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SENATE SITTINGS 

REFERENCE OF BILLS TO COMMITTEES 
 
Debate on a Selection of Bills Committee report on 8 February provided an occasion for non-
government senators to complain about what they described as abuse by the government of 
the system of referring bills to committees. They claim that the government is deliberately 
overloading the system by referring many bills, in some cases before the bills had even been 
initiated in either House, and by setting unrealistic deadlines for the committees to report. 
Amendments were moved by the non-government parties, but rejected, to refer some 
additional bills and to change the times for inquiries. 
 
Subsequently, in speaking on the same day to the report of the Community Affairs 
Committee on disability services, Senator Patterson referred to her concerns about the health 
of committee staff because of the extreme workloads imposed upon them in dealing with bills 
inquiries. (A procedural point in relation to this report was that by leave it was added to the 
list of committee reports to be debated later that day after general business.) 
 
The connection between these two matters was taken up in the estimates hearing for the 
Department of the Senate, when the Clerk was questioned about the effects of recent referrals 
of bills and deadlines. He pointed out, amongst other things, that bills reported from 
committees with very tight deadlines are often not dealt with in the chamber for weeks 
afterwards. 
 
The committees, however, continue to have some successes in having bills amended 
following their inquiries. Because the provisions of bills are often referred to committees 
before the bills are received in the Senate, amendments resulting from Senate committee 
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