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I ntroduction

Petitioning parliament is a direct way for indivals or groups in the community to
place their concerns before parliament and askafdion to be taken. Public
petitions may pray, for example, for a change ®l#w, the reconsideration of an
administrative decision or redress of a local aspeal grievance.

The practice of petitioning parliament dates backhe reign of King Edward | in
the 13" century. The modern form of petitions was devetbipethe 17 century by
the House of Commons in England, with the House&igg in 1669:

That it is the inherent right of every commoneEimgland to prepare and present
petitions to the House of Commons in case of griegaand the House of
Commons to receive the same; and

That it is an undoubted right and privilege of @@mmons to judge and determine,
touching the nature and matter of such petitions; far they are fit and unfit to be
received

The effect of the above resolution was inherited gmrliaments throughout
Australia and it became the right of every Austmalto petition their state and/or
federal parliament.

The basic principles of petitioning and the proessfr presenting a petition to
parliament have changed little over time. In modinmes, however, petitioning
does not have the same primary role as an init@ftéegislation or other action by
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the parliament as it did in early history. Petisare not debated in the House upon
presentation and very few petitions result in amédiate or direct actichFurther,
there are now other, and often more effective, meazndealing with individual
grievances — for example, by direct representatipan MP, the Ombudsman and
various courts and tribunals. More general pubtiev@nces can also be publicised
very effectively through the media and can ofterblmught to the attention of the
House by parliamentary committees. Therefore, teesms to be a common view,
at least among some members and staff of the Vactérarliament, that petitioning
is no longer the most relevant or effective mecsranior addressing individual or
community concerns.

What then are the merits of petitioning parliamienhodern times? Have the above
views influenced trends in the number and type efitipns presented to the
Victorian Parliament? Are petitioners’ concerns egivthe consideration they
deserve? Do other parliaments have more effectiveegses for public petitions?
These issues will be examined in the following pape

Profile of Public Petitions Presented to the Victorian Parliament

Despite some scepticism about the merits and efésess of public petitions,
petitioning remains a popular method of presentngide range of views to the
Victorian Parliament.

Number of Petitions and Signatories (1996 to 2006)

The number of public petitions presented to thedfian Parliament has increased
substantially over recent years (refer Figure 1h).2006, 347 petitions were
presented — 259 in the Legislative Assembly anth8Be Legislative Council.

Despite the increase in the number of petitionssegted, there has been no
significant increase in the number of people signpetitions each year. This is
accounted for by a significant decrease in the ageemumber of signatures per
petition. In 1996, the average number of signatwreseach petition was 1 598,
while in 2006 the average number of signaturesomfs 495 (refer Figure 2).

Originally, the procedure of the House of Commimmgosed few restrictions on debate surrounding
the presentation of petitions, which served as thockof introducing subjects from outside the
House and could be used for obstructing other kafigsarliamentary business. Thus, following
simultaneous growth in both the number of petitibesg presented and government demands on
the time of the House, a series of standing ordeisadopted in 1842, which, as subsequently
amended, made the presentation of petitions a iggroaeeding that was incapable, except in rare
cases, of giving rise to immediate debate. REfekine May Parliamentary Practice: Erskine
May’s Treatise on the Law, Privileges, Proceediagd Usage of Parliamer{23rd edn), 2004,
p.932

Data for the Legislative Assembly provided by tegislative Assembly Procedure Office. Data for
the Legislative Council compiled from Minutes obReedings, Legislative Council, 1996 to 2006.
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Figure 1
Number of Petitions and Signatures Presented to the Victorian Parliament — 1996 to
2006
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Source: Data for the Legislative Assembly provided by the Legislative Assembly Procedure Office. Data for the
Legislative Council compiled from Minutes of Proceedings, Legislative Council, 1996 to 2006.

It is interesting to note that a substantial numberidentical or very similar
petitions were tabled in one or both Houses oMictorian Parliament during 2006
(for the purposes of this paper, such petitionstarmed ‘repeat petitions®).In
total, 264 ‘repeat petitions’ had essentially tame or an identical request to that of
one or more other petitions presented. Among thespeat petitions’ were 46
‘unique petitions’ that were presented an averddetimes’

The recent trend has seen ‘repeat petitions’ ad¢cmura far greater proportion of
all petitions presented. In 1996, there were orflyrépeat petitions’ presented in
total, represented by 11 ‘unique petitions’ presdrdan average of 3.6 times each.
Thus, in 1996, ‘repeat petitions’ accounted foryodl0% of total petitions,
compared with 77% of petitions presented in 2006.

4 Itis important to note that the Victorian Pamient treats each petition that is presented by a
member as a separate petition. The Victorian Raeid does not distinguish between ‘repeat
petitions’ and ‘unique petitions’. These terms hbeen constructed solely for the purposes of the
current discussion.

® For example, there were 62 petitions prayingcfauses of the Education and Training Reform Bill
dealing with home-schooling to be redrafted; 34tjpgis praying for the Racial and Religious
Tolerance Act to be repealed; 15 petitions agdinstidation of water supplies in various rural and
regional communities; and 11 praying for the pr@ubsazardous waste storage facility to be
located in Nowingi to be abandoned.
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Figure 2
Average Number of Signatures Per Petition — 1996 to 2006
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Source: Data for the Legislative Assembly provided by the Legislative Assembly Procedure Office. Data for the
Legislative Council compiled from Minutes of Proceedings, Legislative Council, 1996 to 2006.

It seems that ‘repeat petitioning’ can be explaitgda combination of factors.
Discussions with MPs indicate that sometimes itsisiply a matter of poor
campaign coordination that sees more than ondqetin the same issue presented
(often, with each petition containing only a smallmber of signatures). Many
would claim that this form of ‘repeat petitionindilutes the impact of the petition,
as often, the number of signatures acts as anatadiof the depth of support for or
concern about the matter raised in the petitioner@hare, however, also many
proponents of ‘repeat petitioning’ who believe thatpetition will be more
influential if it is presented on multiple occassorProponents note that there is a
greater chance that ministers, other MPs, the melidor other interested parties
will take more notice of an issue or concern treatraised repeatedly. This is
particularly so where each ‘repeat petition’ comséaia substantial number of
signatures, where ‘repeat petitions’ are presehted diverse range of petitioners
over an extended period of time and/or where ‘repetitions’ are combined with
other public lobbying or parliamentary strategies.

A recent example of ‘repeat petitioning’ being useatcessfully is the campaign
against the proposed toxic waste facility to beated at Nowingi/Hattah, south of
Mildura. Between October 2004 and October 2006, \Miwtorian Parliament was
presented with 38 petitions (with a total of 31 4&¥gnatures) against the proposed



90 Karen Ellingford APR23(2)

toxic waste facility’ These petitions were presented by nine differeambrers
including members of the Liberal and National mrtand two independerité\s
noted later in this paper, members also used aerarigother parliamentary
mechanisms to constantly highlight concerns abdw toxic waste facility.
Subsequently, the Victorian Government announcatlitihad reversed its decision
to locate a toxic waste facility in Nowingi/Hatt&h.

