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PROCEDURE AND PRIVILEGES COMMITTEE 

Ninth Report — “Minor Adjustments to the Standing Orders” —Tabling 

MR M.W. SUTHERLAND (Mount Lawley — Deputy Speaker) [2.47 pm]: I present for tabling the ninth 
report of the Procedure and Privileges Committee of the thirty-eight Parliament, entitled “Minor Adjustments to 
the Standing Orders”. 

[See paper 2406.] 

Mr M.W. SUTHERLAND: The background to this is — 

Providing opportunities for members of Parliament to raise issues of concern regarding their electorates, 
to discuss contemporary issues, or to question government policy and administration, is central to the 
democratic process and integral to the Legislative Assembly’s roles as a forum of debate and a vehicle 
for keeping the Executive accountable. 

The SPEAKER: Take a seat, member for Mount Lawley. There are members in this place—I agree with you, 
member for Warnbro—and I want to hear what the member for Mount Lawley has to say in respect of this 
report. If you have conversations you want to hold, I urge you to take them outside of this place; otherwise, we 
have a process in this place whereby the report should be listened to. 

Mr M.W. SUTHERLAND: Thank you, Mr Speaker. To continue — 

As part of your Committee’s remit to review the Standing Orders, several minor adjustments have been 
considered in relation to grievances, members’ statements, and questions without notice which your 
Committee believes will improve opportunities for members to raise issues of interest and concern with 
minimal impact on the weekly parliamentary timetable. 

Grievances (Standing Order 146) 

Legislative Assembly Standing Order 146 allows for four members to speak on a grievance for a period 
of up to seven minutes, with a Minister or member deputed having the right to reply to each grievance 
for a period of up to seven minutes. Grievances take place at a time determined by the Speaker on each 
Thursday, customarily between 9.10 am and 10.10 am. 

Grievance debates derived ‘from the centuries old financial procedures of the House of Commons … 
[reflecting the] traditional insistence of the Commons on considering grievances before granting supply 
to the Crown’. 

Grievances are particularly useful as a mechanism for members to raise subjects of interest or concern 
to them or their constituents without the restrictions of a question or the need formally to propose a 
motion. 

Your Committee proposes that the Legislative Assembly abridge the time allocated for individual 
grievances and replies to enable a greater number of grievances to be made within the one hour per 
week currently allocated to grievances. Reducing the existing time limit from seven to five minutes for 
both grievances and responses would enable six grievances to be aired. It is your Committee’s view that 
five minutes provides sufficient time for members to canvass briefly the main issues relating to their 
topic and similarly provides adequate time for a considered response from the relevant Minister. 

Members’ Statements (Standing Order 147) 

Legislative Assembly Standing Order 147 allows for up to six members, other than a Minister, to make 
a statement not exceeding 90 seconds on any topic of interest to them. Members’ statements are 
currently scheduled from 12.50 pm to 1.00 pm on Thursdays. 

Members’ statements provide an opportunity for discussion of topics not normally accommodated by 
the rules of debate. The range of topics canvassed in members’ statements varies widely, although 
issues of importance or concern within a member’s electorate are frequently to the foreground. 
Members’ statements are an eagerly sought opportunity and in the Legislative Assembly are usually 
allocated evenly between each side of the House. 

To provide more opportunities for members to make such statements, the Committee proposes that the 
Standing Orders be amended to increase the number of members’ statements from six to ten each week. 
This adjustment would enable an additional 80 members’ statements to be made over an average year of 
20 sitting weeks. This adjustment would require an additional five minutes per week to be allocated to 
members’ statements, with the session to run from 12.45 pm to 1.00 pm.  
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Questions Without Notice (Standing Orders 75, 76, 77, 78, 82) 

Legislative Assembly Standing Order 75 empowers members to ask questions, mainly of Ministers; 
Standing Order 82 directs that questions without notice ‘may be asked for a period determined by the 
Speaker’—in practice, usually 45 minutes per sitting. Standing Order 78 provides that answers to such 
questions ‘must be relevant to the question’, but does not prescribe a time limit for responses. The 
Speaker, however, may encourage Ministers to be succinct, or direct them to conclude their comments 
or resume their seats if their answers are too long, irrelevant or repetitious. Your Committee considers 
that, subject always to the discretion of the Speaker, introducing time limits on questions without 
notice, including supplementary questions, is worth trialling by the Legislative Assembly as it could 
lead to a more effective question time.  

