receive this much attention. It is very obvious, I think, that this motion reflects the
opposition’s view, despite what Mr Pratt said on radio last Friday, which | do believe
that Mr Corbell may agree was an aberration rather than in line with what Mr Pratt
had been saying in the Assembly, where we have heard really nothing but criticism
and, I suspect, some innuendo.

In a period when the opposition is continually dwelling on the flaws, fault and blame
it perceives, | think it would do us well to hark back to the feelings in the community
immediately after the fires. | remember these as being extreme gratitude to the
firefighters, both voluntary and professional, who fought to stop the unstoppable fire
and to protect lives and homes. | believe that at that time we were not dwelling on the
faults and mistakes that may have been made, though I think that at that time, in our
great compassion, we might have thought that people were really doing the best that
they could under the circumstances. Those circumstances included structures and the
situation of a fire that none of those people had seen the like of. But | do believe that
we should always remember that people were doing the best they could at the time.
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We also had huge admiration for the recovery centres, which set a new national
standard which is now being emulated in Victoria and New South Wales. Generally
speaking, the government was being thanked for that work. | think that the
Chief Minister said himself that when he walked around people were thanking him.
That was probably too much one way, but I do think that there is a conversation now
which has swung too far the other way. Indeed, how the mighty are fallen, or how
determined is the opposition to bring them down.

In addressing this motion, 1 do not have access to the currents of rumour which
possibly Mr Pratt has. | am restricted to information which is in the public domain and,
I am afraid, I have to confine myself to that knowledge base. The prime relevant
documents that | have to do that are the McLeod report and all the other reports that |
have read and the ESA business plan, which I know has not been referred to here by
Mr Pratt. Also, of course, | have the benefit of the speeches made just now by
Mr Pratt and Mr Corbell.

| absolutely agree that McLeod suggested, and the government was quick to set it up,
that there be an independent ESA, but it seems to me from reading McLeod’s report
that the prime concerns he had were with the cultural problems of the old
establishment. My reading of the reports from 1988 show that this is an old problem
and one that is not going to be solved by any restructure. It requires an awful lot more
than that if you are going to build a sense of people being involved in the one service.
My own feeling is that, in the course of the fires in January 2003, the bureaucratic
processes and policies may have stifled the fast reactions which we, in hindsight, now
see may have made the difference.

To me, that is crucial. | believe that we should have a very quick response to fires and
| believe that, as far as possible, resources need to be sunk into them in the first
instance to put them out. Four Corners showed that it is not just an ACT issue; that it
is an Australian issue. For the Blue Mountains fires, the Mcintyres Hut fire and
possibly the Victorian fires there have been issues to do with the lack of a quick
response and putting the resources there. | hope that this is one thing that has been
learned.

Although this is the third restructure, it is the first time since | have been in this place
that the ESA has been back within a department. Although it may not be optimal, it
might still be fully functional. Although it is true that there have been a number of
resignations within emergency services, | do not know why these have occurred and |
cannot comment as to whether they are a reflection of the restructure. So, rather than
complaining about the restructure, | think it would be best if we do work, as Mr Pratt
said on Friday, with the current arrangements.

In this respect, all I have to go on is this ESA business plan, and | have to say that |
think that it has been well thought out. It shows that there are opportunities for
discussions with stakeholders. Perhaps in this case | am going to be more positive
than Mr Corbell. I have not heard too much reference to this business plan, but it is
what we have. It is all we have in the public domain, apart from innuendo, rumour and
perhaps conversations that have been had off the record by members of the opposition.
But this plan says that there will be community comment and there will be a review
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process. Let’s give it a go. We are not experts. Whatever we say, we are not experts
on it and we do have to take in the full information before we go judging it.

I brought up a few questions when | spoke to the no confidence motion and | do have
concerns, possibly because we have never seen the Costello review document on
which, | believe, the budgetary decision was made to change the ESA into the ESB.
To me, that is still the basic question. We never got that functional review document
and we do not know the thinking behind this change, except that it was made for
budgetary reasons. | have not heard anything to convince me one way or the other and
that is why my mind remains open.

I would like to know what the problems were with the ESA at the time of the
2003 fires. People are now saying that the response was inadequate. What made that
happen? What happened after the restructure in response to the McLeod report? We
know that there were problems with overspending. We know that there were late
annual reports, revised annual reports. That indicates that there were issues there, but
they have never been brought out into the open. | believe that people in the
community think that there is still potential for the ESB to maintain its independence
within JACS. At the moment, there is the reassurance from JACS that it will not
interfere. That apparently has been the case to date. Of course, a change in the
leadership of JACS could change that situation.

I want the ESB to report on exactly these matters. When the annual report comes out
from JACS, if the ESB does not have the ability to present its own separate report, |
want a very complete section in that annual report which shows that exactly the things
the government promises have been happening, because only in that way can we
judge. Too much has been going on behind closed doors here. The public wants
transparency, especially after those fires, because the community is affected by these
government decisions. It has not been there.

If we are going to have an inquiry, that is the inquiry | want to have. What are the
cultural problems? Have they been fixed? McLeod thought that the authority was a
way to fix it. Was it? Did it? Is that why it has been disbanded? Those are the
questions that we need to ask. As | have mentioned several times, | do think that this
business plan is light on community consultation and community learning.

| have talked about a fire guard. There is too much treating the community here like it
IS a passive recipient of information. That is not the case. We need the community
alongside us on this. They are half the battle to making sure that we do not have
another 2003, with all that destruction, those lives lost and those houses lost. Unless
the community is with us, has trust in the government, sees more transparency, wants
to be informed, wants to be part of the plans, then forget it—we have got a problem—
and the opposition will keep on harping because they will have that opportunity, and |
think the government needs to remove it from them.

MR SMYTH (Brindabella) (11.09): Paragraph (2) of Mr Corbell’s amendment states:

(2) that this Assembly congratulates the staff of the ACT emergency services
who continue to keep our community safe.”.
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They are worthy of congratulation but, more than that, they are worthy of being heard.
This minister has a record of failure. He was removed from education, he was
removed from health and he should be removed from the ESA. In all those cases he
failed to listen. It is well and good to stand in this place and laud our excellent
emergency services staff—and we do, in particular the volunteers who do it for
community reasons—but we do not listen to them. Mr Corbell rejected the evidence
of Mr Jeffery, stating that it is not appropriate to take into account what he has to say
about the structure in which he will face fires. He is not entitled; he does not know.

Mr Barling, the head of the VBA, and Mr Cortese, who speaks on behalf of SES
volunteers, obviously do not know either. So we will pat them on the back, stand with
them and bask in the reflected glory of a job well done, but we will not listen to them
because they disagree with us. The government is not up to the intellectual challenge
of meeting what the volunteers and professional officers have said. The first activity
on page 14 of the ESA’s 24-page business plan entitled “Governance enhancement”,
which is all we will have, states:

Undertake and provide a gap analysis between current practices and government
standards.

The government does not even know what is wrong with the ESA and why it does not
work, other than that it overruns its budget. There has been no analysis of what has
gone wrong but the government says, “We will change its structure. We will fit it to
our financial constraints because we have ruined the budget over a number of years,
and then we will do an analysis to make sure that we plug the gaps.” Will we have
another review followed by another change to the arrangements? No, we will not,
because we have an arrogant minister who will not listen to those who know what
they are saying. It is interesting that not one person, other than the minister and the
commissioner, has said that this is a good thing.

Anybody else who has commented on this has decried the fact that it will fail and
leave the people of Canberra at risk. That will be the minister’s legacy. He may well
have subjected the people of Canberra to more risk. We all heard from Val Jeffery,
who said, “This will be worse than 2003.” We all heard from Pat Barling, who said,
“This is a kick in the guts because those on the ground who go out to fight the fires
will be put at risk by these reforms.” The minister’s defence is to say, “We have
operational independence enshrined in legislation.” | carry a set of legislation when |
go out on the fire ground and, Mr Speaker, |1 am sure that when you responded to calls
from the fire brigade you took a piece of legislation in your backpack because it was
really useful.

On the day it does not matter that operational independence is enshrined in legislation.
Emperor Napoleon, the man who conquered all of Europe, summarised these sorts of
crises into one simple line. He said, “An army marches on its stomach.” It is all about
logistics. Under the Corbell model of madness for the Emergency Services Authority
the bureaucrats, bean counters and the department control the logistics. So let us not
hide behind this line that operational independence is guaranteed by law. Operational
independence is guaranteed by having the resources in the structure to do the job. If
you do not have the cash you cannot do the job.

505



14 March 2007 Legislative Assembly for the ACT

What is reflected on page 24 of this marvellous business plan under the heading
“Recurrent and Capital Budgets”? Page 24 gives us an indication of what will happen.
In the 2006-07 budget, capital expenditure is 28 per cent for new equipment, new
networks, new buildings and new communications. By 2009-10 it drops to two per
cent. It goes from more than a quarter to one-fiftieth of the budget, which will not
replace very much, unless the minister sees an enormous expansion in the budget,
which will not happen, because, as a result of this government’s ineptitude and
financial mismanagement, we know that that is now not possible.

Currently, of the $77 million budget for 2006-07, about $21 million is capital. If we
add in a couple of per cent each year and we scale up to 2009-10 we find that the
budget will go up to about $80 million, but the capital expenditure will drop to
$1.6 million, which is barely enough to cover the vehicle replacement program for the
Rural Fire Service. So forget the ambulances, which we know we are short of, forget
the SES, and certainly forget the fire brigade because there is not enough money to go
around. And that is the problem. An army marches on its stomach. The SES, the Rural
Fire Service, the ACT Ambulance Service and the ACT Fire Brigade can respond
only in the vehicles that they have, using the equipment that they have.

As every little thing has to be justified and as every little requirement of the
volunteers is scrutinised the bean counters will turn off the tap and this business plan
will just go out the window like the rest of Mr Corbell’s promises.

I relay back the issue of a volunteer with a cracked helmet. Mr Speaker, you would
know that a safety helmet that is cracked has lost its structural integrity. The volunteer
was told, “You cannot have a new one because of budget constraints.” She took that
helmet back to her crew captain, who put it on the ground, put his foot through it and
said, “Take that in and tell them that it is structurally sound.” She got a new helmet. If
that is what volunteers have to go through now, the madness of these reforms will put
lives at risk, which is something the minister should consider. It is interesting going
through this business plan, because on every page one finds errors. Page 3 of the 24-
page document in part states:

... the Governments acceptance & support of the majority of the McLeod report
recommendations

That did not even last for two years. Page 4 reflects a directive on high from the
minister:

The Canberra Community will:
e Listen to warnings and take action to improve resilience to hazards.

Fantastic! There you are, you are all warned and you have to listen, but the warnings
have to be given.

