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Questions without notice
Economy—Building and construction

MR PARTON: My question is to the Chief Minister. Chief Minister, CRT Building
Products in Mitchell informed industry this week that, although they are continuing to
operate as a business, they will cease manufacturing trusses and frames for the
construction industry, which is something that they have done continuously since 1964.
In their email to suppliers, their managing director has blamed the changing market
conditions in the residential construction space in Canberra. The closure of this
component of their business coincides with the release of the Property Council
Confidence Survey, which sees industry sentiment in the ACT sitting at the
frighteningly low level of 55, which is down from 85 index points in June—the lowest
level in the Property Council’s survey history. Chief Minister, your government
remains publicly committed to delivering 30,000 new homes by 2030, but you are
already 1,500 behind schedule. At what point will you concede that the 30,000 target is
pure spin and that there is not a snowball’s chance in hell of achieving it?

MR BARR: Happy birthday to the Leader of the Opposition. I am pleased to see that
turning 60 has changed his outlook on the world and that he is presenting cheery and
optimistic questions about the future of the city! There were many elements in
Mr Parton’s question. Perhaps I will correct a couple of the statements that he has made.
In relation to the housing supply target—the 30,000 houses by the end of 2030—some
have interpreted that to be by the beginning of 2030 when, in fact, it is by the end, and
that makes quite a difference to the achievability of the target. The ACT is, in fact, one
of the best performing jurisdictions in the country, in relation to the other housing
supply target—the one that we signed up to in partnership with the commonwealth
government that runs to 2029. Being on track for that means we are largely on track for
the 30,000 target by the end of 2030.

MR PARTON: Chief Minister, why is industry sentiment in the ACT so much worse
than every other jurisdiction, and will you take responsibility for slowing our new home
supply chain to a trickle?

MR BARR: I do not believe that is the case. Obviously, there is a pipeline as it relates
to the housing supply continuum. One needs to look back at development application
lodgements, approvals, building approvals, commencements and then completions to
get a sense that it is indeed a pipeline and that there will be periods in the housing supply
continuum—for example, there may be a large multi-unit project in a particular month
or a particular quarter—when our numbers can shift. What the market has generally
produced is somewhere between 3,000 and 6,000 new dwellings a year, depending on
the particular fiscal year. An increasing factor in the housing supply will be projects
funded through the Housing Australia Future Fund and delivered by community
housing providers and partners. There is, of course, also the government’s own public
housing building program. They are contributors to supply as well. To the extent that
current interest rates might mean the residential market is somewhat more subdued,
there are factors that are driving demand, and that includes the increase in funding
available for public and community housing projects, and also the very significant
increase in the first home buyer share of the housing market.

PROOF P1



MRS MORRIS: Chief Minister, how can you possibly deliver 30,000 homes by
2030—mnot by 2031—when you are already 1'% thousand homes behind schedule?
Industry confidence is at a historic low and a longstanding Canberra construction
company will cease manufacturing trusses and frames for housing.

MR BARR: Housing construction methodology continues to evolve. There is quite a
push across the nation now for more modular housing construction and there are new
factories being set up to support that. There is the distinction that Mrs Morris draws. It
is important that our commitment—30,000 extra by the end of 2030—

Mrs Morris: So you mean by 3031, then?

MR BARR: No—I mean by 31 December 2030.

Mr Parton: You’re shifting it already.

MR BARR: No—I have been saying this on multiple occasions—dozens of occasions.
Mr Parton: Is it December 2028? Which one are we going with?

MR BARR: The end of 2030 is the target, and, given we deliver somewhere between
3,000 and 6000 each year, depending on the supply cycles, we will comfortably pass
that mark by the end of 2030.

Economy—building and construction

MRS MORRIS: My question is to the Minister for Planning and Sustainable
Development. Minister, residential construction in the ACT is in crisis. We are seeing
a growing number of firms from the region choosing to focus entirely on interstate
projects. They cite bureaucratic red tape in planning, the urban forest changes, the
developer licensing laws combined with the federal Labor budget changes and interest
rate rises. When Project Coordination went into administration in 2024 their chairman,
Paul Murphy, said: “The economic and regulatory environment that faces Canberra
building companies is more challenging today than the recessions of the 80s and 90s
and global financial crisis.” According to the Property Council and MBA, it is much
worse now and confidence is at an all-time low. Minister, why has your government
crushed our residential construction sector?

MR STEEL: We haven’t—and, to correct the claims by the Canberra Liberals, we have
actually seen some strong signs in the building and construction industry. We have seen
a change throughout the year in the number of approvals, going up by 17 per cent, and
the value of approvals going up by 22.3 per cent, which is higher than across the country.
So there are very strong signs here. Of course, as part of our commitment to enabling
30,000 new homes—

Members interjecting—
MR STEEL: It is not just a target. By the way, we are on track to meet our share of the

National Housing Target by 103 per cent of it over the target period according to the
Housing Supply and Affordability Council. But the targets are not the only policy that
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we have brought to this Assembly this term. We have also brought to the Assembly a
commitment to skills investment, which you just voted against in the budget; a
commitment to abolishing stamp duty for first home buyers, which you just voted
against in the budget; and a commitment to provide in the budget stamp duty reductions
and abolition for those who are purchasing unit-titled homes off the plan, which you
just voted against in the budget. We brought a plan for investment in non-market
housing, regardless of the cycles of the market and investment in a pipeline of public,
community and affordable housing. We have done that in the budget, with 450 new
homes through a new public housing pipeline that you voted against.

Members interjecting—

MR STEEL: Houses that probably do need trusses to be installed in them. There is
absolutely no doubt that, at the moment, the war in Iran is having an effect on the
construction industry.

MRS MORRIS: Minister will anyone be left to build the missing middle or will it
simply remain missing?

MR STEEL: I thank the member for her question. It will certainly remain missing if
the opposition keep on voting against measures that support it. We have been very
clear—

Mr Cocks: Mr Speaker, on a point of order: the minister has simply launched into
debating the Canberra Liberals’ position. He should respond directly to the question
about his own.

MR STEEL: Mr Speaker, to be fair—I haven’t finished the answer.

MR SPEAKER: Regardless, you cannot spend time attacking the opposition and
debating the question and then ask a question at the end. So I would ask you to turn to
answering the question.

MR STEEL: We are seeing very strong signs that people are taking up the missing
middle housing reforms since they came into force from 1 July. That is being supported
by the measures that we took in the budget, including a 50 per cent reduction to the
codified LVC for projects in RZ1 and RZ2 areas. I introduced a bill this morning, as
part of the ACT government’s construction productivity agenda, which is one tranche
of a piece of work that we are doing to streamline approvals and streamline building
and regulatory processes so that we can see more homes built more quickly. They are
not sexy reforms but they are important and they cumulatively make a difference.

Mr Cocks: On a point of order, Mr Speaker, on relevance: the question was about
business survivability rather than the regulatory settings for people who wish to build a

home but the businesses providing the services.

MR STEEL: Mr Speaker, the whole premise of the question was about government
regulation affecting business survival.

MR SPEAKER: I do not think there is a point of order, Mr Cocks. Mr Parton, is this a
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supplementary?

MR PARTON: It is indeed. Minister, when will you concede that the 30,000 dwellings
by—I do not know—midday on Boxing Day 2030 target is a complete fantasy?

