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Legislative Assembly for the ACT

Questions without notice
Budget—deficit

MR PARTON: My question is to the Chief Minister. Chief Minister, in recent days,
your government has been spinning the alleged strong economic management ahead of
what is expected to be another disastrous mid-year budget update from the Treasurer.

Can [ ask, Chief Minister: in the context of a budget and/or a mid-year budget update,
on exactly how many occasions have you or the current Treasurer, steadfastly promised
a surplus over the forward estimates?

MR BARR: Given the ones we have delivered, through 2017-2018 and—
Mr Parton: It’s 20 times. I can tell you.

MR BARR: Well, you know the answer to the question! Why did you bother wasting
your time Mr Parton?

Given, of course, the COVID period, the Mr Fluffy crisis and the global financial crisis
that impacted the budgets of all Australian governments, we have made significant
improvements and sought to restore the budget to balance and surplus, and that is the
trajectory which the government is now on with the fiscal strategy that we have
outlined.

MR PARTON: Chief Minister, given that you and your government have promised a
surplus on at least 20 separate occasions, how many times have you actually delivered
one?

MR BARR: The fiscal aggregate history of the territory is reported in the budget
papers, and there have been headline net operating balance surpluses; I believe 2017-
18 is one. There have been a number of balanced budgets over that time as well, and
there have also been deficits.

MR COCKS: Chief Minister, why should Canberrans believe that you are not lying
this time, when you have lied on almost every other occasion?

MR BARR: I believe that would be unparliamentary language, Mr Speaker.

MR SPEAKER: Mr Cocks, can you re-phrase that? I think the word “lying” would be
unparliamentary. [ will give you the opportunity to come up with something a little less
confronting.

MR COCKS: Chief Minister, why should Canberrans believe that you are not
presenting misleading information this time—

MR SPEAKER: You can withdraw “lying” and “misleading” please, Mr Cocks.
Unless you want to come in here with a substantive motion, accusing the Chief Minister,

potentially, of lying and misleading is unparliamentary. I invite you to withdraw it.

MR COCKS: I withdraw.
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MR SPEAKER: Thank you, Mr Cocks.
Budget—priorities

MR RATTENBURY: My question is to the Minister for Finance. Minister, in your
ministerial statement on priorities for the year ahead, you referred to an “expenditure
priorities framework™ that the government has implemented. Can you explain the
framework and table any documents that set it out, to reassure the community that your
expenditure priorities reflect theirs?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I thank Mr Rattenbury for the question. I will take the detail
on notice, in terms of tabling the document. I can assure Mr Rattenbury that this is not
a document that sets out specific priorities of government. It is a framework that guides
each directorate when it is considering its priorities against the stated priorities of
government, which are outlined in budget papers and in the ministerial statements that
have been given this week. They are the things that I would look to, if I were the
opposition or the Greens, in terms of what the government’s priorities are for delivering
for 2026. The prioritisation framework is about directorates going through all of their
resourcing, staffing and the way that they are structured to ensure that the resources that
the government has to bring to bear to deliver those priorities are appropriately directed
towards the priorities of government and the priorities of the community.

MR RATTENBURY Minister, can I get clarity? What is the objective of the
framework? Is it to deliver a particular budget outcome or to deliver particular outcomes
for the community?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: The objective is to ensure that the efficiencies of $282
million that were identified in the 2025-26 budget are achieved by reducing the rate of
growth of employee and non-employee costs. We were very clear about that in the
context of the 2025-26 budget. It is essentially about saying that we have set budgets
for each directorate for the 2025-26 year and the forward estimates. This is about
supporting, in a structured way, each directorate to collaborate, from the leadership
through to the workforce, to ensure that each directorate is both living within its means
and continuing to deliver on the priorities that are set out in the budget, in our election
commitments, and in our governing agreement with the Greens political party and Mr
Emerson, so that we can efficiently and effectively target the resources that we have.
Having grown the public service by about 25 per cent over the last six years, we are
now saying that we need to focus those resources on delivering the priorities that have
been identified in budgets and other statements.

MS CLAY: Minister, how does climate action feature in your expenditure priorities
framework?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: Taking strong climate action remains a priority for the
government, but that is not, as I have described, what the prioritisation framework is
about. It is effectively an administrative framework that is supporting every directorate
to look at the resources that they have and how those resources can be most efficiently
targeted.

PROOF P2



Legislative Assembly for the ACT 5 February 2026

It is true that ACT Labor has been in government for more than 20 years. It is always
timely to have a look at all the things that have been done over time and whether there
are opportunities to re-prioritise resourcing. But I can assure Ms Clay and the ACT
Greens political party that taking strong climate action remains a priority for this
government, and that is why Ms Orr last week released consultation on the new climate
change strategy, and it is why we will continue to invest in climate and environment
initiatives.

Schools—senior secondary language courses

MR EMERSON: My question is to the Minister for Education and Early Childhood.
Last year, following the announcement that the provision of a centralised specialist
language-learning offering would be lost to the winding up of CIT Solutions, Minister,
you said in this chamber that senior secondary students who wanted to pursue a
language not offered by their in-area schools could apply for “out-of-area enrolment
consideration at a college that offers the students choice in language”. Recent FOI
documents revealed the government is now capping out-of-area enrolments for a
number of public colleges, including Narrabundah College, which is known for its
languages program, including Chinese, French, Japanese, Spanish and Korean.
Minister, how do these out-of-area enrolment caps align with your advice to students to
enrol in out-of-area colleges to study languages that are not available at their local
school?