On the Four Corners program on Monday night a Canberra resident said, “We can’t

fight this; we weren’t warned.” Last week the then head of the fire service, who
resigned in disgust, said, “No, we didn’t send a warning.” So how can you expect the
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Canberra community to respond when you do not have the system in place to deliver?
It is beyond me. The business plan continues, and on every page there are things to be
looked at.

The minister spoke about our relationship with other areas. A section on page 7
entitled “Local and Regional Relationships” states:

Canberra is in a unique position regionally as the major urban area in a
predominantly New South Wales rural community.

That is the only mention of New South Wales, the effect we have on it and the effect
that it can have on us. The document goes on to state:

Within Canberra, we maintain a special relationship with the Australian
Government through the close working relationships with Emergency
Management Australia, the National Capital Authority, the Department of
Transport and Regional Services and as partners in the Emergency Service
Funding Agreement, the Department of Finance and Administration.

I looked very closely to establish what our special relationship with the New South
Wales RFS and the New South Wales SES was, but it does not exist because it is not
in the document. Because we do not have the structure right we cannot do this
properly. Appendix B on page 19 shows that there will be fewer arrangements per
annum. There is a section on risk that states that we have to plan better for risk, yet |
have been told that two of the risk assessment officers are also going to go.

This plan is a recipe for disaster, a recipe that is endorsed by the minister. The
document deals also with the chain of command. Again the minister says, “It is okay
because it is justified in legislation.” But he forgets to tell the people that, in the chain
of command on page 7 of the business plan, between the minister and the ACT
Emergency Services Agency, there is a small box entitled “Department of Justice and
Community Safety”.

The minister did not even stand up in this chamber and state that his own structure, as
outlined on page 7 of his business plan, reflects an enormous impediment between
him and the people on the ground—an impediment called the department. The bean
counters will get in the way, as they have often done in these matters, because
planning for emergencies is an inexact science. You have to plan for the worst and
hope for the best. What we are planning for here is a best-case scenario. This
government will cut the cloth of ACT emergency management to fit the financial
disaster that it has created, which has seen a number of deficits and continuing doubt
over its ability to manage the budget.

Let us face it: Mr Corbell got it wrong when he was minister for education, and he
was moved. Education is probably the most senior of all the portfolios outside that of
Chief Minister, but he got the flick. He got it wrong in health where, because of his
failure, he now carries the title of the minister who had the longest elective surgery
waiting list in the history of the ACT. He made mistakes in planning and now he is
making a monumental mistake in the restructure of the Emergency Services Authority
to put in a bureaucratic structure, not one that will enhance the response of this
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community to emergencies. The minister’s amendment must be defeated. (Time
expired.)

MR GENTLEMAN (Brindabella) (11.19): I support Minister Corbell’s amendment
to Mr Pratt’s motion. Mr Pratt moved:

That this Assembly ...

(2) rejects the new structure of the Emergency Services Agency and calls on the
Government to immediately re-establish a statutory authority ...

I remind members that this is just five days after he publicly told the Canberra
community that he would give the new structure a go. Mr Pratt is concerned about
restructuring but he must realise that organisations go through changes, and
sometimes these are significant changes. Perhaps Mr Pratt would rather the
government was not tackling the ESA’s $5 million overspend. Perhaps Mr Pratt
would rather the ESA did not seek to modernise and streamline its management
practices. | believe that the new structure for the ESA is forward thinking and looking
to a future that will result in a more coordinated approach to emergency planning and
response to the community of the ACT.

I know that some volunteers have criticised the new structure, but the government is
confident that the volunteers will see the benefits to them once the new structure is
fully implemented. Separate silos prevent an organisation from effectively sharing its
skills and resources. The territory is a small jurisdiction; therefore, it is important that
we work together to serve the ACT community.

| state today that the government does not support the re-establishment of the
Emergency Services Authority at this time. The Emergency Services Agency was
included in the Department of Justice and Community Safety in the middle of last
year to reduce the duplication of administrative functions and to improve financial
management. Since this change the agency has maintained its operational autonomy
and its direct line to the minister. In fact, the operational autonomy of the agency is
enshrined in the Emergencies Act 2004 and this cannot be changed without
amendments being made by this Assembly.

This motion calls on the government immediately to re-establish the Emergency
Services Authority to streamline the chain of command and ministerial oversight. The
motion seems to be based on a number of myths about the new structure of the
Emergency Services Agency and about the benefits of an authority structure.
Mr Pratt’s public response to the restructure last week was to indicate that he is
unaware that all governments across Australia, with the exception of New South
Wales, are structuring their emergency services in a similar way to the ACT.

In Victoria the Department of Justice brings together activities concerned with reform,
administration and enforcement of law. Members would be correct in thinking that
that sounds similar to our Department of Justice and Community Safety. It is worth
noting that the Victorian Department of Justice includes the police force, the court and
prison systems, tribunals that protect citizens’ rights, and emergency services. The
structure of the department is an executive committee made up of a secretary, eight
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executive directors and two commissioners—not too dissimilar to the ACT
Department of Justice and Community Safety.

In the late 1990s Western Australia established a task force to look at ways of
improving planning and coordination across the state’s emergency services. As a
result the Fire and Emergency Services Authority of Western Australia was formed in
1999. Before members seize too quickly on the word “authority”, I should make this
observation about the structure: the authority brought together the fire and rescue
service, bushfire service, state emergency service, volunteer marine rescue services,
emergency management services and community safety services. All these report to
one chief executive and to a board. Again this was established following an
examination of options for improving planning and coordination across emergency
services.

Similarly, following a recent review South Australia recommended the creation of the
South Australian Fire and Emergency Services Commission, which operates under the
guidance of a board and a chief executive. Tasmania has a Department of Police and
Emergency Management, which brings together the State Emergency Service, State
Security Unit, Tasmanian Fire Service and Tasmania Police. Queensland has an
integrated Department of Emergency Services in which fire and rescue, ambulance
and emergency management all report through a common director-general—again,
not too dissimilar to the ACT emergency services reporting through a chief executive.

While some of these are statutory creations they all have a common theme: they are
all established with a view to improving planning and coordination across the state’s
emergency services, and they all report through a common chief executive. The
objective of ensuring that the emergency services work together, improve their
planning processes and advance their capacity for coordination seems to be a
nationwide trend. The need for the Emergency Services Agency in the ACT to be a
statutory authority is not a prerequisite to improving the operational capability of the
ESA. Mr Pratt, through his motion today, wants to create yet another restructure
within emergency services, making that four restructures since January 2003.

Mr Pratt asserts that this motion highlights the streamlining of the chain of command
and ministerial oversight. The fact that there is a chief executive in the Department of
Justice and Community Safety does not mean the commissioner cannot contact the
minister on a matter, or vice versa. As the minister said, he met with the ESA
commissioner on 15 occasions in the past six months to discuss a wide range of
emergency service matters. He also met with the chief officer of the services on eight
occasions over the past six months. That is almost a meeting a week between the
minister and officers from the ESA. Re-establishment of the agency as an authority
would not give the agency any greater access to the minister.

| need to make some reference to Mr Smyth’s earlier comments. | wish to challenge
his statement that Minister Corbell was removed from health and education. He was
promoted and he is now the territory’s Attorney-General. That is in stark contrast to
Mr Smyth’s experience in the Liberal Party. Not even members of his own party
support him. Even they recognise how out of touch Brendan Smyth is.
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I conclude by stating that the new structure for ESA resolved some issues relating to
the current structure and will ensure that the agency can focus on operational matters.
The new structure will serve both the organisation and the community. It is time for
us to stop debating the structure of the ESA and to let the agency, with its new
commissioner, get on with its core business of protecting the ACT from emergencies.

MR STEFANIAK (Ginninderra—Leader of the Opposition) (11.27): It always
amazes me why ministers and other people in this place do not listen to the experts on
the ground. We have a huge groundswell of opposition to an administrative proposal
from people at the coalface, in many instances people such as Val Jeffery, who has
been fighting fires for many years.

Mrs Burke: He does not know anything.

MR STEFANIAK: That is right. As my colleague Mrs Burke just said, he does not
know anything. There seems to be a tendency amongst bureaucracies to downplay or
ignore the opinions of people at the coalface and others. In the past few months seven
fairly senior people resigned from or left the emergency services area. Surely that
should sound warning bells for any government. Surely it should sound warning bells
for this government when it gets an independent agency such as McLeod to prepare a
report and to make recommendations. The coronial inquest that ran for nearly four
years and that had over 90 days of hearings prepared major recommendations that
basically backed up Mr McLeod’s recommendations.

Surely that would indicate to the government that putting the ESA back in the
department was not such a good idea; that it should be a stand-alone and independent
department. Clearly, that is what the practitioners in this area want to see happen. It
does not have to be a lot more expensive. A body that is independent and that is run
properly can achieve efficiencies.

Mr Corbell’s amendment to the motion states that his government fully or partially
implements 51 of the 73 recommendations. That is good so far as it goes but it
neglects the key recommendation, one of the key points of concern to all those people
affected by the fires and to all those at the coalface. This decision has caused much
angst and anger among volunteers and other emergency service workers. Surely it is
time for this arrogant government to stop and think.

Earlier Mr Corbell said that the commissioner, the deputy commissioner, or whoever,
had a direct link to him. He said that he had met with the commissioner on
15 occasions and that he does not like the present chain of command. There are a
number of layers of reporting. | have seen the bureaucratic structure and I, like
Mr Smyth, have been a minister. 1 will give Minister Corbell an example of how,
despite all the best will in the world by the minister or the bureaucrats concerned,
things can go wrong in a second. | think there are six layers of reporting. Once we get
out of the emergency services structure and we get into JACS | think someone has to
report to a deputy CEO, then to the CEO and then to the minister. The chain of
command shows a little dotted line from the deputy commissioner to the minister. The
minister has met with the commissioner on 15 occasions, and no doubt he will meet
with him on another 15 occasions, but that will not necessarily do any good.
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During the general departmental restructure in about 1998 which bypassed
Fran Hinton, there was a dotted line between Mark Owens, my general manager of
sport and recreation, and me, and there was another line, which was not dotted, from
Mark to Trevor Wheeler, then to Fran and then to me. At the time all those officers
were great operators. They were good, loyal and competent public servants in the
Department of Education and Training, where the Bureau of Sport and Recreation, a
much bigger bureau then than the piddling little office it is now as a result of all the
government cuts, was located at the time. | probably would have met with
Mark Owens at least two or three times a week.

