
Produced by the Parliamentary Education Office - Parliament of Western Australia. 1

The Parliament of Western Australia

Understanding Your Parliament
for Everyday English

Produced by the Parliamentary Education Office - Parliament of Western Australia.



Produced by the Parliamentary Education Office - Parliament of Western Australia. 2

Understanding how laws are made and how your Parliament works is good for us all to 
know.  Many new arrivals to our country decide they want to become Australian citizens.  
Everyone who becomes an Australian citizen has to make the following pledge. 

From this time forward, under God,*
I pledge my loyalty to Australia and its people,

whose democratic beliefs I share,
whose rights and liberties I respect, and

whose laws I will uphold and obey.

* A person may choose whether or not to use the words ‘under God’.

The following pages will explain the background to the line
 ‘whose democratic beliefs I share’. 

As you work through the information in this book it will help you understand more about 
how Australia’s democratic Governments work, with more detail about the Western 
Australian Parliament. It will help you understand how our laws are made.

Understanding Your Parliament
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The following table contains some of the words or phrases that you will come across as 
you read through this booklet.  If you are unsure of any of the words or their meanings 

as you read through the following pages you can refer back to this list of definitions.

Glossary of Terms

Word or Term Definition 

Bill
A Bill is the name given to an idea or draft that will be discussed and debated 
in Parliament that may become a new law.
‘This Bill will make dog owners more responsible for their pets.’

Cabinet
The key or important decision making group of the State government.  
It consists of the Premier and the Ministers.
‘The Cabinet is meeting today to discuss these latest issues.’

Constitutional 
Monarchy

The King or Queen is the ‘Head of State’, but has to act in accordance with the 
constitution.
‘The Queen is our Head of State, but acts under the Australian constitution.’

Election
When eligible Australians vote to choose a new government.
‘A State Election is held every four years.’

Electorate
All the people in an area who are eligible to vote in an election.
‘The electorate of the Kimberley covers a very large area and a small    
number of people who live there.’

Executive
The Executive puts the laws into action.
‘The Executive is made up of the Governor, the Premier and the Ministers.’

Judiciary
The courts interpret and apply the laws made by the Parliament.
‘The judiciary is made up of the Supreme Court, the District Court, the
Magistrates Court and the Family Court.’

Laws

One of the roles of a Parliament is to make rules that apply to everyone to make 
Western Australia a safe and fair place to live and work.  These rules are called 
laws.
‘The Parliament is going to discuss changes to the laws about drink 
driving.’
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Word or Term Definition 

Legislature

The legislature is another name for the Parliament.  It is where people who are 
elected meet to discuss and make new laws (legislation). 
‘In Western Australia the legislature is made up of the Governor, and all 
the members of the Legislative Assembly and Legislative Council.’

Leader of the 
Opposition

The leader of the party that has the second highest number of members in the 
Legislative Assembly.
‘The Leader of the Opposition disagrees with the Premier about how to 
handle this situation.’

Minister

A Minister in the Parliament is someone who is responsible for an area of the 
government, called a portfolio, such as the Minister for Education or the Minister 
for Health.
‘The Minister for Health will make a statement about the progress of the new 
hospital tomorrow.’ 

Portfolio
An area of the responsibility of a government that is given to a Minister to look 
after, such as Health, Housing, Transport and Education.
‘The Member for Kalamunda has the portfolio of Health.’

Premier
The Premier is the leader of a State Government.
‘The Premier will come and talk to the media soon about what the 
government is doing.’

Royal Assent
Signing all Bills passed by the State Parliament into law.
‘The Governor signing a Bill and giving it Royal Assent is the last step in
 making a law.’

Political Party

A group of people who share similar ideas about how a country should be 
governed.
‘By joining a political party Henry hoped he could meet some new friends 
who had similar ideas to him.’
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Australia has a system of government known as a Constitutional Monarchy. If we look 
at both of those words it is easy to understand the basis of our system of government.  

 • ‘Constitutional’ means we have a constitution that tells everyone very clearly 
   what their roles are. 
  

 • ‘Monarchy’ means a form of government that has a monarch (King, Queen or 
   Emperor) as its head.   

