
 

 

The Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia 

 

Building a modern 

committee system 

An inquiry into the effectiveness of the House committee system 

House of Representatives 
Standing Committee on Procedure 

June 2010 
Canberra 



 

 

© Commonwealth of Australia 2010 

ISBN 978-0-642-79359-1 (Printed version) 

ISBN 978-0-642-79360-7 (HTML version) 

 



 

 

 

Contents 

 

 

 

 

 

Foreword ............................................................................................................................................ vii 

Membership of the Committee ............................................................................................................ ix 

Terms of reference .............................................................................................................................. x 

List of abbreviations ............................................................................................................................ xi 

Reference guide ................................................................................................................................. xii 

List of recommendations ................................................................................................................... xiv 

THE REPORT 

1 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 1 

The House committee system today ....................................................................................... 3 

Why do we need parliamentary committees? ......................................................................... 5 

A different way of doing business ................................................................................................ 6 

The various roles of the committee system ................................................................................. 8 

The present inquiry: conduct, scope and structure ............................................................. 17 

Conduct of the inquiry ............................................................................................................... 17 

Scope of the inquiry: what is ‘effectiveness’? ............................................................................ 18 

Structure of this report ............................................................................................................... 19 



iv  

 

 

2 Resourcing for committees .............................................................................. 21 

Funding committee work ........................................................................................................ 22 

Staff support for committee work .......................................................................................... 28 

Resources for members: maximising their contributions ................................................... 34 

Competing demands on Members’ time ............................................................................... 35 

Sources of committee obligations ............................................................................................. 36 

Sitting weeks ............................................................................................................................. 37 

Non-sitting weeks ...................................................................................................................... 37 

Redressing the balance ............................................................................................................ 38 

3 Committees: Participatory democracy ............................................................ 41 

A bipartisan approach: House committees’ signature ........................................................ 41 

New ways of interacting with the public ............................................................................... 42 

New technologies, new possibilities .......................................................................................... 43 

Information and communication technology .............................................................................. 46 

Interacting with witnesses: ensuring strong relationships ................................................. 49 

A bridge between Parliament and the public: taking a strategic approach ....................... 51 

Increasing public awareness of committee work ....................................................................... 51 

Managing the Parliament’s relationship with the public ............................................................. 58 

4 Structure of the House committee system ...................................................... 61 

The process for appointing Members to committees .......................................................... 61 

Eligibility criteria ..................................................................................................................... 62 

Shadow spokespersons: do they have a role in committee work? ............................................ 62 

Ministers and Parliamentary Secretaries ................................................................................... 64 

‘External distinguished specialists’ ............................................................................................ 65 

The number and types of committee positions .................................................................... 65 

The overall number of committee positions and their distribution .............................................. 66 

Permanent membership ............................................................................................................ 68 

Supplementary membership: increasing flexibility and workability ............................................ 71 

Subcommittees: composition and quorum ................................................................................ 73 

Chairs and Deputy Chairs ......................................................................................................... 76 

Participation by other Members ................................................................................................. 78 

Quorum requirements for committees ....................................................................................... 79 



 v 

 

 

The number of committees: is there an ideal? ..................................................................... 80 

House general purpose standing committees ........................................................................... 81 

Select committees ..................................................................................................................... 85 

Joint committees ....................................................................................................................... 86 

Domestic committees ................................................................................................................ 88 

Proposals for new committees .............................................................................................. 89 

5 Powers and operations ..................................................................................... 97 

Existing powers ....................................................................................................................... 97 

Consolidating and extending committee powers ................................................................. 99 

Committee powers and new technology ................................................................................... 99 

Initiating inquiries .................................................................................................................... 100 

Committees and the legislative process .................................................................................. 102 

Petitions: responses and inquiries ........................................................................................... 104 

Enhancing cooperation: conferring with Senate committees ................................................... 105 

Building on the work of previous Parliaments .......................................................................... 106 

Joint Standing Committee on Treaties .................................................................................... 108 

6 The various types of committee work ............................................................ 109 

The current balance: the House in context ......................................................................... 110 

Investigating matters of public policy ................................................................................. 112 

Scrutinising government expenditure and administration ................................................ 113 

Legislative inquiries: pre-legislation proposals and bills .................................................. 115 