Even with that arrangement, which is not dissimilar to what the minister is talking
about—although there were even fewer formal layers between Mr Owens and me,
apart from that little dotted line in that bureaucratic structure; there were not six layers
and it was more like two or three—and even with all the very best of intentions there
were still some problems with that because Mr Owens had to report to Mr Wheeler,
who had to report to Ms Hinton. Other factors came into play which took away the
necessary independence for which we were aiming in the Bureau of Sport and
Recreation.

A general subsumption into other areas of the department came into play—something
that just happens. It is bureaucracy; it is not necessarily because people are
deliberately doing the wrong thing. Invariably | am sure that people deliberately try to
do the right thing but that is what occurs when layers of reporting and layers of
bureaucracy are imposed. It is important that we get the structure right in something
as crucial or important as emergency services. It is at the coalface to protect the
people of Canberra, to put out bushfires, to stop bushfires coming into the city, and to
warn us. Hundreds of volunteers who are involved give up their spare time. In this
place the minister and my colleague Mr Smyth do that most admirably.

It is important that we get the structure right. It is important for us to listen to people
such as Val Jeffery, the volunteers and Mr Barling. We should listen to people like
that at the coalface who know, who have been there before, who have done that and
who are still doing it. We have two reports—the McLeod report and the coronial
inquest. When McLeod and Doogan, two competent and able individuals, make these
recommendations surely even a government as arrogant as this one should listen,
think again, and say, “Okay, let us get it right. Maybe we have not got it right. Let us
listen to all these people rather than stick our heads in the sand, do absolutely nothing
and try to justify what we have done.”

A stand-alone authority would not cost any more than it would cost if it were put into
the department. We could make it even more efficient so that it would not cost as
much. However, | do not think that is the main issue; it is a matter of detail that the
government will have to address. In this important matter the government had ample
warning. The bushfires burned over 500 houses in Canberra and killed four people.
Emergency services personnel, both paid staff and volunteers, are up in arms in
relation to this issue. Surely it is time for the government to stop and think and to say,
“Right, maybe we have got it wrong. Let us do what we can to get it right.”
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This restructure has been rejected by the Bushfire Brigades Association. Professional
officers in other services and volunteers have condemned it. As Mr Pratt’s motion
states, we have lost seven senior officers. The opposition calls on the government to
establish a statutory authority, as recommended by McLeod and reaffirmed by
Doogan, that will streamline the chain of command. Efficiencies could be gained as a
result. It would lead to a simpler way of addressing some of the very real problems
this organisation faces—problems that potentially could be fatal to people in the
territory. It is important for the government to get this right. | commend Mr Pratt’s
motion to the Assembly.

MR PRATT (Brindabella) (11.35): I would like to speak to the minister’s amendment
before debate on the motion is concluded.

MR SPEAKER: Yes.

MR PRATT: The opposition rejects the minister’s amendment about which | wish to
make some comments. Paragraph (a) of the minister’s amendment states:

(@) that the ACT Government has already fully or partially implemented 51 of
the 73 recommendations from the Coroner’s report into the January 2003
bushfires ...

Some of the recommendations in the coroner’s report also reflect recommendations
that have been highlighted by McLeod in his report. So 3% years later not all the
McLeod recommendations have been implemented. To its credit, in early 2004-05 the
government implemented a significant number of other recommendations, but in
many cases it has walked away from them. It walked away from supporting the
changes and the structures highlighted by the McLeod inquiry, or it simply has not
followed them through. I refer, in particular, to the area of communications.

Ron McLeod had a hell of a lot to say about the urgent need to address
communication failure. Three years and 11 months later there are still significant
structural problems in the emergency services communication networks. Of course,
FireLink is but one of them. We now know that FireLink was sourced as a single
select tender. That single select tender was justified by the government because it
needed to be mobilised and fielded, or put into the field, by the 2004-05 bushfire
season. That just did not happen. We now know, two bushfire seasons later, that
FireLink is still not operational. So the justification for a single select tender was
absolutely phoney. More importantly, FireLink has now cost a huge amount of
money—~60 per cent more than its original budget. Subparagraph (b) of the minister’s
amendment states:

(b) the Emergency Services Authority has operational autonomy which is
enshrined in legislation and that this is unchanged ...

| do not want to be a pedantic wordsmith but the Emergency Services Authority no
longer exists; it is now called the Emergency Services Agency. So the minister got
that wrong in his amendment. The minister was correct when he said that in theory
operational autonomy was still enshrined in legislation and that legislation still
underpins operational autonomy. However, we argue that in practice the
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commissioner, the two deputy commissioners and the heads of services will no longer
have—they have not had for some time now—the management of their own resources
that independent operators need to have. So in this case the act is being corrupted. The
autonomy which the act enshrines is simply being corrupted by practice on the ground.
So that simply does not stand up under argument. Paragraph (c) of the minister’s
amendment states:

(c) the proposed new structure contained within the Emergency Services
Authority’s Three Year Business Plan will ensure closer operational
command and control links between ACT emergency services ...

The South Australian model is often used as an example of the closer operational
command and control links talked about in the minister’s amendment. In the South
Australian model we have seen a single fire service by stealth, in practice created by
having a unified command and control system. We now see that the South Australian
model is failing. That highlights the fact that we have to ensure that our rural fire
services and urban fire brigades are quite separate. They must be organised separately
and they must have their own commands.

Having a unified command system and trying to mix volunteer RFS officers with
full-time professional fire brigade officers really cannot work properly. We are talking
about different services with different capabilities, different cultures and distinctly
different roles and they have to be allowed to operate apart from one another. They
must be able to operate in an interoperable fashion; that is, the two services have to be
able to combine operations when they can. The two services have to be able to have
common command and operational structures that enable them to undertake integrated
operations on the fire ground when a mission requires that to occur, but they must still
be structured and they must still be respected as stand-alone entities.

Each of those two services needs its own independent chief officer. The chief officer
of the Rural Fire Service still needs his own headquarters and his own independent
chain of command so that his organisation can execute the task for which it was
designed, and the fire brigade needs the same. The chief officer, fire brigade needs his
own command structure to be able to operate in urban areas and on the urban edge in
accordance with the way in which that organisation is designed to operate and in
accordance with the tradition of many decades which developed the culture that is so
integral and important to the operation of the fire brigade.

The opposition rejects subparagraphs (a), (b) and (c) of the minister’s amendment.
Paragraph (2) of his amendment goes without saying; it is motherhood and apple pie.
Of course we congratulate ACT emergency services staff who are striving to keep our
community safe. The problem is that under this restructure they find that that job is
much harder. The opposition cannot support the government’s amendment.

MR CORBELL (Molonglo—Attorney-General, Minister for Police and Emergency
Services and Minister for Planning) (11.43): | seek leave to move an amendment to
my amendment.

MADAM TEMPORARY DEPUTY SPEAKER (Mrs Dunne): Have you circulated
that amendment?
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MR CORBELL: Not yet.

MADAM TEMPORARY DEPUTY SPEAKER: The amendment has to be in
writing, Mr Corbell.

MR CORBELL: Yes, it is in writing. | am happy to table that amendment. | am
simply seeking to omit the words, “Emergency Services Authority” where those
words occur, and to substitute the word “ESA”.

Mr Pratt: We would accept that.

MADAM TEMPORARY DEPUTY SPEAKER: Mr Corbell, you are seeking leave
to move an amendment?

MR CORBELL.: I am seeking leave to amend my amendment.
Leave granted.
MR CORBELL: | move:
Omit “Emergency Services Authority” where the words occur, substitute “ESA”.

MADAM TEMPORARY DEPUTY SPEAKER: Does anyone want to speak to this
amendment?

MR PRATT (Brindabella) (11.44): | congratulate the minister on rectifying his
oversight.

Amendment to amendment agreed to.
Question put:

That Mr Corbell’s amendment, as amended, be agreed to.

The Assembly voted—
Ayes 9 Noes 6
Mr Barr Mr Gentleman Mrs Burke Mr Stefaniak
Mr Berry Mr Hargreaves Mrs Dunne
Mr Corbell Ms MacDonald Mr Mulcahy
Dr Foskey Ms Porter Mr Pratt
Ms Gallagher Mr Smyth

Question so resolved in the affirmative.

MR PRATT (Brindabella) (11.48): | want to address a couple of issues raised by the
Greens in this debate. Dr Foskey basically said that this is simply a political debate for
the sake of having a political debate. She said, “How the opposition is determined that
the mighty will come down.” | suppose that any political party in any parliament—
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any opposition, any minor party on the cross benches—is always seeking to defeat its
opponents; that is just the way that parliaments operate.

Mr Corbell: So it is political.
MR PRATT: But that is not the point. This is not political.
Mr Corbell: Oh!

MR PRATT: This is not completely political, minister; this is not completely
political. The opposition is the voice of members of the community who have
expressed their deep concern that the restructure of the emergency services is not
going to work. Having assessed that the restructure is not going to work—that is the
point that we take as well; that is our analysis—it is the duty of the opposition to stand
in this place to represent the very many voices of our volunteer organisations and our
professionals to tell you, minister, through you, Mr Speaker, to tell the government
that the restructure cannot work. It will fail; it needs to be sorted out.

As an opposition, we also have a duty to raise weaknesses in the system which may
very severely affect community safety in the ACT. Dr Foskey, it is our duty to stand
here and raise concerns about what we see as an unworkable restructure. We are not
here to simply hope that the mighty come crashing down. It is much more than that, |
assure you.

As to the points raised by Dr Foskey about the business plan, | agree with
Dr Foskey—I was to raise the point in my closing address—that the business plan
looks okay. It looks all right. It seems to be a useful document. But we question
whether it can be properly implemented in its own right. We will continue to examine
the business plan; there is a lot to look at.

However, the point that we make is this: the business plan will be useless if the
organisation implementing the business plan is inefficient. That is the problem we
have in this place. The restructure has now developed an emergency services
organisation which is inefficient. We have seen across the board that the volunteers
and professional officers are severely concerned about it, so how can the business
plan be properly implemented?

I make another point too: how can the business plan be implemented if the strategic
bushfire management plan is not an efficient instrument? We claim that it is not. Until
about 10 days ago, the strategic bushfire management plan was still a draft document.
I think the minister is saying that version 1 of the SBMP has now been locked in place,
but we have yet to see that as a reality. We know that only a handful of bushfire
operational plans have been created, and therefore there are no plans covering the
ACT in its entirety. We question whether the business management plan, the business
plan, can be properly implemented.

The next point | would go to is this: Dr Foskey said that we are not the experts and
therefore we should leave it to the professional experts to tell us what needs to be
done. | put it that “we are not the experts” is the Nuremberg defence. It is the defence
that this government—
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Mr Corbell: No, it is not, actually. The Nuremberg defence is following orders; it is
quite different, Mr Pratt.

MR PRATT: Well—

Mr Corbell: What an absurd parallel.

MR PRATT: So you were following orders blindly, minister?
Mr Corbell: No.

