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CHAPTER 1 - GENERAL OVERVIEW

Introduction

In accordance with the order of the Senate of 1 May 1996, as amended 11 November 1998, the Finance and Public Administration Legislation Committee is allocated responsibility for the oversight of the following portfolios:

· Parliament;

· Prime Minister and Cabinet; and

· Finance and Administration.

Under Senate Standing Order 25 (21) annual reports of departments and agencies stand referred to legislation committees in accordance with the allocation of departments and agencies as per the above resolution.  Each committee is required to:

(a)
examine each annual report referred to it and report to the Senate whether the report is apparently satisfactory;

(b)
consider in more detail, and report to the Senate on each annual report which is not apparently satisfactory, and on the other annual reports which it selects for more detailed consideration;

(c)
investigate and report to the Senate on any lateness in the presentation of annual reports;

(d)
in considering an annual report take into account any relevant remarks about the report made in debate in the Senate;

(e)
if the committee so determines, consider annual reports of departments and budget-related agencies in conjunction with examination of estimates;

(f)
report on annual reports tabled by 31 October each year by the tenth sitting day of the following year, and on annual reports tabled by 30 April each year by the tenth sitting day after 30 June of that year;

(g)
draw to the attention of the Senate any significant matters relating to the operations and performance of the bodies furnishing the annual reports; and

(h)
report to the Senate each year whether there are any bodies which do not present annual reports to the Senate and which should present such reports.

Reports examined

The timing of the 1998 federal election meant that ministers were unable to table annual reports of departments and agencies within their portfolios until after the commencement of the new parliament on 10 November 1998. Technically therefore, as no annual reports were tabled by 31 October, the committee is not required to present a report on annual reports for the 1 July – 31 October period. However, most of the bodies that were required to report by 31 October presented reports out of session to the President of the Senate by that date.  The committee has therefore elected to divide the reports that have so far been referred to it, regardless of tabling date, into two groupings. In this report, it will consider reports from those agencies required to report according to the departmental reporting guidelines and to operate under the Financial Management and Accountability Act 1997; reports from the CSS and PSS Boards, which logic dictates be bracketed with ComSuper, which provides their administration; and the report from the Official Establishments Trust which needs to be considered in conjunction with the report of the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. In its next report in August, the committee will consider those required to report according to the Commonwealth Authorities and Companies Act 1997, and any other reports. 

In this report the committee examines 18 annual reports; 12 of these were presented to the President out of session by 31 October 1998. Included in Appendix A is a table of 1997-98 annual report tabling dates with, in brackets, the date of presentation to the President, where relevant.

Annual reports examined in this report include:

· two from executive departments – the Department of Finance and Administration (DOFA) and the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C); 

· four from parliamentary departments – the Department of the Senate (Senate), the Department of the Parliamentary Library (DPL), the Department of the Parliamentary Reporting Staff (DPRS) and the Joint House Department (JHD);

· ten from statutory officers or bodies – the Auditor-General (ANAO), the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC), the Commonwealth Grants Commission (CGC), the Commonwealth Ombudsman, the Commissioner for Superannuation (ComSuper), the CSS Board, the Inspector-General of Intelligence and Security (IGIS), the Office of the Official Secretary to the Governor-General, the PSS Board, and the Public Service and Merit Protection Commission (PSMPC); 

· one from a non-statutory body – the Official Establishments Trust; and 

· one from an independent office in the Finance and Administration portfolio – the Office of Asset Sales and Information Technology Outsourcing (OASITO).

Assessment of timeliness 

With the exception the reports of the Commonwealth Ombudsman and of the Official Secretary to the Governor-General, it appears that all the reports examined in this report were presented to the President out of session before the required tabling date of 31 October. In tabling the reports of the parliamentary departments on 10 November 1998, the President did not disclose when she received them and the committee has elected to assume that they were presented in a timely fashion. The Ombudsman’s delay was clearly an oversight as the report was presented to the President out of session but only a day before the Parliament resumed.

Assessment as to whether the reports are satisfactory

In the committee’s view, all the reports examined on this occasion are ‘apparently satisfactory’ as per Standing Order 25 (21) (a). All have features to commend them; all have room for improvement. The committee is acutely conscious that it is required to examine reports from a very diverse group of agencies, many of which are required to report on quite specific technical matters relating to their operations. It offers a few general comments here on the reports from agencies which do not lend themselves to ready comparison with others.

Official Establishments Trust

The 1997-98 report is a fine report for a non-statutory body, modest in length yet giving a clear outline of what the Trust does, its membership and all required related details, and its level of activity. Its stylish layout is identical to the annual report of PM&C, which offers the Trust secretariat support. One might quibble, in an editorial sense, at a chapter of four lines and perhaps question the need for a separate report at all, when it could be incorporated within the report of PM&C. As it stands, however, it performs its role as an accountability document gracefully and more than adequately.

Office of the Official Secretary to the Governor-General

For the first time, the Official Secretary’s report includes a full set of audited accrual based financial statements. In previous years, this information was contained in the PM&C financial statements but following the passage of the Financial Management and Accountability Act 1997 which took effect from 1 January 1998, the Office, as a ‘prescribed agency’, is required to maintain its finances independently. The report provides a useful explanation of the carry-over of unspent funds. 

The committee was reassured that the Office works in close collaboration with PM&C and the Official Establishments Trust, given the very similar wording of the paragraphs in each report relating  to the upgrades to the entrance gates at Government House. The activities of the Honours Secretariat are detailed quite comprehensively but again with little analysis of how efficiently the secretariat itself operates or comparison with previous years’ outcomes. And while recognising that a small Office often operates under considerable time restraints, the committee again urges the Official Secretary to endeavour to table his annual report before late November.

Structure of the remainder of the report 

In Chapter 2, the committee considers a number of specific issues across all relevant reports examined. Topics which it has selected for specific examination include performance information, outsourcing, consultancies, advertising and market research, certified agreements, service charters, performance pay, provision of portfolio information, financial reporting, commercial confidentiality, and Internet availability. It has also recorded a few general impressions.

In Chapter 3, the committee examines in some detail the annual report 1997-98 of the Commonwealth Ombudsman.