MS BERRY: It will depend on each individual circumstance. I am happy to follow up
for any student that Mr Emerson may be aware of who might be experiencing the
circumstances where a school is out of a priority enrolment area—a student who wants
to join a school for a particular language program. I am not aware of any at this point
in time. We are almost one week into this year of school, but I have not had any issues
raised with me at this time.

MR EMERSON: Minister, has the government modelled the impact of out-of-area
enrolment caps on already declining enrolments in government schools, including in
relation to language studies?

MS BERRY: I am not clear on what the connection is. Could you repeat the start of
that question? It did not make a lot of sense to me.

MR SPEAKER: Mr Emerson, are you happy to repeat the start?

MR EMERSON: Sure. Has the government modelled the impact of out-of-area
enrolment caps on already declining enrolments in government schools, including in
relation to language studies, given that not enrolling in the language study that you want

might mean that you would study in a different school instead?

MS BERRY: They are completely irrelevant to each other, I think. No; there is no study
into that. They are pretty irrelevant to each other. The question does not make sense.

MS BARRY: Minister, how many students who applied for an out-of-area enrolment
for the purpose of continuing their chosen language studies in 2026 have been rejected?
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MS BERRY: As I said, I have not been contacted by anybody at this stage with regard
to any concerns about their applications. If Ms Barry is aware of anybody, she might
like to get them in touch with my office so that I can—

Mr Cain: How many? You should take it on notice.

MS BERRY: I just answered the question.

Mr Cain: No, you haven’t.

Mr Parton: No, you didn’t. You said you don’t know.

MS BERRY: No; I said I have not been contacted by anybody.
MR SPEAKER: Members! The minister is answering the question.

MS BERRY: I think I have answered the question and, if Ms Barry is aware of
anybody, she should put them in touch with me and I can follow up for them.

Mr Cocks: Mr Speaker, on a point of order: under standing order 118AA, I believe that
the minister has not answered the question, which was in relation to the number of
students who were rejected, not the number who had contacted her.

MR SPEAKER: The question is about how many, and she has said she is not aware of
any. That is my understanding of her answer.

Mr Cocks: Is that what she said?

MR SPEAKER: That is what I heard. The minister does not want to take any further
element on notice, but, from my point of view, she was asked how many and she is not
aware of any. She has answered the question—maybe not to your satisfaction, but she
has answered it.

Schools—senior secondary language courses

MISS NUTTALL: My question is also to the Minister for Education. Minister, as we
have just discussed, during the debate on the final sitting day of last year, you agreed to
the motion before the Assembly to ensure that senior secondary students that wish to
study a secondary language have the ability to do so in 2026. Minister, kids went back
to school on Monday. What concrete actions have been taken since the debate to
implement those commitments and ensure that year 11s and year 12s can continue their
study of secondary languages this year?

MS BERRY: I think those commitments were made in this Assembly, and certainly
the Education Directorate is aware of those commitments. As far as [ am aware—I have
not heard any different—those commitments have been implemented.

MISS NUTTALL: Minister, do you centrally track the number of students who have

to go to another college due to the lack of language offerings at their in-area college?
Do you also track how many were unable to go to that college?
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Ms Berry: Me personally? Is that the question?

MISS NUTTALL: I can clarify that, if that is okay. Does the Education Directorate
track these numbers?

MS BERRY: I will have to take that question on notice. I am not sure whether they
would track that. If they were to track them, there may be circumstances where they
might not fall under that particular category. It might be under a range of different
categories that they have moved to a different college. I will ask the directorate if that
information is available and provide it to the Assembly.

MR BRADDOCK: Minister, did the directorate contact every family with a year 10
student studying languages and talk them through the options they have for continuing
this language training in years 11 and 12?

MS BERRY: I will take that question on notice.
Justice—anti-vilification laws

MS TOUGH: My question is to the Chief Minister. Chief Minister, why is the ACT
government seeking to strengthen the territory’s anti-vilification laws, and what values
are these reforms intended to uphold?

Mr Cain: That is not very tough!
MR BARR: That is very juvenile.

MR SPEAKER: I must say I did not hear it Mr Barr but if you could just get on with
answering the question that would be great.

MR BARR: Indeed, thank you Mr Speaker and I thank Ms Tough for the question. We
are pursuing these laws because there is no place for vilification, discrimination or hate
speech in the ACT. The government supports laws that promote social cohesion by
drawing a clear line between disagreement and dehumanisation and between belief and
harm directed at others. We committed to this at the 2024 election, to review and
strengthen hate crime and serious vilification laws to ensure that they remain fit for
purpose. Vilification is increasingly manifesting in new ways such as online abuse and
coded language and symbolism and is often amplified in our community when global
conflicts are felt locally. A review is therefore necessary to ensure the law appropriately
reflects contemporary forms of harm as they are experienced in daily life. In considering
this reform the review will consider human rights impacts and it will be conducted in
close consultation with those with lived experience, alongside those responsible for
both applying and enforcing the law.

MS TOUGH: Chief Minister, how will ACT vilification laws work alongside
commonwealth hate speech laws to provide clearer protections for Canberrans?

MR BARR: Territory anti-vilification and hate crime laws will sit alongside
commonwealth laws, and, in some instances, expand protections and play a critical role
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in addressing harm where it is felt most in local communities. The recent
commonwealth amendments have further criminalised hateful conduct and ensured that
those that seek to spread hate, division and radicalisation are met with severe penalties.
There are, however, constitutional limits to the extent of the commonwealth’s power to
enact criminal laws. It is also important to ensure that local civil laws are appropriately
tailored to meet the needs of our community. Any reforms to strengthen ACT laws will
continue to be complementary to those at the federal law and uphold human rights.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Chief Minister, how will the ACT government ensure
that strengthening anti-vilification laws does not limit legitimate debate or freedom of
expression?