Inquiries into petitions .......................................................................................................... 120 

7 Outcomes of committee work ........................................................................ 123 

Committee reports ................................................................................................................ 124 

Time for presentation and debate: the profile of committee work ............................................ 124 

Responses to committee activities ..................................................................................... 128 

Government responses ........................................................................................................... 129 

Implementation of recommendations ...................................................................................... 131 

A time for reflection: evaluating an inquiry’s effectiveness ...................................................... 132 

 



vi  

 

 

APPENDICES 

Appendix A: 1976 recommendations .................................................................... 135 

Appendix B: 1998 recommendations .................................................................... 139 

Appendix C: Submissions and exhibits................................................................ 145 

Appendix D: Briefings and hearings ..................................................................... 147 

Appendix E: Procedures for dealing with witnesses ........................................... 151 

Appendix F: Committee positions ......................................................................... 155 

Appendix G: Government responses ................................................................... 165 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1.1 Committees on which Members may serve ................................................................... 4 

Table 1.2 A selection of policy inquiries conducted by House committees, 42nd Parliament ........ 9 

Table 1.3 A selection of policy inquiries conducted by joint committees, 42nd Parliament .......... 10 

Table 4.1 Membership models for general purpose standing committees ................................... 69 

Table 4.2 Ministerial portfolios and House committees ............................................................... 82 

Table 4.3 Effect of reducing the number of general purpose standing committees ..................... 82 

Table 4.4 Proposed new structure of House general purpose standing committees ................... 83 

Table 6.1 Bills referred to House committees, 1994 to present ................................................. 117 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1.1 Hours of proceedings, plenum and committees, 2003–04 to 2008–09 .......................... 6 

Figure 2.1 Committee Office staffing, 1992 to 2008 ...................................................................... 29 

Figure 4.1 Actual distribution of committee work among Members, as at 17 February 2010 ........ 67 

Figure 6.1 Types of inquiry by House committees, 42nd Parliament .......................................... 110 

Figure 6.2 Types of inquiries undertaken by House committees, 40th to 42nd Parliaments ....... 111 

Figure 6.3 Current proportion of types of inquiry: Australia, United Kingdom and New Zealand 112 

Figure 6.4 Annual report inquiries by House and joint committees, 39th to 42nd Parliaments ... 114 

Figure 6.5 Audit report inquiries by House and joint committees, 39th to 42nd Parliaments ...... 115 

Figure 6.6 Bills inquiries carried out by House and joint committees, 1994 to 2009 ................... 116 

Figure 6.7 Proportion of bills referred to committees per year, various Parliaments ................... 118 

 



 

 

 

Foreword 

 

 

 

 

 

The current system of House and joint committees has been operating since 1987. 

Apart from some significant reforms in 1998, changes to its structure and 

operation since that time have been largely incremental. This may be because the 

committee system has continued, in large measure, to meet the House’s needs. 

Nevertheless, Members’ and the public’s changing expectations have meant that 

the pressure for reform has been building over recent years. 

For example, relatively recent developments in information and communication 

technology present opportunities for committees to change the way they do their 

work, including how they conduct inquiries and engage with the community. The 

range of demands on Members has also evolved, partly because of technological 

developments, and partly due to the public’s changing expectations of Members 

and the Parliament as a whole. This inquiry into the effectiveness of the House 

committee system is therefore timely. 

Throughout this inquiry, the Committee has looked at ways to make the House 

committee system more workable and responsive to the needs of the community 

and of the Parliament. It has considered the structure of the committee system, the 

powers of committees, and the types of work committees do. The Committee has 

been keen to improve the role of committees as the interface between the 

Parliament and the public. A range of structural factors were also considered, 

including ensuring that committees are properly resourced and appropriately 

integrated into the structures of the Parliament to carry out their vitally important 

work. 
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The Committee’s inquiry has confirmed that House committees in particular 

deliver valuable outcomes to the Australian public by facilitating cross-party 

cooperation and constructive policy and scrutiny work. The bipartisan nature of 

House committee work was exemplified by the present inquiry, and I take this 

opportunity to thank the members of the Procedure Committee for the thoughtful 

and collaborative approach they each took to contributing to the inquiry. 