It is interesting to note then, that proceduresame other parliaments, including
the New Zealand House of Representatives and tlotis$c Parliament, limit
petitioners’ ability to present ‘repeat petitiofis’.

Subject Matter of Petitions Presented to the Victorian Parliament

As shown in Figure 3, the education portfolio acted for a greater proportion of
petitions (29.8%) in 2006 than any other subjecttfplio. Other portfolios
accounting for over 10% of all petitions were Plagnand Local Government
(11.6%), Roads (10.4%) and ‘Other Portfolio’ (13)6%

When removing the effect of ‘repeat petitions’, lewer, the portfolio profile of
petitions changes somewhat (refer Figure 4). Thwagn accounting only for each
‘unique petition’, the most common portfolio areafspetitions presented to the
Victorian Parliament in 2006 were Planning and lLé&avernment (22.4%), Roads
(18.4%) and Public Transport (13.6%).

® Data extracted frondicHansard

, <http://tex.parliament.vic.gov.au/bin/texhtmlit?forkficHansard.adv.>.
ibid.

8 On9 January 2007, the Acting Premier, John TtesaVIP announced that the Victorian

Government would not proceed with the proposed teng waste containment facility at Nowingi.

Refer media releases, Department of Premier anth€abebsite,

<http://www.dpc.vic.gov.au/4A256811001D78BF?Open>.

In New Zealand, petitions that are similar totaeo petition finally considered in the currentter

of Parliament cannot be presented. Such petitiansbe accepted only where they contain

substantial and material new evidence that hasrbeewvailable since the consideration of the
earlier petition. In Scotland, petitions that dre same or substantially similar and which are éaodg
by or on behalf of the same individual or organaturing the same parliamentary session shall
be inadmissible unless a year has passed sinceigiieal petition was considered by the Public

Petitions Committee.

10 Analysis contained in the following sections iséa on data extracted frovicHansard using the
search function to identify petitions presentedmty006. This function identified 346 petitions
(one less than identified in the previous sectibthe report) with a total of 171 682 signatures
(compared to 171 723 signatures reported in prevéaation).
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Figure 3

Subject Matter of Petitions by Portfolio
(% of all petitions) — 2006 (n=346)

4.9%

8.4%

BCrime

B Education

O Environment

O Health & Housing

W Planning & Local Government
B Public Transport

B Roads

10.4% Owater, Gas & Electricity
MWYouth
B Other
11.6% 8.4%
Source: Original analysis of petitions presented throughout 2006.
Figure 4
Subject Matter of Petitions by Portfolio
(% of ‘unique petitions’) — 2006 (n=125)
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Petitions presented to the Victorian Parliamentalan be categorised according to
the scope of the issue or concern being raisedt-ighwhether the petition request
relates to a personal grievance or a local, regigiate or international issue.
Alternatively, a petition may address current oogmsed legislation or may be
confined to a matter of funding or administratidrasspecific government program
or service (refer Figure 5). Again, the effect oépeat petitioning’ significantly

changes the distribution of petitions among théower categories (refer Figure 6).

A substantial proportion (38.2%) of total petitiopsesented in 2006 addressed
current or proposed legislation. Of the 132 peati@ddressing legislation, there
were only nine ‘unique petitions’. For example, rthevere 62 ‘repeat petitions’
requesting the redrafting of clauses of the Edapatind Training Reform Bill
pertaining to home-schooling, 34 requesting the&and Religious Tolerance Act
be repealed and 8 requesting the Charter of Hunigintiskand Responsibilities Bill
be defeated.

Petitions addressing local issues were the next oomamon (33.5%). Of the 116
petitions in this category, there were 83 ‘uniqeétpns’ covering a broad range of
issues and portfolio areas. Examples include pastiabout a local police station,
courthouse, school, hospital, public transportiserwoad, gas connection or other
local facility or service.

Petitions categorised as regionally focused (sulthase against fluoridation of
water supplies or calling for improvements to aigegl train service) or state
focused (such as petitions calling for standardimmuiim sentencing or improved
accessibility of pre-schools) were less commongaeting for 13.6% and 9.5% of
petitions, respectively. The least common petitigpes were those relating to a
specific government program, international issupeysonal grievance.
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Figure 5
Type of Issue Addressed in Petitions
(% of all petitions) — 2006 (n=346)
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Figure 6
Type of Issue Addressed in Petitions
(% of ‘unique petitions’) — 2006 (n=125)
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Members Presenting Petitions

Figure 7 demonstrates that members of the respeptivties forming government
are less likely to present a petition than othersMPor example, members of the
non-government parties comprised only 30.3% ofngjittnembers in 1996, but
presented 48.0% of petitions, accounting for 49di%ll signatures presented that
year. Similarly, members of the non-governmentiparaccounted for 34.8% of
sitting members in 2006 but 63.9% of petitions 84d % of signatures.

Figure 7
Proportion of Petitions Presented by Government and Non-government Parties
(% of all petitions) — 2006 (n=346)
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The obvious question raised by the above data &hvein public petitioning is a tool
being used and/or exploited by MPs or whether ipaest do in fact represent
genuine concerns of individuals or groups in thenewnity. Recent evidence
presented to a UK House of Commons Procedure Cdeeniquiry into public
petitions suggests that in many instances, petiteme generated by MPs or their
electorate office staff:

| think the petition procedure is a very useful @amengaging with one’s electors. |
suppose there are two ways in which it can arigeEyou have got an idea and
you float it and someone comes up with a petitiwnindeed, it is really grass
roots... either way, it is a useful engagement withpublic... of course, the secret
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of politics always is to do something you know @éngy to happen anyway and
campaign for it vigorously.*!

It is undoubtedly the case that [petitions] caneswigr particularly local publicity
for a cause or a grievance. | think a lot of odtezgues in the House find that to
their advantage... | think the reality is that manp$/re secretly the promoters.
An awful lot of them are used as a mechanism faneyang support for the
position that the Member of Parliament wishes tserin the Hous&*

It is not possible to determine accurately the proipn of petitions generated by
members of the Victorian Parliament. However, aenevof Hansard reveals that in
2006 there were at least two instances of memlé&gsring to petitions initiated by
candidates for the November 2006 election, one reemdferring to a petition that
he had an initiated, another referring to a petitmd lobbying campaign he had
been heavily involved in and a fifth member refegrito a petition initiated by
another member of his partylt seems to be not uncommon then, for Victorian
MPs to initiate or promote a petition within theonstituency.

