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COALITION EYES MERGER

‘Super
agency’
for social
services
EXCLUSIVE

RICK MORTON
SOCIAL AFFAIRS WRITER

A SUPER-DEPARTMENT em-
ploying one-quarter of the com-
monwealth bureaucracy and
leading social policy from con-
ception to service delivery would
be created under plans being con-
sidered by the Coalition.

Social Services Minister Kevin
Andrews has signalled the poten-
tial for ‘‘substantial’’ savings from
a merger of the departments of
Social Services and Human Ser-
vices, warning bureaucrats that
‘‘change is inevitable’’ when he
was asked whether the move
would lead to redundancies.

Under the proposal, the De-
partment of Social Services,
which is the lead social policy
agency in the commonwealth,
could absorb the service delivery
functions of the nation’s biggest
bureaucracy, the Department
of Human Services, which
handles Centrelink and pension
payments.

In a wide-ranging interview
with The Australian, Mr Andrews
said any merger would lead to
substantial savings in the longer
term, but stressed this was only an
idea at present.

‘‘There is obviously an option
to bring those two (departments)
together,’’ he said. ‘‘It depends on
whether the commonwealth
wants to have just one depart-
ment which is service delivery or
do you say, ‘Look, frankly, you
could save a huge amount, par-
ticularly in the back office, by
having one system rather than
two, one set of corporate people
within the department rather
than two’.

‘‘There would obviously be,
maybe not immediately but over
the medium term . . . savings by
bringing the two together so
that’s clearly an option.’’

The proposals are being con-
sidered alongside the national
commission of audit announced
in October by Joe Hockey and
Finance Minister Mathias Cor-
mann to review the whole-of-
government operations. ‘‘We can
look at getting rid of waste, and
we will obviously do that in the
context of the next budget, and
everybody in government is on
that path,’’ Mr Andrews said.

He said the government had
no choice but to deal with change,
and he acknowledged duplicated
jobs would be lost if this option
went ahead

‘‘Change is inevitable, it’s how
you manage change,’’ he said. ‘‘If
you don’t . . . it’s going to occur,
anyway; it will sneak up on you
and the consequences will be
worse and the options for dealing
with it less.

‘‘There are things to be done
and we have to do them — we

weren’t elected just to run along.
The public service could quite
adequately run Australia without
any politicians. They do a reason-
able job of it, we do have a good
public service.’’

Thedepartmentshavebudgets
worth almost $100 billion and
Human Services employs about
35,000 people in its major role of
service delivery, although it has
far fewer resources.

Last year, its deputy secretary,
Barbara Bennett, wrote to em-
ployees and warned them the
agency had become too top-
heavy. ‘‘(It is) clear there are more
employees at the executive level
than are needed for the efficient
and effective operation of the
department,’’ she wrote.

The Coalition campaigned on
cutting the commonwealth pub-
lic service by about 12,000 pos-
itions but found, once in govern-
ment, that the previous Labor
administration had done some of
the work for them.

‘‘The government remains
committed to streamlining the
public service, but will review the
timing and approach to im-
plementing its commitment in
view of the expected headcount
reduction required by the former
government’s efficiency divi-
dends and associated measures,’’
it says.

‘‘Further decisions on the pub-
lic service headcount will be
taken in lightof the findingsof the
National Commission of Audit.’’

Commonwealth and Public
Sector Union assistant secretary
Louise Persse and other social
policy groups said the idea of
merging departments could have
some merit. ‘‘There may be some
organisational merit in looking at
combining the policy and service
delivery roles but this looks like
another Coalition job-cutting
exercise,’’ Ms Persse said.

‘‘Further, as anyone who has
visited a Centrelink office or a call
centre can tell you, there are not
enough staff to meet customer
demand, and that’s the real
problem.

‘‘More than 4000 Department
of Human Services positions
have been lost in the past two
years, and the Coalition will slash
thousands more.’’

