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THE REPORT

INTRODUCTION

1 The House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Procedure was established on 27 February 1985 to inquire into and
report upon the practices and procedures of the House generally
with a view to making recommendations for their improvement or
change and for the development of new procedures. In i t s first
report the committee dealt with the opportunities for private
Members to concisely raise matters in the House. During the
course of i ts deliberations on that inquiry i t became evident to
the committee that basic to any changes in the practices and
procedures of the House must be a thoroughly comprehensive review
of the hours the House s i ts , the pattern of sittings and the
effectiveness of the use of i t s time. The committee therefore
resolved on 18 April 1985 to inquire into "the days and hours of
sitting and the effective use of the time of the House", seeing
this inquiry as an essential pre-requisite for the achievement of
worthwhile reform.

2, The committee sought specific submissions from the

Leader of the House, Members of the House who indicated a
willingness to make submissions on the topics covered, the
Parliamentary Departments, the Government Printer, major
airlines, the ACT Division of the National Heart Foundation of
Australia and Australian Archives. The committee sought and
considered extensive information on the cost and health
implications of various options and also surveyed Members on
their preferences for sitting hours.



3. Prior to this inquiry general submissions on possible
reform were sought from Members and office holders, recently
retired Members, members of the Australasian Study of Parliament
Group and the Federal Parliamentary Press Gallery. Many of the
proposals made in response proved relevant to this inquiry.

4. The committee's f i rs t report was tabled on 24 May 1985

and recommended the adoption of a procedure whereby Members may

make statements for not more than 90 seconds during a 15 minute

period following the presentation of papers. Given the Leader of

the House's implied support for a more appropriate arrangement to

replace the misused notice of motion procedure (in his speech to

the House on the adoption of sessional orders on

25 February 1985), the committee had determined that i t should

report expeditiously on that matter so as to provide the earliest

opportunity for the House to take action on i t s recommendation.

The committee envisaged the procedure could be in operation from

the commencement of the 1985 Budget sit t ings.

5. In his response to the report tabled in the House on
29 November 1985 however, the Leader of the House stated "Whilst
I realise the committee is busy looking at a whole range of
methods for improving procedures, the Government is not attracted
to the proposals for short statements in the f i rs t report to be
implemented in isolation without further reform" and "the matter
of providing greater opportunities for private Members to address
the House should be addressed in the context of the whole subject
of how the time of the House is used". Accordingly, in this
report the committee has re-addressed the question of Members'
statements within the context of i t s wider inquiry.

6. The committee agreed that at this stage i t would not
conduct a detailed examination of division procedures. However,
i t believes the implementation of i ts recommendations regarding



the programming of business will lead to the holding of divisions

at agreed times and fewer divisions and alleviate some of the

difficulties associated with current practice. Other topics the

committee felt merited separate inquiries were Question Time and

the committee system of the House of Representatives. The

committee has already commenced an inquiry into the former

matter, having resolved on 20 February 1986 to inquire into "the

standing orders and practices which govern the conduct of

Question Time".

7. The time the House has available to consider business

and the apportionment of that time are crucial to the effective

discharge of its duties. In the course of i t s deliberations the

committee was conscious of the necessity to reconcile the needs

of Governments to transact their business with the rights of

private Members and Oppositions to examine, appraise and, where

necessary, criticise Government administration.

8. The committee is also conscious of the fact that

Governments dominate the time available to the House. The

opportunities for private Members to raise matters of interest to

them have been eroded whilst their opportunities to sponsor

motions and bills for debate and decision are negligible.

9. In this report the committee makes wide-ranging

recommendations encompassing days and hours of sitting, a new

approach to business programming in the House, improved

opportunities for private Members, the establishment of

legislation committees and the rationalisation of other aspects

of House proceedings. The committee has also examined and made

recommendations concerning the petitioning process and the quorum

provisions of the House.

10. The committee believes the recommendations i t has made

acknowledge the right of the Government to have sufficient

parliamentary time for the pursuit of i ts legislative program and



the communication of i ts policies. It also proposes that the
Opposition and private Members generally are given more regular,
deliberate and effective opportunities to raise matters of
interest and sponsor matters for debate.

11. The committee is firmly convinced that, for the House
to give adequate attention to the business before i t each year,
there must be a significant increase in the number of hours i t
s i t s . The committee believes that the House must si t at least 80
days each year to give adequate time to the business before i t .
Appendixes 1 and 2 illustrate how i t is proposed the time of the
House will be apportioned over the year and within a sitting
week. Under the sitting pattern proposed the House will si t for
at least 20 weeks each year on a 2 weeks sitting, 2 weeks
non-sitting basis. The committee appreciates that occasions may
arise such as the Easter holiday period when i t may occasionally
be necessary that the non-sitting period be one or 3 weeks
instead of the proposed 2 weeks.

