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Submission to ACT Legislative Assembly Standing Committee on 
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Inquiry into form of an evaluation of current ACT policing arrangements 

I ask the committee to accept this as a late submission to its inquiry into the evaluation of current 

ACT policing arrangements. The inquiry was only recently brought to my attention. 

My perspective on the issues before the committee comes from having served in the first five 

Assemblies. I spent most of this period as the Liberal Party's spokesman on policing. I was Minister 

for Police from 1995 to 2000. In this capacity I feel I am able to offer a historical perspective on the 

evolution of policing arrangements in the Territory from 1989-2001. My comments in the submission 

will address Term of Reference 1 and, somewhat tangentially, ToR 2. 

Evolution of policing arrangements 1989-2001 

In 1988 I was an advisor to Senator Amanda Vanstone, the then federal Shadow Minister for the 

ACT. I assisted her in the negotiations that followed the announcement by the Hawke Government 

in 1988 that the ACT would be granted self-government. 

It was always made clear at an early stage that the Commonwealth would not transfer responsibility 

for policing to the new ACT government at the onset of self-government. It considered that certain 

areas of responsibility, such·as the courts, should be deferred until mature arrangements were in 

place for the administration of the Territory under its own government. This in part reflected the 

construction whereby policing and the courts would continue to have a "federal" dimension -

traditionally, at that' time, judges of the ACT Supreme Court also served as additional Federal Court 

judges. Similarly, it was the Commonwealth's clear intention that the Australian Federal Police 

would provide an ongoing, and not merely interim, role as the Territory's police force. Thus the AFP 

remained an essentially Commonwealth entity while other.bureaucratic arms of the Federal 

Government serving the ACT community were "patriated" to the ACT administration. 

This arrangement was consolidated by the ACT Self-Government Act 1988 which provided that the 

Assembly had no power to make laws for the provision of policing services in the Territory, and bys 

8 of the Australian Federal Police Act 1979 which provides that the AFP has responsibility for policing 

the Territory. The latter provision is still in force today. 

In June 1990 an agreement between the Commonwealth and ACT governments was signed whereby 

the ACT became the purchaser of services from the AFP for policing of the Territory. A number of 

assets were transferred as part of this arrangement, including the {then) four ACT police stations. An 

amount of some $48 million was transferred to the ACT to the first year of this agreement, but 

reductions in ongoing subvention were foreshadowed thereafter to reflect the position of the 

Commonwealth Grants Commission (in its 1986-87 report) which was that the AFP were providing 

an "above standard" service to the Territory and that a standardised service would cost about $27 

million. Successive ACT governments therefore needed to consider restraining expenditure on 

policing in order to meet "state-type" levels of expenditure. Of course, ACT governments of that era 

were undertaking similar endeavours in all areas of spending. 



The present purchase agreement covering policing services to the Territory in 2017-2021 is 

essentially the successor to that original agreement of June 1990, except that the arrangement is 

now one made between the ACT government; the ACT Chief Police Officer and the AFP 

Commissioner. The increase in the cost of the purchase -from $48 million in 1990-91 to $164 million 

30 years later - reflects not only inflation but also a considerable expansion in the scope of AFP 

services to the ACT. 

I was Minister for Police from 1995-2000. By that point the relationship between the AFP and the 

ACT government had matured considerably, and it is fair to say that the ACT Region of the AFP had a 

much stronger functional relationship with the ACT government than with the federal government, 

its technical master. In April 1995 I accepted the proposal from AFP Commissioner Mick Palmer that 

he should take on the role, on an interim basis, of ACT Chief Police Officer (at that point the office 

was not a statutory appointment of the ACT). He undertook this role to oversee a policy review into 

ACT policing operations, with a particular focus on drug dealing and violence. During this period the 

ACT government also developed a close rapport with the AFP leadership on a series of policy 

initiatives, most particularly our proposals for a supervised injecting facility and the trial of a plan to 

provide heroin to registered drug addicts. 

Nonetheless, there were occasions for friction, particularly when the purchase agreement came up 

for renewal. It was generally the view of our government that there was insufficient oversight 

afforded by the agreements over the level of resourcing dedicated by the AFP to Territory policing. It 

was, in our view, never sufficiently transparent as to how many officers were actually dedicated to 

policing the Territory on a day-to-day basis. We also noted, and resisted, the almost inevitable 

increase in the cost of the services relative to inflation. 

Adequacy and reliability of the purchase agreement 

Some comments, from a historical perspective, on the benefits and disbenefits of the early purchase 

agreements may provide some insights for the effectiveness of the present and (and future) 

purchase agreements. 

Despite a lack of effective alternatives, the ACT governments of which I was a part considered that 

the provision of policing services by the AFP was a good deal for the Territory. At the inception of 

ACT self-government many states had been rocked by discoveries of serious police corruption (the 

Fitzgerald Inquiry in Queensland 1987-9, for example). At that time, the AFP was perceived to be 

(accurately, in my view) the "cleanest" police force in the country. As a very small jurisdiction, the 

fear of corruption breeding in a policing "backwater" was very real. In the intervening years, the ACT 

community has benefited from the capacity for ACT officers to exchange roles with federal 

counterparts (for example, serving in international policing settings such as Cyprus and East Timor). 

This has refreshed the skills of ACT police officers and led to broader perspectives than might 

otherwise have been the case. 

Nonetheless, we felt that the benefits of this arrangement to the Commonwealth had been 

significantly understated. Put simply, the Federal police needed the ACT is much as the ACT needed 

the Federal police. Without the ACT Region, the AFP would lack the capacity to provide an on-the

beat policing experience to its members. In addition, the AFP would lack a "surge capacity" when 

police officers in large numbers are required for Commonwealth purposes. An example is the union

led riots outside old and new Parliament houses in 1996, when large numbers of (ACT community) 

police were deployed to protect those Commonwealth assets. 



Taking into account the balance between these pluses and minuses, the ACT cabinet tasked me 

informally to explore alternatives to the purchase of policing services from the AFP, based on the 

premise that the Commonwealth could be persuaded to repeals 8 of the AFP Act. However, my 

endeavours suggested that the purchase of police services from, say, NSW would not provide a level 

of service satisfactory to the ACT community, and the establishment of a separate and freestanding 

ACT police force entailed such substantial start-up costs (particularly with respect to training) as to 

be unsafe to pursue. Nonetheless, those variables may register in different ways today, and perhaps 

could be explored with fresh eyes now. 

I would be happy to supplement these comments with an oral submission to the committee, if that 

was thought appropriate. 
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