
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Wednesday, 24 February 2016] 

 p744b-746a 
Mr John Day; Mrs Michelle Roberts 

BUSINESS OF THE HOUSE — PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS 
Standing Orders Suspension — Motion 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Leader of the House) [1.06 pm]: I move — 

That so much of standing orders be suspended as is necessary to enable private members’ business to 
have priority on Wednesday, 24 February 2016, between 4.00 and 8.00 pm. 

Agreement to this motion will allow the usual time of private members’ business, namely three hours, and also 
for the house to sit later tonight so that legislation that is important for the house to make progress on can be 
debated and considered. 

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland) [1.07 pm]: I rise to speak on this motion and although we are not going to 
formally vote on this or oppose it, I make the following points. This government has no real priority in its 
legislative program. It has signalled only 20 sitting weeks in total this year, and that is when we include the week 
of the estimates hearings; it is 19 sitting weeks plus one week of estimates. In previous years we had about 
22 weeks of sitting. This government could easily choose to sit for two more weeks. In April, or thereabouts, we 
have a four-week gap in the program, and midyear is the traditional six-week gap in the program, and we are 
finishing on 17 November this year, which is an earlier finish than usual. Firstly, the government is avoiding 
Parliament. If it were not seeking to avoid matters of public interest and question time, and the scrutiny that 
Parliament affords, it would sit those extra couple of weeks. 

The next point I make is that some years ago, in the late 1990s, this Parliament engaged in a reform of the 
standing orders, because we were sitting some archaic gentlemen’s hours. Although the hours are better now and 
were ameliorated by the report at the time and changes to those standing orders, which were substantial, we have 
made little progress and have sitting hours that are not commensurate with family life, essentially. One of the 
things we did when we changed those standing orders was that we gave back to the parliamentary weekly 
program more hours than were taken out of it by not sitting on Wednesday nights. That is why my comments are 
particularly relevant to the motion of the Leader of the House, which will result in us, at this very early stage of 
the year, sitting on a Wednesday night. That might suit some of the conservative blokes in here; it might suit 
them to sit at Parliament at night. But for a lot of young men and family-oriented men, and certainly for a lot of 
women, sitting in the evening should not be the practice in this day and age; it should not be a routine thing. 
I understand that at the end of a parliamentary year, if the government is trying to get legislation through, it 
might take the exception of sitting on a Wednesday night, but to start that this early in the year, effectively, the 
second week back, is poor parliamentary practice and does not take into account modern-day practices and what 
we would expect in a modern Parliament.  
When I first entered Parliament, and before we had what I will call the current reforms—which are now about 
15 years old—we started sitting at 11.00 am on a Thursday. We elected to come in two hours earlier, at 9.00 am, 
on a Thursday. We picked up two hours. We used to start at 2.00 pm on a Wednesday; we now start at 12 noon 
on a Wednesday and do not take a dinner break. Similarly, on Wednesdays we used to sit pretty much the same 
hours as a Tuesday but there used to be a dinner break. In fact there was a dinner break on a Tuesday between 
6.00 and 7.30 pm—a one and a half hour break—and also a one and a half hour break on a Wednesday between 
6.00 and 7.30 pm. For those of us with families, we thought: as much as we enjoy the company of our colleagues 
or watching television or doing whatever people do during that time, why should we sit here having dinner for 
one and a half hours rather than be at home with our families? A couple of members who were lucky enough to 
live close by used to try to get home during the dinner break to have dinner with their family.  
This is poor practice. I am hopeful, and I know many of my colleagues are hopeful, for some reforms in this 
area. Rather than more sitting weeks—even the standard number of sitting weeks, so we can get through 
a legislative program—it seems the government is starting the year by routinely pushing on to members the 
Wednesday night sittings. Via correspondence at the end of last week, the Leader of the House advised the 
opposition of this. Again, we were given less than a week’s notice of a requirement to sit after 7.00 pm. I know 
full well that the Leader of the House and others from his side will have the view that perhaps if the opposition 
did not speak so long on certain bills, this would not be necessary. It is the opposition’s duty to give proper 
scrutiny to bills. That is a longstanding tradition. I am certainly open to some discussions about even greater 
reforms, but I want to signal that this goes very much against the flow of what people wanted to achieve up to 
17 years ago. I am disappointed that this is really a regression in terms of the attitude of this house towards 
sitting hours and towards modern-day practices. 
I hope the Leader of the House does not intend doing this every Wednesday night. Frankly, prior to the 
2001 state election, we gave up more sitting hours during sitting weeks. From my recollection, two extra hours 
were picked up on a Thursday between 9.00 and 11.00 am. We effectively picked up half an hour on a Tuesday 
by shortening the dinner break. Members may note that the Legislative Council still takes a one and a half hour 
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dinner break whenever it sits late. It does not break between 6.00 and 7.00 pm like the Legislative Assembly 
does; it breaks between 6.00 and 7.30 pm. I note it also breaks for afternoon tea. These are archaic practices and 
archaic sitting hours. They are not productive hours. I frequently speak to people who cannot comprehend the 
parliamentary sitting hours. It is wrong to sit late on an ad hoc basis—which is pretty much what it is—this early 
in the year. The Labor Party may oppose this motion in future and it may oppose it at much greater length if this 
is the way the government intends to run the house. I signal now to the Leader of the House and to the 
government: if it wants more time, do not push it into people’s evenings and do not push it into family time; set 
the extra sitting weeks in advance. It should be done professionally and in a modern way. I thought the dark ages 
were over. I certainly hope that if a McGowan government were to be elected next year, it could make some 
substantial reforms and bring this Parliament and its sitting hours into the modern era. 
MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Leader of the House) [1.15 pm] — in reply: I understand the points made by 
the member for Midland. The government is not attempting to avoid scrutiny. If we need to sit for an extra week 
this year at some stage, that will be considered. The opposition has a very important role to play in relation to the 
number of hours that we are here each day. In fact to a very large extent the opposition determines how late we 
sit each day. There needs to be adequate debate and adequate scrutiny, but if the opposition, on a significant 
number of bills, has a very large number of speakers who speak for their full length of time, unless we put some 
other mechanism in place, we will be here longer. It is as simple as that. An alternative is to have time 
management arrangements. Presumably if the government were to put that forward, the opposition would oppose 
that on the basis that it would excessively restrict debate. That is an option—if we need to continue that, we will. 
I understand that time management arrangements operate on a routine basis in every other Parliament within 
Australia. Federal Parliament gets legislation through very rapidly with only a limited amount of debate in a lot 
of cases. It is well accepted by both sides of the house in the federal Parliament that that is the routine 
arrangement. That is something that can be considered. The opposition cannot have it both ways. On the one 
hand it cannot extend debate ad nauseam—as tends to occur sometimes; not all the time—and on the other hand 
complain that we are here for too long or need to sit extra hours on a Wednesday. I hope we do not have to sit on 
Wednesday evenings on a regular basis, but it needs cooperation from the opposition for that to be achieved. 
Finally, I make the point that last Thursday we were here later than I know quite a number of members on both 
sides would have liked, because I was accommodating the desire of two opposition members to speak in the 
debate on the Premier’s Statement. Those two members did not start to speak until about 5.00 pm. That caused 
a degree of antagonism both on the government side and probably on the opposition side, but I was 
accommodating the opposition at the time. A fair bit of accommodation is provided by the government. I take 
the points made by the member for Midland, but the opposition to a large extent determines the length of time 
that we are here. 
Question put and passed. 
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