This means our Parliament is based on the British system of parliament, but we have our own 
constitution. So that no one group of people has all the power we have special roles for our 
Head of State, the Executive, the Legislature and the Judiciary.  

In Australia that means we have Queen Elizabeth II as our Head of State.

Constitutional Monarchy
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Let’s have a look at some of these difficult words and what they 
mean.

Queen Elizabeth II is the Head of State and of our entire Parliament.  Because the Queen doesn’t 
live here, she is represented here by the Governor General (Federal Parliament) or Governor (State     
Parliament).  

Each State Governor does the work the Queen would do if she were here.
Then our constitution says we have an ‘Executive’.  In our State Parliament the Executive is made 
up of the Governor, the Premier and the Government Ministers.

The Legislature is another name for our Parliament.  It is made up of the Governor, and all the 
members of the Legislative Assembly and Legislative Council.

The Judiciary refers to the court system and they have the job of understanding and applying the 
laws made by the Legislature (the Parliament.)

These are all difficult words to understand and remember.  What is important is that our system of 
government has these different roles for each group to give a very fair form of government that is 
not controlled by any one person or group.  

This is called ‘Separation of Powers.’

Government House Parliament House Supreme Court of WA
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Separation of Powers 
what it looks like

Power Who is involved What they do

Head of State
Queen Elizabeth II represented by the 
Governor.

Before a law is made the Bill must be 
signed by the Governor on behalf of 
the Queen.

Legislature, also 
known as Parliament

The Governor, Legislative Assembly 
and Legislative Council. 

Makes new laws and changes 
existing laws.

Executive Governor, Premier, Cabinet Ministers.
The Executive put the laws into 
action.  They also decide which new
laws need to be made.

Judiciary
The Supreme Court, the District 
Court, the Magistrates Court and the 
Family Court.

Apply and interpret the law; punish 
people who break the law.



Produced by the Parliamentary Education Office - Parliament of Western Australia. 8

Three Levels of Government
In Australia we have three levels of government.  They are called 

         • Federal
         • State
         • Local Government

Federal Parliament is based in 
Canberra.  There are two Houses or 
Chambers:
 

the House of Representatives, also 
called the Lower House,

and the Senate, also called the Upper 
House.

Federal Parliament

House of Representatives

Senate
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Federal Parliament
This Parliament meets in Parliament House in Canberra.  Members come from all over Australia
to meet here and make rules (laws) that affect everyone living in Australia. All members are 
elected, or voted for, by people living in their area, known as an electorate.  

Members are elected for 3 years (House of Representatives) or 6 years (The Senate).  

The Prime Minister is the leader of the Government in Federal Parliament.

Federal Government
The Federal Government is responsible for making laws and 
looking after things of importance to all Australians such as 

trade, defence, immigration, airports, taxation, the 
environment and all Centrelink payments.  

CANBERRA
Australian Capital 

Territory (ACT)
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Some of the main areas the Federal Parliament is
responsible for include:

Postage  and Money
  •  How much it costs to post a letter
  •  How many coins and notes we need

Immigration
  •  Who can come here
  •  How long people can stay here

Defence

  •  Army
  •  Navy
  •  Air Force
  •  Special Air Services (SAS)

Airports
  •  Safety
  •  Customs
  •  Air traffic control

Foreign Affairs
  •  How Australia relates to other countries
  •  Maintain good relations with our neighbours

Trade
  •  Imports
  •  Exports

Welfare

  •  Unemployment benefits
  •  Age pensions
  •  Disability pensions
  •  Family support payments

Medicare
  •  Doctors’ visits
  •  Hospitals
  •  Healthcare for all Australians

Telecommunications
  •  Telephone
  •  Internet

www.dfat.gov.au
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State Parliament is the level of Government that is all about the State (or Territory) in which 
you live.  The Western Australian Parliament makes laws only for people living in or visiting
Western Australia. The laws apply the same to everyone no matter where in Western 
Australia they live. Every law that has been made has been discussed and debated.  

Laws need to be fair for everyone. There are a total of 95 Members of Parliament in
Western Australia. Members are elected for a four year term. Voting is compulsory for eligible 
Western Australians. The Leader of the Government in State Parliament is called the Premier.

