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Ms Julie Owens, MP
Chair
Standing Committee on Procedure

Dear Ms Owens

Attached please find a submission for the Committee's consideration in its inquiry
into the conduct of the business of the House.

My colleagues and I will be very pleased to provide any further assistance the
Committee may require.

Yours sincerely

I C HARRIS
Clerk of the House



The conduct of the business of the House

Summary

The department appreciates the invitation to contribute to this inquiry. The
committee's choice of this subject is to be welcomed; its record of success gives
grounds for optimism that it will be able to identify and recommend worthwhile
changes.

This submission deals with -

• sitting hours;
• speaking times;
• the Main Committee;
• committee reports;
• private Members' business;
• 90 second statements, and
• technological developments.

In short, we believe there are options which would build on adaptations already
made and make the sitting arrangements more people-friendly without reducing the
House's capacity to transact business; we believe that some reduction in speaking
times could improve the vitality of debates as well as saving time, and we suggest
options concerning committee reports, private members' business and members'
statements.

The approach taken in the submission is to outline possibilities; it does not contain
detailed or fully developed proposals. The Department will be happy to do further
work on any or on all of these matters, as the Committee may require.

Sitting hours

Although the issues of sitting days and hours of sittings have often been considered
at the same time, they are separate matters, and independent of the number of sitting
days or weeks each year, the challenge long recognised by the Committee has been
to find means by which maximum benefit or value can be obtained from the sittings
of the House and meetings of the Main Committee.



The House has experimented with a number of arrangements for its sitting hours, and
it has taken action to try to ameliorate the effects of the intense sitting week on
Members - for example by introducing provisions for the deferral of divisions and
quorums on Monday and Tuesday evenings and earlier this year by adopting special
provisions concerning nursing mothers. We believe that it should be possible to have
more people-friendly working hours, for example with no sitting scheduled to last
beyond 8pm. Further, we believe that this could be done as part of a package which
would ensure that there was no loss in the capacity of the House to transact
government or non-government business.

Regular earlier adjournments would surely be appreciated by Members, by their staff
and by departmental and other supporting staff. They would be seen as making the
House a more people-friendly workplace and a more positive one in terms of the
health of Members and of staff1. In addition, such arrangements could encourage the
recognition by Members, and more widely, that, important as its work is, the House
is also a workplace. Working hours not too dissimilar to those of other workplaces
should be more conducive to the conduct of the work of the House in a more regular
and contemporary atmosphere. Such arrangements could also ultimately have some
positive value in terms of community perceptions of the House and its Members2.

Adjournment at 8pm on Mondays and Tuesdays (with the current adjournment times
on Wednesday and Thursday) would reduce House sitting time by three hours. Even
without more radical proposals, such as scheduling party meetings after the House
has risen, it would be possible to compensate for the time lost.

The most obvious solution would be for the House to meet earlier on Tuesdays. In
addition, the Main Committee could be scheduled to meet for additional hours. It is
also possible that the loss of three hours of scheduled House sitting time in the
evenings could be compensated for by less than three hours additional time without
any reduction in Members' capacity to transact items of business. (This could be
achieved if greater use was made of the Main Committee and/or if reductions were
made in speech time limits or in the times for debates see below).

Speaking times

1 - Reductions in time limits
Reductions in speech time limits could result in a saving of time for Members
participating in debate, and also allow more Members to contribute. We believe that
this could be done without depriving Members generally of opportunities to make
worthwhile and substantive speeches, and also that the quality of debates could be
improved3. The Procedure Committee has commented
....the length of speeches also has an impact on the extent to which debate is lively and
interactive..4

1 And see About Time, op cit, pp30-33; Time for review, op cit p31-2.

2 And see About Time, op cit, p32.

3 The comments that follow are based on a submission made to the Committee by the Department in 2006 - See
the Committee's report Encouraging an interactive Chamber.
4 Procedure Committee, Learning from other parliaments, para 2.12.