MR STEEL: It isn’t. It is made up of a few things. It is made up of a strong housing
supply pipeline through government land releases. It is made up of planning reforms.
We have already introduced the missing middle housing reforms and now we are
moving on the work on transit-oriented development, shop adjacent housing and a range
of other forms of housing supply across the city. It is also made up of direct investment
in public and community housing. Those things combined enable 30,000 homes, and
we expect to see them move from planning approval through to investment,
construction commencement and then completion. That is work that we are doing.

The reason that we had an ambitious target that we brought to the election is because
we care about housing. Those opposite continue to criticise that. They have no plan and
no target, and they voted against the biggest housing budget in the ACT’s history.

Building and construction—property developer licensing scheme

MR PARTON: My question is to the minister for planning, regarding developer
licensing. The Property Council have kind of welcomed your pathetic backdown on
developer licensing legislation—

Mr Barr: A point of order, Mr Speaker.
MR SPEAKER: Mr Barr?
Mr Barr: Questions cannot contain imputations like that.

MR SPEAKER: Mr Parton, you cannot use that sort of pejorative language in your
question.

MR PARTON: Let me start again. The Property Council today kind of welcomed your
backdown on developer licensing legislation, which moves to incentivise developers to
take up insurance to protect them against your own legislation. This ultimately further

increases the cost of every dwelling—from the MBA press release, which was not as
kind.

The Property Council media release today states:

We’re pleased the Government has listened to us, but let’s be clear—when you’ve
pushed an industry off the edge of a cliff, providing a parachute is better than
nothing, but it would have been far better not to push it off in the first place.

Has the government got it all wrong with developer licensing? And if not, why the last-
minute move to limit the damage to the industry and increase the cost of every single

dwelling?

MR STEEL: I thank the member for his question. The community has had a gutful of
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dodgy development in this city, and we will always stand on the side of consumers—
of the community—who are buying homes, to make sure they are protected. And as we
supply more homes and enable 30,000 new homes in the city, it is critical that they are
well built. That is why the property developer licensing scheme is so important and why
we are strengthening it with legislation that I have introduced today: to strengthen
consumer confidence that when consumers are buying a home it does not have defects,
and if there are defects that arise, they can have them addressed quickly through a new
insurance product that was not available in the Australian market up until recently. It is
being used already by developers, which is great to see in the ACT. It is being taken up
in a broader market in New South Wales, and we are working on a transition to that.
There is a cost in taking out insurance, but it is far lower than the high cost of addressing
defects when they occur.

It is not in the community’s interest to have a homebuyer buying a home—the largest
largest investment they will ever make—and then having to pay tens of thousands or
hundreds of thousands to address defects in that building. Enough is enough. We have
put in place a property developer licensing scheme that protects consumers, and it is
clear that the opposition does not support the community or consumers.

MR PARTON: Has this legislation, despite the fact that it has not even been enabled
yet, contributed to the ACT being the worst jurisdiction in the nation in construction-
industry business confidence, and has it contributed to the slowdown in residential
construction?

MR STEEL: I do not believe it has. There is a whole range of factors, including a war
in the Middle East that have seen the cost of construction materials rise above 50 per
cent since COVID-19. That has had a big impact on the economics of building here in
the territory, and right around the country and the world. There is a range of different
factors, including increased interest rates in a high inflation environment—again caused
by the war in the Middle East—that have made it very difficult in the building
construction industry at the moment.

But the industry is very supportive of our productivity agenda, which is supporting them
to build more homes more quickly in the territory. They are very supportive of the extra
investment we made in the budget in non-market housing. They are very supportive of
the planning reforms to enable more housing within existing residential areas and
commercial areas in Canberra.

We will continue to work on that, but it comes with this social contract: that as we
enable the construction industry and the property developers and members of the
Property Council to build more through the reforms that we are putting in place, those
new residential buildings must be well built. We do not accept anything else. We are
putting in reforms that are sensible to support consumers and that are practical for
industry, and that is what we have introduced today.

MR MILLIGAN: How many local business firms have given an indication, either
publicly or to the government, that they will no longer be constructing anything in the

ACT and will, rather, focus their entire business in regional New South Wales?

MR STEEL: I am not aware of any specific firm. I have been very clear: we do not
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want dodgy developers in the territory; we do not want them here. We do not want them
here, and consumers do not want to buy a unit in a development that is riddled with
defects that then costs them tens or hundreds of thousands to repair—and have owners
corporations running around spending money on lawyers in costly legal action that is
protracted over years. Enough is enough.

We will hold property developers accountable for their projects—for the work that they
do—through this licensing scheme. The measures that we have put in place today will
help to streamline the scheme. It will help to further protect consumers through a new
product that was not available before, when we introduced the scheme. It will give an
option to those in the property construction market, if they want to take it up and avoid
having their directors being individually liable for the defects.

They can choose at the moment, but we are looking at whether we want to make it that
mandatory in the future, just like New South Wales is. Other jurisdictions are moving,
and we are moving too, and the only people that are being left behind are the Canberra
Liberals who do not support consumers.

Libraries ACT—opening hours

MS CLAY: My question is to the minister for city services. Minister, earlier this year
I raised accessibility concerns about Belconnen library on behalf of local resident
Rohan Goyne, including a missing section of handrail on the access ramp. I understand
that additional railing has now been installed, but poor wayfinding remains unresolved
and it is therefore still inaccessible for Mr Goyne.

He has therefore been going to Kippax library but, since the government has closed it
on Saturdays, Mr Goyne is now left without any local alternative. He has lodged a
complaint with the ACT Human Rights Commission, which is under current
investigation on the basis that the Kippax Saturday closure amounts to indirect
discrimination—including because the decision was made without consultation with
library users. Minister, before deciding to close Kippax library on Saturdays, what
assessment did the government undertake of how this decision would affect access to
library services for people with a disability?

MS CHEYNE: Clearly, the Liberals had fun over lunch. Mr Speaker! I appreciate that
this is a serious matter for Mr Goyne, and, as I have pointed out both publicly and
elsewhere, 1 have written to Mr Goyne seeking a meeting with him—because he
certainly has strong views about me that he is happy to communicate. And I appreciate
that he is certainly in contact with Ms Clay and perhaps through this answer she is able
to convey also that I am very happy to meet with him, if that message is somehow not
getting through.

Mr Speaker, it is difficult for me to answer this question due to how it is being framed,
because Belconnen library is accessible. It is accessible to people who have a disability
that relates to mobility.

Ms Clay: Point of order. 118AA on relevance: the question was, “Before deciding to

close Kippax library on Saturdays, what assessment did government undertake of how
the decision would affect access to library services for people with a disability?” We
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are hearing about Rohan Goyne of Belconnen. The question is: what assessment did the
government undertake?

MR SPEAKER: On the point of order, I do not think it is a 118AA but I would accept
that relevance, Minister, is about the analysis that was conducted and if there was any.
So, if you could turn to that?

MS CHEYNE: Sure, Mr Speaker. Well, the fact is that we do have a library in the
Belconnen region open on a Saturday, that is accessible. And so, we did look, of course,
across all of our libraries and what the offering was. And Ms Clay well knows that in
the overall assessment—I have run out of time.

MS CLAY: Minister, have you spoken to any people with disability who use libraries
regularly, to understand how the loss of local library hours will affect their lives?