Implementation of proposals

12. The implementation of the committee's proposals for

reform will necessitate amendments to the standing orders,

certain legislative action and changes to the practices of the

House.

13. The committee expects that, following consideration of
i t s recommendations, any proposed changes to the standing orders
will be submitted to the committee prior to their consideration
by the House.

14. Certain recommendations could be implemented
expedititiously should the House be supportive of the proposals.
Those recommendations concerning Members1 statements, the
adjournment debate, matters of public interest, reading speeches,
Ministers' second reading speeches and the petitioning process
fall into this category.



15. It i s proposed that should the House accept the
concepts of a Business Committee and a Selection Committee and if
those committees are established, this committee's
recommendations concerning business programming, private Members'
business, grievance debate, the presentation and consideration of
committee reports and the procedures for tabling ministerial
papers could be implemented in the intermediate future.

16. The proposal to alter the quorum of the House would

need legislative action and the implementation of a roster of

Members would need a commitment from each of the parties

represented in the House. However, there is no reason why action

on this matter cannot be completed in 1986. The committee

envisages that any alteration to the days and hours of sitting

would take effect as soon as possible but no later than the

commencement of the 19 87 Autumn sit t ings.



DAYS AND HOURS OF SITTING

Total hours of sitting

17. Basic to the effective performance of the duties of any

large legislature must be an adequate number of sitting days and

hours in which to consider the business before i t .

18. whilst the sitting hours of the House of

Representatives have varied over the years they have not

consistently declined. Excluding suspensions for meal breaks and

other purposes, the House sat for 580 hours in 1985 compared with

an average of 472 hours per year since 1901 and an average of 480

hours per year for the 5 years 1981-85. Details are given at

Appendix 3.

19. What is significant, however, is not the figures

themselves but the amount of business the House must transact in

the time available. The consideration of legislative proposals is

a major function of the House and a major indicator of the

House's workload. Currently the House is spending 54% of its time

considering legislation.

20. The House's legislative activity has increased steadily

since Federation, reaching a peak during the 1970's and remaining

at that high level. Consequently the amount of time available to

the House to consider each bill has declined. While the figures

shown at Appendix 3 are indicative of a trend only, i t is clear

that the House is compressing more and more business into the

time available. It is now spending approximately 2.8 hours per

bill enacted which is barely one ninth of the time at Federation

and approximately half that of 35 years ago.

21. It is clear to the committee that sufficient time is

not available for the House to give adequate consideration to

legislative and other business. Members are all too familiar with

stringent time restrictions being applied to a wide range of

highly significant bil ls in order to complete a heavy legislative

program, especially towards the end of a period of sittings.



22. The committee has therefore concluded that, given the

volume of business the House must consider, the number of hours

the House has sat in recent years is insufficient for the

effective performance of i t s functions.

23. The committee believes there is no overriding reason

why the House cannot s i t for as long as is necessary for the

Parliament to discharge i t s responsibilities each year. The needs

of the institution of Parliament must be paramount and if there

are legitimate reasons for Ministers and Members to be absent the

pairing arrangements can be used.

24. The committee noted that the United Kingdom House of
Commons si ts for approximately 1550 hours over 35 weeks each year
and the Canadian House of Commons sits for approximately 1125
hours over 36 weeks each year. In this context the committee
firmly believes that the increase in sitting hours i t is
proposing (a 39.5% increase over the 1981-85 average to 670 hours
over 20 weeks) is not unreasonable.

Patterns of sitting

25. Since the 1950's until recently the House of
Representatives generally operated on a 3 day sitting week
(Tuesday to Thursday) with, over the years, the development of a
4 week cycle of 3 sitting weeks and one non-sitting week. In
1970-71 the House experimented with a 4 day sitting week with a 3
week cycle of 2 weeks on and one week off. There was serious
discussion on alternatives to the traditional sitting pattern
between the years 1979 and 1981, A proposal which gained
significant support at different times was for sittings to
commence earlier, with no suspensions for meals and the Houses
rising at 7 or 8 p.m. Ballots were conducted in 1981 to test
Members' and Senators' preferences but l i t t l e significant change
eventuated.



26. At the end of 1983 discussion on the sitting pattern
was revived, it being proposed that the House s i t for a 4 day, 4
week cycle of 2 weeks on and 2 weeks off. The proposal was
accepted by the Government and appropriate sessional orders were
agreed to by the House on 8 December 1983 to take effect from the
f i rs t sitting of 1984. These arrangements have continued for the
current Parliament, under sessional orders agreed to on

25 February 1985.

27. In an endeavour to get as many views as possible on the
question of days and hours of sitting the committee sought
submissions from those Members who had earlier indicated a
willingness to make submissions on the matter as well as from the
Leader of the House, the Parliamentary Departments, the
Government Printing Office and the major internal airlines.
Subsequently, the committee surveyed Members and the results of
that survey are at Appendix 4.

