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GENERAL OVERVIEW

Introduction

The Finance and Public Administration Legislation Committee has responsibility for the oversight of the following portfolios:

· Parliament;

· Prime Minister and Cabinet; and

· Finance and Administration.

Under Senate Standing Order 25 (21), annual reports of departments and agencies stand referred to legislation committees in accordance with the allocation of departments and agencies to committees by resolution of the Senate.  Each committee is required to:

(a)
examine each annual report referred to it and report to the Senate whether the report is apparently satisfactory;

(b)
consider in more detail, and report to the Senate on, each annual report which is not apparently satisfactory, and on the other annual reports which it selects for more detailed consideration;

(c)
investigate and report to the Senate on any lateness in the presentation of annual reports;

(d)
in considering an annual report, take into account any relevant remarks about the report made in debate in the Senate;

(e)
if the committee so determines, consider annual reports of departments and budget-related agencies in conjunction with examination of estimates;

(f)
report on annual reports tabled by 31 October each year by the tenth sitting day of the following year, and on annual reports tabled by 30 April each year by the tenth sitting day after 30 June of that year;

(g)
draw to the attention of the Senate any significant matters relating to the operations and performance of the bodies furnishing the annual reports; and

(h)
report to the Senate each year whether there are any bodies which do not present annual reports to the Senate and which should present such reports.

The Committee examined nine annual reports tabled in the Senate in the period from 1 November 1997 to 30 April 1998.  For convenience, it also considered one annual report tabled after that date.  Annual reports examined included one from an executive department, seven from statutory bodies or offices, one from a non-statutory body and one on the operations of an Act.  Included in the reports examined was the final annual report of the Department of Administrative Services which merged with the Department of Finance on 9 October 1997 to form the Department of Finance and Administration.

GENERAL COMMENTS

All reports examined generally followed reporting requirements and were considered to be ‘apparently satisfactory’.  While the coverage of reporting on performance is improving, the Committee, however, reiterates last year’s comments of encouraging bodies to place more emphasis on reporting program performance, that is, stating objectives, recounting what actually occurred, noting any problems and the strategies used to deal with them.

Timeliness

The report of the former Department of Administrative Services (DAS) was tabled in the Senate on 25 November 1997, almost a month after the due date of 31 October.  On 30 October 1997 notification of the delay in presentation of the report by the Minister for Finance and Administration was tabled in both houses along with correspondence from the responsible departmental secretary to the Minister.  The delay in presentation was said to be a result of the delay in the completion of the 1996-97 financial statements following business closures in the former DAS and the loss of many experienced staff.

The Committee notes that the Central Land Council report appears to have been received by the Minister on 4 November 1997 and tabled on 3 March with the other land council reports which were received by the Minister in late December.  While technically this was within 15 sitting days in which reports could be tabled, the Committee once again urges ministers not to batch reports but to table them as soon as possible after receipt.  The Committee commends the Central Land Council for the timely completion of its report.

REPORTS EXAMINED

Reports of executive departments

Department of Administrative Services Annual Report 1996-97

As previously mentioned, this was the final report of the Department of Administrative Services as an independent department.

The report highlighted significant changes to the operations of DAS following the implementation of government policy on privatisation, competition and contracting out, which resulted in the sale of most DAS businesses and shifted DAS from a largely commercial operation to one with more of a focus on policy advice, contract management and delivery of public interest services.  Significant activities of the department for the year under review were the sale of the business units and the reform of property management.

The report provided good coverage of performance for most programs with clear and specific performance indicators listed.  Business units were able to set, amongst other criteria, quantitative measures for performance based on a comparison of a goal sale figure and an actual figure.

The Committee notes the reporting of problems associated with the reduction of staff numbers in the Asset Services program.  Problems included difficulties experienced by staff in remaining focussed on developmental goals when preoccupied with managing redundancies and the sale of the business, resulting in low productivity and problems associated with low morale.  Although coverage of this area was very general, and no specific information was provided on how morale was measured, the Committee commends the former department for its openness in reporting these difficulties.

It cannot, however, commend the department for its failure to complete certain figures in the report – for example, the amount spent on advertising and associated projects through the central advertising system during 1996-97, public relations consultants and research associated with public education campaigns.
  This and many other instances of hasty compilation are to be regretted even in the final report of a Commonwealth body.

Reports of statutory offices and statutory bodies

Aboriginal Land Commissioner – Report for year ended 30 June 1997 and Report for the period ended 24 October 1997

The report covered an unusual reporting period to include an extra period after 30 June to the date of the expiration of the Commissioner’s term (24 October 1997).