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: I thank Mr Werner-Gibbings for what is a very good
question. Any reforms need to carefully consider human rights impacts whilst
safeguarding freedom of expression and legitimate debate. Freedom of expression is a
fundamental right in our democracy, but it is not without limits. It must be exercised
responsibly and with respect to the rights of others. It should not be used to excuse
conduct that demeans or discriminates against others.

Equally, protecting people from discrimination must never be used to silence legitimate
debate or the open exchange of ideas. Any limits must be clear and they must be precise
so people can understand the law and regulate their conduct accordingly. These laws
must also preserve space for fair reporting and for reasonable and honest expression in
academic, artistic, scientific and research contexts, as well as in public interest
discussion and debate. The government’s view is that a fair and inclusive Canberra is
one where people are free to speak, to question and to debate, but not at the expense of
the dignity and respect of others.

Schools—literacy and numeracy

MS CARRICK: My question is to the Minister for Education and Early Childhood,
and it is about Strong Foundations.

Minister, the 2024 Strong Foundations independent report states that the government
would implement all eight recommendations from the final report of the Literacy and
Numeracy Education Expert Panel. The report states that the expert panel will
undertake an annual independent review of implementation and report directly on
progress to the government.

It also states that for recommendation 6, that the 2024 priority action is to review current
approaches to tiered support, that includes small group learning. And the 2025 priority
action is to trial new small group learning models in different schools to identify the
best approach.

Minister, in 2025, did you review and trial small group learning models to identify the
best approach?

MS BERRY: I do have a report coming up on the Strong Foundations work, which

will be released in coming weeks. If Ms Carrick is amenable, it might be appropriate
for her to wait for that report to be released, and I can provide that information in a
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fulsome way. Or I could just take it on notice and provide it to you, in a couple of weeks,
when the report is released.

MR SPEAKER: I take it that in one fashion or another, you are taking it on notice then,
Minister?

MS BERRY: Yes, indeed.

MS CARRICK: Minister, how many schools will implement tiered support or small
group learning in 2026? And when will it be fully implemented across all public
schools?

MS BERRY: [ will take that on notice. And release that information, if it is appropriate,
with the report.

MS LEE: Minister, is that report that you refer to in answer to Ms Carrick’s question,
the annual expert panel’s independent review? And will you table it in the Assembly
once it is available?

MS BERRY: Yes, and yes.
Budget—election commitments

MS MORRIS: My question is to the Treasurer. Treasurer, are all of ACT Labor’s 2024
election commitments fully funded in the current budget and forward estimates?

MR STEEL: I thank the member for her question. We have debated this actively this
term, and of course the ACT government responded to the Assembly resolution when
we directly debated this in the chamber—I think it was last year—and provided our
response in relation to that. We consider, through each budget, proposals that are put
forward to deliver on the commitments that we have made in the election. We will
continue to do that in future budgets, as we did in the budget last year.

MS MORRIS: What is the total value of unfunded commitments?

MR STEEL: I thank the member for her question. Not every commitment has a cost
associated with it. A lot of them are policy commitments, commitments to introduce
legislation, and some of them do come with a cost and that is appropriately considered
through the budget process—

Mr Parton: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. The question was very specific: what is
the total value of unfunded commitments? I would ask you to draw the Treasurer to

answer that question.

MR SPEAKER: I uphold the point of order. It is about the volume. You are saying
that some are funded and some are unfunded—

MR STEEL: I cannot answer that—

MR SPEAKER: If you cannot that is fine, but if you could be relevant.
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MR STEEL: I will tell you why and explain, if I can. We will consider those
commitments through future budgets. We are only really at the beginning of this term
of government. We have only gone through one budget process since the beginning of
the term, so we will consider delivering each of the commitments that have funding
requirements and resource requirements through the budget. Many of them will use
existing resources of government to deliver those priorities, and until we have gone
through every budget in this term with a commitment, I cannot provide that answer. But
we will be updating the community regularly and tracking against our election
promises, as we did last year.

MR PARTON: Treasurer, what impact will these unfunded commitments have on the
ACT budget bottom line?

MR STEEL: We consider, in every budget, the proposals that we made at the election
that we committed to. They are considered through the development of business cases,
where we understand the costs of delivering those projects as well as the benefits to the
community and how they can be delivered. The exact way that they are delivered may
not necessarily be spelt out in the election commitment itself, which may be high-level.
It really depends on the commitment. We will consider those as we progress through
each budget cycle and provide an update transparently through the release of the budget.

Budget—deficit

MS LEE: My question is to the Treasurer. Treasurer, which infrastructure projects are
scheduled to be completed this term, and are they fully funded in the current budget and
forward estimates?

MR STEEL: I will take that question on notice and see what I can provide. I point Ms
Lee to the statement that we make in the budget, which does provide information about
the infrastructure program, as well as all the other public documents on the Built for
CBR website, where it shows indicative timeframes for projects, depending on where
they are up to, and it provides the community with an insight about what we are
delivering. I think it is very well known, the infrastructure projects that are underway.
But there are a lot of them, particularly some of the smaller projects, and information
is available there. I will see what I can provide, and point Ms Lee to the relevant public
sources of information.