MR PRATT: Right. This is the defence that the minister and his government used in
respect of their failures in January 2003. This is the defence that they used to explain
away the reasons why they did not warn the ACT community and why the systems
failed—~because they left it to the experts. They did not inquire. The government did
not inquire; the minister of the day did not have close enough ministerial oversight to
ensure that they were getting quality advice from their advisers. We know what
happened. We know that the community was not warned in time.

Members interjecting—

MR PRATT: | absolutely agree with the point raised by Dr Foskey that we need to
see in the annual reports produced a much more transparent coverage of the state of
the emergency services. Dr Foskey and | have often raised this in estimates. She has
raised a very good point. Minister, you need to ensure that your annual reports are
much more transparent and highlight the weaknesses and the strengths of our
emergency services.

Members interjecting—
MR SPEAKER: Order! There are too many conversations going on.
Members interjecting—

MR SPEAKER: Order! There are too many conversations going on in the room.
Mr Corbell!

MR PRATT: | was about to put my deputy speaker’s hat on. | had better not; that
would be out of place, of course.

The annual reports need to highlight the weaknesses and strengths of the emergency
services so that this place can scrutinise the progress of these sorts of reforms and the
way things are going. As far as | am concerned, too many of our annual reports—not
all of them, but too many of them—are simply glossy magazines written to promote
issues which we think need much closer scrutiny.

Dr Foskey also raises a very good point about whether we have really got to the

bottom of the question as to why the ESA failed. That point has never been clarified.
Why did the government restructure the ESA? The government says that it had to
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restructure the ESA to remove bureaucracy and streamline it, but in fact the
restructure is all about financial matters. We think that that is a very inappropriate
way to undertake the restructuring of emergency organisations. The emergency
organisation must be operationally respected. Any restructure—

Mr Corbell: They blew their budget for three consecutive years.

MR SPEAKER: Order, members! Mr Pratt has the floor.

MR PRATT: I’ve got the floor, thanks. Any restructure of the emergency services
has got to be about operational imperatives—can our emergency services deliver
services; can they protect our community? You do not restructure the emergency
organisations simply because your bureaucrats have said, “Look, we want to control
the resources. We are jealous of the emergency services.”

Mr Corbell: They just blew the budget.

MR PRATT: The bureaucracy said that they were jealous of Peter Dunn’s
independence.

Members interjecting—

MR SPEAKER: Order! Members will cease interjecting.

MR PRATT: You listen to them, minister; you listen to them.

MR SPEAKER: Mr Pratt, address your comments through the chair, please.

MR PRATT: Thank you, Mr Speaker.

MR SPEAKER: Members will cease interjecting.

Mr Corbell: They just blew their budget; that’s all.

MR SPEAKER: Mr Corbell, cease interjecting.

MR PRATT: They were simply bureaucratic reforms. Mr Speaker, their reforms have
only been bureaucratic, without due understanding of the implications for the ability
of the services to respond quickly.

Mr Corbell: They blew their budget.

MR PRATT: No, | do not think so. | want to refer to a letter from a volunteer. He
says:

No other emergency service in Australia has as many layers between the head of
the service and the Minister. No other State or Territory makes it so difficult for
the head of service to access their Minister—why?—because every other State or
Territory knows the importance of those emergency services and does not
downgrade their importance.
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We have seen this minister downgrade the importance of the services—
Mr Corbell: It is not supported by the facts. You acknowledged it last week.
MR SPEAKER: Order! Mr Corbell, please!

MR PRATT: We have seen the minister downgrade the advice. We have seen the
minister Kick Pat Barling in the guts. Pat Barling has said that the emergency services
have been kicked in the guts. I am talking about the president of the volunteer
bushfire association. We have seen this minister kick Val Jeffery in the guts. We have
seen the minister kick Val Jeffery in the guts because Val Jeffery had the terrible habit
of suggesting to the minister that a man who had been around here for 30 years and
knows the bushfire conditions of the southern tablelands might tell you how best to
restructure to have a more efficient and responsive organisation. You did not listen to
him. That is why the volunteers are in an uproar. You have never consulted with them.
David Prince has voted with his feet. The professional officers do not support these
restructures. This is a failure.

Motion, as amended, agreed to.

Multiculturalism

MS MacDONALD (Brindabella) (11.59): I move:
That this Assembly:
(1) unanimously endorses the use of the word “multicultural” in our community;

(2) admonishes any move by governments, at any level, to move away from
supporting a multicultural community; and

(3) recognises the important role the National Multicultural Festival plays in
promoting and celebrating multiculturalism in the ACT.

| rise today to speak on a topic that | believe is of great importance: multiculturalism
in our community. In spite of the federal government’s abandonment of
multiculturalism in favour of integration, it is important that the ACT continues to
move in the direction of embracing cultural diversity in our community. In fact, |
would say that it is vital that we continue to support multiculturalism because of the
federal government’s actions.

Cultural diversity is the very foundation of our way of life, and not something that
should be easily dismissed. Why is it that the Howard government finds it necessary
to impugn cultural diversity despite its obvious contribution to the success of our
nation?

There are hundreds of culturally diverse communities who call Australia home and
who have made our country what it is today: an open-minded and accepting society.
The ACT is home to more than 200 wonderfully diverse communities; we all have the
opportunity to learn about and enjoy unique cultures, traditions, events and
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celebrations. The contribution these communities make to the life of the city is
immeasurable—socially, economically and culturally. Ours is a nation that has been
built on a partnership involving all citizens from many countries who now call
Australia home. We have proudly called ourselves a multicultural society, a country
that prides itself on being inclusive of all cultures.

The Howard government has abandoned this ideal by its decision to remove the term
“multiculturalism” from federal ministerial responsibility. The removal of
multiculturalism is a demonstration of the federal Liberal government’s pre-1950s
ideal of Australia. It typifies the federal government’s contempt for an inclusive,
multicultural Australia. Instead of encouraging engagement and involvement in our
multicultural community, the federal government is calling for assimilation.

The government argued that there was a need to move away from the term
“multicultural” because the concept had been transformed by interest groups into a
philosophy that put allegiances to original culture ahead of national loyalty. This is a
ridiculous argument; it aims to stigmatise the word. Being a multicultural society is
not a negative. “Multiculturalism” is not a dirty word; it simply means that all
members of the community are members of the community regardless of their cultural
background. These backgrounds are to be embraced and enjoyed and are not to be
seen as competing with people’s desires to be Australians.

In the ACT we have always embraced and celebrated multiculturalism. We live in a
community that values and rejoices in its diversity and inclusiveness. The ACT
government is committed to supporting multiculturalism in our city through the
extensive range of policies and programs it has in place. These include the work
experience and support program, which provides skilled migrants with office training
and work experience in ACT and Australian government departments. The program
has a high success rate, with many of the participants gaining contract or full-time
work following successful completion of the course.

Other important initiatives are the annual ACT multicultural community languages
and community radio grants programs. Communities are able to apply for a share of
the grants program, which in 2006-07 is $250,000, to help carry out their important
social and cultural activities. This includes radio programs broadcast in a range of
different languages, cultural activities such as national day celebrations, and
after-school programs for children to ensure that they are able to maintain their
heritage.

Last year the ACT government also delivered the 2006-09 ACT multicultural strategy,
which provides a policy framework for the ongoing development of multiculturalism
in the territory. The strategy comprises 10 themes, the key focus of which is to ensure
that no-one in our community is left behind or disadvantaged because of their
background. The areas addressed in the strategy include ageing, young people, equity
and terrorism—all diverse themes. As a member of the ACT government, | am proud
to be associated with such a forward thinking document, one that helps to ensure that
all members of our community have a fair go.

Perhaps one of the most significant multicultural events in our city is the National
Multicultural Festival. The festival is our annual way of celebrating our city’s
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diversity. The 2007 National Multicultural Festival was a great success and it will go
down as one of the best on record. More than 45,000 people ate their way through
food such as Spanish paella and Belgian sausages at the Fyshwick Fresh Food
Markets Food and Dance Spectacular. | can personally attest to the splendour of the
Spanish paella. The festival showcased the culinary delights of the dozens of diverse
communities that make up our city.

There were more than 140 stalls at this year’s Food and Dance Spectacular—the most
on record and an increase of more than 30 per cent on last year’s numbers. | overheard
one man and his wife from Sydney say that they had risen at 3 o’clock in the morning
to make sure that they got down in time to enjoy all the splendour of the Food and
Dance Spectacular. That is a true indication of how popular this festival is becoming.

The Greek Glendi drew 9,000 people into the heart of Civic to participate in
traditional games, enjoy Greek music and snack on food such as souvlaki and
dolmades. It was an event that started in the morning and lasted well into the night,
with thousands of people walking away with great memories and a little extra
knowledge about what it is like to live the Greek culture.

At the ActewAGL Contact Canberra event, more than 7,000 people wandered through
City Walk and explored the more than 70 stalls that were offering information.
Organisations that participated included Amnesty International, the Human Rights
Commission, Parentline ACT, the National Trust, Apex clubs, St Vincent de Paul and
a variety of government agencies.

One of the happiest and most colourful events of the 2007 festival was the annual
Pacific Islander showcase, which attracted more than 6,000 people. It was a fun day of
traditional singing and dancing, and it truly showcased the many talented people
living in our community.

The fun of that entertainment carried on later that evening in the Hellenic Club
Carnivale, which attracted 30,000 people with its promise of a night filled with hot
Latin dancing and music. With two stages that provided non-stop entertainment, the
crowd tangoed the hours away; it was considered a highlight of the festival.

On the final day of this year’s festival, the sweet sounds of opera classics, including
La Boheme and Rigoletto, filled the night air at Rond Terraces, signalling the end of
the multicultural festival for another year. More than 2,100 people—many armed with
picnic baskets bulging with gourmet goodies—shared the experience of Opera by the
Lake, and no-one walked away disappointed.

Overall, this year’s festival was nothing short of fantastic. Already many people are
looking forward to next year’s event. | can tell you, Mr Speaker, that | am looking
forward to some more paella. The festival is the physical manifestation of the ACT
government’s commitment to providing all members of the community with the
opportunity to explore our diverse cultures.

