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PROCEDURE AND PRIVILEGES COMMITTEE 
Use of Videoconferencing by Legislative Assembly Committees - Second Report 

MRS D.J. GUISE (Wanneroo - Deputy Speaker) [10.06 am]:  I present for tabling the second report of the 
Procedure and Privileges Committee on the “Use of Video-Conferencing by Legislative Assembly Committees”  
[See paper No 1203.] 

Mrs D.J. GUISE:  Recently the Legislative Assembly installed a videoconferencing facility in its committee 
offices located in Harvest Terrace.  All members of Parliament and the parliamentary departments can access the 
facility for various uses related to members’ activities and departmental operations.  Several issues, therefore, 
required careful consideration, particularly the operations of committees. 

The Procedure and Privileges Committee made some assumptions about the use of the videoconferencing 
facility.  We felt that although most committees would continue to meet on Wednesday morning during 
parliamentary sitting weeks, it is inevitable that some country-based members would raise the possibility of 
using the videoconferencing facility as an alternative to personally attending Parliament for committee meetings 
or hearings on non-sitting days.  Therefore, some issues were raised that the committee needed to consider and I 
will outline some of those issues. 

If the use of videoconferencing is permitted in committees, should the Estimates Committees be allowed to use 
videoconferencing for ministerial advisers; and, if so, under what circumstances?  What would constitute a 
committee quorum for videoconferencing when used for deliberative meetings or hearings?  Would a quorum of 
members need to be physically present in one meeting place?  During deliberations, would the vote of a member 
using the videoconferencing facility be counted when the committee votes on a question?  How many members 
of a committee at any one time should be permitted to use the facility during a committee meeting or hearing?  
What would be the status of evidence taken using a videoconferencing facility?  If evidence is permitted to be 
taken by a videoconference, what types of evidence should be allowed to be taken by this method; in other 
words, would the hearing be open or closed?  What about evidence taken in camera?  Should audio conferencing 
be permitted as an alternative to videoconferencing?  May a private chat room on the Internet be used to gather 
evidence or background material?  What about parliamentary privilege; to what extent does it protect witnesses 
who give evidence or members who participate in a hearing outside Western Australia’s borders?  What are the 
possible ramifications for the Parliament if electronic means are used to conduct business?  Should a written 
warning regarding parliamentary privilege and defamation be provided, either by post, facsimile or e-mail, to 
witnesses outside the State or outside Australia who use the videoconferencing facility to provide evidence to a 
committee?  If evidence is taken during a closed or in camera session, can it be guaranteed that it will not be 
overheard or recorded by anyone other than the committee members, its staff or the witness?  In its deliberations, 
the Procedure and Privileges Committee reviewed the use of videoconferencing by several other Australian 
Parliaments and some of the issues that arose are indicated in this report.   
I will outline the issues related to the use of audio and videoconferencing by committees.  The committee 
recommends it as essential that the use of videoconferencing by committees be authorised by the standing orders 
and that a maximum of one video link be used by a committee.  The link can be used by one or multiple 
members for a deliberative hearing, or a combination of members and/or witness for hearings.  
Videoconferencing should only be used by exception and not as standard practice.  It is also recommended that 
general guidelines on the use of videoconferencing be included in the Speaker’s procedural rules on committee 
evidence and witnesses. 
With regard to quorums, the committee recommends that when committee members use videoconferencing from 
a remote location as a method to attend a deliberative meeting or hearing, they should be counted as part of that 
committee’s quorum.  If the members can participate fully, then the committee does not see why they cannot be 
counted as part of the quorum and be permitted to move motions and vote.  However, the committee chairman 
must be careful to ensure that a member attending a committee conference has an equal opportunity with other 
members to participate in proceedings.   

Audio conference links without video should not be used for committee deliberative meetings and hearings.  The 
committee is firmly of the view that witnesses who are unable to appear personally before a committee should be 
clearly identifiable by a committee through the use of an audio-visual aid such as videoconferencing.  It also 
believes that it would be difficult for committee members to participate fully in committee proceedings using 
only an audio link and, therefore, the recommendation is that audio links are not to be used by committees.   
Under the Western Australian Legislative Assembly Standing Order No 271, in camera evidence cannot be 
disclosed or published.  It is important that a witness giving this type of evidence appear personally before a 
committee, particularly when there is concern about the truthfulness of evidence about to be given.  This 
Parliament’s information technology office advises that secure transmission of data via a videoconference is not 
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guaranteed because the Legislative Assembly is unable to have control of the data flow between the two points.  
Although this risk is acknowledged, the probability of someone having the know-how and successfully tapping 
into a videoconference is extremely remote, unless they have access to considerable resources and an inside 
knowledge of the Parliament’s technical set-up.  The committee was not convinced that the transmission of in 
camera evidence can be fully secured when using videoconferencing.  Therefore, it does not support the use of 
videoconferencing for taking in camera evidence.  Similarly, committees must be cautious when using 
videoconferencing to take closed evidence.  The chairman must be satisfied that, as far as possible, the 
transmission is secure before proceeding to take closed evidence and that the evidence cannot be overheard or 
recorded by any unauthorised person.   
With regard to taking evidence from witnesses outside the House’s jurisdiction - outside Western Australia’s 
borders - and subject to my comments in the previous paragraph about in camera evidence, the committee 
recommends that that should proceed only after appropriate warnings regarding parliamentary privilege and 
defamation are provided in writing to the witnesses by post, facsimile or e-mail.  Before taking evidence, the 
chairman of the committee must be satisfied that the witness has received these written warnings and fully 
understands their implication for the evidence about to be given to the committee.   

