Raceto the Summit

Ronda Miller™

Observations on the use of summits as a strategic whole-of-government
approach to complex policy issues, the involvement of Members and the
implications for Parliament

1. Summits as a Strategic Whole of Government Apmtoa
to Complex Policy Issues

Australian governments have used the mechanismuiméts in one form or
another, under a range of titles, for many yeahgyThave proven a useful and open
method of consulting industry, unions, experts, tetiéd groups and invited
representatives, and an effective means of predsingonsensus on issues that
divide the community.

In recent years an increasing number of these tgpeseetings have been held in
parliamentary chambers. We are all now familiahvatents such as joint sittings
of members being addressed by invited experts. Memrot all summits held in
parliament are dominated by parliamentarians. Mesitmem a different proportion
in each summit, and their role in the summit vadesording to the agenda, the
nature and organisation of the proceedings, andhegh@redominance is accorded
to ministers, shadow ministers and party leaders.

In New South Wales the Carr Labor Government, thhout its nine years in
power has used the format of the highly organisednmit’ to achieve a number of

* Editor's Note: This article was written beforeetiAlcohol Summit was held. The future tense has
been retained so there is no misunderstandingeadiihonology. The summit was held and policy
was developed and was in its final stages in Md&42¢he time at which this article was sent to
press.

" Clerk-Assistant (Procedure)and Serjeant at Arms, Beuth Wales Legislative Assembly. The
opinions in this article are the author’s persaadervations and do not represent the views of the
New South Wales Legislative Assembly.
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policy and political ends. In discussing the topicummits, this paper takes a brief
overview of the aims and outcomes of these summaitsl surmises what the
implications could be for parliament and parlianaeptcommittees.

In 2003 the New South Wales Parliament resolvedald a Summit on Alcohol
Abuse, at Parliament House, involving members @i btouses of Parliament and
invited community representatives.

The aims of the summit, which will be held from 28-August, as stated in the
resolution passed unanimously by both Houses areretate a better understanding
by members of parliament and the community of theses, nature and extent of
the problem of alcohol abuse; to better inform merslof the Parliament and the
community through a forum of experts, industry aminmunity representatives
reflecting the spectrum of views of alcohol; to emwae existing approaches, and
consider new ideas and new options in a bipartieaunm; to consider evidence
about strategies that work, and those that dotoduild political and community
consensus about future policy directions whichdhaajcohol abuse and deal with
its impact; and to recommend a future course abacio that the best and most
cost-effective strategies, policies and progran®h dong and short term, are
available.

The resolution also stipulated that the serviceth@fParliament would be provided
for the hosting of the Summit, that two former memnsbof parliament (state and
federal, representing Labor and Liberal affiliasprwould chair the summit, and
that members of both Houses would attend as paglitany delegates and fully
participate in all proceedings in accordance whit proposed Summit rules to be
agreed on by the Summit.

The Premier initiated the resolution and the Gowamt is now in the midst of
extensive planning and preparation for the Summit.

This paper is thus a preliminary overview rathamtla comprehensive study, and
was drafted bearing in mind the two topics of iagr first, the relevance of Parlia-
ment as an institution of change and secondlyp#réacipation and involvement of

rural, regional and indigenous communities in teeision making process.

1.1 Summits in NSW

Since the Carr Government’s Drug Summit, which vie$d over 4 days in
Parliament House in 1999, there have been a nuwfbso-called parliamentary
summits, some convened by individual backbenchetfse (Summit on
Homelessness), others backed by the full weight @mganisational prowess of
executive government. The most recent summit, thiédlbod Obesity Summit,
was convened by the Minister for Health and hel@amliament House over three
days last year. Prior to that there have been tgonal summits looking at the
issues of Salinity and Workcover.
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The Alcohol Summit is the largest summit yet plashireNSW. The subject area of
alcohol abuse touches nearly every portfolio of &oment, and in terms of policy
development a classic area to benefit from a whblgevernment approach. Issues
to be covered include health, education, taxatioensing, road safety, advertising,
police and crime, fair trading, local governmentorkplace safety and
productivity, domestic violence, tourism and siatel federal relationships.