28. in regard to health aspects of sitting hours the
committee also sought and received a submission from, and held
discussions with, officers of the ACT Division of the National
Heart Foundation of Australia. Initial contact was made with the
Australian Medical Association and the National Occupational
Health and Safety Commission. Arising out of this, discussions
were also held with Professor George Singer and

Dr Meredith Wallace of the Brain-Behaviour Research Institute,
Department of Psychology, La Trobe University and
Senator Dr Peter Baume.

29. The organisations and individuals mentioned above were
approached as the committee was made aware that each had an
interest in or had conducted recent studies into the occupational
health of federal parliamentarians. The National Heart Foundation
has been conducting an annual heart disease risk assessment
service for federal parliamentarians over the last 4 years and
the Brain-Behaviour Research Institute has conducted a pilot
study of work-related stress in a small sample of Members of



Parliament. The reports of their investigations made available to

the committee gave backing to the view of committee members that

Members of Parliament often work under high levels of stress

which could lead to relatively unhealthy lifestyles. Summaries of

the reports of these studies and their recommendations are given

at Appendix 5.

30. The committee considers that sitting hours are only one

factor in a complex set of factors affecting Member's health.

Neither report made recommendations on sitting hours. Both

reports recommended in similar terms that the key to better

health and a reduction in stress lay mainly in the hands of

Members themselves, who needed to obtain and follow advice on

lifestyle, diet, work routines and the self-management of stress.

However, the sitting timetable was implicitly acknowledged as an

influential structural factor which could make it more or less

difficult to put such advice into practice. Witnesses were

unanimous in recognising the deleterious effects on health of

frequent travel, in criticising sittings extending late into the

night and in emphasising the importance of opportunities for

periodic relaxation. The committee was convinced, on the basis of

the evidence made available, that the practice of the House or

committees meeting during meal times should be strongly

discouraged.

31. Having considered the evidence presented, the committee

concluded that its further deliberations on days and hours of

sitting should take note of the following considerations:

. travel being minimised, and

. healthy working conditions for Members and staff

(which are adversely affected by late night sittings

and irregular meal breaks).
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32. A number of proposals for sitting patterns were
considered by the committee, the major ones being:

the current arrangements (4 day weeks with 2

sitting weeks followed by 2 non-sitting weeks, the

House sitting from Tuesday to Friday and Monday to

Thursday, sitting through the Thursday lunch break

and rising early on Wednesday evening);

the traditional 3 day week with 3 weeks of sitting

followed by a non-sitting week;

a 4 day week (Monday to Thursday) with 2 sitting

weeks followed by 2 non-sitting weeks, the House

sitting through each lunch break and rising in the

early evening, and

a 4 day week (Monday to Thursday) with 2 sitting

weeks followed by 2 non-sitting weeks and sitting

hours similar to or the same as those currently in

operation.

33. The committee has concluded that the sittings of the

House should continue on the current 4 day week, 2 weeks of

si t t ing followed by 2 non-sitting weeks basis, the advantages of

this pattern being:

trips to and from Canberra and travelling time for

Members are reduced (to meet a schedule of 80

sitting days per year the House would need to s i t

20 weeks compared with 27 weeks if the former 3 day

pattern was adopted);

the more concentrated sittings of the House enable
Members to maximise their time with their families
and in their electorates in the 2 non-sitting
weeks, and
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Members who so wish are able to spend the weekend

between consecutive sitt ing weeks in Canberra (it

i s understood that in 1985 an average of 10 Members

(excluding Ministers) spent their weekends between

consecutive sitting weeks in Canberra, the overall

percentage ranging from 3 5% of Western Australian

Members to 4% of Members from New South Wales).

34. This conclusion is supported by the results of the

survey of Members which show that a large majority of Members

favoured options which included this pattern,

35. The question arises as to which days the House should

si t . In determining the most suitable days of the week for the

House to meet, the committee was convinced that there are

important advantages in regularly sitting on the same days of the

week. The committee has concluded that the preferable option is

for the House to sit on Monday to Thursday of each sitting week.

