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PROCEDURE AND PRIVILEGES COMMITTEE 
Operations of Estimates Committees - Report 

MS GUISE (Wanneroo) [10.15 am]:  I present for tabling the Procedure and Privileges Committee report on the 
operation of estimates committees.  I move -  

That the report do lie upon the Table. 

The committee reviewed comments made following the estimates committee hearings held in October last year.  
The first issue raised related to the crowded conditions, particularly in Estimates Committee B, which was held 
in the Legislative Assembly committee room.  Several members requested a review of the method of allocation 
of meeting rooms for the larger agencies.  They argued that the hearings involving smaller agencies should be 
held in the committee room and that the hearings involving the larger agencies should be held in this Chamber.  
Therefore, the committee recommends that, when drafting the estimates committee programs for the 
management committee’s consideration, the Leader of the House should ensure that the hearings involving 
smaller agencies are held in the Legislative Assembly committee room.  

The committee also considered the completion of parts of portfolios early and when the time allocation expires 
before completion of consideration.  Members agreed that time allocation was a matter for continuing 
consideration by the Leader of the House and the Opposition when the estimates committee program is being 
prepared for the management committee’s consideration.  The use of the allocated time within each part of a 
portfolio is a matter for the members participating in the hearings.  The chairpersons have the ability to remind 
members about the amount of time left to consider provisions, but they are unable to take any further action.  
Therefore, members must take responsibility for managing the time available.  The committee recommends that 
the allocation of time for parts of portfolios within the estimates committee hearings should continue to be fully 
considered by the Leader of the House and the Opposition before the estimates committee program is presented 
to the management committee for its consideration.  

The committee also considered the flexibility available to deal with exceptional circumstances.  Members will 
remember that last year the committee hearings were unfortunately disrupted by a bomb scare.  Questions were 
asked about sufficient flexibility to deal with such incidents.  The committee considered the issue in some depth 
and resolved that, although the program is established and must be adhered to, if exceptional circumstances were 
to occur, and if it were warranted, an agreement could be reached between the Leader of the House and the 
Leader of the Opposition to allocate additional time for further consideration of relevant items at the end of the 
first sitting day after the estimates committee hearings have concluded.  No further remedy is needed.   

The committee also discussed teleconferencing.  The Leader of the House indicated that it had been successful in 
Estimates Committee B and that perhaps it could continue in 2002.  Another member was particularly critical of 
the process and said that it was preferable that chief executive officers appear before the committees.  It was 
pointed out that there is considerable value in members meeting face to face with ministerial advisers.  
Consequently, audio or teleconferencing should be used only in exceptional circumstances when ministerial 
advisers are unable to travel to Perth to appear with their minister at an estimates committee hearing.  Therefore, 
the committee recommends that audio or teleconferencing should be used in estimates committee hearings only 
in exceptional circumstances when ministerial advisers are unable to travel to Perth.  

A number of questions were raised about the allocation and types of questions.  Several members questioned the 
apparent use of dorothy dix questions and concerns were raised about the allocation of questions on a rotational 
basis.  Criticism was made of the practice of allowing a series of questions to be asked of a minister by one 
member to the detriment of other members seeking to ask questions.  The committee noted, and it was agreed, 
that a member is not precluded from asking a question irrespective of the source of the question.   

The committee believes that the estimates committees are a very important part of the parliamentary scrutiny of 
the Government’s financial performance and expenditure priorities.  Taking this into account, the Chair should 
achieve some balance in allocating the call for questions while also providing a reasonable opportunity in the 
circumstances to a member to follow a particular line of questioning.  A series of connected questions is 
allowable.  As there is no relationship between further questions in estimates committees and supplementary 
questions in question time, the use of the term “supplementary question” should be discouraged.  The Speaker 
will convey that to me as Deputy Speaker and to the Acting Speakers.  It was also noted that although a member 
chairing a hearing may ask questions during proceedings, the Chair should not interrupt the flow of proceedings 
or unduly preclude other members from contributing.  The balance of questions should not be interrupted by the 
Chair’s questions.   

