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HISTORY OF OAG AND LOOKING TO FUTURE 

Thank you Ms Clohesy, and all of our special guests from Parliament, for sharing your thoughts 

and experiences with us. It is so important for me that our staff, some of whom may never have 

set foot in this beautiful building, or met a Member of Parliament in person, hear from you about 

the significance and impact of their everyday work. 

 

I want to take this opportunity to recognise some other very important public sector figures who 

have taken time out of their hectic schedules to join us for our 190th anniversary. I was very 

pleased that my fellow integrity officers were able to make it, and I’d like to point out who you 

are, for our staff who might not have crossed paths with you yet. 

 

Chris Field, the WA Ombudsman, and Cath Fletcher, our Information Commissioner, are like me 

ex-officio members of the State Records Commission. I thank the outstanding staff of the State 

Records Office for unearthing some of the gems within the State Archives for our special 

souvenir program. 

Some of our Office’s work also intersects with that of the Corruption and Crime Commission, 

and Ray Warnes the CEO of the CCC is also here with us today, and Commissioner McKechnie 

has provided a message for staff for our program. I also want to point out Colin Pettit, the 

Commissioner for Children and Young People, and Eamon Ryan, our Inspector of Custodial 

Services. Inspector, I thought you might be interested to know that our first ever performance 

audit in 1988 was on the management of prison industries in the department of corrective 

services! The Public Sector Commissioner, Sharyn O’Neil, sends her sincere apologies to staff 

and has provided a message for our souvenir program. 

 

These public sector leaders and their staff perform vitally important monitoring roles that boost 

and complement our own work in maintaining a transparent, accountable and reputable public 
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sector that the people of Western Australia can have faith in to serve them efficiently, effectively 

and ethically. 

 

Finally, most of you would know Colin Murphy, my predecessor who served over 11 years as 

Auditor General and Acting Auditor General and left me an office that already had an excellent 

reputation and dedicated staff. Des Pearson, Auditor General before Colin Murphy and the 

current Independent Chair of our Office’s Audit Committee, is also here, as is Glen Clarke, 

former Deputy Auditor General who I know is remembered fondly by many. All of us in today’s 

OAG build on their fine legacies, and those of all our predecessors.  

 

CHANGE AS A CONSTANT 

Speaking of my predecessors, I would like to provide some anecdotes that highlight the ways 

our role as public auditor has both evolved, and remained constant, over so many years. The 

past few years have for us been a time of change – we’ve taken on the audits of 148 local 

governments, introduced initiatives such as requesting entities to agree to implementation 

deadlines for performance recommendations, and just now we have been requested to expand 

our services into the realm of forensic auditing.  

 

Yet of course, change itself is actually constant. The accounting profession has been around for 

thousands of years – in fact, accounting for quantities of resources is acknowledged as perhaps 

the earliest form of deciphered writing roughly 5000 years ago (in what is now Iraq), when 

symbolic impressions, including for valued things such as bread and sheep, were made on clay 

tablets. Early auditors and stock-takers must surely have been present too! We see accountants 

are even mentioned in texts such as the bible.  

Over time, audit approaches have certainly evolved. Indeed, it was only in 1988 that we started 

doing performance audits here in WA, though you’ll see from extracts such as that on page 8 of 
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your souvenir programs that financial audit opinions 100 years earlier could be quite wordy and 

creative back in the day.  

 

You might be interested to learn that the current period isn’t the first time we have been the 

auditors of local government: we actually did this for a few short years back in the early-1980’s. 

We also had some limited follow-the-dollar provisions as far back as the Audit Act 1891, where 

we could take stock of crown property whether in public or private stores. Around the early 

1900s, audit opinions were called “Auditor General’s rulings”. And when you look in your 

programs, you’ll find some memories from current staff recalling further how work in the office 

has changed over the years.  

 

In my perusal of our precious Office archives, I have been quite taken with the work of former 

Auditor General Fred Spencer, who served from 1891 to 1904. Obviously I was drawn to his 

surname (no known relation!), and I was also taken by his colourful writing style and the 

significance of the time he served, which coincided with the establishment of responsible 

government and a bicameral Parliament in 1890. His term commenced upon passage of the 

second Audit and he served through federation of the colonies and saw the formation of the 

nation state we now call Australia. It’s fascinating to see the very strong parallels between the 

issues Mr Spencer and some of his successors faced as public auditor, and those we face 

today. 