The advantages of this "stabilised" pattern are:

Members and Ministers will be able to schedule

Fridays for official functions, committee meetings

and electorate activities on a regular basis

knowing that Fridays are always non-sitting days;

the longer break between consecutive sitting weeks

will benefit the large majority of Members who

return to their electorates at that time. Members

who so wish will s t i l l be able to spend the weekend

in Canberra;

if the House is to sit regularly of an evening, as

proposed in this report, time can be gained each

sitting fortnight compared with current

arrangements, and

airline scheduling will be facilitated.
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In reaching this conclusion the committee accepted the
proposition put to i t that the shorter Friday sittings limited
the opportunity of the House to adequately conduct i t s business.
The committee also took into consideration the fact that 64% of
Members responding to i t s survey favoured sitt ing on Mondays over
Fridays in 4 day weeks.

36. The proposed sitting timetable may raise problems for

the Ministry in that Cabinet and Cabinet committees regularly

meet on Mondays, whilst being appreciative of problems that may

arise, the committee is of the view that the measures i t proposes

in this report for the more orderly and predictable programming

of the transaction of the business of the House and the envisaged

lessening of the number of quorum calls and better programming of

divisions will facilitate Cabinet and Shadow Cabinet meetings.

37. In regard to daily sitting hours the basic choice
facing the committee was between a more compressed day,
eliminating meal breaks and rising in the early evening, and the
more traditional hours with meal breaks and the House rising
later in the evening.

38. The committee notes the high support for the early
rising option both in i t s own survey of Members and past surveys,
but has concluded that the abolition of meal breaks may be
harmful to the health and well-being of Members and staff.
Following discussions with Professor Singer and Dr Wallace and
officers of the National Heart Foundation the committee concluded
that, while sitting hours are just one of a complex set of
factors affecting the health of Members and staff, to s i t
continuously and remove the opportunity for relaxation and
exercise offered by meal breaks would be a deleterious step.

39. In reaching this conclusion the committee notes that a
significant proportion of Members surveyed saw the current
sitting hours as having an adverse effect on their health. Also,
the committee took into consideration the fact that the
Department of the Parliamentary Reporting Staff would be faced
with considerable problems and cost increases if the House were
to si t through meal breaks and normal services were to be
provided.
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40. Two other matters considered were the continuation of

the practice of rising early on Wednesday evenings and the recent

increase in late si t t ings.

41. The committee acknowledges that the current practice of

rising early on Wednesday evenings is popular with Members, but

notes that on 39% of sitt ing Wednesdays in 1984 and 1985 the

House sat beyond 10 p.m. On 21% of sitting Wednesdays i t actually

sat beyond midnight. The committee concluded that, on balance, i t

is better to use Wednesday evenings for the House's business,

especially given i t s proposals for abolishing Friday sittings and

providing for a fixed rising of the House at 10.30 p.m.

42. The committee is concerned about the recent increase in

the number of late si t t ings. In 1984 and 1985 19.5% of sittings

of the House went beyond midnight. Such late night sittings are

to be avoided and whilst the committee expects that the need to

s i t late can be overcome with more sitting days and better

business programming, i t has concluded that procedures should be

implemented that strongly discourage late sittings except in the

most exceptional circumstances. However, should the Government

wish to negative the adjournment, the committee believes that i t

is of paramount importance that the period allotted for the

adjournment debate is not reduced.

Re comm endations

43. It is recommended that:

the House s i t for a minimum of 20 weeks each year;

the House adopt a sitting pattern of 2 sitting

weeks followed by 2 non-sitting weeks, sitting from

Monday to Thursday each week with the timetable as

follows %



Monday 2.00-6.30 8.00-10.30

Tuesday 2B00-6.30 8.00-10.30

Wednesday 10.00-12.45 2.00-6.3 0 8.00-10.30

Thursday 10.00-12.45 2.00-6.30 8.00-10.30, and

the House shal l adhere to r is ing by 10.30 p.m. each

s i t t i n g day and that no s i t t i n g extend beyond

10.30 p.m.:provided t h a t when the adjournment i s

negatived a t 10 p.m. the House wil l automatically

stand adjourned a t 11 p.m.after an adjournment

debate of 30 minutes i s concluded.

BUSINESS PROGRAMMING

44 . As wel l as ensu r ing t h a t t h e House s i t s for an adequate

number of hours each year to enable effective consideration of

the business to be transacted, the committee believes a number of

beneficial changes could be made in the way the House utilises

i t s time.

45. A detailed analysis of how the House has apportioned

i t s time in recent years is given at Appendix 6.

46. In submissions to the committee Members have criticised

the way the House's business is organised, especially the

unpredictability of programming and the apportionment of debating

time between competing items of business, some of questionable

importance.