Thousands of people took advantage of this opportunity, with excellent attendances

recorded for all the events held throughout the 14 days of the festival. These included
600 people at the festival gala dinner; 1,600 people at lunchtime showcases; 1,200

520



Legislative Assembly for the ACT 14 March 2007

people at Show Us Your Roots; 1,200 people at the Bollywood spectacular; 1,200
people to see comedian Danny Bhoy; 650 people at the Polish choir; 700 people at the
Mongolian spectacular, The Wind from the Grasslands, which was a true spectacular,
as anybody who went to the multicultural festival ball will know from the small taste
we got there; and 600 people at the ACTTAB International Showcase. These figures
are proof of two things: first, that Canberrans are passionate about enjoying our city’s
rich diversity; and, second, that multiculturalism is alive and well in the ACT.

| believe that, despite the federal government’s move away from multiculturalism, our
city and our country will continue to embrace the many cultures that make Australia
what it is. From a personal point of view, | would like to mention that my
grandparents and my mother escaped Nazi Germany and found refuge in this country
because of that embrace.

| also want to mention that on Monday | represented the Chief Minister at the
Commonwealth Day celebration that was held at the Centre for Christianity and
Culture. It was a multifaith celebration. There were representatives from the Muslim
community, the Christian community—many of the different Christian
communities—and the Jewish community. The Baha’i were there; the Hindus were
there. It is important to note that this year’s theme for Commonwealth Day is
“Respecting difference and promoting understanding”. All members would have
received the Commonwealth Day message, but | want to highlight a couple of bits
which relate well to this motion. In the message, Her Majesty says:

In today’s difficult and sometimes divided world, | believe that it is more
important than ever to keep trying to respect and understand each other better.
Each and every one of us has hopes, needs, and priorities. Each of us is an
individual, with ties of emotion and bonds of obligation—to culture, religion,
community, country and beyond. In short, each of us is special.

The more we see others in this way, the more we can understand them and their
points of view. In what we think and say and do, let us as individuals actively
seek out the views of others; let us make the best use of what our beliefs and
history teach us; let us have open minds and hearts; and let us, like the
Commonwealth, find our diversity a cause for celebration and a source of
strength and unity.

That is what multiculturalism is about. It is about finding a cause for celebration; it is
a cause for celebration. We should be encouraged to be proud of the many cultures
that make up our country, not be fed propaganda that these differing backgrounds
influence people’s allegiance and loyalties to Australia. Cultural diversity is the very
foundation of our way of life. As a community we should continue to support
multiculturalism and endorse the use of the word “multicultural” unashamedly. I
commend the motion to the Assembly.

MR PRATT (Brindabella) (12.11): I move the amendment circulated in my name:

Omit paragraphs (1) and (2), substitute:
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“(1) celebrates the rich diversity and harmony of ACT society, the strength of
which has been the successful integration of many cultural and religious
groups;

(2) calls upon all Australian societies to emulate the ACT model; and”.

| want to speak on the motion in general, but concentrate specifically on the
opposition’s amendment. The opposition thinks that this is a far more positive
message to be putting out in the Assembly than what Ms MacDonald put forward here
today. The opposition’s amended version is far more positive, realistic and useful than
her motion. It should be debated. It is the message that should be sent out, firstly, to
our own community and, secondly and more broadly, across this great country of ours.
Australia is a society of diverse and rich background. That is the nature of the great
new societies, for want of a better term—the Americas, Australia, New Zealand and
the rich, diverse societies of southern Africa. These are the strengths of these societies.

The ACT has a very significant proportion of people who were born overseas or
whose parents were born overseas. We have a very rich diversity of religious and
cultural groups in ACT society. The National Multicultural Festival absolutely
demonstrates that. It is the showcase of this rich, diverse society that we have, and it is
an event which is well visited by visitors from around the country.

This rich, diverse, multicultural society that we have—a multi-religious society—is
strong because it is integrated. Integration is the key to a harmonious society. No
society on the face of this earth will ever be harmonious if people in its disparate
groups, its divergent groups, are not integrated and do not love the country of which
they are now citizens.

Mr Smyth: Hence Harmony Day is an issue with the federal government.

MR PRATT: Absolutely. I do not want to harp on the matter, but as a person who has
had to work in some very interesting places around the world | have seen some
terrible societies—of all religious and cultural backgrounds—which were not
integrated, which were therefore not harmonious, and many of which were at war with
themselves.

I am proud that Australia really stacks up well against the examples of societies that |
have seen around this world. We are one of the leaders in this world when it comes to
diverse and multicultural societies. We are proud of that, and we should be proud of it.
Against the national background, the ACT stands out as a shining beacon of a diverse
and harmonious society. Why? Because we are integrated.

| have often heard Minister Hargreaves refer in this place to the fact that Canberra is
not made up of enclaves—or that, if we do have some enclaves, they are simply the
result of bad governance in previous decades. The only enclaves | see in the ACT,
which we ought to be addressing, are public housing complexes. But that has nothing
to do with the diversity and richness of what is a multiracial society; it is another
matter.
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As it turns out, our diverse ethnic groupings have mixed broadly across the ACT.
People have not hovered in enclaves. They bring a richness that we all enjoy. We all
enjoy this rich background. Many towns and cities in Australia can be jealous of that;
they do not have this richness that we have—Dbe it the richness demonstrated through
cultural activities, dancing, the foods that we eat and the stories that are told of old
societies in other lands or, sometimes more importantly, the richness demonstrated by
the values of these different groupings in our society.

As an Anglo-Saxon father, | look at other families and see that other families with
other cultural backgrounds have stronger family values than even my own cultural
grouping has. | put it to you that, in the headlong rush to modernise, my own
traditional culture in this country has lost many of its values—hopefully, we have not
lost them; perhaps we have just put them on the backburner while we race through
society at a hell-bent pace.

The Chinese, Arabic, Persian, Greek, Italian, Afghan and African family groupings
that we see here in Canberra have wonderful family structures from which we want to
learn lessons. We should take lessons from them and try and re-learn and
reincorporate some of the values that we have lost. Of course, there are good and bad
values in every society—nobody is perfect—and those are issues which societies have
to address.

One of the best examples | can give of integration in a slightly controversial area—
one which is working and one which the ACT can be proud of—is the Islamic
community. | want to talk about the Islamic community. Why? Because the Islamic
community is so often the subject of controversial discussion in Australia. Why not
call on our Islamic brothers here today and address a couple of issues?

The Islamic community is well integrated in Canberra—very well integrated. The
Islamic community is a broad diaspora of Lebanese who came out to Australia in the
1940s and 1950s right through to African Muslims who have come out in recent times.
There is a broad spectrum, but they are well integrated. Even new Islamic
communities are trying their best, within their economic means. Within that
sometimes terrible constraint of their economic means, they are trying their best to
integrate—to get out there, live in the broader community and exploit the
opportunities which are available in Australia because Australia is such a free society.

The Islamic community have rejected the politicisation that has affected other
communities in other parts of Australia. If I can be just slightly political for a moment,
let me say that the Islamic community have rejected Mr Stanhope’s attempts to
politicise a number of issues. For example, they have rejected Mr Stanhope’s attempts
to politicise the Islamic community around the Irag war and around the war on terror.
They have rejected those opportunities to try and polarise elements within their own
community around those debates. They have rejected them, and that is a matter to be
applauded.

They have also rejected other issues around counterterrorism. They have rejected

some of the moves—some of the political calls—by Mr Stanhope around the debate
on counterterrorism. The great majority of Canberran Muslims are Australians first,
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Canberrans second and whatever they else want to be beyond that. They have fully
integrated.

Let me give an example of this. In recent times the ACT Islamic Society have taken
sensible and quiet steps to move on a very small but vocal group of extremists in their
own community. They have moved to sort that out; they did not need our
encouragement to do that. They had the backing and the support of ACT police. Our
ACT police worked most sensibly and sensitively with them to sort out a number of
extremist issues. The ACT Islamic Society sorted out the problems that they had with
an Islamic preacher who they thought was simply not representing Australian
values—who they thought was working against integration. The ACT Islamic Society
took steps to ensure that Canberran Muslims continue moving down that path of
integration. They were not prepared to allow a small minority of people to spoil the
objective of integration. That is to be applauded. I single out the ACT Islamic Society
as a group that really loves this country, that puts Australia first, and that took the
necessary steps to take action. That is a concrete example.

We will not be seeing in the ACT the sorts of initiatives taken in south-western
Sydney by Sheikh al-Hilali, who now seeks to organise an Islamic political party to
stand for parliament. If you listen to what he and Keysar Trad, his spokesman, have
said, their objectives are not Australia first; their objectives are something else. |
simply make a comment in passing about that initiative being taken by Sheikh
al-Hilali and hold it up as an example of where things are not integrating well in
Sydney society.

You will not see that here in the ACT. Mohammed Berjaoui, Mr Ikebal Patel and
people of that calibre are Australians first. They work hard to ensure that their own
community is harmonious—and it is; it really is. | know that Mr Hargreaves has given
some support in their direction, and | applaud that too.

The opposition are saying that the key, the cornerstone, to a successfully multiracial,
multicultural or multi-religious society is the strength of its integration. Whatever we
as an assembly can do, and whatever you as a government can do, to promote
integration is what we must do. That is what the broader Australian community
expects: the promotion of integration, by government as well as others.

| support the third element of Ms MacDonald’s motion, about the National
Multicultural Festival. The multicultural festival is a very important part of our
celebration of community. It is a concrete demonstration of how our cultures, whilst
integrated, continue to celebrate their histories and continue to celebrate the great
strengths of old homelands and old societies. That is as it must be. The opposition will
stand shoulder to shoulder with the government to ensure that the multicultural
festival is always successful in this town—at least as successful as we have seen in
recent times. | think that this year’s was one of the best that we have ever seen.

The ACT opposition celebrate the ACT’s diverse societal make-up. We celebrate the
fact that integration is the cement in what is a harmonious society. The ACT
opposition call upon other societies across Australia to look at the model which is the
ACT, to emulate that, and to perhaps head off the sorts of difficulties that occur in
other societies.
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Debate interrupted in accordance with standing order 74 and the resumption of the
debate made an order of the day for a later hour.

Sitting suspended from 12.26 to 2.30 pm.

Statements by members
Ruling by Speaker

MR SPEAKER: Yesterday the Leader of the Opposition, Mr Stefaniak, took a point
of order concerning certain statements made on 28 February 2007 by the
Chief Minister, the Attorney-General and Dr Foskey. The Leader of the Opposition
asserted that those statements contravened standing order 54, which requires members
not to use offensive words against any member of the judiciary.

Firstly, as | pointed out in my ruling last week when | was requested to rule on a
matter raised by Mr Smyth, our practice, based on House of Representatives Practice,
requires that any request for a withdrawal must be made at the time the remark is
made. As | stated yesterday, the request is now more than 13 days—and three sitting
days—after the remarks were made.

I suggest that members be more prompt when they wish to raise these matters. In my
view it is not desirable to make rulings on debates that occurred some time ago.
However, as the matters raised are not usual, in that they relate to the judiciary rather
than a member, | am prepared to rule on the matter. Page 504 of the fifth edition of
House of Representatives Practice quotes the following ruling made in 1937:

From time immemorial, the practice has been not to allow criticism of the
judiciary; the honourable member may discuss the judgments of the court, but
not the judges.