The above evidence will no doubt create some susptiregarding the merits of
public petitions, especially in the context of tipiaper, which argues for a raised
status for petitions and improved mechanisms fapaading to petitioners’
concerns. It is therefore suggested that the extentember involvement in public
petitions should perhaps be further explored incibretext of any formal review of
the petitioning process.

| nadmissible Petitions

The Victorian Parliament (like many other parliatsgrdoes not monitor or report
on the number of petitions that are deemed inadlohéssA review of Hansard
reveals that in 2006 there were references taaat kght petitions that had not met
the requirements for being presented to the Hooseo(ie occasion, the MP took
responsibility for the petition not meeting requients)™ It is likely that in many
more instances, petitions not meeting requiremerdse simply returned to the
member and, presumably, the principal petitionberéby never receiving the
recognition that they perhaps deserve. It is tloeeebuggested that the Victorian
Parliament monitor the admissibility and inadmiggib of petitions, identify the
causes of inadmissibility and devise strategidmfirove communication with MPs
and members of the public about the correct fomnptlic petitions.

1 UK House of CommongJncorrected Transcript of Oral EvidencBrocedure Committee, 17
January 2007, viewed on website, <http://www.puwdilams.parliament.uk/pa/cm200607/cmselect/

. cmproced/uc217-i/uc21702.htm>, 12 February 2007.
ibid.

13 Data extracted froddicHansard using the search term ‘petition’.

14 Four inadmissible petitions were raised duringpachment debate, two during member statements,
one via a question on notice and one through a pbiorder raised during presentation of petitions.
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Procedural Rulesfor Presenting Petitions to the Victorian
Parliament

The standing orders of the Legislative Assembly el Legislative Council each
set out the requirements for the format, contedtpesentation of petitions in their
respective HousE. The rules are very similar in the two Houses. Samgortant
features are:

Petitions must be presented by a member who hasigrad the petition.

Petitions must be legible, addressed to the respettouse, be in English (or
accompanied by a certified English translation) badespectful and temperate in
their language.

Petitions must contain the names and addressestitibpers together with their
original signatures (a petition must contain asteane signature). Petitions must
not contain any signatures that have been pastedany other way transferred or
attached to the petition. Only a petitioner incdpalf signing may get someone
else to sign for him or her and it is an offence dgperson to add the names and
signatures of others to a petition.

Petitions must state the action or remedy soughr fthe respective House (a
statement of grievance or opinion alone cannoebeived as a petition)

The Clerk of the respective House must certify #nzry petition presented is in
accordance with the standing orders and procediditbe House.

The Legislative Council places two important resioins on petitions: (1) a petition
will not have letters, affidavits or other docungeattached to it; and (2) a petition
will not make application for or request a direciry of public money to be paid to
an individual. The Legislative Assembly places ahly first of these restrictions on
petitions.

There are two ways in which petitions may be prieserin the Legislative

Assembly. Generally, petitions are presented duiongal business under Standing
Order 50. The Clerk announces to the House théiqredilodged for presentation;
for each petition, the Clerk states the name of rtteenber who lodged it, the
identity of the petitioners, the subject mattertioé petition and the number of
signatures. The only questions the Legislative Addg may consider when a
petition is presented are ‘that a petition is tdbland ‘that it be taken into

consideration’ (on a stated future d&¥/)Standing Order 49 offers an alternative
procedure for presenting a petition, whereby a nesmmbay read the terms of a

15 egislative Assembly Standing Orders 44 to 5&ikative Council Standing Orders 10.01 to
10.09.

16 | egislative Assembly Standing Order 51. Note: Huzise may consider a petition immediately if it
concerns a personal grievance that may requiregentiremedy.
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petition and the number of signatures during statemby members.If presenting
a petition in this manner, the member cannot lateve that the petition be taken
into consideration under Standing Order 51.

The procedures of the Legislative Council differtimt members of the House
(rather than the Clerk) announce each petition. ddristanding Order 10.06, a
member will read the request and subject matteh@fpetition and the number of
signatures. If desired by the member presentingpitéion, the full text of a
petition may be read to the Council by the C#rhe questions on presentation
are essentially the same as in the Legislative miAbBe ‘that the petition do lie on
the table’ and, if desired, ‘that it be taken ironsideration (on a stated future
day)™®

The above procedures do not differ significantlpnfr the requirements for

presenting a petition to other Westminster-styldigrments. There are, however,
some major differences in procedures for dealint wetitions once presented, as
discussed later in this paper.

E-Petitions

An emerging trend seen in recent years has beedetedopment of e-petitioning
systems, which run in conjunction with traditionmdper petitioning process&s.
The various systems have been designed to makedtitioning process more
transparent and responsive and easier for membéhe @aommunity to have their
say on issues that are important to them. E-patiigpcan be particularly beneficial
for rural and remote communities or smaller groapd individuals who may not
have the time, money or expertise to launch attoadil petitioning campaign. E-
petitioning also offers the potential to reach aeviaudience than is the case for
paper petitions, although it is properly the rolé petitioners, and not the
parliament, to promote the petition.

7 This has happened on only one occasion: durimglae statements on 1 April 2004, Ms Lily
D'Ambrosio MP (Mill Park) presented a petition aagl for extension of the Epping rail line to
South Morang.

18 A review of Minutes of Proceedings reveals thég has occurred only seven times during the
period 1996 to 2006, with all such instances odngrsince 2001.

19 The Legislative Council also makes provision urit08 for the House to consider a petition
immediately if it concerns a personal grievance thay require an urgent remedy.

20 |n Australia, Queensland and Tasmania are thestates to currently have e-petitioning systems
operated by their respective Parliaments, althailyér parliaments are showing some interest. The
Australian Senate and the Northern Territory Paréiat also accept e-petitions sponsored by
members on their own or other organisations’ welsiproviding the member certifies that the
petition was duly posted with the full text availbo signatories. Scotland’s e-petitioner system i
the most prominent international example of e-foetihg, although the UK Government (not
Parliament) launched an e-petition system on it®@@ning Street website,
<http://petitions.pm.gov.uk/>, in November 2006.
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The Scottish Parliament has operated its e-peéti@ystem since February 2000
and since then, 134 e-petitions have been hostesjistem allows a petition to be
hosted on the Parliament’s website for an agreedgé&he recommended period is
4 to 6 weeks) and each e-petition has its own d@on forum. When the agreed
period for hosting the e-petition ends, the patitis formally submitted to the
Public Petitions Committee for consideration in teual way (refer below for
further discussion).

In August 2002, the Legislative Assembly of Queandlapproved sessional orders
that established an online petitioning systerfihe genesis for e-petitions was the
Queensland Government'Restoring Integrity good government plan, which
included a commitment to trial the feasibility aflime petitions being accepted by
the Queensland ParliaméAtin August 2004, the Parliament of Tasmania adopted
sessional orders enabling it to accept e-petitiomsa system very similar to that in
Queensland was implemented.

E-petitions are hosted on dedicated webpages ofumeensland and Tasmanian
parliaments for a minimum of one week and a maxinofirsix months. Unlike the

Scottish e-petitioning model, there is no discussiorum to enable visitors to

discuss and debate the petition or related issBesseful mechanism on the
Queensland and Tasmanian systems is the optiopdiitioners to supply their

email address in order to receive an automaticfioation when a ministerial

response is posted on the website.

