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The Politics and Law General Unit 1: Political and Legal Decision Making.
The Nitty Gritty of a Parliamentary Committee.
Teachers Notes:

The below resource has been designed as a suggested learning and assessment activity for
Politics and Law General Year 11 Unit 1 – Political and Legal Decision Making.
Its main focus is on the syllabus point: The relationship between societal values and the law.
It is suggested that this resource be categorised as either source analysis or investigation for
the purpose of assessment type. Please consult the Politics and Law Year 11 Syllabus guide for
appropriate weighting.
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The Nitty Gritty of a Parliamentary Committee.
If you have ever watched Parliament you have probably witnessed both sides of the chamber
talking loudly, arguing passionately and on some occasions, even being ejected. This normally
occurs during question time in the Legislative Assembly when the opposition and other members
of Parliament get the opportunity to question the government on their proposed laws, policies
and decisions. Although this may look like two sides going into battle, this is in fact an important
part of our democracy. Under our Westminster system, this is a way of ensuring the government
is held to account for the decisions they are making on behalf of the people of Western Australia.
The stakes are high and therefore is it any wonder, people advocate with such energy?
Generally, the media likes to concentrate on
question time. Because of its adversarial nature,
this aspect of our parliamentary process will often
contain the most human drama. However, it would
be a mistake to assume that this is representative
of how laws are made within our Parliament.
In fact, although members who sit on opposite
sides of the house, may appear to be working
against each other, behind the scenes, you will
often find them working side by side to make the
best laws possible.
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Parliamentary Committees are made up of members representing a variety of parties and
independents. By being cross party, it means that more points of view are considered,
rather than for arguments sake, just the government’s perspective being put forward. In short,
unlike question time, parliamentary committees are an opportunity for members to take their
party hats off and put their thinking caps on.
There are different types of committees within our system
in Western Australia such as Standing Committees,
Select Committees and Joint Committees. One thing
all of these committees have in common is that members
get the opportunity to inform themselves of all the facts
before they decide upon a particular issue or which
way to vote on a particular bill or proposed legislation.
Often these committees will hear from stakeholders, who
are the individuals or organisations that may be affected
by a proposed law or have specialist knowledge associated
with the issues the proposed law is trying to address.

Members of the Select Committee at
Beroendeakuten Stockholm
Source: Committee site visit, 24 April 2019.

One such example would be the Select Committee into Alternate Approaches to Reducing
Illicit Drug Use and its Effects on the Community. Select Committees only last for the duration
of the inquiry, whereas Standing Committees, last the entire term of a Parliament or beyond.
This select committee recently tabled a report entitled ‘Help, not handcuffs: Evidence-based
approaches to reducing harm from illicit drug use’.
You can access the Committee report here.

Select Committee members
Hon Samantha Rowe MLC,
Hon Aaron Stonehouse MLC,
Hon Colin de Grussa MLC and
Hon Alison Xamon MLC at the Perth Drug Court.
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Legislative Council

Task 1: Getting to the nitty gritty of the committee.
Once you have opened or downloaded the report, please answer the following questions.
What chamber does this committee belong to? Legislative Council
What is the name of the Member who chairs the committee? Hon Alison Xamon MLC
When was the report released? November 2019
List the other members of the committee. Hon Colin de Grussa MLC, Hon Aaron Stonehouse MLC,
Hon Samantha Rowe MLC (Deputy Chair) Hon Michael Mischin MLC
What are the names of the Parliamentary staff who assisted the inquiry? Lisa Penman (Advisory
Officer) and Tracey Sharpe (Committee Clerk)
What does Standing Order 191(1) require the Government to do if the report recommends action?
The responsible Minister or Leader of the House shall provide its response to the Council within
not more than 2 months or at the earliest opportunity after that time if the Council is adjourned
or in recess.
How many recommendations does the report contain? (You can locate this in the Executive Summary
under the heading: Findings and Recommendations) 46.
How many submissions were received by the committee? (This you can locate in the section entitled
Appendix 1 Stakeholders Invited to Submit, Submissions Received and Public Hearings). 77.
How many Public hearings did the committee hold? 9.
How many external meetings and site visits were conducted? 22
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Locate the glossary on page 193 and define the following terms:
•

AOD Alcohol and other drug.

•

Demand Reduction Strategies aimed at reducing the desire for drugs Detox Detoxification

•

Harm Reduction Public health policies and practices that aim to reduce the harms
associated with drug use for those people who are unable or unwilling to stop.

•

Polydrug use When a person uses two or more drugs, either at the same time or at different
times or in combination.

•

Supply Reduction Strategies aimed at reducing the availability of drugs.

Legislative Assembly

Now that we have explored the structure of a committee report it is now time to take a closer look at its
function. We discussed earlier that parliamentary committees are effective and efficient ways to inform
all members of Parliament about issues associated with proposed laws. In fact once a committee
report has been tabled, the relevant minister or leader of the house is required to respond in Parliament
to the report’s recommendations.
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Task 2: Accept or Reject
Using the committee report as your primary source,
discuss one recommendation you would accept and one
recommendation you would reject. Your decision on each
recommendation needs to be justified by referring back to
the findings of the report.

Task 3: Taking it to the Team
Join with three of your class mates and select one of your
responses from the previous task. Your group should
choose two recommendations that you collectively agree
with and two which you disagree. Write down your
responses and the reasons why you either accept or reject
the recommendations. Individually, provide your response
to one of your group’s four recommendations to the whole
of class which will serve as your Parliament.

Putting it to the vote
The two recommendations that your group collectively agreed to in task 3 now need to be drafted into
a Bill. When the Bill has been drafted, get the whole class to respond through having a Parliamentary
debate. To see how to conduct a debate, watch the students from Balcatta Senior High School and
you can set your class room up accordingly.

Now that all members of your ‘Parliament’ have had their say, it is now time to put it to the vote.
Remember for your Bill to become a law it will need the support of the majority of students in your class.
Good Luck.
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Wow, what a journey we have been on, from seeing Parliament merely as a place where people
shout during question time to recognising it more accurately, as a place where every single
member plays an important role in framing our state’s future laws. Committees are a crucial part
of our democracy and under our transparent system you can even come and watch some
parliamentary committees live or view them remotely.
Why not check out the different committees that are currently operating and research some of the
important issues they are enquiring into?
Who knows, you may even want to make your very own submission to one of these committees.
Now that’s democracy in action.
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