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PROCEDURE AND PRIVILEGES COMMITTEE 
First Report — “Review of E-petitions” 

MR P.W. ANDREWS (Southern River) [9.53 am]: I present for tabling the first report of the Procedure and 
Privileges Committee for 2008, entitled “Review of E-petitions”.  

[See paper 3715.] 

Mr P.W. ANDREWS: The Procedure and Privileges Committee undertook to review e-petitions. We found that 
a number of jurisdictions throughout Australia have tackled this issue and have come up with a number of 
different solutions for utilising e-petitions. The Parliaments of Queensland and Tasmania have done so for a 
considerable period. Petitions are lodged electronically in those two states and have become part of the 
establishment in their Assemblies. They have amended their standing orders to accommodate them. E-petitions 
also have some status in the Senate and the Northern Territory Assembly. They are accepted as petitions “which 
are posted and signed electronically on the internet if the member presenting them certifies that they have been 
duly posted with the text available to the signatories”. E-petitions are also acceptable in other Parliaments 
throughout the world; for example, in the German Bundestag. The British Prime Minister’s office at 10 Downing 
Street has also established facilities for receiving these petitions. The House of Commons Procedure Committee 
is finalising its report into e-petitions for publication this year. The House of Representatives Standing 
Committee on Procedure is also looking at this issue.  

Part of the argument that we have had in Western Australia for e-petitions is the same argument that is held in 
various Parliaments throughout the world. E-petitions more or less function the same way in the jurisdictions that 
have them. The user is able to view previously posted, rejected and current e-petitions. The user is able to check 
the closing date and status of e-petitions. The user is also able to obtain the name and contact details of principal 
petitioners; view the number of signatories and, less frequently, the actual signatures to the e-petitions; read the 
background information relating to a particular e-petition; forward an e-petition to another person via email; 
participate in an online discussion for and relating to an e-petition; join an e-petition; and monitor the progress or 
the outcome of the petition through the house. That is basically how it has worked.  

The committee was able to gauge a number of concerns from its investigation into the use of e-petitions in 
various places. One of the key issues was the belief that an e-petition takes away the face-to-face contact with 
the person organising a petition. In other words, the very grassroots of an issue can be ignored because setting up 
an e-petition involves simply getting onto a laptop. One of the strong arguments against e-petitions was that it 
desensitises the experience of a person getting a petition up about a local issue, going around the neighbourhood 
and getting people to commit to it by signing it on their doorstep and engaging in the usual conversation. As we 
know in this place, it is not just a matter of getting a signature on a petition and tabling it in Parliament; there is 
the process of organising a petition, addressing a problem, gauging the strength of the feeling in the community 
and then, as it is presented in Parliament, waiting to see the reaction it receives. As members in this place, when 
we table a petition in Parliament, we judge the strength of public opinion by the number of signatories to that 
particular petition. The same cannot be said of the e-petition in many ways. It has been argued that it is very easy 
to develop a petition electronically and get signatures, and it is a disengagement from the grassroots of the 
political process.  

The second major argument against e-petitions is the cost. It is very expensive to set up the process within 
Parliaments. The committee considered not only the expense, but also the extent of the use of e-petitions. For 
example, in Queensland between 2002 and 2007, 764 paper petitions were presented to Parliament, whereas 
there were only 165 e-petitions. In Tasmania between 2004 and 2007, 73 paper petitions were presented to the 
Parliament and there were only six e-petitions. In other words, the argument against e-petitions is that of a very 
significant cost compared with the little use over an extended time frame, as was the case in Queensland and 
Tasmania.  

Certainly, one of the arguments that the committee considered in favour of e-petitions was that there are many 
people in the community who are not in a position to go around the neighbourhood to gather petitions. For 
example, people with a physical disability would not be able to engage in grassroots politics, such as we do as 
members. Another argument put forward in favour of e-petitions was that it would involve people of the younger 
generation, particularly persons who are in IT, in the political process.  
At this stage the committee reached the conclusion, as have many Parliaments throughout the world, that the best 
approach is to sit and wait. Therefore, at this stage, the committee does not recommend that the Assembly adopt 
a process of e-petitions.  
 


