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This paper presents a case study of the corporatisation of the Queensland Titles Registry as a means of debt reduction by the Queensland state government. We argue, specifically, that the corporatisation of the Titles Registry contradicts the principles of transparency and integrity in public finances and, more broadly, that it represents a case-in-point for how poor institutions breed poor public finance practices. The paper is based on a) an analysis of Queensland Government budget statements and testimony to the Budget Estimates Committee by the state Treasurer, b) comparison of the valuation of Queensland’s Titles Registry with those in other states, and c) assessment of the validity of the state government’s accounting treatment of the Titles Registry with reference to ABS and IMF public sector accounting principles, codified in the Government Finance Statistics (GFS) framework. 

The fake privatisation of the Titles Registry in mid-2021 gave the Queensland Government political cover to take on billions in additional debt, while breaching fundamental principles of government budget reporting. The Titles Registry, previously legally part of the Department of Resources, was legally changed to a Pty Ltd company, owned by multiple investment funds of the Queensland Government, just prior to 30 June 2021. In the lead up to the legal manoeuvres, the Government had obtained a valuation for the Titles Registry from government-owned funds manager QIC of around $8 billion, a valuation which is dubious for reasons we discuss in the paper.  

The Queensland Government is now claiming the Titles Registry is a private company, although it ultimately owns it, and it is claiming the Titles Registry is no longer in the general government sector, for which budget aggregates are reported. The beauty of the Titles Registry trickery, from the Government’s perspective, is the fake improvement it allows the Government to claim on its balance sheet. The Titles Registry trickery allows the Government to pretend net debt is lower than otherwise, giving the Government additional “fiscal space” so to speak. But in essence it is still a General Government entity, particularly since it has an ad valorem taxation power, and hence the Queensland Government is breaching fundamental principles of government accounting. 

Queensland was not the first state to corporatise its titles registry. New South Wales, South Australia and Victoria had already realised the value locked up in their state tiles registries before COVID-19, using the cash realised to equity-fund infrastructure projects (or, in South Australia’s case, general expenses). As we will see, however, Queensland did not follow their model, and in so doing became ensnared in dubious practices. It did not actually sell the right to operate the Titles Registry as other states did, which would have earned it actual cash. It is merely pretending that it has exchanged an illiquid asset for a liquid one, by dubiously recognising its equity in the Titles Registry, which it is pretending is a private sector company, as a financial asset.  

To summarise, even judging by the limited information we have to go on, the Queensland government provided an excessive valuation for its titles registry based on assumptions that simply could not hold, were the government to try and realise the asset value by privatisation. The government deliberately inflated the valuation (and thus the respite period it could achieve in running up net debt) by assuming it could allow a private operator to exercise what are effectively taxation powers, and over a time horizon fully a decade longer than any other state, in a state in which privatisation is historically unpopular. 
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