Later, it states:

Judges are expected, by convention, to refrain from politically partisan activities
and to be careful not to take sides in matters of political controversy. If a judge
breaks this convention, a Member may feel under no obligation to remain mute
on the matter in the House.

Odgers Australian Senate Practice, 11th edition, also offers some rationale for the
standing order protecting the judiciary, stating at page 205:

The protection of judicial office-holders under the standing orders is based on the
need for comity and mutual respect between the legislature and the judiciary, and
the requirement that judicial officers be protected from remarks which might
needlessly undermine public respect for the judiciary. The protection, however,
does not prevent criticism of the judgments or decisions of courts.

This matter is a somewhat difficult one. Some members have suggested that the
magistrate concerned has not refrained from entering into the political debate in
arriving at findings in relation to the role of some ministers. Equally, ministers may
wish to defend their role and rebut some of the findings of the judgment. On

525



14 March 2007 Legislative Assembly for the ACT

reflection, | believe that the comments are primarily related to the findings of the
Coroner’s Court. The Macquarie Dictionary defines “offensive” as:

repugnant to the moral sense, good taste, or the like; insulting.

I do not believe that the words and phrases are of such a character that they are
offensive in nature. Nor do | believe that the comments undermine public respect for
the judiciary. | therefore rule that the statements are in order.

Questions without notice
Bushfires—coronial inquest

MR STEFANIAK: My question is to the Chief Minister. Chief Minister, yesterday in
question time you were critical of the coroner for not looking more closely at the
Mclntyres Hut fire in New South Wales. You said:

Its omission from the report leaves an enormous gap in our understanding.

In her report, Coroner Doogan noted that counsel for the New South Wales
government had made extensive submissions highlighting the restrictions on the
coroner looking at the fire in New South Wales, including her ability to make adverse
findings about an agency of the New South Wales government. In her report she
states:

By and large | accept these submissions that | have no legal power to formally
find the cause and origin of a fire ... in NSW.

Chief Minister, were you advised of the restrictions placed on the scope of the
coronial inquest regarding the Mclntyres Hut fire while in New South Wales? What
actions, if any, did you take to persuade the New South Wales government to
cooperate more fully in holding this inquest?

MR STANHOPE: | was not critical of the coroner yesterday. The answer is no.
Mr Stefaniak: No action for New South Wales?
MR SPEAKER: Is there a supplementary question?

MR STEFANIAK: Yes, Mr Speaker. | thank the Chief Minister for his answer—or
lack thereof. The supplementary is this: Chief Minister, will you support the holding
of a federal royal commission into the 2003 bushfires to fill what you concede to be
“an enormous gap in our understanding” of the fires?

MR STANHOPE: It needs to be noted that the issue of the cause of the fire in
Canberra or the devastation as a result of the MclIntyres Hut fire is a matter the subject
of an appeal to the Supreme Court of the ACT at the moment. | do not believe that
that is an issue that | should be agitating in this place.
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Bushfires—warnings

MRS BURKE: My question is also to the Chief Minister. Chief Minister, on the night
of 17 January 2003 officials from the Chief Minister’s Department and other agencies
were contacting as many rural lessees as possible to warn them of the threat of the
bushfires. In the light of that, why wasn’t your government taking action to also warn
the people of the forestry settlements, Weston Creek, Kambah and Dunlop on the
evening of 17 January so that they too could prepare for the bushfires?

MR STANHOPE: These matters have been the subject of an inquiry by the coroner
over a period of four years at a cost of $10 million. They are, of course, operational
issues and it is interesting in the context of the debate we had this morning about the
Emergency Services Authority and the relationship between government and a
statutory independent Emergency Services Authority. The position of the Liberal
Party in relation to this matter of the relative responsibility of firefighting officials,
those with operational responsibility and others, of course is reversed depending on
the particular position or the way in which the wind is blowing at the time the
opposition perhaps wish to pursue an issue. This morning it was all about the need for
statutory independence and those charged with functional responsibility to have
statutory independence; this afternoon, of course, it is all about “let’s not insist that
those with statutory independence or operational authority have that independence”.

Mrs Burke: Mr Speaker, | raise a point of order under standing order 118A, on
relevance. Please can you answer the question?

MR STANHOPE: | had concluded my answer, Mr Speaker.

MRS BURKE: Then I have a supplementary question, Mr Speaker. | thank the Chief
Minister for nothing. In light of these warnings to the rural lessees, what arrangements
was your government making to prepare evacuation centres on 17 January and the
morning of 18 January? And don’t tell me they are in the report either—your answer,
thank you.

MR STANHOPE: In a four-year coronial inquest, at a cost of $10 million, these
issues were fully agitated. | refer the member to the transcript.

Skilled labour shortage

MS MacDONALD: My question is to the Chief Minister, Mr Stanhope, in his role as
Minister for Business and Economic Development. Would the minister advise the
house of actions being taken by the ACT government to address the local effects of
the national skills crisis?

MR STANHOPE: | am very happy to do that. It is a very important question and |
thank the member for her interest in a matter of significant interest and importance to
the community that goes to an issue of policy. | think it has to be said—and of course
it is something that has been noted and commented on by | think almost the whole of
Canberra, particularly in recent times—that one of the most significant steps that this
government has taken in recent years to enhance skills and to ensure that there are
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people with genuine skills in a position of authority was, of course, to tip the other
side out of government five years ago, a mob with no skills then and, as time gallops
on, we discover a mob with absolutely no skills now. It is an absolute rabble. Look at
them—a rabble with no ideas, a rabble with no policies, a rabble with no credibility, a
rabble with one policy, namely, not to collect over $100 million worth of charges if
elected to government.

Mr Smyth: At the start of your answer there were no policies.

MR STANHOPE: Well that is the policy. I think this is a matter that we need to
pursue with some gusto.

Mr Mulcahy: Point of order, Mr Speaker. | do not know what the relevance is of
what the Chief Minister is saying to the question that was asked by Ms MacDonald
about skills. He is on about taxation reductions and all sorts of things but I would like
him to be brought back to the question.

MR SPEAKER: Order! Come to the subject matter of the question.

MR STANHOPE: Thank you very much, Mr Speaker, | will. Of course, when the
report of the Australian Hotels Association is tabled we will see the depth of
Mr Mulcahy’s range of skills.

Mr Mulcahy: Point of order, Mr Speaker—

MR SPEAKER: Come back to the subject matter of the question, Chief Minister.
MR STANHOPE: There are some hidden skills there that we are all keen to discover.
MR SPEAKER: Order!

MR STANHOPE: The government has been responding to what it acknowledges as
the most significant issue facing the community at the moment in relation to economic
activity and the capacity of businesses around the territory, and indeed the capacity of
all employers, to maximise the opportunities that are presented currently by an
economy that is indisputably the strongest in Australia. As | have said on numerous
occasions, to the extent that there is a significant labour force issue in the Australian
Capital Territory today, it is a direct response to the fact that our economy is the
strongest in Australia, that we have the lowest trend unemployment rate in Australia,
trending at 2.67 per cent over the last four to five years, with a participation rate of
just on 75 per cent—absolutely staggering statistics.

Over the last four to five months we have seen statistic after statistic and report after
report revealing the extent to which the ACT government at every level of activity is
outperforming the rest of Australia, with one or two exceptions in relation to the
enormous advantage which the great commodity states in Western Australia and
Queensland have in relation to commodity sales. But the downside, of course, to that
iIs—not so much the downside; it is a wonderful position to be in, is it not, to have the
strongest economy in Australia with the lowest unemployment rate, with the highest
participation rate, with the greatest level of gross state product, with the greatest level
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of retail trade, with the greatest level of housing start-ups—to have to deal with one
implication of that, namely, a significant and particular sort of counter effect, namely,
there simply are not enough people in the territory to fill all the jobs that have been
made available as a result of five strong years of economic growth and activity, and of
business confidence within the ACT.

We have responded through the establishment of—the only jurisdiction in Australia to
appoint and establish—a high-powered task force such as the Skills Commission
headed up by Professor Chubb and on which there are a number of significant and
learned members of the Canberra community. They are working hard and | do expect
some quite far-sighted initiatives to emerge from them. The Live in Canberra
campaign, which is very successful, is now being emulated by other governments
around Australia. 1 know that the Queensland government has picked it up. The Live
in Canberra campaign essentially has been picked up by the Queensland government.
It has worked particularly well. We have just come back from the Illawarra where
there was a tremendous response to the Live in Canberra campaign.

Opposition members interjecting—
MR SPEAKER: Order!

MR STANHOPE: On top of that the revitalisation of the skilled and business
migration program is now beginning to show enormous effects within just the last 18
months, somewhere in excess of 200 people being attracted to the ACT as a result of
that. (Time expired.)

Bushfires—declaration of state of emergency

MR SMYTH: My question is to the Chief Minister. Chief Minister, you said in your
statement to the coroner that Mr Keady contacted you to invite you to a meeting at the
ESB early in the afternoon on 18 January. The time of this call was later established
as 12.40 pm.

Chief Minister, was the phone call from Mr Keady on 18 January 2003 at 12.40 pm to
request you to attend a meeting at ESB headquarters to consider the possibility of the
declaration of a state of emergency? If not, what meeting did Mr Keady invite you to?
How long did it take you to get to the ESB after this call?

MR STANHOPE: This particular issue has been covered in my statements to the
coronial inquest. It was a matter before the inquest. | refer the member to the
transcript.

MR SMYTH: I ask a supplementary question. Chief Minister, why did the people of
Canberra have to wait until 3 pm before they received a warning about the bushfires,
even though the situation was serious enough to warrant the consideration of a state of
emergency at 12.40 pm?

MR STANHOPE: This matter was covered by the coronial inquest. | refer the
member to the transcript.
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Taxation—superannuation

MR MULCAHY: Mr Speaker, my question to the Minister for Disability and
Community Services relates to her responsibility for aged care. The Australian
newspaper reported on 8 March 2007 that the left faction of the Australian Labor
Party is pressing for superannuation payouts to once again be taxed. Minister, has
your department done any analysis on what the impact of this change would be on the
ACT’s senior citizens and, if so, what will that impact be?

MS GALLAGHER: No, not that | am aware of.

MR MULCAHY: Mr Speaker, | ask a supplementary question. Minister, are you
bound in your ministerial responsibility for senior citizens of the ACT by decisions
made at ALP conferences?

MS GALLAGHER: No.
Mental health

MS PORTER: My question is to the Minister for Health and concerns accreditation
of ACT mental health services. Minister, given that the external review of health
services conducted by the Australian Council on Healthcare Standards is one of the
most valuable quality improvement and accountability mechanisms for any health
system, would you please inform the Assembly on the results of the recent ACHS
external review of ACT mental health services?