On the tabling of the report in the Senate, Senator Cooney commended the work of the outgoing Commissioner and noted correspondence between the Minister and the Commissioner regarding the matter of the Commissioner’s workload prior to the expiration of his term, a matter which had been addressed in the report.

The Committee once again notes the apparent delay in the tabling of the Aboriginal Land Commissioner’s report by the Minister.  The report was completed promptly, especially considering the extended reporting period, and was apparently received by the Minister on 17 November 1997.
  However, the report was not tabled by the Minister until 13 May 1998, well over the 15 sitting days allowed.  While there may have been exceptional circumstances in this particular instance, the Committee nevertheless urges all ministers to table annual reports promptly.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commercial Development Corporation Annual Report - 1996-97

The report was tabled on 2 December 1997 and the Committee notes the prompt tabling in comparison to last year.

The Commercial Development Corporation’s report is well presented providing performance information against corporate plan objectives and on individual investments.  The Corporation noted several negative influences impacting on its investments which reduced both profitability and the carrying value.  Broad economic policies and market conditions impacting upon investments included a down-turn in tourism, decline in property and leasing values, reduction in the price of gold and reduced interest rates.  Also, the Sunwood Timber venture was placed into voluntary administration in May 1997 and increased provisions were made for costs associated with the wind-up.  Overall financial performance was described as disappointing.  The Committee commends the Corporation’s continued frank reporting of disappointments as well as successes.

Despite a disappointing year on some fronts the summary of achievements sees the Corporation claiming it is successfully carrying out its objectives; that is, enhancing economic advancement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people through increased equity in commercial ventures. Notable achievements included: 

· involvement in 19 different business ventures with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representative organisations holding direct commercial equity interests in 15 significant business ventures;

· maintenance of a diverse investment portfolio;

· enhanced skills and direct employment of some 120 Aboriginal people (down on last year’s number but still impressive);

· a growing awareness of the corporation in the business community; and

· the important role of joint ventures in the reconciliation process.

The report outlines a major initiative of the corporation which is due for completion in 1997-98 involving the review, redefinition, restructure and redirection in all areas of operation incorporating the new corporate plan.  The Committee looks forward to seeing the results of the review.

The Corporation’s financial statements were unqualified.

Sixth Annual Report of the Anindilyakwa Land Council 1996-97

The report is a useful document outlining the main activities of the Anindilyakwa Land Council including the continued participation of the Council in the Sea Management Programme which works towards preservation of the waters within the region; an update on the turtle breeding program with useful background information; the Park Ranger Project, with support from GEMCo and the Groote Eylandt Aboriginal Trust, employing aboriginal people to protect the land from misuse; and the positive steps towards environmental rehabilitation following mining activities.

The report emphasises the importance of the land and sea to the people of Groote Eylandt and Bickerton Island and therefore many activities of the Council focussed on dealing with local environmental issues.  The report outlined a number of activities the Council is involved in, in cooperation with other parties, to address these issues including the removal of dumped fishing nets and representation on the Milner Bay Environment Advisory Group. The Committee will be keen to see developments on these issues.

The Council’s financial statements were unqualified by an independent auditor.  In debate in the Senate chamber on the Council’s report, Senator Tambling noted the well structured and maintained finances.
  He also commented on the reporting of both the wide range of business activities being undertaken in the community and social issues.

Central Land Council Annual Report 1996-97

The Council continues to prepare a quality report which provides information which closely adheres to the suggested guidelines for annual reports by statutory bodies.  While the report focuses on activity reporting, the Committee is pleased to see the inclusion of general performance information for some areas.  For example, the section on Finance and Administration lists achievements for improved efficiency in the carrying out the organisation’s statutory responsibilities and delivery of services to clients through such means as upgraded information systems, increased productivity through enterprise bargaining and enhanced staff training and development.  The inclusion of measurable performance indicators would have enhanced this aspect of the report.

The Committee noted two unfortunate errors: the letter of transmittal was dated 1996 and the financial statements were said to cover the year 1996.

Once again the Council’s financial statements were qualified by an independent auditor with regard to distributions made outside the period required by Section 35 of the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976.  The same qualification has been noted in at least the last four annual reports of the Council.  The report stated that the non-compliance had been advised to the Minister in a letter dated 16 October 1997.  As this appears to be an ongoing problem, it might warrant an explanation in the report.

Northern Land Council Annual Report 1996-97

The Northern Land Council has presented a report which is very informative and provides useful detail on the activities of the Council during the year under review.  Noted in the report are:

· substantial restructuring resulting in the establishment of regional councils, providing greater decision making autonomy in relation to land use agreements;

· the 20th anniversary land rights celebrations, involving a number of events around the country to both celebrate important land rights victories and provide reflection on the previous struggles and the future of land rights in the Northern Territory; and

· the highlighting of the sunset clause in the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 which became effective on 4 June 1997, ending the lodgement of land claims under the Act after this date.  