MS LEE: Whilst the Treasurer is taking that first question on notice, can he also come
back to the Assembly with the total value of the unfunded aspect of the infrastructure
projects due to be completed this term?

MR STEEL: That is directly the same question that was asked in the previous question,
where I provided an answer and said we will consider that in every budget. I cannot
provide that information because we are still in the term, and we have several budgets
to go.

Ms Lee: A point of order, Mr Speaker.

MR SPEAKER: A point of order, Ms Lee?
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Ms Lee: Mr Speaker, that is a different question. If he does not know, he can just take
it on notice.

MR SPEAKER: Treasurer?
MR STEEL: I think I have answered the question.

MR MILLIGAN: What impact will these potential unfunded commitments have on
the ACT budget bottom line?

MR STEEL: As I said, we still have several budgets to go in the term, where we will
be considering the delivery of the infrastructure pipeline. We set out the commitments
that we have made. I encourage the opposition to interrogate the budgets, when we
release them, and have a look at how we are tracking against the delivery of the
commitments that we have made to deliver infrastructure for the community. We know
what the track record of the opposition is, which is to oppose infrastructure projects, so
they would never be delivered under a Liberal government.

Mr Cocks: Mr Speaker—
MR SPEAKER: Mr Cocks, a point of order?

Mr Cocks: On a point of order, by moving into that discussion point, the Treasurer is
now debating the question.

MR SPEAKER: I would agree that he is, Mr Cocks. I uphold the point of order and
ask you not to debate but simply to answer, Treasurer.

North Canberra Hospital—freestanding birth centre

MS CLAY: My question is to the Minister for Health. In 2023, the Assembly
unanimously agreed to a Greens’ motion, backing over 3,200 Canberrans, to determine
a model for a freestanding birth centre as part of, or complimentary to, the new north-
side hospital development. Progression on this is part of the Greens Supply and
Confidence Agreement in the Labor government. The feasibility study recommended a
standalone birth centre, separate to the hospital building. I really appreciated the
briefing from your officials the other week. Can you provide an update on whether there
will be a standalone birth centre or a freestanding birth centre that is separate from the
hospital building in stage 1 of the north-side hospital plans?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I thank Ms Clay for the question. I want to start by assuring
her and the Assembly that we remain committed to realising the birth centre project in
the context of the more than $1 billion north-side hospital that the Canberra Liberals no
longer seem to support. We have sought—

MR COCKS: Mr Speaker, on a point of order: by making the claim that the Canberra
Liberals do not support it, the minister is now debating the question.

MR SPEAKER: I ask you to be directly relevant to answering the question and not get
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into the policy decisions of other parties.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: Will do, Mr Speaker. We have sought to move forward in
step with the community and clinicians to develop practical and deliverable options to
offer continuity of midwifery care in a home-like environment, focusing on low-risk
pregnancies and birth that does not require medical intervention. For context, the North
Canberra Hospital currently has six birthing suites that use the obstetric model and two
birth centre birthing rooms. The allocation of birthing rooms between obstetrics and the
new birth centre model is being determined as part of the detailed design of the new
north-side hospital. The model of care principles for the new birth centre’s service are
being developed through consultation with CHS midwives, First Nations people and
birth centre stakeholders.

As Ms Clay is aware and has indicated, a feasibility study was released in May last
year. It assessed different birth centre models and was developed with input from a
working group of subject matter experts. The study considered stakeholder feedback
and data on birth trends in the ACT, as well as current evidence on birth centre models.
That study recommended a standalone birth centre. I would note, however, that it also
identified examples of those. Townsville University was one. I would describe the
Townsville University birth centre as “stand-alongside”. I am happy to elaborate on that
language issue.

MS CLAY: If early designs only recreate the status quo of a birth centre inside the
hospital, which we already have, can you tell me when you will meet the parliamentary
commitment and the promise to the community to build a standalone birth centre,
separate from the hospital?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I thank Ms Clay for the supplementary, which allows me to
go on. As Ms Clay has indicated, the feasibility study defines a stand-alongside birth
centre as “located within the same building as the main maternity unit, but on a separate
floor or in a distinct area”, and a standalone birth centre as a “separate building on the
hospital campus that is connected to the main hospital a via covered walkway to enable
a safe, effective and dignified transfer of mothers and birth people by hospital staff
without the need for an ambulance”. For the feasibility study, the term “adjacent” was
used to define “within immediate proximity or directly connected to the hospital to
allow for rapid, non-ambulance transfers by the hospital medical team”.

So two design responses for the birth centre have been developed as part of the
collaborative process that Infrastructure Canberra and Canberra Health Services have
been undertaking. Those were a stand-alongside birth centre located on the ground floor
of the new main building, so it would be part of the new main building development
but would have a separate ground-floor entrance and, rather than being connected to the
building by a covered walkway, it would be connected by a back door. That is the model
that Townsville University Hospital has, which is one of the models that was raised in
the original debate in 2023 as something we should look at, which indeed I did.

The alternative at the moment, in terms of feasibility, would be a standalone birth centre
using the current Intensive Care Unit building after the Intensive Care Unit relocates to
the new facility. That would obviously be a later timeframe for delivery. At the moment,
the ground-floor stand-alongside location which can support a home-like birthing
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environment and evolving models of care is appearing to be the preferred option.