47. One particular problem currently facing the House and

i t s Members is the trend for a substantial proportion of

legislation to be introduced and considered towards the end of a

period of sittings as shown by the charts at Appendix 7. This

often results in the House sitting late hours to attend to the

business before i t and important legislation receiving limited

scrutiny.
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48. Whilst recognising that there are informal negotiations

on the programming of business between party leaders and that a

tentative agenda does receive limited circulation prior to each

sitt ing fortnight, the committee believes that much more could be

done to faci l i tate the orderly programming of the House's

business and that this role would best be carried out by a

Business Committee.

49. The establishment of a Business Committee and the

resultant attention given to programming on a sessional,

fortnightly, and daily basis should result in maximum time being

allocated to substantive and debatable issues, a more predictable

and definite program including the setting of agreed times for

holding divisions, a reduction in the use of the closure and a

reduced need for the Opposition to resort to disruptive tactics

to ensure i t s voice is heard.

50. The committee has concluded that a Business Committee

should be established comprising both Government and Opposition

Members with the Speaker (or Chairman of Committees) as

non-voting Chairman, the Leader of the House (or his nominee),

the Manager of Opposition Business (or his nominee), the

Government Whip (or Deputy Whip}, the Opposition Whip (or Deputy

Whip), the Chairman of the proposed Selection Committee (or a

nominee who must be a Member of the Selection Committee) (see

paragraph 61} and 2 backbench Members. It i s expected that the

backbenchers would be experienced Members of some standing in the

House who would enjoy the confidence and respect of their peers

and would ensure the interests of private Members were advanced.

The Speaker, as non-voting Chairman, would exert a moderating

influence, encourage compromise and a recognition by each side of

the other's rights and seek to advance the interests of the House

and i t s private Members.
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51. It is envisaged that the Business Committee would

report to the House at the commencement of each sitting week

recommending the program for the week or fortnight as

appropriate. The Blue Program would show the proposed times

allocated to each debate and proposed division times.

Recommendations for alterations to the program (e.g. a proposed

referral to a legislation committee) could be made each day as

necessary.

Recommendations

52. It is recommended that a Business Committee be

established by the House to facilitate the orderly programming of

business and that the membership of the committee be the Speaker

(or Chairman of Committees) as Chairman in a non-voting capacity,

the Leader of the House (or his nominee), the Manager of

Opposition Business (or his nominee), the Government Whip (or

Deputy Whip), the Opposition Whip (or Deputy Whip), the Chairman

of the Selection Committee (or a nominee who must be a member of

the Selection Committee), one backbench Member nominated by the

Prime Minister and one backbench Member nominated by the Leader

of the Opposition.

53. The Business Committee's functions would be to consider

and, where appropriate, make recommendations to the House

concerning:

sessional, weekly and daily programming of business

including the allocation of debate times and agreed

times for divisions?

variations to sitting hours to facilitate business;

the determination of bills appropriate for referral

to legislation committees;

the selection and programming of committee reports

and papers tabled for consideration by the House

(s.ee paragraphs 83 and 98) , and
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the determination of matters such as papers tabled,

petitions and legislation appropriate for referral

to House committees.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR PRIVATE MEMBERS

54. I t i s e s s e n t i a l to the well being of the House t h a t

p r iva t e Members and the Opposition are given worthwhile

opportunities to sponsor matters for debate. Whilst private

Members have the opportunity to participate in all aspects of

House business their opportunities to sponsor matters for debate

and decision or to raise matters of interest in the House,

especially with the recent increase in membership, are very

limited.

55. The committee has therefore examined the House's

procedures and surveyed those in comparable Parliaments with a

view to improving private Members' opportunities.

Private Members1 business

56. Compared with other Parliaments private Members
(non-Ministers} in the House of Representatives certainly have
restricted opportunities to sponsor motions and bi l l s for debate
and decision. In the period 1970-85 3.7% of the House's time was
devoted to legislation and motions sponsored by private Members,
including the Opposition executive. In the Canadian House of
Commons comparable opportunities for private Members take up 7%
of the House's time and the figure in New Zealand is 6%.

57. In the House of Representatives the time set aside for
private Members' (general) business is 1 hour 15 minutes each
alternate sit t ing Thursday following the adoption of the Address
in Reply. In fact this time is often taken up by government
business by order of the House. During the period 1970-85 there
were 134 scheduled general business days, an average of 8.4 per
year. However government business superseded general business on
34% of occasions.
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58. Apart from the limited time available to private

Members the other aspect of current general business procedure

that has concerned the committee is the method of selection of

matters for debate.

59. Currently notices (which have priority from 12.45 p.m.

until 1.45 p.m.) and orders of the day are called on in the order

they appear on the notice paper. This means that priority is

accorded on a f i r s t come first served basis. In practice, Members

must submit notices on the first sitting day of a session and

usually wait for considerable periods before they are called on.