MS CHEYNE: I have responded to every single person who has written to me—say,
for the period recently when I was on leave—and there are several people who have
indicated that they have a disability. And certainly, we have been able to work through
what they have put to me, including finding other options for them that perhaps do not
give them the identical access that they had, but certainly means they still have a
significant amount of access. And I have received some really lovely feedback about
that, Mr Speaker. And so, the short answer to Ms Clay’s question is, “Yes.”

MISS NUTTALL: Minister, why is the onus on people with a disability for raising
issues of inaccessible public spaces, rather than the government ensuring that
accessibility for people with a disability is always a central consideration for opening
hours of public spaces like libraries?

MS CHEYNE: Well, it is not, Mr Speaker. The government actively considers how
our public spaces are accessible. There are some things that can be overlooked. There
are some things where we do appreciate hearing from the public. But we are a human
rights jurisdiction and that means that we need to apply our Human Rights Act to all of
our public decisions, and that includes ensuring that we are providing access to our
public facilities in a way that does not restrict people arbitrarily.

Gaming—political donations—Canberra Labor Club

MR EMERSON: My question is to the Minister for Gaming Reform. You said on ABC
Radio last week that the Labor Party has not accepted donations from the Labor Club
in over a decade now, but in the last 10 years ACT Labor has received $109,878 worth
of free facilities use and other gifts in kind from the Canberra Labor Club which are
considered donations under our electoral laws. Minister, do you accept that you misled
listeners?

DR PATERSON: I will accept that. I meant cash donations.
MR EMERSON: Minister, do you accept that ACT Labor continues to benefit
financially from the Canberra Labor Club, having received $14,281 in free facilities use

last financial year alone, and noting the Electoral Commission’s evidence to the inquiry
into my bill seeking to ban political donations from the gambling industry that free
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facilities use is currently treated as a gift for the purposes of part 14 of the Electoral
Act?

DR PATERSON: I accept that the Labor Party receives a gift in kind from the Labor
Club in free venue hire. Other parties do also receive gifts in kind for venue room use
as well. I would also like to point out that all this information—while I made that
statement and I meant a cash donation—is publicly available information on the
Elections ACT website. As I reiterate every time I talk about this, any member of the
public can go to the Elections ACT website and they can access the Labor Party
financial records, the Labor Club financial records and the 1973 foundation financial
records. So it is all, for well over a decade, available for public access.

MS CARRICK: Minister, do you accept there is a conflict of interest in being the
Minister for Gaming Reform and the member of a political party that continues to
receive donations from a gaming machine licensee?

DR PATERSON: No, I do not accept that. As I have said to the Canberra Liberals,
I am the Minister for Gaming Reform and my focus is on reducing gambling harm and
that applies across the board to venues that have poker machine authorisations as well
as other forms of gambling across the ACT. I also have particular concern around online
gambling as well. I think Mr Emerson made very clear in the public hearings that he
did not have a conflict of interest even though he took a $5,000 donation from a club
manager during an election campaign, and apparently his bill was evidence that he is
not conflicted. I introduced the strongest self-exclusion legislation to the Assembly last
week. So I think that is—if we are going by equal standards—evidence that I am not
conflicted.

Land—community facilities

MS CARRICK: My question is to the Minister for Multicultural Affairs. Minister,
social connection is critical to all communities, and access to meeting and event spaces
are needed to foster those connections so that communities can support each other. Yet
when community organisations seek land to establish facilities, the primary pathways
available are direct sales and competitive market value land sales processes. This
process is difficult for many multicultural and community groups. As a result,
communities can spend years searching for a suitable site despite having a demonstrated
need and a willingness to contribute to a facility.

Minister, does the government accept that relying primarily on direct sales and market
value community facility zoned land sales disadvantages many multicultural and
community organisations that have a genuine need for community facility but that may

not have the financial capacity to purchase land at market value, and if not, why not?

MR STEEL: I thank the member for her question and certainly, we recognise the
interest that many—

Mr Cain: Well, you are not multicultural affairs.

Members interjecting—
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MR SPEAKER: Yes. No, that is good. Carry on.

MR STEEL: I am the minister responsible for community zoned land in the territory
and the expressions of interest process, which have been running recently for blocks of
community facilities zoned land in the territory. And we certainly acknowledge that
there is strong interest from the multicultural community, particularly religious groups
in establishing places of religious worship or broader multicultural multipurpose
facilities on new land in the territory.

And that is why we have a fair process through a two stage process with an expression
of interest for sites that are identified through the land release program for those
communities to come forward and there is a merits based process to assess their
application and part of the process, particularly in the second stage, looks at financial
capacity to be able to fund a new facility. And that is critical because unfortunately in
the territory in the past, we have seen land provided to community groups, but then they
have not had the financial capacity to actually build something on the site.

And in some cases—and I speak to the classic one because I was in primary school
when the land was gifted to a Hindu organisation next to Torrens Primary School, where
I went to school. That is still being completed now, and it is a long time ago since I was
in primary school! So we do have to ensure that there is that financial capacity. We
believe that there are organisations that do have financial support and backing to not
only purchase the land, which is at a reduced value because community facilities land
does not allow a whole range of uses. It is quite restrictive and we think there will be
strong support. (Time expired.)

MS CARRICK: Minister, what options does the government provide for multicultural
communities seeking a permanent place to gather if they are unable to purchase land
through direct sale or the community facility zone land sales process?

MR STEEL: Yes, well, that is something that we work with those multicultural
communities on. I have met with many of them over recent years and as the former
Multicultural Affairs Minister, we encourage them to engage with Places and Spaces in
Infrastructure Canberra to look at whether there is an existing government property that
they might be able to utilise. I also encourage them to speak to other community sector
organisations, including religious organisations that often have large land holdings in
the ACT, about whether they can potentially purchase those often to build something
or indeed, use their existing facilities in higher arrangements.

And I had the benefit of going to one of our great local religious communities on the
weekend, the St Alphonsa Syro Malabar community and they of course utilise the
Catholic Church’s premises in Holder. They do not have their own but they are looking
for something. So they have something in the interim, but there may be a range of
opportunities for them. There are very, of course, long waiting lists for the government
facilities that we do have in Places and Spaces and so that is why it is important that
they look at elsewhere, private opportunities around the territory as well.

MR EMERSON: Minister, is the government developing other pathways to support
multicultural and other community organisations to access suitable land for community

PROOF P9



facilities?

MR STEEL: What we are looking at doing is undertaking planning supported by the
budget that was just passed in the previous budget to identify more land for community
facilities. As my colleagues and cabinet knows, this is something I raise every single
time the Suburban Land Agency comes in, as well as engagement on the Housing
Supply and Land Release Program, which I am now responsible for.

So this is this is a big priority for us. It is in my statement of planning priorities and we
are looking at undertaking the due diligence work necessary before then bringing on
parcels of land onto the Housing Supply and Land Release Program and then being
released through the two stage process for community facilities land release and the
expression of interest process that I outlined earlier.

So a lot of that work is happening at the moment, but the reality is in a city that is
growing, land is becoming more scarce to release on the program, not just for
community facilities, but for residential and for a whole range of other uses as well.
And so we have to be smart about how we do that and that is why in the guidelines for
the two stage process that we have, we try to encourage those applicants coming
forward to use their sites for multi for a multipurpose facility where they can potentially
have other groups come in and use that facility in addition to themselves.