An evaluation of the trial of the e-petitioning 8@ in Queensland found a high
level of support for the system in the communitgd among MPs. In particular, the
evaluation highlighted support for the increasetriansparency as a result of
ministerial responses to both e-petitions and paeétions being made available
online?® However, it also identified further enhancementshie service, including
improved marketing of and education about the servboth across government
and within the communit§/

In May 2005 the Victorian Parliament’s Scrutiny éfcts and Regulations
Committee tabled a report on its inquiry into elesic democracy. The report
recommended the introduction of an e-petitioningtey, subject to ongoing
evaluation as to the benefits offered to Victori@hsThe Committee also

21 |n late 2003, the Queensland Parliament impleetktite e-petitions system on an ongoing basis
through the adoption of new standing orders.

22 Mr N Laurie, ‘E-petitions Trial: A new process@QueenslandThe Parliamentarianlssue 4, 2003,
p.385.

2 M Hogan, N Cook & M Hendersofthe Queensland Government's e-democracy agqratzer
prepared for the Australian Electronic Governanoaf€rence, Centre for Public Policy, University
of Melbourne, Melbourne, 14-5 April, 2004, p.8.

24 s
ibid.

5 Scrutiny of Acts and Regulations Committeequiry into Electronic DemocragyParliament of
Victoria, May 2005, p.207.
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recommended inclusion of an online discussion featimilar to the Scottish
model, citing the advantages of as follows. Theeganand diffused benefits of
increasing public discourse around political anticgdssues, with general benefits
to individuals’ levels of understanding and engagethwith the political process.
Provision of additional information and debate sunding the merits of each
petition, providing potential signatories with mdrdormation than that provided
by the principal petitioner in the drafting of thpetition; and increased information
regarding each petition available to third partiesluding MPs, the media and
government policymakers and implementérs.

In evidence to the inquiry, the then Speaker, MidyIMaddigan MP, gave support
to the introduction of e-petitions and indicatedttthe Queensland Parliament had
agreed to provide the relevant software and adinitiige assistance for getting the
system established.

Unfortunately, the Government’s response to the @itee’s recommendation was
non-committal, simply noting that the matter is othat is properly for the
Parliament’s consideratich.

It seems inevitable that the Victorian Parliameiit at some time again formally
consider introducing an e-petitioning system. Ramnts that fail to adapt to
modern forms of communication and service delivesk being perceived as
increasingly irrelevant and/or inaccessible ingititus. This is likely to be
particularly true for the younger generation whoeéngrown up with advanced
technologies that allow almost instantaneous adwessseemingly limitless range
of information and communication services.

It should be noted that there may be some lev&jaierational resistance’ to the
introduction of an e-petitioning system among saneenbers and/or officers of the
Victorian Parliament. Informal discussions reveaws among some that e-
petitions devalue the petitioning process by makivgcollection of large numbers
of signatures ‘too easy’ and limiting the levelpgrsonal communication, lobbying
and interaction among members of the community taed local representatives.
Similar views have been presented in evidence ¢oUK House of Commons
Procedure Committee during its current inquiry iptilic petitions® Some have

also warned that introduction of fancy new e-patithg systems may serve to
artificially raise petitioners’ expectations abdhe likely success of their petition.
The Victorian Parliament is therefore to be cawtbagainst hasty implementation

% ibid., p.206.

27 3 Maddigan, Speaker, Legislative Assembljnutes of EvidengeScrutiny of Acts and Regulations
Committee, Electronic Democracy Subcommittee, Iy 2005.

28 Department of Premier and Cabinéictorian Government Response to Scrutiny of Acts a
Regulations Committee Report on Victorian ElecttdbeémocracyNovember 2005, p.35.

29 UK House of Commong/ncorrected Transcript of Oral EvidencBrocedure Committee, 17
January 2007, viewed on website, <http://www.pudilans.parliament.uk/pa/cm200607
/cmselect/cmproced/uc217-i/uc21702.htm>, 12 FelyrR@o7.
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of the latest technologies, without giving propeonsideration to potential
improvements to the way in which petitions are teéh once presented.

Outcomes of Petitioning the Victorian Parliament

Assessing the effectiveness of a public petitiom igery difficult and subjective
process. Of the 125 ‘unique petitions’ presentethéoVictorian Parliament during
2006, only 18 (14.4%) have resulted in a visiblegthle outcome or action sought
by the petitioners (as at the end of December 280Bhree petitions can be
deemed ‘partially successful’ in achieving petigosi aims, one petition arose due
to a matter of miscommunication (meaning the actonght was irrelevant) and
issues highlighted in 14 petitions (11.2%) remde tsubject of community
consultation and/or review by the governm@nt.appears that 51 (40.8%) petitions
were ‘unsuccessful’ in getting the remedy or acsonght? And in the remaining
38 (30.4%) instances, it is not possible to deteenthe exact outconi@.While
these various outcomes have been observed, itphasised that it is impossible to
determine what level of influence the petition hedmpared with other lobbying
activity or other factors.

In attempting to evaluate the effectiveness of jgyietitioning, it is also important
to consider the expectations of those participaitinthe process. A recent Scottish
study found that the key expectation of petitiongteen initially submitting their
petition was that it would be handled faiffyBeyond this, 86% thought that
petitioning would give them a voice in the parliarhéhat their concerns would be
listened to) while only 54% reported that they thioutheir petition would result in
a change to policy in Scotlarid.

%0 Original analysis based on telephone and emaifiegieo members presenting petitions and/or their
electorate office staff, contact with various relevorganisations, internet search, media
monitoring, search dficHansardand a review of policy announcements of membedstiagir

" parties during the 2006 election campaign.
ibid.

32 petitions deemed ‘unsuccessful’ include those ertiee status quo continues and/or where the
remedy or action has been rejected by the governimatuded in this category are nine petitions
that resulted in a specific election commitmennfrine opposition, but no similar commitment
from the government.

331t has not been possible to determine an outcamalf petitions for a number of reasons. Examples
include: (1) the petition request was non-spec{f2);members who presented petitions (or their
offices) could not be contacted due to the Victofection held in November 2006; (3) some
members had presented a petition on behalf of anoatiember or in their capacity as previous
holder of a specific portfolio and were thereforaware of the outcome; (4) it is too soon to assess
whether the desired action has been taken.

34Dr C J Carman, University of Glasgodssessment of the Scottish Parliament’s PubliciBes
System 1999 — 20p6ommissioned by the Scottish Parliament Inforara@entre for the Public
Petitions Committee, 30 October 2006.

3 ibid.
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Perceptions of and opinions about public petitigratso vary considerably among
parliamentary staff and MPs interviewed during tktady. Some consider the
petitioning process to have little value, as veftgo it seems that the government,
other MPs and the media take little notice of tbmués raised in petitions. Some
considered the petitioning process as ‘a time watbtat can be ‘unduly influenced
by large lobby groups and thus unrepresentativeoofimunity feeling’ and/or a
‘mechanism that is exploited by the opposition’h€@s were far more positive
about public petitions, with some MPs stating ttetty value the process greatly
and citing benefits such as ‘engaging with the telate’, ‘empowering the
community’, ‘engendering cooperation within a commityy regarding a
controversial issue’ and ‘allowing people to hdveit say’.

