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House Rules

Turning up the volume on petitions

New arrangements for petitions to the House of Representatives will help the voice of the people be

heard in the federal parliament.

HAVE you ever signed a petition
to federal parliament and wondered
whatever happened to that?

The reality is, in most cases, petitions
have been far more effective in gathering
community support around an issue
than they have been in getting people’s
views heard in parliament.

Petitions are announced in the
House of Representatives chamber,
and occasionally may generate some
discussion in the House by federal
MPs. After that ....

The biggest criticism of petitions has
been the lack of follow-up to them.
Even the procedural guide for the
House of Representatives suggests
that the importance of petitions has
diminished over time.

“Individual grievances can often be dealt
with by more direct non-public action
by members, by the Commonwealth
Ombudsman and by such bodies as
the Administrative Appeals Tribunal,”
House of Representatives Practice
states. “Public grievances may be
more effectively brought to public
attention through other parliamentary
forms such as questions, debate and
committee inquiries, and through
direct communication with members
and ministers.”

But now, new arrangements for dealing
with petitions are set to inject new life
into the process.

A DPetitions Committee has been
established for the House of
Representatives to ensure all petitions
presented to the House are considered
and responded to appropriately.

The committee, comprising six
government and four non-government
members, has been given the power to
inquire into and report to the House on
any matter relating to petitions and the
petitions system.

“Before now, people have rightly
felc that the lack of response to their
petitions meant that their opinions have

NEW PROCEDURES: Gerring people’s views heard in parliament. Pic: photolibrary

not been heard,” said the newly elected
chair of the Petitions Committee, Julia
Irwin (Member for Fowler, NSW).

“Petitions provide a measure of a
community’s strength of feeling on an
issue, which in turn is communicated
to members of parliament,” Mrs Irwin
said. “The new rules for petitions
will ensure that those concerns are
properly heard and, more importantly,
responded to by the House.

“The Petitions Committee will consider
each petition and let the petitioners
know the response made on behalf of
the House. It has powers to conduct
roundtable meetings and inquiries
which will involve petitioners directly,
and the committee will report from
time to time on any discussions or
other actions that have been taken in
relation to petitions. There will be
greater transparency in the process.”

In order to improve the ability of the
House to respond to petitions, the
rules for petitions now require there to
be a principal petitioner, even where
a group of people sponsor a petition.
This person, who initiates, sponsors or
organises a petition, must provide their
full contact details on the first page
of the petition. This will enable the
Petitions Committee to contact him or
her regarding any response or follow-up
to the petition.

Contact details are for the use of the
Petitions Committee and will not
be published. It is not possible for a
member of the House of Representatives
to be a principal petitioner or indeed to
sign a petition.

While electronic petitions are not
currently accepted by the House of
Representatives, this issue will be
reviewed in the future.

“Internet-based petitions have been
used by groups such as Amnesty
International and Get Up, but currently
these can’t be accepted by the House of
Representatives. We hope to review
this situation in future and will call for
input from members of the public,”
Mrs Irwin said.

“It is hoped that the new arrangements
for responding to petitions will result
in them becoming an important means
for placing community concerns on
the parliamentary agenda, and for the
community to be involved in the work
of the parliament.” ®

LINKS

Web: www.aph.gov.au/house/work/
petitions.htm

Email: petitions.committee.reps
@aph.gov.au

Phone: (02) 6277 2152
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CRACKDOWN ON PREDATORS: Regulation of credit is being reformed. Photo: Newspix

Loan sharks in their

sights

Action is being taken to deal with predatory lending.

n a move to crack down on

predatory lenders, the Council

of Australian  Governments

has supported a House of
Representatives committee report tabled
last year, which recommended the states
and territories hand over regulation of
credit to the Commonwealth.

With details to be developed by
October this year, the COAG Business
Regulation and Competition Working
Group said it agrees in principle
to the Commonwealth assuming
responsibility for regulating mortgage
credit and advice, including persons
and corporations engaged in mortgage
broking activities, for the purpose of
protecting consumers.

The announcement at the March
meeting of COAG followed the report
by the House of Representatives
Economics Committee released in
September last year, which said the
current regulatory framework was
insufficient to deal with predatory
lenders and brokers who prey on people
facing financial hardship.

The then committee chair Bruce
Baird said the states had been trying
to come up with a regime to regulate
mortgage brokers for five years, but

had failed.

“There isan arbitrary division where
most financial products are regulated
by the Commonwealth, but credit is a
state responsibility,” he said.

“It is logical that credit regulation
should move to the Commonwealth.
As a starting point, the Corporations
Act has some existing structures in place
which could help eliminate predatory
conduct.”