The website for the Alcohol Summit already givesdaa of the scope and scale of
the undertaking: 15 major national and state gjieseand action plans listed as
background papers, information on comprehensivgeaf issues to be covered by
the 10 key working groups made up of MPs and 75itadv community
representatives. The Cabinet Office is co-ordimptitevelopment of discussion
papers by a cross-departmental group of seniorcyadfficers, with a view to
providing Working Groups with fact sheets, analyséscurrent programs and
strategies, and lists of major issues and new ideas

Each member of parliament has received a letten tiee Special Minister of State
who is representing the Premier and responsibledardinating policy on alcohol
abuse. The Premier has encouraged members’ invelvem the summit, and
confirmed that the summit will ensure members ofhbblouses are given the
opportunity to express their views.

The Premier has emphasised that members will platabrole during the Summit

and will need to ensure that they are fully equibp® present the views of their
constituents. Members have been encouraged to satkthe views of the

communities that they represent, to liaise withalocouncils, industry groups,
community groups, families and young people to emslne Parliament is informed
of the impact of the abuse of alcohol on all sediof society. Already a number of
members have used their electorate mail-outs tofaalsubmissions, and urged
constituents to ‘have a say’.

Members have been informed of the special pansi@esf ‘life at the front-line’,
and the visits being arranged to community faetiti Regional visits are being
arranged prior to the summit, and visits to methbgo facilities will take place on
one morning during the summit week. The Summitds econducted as a formal
sitting of parliament, but is recorded by Hansabhy to day planning and
administration of the Summit is undertaken by tH&c@® of Drug Policy in The
Cabinet Office, which is also co-ordinating thess-@gency senior officers’ group
and undertaking the initial overview of the papgispared by that group with the
aim of facilitating synthesis across Working Groups
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2. Why, and How, is Parliament Involved?
2.1 Educating and influencing members

Summits are established to provide an interfacevdmt MPs, experts, and the
community. As noted earlier, the Premier has urgpedinvolvement of ministers
and members in this summit. Bureaucrats in padiclew of whom have the
varied social contact of members) urge the ‘edooadf parliamentarians’ through
the summit.

While members’ expertise in various subject areades, there is anecdotal
evidence that some members’ views changed as d @sthe Drug Summit.
Authors Griew and Keeffe, writing from the perspeetof the umbrella group
‘Communities for Constructive Drug Action’, notedhat although the less
conservative lobby groups were initially cynicababthe value of the half day site
visits, the impact of the visits was to break dopeople’s fixed positions. The
authors cited one conservative Liberal Upper HolMsmber's speech at the
plenary, where he put to one side his preparedcbpard gave the reason for his
new speech as ‘because | have learned'.

One of the other cited benefits of summits is thki@ of getting citizens involved
in tough legislative decision making. The stresgleliberation and communication
is claimed to break down prejudices and force reitmy of the legitimacy of
alternative views. However, two observations mustrbade at this point: the
citizens involved in summits are strictly vettedelosure a balance of views, and
participation is restricted to a very small numidgre Legislative Council Chamber
is limited to a maximum of 180 participants, an@rth are 143 members, so a
maximum of 80 full delegates from the community.

Possibly one of the greatest values of the sumonihdit is that policy making is
from the bottom-up as well as the more common tprd In addition to the

special forums noted above, there has been enmusilocal government level for
meetings about alcohol abuse, and it will be irdténg to see how this information
will be fed back into the summit, and how it ish® synthesized with the top-down
input from the policy officer group.

2.2 Hearing from the front line, and consultatioan common ground

In recognition of two groups within the communitgrpcularly affected by alcohol,
specific strategies are being developed to engagmgy people and to engage
members of the Aboriginal community. Alcohol plags significant role in
adolescent culture, and accordingly, on the dayrpto the Summit, the
Commission for Children and Young People has coegtenYouth Alcohol Forum
outside of Parliament House, to promote input frgoath representatives. There
will also be youth delegates to the Summit, whd filly participate in Working
Groups and the plenary sessions.
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To ensure that the views of Aboriginal communitéege properly represented, the
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs is overseeing a i@ indigenous community

engagement strategy that will have a number of Wtatons in the month leading

up to the summit. Meetings have been organised ibatie regions and the city to
‘talk about grog’. The Premier has announced that Government intends the
Alcohol Summit to be a significant exercise in pgimaking.

The Cabinet Office is ensuring that policies andgpams concerning these two
identified groups of special interest are mainatred into the papers prepared by
the various portfolio departments and agencies.