MISS NUTTALL: Are cither of the options that you mentioned in the function brief
or the master plan for stage 27

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: The consultative group was brought together by CHS,
including staff and a range of stakeholders, and they were presented with both of those
options on 10 December last year, including the key design opportunities and
constraints. While there were mixed views on the options, the majority agreed that the
benefit of having a ground-floor option which could be delivered sooner was preferred.
However, further consultation will occur with staff, midwives, consumers and Birthing
with Country groups to explore whether the ground-floor stand-alongside option can
meet the privacy and home-like experience expectations. That will be co-design
process. Consultation sessions are scheduled for 19 February and 26 March 2026.
Following these sessions, the project team will develop a plan and strategy to present
to broader stakeholders, going specifically to Miss Nuttall’s question about where we
are up to in terms of design.

I would like to emphasise that no final decision has been taken, noting that we need to
weigh up the practical benefits of delivering a birth centre in a timely and practical way
within the constraints that we face in undertaking a brownfield development. As I have
indicated to Ms Clay, I recognise that there is no perfect answer here, but we will
continue to engage and collaborate with stakeholders. I want to take the opportunity to
thank the birth centre advocates. I look forward to meeting with advocates, Ms Clay
and the College of Midwives to further discuss the practical options that are available
to us and which one is going to work best.

Budget—public service pay

MR COCKS: My question is to the Treasurer. In December the ACT government made
its public service pay offer as part of the EBA negotiations. The proposed pay increase
is three per cent in year 1 with additional increases in years 2 and 3. Have these pay
increases been fully funded in the current budget and forward estimates?

MR STEEL: I thank the member for his question. There is provision in the budget to
take into account a future enterprise agreement that may be struck with the employee
representatives. Those negotiations are currently underway. We look forward to
updating the community about that as negotiations in good faith continue. At the
conclusion of those, of course, that will be reflected transparently in the budget report
on that. I am not going to pre-condition the negotiations in relation to the budget. But
certainly we will be updating the community at the right time about the outcome from
a financial point of view.

MR COCKS: Treasurer, is the current budget provision fully funded for the current
amount and would it be sufficient to cover the higher rates being achieved in other
places, given the commentary we have heard around this often not being sufficient?

MR STEEL: The offer has not been accepted yet. Once it is, it will certainly be

reflected in the budget. I will update that following the agreement, as part of the budget
process.
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MR CAIN: Treasurer, what impact will these unfunded commitments have on the ACT
budget bottom line?

MR STEEL: Again, I reject the premise of the question. We will of course update the
community on any financial impact of any agreed offer in relation to the negotiations
on a new enterprise agreement for the ACT public service.

Budget—critical services

MS BARRY: My question is to the Treasurer. Treasurer, a significant number of
contracts for the delivery of critical social and community services are issued on an
annual basis. Is the funding required to maintain the current level of service delivery by
the community sector included in the forward estimates of the current budget?

MR STEEL: I thank the member for her question. This is a matter that we have been
discussing with the community sector, including representatives and peak bodies like
ACTCOSS, to make sure that in the upcoming budget process we are considering any
potential future funding arrangements and where they may be ceasing, whether we need
to consider those in the budget process early to give notice in relation to those
organisations about what future funding they may have, particularly to inform staffing
decisions. It was one of the reasons why we agreed to bring forward the budget to the
Assembly. It will help to provide certainty about the new financial year, whilst also
taking into account the outcomes of the commonwealth budget which are important to
core decisions about those contracts as well.

Mr Parton: Point of order on relevance. The question is very simply, is the funding
required to maintain the current level of service delivery in the forward estimates in the
current budget and I do not think the Treasurer is going anywhere near that.

MR STEEL: I will take on notice that information. Certainly that is part of the budget
considerations we make every year about what contracts may be coming up. One of the
other things that we will certainly be looking at is whether we can better align future
ACT government contracts, particularly with community sector partners, so that they
are not necessarily expiring on 30 June. It might be at another time of year, preferably
not Christmas, to be able to provide certainty to community sector partners.

MS BARRY: The Treasurer may need to take this on notice as well. How much
additional money is needed to be added to the forward estimates to maintain the current
level of service delivery by the community sector?

MR STEEL: I thank the member for her question. I am sure that will be what we look
at as part of the budget process and [ have committed to come back already in the answer
to the earlier question, which I will. Any ceasing programs will need to be considered.
Some of those programs are genuinely ceasing and there may not be any need for further
funding. Some of them may need to continue and there may often be provisions already
within the budget for consideration and for commissioning processes, in the case of the
community sector, to be undertaken to be able to determine which organisation, for
example, the funding may go to. I will come back with some further information on
notice.
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MR COCKS: Treasurer, what impact will these unfunded services have on the ACT
budget bottom line?

MR STEEL: Well, that will be outlined in the budget in relation to what services we
are prepared to fund and we outline that transparently every year.

Health—public hospitals

MR COCKS: Mr Speaker, my question is to the Minister for Health. Minister, as of
today, right now, how many hospitals does the ACT government own and operate?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: The ACT government owns the Canberra Hospital. It
depends how you count that. So Centenary Hospital for Women and Children is
separately—sorry, I do not need my fingers to count, Mr Parton, if that is what you are
suggesting. I know you might. So the Canberra Hospital and Centenary Hospital for
Women and Children are separately identified, so that would be two. University of
Canberra Hospital and North Canberra Hospital. The QEII Hospital, which the ACT
government owns but we do not operate—it is operated by Tresillian—is also counted
as a hospital for some purposes. Then, of course, there are a range of other health
facilities. So it is hard for me to then answer the question beyond that without
understanding the purpose of Mr Cocks’s question.