 

For instance, Mr Spencer reported in 1897 about the “phenomenal increase in the financial 

transactions of the Government” that his small group of staff had audited. We can liken this to 

our workload increase in taking on local government audit today. And in 1895 it seems like Mr 

Spencer was promoting an engaging plain English approach to reporting. For instance, his 

opinion on the accounts of the Post Office was simple and to the point: 
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 ‘I am quite sure that you will experience pleasure at learning everything in connection 

with the Cash Accounts was found satisfactory’.  

 

Unfortunately, the Warden’s Office did not fare so well. Mr Spencer was ‘sorry to say’ that the 

Warden’s Office Cash Accounts were: 

‘found in an unsatisfactory state, and I really do consider the time has arrived for 

appointing an officer with a good knowledge of accounts to undertake the duties 

connected therewith…’    

 

I don’t know that today we would make such a public declaration of our lack of faith in a 

particular officer’s capabilities, but of course a quiet word sharing our perspectives to those 

charged with governance can these days be much valued and initiate the desired effect of better 

public administration.  

 

Audit reports can tell us much about the times, and although we think we have a big task 

reaching all corners of the State or face challenges retaining staff during changing economic 

conditions, things have been similarly tough and unpredictable for our predecessors.  

 

Travelling to regional entities was much harder back then than it is now. For instance in 1895 

audit staff had to delay plans to travel to Southern Cross by rail for audit work due to fear of 

typhoid. All this was duly explained to the Parliament, to whom it was evident throughout Auditor 

General Fred Spencer’s reports he so clearly devotedly served and was accountable to. And 

during 1915, when Charles Toppin was Auditor General, his workforce was impacted by a large 

number of staff joining the armed forces to serve in the Great War. Auditor General Toppin 

wanted to acknowledge their service to our country as well as the practical impact on remaining 

staff having to put in much overtime without any extra remuneration, though apparently some of 
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them at least received tea money, but only under certain conditions. Today’s auditors are 

protected by the Public Sector Management Act and have benefits such as flexitime and travel 

allowances to compensate them for the significant additional hours required to meet deadlines 

during our busy seasons.  

 

DATA ANALYTICS 

With our current Parliament and community’s focus on the unsettling fraud allegations of a high-

ranking public servant, our Office’s role has come into the spotlight. People are talking about 

what auditors do and what they don’t do, and how follow-up of our office’s recommendations 

can be ensured. Already we’ve seen some positive outcomes of these discussions, including 

that audit committees are now being mandated for public sector entities with an external chair. 

We have also been requested to look into, and will consider that request, how we might further 

use data analytics and forensic auditing techniques to look more deeply, and in a very targeted 

way, into the transactions and controls of agencies.  

 

With this we are moving into an interesting space that carries heightened expectations and 

responsibilities. It’s a sign of our times when Parliament places such emphasis on technology to 

combat fraud. But of course fraud risk in the public sector, and indeed all sectors, has been with 

us forever. Wherever you have money and people, you have risk of corruption. In 1895, Auditor 

General Fred Spencer emphasised in one of his audit reports how important it is to employ 

officers that are trustworthy. Otherwise, he wrote: 

 ‘there are so many loopholes for fraud to those dishonestly inclined that the probability 

is considerable [that] loss to the revenue may ensue’. 

 

Despite what some in the community might think, our job as auditors is not to prevent fraud, 

although we are always on the look-out for it in our work. The job of fraud prevention rests with 
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management.  It is also the duty of management, along with other integrity agencies including 

the PSC and CCC, to follow up on fraudulent activities that our work might uncover. But our 

work in identifying discrepancies and patterns in accounts is an extremely valuable part of our 

integrity framework. As an example Fred Spencer’s audit reports from 1910 identified the 

following anomalies at the Perth Public Hospital: 

 “stock was taken by the person receiving and issuing; in future this should be avoided. 

Stocktaking disclosed a net shortage of £122, 0s, 8d, but a test by the Audit Officer 

showed further discrepancies which require explaining …. A test of the contract rates 

disclosed that some lines were purchased at higher rates, and from other than the 

contractor. This [too] requires explaining.” 

 

This example demonstrates how we as public sector auditors have always offered an important 

line of defence, after management’s implementation and monitoring of controls. I say to our 

current OAG staff, you may feel at times that your efforts go unrecognised, but your work has 

enduring value and is critical to promoting sound public administration and the good governance 

of this State. 

 

HANDOVER TO RICHARD WALLEY 

Captain Stirling felt that independent oversight of government spending was so important that 

he established a Board of Counsel and Audit even before landing on the shores of what was to 

become the Swan River Colony, or what we now know as Perth. He wanted to make sure that 

the colony started off with structures in place to promote transparency and probity.  