Predatory conduct involves lenders
providing loans to borrowers with no
capacity to repay. The lenders charge
excessive fees and commissions to
establish the loan, and foreclose on the
mortgage at the first sign of default.

The borrower is either forced to
refinance with another lender or sell
their home. In both cases the predatory
lender will have stripped a significant
proportion of the equity the borrower
previously held.

In the committee’s report, Home
loan lending, the Credit Ombudsman
Service said it has observed a disturbing
trend among fringe lenders to refinance
home loans in circumstances where
the borrower has no capacity to repay
the loan.

“These lenders rely solely on the
value of the security, not the borrower’s
ability to meet the repayments. The
borrower is invariably in default of

their existing loan and is at risk of
losing their home,” it said.

Consumer groups also highlighted
their concerns about the large number of
complaints from people facing hardship
due to non-conforming, predatory-
type loans.

The Consumer Action Law
Committee told the committee non-
conforming loan products “are being
marketed and sold in many cases where
these products are grossly inappropriate
for the borrower, for example ‘low-
doc® loans being sold to low income,
employed or even unemployed
consumers’.

While the committee acknowledged
that the vast majority of lenders conduct
business and provide credit in an
appropriate way, its recommendation
that the Commonwealth assume
responsibility for credit regulation arose
from its concern about the lack of
consumer protection against predatory
lending aimed at taking advantage of
the most vulnerable borrowers.

“The regulatory framework for
creditshould offer consumers protection
against inappropriate lending practices,
and should also provide guidance
on lenders’ obligations to borrowers
who are facing financial hardship,”
committee chair Bruce Baird said.

“Evidence to the inquiry suggested
that the current arrangements do not
do either of these things as effectively as
they could. As such, reform is needed.”

According to the committee,
defining credit as a financial product
for the purposes of the Corporations
Act would make all providers of credit
products and services subject to rules
about quality of advice and disclosure.
They would also be required to hold an
Australian Financial Services licence.

Predatory lenders and brokers
providing inappropriate loans or advice
would therefore be subject to sanctions
from the Australian Securities and
Investments Commission and may face
the loss of their AFS licence.

AFS licence holders are also required
to be a member of an external dispute
resolution scheme, which provides an
effective and low-cost mechanism for
resolving consumer complaints.e

LINKS

Web:  www.aph.gov.au/economics
Email: economics.reps@aph.gov.au
Phone: (02) 6277 4587
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PEOPLE’S MOVEMENT: Lowitja O’Donoghue (second from left) says people power is needed to change the

Constitution. Photo: Andrew Dawson

Warnings about
constitutional reform

Achieving constitutional reform will not be easy,

experts have warned.

ny referendum on fixed four-

year electoral terms for the

House of Representatives is

likely to fail, according to
constitutional law experts who attended
a recent forum at Parliament House
in Canberra.

Four-yeartermsforlowerhouse MPs
was one of many issues discussed at the
constitutional reform roundtable held by
the House of Representatives Legal and
Constitutional Affairs Committee. The
qualifications of parliamentarians, the
process for amending the Constitution,
constitutional powers and the inclusion
of a constitutional preamble were also
on the agenda.

Professor George Williams told
the committee and the 14 experts
who attended the roundtable how
rare constitutional change has been in
Australia.

“The facts are that the Constitution
has sought to be amended 44 times since
1901,” he said. “Of those 44 proposals,
only eight, or 18 per cent, have been
passed by the people by the double
majority requirement—both a national
majority of voters and a majority, or
four out of six, Australian states.

“No referendum has succeeded in
Australia since 1977, despite a number
of proposals being put since that time. In

fact, 1977 to 2008, a period of 31 years,
is the longest period of no constitutional
change in Australia’s history.”

Professor Williams indicated that
lack of bipartisanship on a constitutional
reform proposal, such as four-year
terms for the House of Representatives,
would help to ensure the failure of any
referendum on the issue.

“It is hard to think of a better
example of something people would
love to vote ‘No’ to than the idea that
politicians, through their own self-
interest, correct or otherwise, have
drafted a proposal to give them an extra
year in office,” he said.

Early discussion emerging among
federal MPs showed differing views on
the merits of fixed four-year terms.

Professor Williams, who supports
four-year terms, saw little point
wasting millions of dollars promoting
a referendum doomed to fail without
initial bipartisan political support.

“Personally I only think it should
be taken forward if the debate is
constructed in such a way that, if it goes
to a referendum, the parliament is seen
to be responding to popular demand to
fix a problem,” he said.