The Committee held two roundtable discussions with committee Chairs and 

Deputy Chairs. These were well-attended and very productive forums, and 

displayed the high regard Members have for their committee work and the 

benefits to the community. I similarly take this opportunity to thank my 

colleagues for their valuable input to the inquiry. 

In its report, the Committee has recommended a suite of complementary measures 

designed to strengthen the system of committees in the House of Representatives. 

Most of these recommendations suggest incremental change, which, in the past, 

has been the most effective means of bringing about practical improvements.  

The Committee is optimistic that its timely review can effect as much change as 

the 1998 review, which was instrumental in improving the workability of the 

House committee system—for the Australian public as well as for the Parliament 

itself. The Committee is confident that its report will be accepted with the same 

spirit of cooperation in which the inquiry was conducted. 

 

 

Julie Owens MP 
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Committee terms of reference 

 

To inquire into and report on the practices and procedures of the House and its 

committees. 

 

Inquiry terms of reference 

 

To investigate and report on the effectiveness of House of Representatives 

domestic and general purpose standing committees including: 

(a) the number, subject coverage, membership and means of appointment of 

committees; 

(b) the type of work being undertaken by committees;  

(c) the appropriateness of current Standing and Sessional Orders; 

(d) the powers and operations of committees; and 

(e) factors influencing the effectiveness of House committees, including 

resources and structural issues. 
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2 Resourcing for committees 

Recommendation 1 

The Committee recommends that: 

 the Leader of the House act to establish a bipartisan House 

Committee on Appropriations and Staffing, chaired by the Speaker, 

to make recommendations to the House on: 

 estimates of the funding required for the operation of the 

Department of the House of Representatives; such estimates, 

once agreed by the House, are to be conveyed by the Speaker to 

the Minister for Finance and Deregulation; 

 proposals for changes to the administrative structure of, or 

service provision by, the Department of the House of 

Representatives; 

 administration and funding of security measures affecting the 

House; and 

 any other matters of finance or services referred to it by the 

Speaker or the House; and 

 the Liaison Committee of Chairs and Deputy Chairs have a more 

active role in monitoring the resources available to committees, with 

the Chair to report to the House Committee on Appropriations and 

Staffing on committee activities and resource levels. 
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Recommendation 2 

The Committee recommends that: 

 prior to the commencement of the 43rd Parliament, the Speaker 

arrange for an external review of staffing levels within the 

Department of the House of Representatives Committee Office, 

incorporating a work analysis to determine the nature and level of 

secretariat support necessary for the ongoing and inquiry work of 

committees, to ensure that the House committee system is supported 

by an adequate number of appropriately qualified staff; 

 the ongoing funding for committees supported by the Department of 

the House of Representatives be restored to pre-1995–96 levels, in 

real terms; and 

 the Department of the House of Representatives and the Department 

of Finance and Deregulation undertake negotiations to establish a 

sound basis for funding the work of committees supported by the 

Department of the House of Representatives, that provides greater 

certainty and is more responsive to the House’s needs, with a view to 

a new system being implemented in time for the 2011–12 budget 

process. 

Recommendation 3 

The Committee recommends that the Speaker develop options for 

providing induction to Members on their roles as committee members, 

Chairs and Deputy Chairs. Such induction should include information on 

roles and responsibilities, powers, communication and committee 

resources. These initiatives should be in place for the commencement of 

the 43rd Parliament. 

3 Committees: Participatory democracy 

Recommendation 4 

The Committee recommends that the phrase ‘resolve to’ be omitted from 

standing order 235(b). 
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Recommendation 5 

The Committee recommends that the Speaker arrange for: 

 an investigation of the adequacy of teleconferencing and 

videoconferencing facilities available to committees; and 

 consideration of any upgrades or additional facilities required to 

meet current and anticipated future demand from committees. 

Recommendation 6 

The Committee recommends that the House, through a motion 

introduced by the Leader of the House, adopt guidelines for committees’ 

interactions with witnesses, in the terms contained in Appendix E of this 

report. 

Recommendation 7 

The Committee recommends that the standing orders be amended to 

provide for committee Chairs to make short statements during private 

Members’ business time, informing the House of new inquiries being 

undertaken by the committee. The standing orders should also provide 

for the whips to allocate the time for each such statement. 