MR COCKS: Given the clarity around that question, how many additional hospitals
will the northside hospital project add, and what will the total number of government
hospitals be following the completion of that project?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: So the new northside hospital will replace the current, very
aged facility at North Canberra Hospital, just as the new critical services building at the
Canberra Hospital has replaced critical services infrastructure like the intensive care
unit and the emergency department at Canberra Hospital. Because our major hospitals
are around 50—

Mr Parton: Point of order, Mr Speaker, and it is on relevance. The question was very
specifically, how many hospitals will the northside hospital project add to the total
number of hospitals? And I would direct, if you could, the minister to be relevant to the
question.

MR SPEAKER: The minister said that it will replace the existing hospital. By that,
I presume she means that it replaces like-for-like.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: So I will clarify. It will add zero new hospitals in terms of
numbers, but what it will add is a state-of-the-art modern hospital that can meet the
needs of Canberrans for decades to come, something that the current North Canberra
Hospital cannot do. Those buildings are reaching end-of-life. Anyone who looks at that
in any sense would understand that when you have hospital infrastructure that is 50
years old, it needs to be replaced. That is why we are committed to a new northside
hospital to deliver a modern, state-of-the-art facility for Canberra’s northside. And is
why we have delivered a critical services building on the Canberra Hospital campus, an
expansion of the Centenary Hospital for Women and Children, and we are working
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through the delivery of the Canberra Hospital Master Plan, because every hospital needs
to grow and be modernised if it is going to meet the needs of Canberrans and those in
the surrounding regions for the decades ahead.

MR MILLIGAN: When did the government’s commitment to a new northside hospital
become a knock-down rebuild of an already operating hospital?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: ACT Labor’s commitment to the new northside hospital has
always been a replacement for the current hospital on the northside, recognising that
we also have the University of Canberra Hospital, which was actually initially a partial
expansion and replacement of capacity—recognising the need to expand hospital
capacity in that rehabilitation space. So we did deliver the new University of Canberra
Hospital in 2018 as part of that recognition of the need to deliver new hospital
infrastructure for the people of the ACT.

The new northside hospital will deliver new state-of-the-art, modern facilities; a
fantastic place for patients, families and carers, and for our incredible dedicated staff to
work in; an expansion of hospital facilities on Canberra’s northside; just as the new
Critical Services Building at Canberra Hospital has delivered a patient-centred,
fantastic facility about which I continue to get significant compliments.

Canberra Health Services—staff

MR PARTON: My question is to the Minister for Health. Minister, in your ministerial
statement on 4 February, you indicated that there would be 501 new graduates joining
CHS in 2026. Are these new graduates filling new positions or are they filling existing
vacancies?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: Every year our hospitals and health services have a turnover
of staff that is natural, as every workplace does. We bring in new graduates to refresh
our workforce every year: new nurses, new midwives, new allied health professionals
and new junior doctors are all coming in to refresh the workforce and to build a pipeline
of skilled workers for the future, because it is inevitable that staff will move. They will
move interstate. They will move overseas. They will take leave to have a family. They
will switch to another job outside the hospital system. This is how the refresh of our
public service works. What I can say to Mr Parton in relation to new and existing jobs
is that we have an establishment of full-time equivalent positions at Canberra Health
Services and the new graduate intake is part of that establishment of full-time equivalent
positions.

MR PARTON: Minister, are all the 501 new positions fully funded in the current
budget and forward estimates?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: Yes, our staffing—the full-time equivalent position
establishment—is funded. As the Treasurer has indicated, the fact that we do not need
a second appropriation bill, and we will not be coming to the Assembly to ask for
additional appropriation for this financial year—

Mr Parton: Oh, well done! Good on you!
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MS STEPHEN-SMITH: Well, it is the first time for a few years that we have not had
to have a second appropriation, and I do want to recognise the work that Canberra
Health Services, in particular, has done to ensure it is living within the budget that it
has. It is considering looking at efficiencies and sustainability, and the financial
sustainability work that it has done is enabling it to deliver more services for Canberrans
at the cost of the appropriation that it has available to it.

MS CASTLEY: Minister, of the new staff, could you give us a breakdown of how
many doctors, nurses and administrative staff?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I think that I gave that in my ministerial statement yesterday,
but from recollection, if I did not—actually, I will not try and do the whole thing from
recollection. I will take the detail of the question on notice, and in the meantime, I will
refer Ms Castley to my ministerial statement yesterday. I can say, unsurprisingly, the
vast majority of those staff are nurses and midwives.

Parking—disability parking

MR CAIN: My question is to the Minister for Disability, Carers and Community
Services. Minister, continued construction work from the light rail and other works in
Civic have drastically reduced the number of available disability car parking spaces
throughout the district. A recent social media post by a local wheelchair user described
how they attempted to access disability parking at the Magistrates Court, only to end
up having to park three blocks away. Minister, what actions have you taken to
advocate—Minister, | know you are looking elsewhere here, but the question is to you,
Minister Orr. I am looking at you, Minister—

MR SPEAKER: Mr Cain.
MR CAIN: Minister, what actions have you taken—
MR SPEAKER: Mr Cain, address your question to the chair.

MR CAIN: I beg your pardon, Mr Speaker. Minister Orr, what actions have you taken
to advocate for those Canberrans with a disability to access suitable car parking close
to critical government services?

MS ORR: Given Mr Cain’s comments in asking his question, I do not think he will be
satisfied with the answer that I will provide, which is that I will take it on notice and
seek further guidance from the responsible minister. Certainly, in answering Mr Cain’s
question, I have many conversations and provide much feedback—and I have seen the
post that he is referring to—across all portfolios that my colleagues hold, regarding
ways that we can provide the feedback that we get, as to where we can see
improvements can be made. Implementing these within individual portfolios is the
responsibility of the minister who holds that portfolio.