The benefits of reduced time limits could be gained as a result of:

• Members feeling the need to be more selective in the content of speeches;

• Members not feeling they needed to take their full 20 minutes (on bills) when
in fact all that they might wish to say could be said in 10 or 15 minutes5 - some
members may feel they are 'letting the side down' if they do not take their full
time or close to it; sometimes Members have been taunted that economy of time and
expression suggests a weakness in their case when it appears they may not take their
full time;

a a greater sense of pace or momentum in debates;

• a reduction in overlap in the content of speeches;

• Members possibly spending more time in the House/Main Committee or at
least being present for more of the speech of the preceding speaker, because
the speeches of other members would be shorter and they might perceive a
higher risk of missing the call. Further, if debate became more interactive a
Member may also choose to stay to hear the speech of the following speaker.

An analysis of 11 second reading debates held in the House recently this year has
shown the following: averages:

• length of speeches - 14.42 min (including Ministers/Parl Sees);

• length of Ministerial/Parl Sec speeches - 7.57 mins;

• length of speeches excluding Ministers/Parl Sees - 15.50 mins;

• length of debate - 3hrs.7 mins;

• number of speakers - 1 3 .

These statistics are similar to averages taken from a sample of bills in 2006. It is
notable that an analysis of thirty one recent second reading debates in the Main
Committee showed an average speaking time of 11 minutes and an average length of
debate of just under one hour. Presumably these differences can be explained largely
by the fact that non-controversial bills are referred to the Main Committee, but it is
also possible that the characteristics of the Main Committee itself and its less formal
atmosphere influence the time taken - for example Members may feel less pressure
to speak for longer than they really believe they need to.

The Committee's report Learning from other parliaments states that members of
other legislatures visited were surprised that in the House Members were permitted to
speak on the second reading of bills for 20 minutes without interruption - in the British House
of Commons, for example, the Speaker announces at the commencement of debates what the

5 An analysis of 11 recent second reading debates in the House shows an average length of speeches excluding
Ministers/Parl Sees of 15.50 minutes



time limits will be (8 minutes is a minimum)6. The committee reported that it found that the
length of speeches had an impact on the extent to which debate was lively and interactive7. The
Committee also reported that members of other parliaments are expected to be present in the
chamber - for example for the opening of a debate and for the preceding and following speaker
- if they wish to receive the call.8

We note also that in the New Zealand House of Representatives the Business Committee has
the task of setting speaking times for individual Members, as well as determining the order of
business and the time for items. The Committee is chaired by the Speaker, its members include
the Leader and the Shadow Leader of the House and the party Whips, all parties are
represented, and, although they could be overturned by the House, its determinations have
effect without the need for endorsement by the House .

Attachment 1 summarises time limits on the second reading or equivalent stage in
10 other houses, and notes other relevant practices.

Experience with debates on private members' resolutions suggests that worthwhile
and more lively debates can be held with shorter time limits. It is also notable that
on condolence and similar motions, when time limits are not set, Members usually
speak for periods well short of the 15 minute 'other debates' default time, yet appear
to be able to say all that they wish to.

It would be possible, for example to set the following limits:

Second reading of bill

Mover and main opposition speaker: 20 minutes, with the

Minister having the right to require an extension of 10 minutes which, if exercised,

gives the Leader of the Opposition or member representing the Leader the same right;

Other speakers: 15 minutes (but see also 4 below)

Debates not otherwise provided for: 15 minutes for mover, 10 minutes for others.

Under the current standing orders there is an anomaly in respect of debates on
motions to take note of committee and delegation reports. When such debates take
place on Mondays, the maximum time is 10 minutes, but when they take place on
other days the default provision (debates not otherwise provided for) of 15 minutes
applies. The Committee might wish to consider this anomaly.

May, 23 rd edn , p 432-3

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid, p7

9 And see David McGee Parliamentary Practice in New Zealand, (3rd edn, 2005), pp 166-9.