Often the significance of the matter has then been lost . Whilst

this delay is of concern in relation to motions, a Member giving

a notice of presentation of a bi l l cannot even present the bil l

until the notice is called upon. On 20 March 19 86 (general

business Thursday No. 7 for the current Parliament) a Member

presented a bil l of which he had given notice on 13 April 1985.

60. The committee has concluded that better opportunities

should be given to private Members to sponsor business in the

House and that the method of selection of items for debate could

be improved. The committee has reviewed current procedures and

examined balloting procedures used by other legislatures and has

concluded that the best way to ensure the most effective

operation of private Members' business is to accord the selection

role to a committee to be known as the Selection Committee.

61. It is proposed that there will be a Selection Committee

of 11 backbench Members of which one Government Member will be

Chairman. The backbench Members would be experienced Members of

some standing who would enjoy the confidence and respect of their

peers and ensure their interests were advanced. The Selection

Committee would be responsible for selecting matters for debate

in private Members' business and determining the time to be

allocated for these debates. General principles for according

priority to business would be a matter for the Selection

Committee to determine but would include the guidelines that

priority be allocated to Members in accordance with party

strength and that the Opposition Executive or other individuals

should not dominate.
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62. It is recommended that procedures be adopted whereby;

from 10 a.m. to noon each sitting Thursday priority

over Government business is allocated to private

Members1 (non-Ministers8) business notwithstanding

debate on the Budget .or the Address in Reply;

private Members give notices of motion and notices

of intention to present bil ls by delivering a copy

of their terms to the Clerk in accordance with the

procedures currently operating or by giving an oral

notice during Members1 Statements as provided for

in the committee's f i rs t report;

business to be accorded priority for each Thursday,
the order of priority and the allocation of debate
times will be decided (by a 2/3 majority) by a
Selection Committee composed of 11 backbench
Members;

any matter not accorded priority after 4 sitting

weeks is dropped from the Notice Paper;

the Selection Committee may invite Members

sponsoring business to appear before i t and present

their case?

the Selection Committee may recommend to the
Business Committee that time be made available in
government business for debate on items of private
Members* business of major importance, and

the general principles by which the Selection
Committee determines priority are to be decided by
that committee but will include the guidelines that
priority be allocated to Members in accordance with
party strength and that the Opposition executive or
other individuals do not dominate.
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63. In regard to the operation of private Members' business

i t is recommended that the following procedures operates

on each sitting Monday notices and orders of the

day accorded priority will be so shown in a

specific category on the Notice Paper together with

times allocated for each debate;

sponsors of notices of intention to present bills

selected for consideration will be given the right

to introduce the bill and make a 5 minute speech in

support thereof prior to the commencement of

consideration of Government notices and orders of

the day on Monday, thus enabling bills to be

introduced and circulated prior to debate?

following the presentation of petitions each

sitting Thursday, private Members' notices and

orders of the day will be called on by the Clerk in

the order they appear on the Notice Paper;

at the conclusion of the time allotted for each
item the debate will be interrupted and the matter
under consideration will automatically become an
order of the day for the next sitting, the Member
speaking having leave to continue his remarks when
^debate is resumed (future priority to be determined
by the Selection Committee) unlesst

no Member rising or the closure having been

agreed to, the Chair puts the question prior

to the expiration of the allotted time,

debate is adjourned prior to the expiration
of allotted time and a future time set down
for i t s resumption (again, determination of
future priority would rest with the Selection
Committee), or
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item has been starred by the Selection

Committee as one on which debate will be

resumed later (e.g. a major bill) and in this

case debate is automatically adjourned and

the resumption of the debate set down for the

next sitting Thursday;

after 4 sitting weeks any matter already debated

and not re-accorded priority will be dropped from

the Notice Paper;

in the case of bi l ls , the Selection Committee will

allot maximum time for the second reading debate,

at the expiration of which the question must be

put, and

should any bill pass the second reading stage ( i .e .

agreed to in principle by the House) i t will take

priority over other private Members1 business until

disposed of, though the Selection Committee may set

time allocations for the remainder of proceedings.

Members1 statements

64. In i t s f irst report presented on 24 May 1985 the

committee recommended that the House adopt a practice by which

Members are given the opportunity of addressing the House briefly

on matters of concern and importance. I t was proposed that the

period for each statement would not exceed 90 seconds and the

total period allowed for statements would not exceed 15 minutes.