State Parliament

The Parliament of Western Australia has two 
Houses or Chambers:
 

the Legislative Council, also called the 
Upper House,

and the Legislative Assembly, also called 
the Lower House.
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PERTH

State Government
State Governments are responsible for making laws for everyone in 
their State.  Responsibilities of State Governments include education, 
health, transport, police, energy, water, forests, agriculture and 
fishing.  
State Governments are also responsible for many art galleries,           
theatres and museums.
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Education
  •  What is to be taught  
  •  Where to build new schools
  •  How many teachers are needed

Health
  •  Building new hospitals
  •  Employing doctors and nurses for public hospitals
  •  Making sure food in restaurants is safe to eat 

Law and Order

  •  Police stations
  •  Courts
  •  Speed cameras
  •  Prisons
  •  Random alcohol and drug testing

Culture and Arts

  •  Museums
  •  Art galleries
  •  Festivals
  •  Theatre

Transport

  •  Trains
  •  Buses
  •  Taxis and Ride Sharing (Uber)
  •  New highways and freeways
  •  Planning for the future

Mines and Petroleum

  •  Leases for mining companies
  •  Licences for prospectors
  •  Fireworks
  •  Sustainable mining 

Agriculture and Food

  •  Pest control
  •  Clearing land of trees
  •  Quarantine
  •  Crops
  •  Horticulture
  •  Meat 

Police

The Western Australian Parliament has the job of making Western Australia 
a safe and fair place to live for everyone. Some of the main areas the State 
Parliament has responsibility for include:



Produced by the Parliamentary Education Office - Parliament of Western Australia. 14

Parliament House in Perth is where the business of Parliament is carried out.  Parliament House is 
sometimes called ‘The Peoples’ House’, because it is there for all the people of Western Australia.

It is a purpose built building and includes the two special chambers or rooms where the formal     
meetings of Parliament take place. These are called the Legislative Council and the Legislative                
Assembly.

Parliament House, Perth (State Parliament)
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Legislative Council

Legislative Assembly

The Legislative Assembly (Lower House) 
has 59 Members, and these are people from 
all over Western Australia, representing, or  
talking for, the people in their electorate.  
Members usually belong to a political party
including the Liberal Party, the Labor Party,
the National Party, the Greens and other small 
independent parties. 
(A political party is a group of people who share 
similar ideas about how the state should be 
governed.)

The Legislative Council (Upper House) has 
36 Members, and these Members represent six 
regions around Western Australia. There are 
six people representing each region. These 
people also usually belong to a political party.
Another name for the Legislative Council is a 
‘House of Review.’
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Local Government is the level of Government that is all about making your local community a                           
good place to live. There are 137 Local Government areas within Western Australia.  
There are 29 Local Government areas in the Perth metropolitan area and 108 in country areas. 
These Local Government areas are all different in size.  In Western Australia the largest is the 
City of Stirling.  This local council provides services for approxmately 227,000 people. 
The smallest shire is the Shire of Sandstone (in the goldfields area) and that whole
shire only has a population of 116 people (based on 2013 population figures).

Local Government

Sometimes Local Governments are 
called ‘City’, such as City of Wanneroo, 
City of Swan, and other times ‘Shire’, 
such as the Shire of Cue or the Shire of 
Katanning.

Voting for Local Government is done by 
postal votes. Voting is not compulsory.

The leader of a Local Government area 
is called the Mayor or Shire President. 

Everyone who lives in Australia has a
Local Government. 
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Local Government
Local Governments look after local communities.  
They are responsible for services in your community, such as rubbish 
collection, libraries, footpaths, swimming pools and parks as well as 
building permits and pet registration.