A number of jurisdictions have imposed time limits on both questions and answers, including the 
Australian Senate which since 1992 permits members up to one minute to ask a question or a 
supplementary question and enforces a four-minute time limit on the reply to questions and a one-
minute limit for answers to a supplementary question. The Legislative Assembly of the Australian 
Capital Territory does not time limit questions, but sets four- and two-minute limits respectively for 
responses to original and supplementary questions. 

Your Committee proposes that, subject always to the discretion of the Speaker, a one-minute time limit 
should apply to a question without notice and a four-minute time limit should apply to an answer. 

Trial Operation 

Your Committee considers that the minor adjustments to the Standing Orders it recommends in this 
report will materially enhance opportunities for members to raise issues of concern to them and their 
constituents with minimal disruption to the existing parliamentary schedule. Your Committee 
accordingly submits the following recommendations to the Assembly for its consideration and adoption 
on a trial basis until the end of the 2010 sitting year, following which it will conduct a review of the 
trial. 

Recommendations 

Recommendation 1 

Your Committee recommends — 

Standing Order 146 

That as a trial for the remainder of 2010, SO 146 be amended by deleting ‘Four’ and substituting ‘Six’. 
The Temporary Standing Order will then read: 

Grievances 

146. At a time determined by the Speaker on each Thursday when the Address in Reply no longer has 
priority, the Speaker will call for grievances. Six members may speak on grievances and no member 
may speak more than once. A Minister of a member deputed will have the right to reply to each of the 
grievances. 

Standing Order 101 

That as a trial for the remainder of 2010, SO 101 be amended by deleting ‘7 minutes’ and substituting 
‘5 minutes’ after the section ‘Grievance debate (S.O. 146)’. The Temporary Standing Order will then 
read: 

Time limits on speeches 

101. 

Grievance debate (S.O. 146) 

Each member including a Minister or a member deputed to reply — 5 minutes 

Recommendation 2 

Your Committee recommends – 

Standing Order 147 

That as a trial for the remainder of 2010, SO 147 be amended by deleting ‘six’ and substituting ‘ten’. 
The Temporary Standing Order will then read: 

Members’ statements 
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147. Once in each sitting week, at a time decided by the Speaker, the Speaker will call for statements by 
Members, and up to ten members, other than a Minister, may make a statement not exceeding 90 
seconds each. 

Recommendation 3 

Your Committee recommends – 

Standing Order 77 

That as a trial for the remainder of 2010, SO 77 be amended by inserting after sub-order (2) the 
following new sub-order —‘(3) Subject always to the discretion of the Speaker, a question should not 
normally exceed one minute’. The Temporary Standing Order will then read: 

Rules for questions 

77. The following general rules apply to questions — 

(1) Questions should not contain —  

(a) preambles, opinions, statements of facts or names of persons unless they are 
necessary to render the question intelligible, extracts from newspapers or books, or 
quotations; or 

(b) argument, allegations, inference, imputation, epithets, ironical expressions, or 
hypothetical matter. 

(2) Questions should not be repetitive, ask for an expression of opinion or seek legal interpretation 
or opinion. 

(3) Subject always to the discretion of the Speaker, a question should not normally exceed one 
minute. 

Standing Order 78 

That SO 78 be amended by inserting before ‘An answer must be relevant to the question’ the sub-order 
number ‘(1)’ and inserting after this sub-order the following new sub-order — ‘(2) Subject always to 
the discretion of the Speaker, an answer to a principal question should not normally exceed four 
minutes and an answer to a supplementary question should not normally exceed one minute’. The 
Temporary Standing Order will then read: 

Answers to be relevant 

78. (1) An answer must be relevant to the question. 

(2) Subject always to the discretion of the Speaker, an answer to a principal question should not 
normally exceed four minutes and an answer to a supplementary question should not normally exceed 
one minute. 

I recommend the report to the house. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham) [2.58 pm]: I wish to summarise the proposed changes in a nutshell for 
members. Firstly, the Procedure and Privileges Committee is proposing that questions asked in question time 
take no longer than a minute and the answer to questions be no longer than four minutes, which will be displayed 
on the clock. Therefore, ministers will have four minutes in which to answer questions. The answer to 
supplementary questions can be given in no longer than one minute. In effect, the total answer should take five 
minutes and the total question should take slightly more than one minute. To fully ask and answer one question 
should take six minutes. Therefore, in an ordinary question time, we will potentially have three or four more 
questions from members on both sides of the house. Government backbenchers and opposition members will get 
far more of a go at asking questions.  