However, National Welfare
Rights Network president Maree
O’Halloran said there was often

Continued on Page 4

MORE REPORTS P4

Inferno razes 49 homes as heatwave moves east

MATTHEW POON

An aerial view yesterday shows the aftermath of the blaze that ripped through Mundaring Shire in Perth’s east

PAIGE TAYLOR
NICOLAS PERPITCH

COLIN MURTY

Resident Jean Limbert waits to hear the fate of her house

DFES

At its peak the blaze caused spot fires as far as 3.5km away

FORTY-NINE homes have been
destroyed in a blaze so ferocious
that 385 firefighters were forced to
attack it on the flanks as it ripped
through houses in Perth’s east
after a power pole fell on to dry
grass on Sunday.

Four missing people were
accounted for last night after a day
of worry that they may have been
trapped in the blaze. There will be
a death toll of one from the fire —
a 62-year-old man who died on
Sunday on the roof of his home as
he tried to prepare.

A record Perth heatwave eased
yesterday to allow emergency
authorities to contain the blaze,
which at its height threw spot fires
up to 3.5km in front of itself. Fire
Commissioner Wayne Gregson
revealed the fire was so intense it
was unassailable from the front as
it marched east through the semi-
rural suburbs of Parkerville and
Stoneville in the Perth hills.

In the hours after authorities
got their first on-the-ground look
at the extent of the damage, Mr
Gregson said four people were
missing. He said firefighters had
beento theirpropertiesbutdidnot
know if they were still in the fire

zone. ‘‘It could well be that some
individuals have been victims of
the fire,’’ he said before latest
updates indicated all four had
been accounted for.

Attention now turns to South
Australia and Victoria, with fore-

casters expecting the worst heat-
wave since 2009, when the Black
Saturday bushfires left 173 dead in
Victoria. Temperatures are fore-
cast to pass 40C from today in
Adelaide and Melbourne.

The speed and the intensity of

the Perth hills fire surprised many.
Cara Cornelius said she had been
hosing down her house when she
saw the fire on the horizon. She
thought she had plenty of time,
but left because her young son was
getting frightened.

Five minutes later, as Ms
Cornelius left her suburb, she said
she received an alert from the
Department of Fire and Emer-
gency Services warning her that if
she was still in her street it would
be too late to flee.

Yesterday some firefighters
privately shared their frustration
that so many homeowners in the
bucolic region had failed to clear
vegetation around their homes, a
contentious point in the wake of
the 2011 fires that razed 72 homes
in Perth’s east.

Mr Gregson said yesterday his
department encouraged
‘‘exclusion zones’’ around homes.

‘‘We publish standards, we try
and educate people. We do every-
thing we can to make people
aware of the risks,’’ Mr Gregson
said.

‘‘We try and say to people you
need to prepare. We spend a lot of
money on community education
and we spend a lot of time

Continued on Page 4
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Tough times for
first-home buyers

FIRST-HOME buyers are being
squeezed out of the market as
never before, with their share of
new home loans dropping to the
lowest recorded level.

The share of first-home
buyers among recipients of new
home loans fell to 12.3 per cent in
November, the lowest propor-
tion since data collection began
in 1991 and far below the 20 per
cent average level since.

FULL REPORT P2

EXCLUSIVE

ROWAN CALLICK
JULIE HARE

NICK CATER
P10

THE first task of the 
government’s review panel 
should be to translate
the national 
curriculum into 
English, eliminate 
the verbiage, and 
publish it for 
public discussion

‘Teach our heritage before Asia’

ONE of Australia’s most dis-
tinguished Asian history experts
has backed the Coalition’s review
of the national curriculum, argu-
ing that only when ‘‘we under-
stand ourselves first’’ should we
learn about Asia.

The national curriculum was
drawn up in 2009 with three
central threads — indigenous
culture, sustainability and Asia.

But Tony Milner, the Basham
professor of Asian history at the
Australian National University
and professorial fellow at
Asialink at Melbourne Univer-

sity, said the government ‘‘has a
point when it says it wants a
greater stress on the heritage
of ideas that shape modern
Australia’’.