Produced by the Parliamentary Education Office - Parliament of Western Australia. 17

Swimming pools
  •  Public swimming pools
  •  Safety of home pool fences

Parks and 
recreation grounds

  •  Playgrounds
  •  Skate parks
  •  Walking trails
  •  BBQ and toilet facilities

Libraries

  •  Books
  •  CDs and DVDs
  •  Internet
  •  Community reference point

Dog and cat 
ownership

  •  Registration of all dogs
  •  Registration of all cats
  •  Ranger services to pick up stray or lost animals
  •  Accommodation areas for animals while they 
     locate the owner

Rubbish collection

  •  Weekly rubbish service
  •  Fortnightly recycling bins emptied
  •  Bulk roadside rubbish collection
  •  Rubbish collection in public places

Community centres

  •  For use by different community groups
  •  For hire for celebrations
  •  A meeting place to learn new skills and meet new  
     people

Planning approval 
for new homes 

and renovations

  •  New houses need to meet legal requirements
  •  Pergolas and sheds 

Local Governments have the job of providing communities that are good 
places to live in.  Some of the areas they are responsible for  include:
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Making a Law in Western Australia

When the Government decides it wants or needs to make a new law or change an existing law 
there is a process that is followed.   Sometimes, if everyone thinks this is a good law and is needed,
it can be a simple process of following the basic steps.  Sometimes, some Members still aren’t                     
happy about the new law and want changes made.  In this case the  Bill,  as it is called,  will take
longer and go through more steps before it becomes a law.  The basic way a law is made
in Western Australia is like this:

Stage 1

After Cabinet has agreed to making a new law the 
Minister in charge of that area (portfolio) will stand
up and introduce the Bill to Parliament. It will
have a special title. This is usually in the Legislative
Assembly.

The Speaker, who is like a chairperson of a meeting,
will ask if everyone is in favour of debating this 
new Bill.  Everyone usually says ‘Aye’ (an old fashioned
way of saying yes) at this stage.
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Now the Minister will stand up to tell everyone about the new proposed law. It 
will include details about exactly what the new law is all about and why Western
Australia needs this new law. When they have finished explaining the details of 
the Bill a member will move to have the debate adjourned. This means that the 
debate is put on hold for three weeks and won’t be discussed again until everyone has
had a good chance to read through the Bill and make up their mind about it. 

The Speaker again asks everyone in favour of adjourning the debate to say
Aye (‘ pronounced I’) (most do), and any against say No.

Stage 1 (cont’d)

Now, all the members have time to read through the Bill, discuss it with their political
party members as well as people in their electorate.  It is a bit like getting a 
research assignment at school or TAFE.  You still have  your classes to attend and your usual 
homework to do but you have the added job of finding out all about the topic you
have been given.  In Parliament, instead of writing a report on your findings like you
might do at school, you may prepare a 20 minute speech telling the Parliament
what you (and most of your electorate) think about it.
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Stage 1 (cont’d)

Now when Parliament is ready to debate this Bill, Members will get their chance to have their 
opinions heard. Usually the Government Members are very much in favour of the Bill
and their speeches often say what a good law this will be.  

Opposition Members often will agree with the need for the new law, but usually don’t agree 
with everything the Government wants to do with the law.  When an Opposition Member is 
making their speech they will often say ‘I will support this Bill, HOWEVER…’, or ‘the oppositon
will support this Bill BUT….’, and they then say what they think would make it a better law.

Once everyone has had the opportunity to have their say the Minister will thank everyone for their 
contributions to the debate.  The Speaker will then ask that all those in favour of this Bill say ‘Aye’.  
The Speaker waits for Members to respond.  Then the Speaker will ask those against the Bill to say 
‘No’, - waits again, and then will usually be able to say ‘The Ayes have it.’ That means there were 
more Members voting for the Bill than against it.  

When you remember that the Government is the Government because it has more Members than 
any other party or group, it is not surprising that the Government gets its own way with the Bill. 
There is then one more chance for members to have their say on the Bill, 
before the final vote is taken and the Bill has then finished its progress 
through the Legislative Assembly.
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Stage 2

The Bill now goes to the Legislative Council or Upper House.  Remember the 36 people here are
all different people to the Legislative Assembly and they would not have heard the debate on 
the Bill that has already taken place. 