In summary, there are divergent views about thative effectiveness of public
petitioning, despite a general consensus that thbtsr of members of the
community to petition parliament should be retain€dis being the case, there
appears to be an argument for the Victorian Padigmto review existing
petitioning procedures and identify whether any agmdements are necessary or
desirable.

Debate on Petitions in the House

A lack of opportunity to debate petitions has ofesen mentioned as a weakness of
public petitioning processes in various parliaments

Although no debate may take place when a petitorabled in the Victorian
Parliament, a member may move that the petitiotaken into consideration on a
future day*® During 2006, 125 petitions (48.8%) presented te tegislative
Assembly were ordered to be taken into considera@ithough none were even-
tually considered’ In contrast, no petitions presented in the LetjigaCouncil
were ordered to be considered. These statistidsapsrprovide some weight to
arguments that petitions are not properly or fabysidered by the Parliament.

In 1994, the Canadian House of Commons debated t'ormto consider the
advisability of amending the standing orders, sat that least once per session
petitions could be considered by the House andnpially, debated and brought to
a vote®® The motion arose due to concerns that petition® wet being given the
honour and diligence they deserve, that their valag being left untapped, and that
the way in which petitions were being dismissedardtgss of the number of

% |t is noted that both the Legislative Assembld &me Legislative Council make provision for a
petition to be considered immediately if it conceenpersonal grievance that may require an urgent
remedy.

37 statistics provided by the Legislative Assembigdedure Office show that no petition has been
taken into consideration over the period 1979 0620

38 Motion of Mr | McClelland (Edmonton Southwestja@dian House of Commons, Monday 21
February 1994.
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signatures or the importance of the issue waslyr@atlap in the face for both the

signatories and for democracy’. The UK House of Commons Procedure
Committee is currently considering whether debatepetitions should be held in

Parliament?

As was noted during debate in the Canadian Houggoaimons, however, there
are many alternative opportunities, other tharhattime of presenting a petition,
for members to either debate or otherwise bringh® attention of the House,
matters raised in public petitions. This is weluskrated by the example of the
proposed hazardous waste facility to be locatedaatingi/Hattah, which was the
subject of 11 petitions presented to the Victofarliament during 2006. During
the same year, members also raised concerns abopposition to the hazardous
waste facility twice during address-in-reply, sevegnes in adjournment, 10 times
during member statements, once in matters of pulstiportance, twice in
grievances, 18 times in questions without notibegd times during statements on
reports and once in general busingsfhe same matter was also raised on 14
separate occasions during debate on seven diffBibsf? It should be noted that
this example is by no means unusual and it coddetbre be argued that there are
already sufficient opportunities for members to atebissues raised in public
petitions?® Other methods of strengthening the petitioning:pss should therefore
be considered.

Ministerial Reponses

Each House of the Victorian Parliament has a standider that requires the Clerk
to refer a copy of the terms of every petition b@ minister responsible for the
administration of the matter that is raised in fhition?* This has been the
practice of the Legislative Assembly since 1976 #relLegislative Council since
2003.

39 Mr | McClelland (Edmonton Southwest), Canadiarus®of Commons, Monday 21 February 1994,

40 For further information, refer to the UK House@fmmons Procedure Committee webpage,
<http://www.parliament.uk/parliamentary_committgestedure_committee.cfm>.

4! Data extracted fronVicHansard using the search ‘toxic waste’,
<http://tex.parliament.vic.gov.au/bin/texhtmlit?forkicHansard.adv>.

2 Environment Protection (Amendment) Bill; Murrayafling Basin (Further Amendment) Bill;
Victorian Renewable Energy Bill; Land (Further Miflaneous) Bill; Evidence (Document
Unavailability) Bill; Appropriation (2006/2007) BjlPublic Sector Employment (Award
Entitlements) Bill.

43 Just some of the many examples from 2006 inghetigions about accessibility and responsibility
for pre-schools (this matter was also raised io@tjment, matters of public importance, second
reading speeches, member statements, statemergpais, questions without notice, general
business & valedictory statements); decommissionfrigagke Mokoan (matters of public
importance, second reading speeches, adjournmesgtigns without notice, members statements
& grievances); fluoridation of water supplies (merdbstatements, adjournment & questions on
notice); standard minimum sentencing (second regesiireeches, matters of public importance); and
country taxis (second reading speeches, adjournéhemmbers statements).

44 Standing Order 52, Legislative Assembly; Standdnder 10.09, Legislative Council.
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The Victorian practice is similar to that in a nugnlof other jurisdictions, although
unfortunately, and in contrast to some parliamemether House of the Victorian
Parliament currently makes provision for a governnm ministerial response to a
public petition to be presented to the House, othan by leavé® Indeed, some
parliaments, including the Tasmanian and Northegrrifbry parliaments and the
Canadian House of Commoffsiequire ministers to respond to public petitioHs.
Thus, it seems that the Victorian practice of simpgferring a petition to the
responsible minister is a simple, tokenistic gesthiat really does not provide the
petitioner with a satisfactory outcome.

The Queensland Parliament takes a unique appraachirtisterial responses to
petitions: it requires the Clerk to publish respn paper petitions and e-petitions
on the Parliament’s website. Responses to 124igetipresented throughout 2006
had been published on the website by the end afialgn2007, representing a
response rate of 73.8%This is considerably greater than in the Austral#ouse

of Representatives, where only one or two minigtaesponses are received each
year, or the Legislative Assembly for the Austnali@apital Territory, where only
six ministerial responses have been presented Biacember 199% It is useful to
consider then, the quality and relevance of mineteesponses presented to the
Queensland Parliament.

Figure 8 provides a summary of the types of ministeesponses presented to the
Queensland Parliament in 2006. A common respon8&%e) is to outline the
government’s position or decision on the mattesediin the petition. While such
responses often reject the views and/or requespetitioners, these responses do
not necessarily represent an unsatisfactory outdomeetitioners. Often, ministers
provide detailed information about their positiaiemonstrating respect for the
petitioners’ concerns and clarifying the decisiom alecision making process. At
the very least, petitioners can be confident theirtconcerns have been heard and
given some level of consideration by those in adtyoFurther, it may be that in

4 parliaments currently making provision for a gmwveent or ministerial response to be presented to
the House as a matter of course include the Lejislassembly for the ACT, the Australian House
of Representatives and the UK House of Commons.

46 If a petition presented to the Canadian Hous@ashmons remains without a response from the
government after 45 days, a standing committeeHouse is required to look into the reason. Mr
Terence Moore, Clerk of Petitions, advised thatesitihis procedure was introduced in September
2003, the failure of the ministry to respond tog2itions has been referred to various committees.