 

Of course, it’s important to recognise that the Whadjuk people of the Nyoongar nation, the 

traditional custodians of this place, had their own systems of governance, reinforced over 

thousands of years to hold people to account and ensure the rules of the society are followed. 
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Their systems allowed their people to live in this land through extreme changes, including 

droughts, floods and the arrival of a very different and overbearing new culture. 

 

So as we stand here, as today’s Office of the Auditor General, together with many of our 

significant stakeholders, all working together in service to all the people of Western Australia, 

we know that we have a society where there is much to be celebrated. When we compare what 

we have here today with what many in this world endure, we see that we have a free and civil 

society. We have a society where we can expect equal treatment under the law, and to be kept 

safe and supported by the State in our times of need. We have a society where we can elect the 

people who make our laws, and even, as otherwise very ordinary citizens, participate in 

overseeing the system of governance of this land. How remarkable.  

 

Much to be acknowledged indeed. Much to be celebrated in fact, and much to be cherished and 

protected. 

 

But we also know that in our Westminster system of parliamentary democracy and responsible 

government, that we do not have all the answers. Sometimes, the expectations of our 

community are not met. Sometimes those within it, including public officers, fail spectacularly. 

Sometimes they just don’t put in enough effort in the right way, and they just don’t get it quite 

right.  

So we know that we do not have all the answers to the challenges that face us as a community. 

We know, especially in our roles, that it is not always clear on how best to uphold the laws of the 

land, or how best to organise the services, or reach those in need, or be accountable to our 

peers? And try as we might to figure it out, we do not yet have all the answers. That much is 

clear.  
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So what do we need to know? What can we learn from each other? What strengths are there in 

the perspectives brought from all the knowledge systems represented within this chamber and 

within our community? We know that it is our diversity, our various perspectives, that will allow 

us to continue to meet the many challenges that lie ahead. 

  

So, it is at this point that I’d like to hand over to Dr Richard Walley, who has joined us to share 

some insights into Aboriginal governance. You will remember that Dr Walley started a 

conversation with our office, as part of our cultural journey, last year. Please join me in 

welcoming Dr Walley to speak to us in this Chamber. 

 

DR RICHARD WALLEY 

 

 

 

Thank you Richard for sharing just some of the wisdom of the insights of your culture 

with us today. This represents an ongoing dialogue for us as an office and as a 

community.  

 

CLOSING REMARKS 

Final thanks to the guests and dignitaries 

Thank you all for your attendance today. It truly does mean a great deal to me and my team that 

you can be here to share this milestone with us. Your recognition of the work of the Office 

serves as another source of professional motivation and pride for us to each continue the often 

challenging but very satisfying and important work that we do. 
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To all OAG staff, including Deputy Auditor General Sandra Labuschagne, and my Executive 

Officer Natalie Churn and Principal Adviser Tim Hughes, and my incredibly hardworking 

executive team and our dedicated senior leaders, I trust you have enjoyed the proceedings so 

far and those that will soon follow. You are—collectively, our organisation’s greatest asset. Your 

efforts and your attitude, in the face of a significant increase in audit responsibility, are greatly 

valued and it is an honour to serve as your Auditor General.  

 

Finally, on a very personal note, I want to thank my family, without whose support I could not 

be undertaking this demanding role. It is also with them that I commenced my discovery of this 

magnificent state – its vast and striking landmass, its coastal waters teeming with wondrous life, 

its bold and intricate wildflowers, and meeting its diverse friendly and industrious people.   

 

In closing, you may be interested to know that exactly 100 years ago today, Auditor General 

Charles Toppin confirmed he had conducted an investigation into the accounts of the 

Parliamentary Catering Committee at the request of a Minister. We can only speculate as to 

what was going on back then, as the findings were not included in his report. However, I have 

every confidence that those currently in charge of Parliamentary Services and Catering, namely 

Rob Hunter and Enno Schijf who were also instrumental in pulling this event together, have 

arranged for us outside in the courtyard a beautiful morning tea that will be fully accounted for 

and receive a glowing opinion from our office! 

 

I look forward to joining you out there. 

 

PHOTO 
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In the meantime, a photo by Sarah the parliamentary photographer before we exit. Those of you 

upstairs please all come downstairs as efficiently as possible and we will all arrange ourselves 

in Sarah’s view to capture a memento of this celebration.  

 

 

 

Caroline Spencer 

Auditor General 

2 December 2019 

Legislative Assembly Chamber of the Parliament of Western Australia 