Recommendation 8 

The Committee recommends that the Speaker investigate the adequacy of 

the infrastructure available for audiovisual recording and broadcasting 

committee proceedings within Parliament House and for the 

development of low cost audio-visual recording of interstate public 

hearings. 

Recommendation 9 

The Committee recommends that the Liaison Committee of Chairs and 

Deputy Chairs broaden its role to include advising Chairs and Deputy 

Chairs of emerging technologies that may be used in the conduct of 

committee inquiries, and any issues that committees may encounter in 

seeking to make use of these technologies. The Liaison Committee might 

include new technologies as a standing agenda item, to enable 

monitoring and advice to be provided on emerging technologies. 



 xvii 

 

 

4 Structure of the House committee system 

Recommendation 10 

The Committee recommends that, for general purpose standing 

committees and the Petitions Committee, membership be reduced to 

seven: four government Members, and three non-government Members. 

Recommendation 11 

The Committee recommends that: 

 the standing orders be amended to: 

 increase to four the maximum number of supplementary 

members for each general purpose standing committee inquiry; 

and 

 give supplementary members full participatory rights, including 

being counted for quorum purposes, but no voting rights, for the 

inquiry for which they have been appointed to the committee; 

 supplementary members, when travelling for committee purposes, 

be eligible for the relevant entitlements; and 

 as soon as possible after one year of these changes being made to the 

standing orders, a review be undertaken by the Standing Committee 

on Procedure. 

Recommendation 12 

The Committee recommends that the standing orders be amended as 

follows: 

 standing order 234 (a) and (c) to read: 

(a)  A committee may appoint subcommittees of three or more of its 

members, at least two of whom being permanent members of the 

committee and at least one of whom being a Chair or Deputy 

Chair of the committee, and may refer to a subcommittee any 

matter which the committee may examine. 

(c)  A quorum of a subcommittee is two of its members, at least one 

of whom being a Chair or Deputy Chair of the committee. 



xviii  

 

 

 insert new standing order 234A: 

234A    Inquiry subcommittees 

(a)  A committee appointed under standing order 215 may appoint 

inquiry subcommittees of three or more of its members, at least 

two of whom being permanent members of the committee and at 

least one of whom being a Chair or Deputy Chair of the 

committee, and may refer to an inquiry subcommittee any 

inquiry being undertaken by the committee. 

(b)  A committee appointed under standing order 215 shall appoint 

the Chair of each inquiry subcommittee, who shall be drawn 

from the Chair or Deputy Chairs of the committee, who shall 

have a casting vote only. If the Chair of an inquiry subcommittee 

is not present at a meeting of the subcommittee, the members of 

the subcommittee present shall elect another member of that 

subcommittee to act as Chair at the meeting. 

(c)  Members of the committee who are not members of an inquiry 

subcommittee may participate in the public proceedings of  the 

subcommittee but may not vote, move any motion or be counted 

for the purpose of a quorum. 

Recommendation 13 

The Committee recommends that the number of Deputy Chairs on 

general purpose standing committees be increased to two, and that one 

Deputy Chair be drawn from government Members of the committee, 

while the other be a non-government Member of the committee. The 

Committee recommends that, after these arrangements have been in 

place for approximately 12 months, a review be conducted by the 

Procedure Committee. 

Recommendation 14 

The Committee recommends that standing order 241 be amended to 

read: 

241 Participation of other Members 

Other Members, who are not members of the committee, may participate, 

with the explicit approval of the committee, when a committee or 

subcommittee is examining a witness, or gathering information in other 

proceedings. Other Members must leave when the committee or 

subcommittee is deliberating, or hearing witnesses in private, or if the 

committee or subcommittee resolves that they leave. 
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Recommendation 15 

The Committee recommends that the standing orders be amended to 

provide that the quorum of a general purpose standing committee is 

three members, at least one of whom being a Chair or Deputy Chair of 

the committee. 

Recommendation 16 

The Committee recommends that the number of general purpose 

standing committees be reduced to eight, comprising standing 

committees on: 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs (membership 

comprising at least one Chair or Deputy Chair from each of the 

committees below); 

 Economics and Industry; 

 Education and Employment; 

 Environment and the Arts; 

 Health; 

 Infrastructure and Population; 

 Legal Affairs; and 

 Social Policy. 

