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Topic 1 - Executive Government
These notes have been prepared by Malcolm Farnsworth (Loreto Mandeville Hall).
They are offered as guidelines and suggestions only.

Requests for official advice should be directed to the Board of Studies.

Topic Outline:

The executive branch of government is what is normally referred to as the Government, that is, the Ministry and the Cabinet.  Its operation and scope are outlined in the Australian Constitution and by Westminster conventions.  It is seen as the most powerful branch of government and its power has steadily increased.

This topic is concerned with the Governor-General, the Executive Council, the Prime Minister, Cabinet, the Ministry, the public service and statutory authorities.

It is required that candidates draw upon current issues, trends and development in the study of this section.

The study of the executive government should include:

· Governor-General

· Roles, duties

· Constitutional responsibilities, powers and conventions

· Contentious aspects of the role and proposed changes

The powers of the Governor-General are set out in Sections 61-70 of the Australian Constitution, although many other sections of the Constitution also give power to the position.  These include Sections 2, 4, 5, 32, 57, 58, 59 and 60.

Section 62 establishes the Federal Executive Council and Section 64 allows the Governor-General to appoint "officers" (ministers) to administer the departments of State.  It was this section that Sir John Kerr used to dismiss the Whitlam Government in 1975.

Section 68 provides stipulates that the Governor-General is commander-in-chief of the naval and military forces.

Section 5 grants the Governor-General the power to summon, prorogue and dissolve the Parliament.  This power is reinforced by Section 32.  Similarly, the Governor-General's involvement in the passage of legislation is outlined in Sections 57-60.

A study of these sections of the Constitution should involved a discussion of the literal and conventional roles of the Governor-General.

The notion of the Governor-General acting on the advice of ministers is crucial.

The events of 1975, culminating in the Dismissal of the Whitlam Government, are an important area for study, involving discussion of the reserve powers of the Crown.  A detailed discussion of the Whitlam dismissal can be found on the Internet at

http://netspace.net.au/~malcolm/dismiss.htm
It is worth examining the actions of Sir Ninian Stephen in February 1983 when he refused to immediately grant a double dissolution to Malcolm Fraser.  Sir Ninian has stated that he regards his action then as the single most important action he took as Governor-General.

· Prime Minister

· Powers and responsibilities

· Relations with Cabinet, Ministry and Party

· Styles of Leadership

Recent Prime Ministers - Howard, Keating, Hawke and Fraser - provide fertile ground for study.  Whereas Hawke was seen by many as adopting a "chairman of the board" style as Prime Minister, Keating is widely regarded as more interventionist.  The ABC Television series Labor in Power provides an insight into the different styles of the two men.  

Patrick Weller's book, Malcolm Fraser PM - A Study in Prime Ministerial Power is a detailed account of Fraser's years in office.

Prime Ministers have a number of important roles and responsibilities in our political system:

· The PM allocates portfolios to ministers

· The PM determines who shall sit in Cabinet

· The PM chairs most Cabinet Committees and determines their composition

· The PM controls the Cabinet agenda

· The PM is supported by the co-ordinating functions of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet

· The PM is the focus of media attention which gives him much sway over the government's policy direction

· The PM is his party's national leader

· Cabinet/Ministry

· Roles

· Operation of Cabinet and its Committee System

· Selection, Composition and Structure

The size of the Federal ministry has steadily expanded since Barton formed the first ministry in 1901.  Then, the government had 11 ministers, whereas the Howard ministry has 28 ministers, plus a number of parliamentary secretaries.

Ministers in a Labor government are elected by the ALP Caucus, whereas a Liberal Prime Minister is able to choose the members of his government as well as allocate their portfolios.  In practice, this distinction is not as marked as first appears.  Conservative prime ministers are obliged to take account of Senate, state/regional and gender considerations in forming their ministries, as well as accommodating competing political forces within their parties.  In the ALP, this accommodation is achieved through the more formal factional system.

· Ministers perform a number of roles:

· Develop policy

· Implement party policy

· Administer government departments

Ministers are responsible for the expenditure of public funds.  The case of Ros Kelly, the former Minister for Sport, is an example of how ministers can be held accountable in this area.

The operation of the Cabinet is outlined in the Cabinet Handbook, available from the Australian Government Publishing Service.  This publication outlines the procedures ministers are obliged to follow when making submissions to Cabinet, including the presentation of the submission, consultation processes with other ministers, state governments, backbench committees, government departments and other interested groups.

Australian Cabinets operate through a series of Cabinet Committees.  In the Howard government, the most important of these are the Economic Committee and the Expenditure Review Committee.  Throughout the Hawke and Keating governments, the Expenditure Review Committee was regarded as the focal point of the government, once described as the "engine room" of the government.  In the lead-up to the May budget, the influence of the E.R.C. will be seen.

· Ministerial Responsibility

· Conventions and practices

· Relations between ministers and the public service and statutory authorities

· Relations between ministers and Parliament

The Westminster system requires that ministers be accountable to parliament for their actions and that the Cabinet be collectively responsible to the Parliament.  These two conventions of individual ministerial responsibility and  collective ministerial responsibility are essential areas of study in this topic.

During the term of the previous Labor government, two ministers (Stewart West and Gary Punch) resigned from the Cabinet or ministry in accordance with the principle of collective responsibility:

· Ministers meet in secret

· The government speaks with one voice

· Ministers support government decisions in public

The application of the convention of individual ministerial responsibility is more complicated.  Since Parliament is so adversarial, ministers often survive attack if they have the support of their Prime Minister or party.  Keating's support of Dr. Carmen Lawrence is one such case, as is Alexander Downer's problems in the DIFF matter in 1996.  Increasingly, as in the Lawrence case, ministers come under scrutiny for actions not directly related to their ministerial duties.

The resignations of Senators Jim Short and Brian Gibson is 1996 and the case of Senator Bob Woods are examples of occasions when ministerial propriety becomes an issue.

Ministerial accountability has become an issue in 1997 with the allegations against Transport Minister, John Sharp, concerning his attempts to restructure the board of the Civil Aviation Safety Authority, highlighting the influence of ministers on statutory authorities.

Glossary of Terms - A Select List

· Accountability

· Cabinet

· Cabinet Committee

· Cabinet Solidarity

· Collective Ministerial Responsibility

· Executive

· Head of Government

· Head of State

· Individual Ministerial Responsibility

· Minister

· Permanent Secretary

· Prime Minister

· Public Service

· Responsibility

· Reserve Powers

· Statutory Authority
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