Foundational Supports and Thriving Kids

MISS NUTTALL: My question is to the Minister for Disability, Autism and
Neurodiversity. Minister, following ministerial statements last week, you indicated that
access to the ACT’s $90 million for Foundational Supports, which was provisioned in
the 2024-25 ACT budget, is dependent upon national cabinet decisions. Minister, why
must the spending of ACT ratepayers’ money be contingent upon the approval of
governments outside the ACT?

MS ORR: In answer to Miss Nuttall’s question, the allocation and the provision of the
money that has been put into the central provision for Foundational Supports is a
decision of the ACT government in line with interjurisdictional agreements that we
have made for these services. I do not agree with the association that Miss Nuttall is
drawing with that, but the commonwealth now determines how that money is spent. I
think that is a very simplistic view to take on what is very common practice between
the commonwealth and state and territory governments—to have intergovernmental
agreements that say, “We will undertake these commitments and we will provide a
certain amount of funding to do that.” The actual commitments, the programs and the
services themselves, are still subject to future decisions of government—hence, we are
not allocating funds to those services yet—but the overall intent remains the same. It
was a decision of the ACT government to enter into this joint agreement with the
commonwealth.

MISS NUTTALL: Minister, when the ACT government committed to this $90 million
for Foundational Supports, did it advise disability organisations and the disability
community that access to those funds would be subject to future national cabinet
decisions? If they were, when were they first informed?
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MS ORR: I was not the minister at the time, so I could not say conclusively what
discussions were had and with whom at a particular moment. In going to the broader
point within the question, as to whether people were aware that the funding that was
put aside would be subject to future decisions, I think you could take it as an assumption
that people would be commonly aware it was part of an intergovernmental agreement,
and these intergovernmental agreements require having an agreement before
proceeding. I am not quite sure of the intent of Miss Nuttall’s question. I think this is a
pretty standard practice in intergovernmental agreements between jurisdictions and it
should be pretty evident.

MS CLAY: Minister, will you publicly commit to disclosing when money from the
$90 million has been spent?

MS ORR: The budget papers outline where that money is provisioned and what has
been allocated for what purpose. Again, I would point every member of this place to
the budget papers and the commitments that we have made in this year’s budget for
Thriving Kids, which is a portion of the Foundational Supports that have been agreed.
There are agreements in place through the signing of the bilateral agreement with the
commonwealth, and it will be progressively rolled out from 1 October. We have put
funding in this budget to start on that work and on the progressive rollout of
Foundational Supports, and it is all very clearly within the budget papers.

Housing—homelessness

MR CAIN: Mr Speaker, my question is to the Minister for Housing. Minister, many
Canberrans are concerned by the growing number of people who are visibly
experiencing homelessness in our city and the homeless camps appearing in areas of
high foot traffic.

Given that the Minister for City and Government Services refused to accept criticism
for the emergence of homeless camps, including those in Veterans Park—because, and
I quote, “some people want to do different things with their lives or behave in a
particular way,”—Minister, is it the government's position that homeless people in
Canberra are choosing to be homeless?

MS ORR: I reject the characterisation of the paraphrasing that Mr Cain has put forward.
Ms Lee: It’s a direct quote!

Ms Cheyne: It is a very selective quote, Mr Speaker!

Mr Cain: Point of order, Mr Speaker. I would love the minister to clarify exactly what
mischaracterisation there is in my question.

MR SPEAKER: Well, there may be a point of order on relevance, but she has had
about 12 seconds. So let’s let the minister continue, mindful of her being relevant.

MS ORR: With the interjection, hopefully I am remembering the question now and
I do stay relevant—
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Mpr Parton interjecting—

MS ORR: Mr Speaker, in responding to this particular proposition, as put, I think the
point that my colleague was going to and, and what I think a number of the people in
this place have gone to is, is that homelessness and the reasons that people end up
homeless are very complex. There are a lot of different factors that contribute to it.
While we walk past these camps, while we see these camps within our community—
and none of us like being confronted by homelessness—we all want to see people
helped out of homelessness. People do have autonomy over their life and their decisions,
and we cannot force them to accept our help

Ms Lee: So yes.

Mr Cain: So, yes, it’s their choice.

MS ORR: No, it is not a yes. I can hear the interjections and I know we are not meant
to respond to them, but it is not a yes. There is a nuance and a subtlety here that the
opposition is not reflecting, and that is that we cannot force people to accept help. Does
that mean that they choose to live in circumstances that we as a society do not deem
acceptable and that they themselves might not see acceptable? The answer is no, but in
working that through we do need to be respectful that they are people, they have
decisions to make and they have to be comfortable with the decisions that that they do
make. That is part of the journey out of homelessness and that is what we do in wrapping
around supports, in providing that person centred care.

MR CAIN: Minister, is it the government’s position that a tent is a home for the
purposes of the right to housing?

MS ORR: I do think that question is bordering on giving a legal opinion in interpreting
the right to—

Mr Cain: No, I’'m asking: what’s your opinion?
Ms Lee interjecting—
MS ORR: What I would say, if the government—

Ms Stephen-Smith: Point of order, Mr Speaker. Mr Cain has just clarified that his
question was seeking an expression of opinion, which is an out-of-order question.

MR SPEAKER: Well, he said in his question—

Mr Cain: Just answer the question. Just answer the question.
Opposition members interjecting—

MR SPEAKER: “Is it the government’s position that a tent is a home?”

Ms Lee interjecting—
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MR SPEAKER: I would encourage the opposition not to interject and ministers not to
listen to the interjections.

Minister?
Opposition members interjecting—

MS ORR: Mr Speaker, I am happy to happy to follow your lead as best as possible,
noting I am getting a lot of interjection shouted at me.

Certainly, the government recognises that we would like to have everyone in housing.
That is why we have the targets and the ambition we have to grow housing across the
ACT. In recognising and achieving that target, we know that there are some people
within our community who are very vulnerable who are experiencing homelessness,
and helping them to realise housing is not just as straightforward as necessarily building
a house and forcing them into it. That is why we have the pathway out of homelessness.
We work with our community partners., and we work with services to build up those
relationships with people who are experiencing homelessness to wraparound support to
them and to help them move from homelessness to housing.

And that is what we have been doing. We have made significant investments in this
most recent budget to our homelessness services as well as our housing. And we will
continue to work at what is a very complicated social challenge for everyone, including
us, but one that we are committed to and will continue to work towards resolving.

Mr Cocks: Point of order, Mr Speaker, under standing order 118 AA. The question was
actually about the government’s classification of housing and whether a tent meets the
classification of a home.

Ms Cheyne interjecting—

Ms Orr: On the point of order, the question that was put was linked to the right to
housing, and that would require, in my opinion or my view, a legal interpretation as to
what the right to housing does or does not cover.

MR SPEAKER: I think on the point of order, the question specifically says “Is it the
government’s position that a tent is a home.” I do not think it was a broader question.
I will review the Hansard because there seems to be a dispute on what the question
exactly was, but I think there was a specific question in there and the position was sort
of broad in her position that did not go into that point. So I will look at the Hansard and
get back to you.

MR PARTON: Minister, when will you live up to your noble rhetoric and provide
stable housing and lifestyle support to homeless Canberrans?