The committee’s recommendation therefore is that questions in an estimates committee be allocated to achieve a 
balance between members’ questions, allowing a reasonable opportunity in all the circumstances for a member 
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to follow a particular line of questioning.  The committee had a discussion about the use and availability of 
supplementary information to clarify the difference between a supplementary question, which would in this 
instance become a further question, and allowing members easy access to supplementary information.  Concerns 
were raised that supplementary information was often provided late, after the third reading of the appropriation 
Bills.  Concerns were also raised about the information being easily identifiable in Hansard.  Ministerial and 
government staff experienced difficulty in identifying requests when preparing supplementary information.  The 
committee believes that members can reasonably expect supplementary information, when ministers agree to 
provide it, to be available before the third reading of an appropriation Bill. 

The committee is aware, as a result of concerns raised by members, that a new process is being devised in which 
the numbers of each supplementary information, when agreed, will be noted.  When confirming the minister’s 
agreement to provide it, the Chair will advise the member of the number allocated, and that number will appear 
in Hansard.  This system will clearly identify each agreement to provide supplementary information and also 
allow a computer search of Hansard for that purpose. 

The committee also had considerable discussion on the examination of off-budget authorities and agencies.  
Members will note that the appendix in the report lists those authorities under the relevant portfolio.  In October 
last year the Leader of the House said that complaints had been received from members about not being 
permitted to ask questions about items not in the budget.  It appeared to the committee that that was a perennial 
question.  We noted in budget paper No 3 of 2001-02, Economic and Fiscal Outlook, that the Treasurer 
published a list of the non-financial corporations and the public financial corporations, which are the off-budget 
authorities members wish to examine.  The standard practice of listing those authorities in the budget papers 
should be continued.  We agreed that off-budget authorities should be examined under an identical system to that 
of budget authorities and that extra time should be provided for that purpose during the estimates committees.  If 
members make a request to examine an off-budget authority within one week of the presentation of the budget, 
representatives of that authority should attend and answer questions.  The request should be made to the Leader 
of the House, who will advise the relevant minister to arrange for the chief executive officer or a nominee to 
attend at the appropriate time.  A minimum of an extra half-hour should be scheduled at the end of the time 
already allocated for the estimates hearings for those ministers who have off-budget authorities within their 
responsibilities.  As no appropriation is involved, the estimates committees will be able to ask questions but no 
vote will be considered.  Consequently, minor changes need to be made to the standing orders for estimates 
committees to facilitate the examination of these additional bodies.  The recommendation to deal with those 
items is that the off-budget non-financial corporations and public financial corporations be identified annually in 
the budget papers, that they be subject to examination and that a minimum of an additional half-hour be allocated 
when a request has been made for an examination of an off-budget authority within the portfolio responsibilities.  
Further recommendations are listed in the report, as they impinge on Standing Orders Nos 222, 223, 230 and 
232. 

The next item considered was the presentation of the budget papers.  Difficulties were experienced with the CD-
ROMS of the budget, which were not paginated to match the hard copy version of the budget papers.  Given the 
increasing use of the electronic version to prepare notes and questions prior to an estimates committee hearing, 
the CD-ROM was regarded as a valuable tool for increasing the capacity of members to deal with issues.  The 
committee agreed that the pagination of the electronic copy of a budget paper should match the hard copy used 
by the estimates committee and that the index to the budget paper should include direct references to 
appropriations for community service obligations and other administered appropriations.  The recommendation 
therefore is that the presentation of budget papers be improved by ensuring the pagination in the electronic 
version matches the hard copy and by providing a comprehensive index that includes reference to the 
appropriation of administered funds.  In reporting that recommendation to the House, I express the view that 
there is some good news and some bad news in this recommendation.  The good news is that we are forwarding 
the recommendation to the Leader of the House and to the Treasurer to take note.  The bad news is that we 
understand it is unable to be implemented this year.  However, we hope that the Leader of the House and the 
Treasurer will take note of the recommendation for the budget estimates hearings in 2003-04.   