Recommendation 17 

The Committee recommends that the House of Representatives and 

Senate together undertake a review of the number and subject coverage 

of joint committees, with a view to reducing the number of committees, 

and take any legislative or other action necessary to effect such a 

reduction. The review should address, in particular, whether: 

 there is scope to combine the functions of the Parliamentary Joint 

Committee for Law Enforcement Integrity and the Parliamentary 

Joint Committee on the Australian Crime Commission; and 

 for each current joint committee, there is a specific, ongoing need 

that cannot be satisfied by any other committee. 

Recommendation 18 

The Committee recommends that the role of the House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Publications be added to the 

remit of the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Procedure. 
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5 Powers and operations 

Recommendation 19 

The Committee recommends that general purpose standing committees 

be given the power to initiate their own inquiries, and that any disputes 

between committees over policy coverage continue to be resolved by the 

Speaker. 

Recommendation 20 

The Committee recommends that standing order 238 be amended to read: 

238 Conferring with Senate committees 

A committee may confer with a similar committee of the Senate to 

discuss relevant issues, receive briefings or gather evidence to an inquiry. 

Recommendation 21 

The Committee recommends that standing order 237 be amended as 

follows: 

237 Use of records of previous committees 

A committee or a subcommittee may consider and make use of the 

evidence and records of similar committees appointed during previous 

Parliaments. A committee may, with the prior consent of the Speaker, 

alter the status of such evidence and records. 

6 The various types of committee work 

Recommendation 22 

The Committee recommends that the Government consider increasing 

references to House committees for inquiry and report in areas such as: 

 bills and pre-legislation proposals, including draft bills, green 

papers, white papers and other investigative inquiries; and 

 post-legislation issues, including delegated legislation and matters 

relevant to policy implementation. 

Recommendation 23 

The Committee recommends that the standing and sessional orders be 

amended to give the Standing Committee on Petitions the power to refer 

petitions to the relevant House committee, which may then choose to 

inquire into a petition referred to it and report to the House. 
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7 Outcomes of committee work 

Recommendation 24 

The Committee recommends that: 

 the standing orders be amended to provide for: 

 a period of committee and delegation business and private 

Members’ business to be given priority in the Chamber on 

Mondays from 10 a.m. to 12 noon, beginning with Petitions 

Committee report and statement(s) for 10 minutes; 

 the Main Committee to regularly meet on Mondays from 

10.30 a.m. to 1.30 p.m., commencing with a 30 minute period of 

three minute constituency statements as provided by standing 

order 193, followed by committee and delegation reports and 

private Members’ business being given priority; 

 quorums and divisions called during the period of committee 

and delegation business and private Members’ business being 

deferred until the conclusion of Question Time; 

 90 second statements to take place in the Chamber from 1.45 p.m. 

on Mondays, instead of in the Main Committee; and 

 the adjournment to be proposed at 8.30 p.m. on Mondays, and 

the House adjourning at 9 p.m.; 

 the whips: 

 continue to recommend the order of consideration of matters and 

the times allocated for each item and for each Member speaking 

during periods of committee and delegation reports and private 

Members’ business in the Chamber on Mondays, in line with the 

provisions of standing order 41A; and 

 consider allocating time for the presentation of committee and 

delegation reports such that a short time be provided in the 

Chamber for presentation and referral of the report to the Main 

Committee, with statements and debate taking place as soon as 

practicable in the Main Committee; and 

 the impact of changes be reviewed by the Procedure Committee as 

soon as practicable after six months of implementation. 
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Recommendation 25 

The Committee recommends that: 

 the standing orders be amended to require that, within three months 

of a House or joint committee report being presented in the House, a 

government response be tabled in the House and, if no such response 

has been received within four months of such a report being 

presented in the House, to allow a permanent member of the 

committee, at the conclusion of Question Time, to ask the Speaker to 

write to the Minister concerned, seeking reasons for the delay in 

responding; 

 Ministers inform the relevant committee Chair immediately a 

government response is presented in the House; 

 the Speaker present his schedule of outstanding responses to 

committee reports at least three times a year; and 

 through the Liaison Committee of Chairs and Deputy Chairs, 

Members be reminded of a committee’s power, under standing 

order 249, to invite a Minister to appear before it. 

 

 