As I'said, I will take Mr Cain’s question on notice—getting him the information on that

specific instance. Certainly, I can give him my assurance that this is known to me, and
I do advocate to all my colleagues when these matters come to my attention.
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MR CAIN: Minister, were you consulted on the closure of disabled car park spaces
throughout the city, by your fellow ministers in particular, and on the likely impact this
would have on those Canberrans with a disability? If not, why not?

MS ORR: Again, I will take the substance of that question on notice, and I will seek
some advice from my colleagues as to what processes were followed in these particular
approvals, noting that there is a lot of—

Opposition members interjecting—

MS ORR: Mr Speaker, I would like to provide my answer, but I am getting quite
distracted by the interjections. I note that there is a lot of regulation and guidance
governing how these matters are approached; certainly, that would have been a big
determinant regarding what was actually done. I can certainly seek advice from my
colleagues who are responsible for these projects as to whether any further actions or
matters have been raised.

MR MILLIGAN: Minister, are you confident that Canberrans with a disability can
access suitable disabled car spaces within close proximity to central government
services?

Mr Pettersson: A point of order.
MR SPEAKER: Yes, Mr Pettersson?
Mr Pettersson: Mr Milligan is asking for an expression of opinion.

MR SPEAKER: He is asking if she is confident that they will be able to access it. I
think it is reasonable that the minister can answer that. She is the minister responsible.
I think that whether or not there are enough car parks is a reasonable question to ask. I
do not think it is expressing a matter of opinion. I accept that the way it was worded
was a bit loose, but it is a reasonable question.

MS ORR: I certainly appreciate Mr Pettersson’s enthusiasm for the standing orders. In
answering Mr Milligan’s question, I will have to remind myself of what it was, given
all the conversation that has just occurred. Could you repeat the question, please?

MR MILLIGAN: Are you confident that there are enough disability car parks close
enough to ACT government services?

MS ORR: It might sound like there could be a yes or no answer to the question, but it
is not actually a matter of saying yes or no. When we talk about whether there are
enough spaces close to something, it is also about the proximity, how it is accessed, and
what the needs of the person are, because there are different needs, depending on what
the disability might be.

I think it is fair to say that there is recognition across the whole government that
removing impediments within the built environment is an area of continual
improvement, and there is much more that can be done. I would certainly be loath to
say yes or no, because I do not think that actually reflects the task or the process that
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we have. Do we always get it right? Does everyone always get it right? No, clearly not,
because there is more work to be done in this particular area, and there is this need for
aresponse. While it might not be the yes or no answer that Mr Milligan was potentially
asking for, certainly, it is one where I think we can acknowledge that improvements can
always be made, and we will continue to make those improvements.

National Multicultural Festival 2026

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: My question is to the Minister for Multicultural Affairs.
Minister, the National Multicultural Festival returns this weekend. What can
Canberrans look forward to as part of the festival?

MR PETTERSSON: I thank Mr Werner-Gibbings for the question. As we all know,
this weekend is the best weekend on Canberra’s calendar. The National Multicultural
Festival is back again, for its 20th year, and promises a magical experience where you
can travel the world, all without leaving our city centre. In just one weekend, you can
see the country music legend Troy Cassar-Daley live; for mouth-watering delicacies,
join a Pisco Sour masterclass; learn how to make Tibetan momos; or celebrate the
Swedish Midsummer around the maypole.

Whether you have been attending the festival for years or it is your very first time, the
Multicultural Festival has plenty of amazing new experiences. Music lovers can enjoy
performances from hip hop artist L-FRESH the Lion; the all-female Mexican mariachi
band, Queen of Hearts; and the extraordinary Solomon Islands singer, Charles
Maimarosia. Foodies will love the cooking demonstrations from passionate home
cooks, as well as some of Canberra’s most accomplished chefs, including Mal Hanslow
of Pilot, and Tristan Rebbettes of Lunetta. And, if you are into comedy, you will want
to check out the Lip Syncs and Laughs comedy and drag show featuring Canberra’s
own Katrin Praseli, alongside comedy legends, Anisa Nandaula and Michael Hing, and
Deadly Deities drag queen and performance artist, Dyan Tai.

With over 260 stalls at the festival and over 250 performances and activities, visitors
can taste authentic dishes from across the globe and discover handmade crafts,
traditional clothing and cultural displays that celebrate heritage and artistry. There are
lots of fun activities for families and kids, including puppetry and interactive
experiences. At this year’s Multicultural Festival, there is truly something for everyone,
and I encourage everyone to get out there and enjoy it.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Minister, how has the government supported our
multicultural community to participate in the festival?

MR PETTERSSON: I thank Mr Werner-Gibbings for the supplementary. The
National Multicultural Festival would not be the great event it is without the active and
enthusiastic participation of our wonderful Canberra community. This year, the ACT
government has invested $220,000 in grants to support broader community
participation. A key of that funding is projects that promote community participation
and cultural diversity, including language and social inclusion at the festival. I am
pleased to share with members that 75 local community groups and performers have
been given funding for cultural showcases and community performances at the 2026
festival. Examples include big events: the Australia Colombia Friendship Association
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for their Latin Carnivale showcase, and Africa 2 Australia Incorporated for their Jambo
Jamboree Showcase.

MS TOUGH: Minister, how is the ACT government supporting businesses in the city
to be a part of the celebrations?