65. In the Government's response to the committee's f irst

report tabled on 29 November 1985 (see Appendix 8} the Leader of

the House stated that the Government was " . . not attracted to the

proposals for short statements . . to be implemented in isolation

without further reform".
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66. Having now reviewed the opportunities for private
Members in relation to the allocation of the total time of the
House, the committee reiterates i t s view that, bearing in mind
the enlarged House, Members should have the opportunity to
address the House briefly on matters of interest for a total
period of 15 minutes each day. The committee has also concluded
that there could be a consequential reduction of 15 minutes in
the time set aside for the adjournment debate (see paragraph 70).

Recommendation

67. It i s recommended that provision be made for a

15 minute period of Members* statements each day as recommended
in the committee's f i rs t report and that, in the routine of
business. Members' statements follow the matter of public
importance (proposed to be re-named matter of public interest)
on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays and the presentation of
papers on Thursdays.

Adjournment debate

68. Opportunities for Members to speak on the adjournment

debate in the House are limited. On 57 (34%) of the 167 sitting

days in the three years 1983-85 there was no adjournment debate

at a l l . The adjournment debate in particular i s the victim of the

end of si t t ing rush of legislation. Consistently in recent years

there has often been no adjournment debate or a very limited

debate during the final weeks of both the Autumn and Budget

si t t ings.

69. While improved business programming could do much to
overcome this restriction on private Members' opportunities, the
committee believes that steps should be taken to ensure the
adjournment debate takes place every sit t ing for i t s allotted
time should Members wish to speak. The committee concluded that

a prohibition on the moving of the closure during the adjournment
debate should be inserted in the Standing Orders. The procedure
for the adjournment to be negatived could be retained but with
the provisos that there will be an adjournment debate of 30
minutes duration and the House must rise by 11 p.m.
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70. In considering the apportionment of House time the

committee concluded that, as 15 minutes will be set aside each

day for Members' statements, the duration of the adjournment

debate could be reduced from 45 minutes to 30 minutes each

sit t ing. Over the proposed sitting year this would give a total

of at least 40 hours devoted to adjournment debates. In 1985 the

House spent 27 hours on the adjournment debate and the average

for 1970-84 was 24 hours.

71. The committee can see no reason why the adjournment

debate should not be broadcast on days when proceedings in the

House are broadcast, especially now that excerpts are available

for broadcasting.

Recommendations

72. It i s recommended that:

provided a period for Members1 statements is

introduced as recommended, the adjournment debate

be of 30 minutes duration from 10 to 10.30 p.m.

each si t t ing;

the adjournment debate be broadcast on days the

proceedings of the House are broadcast;

a provision be inserted in the standing orders

prohibiting the moving of the closure motion during

the adjournment debate, and
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provis ion for negat iving the adjournment be

re t a ined but with the provisos t h a t t he re wi l l be

an adjournment debate of 30 minutes dura t ion and

the House must r i s e by 11 p.m.

Grievance debate

Recommendation

7 3 . I t i s recommended t h a t , subject to t h e r e being a
guaranteed adjournment debate , a 15 minute period foe Members'
s ta tements each day and a 2 hour block of p r i va t e Members'
business each week, the grievance debate procedure should be
abol i shed .

OPPOSITION BUSINESS AND MATTERS OF PUBLIC IMPORTANCE

74. During the course of t h i s inquiry several proposals

were put to the committee for a spec i f i c block of time to be made

ava i l ab l e each week or f o r t n i g h t for the Opposition to sponsor

mat te rs for debate and dec is ion in the House. In i t s

d e l i b e r a t i o n s the committee examined these proposals as well as

the p r ac t i c e s of comparable par l iaments ,

75 . The committee a lso examined.the use of the publ ic
importance procedure by the Opposition in the House of
Representa t ives . In recent years 96% of mat ters of publ ic
importance discussed have been proposed by the Opposit ion. In
1985 they took up 44 hours, 7.7% of the House's t ime. In f ac t ,
mat te rs of publ ic importance have become Rde fac to" Opposition
t ime. The committee a lso notes t h a t many matters proposed have
become very general in t h e i r terms and often r e p e t i t i v e . A l i s t
of mat ters discussed in 1985 i s given a t Appendix 9.
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76. The committee concluded that the Opposition should not
be restricted to one set period each sitting week or fortnight
but should retain the opportunity to raise matters in the House
on a regular basis. The committee therefore agreed that the
public importance procedure should remain essentially as i t i s ,
de facto Opposition time, but that backbench Members from either
side should not be excluded from raising matters for discussion.

77. The committee determined that the current rules and

procedures should remain with certain exceptions. Opportunity to

propose matters for discussion should be restricted to one hour

on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays, the maximum time for

speeches should be 10 minutes, and the period should be known as

"matters of public interest" to more realistically describe the

nature of the discussions.