MS ORR: Mr Speaker, the ACT government is living up to what Mr Parton has
characterised as rhetoric.

Mpr Parton interjecting—
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MS ORR: Again, I will point you to the funding that we have put in this budget, quite
a significant amount of funding. I would also draw the opposition’s attention to all my
previous comments as to how this is a complex issue. Trying to simplify this down to
question that goes to, “If you do XY and Z, you’ll solve the problem,” is not actually
recognising the nuance and the challenges that are there, and the commitment that this
government has to making sure it is a person centred response.

Economy—business
MS CASTLEY: My question is to the minister for business.

Minister, ABS data shows that the survival rate for ACT businesses has plummeted
from 86 per cent in 2023 to less than 60 per cent in 2026. Startups in particular are
struggling, with the survival rate for new entrants falling from 77 per cent to less than
half. What is causing so many local businesses to fail?

MR PETTERSSON: I thank Ms Castley for the question and her continued interest in
the business portfolio. Canberra is a dynamic place to be in business, Mr Speaker. We
have always had a particularly high business growth rate.

Mpr Parton interjecting—

MR PETTERSSON: Now the Canberra Liberals would like to talk down our
economy, but the fact—

Mr Cocks: Point of order, Mr Speaker. I believe the minister is debating the question—
MR PETTERSSON: I was responding to an interjection, Mr Speaker.

MR SPEAKER: I just asked ministers not to do that in answering questions. If you
could be directly relevant and not debate the question and ignore the interjections. I will
be reminding the opposition not to be making interjections.

MR PETTERSSON: Thank you, Mr Speaker, and I appreciate your service in this
place in keeping the Canberra Liberals’ interjections to a minimum!

Canberra has always been a dynamic place to be in business, Mr Speaker, and that is
because we have always had an extraordinarily high business growth rate. In June of
2022, there were 33,811 businesses in the ACT. In June 2026 there are 37,785. That is
a growth rate of 2.8 per cent, which is the third highest in the country. We do an
extraordinarily good job here in the ACT of supporting innovation. I acknowledge,
however, the underlying points in Ms Castley’s question that here in the ACT we do
sometimes see a bit of turnover. To be succinct in answering her question, I would
attribute that to the fact that the ACT has a particularly high concentration of small
professional services as well as hospitality, both industries which are prone to turnover.

MS CASTLEY: Minister, what are the government’s main policies to address the
problem of local business failure, and when will they improve survival rates?

MR PETTERSSON: I thank Ms Castley. The government does want to see business
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succeed and thrive here in the ACT. Within my business portfolio, I am very proud to
support the Canberra Business Advice and Support Service. This is an important service
that provides support to businesses in navigating potentially challenging circumstances.

I think though, more important for business, they want to see a local thriving economy.
They want customers coming in the door. That is something that we as a government
are committed to, which drives our economic development agenda. We are not,
however, immune from greater circumstances which can shape the economic
circumstances of the territory. The decisions of the Commonwealth government,
decisions of foreign governments and conflicts on the other side of the world can also
impact business confidence.

MR MILLIGAN: What has the government actually done to help support businesses
to keep their doors open, as compared to the ABS data suggesting that we have a huge
closure rate here in the ACT?

MR PETTERSSON: I thank Mr Milligan for the question and his continued interest
in the portfolio, as well.

Mr Parton: He’s very interested!
Mr Milligan: Hear, hear!

MR PETTERSSON: I know this is a particular passion of his. First, I will refer him to
my first answer to Ms Castley—that we also need to look at the business growth rate
here in the ACT, which shows we have a growing business community.

In terms of specific initiatives, I have been very proud in this portfolio to be responsive
to the local economic conditions. The government in responding to uncertainty in recent
times sought to delay the expansion of portable long service leave. We also will of
course continue to support the economy. In my other portfolios, I am very keen to
address the workforce needs of growing industries here in the ACT, through the skills
portfolio. Other portfolios will continue to support what our growing economy needs.

ACT Human Rights Commission—complaints process

MS VASSAROTTI: My question is to the Minister for Human Rights. Minister, a
constituent has reported to me that it took the Human Rights Commission five months
to contact her after she lodged a complaint regarding safe pedestrian access for a person
living with a disability. It then took a further four months to process the complaint. The
complaint was against the City and Environment Directorate, which declined to
participate in conciliation. The commission subsequently closed the complaint, noting
that "conciliation would be unlikely to succeed in resolving" the complainant's
concerns.

Minister, what is the average timeframe for resolving complaints through the Human
Rights Commission? And do we know how many complaints have been made against
ACT government directorates over the past five years? What confidence can
Canberrans have that the complaints process will lead to meaningful outcomes?

PROOF P15



MS TOUGH: I thank Ms Vassarotti for the questions and her ongoing interest and
commitment to human rights here in the ACT. I will take on notice the specific details
on the average time of complaints and the number of complaints that have been against
government entities. I do not have those specific numbers in front of me.

But I would say I appreciate you raising that concern from that constituent. To me, that
sounds like a long time for someone to wait. So, I will investigate further.

I would say our Human Rights Commission are an incredible group of people; an
incredible statutory authority doing great work for the people in our community. And I
think they work really really well with our community and across government agencies
to support people when they have complaints against government agencies, and other
complaints about human rights. And it is important that they are supported, and that
people in the community know that they are there and available. I work closely with all
the commissioners to understand what they are hearing from the community and what
they need, to support them to do that work.

MS VASSAROTTI: The CED discouraged conciliation on the basis that accessibility
concerns were beyond the practical scope of this individual complaint. Does the ACT
government expect people living with a disability, and their families and carers to lodge
individual complaints for every inaccessible street and footpath across Canberra, before
systemic accessibility issues can be addressed?

MS CHEYNE: No, certainly not. And, I welcome having a further conversation with
Ms Vassarotti on this specific matter. [ appreciate that Ms Tough will come back with
the specifics about the Human Rights Commission. I am sorry that it even got to that
point but, without knowing the specifics of this matter, I cannot comment further—but
I am keen to see if there is a way that it can be possibly resolved.

MR BRADDOCK: I believe my supplementary will land back with the Minister for
Human Rights. Minister, does the ACT government consider the closure of a complaint
without conciliation, without a remedy and without any commitment to improve
accessibility, to be a success of its human rights framework?

MS TOUGH: I thank Mr Braddock for the question. As part of the complaints process
for the Human Rights Commission, we are exploring ways which will provide a
pathway to take human rights complaints to ACAT, where they have not been resolved
with the Human Rights Commission process—and expanding those pathways for where
complaints go, once they go through the Human Rights Commission. It is really
important that people who make complaints are able to take them to the full extent
possible and have those complaints heard. And the government is committed to working
through what that process looks like into the future.

Energy—gas
MR BRADDOCK: My question is to the Minister for Climate Change, Environment,
Energy and Water. Minister, I keep hearing concerns about the electrical network’s

capacity and capability to support electrification. Minister, what work is the
government undertaking to ensure Evoenergy network plans are aligned with the
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government’s electrification goals both up to, and past, 2029?

MS ORR: I thank the member for his question. Evoenergy is a joint venture between
Icon Water and their joint venture partner has a pass through relationship to the
government which we can scrutinise through our being a shareholder of Icon Water. A
lot of the discussion that my joint shareholder and I do take is making sure that we are
representing the interests of the Canberra people to have a reliable source of electricity
provided to them.