MR PETTERSSON: I thank Ms Tough for the supplementary. Businesses in the city
centre and Braddon were invited to apply for grants of up to $1,000 to deliver
multicultural-themed activations during the 2026 National Multicultural Festival. The
program encouraged businesses to create experiences that reflect the richness of
Canberra’s multicultural community. Participating businesses are being promoted
through festival marketing channels, including online listings, social media and printed
materials. Fourteen local businesses have received grants, including Amici Wine Bar
and Deli, Luna Bar, POP Canberra, Status Golf, and many more. The activations
supported by this investment will benefit our local businesses, bring more people to the
festival and increase the festival’s overall economic impact.

Last year, the festival added nearly $20 million to our local economy. This is money
into our community groups, supporting their activities throughout the year; this is
money into our civic hospitality and retail businesses, enabling them to hire more
people; and this is money spent in our hotels and accommodation businesses, driving
our visitor economy. The Multicultural Festival is rightly one of Canberra’s most loved
events. It is a wonderful celebration of our diversity, offering something for everyone.
It provides our community groups with a major fundraising opportunity to support our
local businesses and it drives our economy. I cannot wait to see you all there.

Parking—long stay parking

MS CASTLEY: My question is to the Minister for City Services. A number of local
tradespeople have reached out to me complaining about limited and high-cost access to
parking options around worksites in the ACT. Has the government considered allowing
extended duration parking or a parking voucher scheme for local tradies?

MS CHEYNE: I thank Ms Castley for the question. The short answer is that there are
a range of different options available for tradespersons for parking depending on the
nature of the work and the worksite. I know that the parking voucher system has been
explored in other jurisdictions, not in our jurisdiction—and I do not believe has in some
time. What I understand from some other jurisdictions is that it is largely limited to
tradespersons doing residential jobs.

In the ACT, when there are residential jobs, generally our residential streets do not have
parking limits on them in terms of time. But they do have limits in terms of perhaps the
space that might be available for a tradesperson. So things can be worked through for
an individual, but, if they want a dedicated space to be assigned to them that is on public
unleased land, they have to pay a commercial fee.

Then, if we are talking about a broader worksite, like a large building development,
usually what would occur is that the principal contractor would work with Roads ACT,
go through that permit system and have some dedicated parking for contractors
available, and they pay a commercial fee for that.
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MS CASTLEY: Minister, how is a tradie supposed to work a full day onsite if the only
local parking options are limited to two or four hours? I think Turner was one of the
areas raised with me.

MS CHEYNE: Without knowing the specifics, I would really need to check. I would
certainly encourage Ms Castley or her office to speak with mine so we can see if we
can find a solution. To try and be as helpful as possible, it would depend on exactly the
nature of the worksite and some of the other restrictions in the area. If it is Turner, it
does seem to me that it is probably going to be a site that does have limited parking
availability.

We would expect that parking onsite would be the best solution for many of our
tradespersons. But, where there are block size restrictions or boundary-to-boundary
builds—and, if it is Turner, that sounds like it is probably what it is going to be—often
the common solutions if it is a larger site is that the principal contractors would be
seeking to explore private leased land parking nearby, creating shuttle bus services or
staging the construction. But it really does depend on exactly the nature of the worksite
in that arrangement. So I am very happy to look at that further.

MR CAIN: Minister, will you table in this Assembly the options that you have studied
in other jurisdictions that they have chosen to provide to relieve parking pressure on
tradies, and will you work with the opposition here to implement some of those more
beneficial approaches in the ACT?

MS CHEYNE: I am certainly happy to work with the opposition on potential solutions
that they might be aware of that might be useful in the ACT. To clarify the question
that I think Mr Cain asked, or the premise he put to me, I do not believe that there has
been any recent study in the directorate on other parking options. I think that we have
thought that the suite has largely been working. But, from the questions today, it seems
like there is some feedback that there might be some room to move here. So I am very
happy to look at that and to take some advice from other jurisdictions as well.

Planning—Waters Edge, Greenway

MISS NUTTALL: My question is to the Minister for Planning and Sustainable
Development. Minister, my constituents from Waters Edge have spoken to a lack of
consultation on the proposed path near their homes. When they reached out to the
proponent of the development application once it was approved, the proponent
indicated that the matter now once again sat with government as the proposal has moved
into the detailed design stage. Minister, has the proponent referred the residents’ request
for consultation during the detailed design phase to you or to your directorate?

MR STEEL: I thank Miss Nuttall for her question. I will take it on notice simply
because I think I have already indicated to her that this did not sit with me in previous
correspondence to her about this matter. I think it sits with Minister Berry and has been
with the Suburban Land Agency, but I will come back on notice. I will confer with my
colleagues about that and come back to the Assembly with some information, but I have
provided that information, I think it was on notice, to Miss Nuttall from a previous
question in the Assembly last year.
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MISS NUTTALL: Minister, how will you or your government consult with residents
of Waters Edge on the detailed design phase going forward?

MR STEEL: Again, I will take that part on notice and see if there is some information
we can get from the proponent. It does not sit with me. I really do not have that many
infrastructure projects in my portfolio anymore, aside from light rail and the Woden
interchange. They are with other ministers and I will seek some advice from them to
get the answer.

MS CLAY: Minister, for you or the responsible minister, will residents have to wait
for the development application stage to be approved before they get consulted?

MR STEEL: Again, I will seek to take that on notice.

Mr Barr: Ten percent more efficient than yesterday, Mr Speaker. We are on a roll! All
further questions can be placed on the notice paper.
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