The second part of the report relates to grievances. A lot of members who would like to raise grievances come to 
me as manager of opposition business. Grievances are a great opportunity for getting answers from ministers 
about members’ electorates. I am sure that government backbenchers are in exactly the same boat. We are 
proposing that the time limit for making grievances be five minutes and the time limit for responding to 
grievances be five minutes. Therefore, within one hour we will get one more grievance from each side. That will 
mean three opposition grievances and three government grievances. It will not be seven minutes for each side 
but it means that no more time is required.  

The last part of the proposition is that instead of three 90-second statements from each side, there be five 90-
second statements from each side so that more members on both sides of the house get the chance to 
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acknowledge good people in their electorate, make points that they want to make and so on. In total, this will 
cost the government five minutes of time in each sitting week, which is not a large imposition.  

The most important change relates to question time. I have received complaints for years about the behaviour of 
politicians in Parliament. They invariably relate to question time. In my view, question time is one of the most 
important parts of the parliamentary calendar each day. It is an opportunity for the public to hear answers from 
ministers about issues of the moment. Naturally, it is a time when the opposition wants to make life difficult for 
the government. The way it has developed with eight, nine, 10 and 12-minute answers from governments of all 
persuasions means that we do not get enough questions answered and the place turns into a bit of a free-for-all, 
which, quite frankly, people out there in the community find a bit confusing. I think members of the general 
public think it is a bit embarrassing; they say we act like children and that sort of stuff. I do not expect that 
people will stop saying that. They generally will say that no matter what. But what we can do is improve the 
situation, and by making these changes we will improve the situation. If we have a time limit on the question and 
a time limit on the answer, ministers will be more succinct and oppositions will be quieter because they will 
want to hear the answer—they will know that they do not have seven or eight or 10 minutes to get the answer 
out. Once the four minutes expire, obviously the answer is finished, subject to the discretion of the Speaker.  

Mr J.E. McGrath interjected. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I just want to finish; I will take the member’s questions in a minute.  

That will mean that oppositions will allow answers to be given in a bit more silence and government 
backbenchers will get a bit more of a go. I have been a government backbencher; members on the back bench 
often do not get much of a go. However, as a result of the recommendations of this report, backbenchers will get 
more opportunities for questions about their electorates. These recommendations will improve the operation of 
Parliament and will improve the perception of Parliament among the general public. As I said, I am sick and 
tired of people saying that sort of stuff about parliamentarians. We, broadly, work very hard; we were here until 
whatever hour last night and the night before. I am attending a function tonight, and other members will be doing 
exactly the same thing. I am working this weekend; most of us probably are. Our job is a constant activity for all 
of us and it is not good when people in the public disparage members based on what they see on the television at 
night-time, which might be the one or two minutes they see of the half an hour of the day that is question time. If 
question time can be improved and if we can get more answers out of ministers, that will be a good thing. 

I said to some people this morning that ministers, naturally—I was one—often think that they have spoken for 
only a minute when they have actually spoken for five. It is a common problem for people the longer they are in 
public life! But if the time is on the clock and members know how much time they have left, they will get to 
their answer quickly, and people will get an answer. People who ask the question will actually get a succinct 
answer to what they are asking. If members are given only a minute in which to ask their question, perhaps the 
preambles, the imputations and the political carry-on in the questions will diminish, because members will only 
have a minute, they will have to get the question out and they will have to do it quickly. All those facets will 
improve things for all of us. I think it will be good for the Parliament. I think it will be good for ministers 
because they will have to tighten their language and be a bit quicker. I freely admit that I was not the briefest of 
ministers when I answered questions either. I am guilty as charged, along with everyone else. But, having 
watched Parliament now for 14 years, this recommendation will be a major improvement.  

Grievances are a great opportunity for members on all sides to get issues up about their electorates. 
Opportunities for grievances are hotly contested, I must say, in the opposition. By providing one grievance extra 
each week, we will provide more chances for people to raise those issues. I think that will be uniformly 
applauded across the Parliament, even though there is a reduction of two minutes in the amount of time 
allocated. Again, as they always say, brevity is king. If members cannot make their points in five minutes, there 
must be something wrong with them. I often found when I presented a grievance—I have not done a grievance in 
quite a long time—after five minutes I was repeating what I had said earlier on.  

Mr B.S. Wyatt: Can you say that again? 

Mr M. McGOWAN: At the risk of being repetitive, I was repeating what I had said earlier in the grievance. All 
I would say is that if members cannot get the grievance out in five minutes, there is something wrong with them; 
they should be able to do that.  

The recommendation for 90-second statements, as I said earlier—without meaning to be repetitive—to allow a 
few more from either side will be a good thing for all of us and a good thing for the Parliament.  