47 In Tasmania, the text of each petition must bamanicated to the Premier by the Clerk. A
government response to each petition is requirdx i@aid before the respective House within 15
sitting days of its communication to the PremiartHe Northern Territory, the Clerk refers the
petition to the relevant Minister who is requiredéspond within 12 sitting days, although there is
no requirement to respond if the petition is simitaanother previously presented and responded
to.

“8 |t should be noted that this figure may have simcreased. The average response time as at 31
January 2007 was 53.9 days. The shortest respomsevas 8 days and the longest was 252 days.

49 Advice provided by: Mr Dennis Pecar, Petitionsrdger, Australian House of Representatives; and
Mr Tom Duncan, Clerk, Legislative Assembly for #hestralian Capital Territory.
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some instances, ministerial responses allay pe#its) concerns by providing
information they were not fully aware of and contdetails for those who may be
able to assist petitioners further.

Figure 8
Type of Ministerial Responses to Petitions Tabled i  n Parliament of Queensland — 2006
Response Category Number %
Explanation of the government's decision or position 57 46.0
Notes that the matter is currently (or will be) under review or the subject of continued 15 120
public consultation )
Notes that the matter has been resolved in line with petitioner concerns (either prior to
; . e 22 17.7
or following presentation of the petition)
Notes that the matter is currently being dealt with (either by government or other party) 6 48
Notes that alternative action has been taken 4 32
Refers to a previous response to a similar/identical petition 3 24
Notes that the Government is not responsible for the matter raised or does not have the 6 48
power to act )
Notes that the matter requires federal government intervention or support 5 40
Provides clarification or correction of a matter contained in the petition (petition may 3 24
have arisen due to misinformation in the community) '
Other 1 0.8
Uncategorised 2 1.6

Source: Original analysis of ministerial responses posted on the Queensland Parliament’s website.

Perhaps less satisfying are responses where misienply state that the
Queensland Government is not responsible for thiteemeaised or does not have
the power to act (4.8% of responses), or that th#emnrequires intervention or
support by the Australian Government (4.0%). Wisitene such responses make
clear that the matter is genuinely beyond the pafi¢he Queensland Government
to act, others do not seem to take the petitiormysterns seriously. Instead, they
seek to ‘shift the blame’ for the matter of concermnother authority. Nonetheless,
such responses may be better than receiving nmatédgment or response at all.

The proportion of petitions for which the mattepaprs to be resolved in line with
the petitioners’ concerns (17.7%) is not insigmifit although it should again be
emphasised that it is impossible to assess whatpetitions (and the visibility of

ministers’ responses) played in comparison witheottommunity lobbying that

may have taken place.

In essence, an examination of Queensland’s mimastersponses shows that the
vast majority make a genuine attempt to respongetitioners’ concerns. It is
perhaps justified then, for the Victorian Parliatnén implement procedures
allowing a ministerial response to be presented¢ht® House. It may also be
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worthwhile to consider additional mechanisms (saslpublication of responses on
the website) to encourage ministers to respondligpetitions.

Consideration of Petitions by Committees

A number of parliaments have mechanisms to ensuge greater accountability to
petitioners. Some parliaments make provision fdxippetitions to be referred to a
select, standing or other committee for considenatiirough motions moved at the
time of presentatioff. More pertinent to the current discussion are garints with
formal procedures for referring all petitions, amatter of course, to a committee.
Noteworthy models include those of the New Zealbdwdise of Representatives,
Scottish Parliament and Western Australian LedigaCouncil.

When a petition is presented in the New Zealandsdoof Representatives, it
automatically stands referred to a select committiee clerk determines the most
appropriate committee to consider and report onpigtition)>* Each committee
decides how it will deal with a petition; commitsemay seek submissions and/or
hear oral evidence and then, if a committee choogesvide a report to the
House®® Where a report contains recommendations to theefdawent, the
Government is required to report to the House witd® days on what action, if
any, it has taken to implement the committee’s meoendations?

Throughout 2005, 52 petitions were referred to Nm&land’s various committees
for consideration and report. By December 2006 refdorts had been tabled in
Parliament (78.8% of petition referrals), with aremage response time of 222.6
days (refer Figure 9).

%0 parliaments with such procedures include the NortiTerritory, Western Australian Legislative
Assembly, Legislative Assembly for the ACT and #hestralian House of Representatives.
However, these procedures are rarely used. Forgrathe Clerk of the Legislative Assembly for
the ACT indicated that since 1989, only three et#t have been referred to a committee for
consideration, while in the Australian House of Regntatives, no petition has ever been referred
to a general purpose standing committee for corsfida (although in the past, there were cases of
petitions being referred to select committees dipadiy formed for the purpose) — refer House of
Representatives Infosheet No Pktitions December 2004.

%1 It is worth noting that the New Zealand Parliarreselect committees have a wider range of roles
and responsibilities than committees in Victorfeeyt consider and report on Bills, hold inquiries
within their subject area, report to the Houseten@Government’s budget estimates, conduct
financial reviews of public organisations and cdesiand report on petitions. In contrast, the work
of most Victorian joint investigatory committeedasgely restricted to conducting investigations
based on terms of reference issued by the Legislassembly, Legislative Council or the
Governor-in-Council.

52 |f a petition was considered with another itenbo$iness, the committee may acknowledge that and
include the petition in its report on that item.

53 Office of the Clerk of the House of Representaj\dew Zealand Parliamemfetitioning the House
of Representative2005, p.13.
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Figure 9
Response Rate and Timeframe for PetitionngabIed i n New Zealand Parliament in 2005
Number of Average Number of
otiors || Mmberof | Peltons o
2005 Response Response Tabled
Business Committee - - -
Commerce Committee 3 199.7 -
Education and Science Committee 4 185.8 -
Finance and Expenditure Committee 1 226.0 -
Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade Committee 5 216.8 1
Government Administration Committee 4 142.3 1
Health Committee 9 118.8 3
Justice and Electoral Committee 2 233.5 -
Law and Order Committee 6 318.3 3
Local Government and Environment Committee 4 369.8 -
Maori Affairs Committee - - -
Officers of Parliament Committee - -
Primary Production Committee 4 172.3 1
Privileges Committee 1 227.0 -
Regulations Review Committee - - -
Social Services Committee 6 387.3 1
Standing Orders Committee - - -
Transport and Industrial Relations Committee 3 68.0 1
Total 52 222.6 1

Note:  Response rates and timeframes are as at 31 December 2006.

Source: Original analysis compiled from information provided on the New Zealand Parliament’s website.