MS GALLAGHER: This is good news for ACT Health, and for Mental Health ACT
in particular. As members would be aware, the Australian Council on Healthcare
Standards currently reviews health services against a set of standards to identify areas
for continuous improvement. There are five areas assessed: continuum of care, which
examines clinical care and systems; leadership and management; information
management; human resource management; and safe practice and environment. There
are 43 assessment criteria, of which 19 are mandatory.

As a member of the Australian Council on Healthcare Standards, Mental Health ACT
underwent an alignment survey for the first time as a separate entity in August 2006.
Prior to that, ACT mental health services had been included in the accreditation
process as part of the Canberra Hospital. This accreditation process is important to
ensure that mental health services are provided within a quality framework that is
continuously monitored and reviewed for the safety and assurance of mental health
consumers and carers.

I am pleased to report to the Assembly that Mental Health ACT recently achieved full
accreditation, following an accreditation alignment survey in August last year. That
was an outstanding achievement. | take this opportunity to congratulate the
management and staff of Mental Health ACT on their work and commitment that led
to that result.
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Mental Health ACT achieved a moderate achievement rating for all mandatory criteria,
with one criterion being awarded an extensive achievement, which again was an
outstanding result. In order to achieve accreditation, Mental Health ACT had to
achieve a moderate achievement rating against all of the mandatory criteria, and we
were successful in doing so.

For one criterion, relating to consumer/patient health records, Mental Health ACT was
awarded an extensive achievement rating. That was awarded for the use of the
electronic client record system. Mental Health ACT was seen as a leader in the
development and use of an electronic record system for mental health services and
possibly a leader in any electronic system nationally, resulting in the extensive
achievement rating.

The surveyors provided significant additional positive comments on several other
criteria. In relation to criterion 1.3.2, concerning the evaluation of care by consumers
and carers, the surveyors commented that there had been a concerted effort to involve
consumers and carers in the service and that the consumers and carers do have a voice.
For criterion 2.3.1, concerning the development of a continuous improvement system,
the surveyors noted that Mental Health ACT has an evolving continuous quality
improvement structure, with relevant and appropriate committees. That includes
clinical documentation audits, an incident monitoring and review system, satisfaction
surveys, and benchmarking via the national health round table.

The surveyors made 12 recommendations in the survey report, and it is important to
note that there were no high-priority recommendations. Mental Health ACT has been
awarded a two-year accreditation with ACHS, valid until 12 December 2008. That is
the maximum time available under this alignment survey and provides for full
accreditation of the service until Mental Health ACT participates in the ACT Health
portfolio-wide survey in 2008.

MS PORTER: Minister, how has that fantastic result on accreditation been supported
by this government’s investment in mental health services?

MS GALLAGHER: The Stanhope government has a very strong record in mental
health services and investment in mental health. In fact, in 2001 the mental health
budget was around $27 million. For this budget year the spending on mental health
will be $52.6 million, representing a 92 per cent increase since we came to
government. This an area that we have prioritised. It is an area which needed immense
reform, and that reform work has started and is continuing. A number of pieces of
work are under way.

Last year, we launched the ACT action plan for mental health promotion, prevention
and early intervention. We are currently putting together, in consultation with the
community, a mental health services plan which is looking at service provision,
current gaps, if there are any, and recent developments in support and services for
people with a mental illness. It will look at projections on demand, particularly for
inpatient facilities, and look at national strategic directions. We have a number of
initiatives in this year’s budget targeting those areas of national strategic priority,
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particularly around early intervention, prevention and mental health promotion. We
are working with the commonwealth on the COAG agenda for mental health reform.

You can see from the mandatory criteria in the accreditation documents that for many
of the mandatory criteria we have been successful in achieving the results that we
have only because of the support that has been provided to resource the mental health
budget to an appropriate standard. When we came to government, mental health
spending was just over 5.5 per cent of the health budget. We have now moved that to
just over seven per cent of the health budget and we are working towards increasing it
to 12 per cent by 2012, in line with the wishes of peak mental health lobby groups,
which have been lobbying all governments across Australia to realign the expenditure
on mental health to target the areas of need that we are seeing in our community.

This is a good news story, Mr Smyth. We look forward to a media release from you
congratulating Mental Health ACT. It might kill you, but you might just have to do a
positive story on health. It is a good news story. | commend the staff. Lots of work
goes into accreditation. There is a lot of anxiety around accreditation time, but the
results which are being achieved by Mental Health ACT should be acknowledged and
rewarded, because the results have been fantastic.

Emergency Services Agency—capital works budget

MR PRATT: My question is to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services.
Minister, earlier this month the Emergency Services Commissioner and you released a
business plan for the ACT Emergency Services Agency for the period 2007-08 to
2009-10. An integral part of this plan is the analysis of recurrent and capital works
budgets for each year. Minister, with the annual operating budget for the agency being
around $80 million why will the budget for capital works reduce from around
$22 million in 2006-07 to only $1.6 million in 2009-10? Given this reduction in the
capital works budget, what capacity will this budget provide for new and ongoing
capital works projects?

MR CORBELL.: The reason for that is that we will have completed the headquarters.
That is why there is a reduction in the capital works budget.

MR PRATT: | have a supplementary question, Mr Speaker. Minister, how will the
Emergency Services Agency achieve appropriate replacement and upgrading of assets
with such a small budget for capital works in the outyears?

MR CORBELL: Through the budget, Mr Speaker.

Education

DR FOSKEY: My question is to the minister for education and concerns educational
outcomes. The minister may recall that when | asked him, through a question on
notice last November, if the government recognises that key indicators for educational

achievement are the educational achievements and socioeconomic status of the
students’ parents and family, he said no.
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Is the minister for education now aware of the wide-ranging evidence that indicates
the strong link between these factors? Can he explain why the 2020 plan failed to take
that inequity into account?

MR BARR: | thank Dr Foskey for the question and for the opportunity to restate the
significant importance of the education reform that was undertaken in 2006. What the
government sought to do through this reform process was to more effectively allocate
resources within the education portfolio. We were facing a series of significant issues
within that portfolio, and they have been debated at length in this Assembly.

It is very important that we are able to allocate resources in areas where there is high
educational or socioeconomic need. The government sought to do that through the
provision of new infrastructure in those areas. Examples would include the new
facilities in west Belconnen, the provision of a $54 million new school in Kambah and
the provision of new facilities in Gungahlin.

On top of that we also sought to provide a record amount of capital injection across
our education system to look after some of the issues that had been neglected over 17
years of self-government in the territory. What also comes hand in hand with that,
though, is a significant investment in IT infrastructure across our schools to ensure
that, no matter where you are in Canberra or what your socioeconomic background is,
you are able to access high quality information technology through your school.

It has quite often been the case that schools are the great leveller in terms of access to
that sort of information technology. For some students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds, the only opportunity they will have to access the internet and to have
access to the latest information technology is through their school. So the government
has sought, through this reform process, to address some of the inequities that were
occurring in our education system.

But it is also worth noting that, in addition to capital infrastructure and other
investments, there are a series of programs that the government has put in place in
relation to support for students from a lower socioeconomic background. There are a
variety of measures in place to provide additional funding to particular schools that
are in identified socioeconomic areas, as well as provision of individual assistance for
students.

In my term as education minister | look forward to being able to develop programs
further. I am acutely aware of the need to ensure equity of resources across our system
because it is crucial to the reforms. The previous arrangements were delivering
resources not on the basis of socioeconomic need, not on the basis of improving
educational outcomes, but on a factor really only of the size of a school. There was a
huge amount of resources devoted to schools in high socioeconomic areas because
they happened to be small. The students in those schools were receiving considerably
more per head than students in lower socioeconomic areas.

| do not resile for a second from the fact that we have undertaken a significant reform

in order to invest a huge amount, a record amount of money, into public education to
address just the issues that Dr Foskey is raising here today. | share her concern about
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the inequity in our education system. Certainly, through a series of commonwealth
government policies, we are seeing a massive redirection of resources away from
lower socioeconomic areas into private schools, and particularly a range of private
schools that do not really need those extra resources.

If we are fair dinkum about addressing social disadvantage, then the education system
is the way to address that. This government is investing record amounts in public
education. We have the runs on the board and over the next three years we will
continue a reform process that will see more money injected into our public education
system. It will see better outcomes for students and it will see ACT students
continuing to lead the nation in the areas where we lead the nation. We will seek to
address those areas where we are not performing as well, and that is what this reform
process is about.

I encourage those opposite and Dr Foskey to get on board with this. It is important for
the future of our society.

DR FOSKEY: Mr Speaker, | have a supplementary question. In that case, aren’t ACT
school students missing out on university scores because they are not scaled against
an equivalent part of New South Wales such as the North Shore or Baulkham Hills,
but are scaled against the whole of New South Wales, which has a much lower level
of education and affluence?

MR BARR: This issue has been agitated by a certain individual in our community.
He has sought to raise this issue and the government—

Dr Foskey: And don’t be personal.

MR BARR: | am not being personal; I am just saying this issue has been, and is
consistently, raised by an individual. It has been examined several times during
Ms Gallagher’s term as education minister and at least once—if not twice—whilst |
have been minister. A series of reviews has been undertaken. There has been quite a
detailed examination of the issue.

Through the course of these reviews Dr Foskey has raised a particular issue: which
area of Sydney might be best to compare with the ACT. That has been a vexed issue.
There are still differences between the ACT socioeconomic profile and the examples
that you have raised, Dr Foskey. | do not think that it is as easy as simply answering
that we should compare our results with those of the north shore of Sydney. That is
not the answer to the particular issues and concerns raised.

We have had a look at it. We have made some changes. Those changes were advised
by the BSSS at the release of year 12 results at the end of last year. This issue has
been addressed on a number of occasions. | do not believe that there is any further
need at this time to undertake a further examination of that issue.

Emergency Services Agency—equipment

MRS DUNNE: My question is to the minister for emergency services.
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Mr Stanhope: Not education? You are really worried about education!

MRS DUNNE: Obviously the Chief Minister is discomforted about the level of
questioning on this.

Mr Stanhope: You’re really worried about education.
MR SPEAKER: Order! Chief Minister!

MRS DUNNE: I would not waste my time asking questions here about education.
Earlier this month, the Commissioner for Emergency Services and you, Minister,
released the business plan for the ACT Emergency Services Agency for the period
2007-08 to 2009-10. The business plan reveals a substantial reduction in funding for
capital works over the outyears. Minister, the ACT Rural Fire Service has estimated
that it has an annual requirement of $1 million for the replacement of vehicles alone—
simply to maintain the existing level of equipment. Minister, what impact will the
reduction of the capital budget for the Emergency Services Agency have on the
replacement of equipment operated by the Rural Fire Service?

