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Legislative Council � Commentary � Adjournment Debate 

HON SHEILA MILLS (South Metropolitan) [10.14 pm]: I would like to make a few comments about an 
article that appeared in this morning�s The West Australian about the functions of this house of Parliament. The 
member for Riverton in the other place has made comments about this house with which I would like to take 
issue this evening. I did not understand a lot of what the member said. This house has a significant role of 
scrutiny of government via its committee system. It was the first house to develop a system of standing 
committees back in 1989. This was an initiative of a former Liberal member, Hon Bob Pike, and the former 
Clerk, Laurie Marquet. The Legislative Assembly did not start its standing committee system until 2001. The 
member for Riverton said � 

� the review functions of the Legislative Council were already covered at the federal level by the 
Auditor-General and within the investigations of Lower House committees. 

I do not know exactly what that means. Anyone considering the form of governance of the Western Australian 
Parliament would be well advised to try to make a bit of sense of what he was saying, and correctly understand 
what he is saying about the role and function of this house, which in my view is extremely important. A book 
entitled Restraining Elective Dictatorship � The Upper House Solution states that the Council has outstripped 
the lower house in the development of committee systems to perform scrutiny as well as policy development 
functions. The book states that there is little doubt that both the quantity and quality of review and scrutiny in 
upper houses are superior to those in lower houses throughout Australia.  

The member for Riverton has been taking pot shots at this house for some considerable time. His last effort was 
to say that that we should not have elected members in this house, but rather experts. To prove his point, he 
referred to the House of Lords in the United Kingdom. As someone who has experience of the British system, 
and whose academic career has been in this field, I would not call the House of Lords a house of experts. It is a 
house of a nominees and political patronage, and lately has become a place of money for legislative amendments 
by four or five members. 
Hon Sally Talbot: Inherited expertise. 
Hon SHEILA MILLS: Yes, inherited expertise as well. Obviously the genetic pool provides for better brains 
than those of elected members. 
I do not have a problem with looking at governance in this system. The Premier said that the Legislative Council 
had started to fulfil its role as a house of review through the work of committees. However, as I said, the 
committee system here has been in operation since 1989; it is not recent. I do not think that if we are going to 
discuss these issues, we do so from the basis of what I consider to be an ignorant position. We just have to point 
to the work of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations. I am a member of that 
committee. The review function of the budget and the budget papers is not just a three-day blast as it is in the 
lower house; it is a process that goes on all year round, between budgets. Those sorts of comments do not help, 
and nor does tying the functions of this house to the fact that it cost $16 million, asking what the house does for 
the $16 million and declaring it a waste of space and a waste of time. That is highly inappropriate. 
Inflammatory and inaccurate media comment in this area does not do the Parliament any good; it makes us look 
like a bunch of idiots. If there is to be debate on these issues and on the operation and governance of the 
Parliament, that is well and good. However, watching the process day by day, I get the sense that there is a 
feeling of superiority over this house in the other place. Legislative Assembly members think the Legislative 
Council should be a rubber stamp for whatever goes on in the lower house. Whatever goes on down there comes 
up here, and we just say thank you very much and go off and do it. The comments in today�s The West 
Australian are indicative of that superiority syndrome. If that is the view of members, I greatly despair that we 
will have an adequate debate on the governance of this state. Surely the members of Parliament who espouse 
those points of view know how the system works and they should know what we do in this place. Do they know 
their own job as well as they should? I wanted to put on the record that those types of statements do not help the 
role of the Parliament overall. 

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm: We made a big mistake in 1890. 

Hon SHEILA MILLS: This was the first chamber and the Legislative Assembly came afterwards. They are 
Johnny-come-lateleys. It is a simple fact that to get rid of this chamber requires a referendum. I am sure that 
members on the other side of the house would have found it equally insulting as members on this side of the 
house to hear that this chamber is the home of political apparatchiks. I am sure that neither Hon Norman Moore 
nor Hon George Cash sees himself in that capacity. 

I put on record my disappointment at the lack of intellectual capacity and rigour regarding the comments that 
were made in the paper. I am sure Hon Norman Moore and Hon George Cash will counsel the relevant member 
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in the other place about the way Parliament works and about the role of this chamber. If members want to have a 
good debate about it, they should at least get their facts right and learn some of the political history that is 
involved in the operation of this Parliament. 

Hon Norman Moore: Can you make the same suggestion to Jim McGinty? 

Hon SHEILA MILLS: I knew the Leader of the House would say that; I have been waiting for it! I do not agree 
with him either. 
 