His pessimism was shared by
Professor Greg Craven from the
Australian Catholic University, who

indicated that the length of senators’
terms was another sticking point.

“Maybe we can bring it on the
road again, but I have absolutely
no doubt that it is a certain loser,”
Professor Craven said. “If you look at
the conditions of this, it has got ‘loser’
branded on its forehead. You can see
the bipartisan thing collapsing as one
talks. You can see dissent breaking out
just in the audience here.

“What is the ‘No’ case to this
one? Politicians want to go longer
between submitting themselves to your
judgement. Vote yes or no.” I really do
not have much doubt which way that
one would come down.

“There is another principled
objection, which is that if you are into
checks and balances in this country you
are probably pretty fond of the Senate.
Unless you can come up with some
sensible answer to what you do with
the Senate in a proposal like this—and
I would rather wear eight years than
some of the other alternatives—you
have got another massive problem.”

Former federal Attorney-General,
Professor Michael Lavarch agreed that
the “real issue” with extending the
House of Representatives term is “what
you do with the Senate”.

“It is sanguine to note that, of
all the constitutional referendums that
have been put in our history, the lowest
vote was the proposition in 1988 of a
four-year term with a four-year term in
the Senate,” he said.

Indigenous leader Dr Lowitja
O’Donoghue told the roundtable that
people power was needed to change the
Constitution.

“As an old campaigner, I want
to just say something about the 1967
referendum, because it wasareal people’s
movement of committed Australians,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people and non-Aboriginal people,
who worked for many years towards
the referendum,” she said. “That was
a campaign that was a real people’s
movement. Unless we have that kind
of movement, I think generally people
do not understand difficult issues like
changing the Constitution.” e

LINKS
Web:
Email:
Phone:

www.aph.gov.au/laca
laca.reps@aph.gov.au
(02) 6277 2358
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Parliamentary partnerships promote development

Australia is playing its part in strengthening parliamentary democracy

in our neighbourhood.

joint  initiative by
Australia’s federal, state
and cterritory parliaments
is helping to provide
equipment and training to national
parliaments in the region, with
the aim of boosting their capacity
and effectiveness as parliamentary

institutions.

A variety of projects have been
supported through an education
trustfund, established in 2003 under
the auspices of the Commonwealth
Parliamentary Association to help
bolster parliamentary development
in the region.

Last month, for example, the Cook
Islands parliament was propelled
into cyberspace with the launch
of a new parliamentary website
designed with the assistance of
Australian Parliamentary Library
web manager Margaret Cazabon.
She had previously provided similar
assistance to the Kiribati parliament
in getting their website established.

“This is a major step forward for
us,” said Isaac Solomona, Editor
of Debates at the Cook Islands
parliament. “We are grateful to all
the good people in Australia for
their wonderful assistance.”

This sort of sentiment is being
echoed throughout the Pacific,
with the trust fund assisting in the
development of a parliamentary
library in Tuvalu, the supply and
installation of a modern telephone
system for the Kiribati parliament,
development and production of a
handbook for parliamentarians in
Niue, establishment of a financial
system for the Solomon Islands
parliament, and the supply of
computer and office equipment for
11 Pacific Island parliaments.

Parliamentary officials from the
Pacific have also been able to travel
to Australia with support from the
fund to undertake training across
various specialised parliamentary
disciplines, including training in

parliamentary procedure, hansard
and committee work.

Support has also been provided for
the fledgling parliaments of Timor-
Leste and Afghanistan.

Farlier this year, House of
Representatives media manager
Andrew Dawson travelled to the
Timor-Leste capital of Dili to
conduct a workshop on reporting
of the national budget. This was a
follow up to two earlier workshops
on parliament and the media that
had been supported through the
trust fund.

In April, the Clerk of the House
of Representatives Ian Harris and
About the House editor Andres
Lomp, in conjunction with the
United Nations Development
Programme, conducted a strategic
planning  workshop for the
Afghanistan Parliament, to help
determine future development
and training needs for Afghanistan
parliamentarians and parliamentary

staff. o

STEP FORWARD: A journalist in Timor-Leste practises interviewing an MP at a workshop on reporting the national budget. Photo: Andrew Dawson




EXPLORING YOUR HOUSE
When architects Mitchell/Giurgola

& Thorp won the international
competition to design Parliament
House, they were faced with a
challenging task. They had to create
a building that not only served all
the traditional functions of a national
parliament, but also one that had

a truly Australian identity. Many
examples of parliamentary tradition
given a distinctly Australian flavour
can be found in the House of
Representatives chamber.

