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ELECTRONIC PETITIONS 
Grievance 

MS J.A. RADISICH (Swan Hills) [9.53 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural 
Interests.  It is about time that citizenship and civic activities in Western Australia were brought into the twenty-
first century.  I hope the minister will agree with the proposition that I am putting forward today for creating 
greater accessibility for all people in Western Australia to civic activities and also to promote the use of 
information technology and telecommunications in the way in which we undertake citizenship in this state.  I 
propose the idea of having electronic petitions, particularly insofar as petitions apply to the Parliament of 
Western Australia.  Equally, this idea could be extended to directly petitioning the government of the day.   

As the minister would be aware, the history of petitions dates back to the reign of King Edward I in the thirteenth 
century.  At that time the system of government was quite different from the democracy that we live under in 
Western Australia.  At that time the presentation of a petition acted as a trigger for the creation of laws.  The 
petition was essentially one made directly to the monarchy.  Clearly, that situation does not exist today.  Frankly, 
that is a good thing.  Back in that era of restricted political rights, a public petition was important because 
parliamentary representation did not exist.  The role of the petition in modern times has changed significantly.  
The Parliament of Victoria put forward the proposition that the impact of petitions had diminished in modern 
times.  I disagree with that proposition, because I think that a petition is still an extremely worthwhile tool to be 
used to test the extent of public support for an issue.  However, one must always question the mode of the 
collection of signatures for a petition, the circumstances under which petitioners were encouraged to sign up and 
what oral presentations were made to petitioners before they signed on the dotted line.   

Today we have other mechanisms, of course.  Members of the community can contact members of Parliament in 
order to raise issues.  As we see in the house on a daily basis, petitions are generally circulated and presented in 
paper form.  Another problem with the way petitions are handled in Parliament is that action does not necessarily 
result from them.  There is no requirement on the government or ministers to respond to petitions that are put 
forward in this Assembly.  That is a grave flaw in the system.  Whether a petition is signed by one person or 
8 000 people, they deserve a response.  I believe they deserve a direct personal response.  However, even if a 
general response were made by a minister or by the government, it must be made available on the public record 
for those people who have taken the time and effort to put forward their concerns. 

Members must consider the e-petition proposal in the context of the impact of information technology and 
telecommunications on the way we do business today.  Technology and innovation is extremely important.  It 
has completely changed our way of life in the past 15 years.  It has, in fact, changed our way of life consistently 
from mechanisation through to modern-day technological advancement.  Information technology has completely 
changed our management and business practices and the way in which we administer our lives.  I say to the 
minister that we must move with the times, and that applies to this Parliament and civic processes. 

The proposal, therefore, is to establish a system for generating e-petitions.  E-petitions exist in other Parliaments 
in the country, notably Queensland, and I believe a trial is under way in the Tasmanian Parliament.  E-petitions 
give a principal petitioner an opportunity to approach a member of Parliament for support to generate an online 
petition.  People can access e-petitions on the Parliament’s web site, or they can be circulated by e-mail to 
interested persons for them to read either at work or at home in their own time and to consider whether they wish 
to add their name as petitioners.  The Queensland model allows a petition to exist for between one week and six 
months, which appears to be a reasonable time frame, and a member of Parliament must sponsor the petition, 
which is essential if the petition is to be tabled in Parliament.  It would have to be an essential characteristic of 
any e-petition model we adopt.  One flaw that I noted in the Queensland model was that there was no 
requirement for a compulsory ministerial response to the petition.  Again, as applies to paper petitions, e-
petitioners deserve a response from a minister or the government to the issue raised in the petition. 

As the minister is also the Minister for Disability Services as well as for citizenship, it is worth noting that many 
people who suffer from a disability are not as mobile as other people and may not easily get out and about and be 
exposed to petitions circulating at their school, church or local shopping centre.  An online facility, therefore, run 
through the Parliament’s web site, could provide additional access to people who are otherwise unable to 
participate in civic affairs and issues of concern to them. 
Mr A.J. Simpson interjected. 

Ms J.A. RADISICH:  I thank the member for Serpentine-Jarrahdale for his interjection.   

Mr A.J. Simpson:  Just very quickly.  The other thing that we are looking at is to log onto MSN and SMS as 
well.  I think that is another angle we have to look at.  Also, MSN is very good for members of the Deaf Society; 
it is their way of logging on. 
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Ms J.A. RADISICH:  The member for Serpentine-Jarrahdale also has an interest in bringing our state up to date 
in modern times.  As a new member of Parliament, he is embracing technology to communicate with his 
constituents, as I do too. 
I hope the minister will consider the proposal I have put forward today for the benefit of all citizens in Western 
Australia in 2006 and beyond.   

