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1. Introduction 

The Queensland Legislative Assembly resolved on 25 February 20 I 0 to es tablish a select committee to 
be known as the Review of the Parliamentary Committee System Committee. The committee is to 
conduct an inqui ry and report on how the Parliamentary oversight of legislation could be enhanced 
and how the existing Parliamentruy Committee system could be strengthened to enhance 
accountabi lity. 

In undertaking this inquiry, the committee is to consider-

• the role of Parliamen tary committees in both Australian and international j urisdi ctions III 

examining legislat ive proposals, particularly those with unicameral parliaments; 

• timely and cost effective ways by which Queensland Parl iamentary Committees can more 
effective ly evaluate and examine legislative proposals; and 

• the effectiveness of the operation of the committee s tructure of the 53rd Parliament following 
the res tructure of the committee system on 23 April 2009. 

The committee is to include in its report options on models for structuring the Queensland 
Parliamentary Comminee system. 

The committee is due to report to the Legislative Assembly by the end of 20 I O. 

Submiss ions have been invited and arc due by 2 1 May 20 I O. 

2. Committees in a unicameral parliament 

It is instructi ve that the terms of reference direct the Committee to give particular consideration to 
examples of the role of parliamentary committees in unicameral parliamcnrs. Nevertheless, the terms 
of reference do allow the Committee 10 consider parliamentary committees in bicameral parliaments. 

In unicamera l parliamcms, parliamentary commi ttees, formed to review legislation, always have a 
majority of government members and therefore have limited independence for review purposes. 

There is no doubt that the role of parliamentary committees in bicameral parliaments is clearer and 
stronger. In a bicameral parliament, parliamentary committees formed in an upper house elected by 
proporti onal representation arc more likely to be balrulced and provide a genuine and independent 
review of legislation. 

The bes t way of improving the effectiveness of Queens land parliamentary committees wou ld be to 
restore the Legislat ive Council. 

Recommendation 1: 

Sillce parliamelltary committees j llllction best in {I bicameral parliament ill which the 
upper house is electet! by proportional representation, the Queenslalld Legislathle 
COllllcil shollld be restored olld shollld be elected by proportiollol represelltotion. 

In the absence of this most desi rable improvement of the Queensland parliamentaJY system there are 
steps that could be taken to somewhat improve the system of parliamentary committees. 
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2.1 Referring all legislation to committees 

Nebraska has the only State unicameral legislature in the United States. 

The Nebraska Unicameral legi slature has fourteen standing committees organized around public 
policy areas. 

With the exception of a few technical bills, all legislative bills must receive a pub li c hearing by a 
legislative committee. 

AI hearings. citizens have a chance 10 express their opinions (0 commillee members. Testimony 
is recorded, lranscribed and incOIporated il1lo the official cOllllllillee record. After Ihe hearing. 
commillees may vole 10 send the bill fa General File with or without amendments, indefinitely 
poslpone (kill) Ihe bill or lake no aClion on il.' 

New Zealand has a national unicameral legislature. 

The New Zealand selecl commilfee system is unique in the Westminster 'world in 11701 almosl 
all legislalion is scrulinised by comlllillees. lIIilh legislalion alllomalically slanding relerred 10 

a commiffee. Also unique is the way in which 0 commirtee's recommended changes 10 a bill 
are drafted into Ihe bill as reporled back and unanimous changes adopled automalically by 
the House. Commiftees also, as a matter DJ course, invite public submissions on (he 
legislation before the commillee. 

This does not extend only {a wrillen submissions bur to hearing oral submissions from prelly 
much anyone who wishes to be heard. While in many jurisdictions committees do take public 
submissions. there is not the same expectation that submissions will be received and heard as 
a maffer 0/ course. This greatly enhances the legitimacy o/the commiffee process.} 

The Queensland parliamentary committee system could be strengthened by sending all except 
technical bills for an inquiry, including public consultation, to a relevant standing committee . 
Alternatively, a request by any two members of the Legislative Assembly for a bill to be referred to a 
committee for inquiry, including public consultation, could be made sufficient to trigger a referral. 

Recommendation 2: 

Either (Ill bills, except tee/lllic(l1 bills, or (Ill bills ",hich (lilY /Wo members 01 the 
Legislative Assembly request be referred, S/1()1I111 be referred to til e rele l1llllt standiJlg 
cOlllmittee /or illlJuiry illcludiJlg public cOlls ultatioll . 

3. Committee minorities 

In a unicameral parliament - especially one which operates on a party system as does the Queensland 
parliament - il will usually be the case that committees will have a majority of government members. 
This means that in the absence of any significant dissent by government backbenchers the majori ty 
reports of committees will ordinarily renect unqualifi ed support for legis lation or legislative proposals 
advanced by the government 

In this context it is important that committee procedures give as full an opportunity as possible for 
non-government members of the committee to exercise the rolc of scrutiny of government sponsored 
legis lation. 

When givi ng evidence before one Queensland parliamentary committee a witness for Fami lyYo ice 
Australia formed the impression tha t, unlike his experience before most Senate committees, the 
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questioning seemed to be unduly dominated by the Chairman of the committee, with a consequent 
reduction in the opportunity for non-government members of the committee to pursue a line of 
questioning. This may not be representative of the usual practice in Queensland parliamentaty 
committees. However, this dominance by the government majority is certainly possible and should be 
aetivcly prevented . 

In regard to Estimates Committees, Sta nding Order 180 (d) provides that ·'that at least half the time 
available Jor questions and answers in respect of each organizational unit is allocated 10 11011 -

Government members" ] This requirement shou ld app ly to all parliamentary committees. 

Non-government members should be given the first opportunity to ask quest ions. The Chairman 
should go last rather than first in putting questions and be the onc to miss out if time is short . 

The New South Wales parliamentary committees publish minutes of meetings which disclose the 
nature of disagreements on the text of a report and its recommendations, including recording the 
names of committee members voting for or against mot ions. 

If there is a di ssenting report , the response by the government to the report should include an 
obligation to respond to matters raised in the di ssenting report not just to the recommendations of the 
majority. 

Recommelldatioll 3: 

rhe role of the /loll -goverllment member ... of committees shollld be strengthened by: 

• g iving ,hem precel/ellce ill asking qllesl ioll.\' of witnesses, with a g uarantee fhallll 
least half of the available lime for questioning 1I witlless will be al/ot a/el/lo II()II
g011erlllllelllmemhersj 

• publishillg minutes of cOllllllillee meelings illCflu/illg recort/ing how members vote 
Oil motiolls; mu/ 

• requirillg the government to include, in its response to 1I commillee report, a 
response to mallers raised ill allY disselltillg report. 

4_ Time for public response 

Six weeks shou ld be the minimum period between in viting submissions from the publi c and the due 
date for submissions. 

There is no point asking for public submiss ions if members of the public and interested organisations 
arc not given adequate time to consider the issues raised, to consult with other interested parties or 
with their members and to encourage others to consider making a submission to the inquilY. 

Recolllmelll/ation 4: 

The minimum period between blldting submissions from the public alii/the dtle date 
for submissions should be six weeks. 
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