A collection of gum leaves and nuts showing the colours that
inspired the architects of Parliament House. Photo: Rollin R
La France, courtesy of MGT Architects

THE GREEN HOUSE

The use of the colour green in
parliament’s lower house originated
in the United Kingdom, where the
House of Commons is decorated

in green and the House of Lords in
red. The tradition was maintained in
Australia’s Old Parliament House,
which was opened in 1927, and
continues in new Parliament House.

The blue-greens used in the modern
chamber reflect the colour of gum
leaves and the Australian landscape.

The architects wanted to find timber
that would match the colour of the
walls, carpet and upholstery. After much
searching, they chose turpentine wood
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and grey box, which was traditionally
used to make railway sleepers.

There are two explanations for the
traditional use of green.

From around 1548 until 1834,

the House of Commons sat in St
Stephens Chapel, in the old Palace

of Westminster in London. The
chapel was built during the 13th
century and was decorated in green. It
probably remained green during the
Tudor period (1485 — 1603), because
white and green were the Tudor
family colours. By the time the UK
parliament moved to new Westminster
Palace in 1834, the use of green in the
Commons chamber had become

a tradition.

An alternative explanation is that
green was the colour of the common
people. In medieval England, a

native plant extract called woad

was commonly used as a fabric dye.
Depending upon the strength of the
solution, woad dyed fabric black,

blue or green. Green cloth could be
produced from a solution that had
already been used to dye cloth black or
blue, meaning that green cloth was the
cheapest. It was certainly less costly
than red cloth, which was dyed using
an expensive imported pigment called
madder. The House of Commons
may have been given cheaper green
upholstery, while the nobility in the
House of Lords enjoyed expensive red.

nts and teachers

A CHAIR IN THERE

The Speaker’s chair in Old Parliament
House is a replica of the one originally
used in the UK House of Commons.
It was presented to the House

by the UK branch of the Empire
Parliamentary Association. The Royal
Arms on the canopy were carved in
oak taken from Westminster Hall and
the flaps on the arm-rests were made
of oak from Admiral Nelson’s famous
ship the HMS Victory. When the

UK Parliament House was destroyed
by bombs in 1941, the Australian
parliament sent a replica of the old
Speaker’s chair back to the UK.

Due to its historic importance, plans
were made to move the old Speaker’s
chair to new Parliament House, but it
didn’t suit the modern style of the new
chamber. A new chair was built instead.

Cartoon: Pat Campbell

The Speaker’s chair, House of Representatives chamber.
Photo: AUSPIC

IF THE SHOE FITS

The House of Representatives
chamber contains five rows of seating
arranged in a horseshoe shape.
Members asked for this seating
arrangement during the planning
phase of Old Parliament House and it
was used again in the new building.

This style of seating is an Australian
innovation. In most of the world’s
parliaments, rows of seats are arranged
to face each other across the room

or are spread in a fan shape around a
central platform.



Australia is now exporting its home-
grown traditions back to the UK.
The Scottish parliament, established
in 1999, adopted ‘U’-shaped seating
in the hope that this would make
interaction between the members less
confrontational.

Historically, a mace was a club used in
hand-to-hand combat. During the 12th
century, the Serjeants-at-Arms that made
up the King’s bodyguard were armed
with maces stamped with the Royal
Arms. The serjeants’ duties included
arresting traitors and anyone who
committed crimes against the King,

Seating in the House of Representatives Chamber.
Photo: AUSPIC

CROWNING GLORY

The Mace is a ceremonial club

that symbolises the authority of

the Speaker and the House. At the
beginning of every sitting of the
House, the Mace is carried into the
House by the Serjeant-at-Arms and is
placed on the special brackets at the
end of the central table.

The Mace used by the House of
Representatives was a gift from the
UK Empire Association for the
House’s 50th anniversary in 1951.
It was designed in Australia, but was
modelled on the Mace of the UK
House of Commons.

The Mace is made of silver coated

in gold. It is 132cm long and weighs
about 7.8kg. The head is divided into
four panels that show the Australian
coat of arms and royal symbols and

is topped with a crown. A band
around the base of the crown shows
the emblems of the six Australian
states. Between the state emblems

are ram’s heads and ears of wheat,
which symbolise important Australian
industries. The shaft of the Mace has
a spiral leaf and trellis design, which
represents unity.

The House of Representatives Mace. Photo: AUSPIC

IN THE BOX

The despatch boxes are located

on cither side of the House of
Representatives table at the end
nearest the Speaker. They contain
forms and books used during the
swearing-in of new members.

The Prime Minister, ministers,
parliamentary secretaries, the Leader of
the Opposition and shadow ministers
stand at the despatch boxes when they
speak in the House.