If the Victorian Parliament were to adopt New Zedla model for considering

petitions, the petitions workload of Victorian coiitte@es is likely to be far greater

than that experienced by committees in New Zealaefér Figure 10). For some
committees at least, the potential workload is ljikeo affect their ability to
maintain the current quantity and/or quality of estigatory work. Referral of

petitions to committees should therefore be comsttiearefully. If committees are
impeded in their investigatory work due a largeitjpets workload, members may
become frustrated or dissatisfied with the commifeocess. This could result in
petitions being treated as an unwelcome hindrandédir regular work and thus

not taken seriously, thereby removing any benefitsreferring petitions to

committees for consideration.
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Hypothetical Referrals of Petitions to Victglrig;r:ecio mmittees under New Zealand Model
— 2006

Committee Number of Petitions Referred
Drugs and Crime Prevention Committee 9

Economic Development and Infrastructure Committee 14

Education and Training Committee 1

Environment and Natural Resources Committee 6

Family and Community Development Committee 14

Law Reform Committee -

Outer Suburban and Interface Services Development Committee 23

Public Accounts and Estimates Committee -

Road Safety Committee 24

Rural and Regional Committee 14

Scrutiny of Acts and Regulations Committee 10

Total 125

Notes:  For the purposes of this exercise —
All petitions pertaining to health and housing are referred to the Family and Community Development Committee.
All petitions pertaining to Acts or Bills are referred to the Scrutiny of Acts and Regulations Committee.

Petitions pertaining to public transport are mostly referred to the Economic and Infrastructure Committee (small
number to Road Safety Committee).

Petitions pertaining to planning and local government are allocated among the Rural and Regional Committee
and the Outer Suburban and Interface Services Development Committee, depending on the specific
issue and the community affected by matters raised in the petition.

Source: Original analysis of petitions presented to the Victorian Parliament in 2006.

It is useful to consider then, the quality of resges provided by New Zealand’'s
select committees. A review of the 49 reports dolipypetitions tabled during 2006
shows that most reports were very short, with agight being greater than one
page in length (the longest report was 36 patjeb). 14 instances, committee
responses were limited to: ‘the Committee has clansd the petition and has no
further matters to bring to the attention of theubl®. Five reports noted that
alternative forms of remedy were available (forrapée, the Ombudsman), three
stated that the Government had no jurisdiction ekermatter or had no power to
act, four indicated that the matter had alreadynkmdressed and nine noted that
the issue was currently being reviewed or was thigest of ongoing consultation.
In considering the 49 petitions, committees hadyhbwritten submissions and/or
heard oral evidence only 12 times, and only nirpoms made any recommend-
ations to the Government (there were 25 recommandaacross the 49 reports).

% Information outlined here is based on an origaralysis of reports on petitions tabled by New
Zealand's select committees during 2006. Reportessed on the New Zealand Parliament
website, <http://www.parliament.nz/en-NZ/PB/Preseéffetitions/>.
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In essence, the quality and range of responsetappear to vary significantly

from responses provided to petitioners in Queedslamere the model is to refer
petitions to ministers for a response, rather tttaa committee. Further, it seems
that petitioners in New Zealand wait far longer éoresponse to their petition than
petitioners in Queensland. Perhaps then, a conibinat the two models should be
considered, whereby petitions are initially refdrrd relevant ministers. The

committees could then (after a pre-determined ggrimonsider the petition in

conjunction with the ministerial response (if onashbeen made), prior to
determining whether further consideration of thetjpa is warranted.

The Scottish Public Petitions Committee is relevianthe context of the current
discussion. The remit of the Committee is to: @jide in a case of dispute whether
a petition is admissible; (b) decide what actiooudtl be taken upon an admissible
public petition; and (c) keep under review the agien of the petitions system.
Given the number of petitions presented to thet&toParliament is similar to that
in Victoria, it could be argued that there is stifint work for a dedicated petitions
committee to be established by the Victorian Pamdiat.

Figure 11 shows the recent workload and activitiethe Scottish Public Petitions
Committee.

Figure 11
Summary of Activity Undertaken by Scotland’s Public Petitions Committee
2003 to 2006

Comnittee Activity (07/05/0?2?(:6/05/04) (07/05/01‘1?(126/05/05) (07/05/0?;?6/05/06)
New Petitions Considered 114 110 122
Number of Meetings 16 20 202
Number of Pe?itioners Appearing 56 51 51
Before Committee
Number of Community Events - 2 2

Notes: 2 A review of minutes of meetings indicates that the Committee meets for an average of slightly longer
than two hours per meeting.
b Community events refer to activities in the PPC’s rolling program aimed at providing practical advice
and guidance on petitioning the Parliament. These events included formal meetings of the Committee at
which local petitioners were invited to give evidence. The 15t community event was held in Dundee,
attracting 45 local community organisations; the 2" event was held in Inverness, attracting 60 local
organisations.

Source: Compiled from report by Dr Christopher J. Carman, University of Glasgow, Assessment of the Scottish
Parliament's Public Petitions System 1999 —2006, commissioned by the Scottish Parliament Information
Centre for the Public Petitions Committee, 30 October 2006.

%5 Scottish Parliament, website
<http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/comeatt/petitions/responsibilities.htm>, viewed on
5 February 2007.
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The Scottish Parliament views the Public PetitiGosnmittee as playing a key role
in realising the Parliament’s core principles oenpess and accountabilfyThe
Scottish Parliament’s Presiding Officer, Mr GeoRgid MSP, has stated: ‘This is a
very innovative way of engaging with the public. eTlagenda of [the Public
Petitions Committee] is set entirely by the pulalicd | think that's one of the best
things that it has in its favout’. It is also noteworthy that the Committee has
adopted a proactive approach to its role, havingeayto a rolling program of
events aimed at promoting the public petitionsesystespecially within groups and
communities traditionally marginalised from theifiohl process.

The Public Petitions Committee has a wide rangaotibns it may pursue when
considering petitions. The Committee may consu# H#xecutive and/or other
public bodies to request additional informationctarification, or to request that a
minister or other official appear before the Contedtto give evidence. It may refer
petitions to relevant subject committees for infatimn, consideration or action; or
it may recommend that a petition be debated inidadnt. Alternatively, the

Committee may simply ‘close’ the petition aftertial consideration. Figure 12
shows the outcomes of petitions considered by trar@ittee.

Figure 12
Outcomes of Petitions Considered by the Public Peti tions Committee
(% of petitions)

Petition Outcome 1% Session of | 21 Session of Total
Parliament Parliament
Closed after initial consideration by PPC 10% 26% 14%
Referred to other committee and closed 8% 8% 8%
Closed on basis of Executive response 32% 30% 32%
Closed on basis of other committee response 23% 11% 20%
Closed on basis of other public body response 14% 10% 13%
Closed on basis of EU response 0.2% 1% 0%
Closed due to parliamentary activity 9% 6% 9%
Closed due to petitioner response or non-response 2% 4% 2%
Petition withdrawn 2% 3% 2%

Source: Adapted from report by Dr Christopher J. Carman, University of Glasgow, Assessment of the Scottish
Parliament's Public Petitions System 1999 —2006, commissioned by the Scottish Parliament Information
Centre for the Public Petitions Committee, 30 October 2006.

56 Scottish Parliament, website
<http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/comeeti/petitions/index.htm>, viewed on 31
October 2006.

