Introduction

As the final draft of this monograph was prepared, leader of the Australian Democrats, Cheryl Kernot, stunned the nation by announcing her resignation from the party and her intention of joining the Labor Party. Kernot's explanation for this move was that she wanted to play a more central role in shaping the nation's policy direction. Such a role, she claimed, demands access to governmental power, something not available to the minor parties as they wield the balance of power. 

The dilemma faced by Kernot reflects many of the findings of this monograph. While the presence of the minor parties undoubtedly enhances the capacity of parliament to operate as a check on the executive and bring new ideas into parliamentary debates, this is a limited role. Minor parties, when holding the balance of power, are responding to an agenda set by disputes between the major parties. They may bring new issues onto the political agenda and have them debated, but to move beyond this position and to see those ideas become entrenched in policy, requires the agreement of the government of the day. Thus, as the title of the monograph suggests, the notion that minor parties can become major players in the Australian parliament is open to question. Minor party involvement in the 1993 Budget highlights the potential and the limitations of their parliamentary significance. It allowed for intense scrutiny of a highly problematic Budget and resulted in the government making changes that ameliorated its harsher effects on low income earners. At the same time, there were significant limits to the policy areas that the minor parties were able to negotiate to change. It was the minor parties' ability to review the Budget legislation that consequently came to the fore. The purpose of this study is to broaden the analytical tools that may be used in evaluating the behaviour of the minor parties in this, and other instances, and in doing so, identify the strengths and weaknesses of their position within Australia's federal parliamentary system. 

Conflict over the 1993 Budget stands out as a significant event in the Senate's efforts to flex its muscles and assert its independence. As the Greens, the Democrats and Independent Brian Harradine negotiated with the government over the budget bills, the Senate was thrown into the spotlight as a significant arena of politics, one in which the minor parties were playing a critical role in shaping legislative processes and policy outcomes. This event was to take the government by surprise, but scholars of Australian politics had been equally slow in identifying the re-emergence of the Senate as an important political institution. For many years the decline of parliament thesis had dominated our approach to the operation of the Australian federal parliament. As late as 1994 Rodney Smith began a chapter on the Australian parliament in the following way:

The inclusion of a chapter on Parliament in a book devoted to developments in Australian politics will seem odd to readers of the literature on Australian parliaments—a literature that is overwhelmingly negative and pessimistic. Regardless of when during the last thirty years an author is writing, the message is the same: Parliament is in decline, it runs, while executive dominance increases. This process is constant and probably irreversible. Parliament is but a 'rubber stamp' or 'sausage machine' irrelevant to the real power processes of Australian politics, because it is subordinate to party discipline, the executive, or ruling class power. All aspects of the institution—legislative and debating functions, question time, the presiding officers, accountability, language and behaviour—are decaying. The Westminster system of responsible government has failed in Australia. Reform is desirable, but—to complete the pessimistic cycle—reform is virtually impossible because of the power of parties and the difficulty of constitutional amendment. According to this dominant view, then, Parliament has not 'developed' in significant ways and is not likely to (Smith, 1994, p. 106).

The decline of parliament thesis, described by Smith, assumes an impotent Senate, one incapable of acting as a check on the executive. Smith's chapter set its sights on challenging this paradigm by pointing to recent changes in the functioning of parliament:

Recently, however, parliamentary politics has become more open-ended. Governments have been unable to secure majorities in upper houses, and, in some cases, lower ones. Weakening party loyalties within the electorate mean that this situation is likely to persist...(Smith, 1994, p. 106).

Smith's approach is interesting because it neatly encapsulates a number of themes critical to this monograph. First, he identifies the increasingly important role the Senate is playing within Australia's parliamentary system. Second, he highlights the role played by the minor parties within this process of institutional reform. This argument reflects a wider change in academic attitudes towards the Senate in recent years, as the following statement by Hugh Emy makes evident:

In 1975, it is probable that a majority of political scientists saw [the Senate] as the interloper, disrupting a relatively cohesive system. If so, that majority has very likely gone. In 1995, the Senate is more likely to be seen as a centrepiece in Australia's evolving constitutional structure (Emy, 1995, p. 27).

As Emy suggests, this shift has made a marked impact on the character of current debate regarding the Senate. In particular, it has generated interest in the potential that the minor parties have for enhancing democratic processes through their activity in the Senate, especially in facilitating the Senate's review functions. At the same time it has raised questions about the extent to which a government's political agenda can, or should, be altered in the Senate. These themes are central concerns of this monograph.

The conflict over the 1993 Budget directed attention to both the Senate and the minor parties. It has become commonplace to argue that this political event either ushered in a new phase of Senate behaviour, or epitomised emerging characteristics of the Senate. The following assertion by Richard Mulgan is typical of this trend:

The role of the Senate became a major political issue during the period of renewed Senate activism after the federal election of March 1993, including, most notably, the opposition parties' refusal to pass the 1993 budget unamended (Mulgan, 1995, p. 193).

Uhr makes a similar point in a different way:

Senate behaviour since the 1993 elections has involved unprecedented modification of government policy strategies, as now both government and opposition parties have to negotiate and trade their way with minor powers simply to block one another. The best illustration of the new world of multi-party government is the amendment of the budget proposals for 1993 and 1994...(Uhr, 1995, p. 129).

In spite of the notoriety of the 1993 Budget there has been no detailed analysis of these events. Undertaking the most comprehensive analysis to date is Robert Jackson's paper 'Foreign Models and Aussie Rules: Executive-Legislative Relations in Australia'. Yet even this provides little more than a passing reference to the 1993 Budget (Jackson, 1995). The importance associated with the 1993 Budget conflict and the limited detailed analysis of these events provide the rationale for this monograph's focus. 

The first chapter sketches out the evolving character of the Senate and develops an argument for why this chamber has become increasingly important in Australian political life. It highlights the role of minor parties in this process and through the concepts of obstructionism, review and policy initiation, discusses different ways that non-governing majorities may challenge executive power. Chapter two takes a look at the way non-governing majorities in the Senate have behaved. It argues that the adversarial character of the relationship between the major parties in Australia has meant that opposition majorities have adopted obstructionist tactics while there has been greater variety in the approaches of the minor parties. 

Chapters three through to six evaluate various aspects of the 1993 Budget conflict. The theme emphasised throughout is the approach and objectives of the minor parties. By minor parties this monograph is specifically referring to the Greens and the Democrats. With the need to contain the breadth of the study, the activities of Independent Brian Harradine have not been the focus of detailed study. The conclusion draws the case study material together by identifying five components required to characterise minor party behaviour in the Senate.