2.3 Procedural framework

Putting the policy aspects of summits to one gudebably the greatest contribution
the Parliament makes to summits is the mechanisinpancedure inherent in a
legislature. The nature and rules of the legistafarum provide a highly efficient
framework for dealing with contentious issues, &mdcontrolling many different

viewpoints. The parliamentarians present at thensitnand the Chairs presiding
over it, are highly familiar with the rules and pealure of the legislative body.
There is a very tight agenda, usually very striarduover 2—4 days, and a highly
concentrated use of time.

In the chamber, rules and procedures such as ti¢ @ining of speeches, the
upholding of a fair hearing for all whatever thpwlicy position, and the grant of
the call to a variety of speakers, ensure thahgeaaf views is heard.

In the working groups, discussion is tightly focedson particular issues and
recommendations are formulated for consideratiorthgyplenary. Differences of
opinion can be teased out in the course of draftiegommendations, and
conflicting positions become apparent very earlythe process. Frequently an
acceptable compromise position can be formulatéh the assistance of committee
secretaries who have experience in drafting acbéptasolutions.

In the final process, there is voting on resolwiojust like in the committee of
the whole. The whole focus of the summits is towate end product of
resolutions and the communiqué, and this helpsren$at the groups do not get
bogged down.

2.4 Logistics and support

Highly skilled parliamentary staff aren’t the oridgnefit of Parliament House as a
venue. The whole organisation is custom made ftengive group meetings,
providing not only a fully equipped and experiencegpert support staff,

Hansard reporting, televising, seating and gakefoe plenary sessions, committee
meetings, augmented by the press gallery, librawy @esearch, IT and catering
services.
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2.5 Benefits/outcomes of summits

The policy outcomes of summits are well documemtedheir respective websites.
Government resources are concentrated and intépgirgect managed, with the
purpose of (1) establishing a pool of facts, (2awdng out common strands
from different portfolios, and (3) attempting, irorgunction with community

representatives and politicians, to establish ttelgminant policy aim out of a
number of conflicting aims. The summits have mealsler outcomes which can
then be considered by Cabinet for legislative ckamgallocation of funds.

For example, the Drug Summit website extols thersiiras ‘examining solutions
and providing a strong platform for moving forwar@€ertainly the Drug Summit
Communigue and the resolutions adopted at the fiilealary session have provided
a mandate for targeted funding, program developnmenw services and legislation.
A detailed action plan has been published on thegD8ummit website, and
Government departments and agencies required ttrapainst the targets. Also
published is a proposal for a national scheme garall for Commonwealth funding
for treatment places and targeted strategies, b@sedco-operative jointly agreed
program. It is expected that the Alcohol Summitlsimilarly identify a role for
increased Commonwealth funding and co-operatiore Website also lists the
amending legislation in areas of criminal law, sewtng and law enforcement.

There has been extensive program evaluation dforigects conducted in the wake
of the Drug Summit. The independent review of taéeS3njecting Room in Kings
Cross is just one study released that could, afidhw examined by all parties to
the Drug Summit.

Other surmised, although not easily verified, adsges of summits to the

Government must include the opportunity for a Pegnfand his department or
Cabinet Office) to prod and cajole reluctant daparits, agencies and even
Ministers, into a public commitment to undertakepacified action. Ministers chair

Working Groups, and each Working Group meets twdhoge times during the

course of the summit. Working Groups are assisjedepartmental policy officers

and Directors-General, who have expert knowledgexidting programs in their

area. The groups have a starting point groundesstablished facts, or where facts
are disputed, acknowledgment of the points of dispu

Representatives of interest groups who were seleiteparticipate in working

groups in the Drug Summit have informally commertteat seeing a Minister from
one faction of the party vote on a certain mattes wnexpected, but welcome.
While only anecdotal, to those who have inside Kedge of cabinet discussions,
this does not come as a surprise.

Public commitment to a course of action ties inpalfticipants from lobbyists to
Ministers. The personal involvement of Ministerthea than departmental officers
often cuts through road-blocks. Anecdotal reportsnf attendees at Ministerial
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Councils tell of Ministers being less wedded tdieking point than their advisers

or minders, and more prepared to make a comproonisede concessions in the
interest of progressing a program, or being ablenimounce achievement of a co-
operative national scheme.

Another cited advantage of the summit approach fwablem is its capacity to
resist populist pressures. Prior to the Drug Sumsuime lobby groups were
concerned that existing harm minimisation strategieuld be at risk ‘in a populist
process” Perhaps it’s just a matter of safety in numbers.

