PE-SA08a
Parliament & the Executive

1. What is a Joint Select Committee of the Federal Parliament?  (2 marks)

This is a committee established by a joint resolution of the House of Representatives and the Senate, comprising members from both the Government and the Opposition, and possibly other parties or independents, from both Houses.  As a Select Committee, it will be given the task of examining a particular piece of legislation or public issue and presenting a report by a set date, after which the Committee will be disbanded.
The Parliament House website has the following information on Select Committees:

A select committee is an ad hoc committee created to inquire into and report upon a particular matter. It may be established at any time by a resolution of the Senate which will specify the committee's composition, terms of reference and powers. A select committee has a limited life and ceases to exist on the presentation of its final report or on the day fixed for such presentation unless the Senate has granted an extension. In recent years select committees have inquired into matters such as superannuation, uranium mining and milling, the Victorian casino, and aircraft noise in Sydney.

2. Identify three occasions when Parliament can probe the executive government.  (3 marks)

· Questions Without Notice:  this occurs once each sitting day in the House of Representatives and the Senate.  Members from both sides of the chamber are able to ask questions of government ministers about the administration of their departments and other government actions and policies.
· Budget Debate:  the government’s annual budget is presented each May in the form of a number of Appropriation Bills.  These are debated in both Houses over a number of weeks and present an opportunity for the government to be queried about the detailed expenditure of government departments.
· Adjournment Debate:  this occurs for 30 minutes at the end of every sitting day and allows members of parliament to raise issues of concern with government ministers.  Ministers may also respond at the end of the debate.

3. Evaluate one argument in favour of having only members in the House of Representatives who do not belong to political parties.  (5 marks) 

It is argued that having members in the House of Representatives who do not belong to political parties would improve the quality of representation because MPs would not be bound by party discipline and would be able to consider legislation on its merits and vote in accordance with the wishes of their electorates.  In this way, the dominance of the Executive over Parliament would be reduced.  This would make for a lower House with improved debate, more responsiveness to the community and a wider representation of philosophical and policy ideas.  Supporters of this view argue that the support given to Independent members such as Peter Andren (Calare) and Tony Windsor (New England) and other independents in State Parliaments is proof of the electorate’s recognition of the value of non-party representatives.
Critics of this proposal point to the House of Representatives main function as the chamber that determines the composition of the government.  Having no political party representation would hinder the ability of the House to provide a stable government for the nation.  It is also argued that party representation and the discipline that they bring with them not only contributes to stable government, but allows for issues to be debated in an orderly manner with some hope of a resolution.  MPs who belong to parties are able to express their point of view in party-room debates and reach an agreed position that they present to the House.  
In reality, it would be impossible to ensure that Members of Parliament did not have political affiliations.  It is natural in a parliamentary system that MPs will form alliances.  Moreover, political parties represent a wide spectrum of views within the community.  Rather than attempting to eliminate party representation in the House, it would be more effective to consider ways in which an even broader range of parties could be represented.  In this way, representation and government stability and responsiveness would be enhanced.