The Upper House is also called a ‘House of Review.’ Now that these members have this Bill 
their job is to ‘review’ or look at it again to make sure it will be a good law. The Bill
goes through the same type of debate and discussion as in the Lower House.
When everyone has finished talking to the Bill a vote will be taken. If the yes vote has more 
voices then the Bill is now well on the way to becoming a law.
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Stage 3

The majority of the Members of Parliament have now agreed to this new law, but it is still not a law.  
The last stage in making a Bill into an Act of Parliament, or a law, is that it needs to be signed by 
the Governor, on behalf of the Queen.  

The Bill is taken to the Governor, who lives in Government House (between the Perth Concert Hall 
and the City of Perth Offices) in St Georges Terrace.
When the Governor signs the Bill that is called ‘Royal Assent’, or the ‘Royal Yes’ – and the Bill has 
now finished its passage through Parliament.
 
The Bill now becomes an ‘Act of Parliament’ and a law for all Western Australians.
This is the simplest way a new law can be made.  There are times when more debate or discussion 
is needed.  There are stages such as Consideration in Detail, Committee of the Whole and even the 
Legislative Council sending the Bill back to the Legislative Assembly because they want a change 
made to the Bill before they pass it. 
 
All these stages take time, and are ways of making sure we get the best laws possible.  It is not       
necessary to understand all of these processes to know that for every new law that is made it has 
input from Members representing the people and community groups in their electorate in two        
different, independent chambers, the Legislative Assembly and the Legislative Council.
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Being a part of the 
Western Australian Democracy

•  freedom of speech; we can disagree with people and they can disagree

   with us but we all have the freedom to express our ideas and opinions

•    freedom of religion; we can worship freely

•    equal and fair treatment by the police and the courts

Civic rights mean we all have 

Living in Western Australia means that everyone has certain rights. These rights are civic rights, 
political rights and social rights. 

•    the right to vote in elections (for all eligible Australian citizens over 18 years old)

•    the right to stand as a candidate in an election for local, state or federal government, 

     (a few conditons apply)

Political rights mean we have 

Social rights mean we have
   •    access to healthcare provided by the State

   •    access to education provided by the State

   •    access to welfare provided by the Federal  and State Governments

When we think about those rights it means we can not only 
be citizens but be active citizens and get involved in our 
communities and stand up for things we believe in or think
need to change.  

Your voice is an important voice in a democratic society.  
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Being a Part of the 
Western Australian Democracy

Voting in federal and state elections is compulsory for all eligible Australian citizens over 

the age of 18. It is a good way for everyone to choose who they want to represent 

them in Parliament.

Vote

Write a letter
Letters to the Editor in your local or state newspaper is a great way to express your opinion.

People also call the radio stations that have talk-back radio.  It can be a good way 

for Members of Parliament to get an idea of how people are feeling about a topic.

Sign a petition
Petitions are another way a group of people who share the same ideas about an issue can 

express their concerns and offer alternative solutions to the problem.  Petitions can be given to 

your local member and they will be read in Parliament.  There are guidelines on the Parliament 

website as to the correct way to write a petition so that it meets the requirements of Parliament.

Talk to your local member
Members of Parliament are very busy people but they all have electorate offices.  These are 

their offices in the electorate that become a contact point between them and their electorate.  

Take part in a rally
Groups of people who feel strongly about an issue can rally, or all meet together

outside Parliament House. Often these people will hold signs expressing their feelings

or beliefs. This is a way of showing that many people feel strongly about an issue. 

Some West Australians never do any of the above other than vote.  

Others love to be involved in all sorts of issues.  The thing to remember is that you have a right 

to express yourself. However, any person or group that becomes violent or abusive fails to show 

respect for another person’s right to express their views and opinions that may be different to 

their own.

How can your voice be heard by our Parliament?  
You can express your civic and political freedom in the following ways:
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Contact the Parliamentary Education Office on 9222 7259 

or access the Parliament of Western Australia website  

www.parliament.wa.gov.au

to make a booking online.

Produced by the
Parliamentary Education Office
Parliament of Western Australia
(08) 9222 7259
education@parliament.wa.gov.au

Come for a Tour 
of Parliament House
if you would like to find out more.

http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/WebCMS/webcms.nsf/content/visit-and-learn-tours-educational-tours
mailto:education%40parliament.wa.gov.au?subject=