The committee also recommends that steps should be taken to achieve a uniform approach by Australian 
Parliaments to defamation of parliamentary privilege when parliamentary committees use videoconferencing for 
committee deliberative meetings and hearings.  It is important that a reciprocal arrangement be achieved by all 
Australian parliamentary jurisdictions and that arrangements ensuring uniform privileges are granted by each 
Parliament to the members of other Parliaments who are either physically taking committee evidence in another 
State, or taking evidence from a witness in another State using a videoconference facility.  Currently, the 
Standing Committee of Attorneys General is considering the matter of uniformity of defamation laws in 
Australia.  This matter should be added to those under consideration when this group reviews the defamation 
laws in Australia.   

Based on the findings of the Procedure and Privileges Committee, it recommends that a minimum trial period of 
18 months, by way of a sessional order, be used to allow a substantial trial of the new videoconferencing facility 
followed by a review by the committee before the House formally adopts the practice.   

Finally, the committee believes that the use of videoconferencing by the Estimates Committee must be 
approached with caution.  Although there may be various arguments for the use of videoconferencing by 
ministerial advisers located in remote regions, the committee sees little reason why advisers should not be 
present in person to advise their minister.  In the same way that witnesses formally appear before standing or 
select committees to be clearly identified, ministerial advisers should also be clearly identified when providing 
responses to questions asked of their minister during the Estimates Committee proceedings.  The Western 
Australian Legislative Assembly standing orders require that ministers be physically present during Estimates 
Committee proceedings, even if their advisers use videoconferencing to address an Estimates Committee.  
Although most advisers located in remote regions are now able to access videoconferencing facilities, the 
committee strongly recommends that videoconferencing should be used only in exceptional circumstances, such 
as the inability to travel.  However, if the minister wants advisers present, neither they nor the Estimates 
Committee should accept that the cost of travel from a remote region to Parliament is a valid reason for advisers 
not to attend.  If the minister seeks the advice of an adviser and expects him or her to speak directly to an 
Estimates Committee, then the adviser should be present in person before the committee.   

In conclusion, I advise the House that the members of the Procedure and Privileges Committee trialled this 
technology and the facility with a connection between 11 Harvest Terrace - with the Speaker, the member for 
Peel and the Clerk of the House present - and Dumas House - with the Deputy Clerk, the member for Carine and 
me present.  A number of issues arose out of this trial, apart from the fact that we think the member for Peel 
probably has a career in television. 

Ms K. Hodson-Thomas:  And comedy.   

Mrs D.J. GUISE:  Yes.  However, some serious issues arose about the control of the camera and the firm view 
was that a committee’s members should have control of the camera’s movements otherwise people at the other 
end of the link up can do what they wish with the camera.  Members also need to understand how the technology 
works in that regard.  Therefore, part of the Speaker’s procedural rules and guidelines will include advice on the 
use of the technology required.   

Another issue that arose was that of members having access to the mute button to mute out others from hearing 
what they say.  Members must be aware that that facility can also be used at the other end of the link up.  
Therefore, they should use it wisely.   
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The other serious issue arising from the trial concerned the presentation of documents.  A camera is available 
that can scan documents.  Unfortunately, the resulting text is quite difficult to read.  That raises difficulties about 
witnesses appearing before a committee presenting a document that the committee is not able to officially record 
in some way.  The committee decided that in those circumstances there is the ability to ask a witness who intends 
to table a document to provide it beforehand so that it can be downloaded into a PowerPoint presentation - which 
is available to the committee - that can be clearly read.  We need to give serious consideration to the tabling of 
documents using that type of technology.   

Apart from that, if the Assembly takes on board the comments and suggestions made by the Procedure and 
Privileges Committee, its committees will be able to use the system.  I urge members to read the report and take 
on board the points the committee raised.  They are serious, particularly those that relate to parliamentary 
privilege.  We commend the report to the House.   
 