57 Scottish Parliament, website
<http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/nmCentre/newstérs/2006/10/thousandth_petition.htm>,
viewed on 31 October 2006.
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The Western Australian Legislative Council is thdyoHouse of Parliament in
Australia that refers all petitions to a commitfee inquiry and report. However,
Western Australia’s Environment and Public Affa@smmittee is not a dedicated
public petitions committee in the sense of the ®&wotmodel, but rather, a
combination of a subject committee and a petitiomsmittee (it should be noted
that the House receives far fewer petitions thanSbottish Parliament§.Western
Australia’s model is particularly interesting inetttontext of Victoria, given its
status as an Upper House committee: the Victoregidlative Council is currently
well positioned to consider establishing a simdéammittee to consider petitions,
given its newly reformed composition and enhandatitypto undertake ‘house of
review’ functions following the November 2006 St&iection.

Western Australia’s Environment and Public AffaC®mmittee has appointed a
subcommittee to deal with routine administrative ttera and preliminary
investigations on petitions. The subcommittee gaheinvites the tabling member,
principal petitioner and, where it considers it mpiate, the relevant government
minister(s) to make a submission and provide infirom concerning matters and
issues raised in the petitiBh.The subcommittee may also make preliminary
investigations to obtain background informatiomfrgovernment agencies, private
organisations and individuals. The subcommitteesictans the submissions and
other information received and then reports to ftheCommittee, usually with a
recommendation to either finalise or formally inguinto the petitioi® Where a
petition concerns a subject matter that is witthie terms of reference of another
standing committee of the Legislative Council, tBemmittee may refer the
petition to that committee for inquiry and rep¥rt.

The Committee will resolve to finalise a petitiofthvout formally inquiring into it

if the Committee considers that the issues raisedhe petition have been

adequately dealt with; if the issues raised in pletition will be or have been

considered and/or debated by the Legislative Ctumrcif the Committee considers

that the issues raised in the petition have beemtas far as possible at the tifhe.

In many cases where the Committee finalises ai@etithere has been some
resolution of the matters or issues raised, usymtiynpted by the subcommittee’s
preliminary investigation&’

®8 The functions of the Environment and Public AffaCommittee are to inquire into and report on
any public or private policies, practices, scheraesgsngements or projects in Western Australia
which affect or may affect the environment; any teferred by the House; and petitions. In 2004,
the Committee recommended that a dedicated pubtitgns committee be established in the next
Parliament, however, this did not occur.

%9 Standing Committee on Environment and Public iéfsSessional Report: An overview of petitions
and inquiries — second session of the thirty-sBdinliament (August 2002 to November 2Q04)

. Report No. 14, Western Australian Legislative Calyidovember 2004, p.2.
ibid.

L ibid.

62 ibid., p.3.

%3 ibid.
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The Committee’s reports on petitions show thatrduthe period from November

2005 to November 2006, 16 new petitions were refeto the Committee and 17

petitions were finalised (13 petitions were alreadyder consideration at the

commencement of this periotf).Reports for finalised petitions show that the
Committee received submissions for 15 of the 1itipes but heard oral evidence

only once. One petition was referred to a selechrdgtee and the Committee

resolved to report separately on two further peidi The Committee also noted
that matters raised in three of the petitions werée debated in the House. The
Committee produced recommendations in responselycone petition.

It is noted that other parliaments have also cameidl the role of parliamentary
committees in considering issues contained in pupktitions. The Australian
House of Representatives Standing Committee on eHwwe is currently
considering this matter as part of its inquiry itthe public petitioning process. The
UK House of Commons Procedure Committee is alscently revisiting the issue,
having last considered the matter in 2004 after Swlect Committee on
Modernisation of the House of Commons recommended public petitions
automatically stand referred to the relevant sedecamittee for consideration. At
that time, the Procedure Committee was concernadthie words ‘stand referred’
might imply committees would be expected (at ldasipetitioners) to take some
action®® The Procedure Committee therefore recommendediopeti not be
formally referred to select committees. Rathersuggested that a copy of each
petition be sent to the relevant committee at tmestime as being sent to the
relevant government department and that commithesld be free to take action
on the petition, or not, as they seefit.

Conclusion

Public petitioning remains an important part of tditan parliamentary democracy
and continues to be valued by many MPs and mendfeiise community. Even

though petitions often seem to produce no immediatgbvious result, they inform
members and the government, in a public way, ofviegs of sections of the

population and they serve as one means of plaangrainity concerns on the
parliamentary agenda.

6 Information outlined here is compiled from StargliCommittee of Environment and Public Affairs
Report No. S0verview of Petition$24/08/06) and Report No.®@verview of Petition$06/12/06),
accessed on the Western Australian Parliament vegbsi
http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/web/newwebparlifisimewebpages/Legislative+Council+-
<+Current+Committees>.

55 House of Commons Procedure Commitfaghlic Petitions Fifth Report of Session 2003-04,
HC1248, UK House of Commons, November 2004, p.5.

® ibid., p.3.

7 House of Representativdafosheet No. 11, PetitionParliament of Australia, December 2004, p.2.
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It is often argued that petitioners spend a comalide amount of time and effort in

preparing and circulating petitions, only to reeeiothing in return. This is often

untrue, as any parliament can no doubt point tongk@s of successful petitions.

Further, public petitions often contribute to pehbdind parliamentary debate, even
where they are not directly considered by the HoldEnetheless, it has been
argued that petitioners should be entitled to aafliresponse to their petition and
that current procedures in the Victorian Parliamen¢ therefore inadequate.
Further, by failing to facilitate a government arl|amentary response to public
petitions, the Victorian Parliament risks reinforgi negative public perceptions
about the level of transparency and accountalmfityur democratic institutions.

While it is argued that current procedures for igalith petitions in Victoria are
insufficient, the Victorian Parliament should avaidmpelling any minister or
parliamentary committee to respond to a petition.stiould be left to the
government’s, minister's or committee’s discretigmo doubt with some pressure
from parliamentary colleagues) to determine thatnet merits of each petition
presented. To suggest otherwise, particularly & ¢bntext of frequent ‘repeat
petitioning’, is to suggest that the amount of tirmed resources diverted to
responding to public petitions should be unlimite&slich a claim would be
irresponsible and may simply serve to increasentireber of spurious or frivolous
petitions presented to the Victorian Parliament.may also serve to create
unrealistic expectations among petitioners aboaitikely outcome of their petition.

The Victorian Parliament can learn much from thpesience in other jurisdictions.
At the very least, standing orders should be altéweallow for a minister to table a
response to a public petition and for that respeogee recorded in Hansard and/or
the Votes and Proceedings. The Victorian Parliameuntd also consider the merits
of the Queensland Parliament's system, wherebyorsgs to petitions are
published on the website, which appears effectivericouraging a high response
rate from ministers. Alternatively, a formal procee for referring petitions to
parliamentary committees for consideration may laeranted. It is suggested that
in considering appropriate models for this to octe Victorian Parliament should
monitor the progress and outcomes of the inquintspublic petitioning currently
being undertaken by the Australian House of Reptasiges and the UK House of
Commons. A