3. A Contemporary Threat to Parliament’s Role?

So does the contemporary popularity of the sumorinatted be seen as the thin
edge of the wedge in terms of a ‘contemporary ehgk to a liberal democracy’'?

What is the effect of parliament being involved sammits? Is there, as some
Opposition members have noted, a confusion of thesrof MPs? Aren't they
representative of the community in their own rigitfat is the effect of giving all
the delegates, be they expert, parliamentariamytgiooup, or representatives equal
status in deliberations and voting? One’s viewshmse matters probably depends
on what weight the Communique is perceived to carhe Government does not
adopt the Communique, but responds to it. WithDhey Summit, the Government
released a Plan of Action in response to the 1¢@menendations made by the
Summit delegates.

Although a member’s authority and power is dilutadthe mass of the summit
plenary, it is reasserted once resulting legistai® before the House. In areas
where actions mandated by the summit do not invidgéslation, the Members’

authority has been reduced. It is true that budgetdlocations to specified

programs can be reviewed as part of the Estimatesegs, but administrative
changes often do not receive parliamentary scrutiny

To what extent should all parliamentarians, as epgoto Government
backbenchers, be involved in ‘partnering’ with tle@mmunity in policy
development? Is the diminution of the political férentiation between parties
always a good thing in scrutinizing a particulaliQp®

The public reporting on the progress of summitteglgprojects is one area where
Parliament could reassert its role of independdnu®m the Executive, press for
accountability from the departments and agencies.

! Robert Griew and Bernadette Keeffe, 1999. ‘ReacttiegSummit’ National AIDS
Bulletin 12 (6) p.14.
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3.1 A triumph of form over substance?

Critics have pointed to the timing of summits ageading their true purposes. The
Opposition has cited the fact that Mr Carr has aneed a summit on some subject
or another as part of every election platform: A%aw the Drug Summit, 2003

sees an alcohol summit’. Articles consulted in ¢barse of researching this paper
noted that the announcement of the Drug Summitmede by the Premier during

the 1999 election campaign in response to an emg@tiess campaign about young
children using heroin. Summit agendas, speakers tlam final resolutions placed

before the plenary session for the vote are saldayethe Government, or in the

case of the Special Resolutions Group, heavilyuerited by senior Government
officials.

Above all, the Opposition says, summits providerang media platform for the
Premier and Ministers, and a stream of storiedlltthE news cycle. The summits
involve sophisticated communications management Ndisters; there is
registration of media representatives, pre-sumnitfings, daily press releases and
a run of stories in the press in the weeks appingdhe summit.

There is a spin-off for parliament in all this pulily, but the spin-off for the
Government is greater.

3.2 Is bi-partisanship possible or desirable?

A final comment on one of the frequently mentioreths of a summit — the
urging for a bi-partisan approach, to try and gahe policy issues and research
programs ‘above politics’.

However, in an environment where even the lobbyigsopre-caucus to maximise
desired policy outcomes at summits, it can be ardbat political parties cannot

afford to attend summits without predetermined fpms$. Issues such as safe
injecting rooms, heroin trials, and drug courts arensely political, and a bi-

partisan approach to these issues may be unachkeevab

However, it is acknowledged that summits are apgred in a bi-partisan way,
with unanimous support for the concept. In Victptiee Parliamentary Joint Sitting
on Drugs held in 1999 was seen by some commentatm@cknowledging ‘the
limitations of the political party system, whichchaffectively stymied progress in
combating drugs’ (Retiring Chief Commissioner ofi&® Neil Comrie). But does
politics always prevent action? Does the risk ofh@ck-jock populist response
really effect the confidence of government to psgpa@hange in the absence of
overwhelming public support? Or is it only in thenrup to an election? More
guestions than answers unfortunately.

However, despite media cynicism there are tandialeefits arising from Parlia-
ment’'s involvement in summits. To consider prope@gvernment’s legislative
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proposals, or for committees to participate in @olieview, it is essential that as
many relevant facts as possible, as opposed toomginare available. Summits are
above all transparent in the circulation and priovisf information on programs,

costs, evaluation and outcomes. Experts, both thapatal and independent, are
available for questioning, if only for a short poeti

Above all, Parliament retains the power of legistatoverview, and the ultimate
ability to reject or amend legislation. A