In answer to Mr Braddock’s question as to what are we doing to ensure there is, as part
of the transition I believe is what he was getting to, a reliable source of electricity there
for Canberrans, the electricity network is regulated on a national level through the
national regulators. Every five years energy providers and distributors, such as Evo,
have to put forward their plan for what they will be doing with their infrastructure to
make sure they are meeting the demands of the community and doing that in a
financially prudent way that does not put an unfair cost on consumers for delivering
that electricity. Evoenergy has been submitting those five year plans, has been having
them reviewed and endorsed by the regulators, and has been implementing them.
Certainly, we will continue to, through our regulatory and through our shareholder
responsibilities, make sure they are keeping to what they are doing.

In submitting those plans, one of the things the regulators do look at is that Evo has
considered the needs of the community, including the needs that would go along with
transitioning to electricity, the growth of the population, changing weather patterns and
a range of considerations. They approve those plans having formed the view that what
Evo has put forward in their network planning will maintain a reliable provision of
electricity and energy to Canberrans, and again, do so in a way that is financially
prudent and not—(7ime expired.)

MR BRADDOCK: Minister, what contingency plan is in place if electrification and
gas decommissioning occurs faster than forecast and electricity demand exceeds current
planning assumptions?

MS ORR: Again, I would point the member to the regulatory system that is in place to
assess the plans. The planning for network capacity and provision that is in place is not
only for electricity, it does have to be submitted also for gas networks. These are all
questions that do get asked as part of those considerations. We have just recently had,
in the last little period of time, the most recent gas determination, which did look quite
a lot at the decommissioning of the gas network in the ACT as part of the transition
process. These are all questions that the network operator, Evo, has to look at and
respond to in doing their planning and doing it in a way that meets the obligations they
have under the regulatory system.

MS VASSAROTTI: Minister, what power do you have to direct Evoenergy to build
the network needed to meet the government’s electrification goals?

MS ORR: I feel like I have just been asked to give the answer to the homework so the

crossbench can now hold me accountable to doing this to their will—that aside is said
a little bit tongue in cheek and a little bit joking.
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There are a number of powers available to make sure network operators are meeting the
planning that they have said they would do. It is quite an exhaustive list and not
necessarily every single power will sit with me. We have regulators of utilities here in
the ACT, which is not a ministerial role. It is actually put to a non-political party to be
the utilities regulator. We have the relationship through the shareholder agreement as I
have already mentioned, plus there is a number of regulators that sit across the national
energy market. Going to the substance of the question, which was around government
policy, the government has set the policy. We have set that expectation out to our energy
providers as reflected within our laws and regulations and the obligations that we have,
and providers have an obligation to be consistent with the law and with the requirements
placed on them.

Public schools—funding

MS LEE: My question is to the Minister for Education. Minister, reporting in the
Canberra Times this morning revealed that your own directorate established a crisis
management team to deal with the fallout from changes to school budgets. An internal
directorate document warns, “Where student supports are changed or decreased, this
could lead to escalated student behaviour resulting in increased incidents of
occupational violence.” Minister, when were you first aware that your directorate was
planning for an increase in incidents of occupational violence as a result of your school
budget cuts?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I thank Ms Lee for the question, because it is an important
opportunity to clarify that that is not what the directorate is planning for. This is a
document that is a risk assessment. A risk assessment, by definition, identifies risk and
then identifies measures to mitigate that risk. It is not an effective risk assessment if it
does not go through and identify any potential risk that could foreseeably eventuate and
then consider what to do to address that risk. There is a foreseeable risk that, should
changes to budgets result in changes that would increase the risk of occupational
violence, that risk would need to be mitigated.

Ms Lee: Point of order, Mr Speaker: I asked a very specific question about when she
became aware that the directorate was preparing for increased incidents of occupational
violence. I ask her to be direct.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: When I became aware of something that was not happening?

MR SPEAKER: You have been responsive and relevant, but I think that, as the
question is directed to when you become aware of this, perhaps there is an issue. I think
Ms Lee seems to be after a timeline if you are able to provide one.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I have received a copy of the risk assessment. I believe it was
late last week. I will check the date and respond at the end of question time. But I would
reiterate that I have never been advised that the directorate is preparing for this
eventuality to occur, because what they are preparing for is to assess all risk associated
with this process. It is a new way of doing budgeting. There is a new budget process,
and this is a demonstration that the directorate was aware that there were going to be
challenges in this process and it was planning for those eventualities. That is what
responsible public servants do.
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Mr Cocks: On a point of order, Mr Speaker, under standing order 118 AA. The question
was in fact—and I want to get the words right—“Minister, when were you first aware
that your directorate was planning for an increase in incidents of occupational”—that
budget cuts could increase occupational violence, not preparing to occur but the
possibility that they could occur.

MR SPEAKER: I think there is a different characterisation of what is happening. Ms
Lee has characterised it one way and the minister has another. But then, in terms of
when she became aware of it, regardless of how it is expressed, she said, “late last
week”. I think she has been responsive and she has been relevant, but there is a
disagreement, I guess, in the way that it has been viewed. But that is not necessarily a
point of order. Supplementary, Ms Lee?

MS LEE: Yes, Mr Speaker. Minister, has your directorate established a crisis
management team to deal with increased incidents of occupational violence, as
identified in the risk assessment planning? It is a very straightforward question.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: No, Mr Speaker. That is an absolutely incorrect description
of what has occurred. I can confirm that I received a copy of the school budget
implementation risk assessment on Tuesday, 15 September—so a little over a week ago.
It did identify that a structure that is known in the Education Directorate as a crisis
management team—because that is the way that they bring together people across the
directorate—has been established to work through to ensure that every relevant part of
the directorate and their skills are being brought to bear in managing the implementation
of the 2027 budget process. The crisis management team is a governance structure and
is not specifically related to the one risk that was identified that Ms Lee has been talking
about—among a number of other risks that were identified in the risk assessment. The
crisis management team is not related to that one risk.

MR PARTON: Minister, why did you proceed with budget decisions that could put
teachers and frontline school staff at greater risk, if your directorate knew that reducing
student supports as result of the school budget cuts would increase occupational
violence?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I refer the Opposition Leader to my previous answers. This
is a complete and utter mischaracterization of what is a standard process for risk
assessment, using the ACT Insurance Agency’s risk assessment framework. What the
Education Directorate has more recently done is establish a time-limited crisis
management team and implementation management team structure to reflect the scale,
complexity and compressed implementation timeframe associated with delivering the
2027 school budgets. This structure enables coordinated executive oversight, timely
decision-making, risk management—including all of the many risks that are associated
with a new, complex process that has not been done before—and consistent support to
schools throughout implementation.

Again, I want to assure schools, parents, carer and teachers and staff across our school
system that this is an iterative process and the Education Directorate is working very
hard to support schools. I was really pleased to receive advice from my office that a
specialist school board chair called the office today and wanted to pass on thanks for
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the communications that I delivered yesterday to clarify and correct the correct in
relation to cuts to specialist school funding that Ms Lee continued to insist were
occurring despite multiple assurances that that was not the case.