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests) [9.59 am]:  I thank 
the member for Swan Hills for her grievance and for her unflagging commitment in this place to strong 
representation of her constituents.  This grievance demonstrates that the member is not complacent and is open 
to exploring ways in which the broader community can more fully participate and better understand the decision-
making processes in this Parliament.  In my capacity as Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests, I 
share her interest in ensuring that the widest possible cross-section of the community can have an opportunity to 
convey their views and have access to an understanding of how we operate in this Parliament.   

Like the member, I know that we should explore whether technology can make access more effective and 
whether, by making this additional means of communication available, we might reach a whole new section of 
the community that might otherwise feel remote from what occurs in this place.  I note the member’s insightful 
observation about the need to ensure access for people with disabilities.  I also believe that the young, who are 
much more computer literate than some of us older people, might find this a particularly effective medium.   
The availability of parliamentary proceedings on line has been a huge success.  As an expansion of this e-
democracy and community outreach, it would be wonderful if the notion of e-petitions could be seriously 
considered.  As we heard, the use of e-petitions is a relatively new phenomenon; it was introduced in the 
Queensland Parliament a few years ago.  I understand it also operates in the Scottish Parliament.  A joint select 
committee reported to the Tasmanian Parliament on the issue in 2004.  I am advised that, following this report, 
the Tasmanian Parliament has introduced a trial of e-petitions.  My inquiries have disclosed that, some time ago, 
the Procedure and Privileges Committee of this Parliament undertook a cursory examination of the issue but had 
some reservations about the process, particularly whether the integrity of the process could be assured.  The 
introduction of e-petitions was therefore not actively pursued.  I understand that the committee’s concerns 
related to whether Parliament could feel confident that people would not abuse the system by entering fictitious 
names or vexatious petitions.  Effective mechanisms would need to be implemented to enable the Parliament to 
be fully confident about the legitimacy of the petitioners.   
In Queensland e-petitions are located on a dedicated page of the Queensland Parliament’s web site, from which 
Queenslanders can locate e-petitions, find out their status and, if it is current, join it.  Alternatively, with the 
sponsorship of a member of Parliament, the individual can become the principal petitioner and start an e-petition.  
E-petitions do not replace traditional paper petitions.  There are significant differences between the two forms of 
petitions.  The Queensland Parliament hosts e-petitions through its web site.  In the context of the concerns 
expressed by the Western Australian Parliament’s Procedure and Privileges Committee, when a person signs an 
e-petition in Queensland, he must acknowledge, for example, that he has not previously signed the petition and 
that his name, address and e-mail address are true details.  Petitioners are warned that failure to comply with all 
conditions of use may amount to contempt of Parliament under the Parliament of Queensland Act 2001.  Actions 
considered to be in contempt of Parliament include presenting a forged or falsified document to the house or a 
committee; submitting a petition containing false, scandalous or groundless allegations; or inducing a person to 
sign a petition by fraud and misleading the house.  Petitioners are further warned that they could be fined for 
committing contempt of Parliament, or could even be imprisoned if they fail to pay such a fine.  If such 
conditions were imposed in Western Australia, they could well allay concerns such as those held by our 
Procedure and Privileges Committee.  Obviously, to progress the matter in Western Australia, it would need to 
be referred to the Procedure and Privileges Committee and standing orders would need to be amended, following 
supporting recommendations from the committee.   

Following the representations by the member for Swan Hills, I am more than happy to write to the Speaker to 
enable the matter to be further examined in light of the recent experiences in other jurisdictions.  I believe that, 
generally, it has been considered to be successful.  However, before doing so I will ask the Office of Civics and 
Citizenship to prepare an overview of how the system is working in those other jurisdictions.  The overview will 
then accompany the letter to the Speaker.  In the event that the Procedure and Privileges Committee believes that 
the e-petitions system could be trialled, some resources can be made available to assist with IT design, 
implementation and links to other appropriate web sites.  If the matter were to proceed, it would be timely to 
redesign our own Citizenscape web site.   

It is the responsibility of government to expand the channels of communication to reach as many citizens as 
possible.  E-petitions need to be seen as part of a broader community engagement strategy to ensure that we can 
listen to and communicate with as many Western Australians as possible, including the member for Wanneroo.  
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By expanding the means by which we can engage in that process, we will be able to produce a more transparent 
and more responsive government and Parliament.   

I thank the member for Swan Hills for the grievance and for her strong commitment to this Parliament and to 
effective community engagement.   
 