On the tabling of the report in the Senate, Senator Tambling commended the Council for the major improvement on previous years with regard to administration and accountability.
  These comments notwithstanding, the Committee would encourage the Council to place more emphasis on performance reporting; that is, how well its objectives were achieved, with reference to performance indicators.  This would enhance the report’s value as a document of accountability.

The Council continues its forthright reporting style in some areas of the report.  However, in comparison to previous years, as noted by Senator Tambling ‘… it is nowhere near as party political or partisan political as the Northern Land Council has previously been on other reports’.

The Committee notes that the financial statements were unqualified.

Office of the Official Secretary to the Governor-General Annual Report 1996-97

On this occasion the Official Secretary’s report was tabled on 11 November 1997.  While technically timely, the report has for the last four years been tabled later each time.  The Committee hopes that this trend does not continue.

In terms of quality, the report is becoming an increasingly useful document providing not only detail of activities of the office in the year under review but also performance information in some areas. In particular the Committee found useful the appendices providing a breakdown by category, gender and level of awards conferred in the general division for Australia Day and Queen’s Birthday 1997 and the Queen’s Birthday 1975 – 1997.  The Official Secretary also reported on savings within the allocated appropriation for official travel by the Governor-General attributable in part to careful management of his domestic travel program, and improvements to productivity as a result of increased use of information technology for a range of activities.

The report followed up on the review of organisation and staffing that was foreshadowed in last year’s annual report.  The review consultants recommended a structural reorganisation which was implemented from 7 April 1997 and which appears eminently sound to the Committee.  Also recommended was the development of a team structure with greater levels of delegated authority and responsibility, the development of a corporate plan and the introduction of a performance management scheme. 

Tiwi Land Council Eighteenth Annual Report 1996-97

The Tiwi Land Council report is well presented and provides helpful information on its operations and generally follows the recommended inclusions from the guidelines for the presentation of annual reports by statutory authorities.

The new Council Chairman, Marius Puruntatameri, reported on the new model health policy which is directed and implemented by Tiwi people.  The Tiwi people see it as the first opportunity for real involvement and hope this model of self management can be applied to other services and support activities.  The Council is optimistic about development of the economy with planned projects estimated to reduce unemployment.

The report followed up on the previously reported economic development strategy booklet, listing the major land use categories.  The development of the Tiwi Islands Training and Employment Board focussing on the particular needs of the Tiwi people is an initiative of the Council and was developed as a result of information reported in the economic development strategy on the failure of ad hoc training courses in the past.

The Council reported an end to the trend of declining income from the Aboriginals Benefit Trust Account experienced over the past five years, and this year reported an increase of nearly 30 per cent.  This turn around allays, to some extent, concerns conveyed in last year’s report of a continuing decline potentially affecting cultural and development activity.

The financial statements were again unqualified this year.

As with the Anindilyakwa Land Council, the Tiwi Land Council annual report was commended by Senator Tambling in the Senate on its tabling; he praised the excellent work of the Council on behalf of the Tiwi people and he noted its good accounting practices and very strong accountability ethos.

Reports of non-statutory bodies

National Procurement Board Report 1 January 1996 – 30 June 1997

This is the second report of the Board, covering the period 1 January 1996 to 30 June 1997.

Since the tabling of this report the government has subsequently announced new Commonwealth purchasing arrangements which saw the National Procurement Board cease operations in March 1998.  The new arrangements have moved the role fulfilled by the Board, along with the responsibility for delivering purchasing policy for the whole of the Commonwealth, to the Competitive Tendering and Contracting Group in the Department of Finance and Administration.

The report is concise and appears to give a full and fair coverage of the Board’s operations during the reporting period.

Reports on the operation of acts

Members of Parliament (Staff) Act 1984 - Consultants engaged under Section 4 of the Act

This report was tabled on 25 November 1997 in accordance with Section 31 of the Act that requires the Prime Minister to prepare and table a report as soon as practicable after 30 June each year on details of ministerial consultants.

One consultant had been employed under the Act during the period and was located in the Prime Minister’s office.

REQUIREMENT FOR NON-REPORTING BODIES TO REPORT

In accordance with standing order 25 (21) (h) the Committee is required to report on bodies which do not present an annual report to the Senate and which should present such a report.

On this occasion, the Committee makes no recommendation under this requirement.

Senator the Hon Brian Gibson

Chairman
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