D16/16505

Department of the Senate Additional Estimates 2016
Answers to questions on notice

Question: 2
Topic: Senators initiating committee inquiries and subsequent participation
Asked: 8 February 2016

CHAIR: Before we go to questions—and I will start with the opposition—I would like to say that I
share your sentiments and concerns about Senate inquiries. [ wonder if you have any information, or
whether you can provide it on notice, about senators who have supported the initiation of an inquiry—
either sponsoring the inquiry or as a party to the motion—but who have then failed to participate in
that inquiry?

Dr Laing: We do not have that information to hand. It would be quite difficult to extract, but we will
have a look and see if there is anything that is—

CHAIR: It may be quite enlightening, no matter how difficult it is to extract.

Senator McALLISTER: Absolutely!

Dr Laing: It may be enlightening, but it is the Senate that makes decisions. One senator may put up a
notice of motion for decision, but it is the Senate that makes the decision.

CHAIR: Indeed that is true, but the inquiry is initiated at the instigation of the people named in the
reference. It has been my experience, on some inquiries that I have participated in, that sometimes the
people who have initiated the reference do not even turn up to it. It beggars belief that a senator wants
to initiate an inquiry and then does not participate in it. It is extraordinary. We have to pick up the
load and you guys have to pick up the load as well.

Dr Laing: AsI said, it is a matter for senators and the Senate, but we will see if we can retrieve
anything enlightening.

Answer:
A table detailing inquiries referred on the initiative of individual senators since July 2014 is attached.

As foreshadowed at the hearing on 8 February, it is impossible to provide detailed information
relating to the participation of individual senators once an inquiry has been referred. The minutes of
private meetings held by committees which record attendance by senators are private documents held
by each committee and cannot be disclosed under Standing Order 37(1) unless reported to the Senate
or published by the committee. The tabled reports of each committee usually list the names of
committee members and senators who participated in the particular inquiry, but do not detail the
degree to which particular senators contributed to the inquiry.

Nonetheless, the table indicates whether senators who initiated inquiries were listed in the report as a
member or substitute member of the committee, or as a participating member for the inquiry.

The table also shows where committees have not reported. In these cases, it is not possible to show
whether the initiator was listed in the report. The large number of outstanding inquiries from 2014/15
is another indicator of pressures on committees' workload.
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