Public schools—funding

MS LEE: My question is to the Minister for Education. Your directorate’s internal
document on the risk assessments warned that principles could suffer stress, anxiety
and conflict as they communicated changes, including staffing impacts, to their school
communities. You, twice in answers today, have talked about multiple risks. Minister,
what are those other risks, aside from increased occupational violence? And, knowing
that your own directorate had identified those risks, how are you fulfilling your duty of
care to principals who are being left to manage the consequences of your decisions?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: There are, as I said, multiple risks. There are risks of conflict
in the discussions. There are risks to Education Directorate staff as well as principals
and other school staff, because these are challenging conversations. There are risks of
psychological injury associated with the way that these conversations are held. There
are risks of stress, anxiety and fatigue, decreased productivity, relationship breakdowns
and conflict, high turnover, poor trust—and media has been identified as a risk. I think
the opposition’s commentary has not specifically been identified as a risk, but it clearly
is a risk. It presents a risk of psychological injury to our schools—our teachers, our
principals and our school communities, including school boards and P&Cs, which are
continuing to receive incorrect information from those opposite, creating the risk of
anxiety and psychological injury.

Mr Cocks: Mr Speaker, on a point of order: I would ask for your guidance because the
minister has just asserted that the words of the opposition are actually harmful. I would
suggest that is probably unparliamentary.

MR SPEAKER: I ask the minister to be directly relevant to the answer. The question
that she was asked was about the risks that were presented to her, not necessarily free-
ranging about the impact the opposition’s words might have. I ask her to be relevant to
the question, which I think was in two parts. She seems to have answered one part, but
may be turning to the other part now.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: The hazard is maintaining stakeholder and community
relationships, and media has been identified as a risk. The opposition has not, but

probably should have been.

MS LEE: Minister, why was your directorate creating a risk assessment plan only last
week when principals were given their indicative budgets back in August?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: That is not the case. The risk assessment—
Ms Lee: You literally just said that.
MS STEPHEN-SMITH: No—I said I received it. Open your ears.

MR SPEAKER: Ms Lee, could you dial down the interjections, and, Minister, could
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you refer your comments to me and ignore Ms Lee.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I apologise, Mr Speaker. I withdraw. This is a risk
assessment that has been updated. You can see that it was originally written to go
through each phase of the process, starting from July. A version was dated
10 September and was sent to the union, and that was the version that I received last
week.

MRS MORRIS: Minister, do you accept that leaving principals to deliver difficult
staffing decisions while you publicly deny there are cuts represents a failure in your
duty of care to those school leaders?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I recognise that this has been a very difficult time for
principals. It has not been made any easier by the behaviour of those opposite, but I—

Mr Cocks: Mr Speaker, on a point of order: you have asked ministers on multiple
occasions during this question time to stick to answering questions and to cease
referring to—

MR SPEAKER: There is a point of order. I accept that. Minister, so that we do not
have to go further, could I ask you to answer the question and not debate it and spend
time on critiquing the opposition’s position? I ask that you be directly relevant.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I am happy to do that, Mr Speaker. In fact, I was about to say
that, for my part, [ absolutely accept responsibility for anything that [ have said that has
caused distress for principals. But, in this particular context, I am not the only person
who should be taking responsibility. It is directly relevant to the questions that I have
been asked about risk assessment and the risk of psychological injury that all of us in
this place consider how we have behaved in this matter and whether we are providing
supportive commentary to our school leaders or whether we are intentionally
misleading our school leaders, school boards and P&Cs in relation to this matter. [ have
sought to be up-front. I recognise that I said the other day in this place that there were
no cuts. I was referring to the budget overall for the Education Directorate, which has
seen an increase in budgeted FTEs between 2025-26 and 2026-27, and that is a factual
statement. I have also said repeatedly that some schools will be challenged by this
process.

Public schools—funding

MS LEE: My question is to the Minister for Education. Minister, reporting in the
Canberra Times shows the ACT’s four specialist schools face almost $10 million in
budget reductions. Yesterday, in question time you claimed those schools would receive
an additional $7 million in funding, but you refused to explain how the remaining $3
million shortfall would be addressed. You said, “No specialist school will receive less
funding in 2027 than in 2026.” You also pushed out a video statement last night saying
that specialist schools would not receive a single cent less next year. I ask you again: if
these schools are to receive a funding cut of almost $10 million—and you have stated
publicly that they have $7 million of additional funding—how is the shortfall going to
be made up? Where is that almost $3 million coming from?
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MS STEPHEN -SMITH: What I said yesterday was that we had allocated an
additional $7 million to ensure that no specialist school received a reduction in funding.
I also said that no specialist school will receive a reduction in funding. That does not
mean that the only source of additional support for specialist schools is that $7 million;
it means that we recognised upfront that there would be challenges in using the student
resource allocation model for specialist schools. We recognised that upfront and we
allocated additional resources. There is also an exceptions process. There is an overall
budget, and I will yet again reassure specialist school communities that there will be no
reduction in funding for any specialist school between 2026 and 2007. Ms Lee can keep
beating this drum and continuing to contribute to the psychological injury for our school
communities, but I will continue to—

Ms Lee: Point of order, Mr Speaker. You have asked repeatedly for the minister not to
engage in that kind of debate and she continues to do so, wilfully ignoring your rules.

Mr Cocks: Mr Speaker, [ would also suggest that you consider whether the minister is
also embarking on personal reflections and again whether it is fact parliamentary to
suggest that another member is causing injuries.

MR SPEAKER: On the point of order, Minister, I think it is important that the member
can asked a question without that question being used essentially as a characterisation
in the answer.

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I withdraw, Mr Speaker.
MR SPEAKER: Thank you, Minister.

MS LEE: Minister, are the figures contained in the Canberra Times which show a cut
of almost $10 million for the four specialist schools wrong?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I will take the question on notice, because I will have to
double-check whether the figures that did appear in the Canberra Times accurately
reflect—

Members interjecting—

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I think it is reasonable to say that I will need some advice
from the directorate as to whether those figures do accurately reflect the figures that
were actually provided to specialist schools in terms of what a student resource
allocation budget would look like for those schools for those schools.

The key point, Mr Speaker, is that it was clear from day one that the student resource
allocation model was not going to be an appropriate funding model for specialist
schools, there was always going to be an exceptions process for specialist schools and
that specialist schools would not see a reduction in funding from 2026 to 2027. That
has been clear in communication with specialist schools all along. The directorate has
now sent a further message specifically to specialist school communities. I have put out
social media to address this issue. It is absolutely clear, as I said yesterday multiple
times, that specialist schools will not receive a reduction in funding from 2026 to 2027.
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MR CAIN: Minister, if you do not know what the figures are, how can you say that
there is no reduction in funding?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I refer Mr Cain to my previous answers.
Public schools—funding

MS LEE: My question is to the Minister for Education. Minister, in question time
yesterday, when I asked you when the school budgets will be finalised, you said, and
I quote:

That is what happens every single year. But there is always an indicative budget
that is provided, that is pretty close.

