PE-SA04a

Parliament & the Executive

1. What is meant by the Westminster system?  (2 marks)

This is a term that refers to the parliamentary system of government derived from the English model.  The main feature of this system is a popularly-elected lower house (House of Commons or House of Representatives) that determines which party shall form government.  The government comprises members of parliament who belong to the party that controls the lower house.  The government survives so long as it is able to maintain the confidence of the lower house.

The events in South Australia this week, where the Liberal government of Rob Kerin was defeated in a vote of confidence in the House of Assembly, are an example of the Westminster system in operation.

The Westminster system operates in all of Australia’s federal, state and territory parliaments.   It also includes such elements as an independent judiciary and public service.  

Westminster principles allow for variations in the role and powers of upper houses.

2. Explain one recent case where a Federal minister has been held to account by the Parliament.  (3 marks)

Bronwyn Bishop, Minister for Aged Care, 2000-01.  

Mrs Bishop was criticized over her responsibility for the supervision of nursing home conditions.  A series of allegations about conditions in nursing homes led to calls for her resignation or sacking.  The affair reached its peak after allegations that patients in a Melbourne nursing home were given kerosene baths.

Mrs. Bishop did not resign, but she was removed from the ministry by the Prime Minister, John Howard, following the 2001 elections.

During 2000 and 2001, the Opposition in the House of Representatives used Question Time to interrogate Bishop.  It is generally believed that this affair destroyed her ministerial career.

Geoff Prosser, Minister for Small Business and Consumer Affairs, 1997.

Prosser resigned from his post in July 1997 after a series of questions in Parliament about an alleged conflict of interest between his duties as Small Business Minister and his private financial interests in shopping centers.

His resignation occurred during the winter recess of Parliament.  It was widely believed that the government did not wish Prosser to still be in his post when Parliament resumed in August.

3.  Discuss one reform to the Senate and one reform to the House of Representatives that would allow each house to more effectively fulfill its functions.  (5 marks) 

SENATE: the removal of ministers from the Senate.

It is argued that not permitting ministers to be appointed from the Senate would allow the Senate to better perform its task as a house of review.  Without the ambition of ministerial office to fulfill, senators would be more inclined to concentrate on their legislative roles, in much the same way as the United States Senate operates.  

It is argued that this would remove a lot of political point-scoring from the operations of the Senate, creating a calmer atmosphere in which issues and legislation could be debated, thus improving the quality of representation.   It is also argued that senators may also begin to operate less as party representatives and more as representatives of their states, thus allowing the Senate to be a genuine States house.

However, the removal of ministers from the Senate could also result in a smaller pool of talent being available to prime ministers when choosing their ministries.  Some of the most able ministers in recent governments have been senators (eg. Robert Hill, Gareth Evans, John Button).

It is also argued that without a government representative to put the government case in Senate debate on legislation the process of legislating could be slowed down or become confused by lack of information.

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES:  Introduction of a 4-year term.

At present the House of Reps is elected for a three year term, although it is relatively rare for the House to last the full three years.  The House may be dissolved early on the advice of the prime minister, as occurred in 1998, 1987 and 1984.

It is argued that a 4-year term would allow the House to function more effectively as a legislative body, whilst also allowing the executive to govern without the continual prospect of a looming election.  This is based on the idea that in a 3-year term there is at most a period of 2 years devoted to governing and developing good policy, with the final year consumed by electoral considerations.  The behaviour of the Howard government during 2001 can be cited as evidence of this (eg. Policy reversals on the GST, BAS, petrol prices, etc).

In support of the argument, it can be noted that the state parliaments of Victoria, New South Wales, South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania have all moved to 4-year terms.

On the other hand, it can be argued that a 4-year term weakens the responsiveness of elected representatives to their electors, that they can become out of touch and remote from the concerns of ordinary citizens.  Of course, this argument can be countered by reference to the mass media and pressure groups.

Overall, the argument in favour of 4 year terms rests on the idea of allowing the House to operate in a less highly-charged political atmosphere so that legislation is debated rationally and government activities investigated by a chamber devoted to representation of the people and accountability of the government, rather than political machinations.