Mr Ripper:  Could you run that past me again? 

Ms GUISE:  The recommendation? 

Mr Ripper:  We will discuss it later. 

Ms GUISE:  If the Treasurer finds it possible to implement it earlier, I am sure the House would be happy to hear 
that news. 

Two options were put forward to the committee for the future structure of estimates committees.  The options 
were to conduct both estimates committees over two weeks or to conduct Estimates Committee A, which 
considers the major portfolios, in the first week when the House is not sitting, and Estimates Committee B, 
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which considers the smaller portfolios, in the second week when the House is sitting.  The committee considered 
the allocation of an additional sitting week for option one was unwarranted, as there is relatively little conflict for 
most members when deciding which estimates committee to attend.  The second option is likely to create 
programming problems for the House because in a sitting week members are more likely to have a conflict with 
attending the broad-ranging and somewhat unpredictable proceedings of the House while trying to attend an 
estimates committee hearing.  Therefore, the committee does not intend to recommend that this change be made.   

The final matter to which I will refer is that of the relevance of questions asked during the Estimates 
Committees.  A member raised the issue of another member who was ruled out of order for arguing that an issue 
clearly fell within the estimates hearings.  The committee acknowledges that the Speaker has already raised this 
issue with the relevant Acting Speakers and intends to provide the Deputy Speaker and Acting Speakers with a 
comprehensive briefing prior to the Estimates Committee week.  The general parameters of what falls within the 
estimates and other aspects of chairing will be covered.  The committee believes that questions should be 
allowed if a member is able to demonstrate a reasonable link with the subject matter and the estimates hearing 
then currently before the committee.  The committee agreed that no further action was required.  

I commend the report to the House for its consideration.  

MR BARRON-SULLIVAN (Mitchell - Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [10.30 am]:  As a member of the 
committee, I am pleased also to commend the report and its recommendation to the House.  It is a fairly skinny 
report of only about 13 pages, including a brief appendix.  However, it contains at least one very important 
recommendation about the procedures of this House that has significant ramifications.  That recommendation 
concerns the accountability of the Government through Parliament to the people of this State.  I refer to the 
recommendation to which the Deputy Speaker referred that relates to the examination of off-budget authorities 
and agencies.   

The report contains some very commonsense and practical recommendations.  Several members will be happy 
that the committee listened to a number of their comments and suggestions.  I know, for example, that the 
member for Kingsley has made a number of suggestions and has spoken about the need to improve the way the 
electronic information is paginated.  Unfortunately, as the Deputy Speaker said, those types of initiatives cannot 
be realised this year; however, hopefully the Government will get behind them and implement them in time for 
the presentation of the 2003 budget.   

I will concentrate on the recommendation to which I referred a moment ago that the Government should allow 
Parliament to question its members on matters relating to off-budget authorities.  If members get a copy of the 
report, they will see that in appendix A there is a list of a number of different off-budget authorities. 

Mr Trenorden:  The Commission on Government recommended that way back.  

Mr BARRON-SULLIVAN:  I believe it did.  A past Estimates Committee chaired by the previous member for 
Innaloo also made a similar recommendation.   