Minister, given your own words—that indicative budgets are “pretty close” to the final
budgets—will you now concede that many ACT schools are facing cuts to their
individual school budgets in 2027?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: I thank Ms Lee for the opportunity to clarify, because in
reviewing the Hansard yesterday, 1 did think that I was probably a little bit loose. It is
absolutely true that budgets are only finally finalised in April of the school year, but
there is a final budget that schools can use to plan on, and it is usually provided to
schools in November-December. So, we are expecting that the final planning budget
will be provided to schools in November. Following this iterative process, where the
early indicative budget under the SRA model was provided, schools were asked to go
away and come back to the Education Directorate on this: “What would it look like to
meet that budget? Is that is going to be too difficult? Do we need to support your
transition? How can we work with you to ensure that the final budget actually ensures
that you can deliver excellent education safely for all of your students and staff?”

That is the process that we are currently in, Mr Speaker. It is a new process. I recognise
it is stressful. I want to thank the small team of staff in the Education Directorate that
have been working an incredible number of hours through this process, based on the
data that they had which they knew was incomplete. They told schools it was
incomplete and that they would need further information from schools to finalise this
process. So, the timeline will take us through to, about, November. I will take on notice
to provide some firmer dates around that, but I am pleased to have had the opportunity
to clarify that process.

MS LEE: Minister, how can principals have any confidence in you, given that
yesterday it was April and now, today, it is November, and they were given indicative
budgets in August?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: Well, principals already know what the process is. There
have been conversations with the directorate. What has changed in the last week is that
that process has slowed down. We know that, obviously, there was significant concern
from school communities. Principals have indicated, and the Education Directorate has
indicated, that more time is required, including to get out and talk to schools about the
potential impact of any changes and to do that really thorough risk assessment with
schools, not just with principals and school leaders but in going out to the wider school
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workforce in the way we are required to and would always want to in terms of engaging
the workforce to understand any risks associated with any change. So that process will
be given time to occur early in the next term.

We are about to head into the stand-down period and school holidays, so the first couple
of weeks of next term will be an opportunity for principals and school leaders to have
those conversations with their school communities about what the challenges are for
their individual schools, recognising that each school is different and each school is
facing different types of challenges in relation to their budget situation for next year
and what it would take to transition to a Student Resource Allocation plus adjustment-
based-resourcing model allocation.

Ultimately, Mr Speaker, this is about fair and equitable funding across our school
system, something that was clearly indicated was required by the Public School System
Resourcing Review. We are following the recommendations of that review—something
that this place has previously supported, and I will continue to do so.

MR COCKS: Minister, isn’t the real underlying issue that schools, parents and staff
are preparing for cuts based on the figures provided by your directorate, while you
continue to tell the public that those cuts do not exist?

MS STEPHEN-SMITH: While I have been clear that the overall education budget has
not been cut, I have also been clear—and we have been clear from the start—that some
school budgets would be reduced from 2026-2027 to ensure that funding across our
public education system is more equitable, in line with the recommendations of the
Public School System Resourcing Review. That has been clear from the start.

I am sorry to see the level of distress that has been caused in the community in relation
to this process. This was a new process, and I recognise that some of the communication
could have been managed better, not only by me but by the Education Directorate in
terms of their conversations with the union and the conversations with principals. They
were always going to be difficult conversations, and that is why the directorate
endeavoured to undertake a comprehensive risk assessment for the process itself. This
was not for the outcome of the process; this was for the management of the process
itself, to ensure that those risks could be mitigated. So, I apologise to anyone who has
experienced distress as a result of this.

We have tried to be really clear that we are slowing the process down and that we are
continuing to have those conversations with schools so that this iterative process can
result in budgets received in November and finalised in April. This will ensure that
every school can manage to deliver the education that our students deserve, safely for
students and staff.

ACT Training Awards
MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: My question is to the Minister for Skills, Training and
Industrial Relations. Minister, the ACT Training Awards were held earlier this month.

Can you update the Assembly on the awards and who the winners were?

MR PETTERSSON: I would like to thank Mr Werner-Gibbings for his strong interest
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in vocational education, as well as his advocacy for the south side and expanded TAFE
offering in Tuggeranong. The ACT Training Awards are the premier event to celebrate
vocational education in our city. It is always a fantastic evening filled with amazing,
inspiring stories. This year’s awards attracted over 60 comprehensive nominations
across 11 award categories. Each and every nomination tells a fantastic story of success
in our city.

While, unfortunately, there is not time to go through every nominee, every winner and
their stories, I would like to extend my sincere congratulations to all of them. I would
like to share with the chamber the major award winners.

I would like to inform the chamber that Emmi Lee is our apprentice of the year; Nathan
Snow our trainee of the year; Caitlin Carter our vocational student of the year; Mickyia
Glover our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student of the year; Khoa Dang
Nguyen our school-based apprentice of the year; and Tim Hawke our VET teacher of
the year.

Each winner overwhelmingly deserves their award and acclaim. They do amazing
things each and every day in our city. I wish them the absolute best in anticipation of
the Australian Training Awards, which they will be heading to in November.

MR WERNER-GIBBINGS: Minister, what is the importance of the ACT Training
Awards, and promoting achievement in vocational education?

MR PETTERSSON: I thank Mr Werner-Gibbings for the supplementary. Mr Speaker,
our city needs vocational education to function. VET grads make our city run, and we
should celebrate their accomplishments. It is important that we recognise this dedication
because it can encourage more people to pursue a VET pathway, and that is a wonderful
thing for our city.

One particular example I would like to share with the chamber is, of course, our trainee
of the year, Nathan. After a life-changing health experience, Nathan reflected on how
he could make a difference in the lives of others and, as a result, commenced his
traineeship in early childhood education and care. While balancing work, family and
study responsibilities, Nathan has developed into a valued educator and leader within
his workplace. His achievement highlights both the importance of VET as a pathway—
not just into care but into the broader economy—and the resilience demonstrated by so
many trainees across our community. Congratulations to Nathan in particular, and to
all of the ACT winners on your amazing successes.

MR EMERSON: Minister, what is the government doing to improve completion rates
at the public vocational education and training provider, CIT, which lagged behind
those many other VET providers?

MR PETTERSSON: I would like to thank Mr Emerson for the supplementary, and 1
appreciate his continued interest in CIT. It is always interesting when people frame their
questions in ways that speak down the public provider. CIT provides an important
offering in our city and the reason it is so important is CIT has a focus on inclusion and
equity, in which it seeks to support those that might not otherwise pursue vocational
education—not to just enter it to, but try to complete it. That is not always the case for
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all VET providers. So, to compare completion rates to an institution that has as its
central mission inclusion and equity, I do not think is a good point to raise.

But I would highlight for the member that CIT is working though the ACT government
with the commonwealth government, through the National Skills Agreement to
improve completions. Completions are a good thing, Mr Speaker. They grant those that
have done their study a qualification that is important for them as they enter the
workforce. But completions should not be the one, sole, only measure of success when
it comes to vocational education. For many people seeking VET education, their
objective might not be the completion but a job. And for someone, commonly a young
person, who has entered into a VET pathway but can secure a job that they are seeking
before they complete, that is not a bad outcome, Mr Speaker.

As a government, we do have an interest to make sure that, commonly, taxpayer
subsidised learning opportunity is completed. One, so they have that qualification for
the future. Two, so we as a city make sure we have the skills and qualifications we need.
These are not straightforward or simple measures, and I do not think crass questions
with comparisons of that nature are particularly useful, Mr Speaker.

Mr Barr: Thank you, Mr Speaker, that would be 48 questions and supplementaries, so
I will ask that all further questions be placed on the notice page.
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