MR CORBELL: As | have indicated in the answer to Mr Pratt’s question, the
reduction in the capital works budget is because the headquarters will be complete by
that time. The major component of capital works is for the relocation of the
headquarters to Fairbairn—and the construction of those facilities and the upgrade of
those buildings at Fairbairn.

I would have thought that blind Freddy would have understood that, when that money
IS spent, it is not going to be an ongoing cost; therefore the capital works budget will
reduce. | would have thought that that would be pretty obvious to anyone looking at
the big chunk of capital works that currently sits in the ESA budget, but clearly it is
not obvious to Mr Pratt or to other members opposite.

That is why the capital works budget reduces—because the money has been spent on
a new headquarters. Unless you are proposing to build another headquarters, another
headquarters and another headquarters, the money is going to stop at some point.
Maybe Mr Pratt wants a purpose-built headquarters here at the Assembly, for him in
the prospect that he becomes minister—complete with radios, computers, TVs and so
on.

In relation to Mrs Dunne’s question about the RFS fleet, the RFS fleet matters will be
considered by the government through the normal budget process.

MR SPEAKER: Do you have a supplementary question, Mrs Dunne?

MRS DUNNE: Yes, Mr Speaker. Minister, given that the plan shows that in the
outyears the capital works budget will be $1.6 million and taking into consideration
that last year we budgeted $1.5 million to replace one item of equipment, the Bronto,
how will you be able to make provision for the upgrade of facilities when you are
clearly running down the capital works budget for the replacement of any sort of
equipment?
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MR CORBELL.: In relation to the Bronto, that was funded through the budget.

Mrs Dunne: Yes, and it took all of the money that you are proposing to spend on
capital works.

MR CORBELL: It was funded through the budget. The government took the
decision that the primary capital works expenditure it was prepared to authorise in this
financial year was the replacement of the aerial appliance, the Bronto. We will take
the same approach—

Mrs Dunne: It is going to cost $1.5 million.

MR CORBELL.: We will take the same approach in relation to the replacement of
other items. It will be considered by the government through the capital works
program as part of each year’s budget development.

Vocational education and training

MR GENTLEMAN: Mr Speaker, my question is to the Minister for Education and
Training. According to the latest statistics from the National Centre for Vocational
Education Research, how is the ACT performing on apprenticeships and traineeships
compared with other states and territories?

MR BARR: I thank Mr Gentleman for the question and his keen interest in vocational
education and training. 1 am very pleased to advise the Assembly that the latest
statistics from the National Centre for VVocational Education Research show that the
ACT is leading the nation in increases in new apprenticeships and traineeships, as
well as in completions. The report shows an increase of 10 per cent in the number of
commencements in apprenticeships and traineeships compared to a one per cent
increase nationwide. The ACT has the biggest increase of any jurisdiction in the
nation.

Mrs Dunne: And so has the drop-out rate.

MR BARR: The ACT also leads the nation when it comes to the completion of
apprenticeships and traineeships, Mrs Dunne. Over 7,000 apprentices and trainees in
the ACT completed their VET qualifications in the September quarter of 2006, an
increase of 16 per cent over the same quarter for the previous year and compared to a
national increase of four per cent. So young people are completing their
apprenticeships and traineeships at a higher rate in the ACT than anywhere else in
Australia. We can also be very pleased that so many Canberrans are committed to
obtaining higher level skills. Students enrolled in level 1V certificates have increased
by 26 per cent compared to 15 per cent nationally.

The report shows that the majority of those in training in the ACT at this time are in
industries that have been targeted by the government, in cooperation with industry, to
address skills shortages. The ACT government has been working very closely with
industry to identify training priorities and targets in the ACT vocational educational
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and training plan. The government has developed a number of strategies to meet these
targets.

One strategy has involved the innovative restructuring of apprentice training. An
example of this is the accelerated chefs program, developed in consultation with
industry, unions and the CIT. This allows apprentices to complete their training in two
years. This innovative program is a national first. It is worth noting that this program
could only have worked with the full cooperation of all parties. We are very fortunate
in the ACT to have employers, unions and training providers willing to try new
approaches to deal with skills shortages.

In terms of other strategies, the government continues to support vocational education
and training in schools. In 2006 there were 2,463 vocational certificates issued and
2,185 statements of attainment were awarded across ACT high schools and colleges.
Also, 322 students undertook Australian school-based apprenticeships. The career
education support service has proven to be another important government initiative.
This service supports student participation in vocational learning and career education
programs. In 2005-06, $472,000 was allocated to this in-school program.

So, Mr Speaker, as the Chief Minister outlined earlier, the government is committed
to working with industry to address skills shortages. These latest statistics show that
our efforts are paying off but we will need to continue to work with all stakeholders to
continue to develop innovative programs. This government is committed to providing
comprehensive pathways for all students. | think we can all be very proud of the
territory’s performance in vocational education and training.

Mr Stanhope: Mr Speaker, | ask that further questions be placed on the notice paper.

Supplementary answer to question without notice
Animal welfare

MR HARGREAVES: Mr Speaker, on 7 March Dr Foskey asked about battery cage
egg production. For the information of members | provide the following information.
A ban on the keeping of hens in a battery cage system for the production of eggs has a
complex history. Implementation of the ban is equally complex, and I will explain.

The 1997 amendment to the Animal Welfare Act 1992 prohibits the keeping of hens
for egg production in a battery cage system. This provision remains uncommenced.
The reason it remains uncommenced is that a complementary provision under the
Eggs (Labelling and Sale) Act 2001 prohibits the sale of eggs produced by a hen in a
way that is an offence against the territory law or that would be an offence against the
territory law if the hen were kept in the ACT.

This means that if a ban on the use of battery cages for layer hens in the ACT was
implemented there would be consequential implications for interstate trade in battery
cage produced eggs. National competition policy and constitutional issues relating to
freedom of interstate trade arise here. The Animal Welfare Act recognises this in the
following terms: before the Eggs (Labelling and Sale) Act provision can be applied,
an exemption for the ACT has to be recognised in schedule 2 of the commonwealth’s
Mutual Recognition Act 1992. For this recognition to occur, each state jurisdiction
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must agree that a special case for the ACT has been established. No such agreement
has been forthcoming.

In summary, a ban on battery cage production of eggs in the ACT can only be
implemented after an exemption for the ACT is recognised in the commonwealth’s
Mutual Recognition Act. The government remains committed to achieving the best
possible outcomes for the welfare of layer hens. However, as | have outlined, there are
a number of constraints on what may be achieved. The government is also conscious
of the fact that the single battery cage enterprise in the ACT is a significant economic
asset with strong operational links to the New South Wales egg production industry.
In this context the government does not support unilateral action that would impact in
an unfair way on a legitimate business.

In relation to 1 January 2008, which was part of Dr Foskey’s question, | would advise
members that at a meeting of the Agriculture and Resource Management Council of
Australia and New Zealand in 2000 it was agreed to mandate new standards for the
housing of battery-caged layer hens. These standards require more floor space per bird,
with enhanced watering, feeding, perching and waste management facilities. While
still a battery-caged system, there is agreement nationally by governments and
industry that the welfare of caged birds will be improved. January 2008 is prescribed
as the deadline for introducing the new standards. The government amended the
Animal Welfare Act in 2001 accordingly.

Finally, the government has not undertaken any estimate of costs to government of
implementing a ban on the caged housing of layer hens after 1 January 2008.

Papers
Mr Corbell presented the following papers:
Legislation Act, pursuant to section 64—Legal Profession Act—Legal

Profession Amendment Regulation 2007 (No 1)—Subordinate Law SL2007-4
(LR, 26 February 2007), together with its explanatory statement.

Multiculturalism
Debate resumed.

MR STEFANIAK (Ginninderra—Leader of the Opposition) (3.15): Mr Pratt’s
amendment celebrates the rich diversity and harmony of ACT society, the strength of
which has been the successful integration of so many cultural and religious groups
here, and calls upon all Australian societies to emulate our model.

We have about 160 different nationalities in Canberra. It is an absolute tribute to
people’s ability to live in a harmonious society. We have been enriched by that, and
these people coming into our community have been very important steps in the
evolution of Australia.

Modern Australia was founded by basically people of Anglo-Celtic stock, and in the
19th century there were some other—
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Ms MacDonald: What about the people who lived here before that?

MR STEFANIAK: I said “modern Australia”, Ms MacDonald—Ilisten. In the 19th
century there were people from some other parts of the world who came here—people
especially for the gold rush, people of Chinese extraction who came out here in the
1850s—and we see some old, distinguished families in the Canberra region from that
particular migration. | refer, in fact, to the Nomchong family from Braidwood. | had
the pleasure to go out and see some celebration at Braidwood on Saturday; it was
pleasing to reflect on that famous family of Chinese extraction which has done much
for the Braidwood region but also the ACT. | think they must be up to the fifth or
sixth generation.

There were a small number of people from various other ethnic backgrounds who
came here up until World War 11, a not insignificant number of people from the Italian
and Greek communities who came here between the wars, and of course after World
War Il the first amount of mass migration from Europe, and especially of people from
non-Anglo-Celtic backgrounds. That is probably something reflected in the Assembly,
with families such as mine and Mr Seselja’s, who were from that postwar generation
who came out to Australia and made their homes here. Since then we have seen
people from other parts of the globe. We have now got, as | said, about 160 different
nationalities in Canberra.

Ms MacDonald had a swipe—possibly slightly more gently than I thought she might,
but nevertheless a swipe—at the federal government in relation to this, which I think
is somewhat inappropriate. In a way, it is: what’s in a name? That is why | think
Mr Pratt’s amendment to the motion is a very good one because it talks about the rich
diversity and our harmony and the successful integration. It talks about people
emulating our model. It keeps in the important role of the National Multicultural
Festival in promoting and celebrating multiculturalism in the ACT and it is very much
a more inclusive motion, which is so important in this area. It is rather cheap, in a way,
to have a go at the federal government on this.

There have been a number of significant milestones in terms of migration to Australia
in recent times, starting off with Arthur Calwell—*Cocky” Calwell—and his
immigration scheme after the war. It was the scheme that saw my father, amongst
others, come out here. That was picked up and enhanced by the Menzies government
and since then we have seen further emphasis placed on inclusiveness, harmony and
building on our strengths as a community of many, many different diverse cultures
through the seventies, through the Whitlam government, through the Fraser
government, through the Hawke and Keating governments and now of course through
to the Howard government.

Australians are a very inclusive lot. We have developed our own unique culture here.
It has been greatly enhanced by all groups who have come here, ranging from the first
human habitation of this country 45,000 year