That is what the Procedure and Privileges Committee is proposing. It is great for the Parliament, great for 
improving the image of Parliament and great for improving the image of question time. It will be great for 
getting some acknowledgement out there in the public that what we do is of some value, that we work long hours 
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and that we do a fair bit of work. If we improve the perception of the Parliament amongst the public, perhaps we 
will improve the perception of members of Parliament, which we all are, and our life’s work will be slightly 
more valued. They are the three changes being proposed. We are announcing them today, and it is now up to the 
Assembly to adopt them if it wants to. I do not think the government has anything to worry about. Improving the 
nature and the standing of Parliament is good for the government, as it is good for the opposition. Only five 
minutes of government time will be lost, but half of that time—two and a half minutes—will be made up of 
opposition members making 90-second statements.  

Mr R.F. Johnson: We will certainly give it due consideration, but I have to say, at the same time, that I find 
some of your comments a bit pious, because if we accept everything you have said, you must accept that there 
has been too much filibustering in second reading debates these last two years. Perhaps we should tighten the 
length of time allowed for second reading debates, so that there is not quite as much opportunity for wasting 
Parliament’s time. 

Mr P. Papalia: You consider any member’s speech a filibuster! 

The SPEAKER: Thank you, members! 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I appreciate the Leader of the House’s grace. The member for South Perth had an 
interjection before and I cut him off. I do not know whether he wants to raise that now. 

Mr J.E. McGrath: I was going to ask whether your committee considered banning interjections. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: Interjections are already banned.  

Mr J.E. McGrath: I meant in question time. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I will just conclude on this note: question time is often provocative and ministers will say 
provocative things across the house. If someone is being provocative, naturally members respond, and I would 
not suggest that we can ban interjections in question time because of that confrontational nature. I think that, 
because of the reduction in time allowed for an answer, ministers will naturally have to be more succinct and 
opposition members will not want the time to expire without getting their answer. Therefore, I think it will 
naturally reduce interjections on all sides; that is my judgement of the way this will work. I just hope, bearing in 
mind the good nature and big-spiritedness of the Leader of the House, that this reform will be adopted.  

The SPEAKER: Before I give the member for Kalgoorlie the call, we are dealing with a report delivered by the 
Procedures and Privileges Committee, and the only people who are able to speak to that are members of that 
committee, with the exception of members who have been given leave by the house to speak to the report.  

MR J.J.M. BOWLER (Kalgoorlie) [3.08 pm] — by leave: Unbeknownst to me that the Procedure and 
Privileges Committee’s report was being prepared, at the end of question time today I was so frustrated that I 
walked around to see either the Speaker or the Leader of the House. In fact, I was speaking to the Leader of the 
House when suddenly this report was tabled, outlining exactly what I was talking to the Leader of the House 
about. Question time is getting out of control—it is not what question time should be about—and there are not 
enough questions. I would say that today’s question time had the fewest questions in the 10 years that I have 
been a member of Parliament. If I am right, there were four questions from each side. Is that right?  

Mr M. McGowan: No; five. 

Mr J.J.M. BOWLER: We had five and there were four from the opposition; so there were nine questions. We 
should be getting through at least 12 to 14 questions; in fact, the previous Speaker had a policy of giving the 
opposition at least six. I support the report of the Procedure and Privileges Committee; I did not even know it 
was being delivered. I wanted to raise the same issue. I had started talking about it with the Leader of the House; 
I was talking about these very items, when I heard the committee offering the same solutions that I was going to 
raise with him or the Speaker! Today’s question time probably brought things to a head. Along with the member 
for Rockingham, I hope that these recommendations will be supported by both sides of the house. I will certainly 
be supporting them. Question time sometimes needs fewer rowdy interjections from the opposition—we all 
know that; we are all guilty of that—and also some briefer and more concise answers from ministers. I commend 
these recommendations to the house. 

DR J.M. WOOLLARD (Alfred Cove) [3.09 pm] — by leave: I agree with the suggestions in the Procedure and 
Privileges Committee report on questions, grievances and 90-second statements. I believe that there will be 
unanimous support for those three issues. However, one thing the report did not consider was standing order 19 
on the days and times of meeting. It is time that we looked at this house having professional sitting hours.  

The SPEAKER: Member for Alfred Cove, this is not an opportunity to introduce any new material! The house 
has given you permission to talk to the report. That is all you can talk to. If you insist on bringing in new 
material, I will sit you down.  
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Dr J.M. WOOLLARD: Thank you, Mr Speaker. When we debate this report, I will be supporting the 
recommendations made by the committee, but I will also be looking for further recommendations to be made by 
this house on other standing orders.  
 