The despatch boxes used in the House
of Representatives were a personal gift
from King George V (reigned 1910-
1936) to mark the opening of Old
Parliament House in 1927. They were
presented to the House by the King’s
son, the Duke of York. There is an
inscription signed by the King inside
the lid of each box.

The boxes are made of rosewood
decorated with enamel and silver.
They are replicas of the despatch boxes

that were used in the UK House of
Commons until 1941, when that
chamber was destroyed during a
wartime air-raid.

Despatch boxes date back to the
parliaments of 13th century England,
when travellers carried their belongings
in boxes. Clerks and members of the
parliament used such boxes to carry
their papers to the chamber, so there
would always have been a few lying on

the table.

Despatch Box. Photo: AUSPIC

A PROJECT FOR YOU TO DO

The year is 2201. Australia
celebrates 300 years of Federation
by building a new Parliament House
and you have been asked to design
the chamber for the House of
Representatives.

What features will you include to
represent important Australian
values? What traditional symbols
and objects will you leave out? How
will you arrange the seating? How
do you think your design will affect
the operation of the House?

For more on the history of the House
of Representatives, you can get the
House of Representatives history pack
‘A House for the Nation’, including
cd-rom encyclopaedia, four episode
documentary and study guide, for $55
(including GST). To order: email liaison.
reps@aph.gov.au or phone freecall
1800 139 299.



Your guide to investigations by House of Representatives and Joint Committees

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs Committee
* No current inquiries

Web: www.aph.gov.au/atsia

Email: atsia.reps@aph.gov.au

Phone: (02) 6277 4559

Australian Commission for Law Enforcement

Integrity Committee

¢ Australian Commission for Law Enforcement Annual
Report 2007
Report being prepared
Web:  www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/aclei_ctte
Email: aclei.committee@aph.gov.au

Australian Crime Commission Committee

* Australian Crime Commission Amendment Act 2007
Public hearings being conducted

* Legislative arrangements to outlaw serious and organised
crime groups
Submissions being sought

* Australian Crime Commission Annual Report 2007
Report being prepared
Web: www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/acc_ctte

Email: acc.committee@aph.gov.au or

Phone: (02) 6277 3419

Climate Change, Water, Environment and the Arts Committee
* Climate change and environmental impacts on

coastal communities

Submissions being sought

Web:  www.aph.gov.au/ccwea

Email: ccwea.reps@aph.gov.au
Phone: (02) 6277 4580

Communications Committee
* No current inquiries
Web: www.aph.gov.au/coms

Email: coms.reps@aph.gov.au
Phone: (02) 6277 4601

Corporations and Financial Services Committee

* Shareholder engagement and participation
Public hearings being conducted
Web:  www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/corporations_ctte
Email: corporations.joint@aph.gov.au

Phone: (02) 6277 3583

Economics Committee

* Review of the Reserve Bank Annual Report 2007
(First Report)
Public hearing conducted on 4 April 2008
Web: www.aph.gov.au/economics

Email: economics.reps@aph.gov.au
Phone: (02) 6277 4587

Education and Training Committee

Review of Department of Education, Science and Training
Annual Report 2006-07

Submissions being sought

Web:  www.aph.gov.au/edt

Email: edt.reps@aph.gov.au

Phone: (02) 6277 4573

Electoral Matters Committee

Schedule 1 of the Tax Laws Amendment (2008 Measures
No.1) Bill 2008 — Political Contributions and Gifts
Report being prepared

2007 federal election

Submissions being sought

Web: www.aph.gov.au/em

Email: jscem@aph.gov.au
Phone: (02) 6277 2374

Employment and Workplace Relations Committee

No current inquiries

Web: www.aph.gov.au/ewr
Email: ewr.reps@aph.gov.au

Phone: (02) 6277 4162

Family, Community, Housing and Youth Committee

Better support for carers
Submissions being sought
Web: www.aph.gov.au/fchy
Email: fchy.reps@aph.gov.au
Phone: (02) 6277 4566

Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee

Review of the Defence Annual Report 2006-2007
Submissions being sought

Web:  www.aph.gov.au/jfadt

Email: jscfadt@aph.gov.au

Phone: (02) 6277 2313

Health and Ageing Committee

Obesity in Australia
Public hearings being conducted
Web: www.aph.gov.au/haa

Email: haa.reps@aph.gov.au
Phone: (02) 6277 4145

Industry, Science and Innovation Committee

Research training and research workforce issues in
Australian universities

Submissions being sought

Web: www.aph.gov.au/isi

Email: isi.reps@aph.gov.au

Phone: (02) 6277 4594