Recommendation

78. It is recommended that;

the public importance procedure be re-named Matter

of Public Interest;

prior to 12 noon on sitting Mondays, Tuesdays and

Wednesdays Members may propose to the Speaker that

matters of public interest be submitted to the

House for discussion;

matters of public interest follow the presentation

of papers in the routine of business;

. discussion not exceed one hour;

i t remain open to any Member to propose a matter

for discussion and the proposed discussion continue

to require the support of 8 Members, including the
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the maximum period for which a Member may speak
should be 10 minutes.

PRESENTATION AND CONSIDERATION OF COMMITTEE AND DELEGATION

REPORTS

79. Currently, reports of standing, select and joint
committees may be presented to the House at any time between
items of business. The Clerk of the House has advised the
committee that successive Governments have experienced problems
with respect to the tabling of committee reports in the context
of the programming of the House. I t is often difficult for
committee members to obtain leave to make statements in
connection with reports because of the pressure of Government
business. There are similar problems associated with the
presentation of reports of parliamentary delegations.

80. The committee accepts that arrangements should be
regularised and that a particular time should be set aside for
presentation of committee and delegation reports. The committee
also accepts that procedures should be adopted whereby the House
is given the opportunity to debate reports.

81. The committee has determined that the time spent by the
House on the consideration of the work of i ts committees is
inadequate. The figures at Appendix 10 show that the times
allotted for tabling of, and debate on, reports reflect a scant
regard for the work of parliamentary committees and delegations.
The committee noted with deep concern that there were 69
committee and delegation reports presented in 1984 yet, excluding
motions relating to the Public Works Committee, the House spent a
total of only 20 minutes debating them.
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82. The Committee does not envisage Government responses to
committee repor ts being made within the proposed period for
presenta t ion and considerat ion.

Re comme nda t i o n s

83. I t i s recommended tha t procedures be implemented

a speci f ic time for the presenta t ion of committee
and delegation repor ts i s s e t aside each week and
tha t i t be between noon and 12.45 p.m. on Wednesday
or Thursday (whichever i s the broadcast day) and,
if required and as determined by the Business
Committee, one other day;

the order of presentat ion i s determined by the
Business Committee and l i s t e d on the Blue Program?

on presentat ion the committee (or sub-committee)
Chairman or delegation leader and one other
committee or delegation member each has the r igh t
to make a statement for a period not exceeding
10 minutes;

following presentat ion and statements the
committee/sub-committee chairman or delegation
leader has the r igh t to move motions without notice
or leave tha t the House take note of the report and
tha t the report be printed?

following presentat ion of repor ts (or if no reports
are to be presented), orders of the day are called
on for resumption of debate on motions to take note
of committee or delegation repor ts presented a t
e a r l i e r s i t t i n g s , speech time l imi t s to be 10
minutes and the order of p r i o r i t y and debate



28

time limits to be determined by the Business

Committee and listed in a separate section of the

Notice Paper;

if there are no reports for presentation or debate,

the Bouse proceed with Government business, and

in cases of necessity, a report may s t i l l be
presented at a time when no other business is
before the House, though current procedures whereby
leave of the House must be sought for statements
would apply.
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84. It can be reasonably concluded that given the time
available to the House at present, the detailed consideration of
a large number of bi l ls in committee of the whole each year is
not possible. Approximately 23% of bil ls considered by the House
each year are considered in the committee of the whole and less
than 10% of the House's time is spent considering these bills in
committee. The committee notes that many machinery bi l ls do not
require detailed consideration in committee of the whole.

85. Argument has been advanced that the consideration of
legislation could be improved by the reintroduction of
legislation committees. During the years 1978-80 the House of
Representatives experimented with legislation committees as an
alternative to the committee of the whole House to consider bil ls
in detail after they had passed the second reading. Thirteen
bills were referred for consideration. An average of

1 hour 45 minutes was spent on each bill in committee and an
average of 48 minutes was taken on debate in the report stage in
the House. As shown in Appendix 12, 115 bil ls were considered in
committee of the whole House on their ini t ial passage during
1984-85 for a total time of approximately 78 hours or an average
of 41 minutes per bi l l considered.

86. The committee accepts that, given the large volume of
legislation dealt with each year and i t s increasing complexity,
there is need for some legislation at least to be given detailed
consideration in legislation committees. Advantages would be that
bil ls may receive a more thorough examination, there would be
better opportunities for Members to participate and they would
have a less formal and more efficient involvement in the
legislative process. Also, there may be savings in the time of
the House.

87. A number of proposals were advanced in submissions to
the committee for a wider committee role in considering
legislation. It was proposed that bil ls deemed suitable be
referred to legislation committees for the second reading as well
as the committee stage and that they even be given a
pre-legislative role.


