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Chapter 1

Annual reports of government departments

Reports referred to the Committee for examination and report

1.1 The annual reports of two government departments were referred to the Committee for examination and report, as follows:

· Attorney-General’s Department; and

· Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs.

1.2 In March 1994, the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet prepared guidelines for the preparation of annual reports by government departments, which the Joint Committee of Public Accounts subsequently approved.  

1.3 Subsection 25(7) of the Public Service Act 1922 requires that government departments prepare annual reports in accordance with these guidelines.  The annual reporting guidelines “are designed to emphasise program performance and the achievement of program objectives – that is, (a) focus on results”.

1.4 The Committee examines annual reports by reference to these guidelines.  During this process it is also the responsibility of the Committee to draw the Senate’s attention to any significant matters relating to the operation and performance of the relevant bodies during the reporting period.  Matters relating to performance in each portfolio which the Committee wishes to highlight, are noted below.

Attorney-General’s Department Annual Report 1997-98

1.5 The Committee notes some of the major challenges faced by the Department during this reporting period.  These include: 

· the implementation of legislation in relation to legal aid; 

· preparations for the passing of the Bill to create the Australian Government Solicitor as a statutory authority; 

· reforms to criminal law including the development of a Commonwealth Criminal Code and the model criminal code; and, 

· responding to an increase in demand for drafting services offered on a commercial basis by the Office of Legislative Drafting.

1.6 The Committee is pleased with the Department’s compliance with program performance reporting.  The inclusion of comparative data is useful, although this could be further enhanced by assessing the performance outcomes against quantifiable performance measures where possible.

1.7 The Committee would like to reiterate the suggestion made during the Additional Estimates hearing on 8 February 1999
 that it would be useful to include more information on the international legal issues the Department is involved in, and to compile the existing information on this issue in one section in the annual report.  This suggestion was made in response to Mr Moss’s comments at the Additional Estimates hearing: 

“….we as a department are involved in an array of international fora which either have developed and which we are involved in the implementation of, or are in the throes of developing various multiparty conventions or other international instruments to facilitate the global handling of the various legal issues which arise.  As I think Mr Blunn said earlier in answer to you, Senator, these areas are growing almost exponentially and we have always seen ourselves as taking a major role where possible in those developments”.

1.8 The Committee looks forward to learning more of these international developments in future annual reports.

Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs

1.9 The Committee was pleased to note the Department’s achievement in fulfilling its Humanitarian program: 

The Humanitarian program was successfully fulfilled at 12 055 places, close to its 12 000 target.  Of this number, 10 467 people were granted Humanitarian Program visas outside Australia and 1588 received Protection Visas onshore ……More than 4000 refugees were granted visas, including 543 under the Women at Risk category
.

1.10 In a speech to Parliament
 on the annual report , Senator McKiernan stated, 

“This is something that this nation must be proud of.  We are assisting people who are in need of assistance.  We are granting them protection and we are granting them a future when they may not otherwise have had a future”

1.11 During this speech Senator McKiernan raised concern in relation to the issue of border management and compliance.  He noted the increase in the number of passengers intercepted by airport staff from 626, compared with 436 the previous year
. This ‘dramatic’ increase would be necessarily addressed with the additional funding set aside in May Budget 1998. 
1.12 The Committee would like to comment on the lack of reference made in the Department’s annual report to Auditor-General Audit Reports tabled during this period.  On page 12 of the Department’s annual report, it is stated, ‘no reports tabled by the Auditor-General were of direct policy or operational significance to the Department’.  The Committee suggests two Auditor-General Audit Reports 1997-98 containing recommendations involving the Department deserve mentioning.  

1.13 The first of these is the Auditor-General Audit Report No.7, (Immigration Compliance Function) which refers to the efficiency audit of the immigration compliance function, carried out in 1997-98.  This audit was a follow-up to the audit carried out in 1993-1994. The Committee reiterates the comments made in Examination of Annual Reports No.1 of 1999, that, as these recommendations relate directly to the Department’s performance and operations, it would assist the Committee if in the annual report information was provided on any action taken on these recommendations, and if any recommendations are still outstanding.

1.14 Auditor-General Audit Report No. 32 (The Management of Boat People) contains recommendations (No. 1-14, excluding No.7, which does not involve DIMA) addressing actions by the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs.  The Committee agrees that the relevance of this report to the Department does warrant its reference in the Department’s annual report.

1.15 The Committee notes that on pages 116-118 of the Department’s annual report reference is made to the Auditor-General’s Audit Report No.3 (Program Evaluation in the Australian Public Service).

1.16 On 21 March 1998, the Migration Agents Registration Board was replaced by the Migration Agents Registration Authority (MARA).  Comments on the first annual report of this body are at Paragraph 2.23-2.25. 

Conclusion

1.17 Apart from the noted concerns, the Committee considers both departmental annual reports examined in this report are apparently satisfactory.

� 	Requirements for Departmental Annual Reports, Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, March 1994 (for departments/agencies whose heads have powers of a secretary under the Public Service Act 1922): Guidelines for the Content, Preparation and Presentation of Annual Reports by Statutory Authorities, included at Appendix 2 (for future reports, the relevant guidelines are contained in the Commonwealth Authorities and Companies Orders 1998); and Reporting Requirements for the Annual Reports of Non-Statutory Bodies, included at Appendix 3. 
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