He said the heritage that
‘‘underpins our political and legal

institutions, our media, and even
our multiculturalism’’ was largely
British. ‘‘It seems tomeaperfectly
reasonable thing to want to
recognise that,’’ he said.

It was ‘‘better to have a clearer
sense of where we come from —
thatprovidesuswithagoodstart-
ing point for understanding the
societies around us’’, he said.

Education Minister Chris-
topher Pyne last week com-
missioned educationist Kevin
Donnelly and political scientist
Ken Wiltshire to review the cur-
riculum in a report due by the
middle of the year.

An open letter opposing the
review, signed by more than 170
teachers, principals and aca-
demics, was scheduled to appear
on Fairfax Media websites this

Continued on Page 2

Abbott heads to Davos
to spruik G20 agenda
EXCLUSIVE

DAVID UREN
ECONOMICS EDITOR

TONY Abbott will spell out his
vision for the reform of global
trade to world leaders at the
World Economic Forum in
Switzerland next week.

The Prime Minister and
Trade Minister Andrew Robb
are travelling to the annual busi-
ness conference in the town of
Davos to build support for Aus-
tralia’s G20 agenda.

Mr Abbott’s presentation
next Thursday will be his first
opportunity to explain to a glo-

bal audience what he wants to
achieve from Australia’s role as
chair of the international body,
culminating in the annual G20
summit in Brisbane in Novem-
ber. It will also be one his last
opportunities to engage person-
ally with leaders gathered in one
spot before the annual summit
season gets under way later this
year.

Mr Abbott is expected to give
particular focus to returns from
trade — the aspect of the G20
agenda where Australia expects
to make tangible gains over the
year ahead through bilateral and
regional agreements.

The government’s initial
statement of its G20 priorities

Continued on Page 2

‘Our house got
burned down, I’ve
got nowhere to go’

NICOLAS PERPITCH

LOSS and shock took their toll in
the hills east of Perth yesterday
as family after family learned
they were now homeless. For
others, not knowing was almost
as bad.

While authorities last night
confirmed 49 houses had been
destroyed in Sunday’s firestorm,
many frustrated families spent
most of yesterday unsure if their
homes were still standing, with

few allowed back into the
devastated semi-rural suburbs
east of the capital.

For Gary and Sandy Elwood,
word that their Stoneville home
was destroyed was still sinking
in. Surrounded by fearful and
emotional residents at an
evacuation centre in Perth’s
east, they said they were focused
on the good news that nobody in
their family was hurt or worse.

‘‘I know it’s gone. I’ve
accepted it,’’ Ms Elwood said.
‘‘The kids are fine, the family’s
fine and that’s all I care about.’’

A young woman whose house
burned down in Ayers Road,
Stoneville, said she was unaware
of the danger she was in until a
low-flying helicopter caught her

attention on Sunday morning,
shortly after the temperature in
Perth reached 40C.

‘‘We were having breakfast
then we heard a helicopter . . .
we stepped outside and there
was just smoke everywhere,’’ she
told the Nine Network. ‘‘You
could see the redness from the
clouds. It was very scary. Our
family home got burned down
. . . Now I’ve got nowhere to go.’’

Others were hoping for the
best. The uncertainty was
excruciating for Jean Limbert,
81, who tearfully held on to her
little dog and contemplated
what she would do if word came
from inside the fire zone that her
Stoneville house was gone.
‘‘We’re right in the middle,’’ she

said. Premier Colin Barnett cut
short his leave to attend a
community information
meeting of about 600 people in
Swan View yesterday morning.

The disaster is on a similar
scale to the 2011 fires that
torched the eastern suburbs of
Roleystone and Kelmscott in
February 2011, when 47 homes
were destroyed.

Yesterday, the Department of
Fire and Emergency Services
and Shire of Mundaring were
methodically contacting people
as it was confirmed their homes
were lost. But some, such as Ms
Limbert, could not be contacted
immediately as her mobile
phone had run out

Continued on Page 4
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