As a relative newcomer to Parliament, I believe it is rather strange that members have not been able to ask 
questions of these authorities during the Estimates Committee hearings.  They are major suppliers of services to 
the people of Western Australia.  Although they operate at arms-length from the minister, most people would 
agree that they must be made accountable to the people of Western Australia through Parliament.  Some of these 
agencies have significant financial scope, including a major revenue capacity for the Government by way of 
income tax equivalents and dividends.  In other words, they provide a lot of money to the budget.  This financial 
year, for example, Western Power was budgeted to provide some $190 million in income tax equivalents and 
dividends.  Even the Fremantle Port Authority, one of the smaller agencies, was budgeted to provide 
$8.6 million, and the Water Corporation was budgeted to provide $410 million.  Other agencies, including 
LandCorp, which is directly involved in commercial activities, were estimated to contribute almost $28 million 
for the financial year 2002-03.  In this financial year, 2001-02, the Government expected to receive more than 
$654 million from income tax equivalents and dividends from these agencies.  Putting aside their own income 
expenditure and capital requirements, these agencies have a direct financial impact on the budget of some 
$654 million, yet we are not allowed to ask detailed questions about them during the Estimates Committee.  
Even if we do ask questions, there is no certainty that we will be graced with any detailed response from any of 
the ministers concerned.   

These agencies have a huge impact on the State’s economic and social wellbeing.  For example, Western Power 
was the subject of consideration in Parliament only yesterday.  We are possibly staring down the barrel of some 
very major policy changes in that area that could have significant consequences for the State’s economy.  A 
number of these agencies play a key social role - probably none more so than Homeswest.  This year, 
Homeswest had a housing construction budget of some $650 million.  Add to that the activities engaged in by 
Homeswest for maintenance, dealing with social problems and a number of other administrative policies, and it 
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is clear that it is important for these agencies to be held to account in a financial, policy and operational sense 
through this Chamber and Parliament.  The Estimates Committee goes slightly beyond asking fairly objective 
questions about the finances of agencies and departments.  Members can question ministers about their agencies’ 
operational policies and outcomes.  That demonstrates the need for us to be able to question the Government 
about these off-budget agencies.  One example is Western Power.  I hope the Leader of the Opposition and other 
members will be able to ask some direct questions about the Government’s intentions to impose a new power tax 
on the people of this State.  I hope we shall be able to drag out the truth about the $150 million subsidy to on-
grid services and so on.  Also, we will be able to examine the Water Corporation, which has made major cuts to 
the sewerage infill program.  We hope to be able to get to the heart of the decisions the Government has made, 
drag out the truth and make the Government more accountable for some of its activities.   

I will present a challenge to the Government today.  This committee has suggested one of the most significant 
procedural reforms for this House during the time I have been a member.  It has recommended that the degree of 
government accountability and openness be extended to cover these major off-budget agencies, including 
Western Power, LandCorp, Homeswest, all the port authorities and Transperth.  For the first time ever, if the 
report’s recommendations are implemented, those agencies will be directly accountable in Parliament through 
the Estimates Committee.  The challenge to the Government, the Premier and the Leader of the House is to 
positively respond to this report.  Normally when a report is tabled in Parliament, under Standing Order No 277 
the chair of the relevant committee can make a request to the minister concerned to provide a response within a 
three-month period.  That has not been done in this case because there is no point responding three months from 
today when the Estimates Committees will start in about five and a half weeks.  We need a response a lot sooner 
than that so that the management committee is able to structure the right time frames to build in the extra time 
required.  The committee has recommended that off-budget agencies be asked direct questions.  This is a major 
reform.  It is possibly one of the most important reforms to be made while I have been here. 

Mr Ripper:  What about going back to the response of the Leader of the Opposition when he was Leader of the 
House? 

Mr BARRON-SULLIVAN:  I am not interested in that.  A bipartisan and unanimous recommendation has been 
made.  We would now like a quick response from the Leader of the House, so that the Procedure and Privileges 
Committee can get its job done and get this process under way.  It will extend accountability and openness.  
There will be a healthy injection of honesty into the system.  This matter has been considered for some time; it 
has now come to a head.  Members on both sides of this Chamber are prepared to take this step forward.  Let us 
have a prompt response from the Government and, hopefully, a positive response from the Leader of the House.  

[See paper No 1390.] 
 


