
Extract from Hansard 

[COUNCIL — Thursday, 24 May 2012] 

 p3197b-3198a 

Hon Ed Dermer 

 [1] 

PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEES 

Statement 

HON ED DERMER (North Metropolitan) [5.19 pm]: I want to reflect this evening on the nature of 

parliamentary committees in general and the relationship between their work, the work of the house and the 

work of ministers and the relationship that we all ultimately have with the electorate.  

I have had the privilege of serving on standing committees of this chamber since I first started some 15 and a 

half years ago. I am aware of just how much work is committed by committee members, which is part of their 

duties as members of the house, and by the consistently excellent staff who are assigned to the committees. 

Perhaps most significantly, I am also aware of the work of the witnesses who submit their evidence to the 

inquiries undertaken by standing committees. I refer to standing committees because I have never served on a 

select committee, but I imagine that the operation would be very similar. At the end of all that work, a report is 

normally presented to the house. A committee report would normally contain recommendations. It is then over to 

the government of the day to decide what to do with the recommendations. I have been involved in the 

preparation of reports when the recommendations have been adopted by the government; when the 

recommendations have been ignored by the government; when the government for some reason best known to 

itself—because it has the responsibility to make that decision—has accepted the recommendations in part; or 

when the government has actively decided not to follow the recommendations of the committee.  

There are times when we could ponder and say, “Well, that is a lot of work for a committee to put into a report 

with recommendations that may or may not be accepted by the government of the day.” What political leverage 

does a committee have over a minister if the committee’s purpose is to encourage the minister and encourage the 

government of the day to adopt the committee’s recommendations? Ultimately, I think it works like this: 

ministers of the crown are there because the Premier of the day recommends them to the Governor, representing 

Her Majesty. The Premier of the day is there because the Premier enjoys majority support in the Legislative 

Assembly. That majority support obviously depends on the judgement of the electors, as does the place of all 

members in both houses of Parliament. This is the beauty of the system. If a minister wishes to continue to be a 

minister, he must continue to satisfy the electors as they express their will through the election of members of the 

Legislative Assembly. If the government of the day wishes to continue to be the government of the day, it needs 

to satisfy the electors who, very appropriately, are the ultimate judges. If a committee of a house of Parliament, 

or a joint committee, puts forward a recommendation and the government chooses to ignore it, the immediate 

political consequences are likely to be of a small scale. The consequences are unlikely to be of such gravity that 

they will lead to enough electors changing their minds to ultimately bring down that government and replace it 

with an alternative one. The circumstances are different if there is a problem in Western Australia and a 

committee investigates that problem and puts forward a recommendation that would solve the problem in the 

committee’s judgement, and the government chooses to ignore that recommendation. If a subsequent crisis 

occurs that is within the realm of the minister’s responsibility, it is very difficult for the minister to publicly say, 

“Oh, a crisis has arisen but I didn’t expect it to arise. This is an unforeseen development; therefore I am asking 

the electors not to blame me for that crisis and not to change their vote and subsequently change the government 

at the next election because of that crisis.” That argument is far more difficult for a minister to sustain if there 

has been a parliamentary committee report with a recommendation which would have solved the problem before 

the crisis arose but which the minister of the day chose to ignore.  

It is worth contemplating the fact that parliamentary committees do have potential significant political leverage 

over ministers of the crown. The reports that we prepare and the recommendations we make are especially 

important not only for their own value but also for their potential political leverage. If any committee were to 

make a recommendation as part of its report, and that recommendation could solve a problem, or the 

committee’s report were to bring a problem to the attention of the Parliament, the general public and the minister 

responsible for the area, and if that problem were ignored by the minister or not satisfactorily dealt with or 

responded to by the minister, when a recommendation in such a report could have solved the problem, and 

subsequently, in the realm of that minister’s responsibility, a crisis occurred, it would be very difficult for that 

minister to say, “I could not have anticipated that problem”—if a parliamentary committee’s report had pointed 

out that problem to the minister prior to the crisis occurring.  

It is worth remembering that in that way there is very real political significance to the work of our committees. 

There is a very real political imperative for all ministers of the crown to very seriously contemplate each report 

that our committees bring forward, particularly the recommendations entailed. I think that is particularly true 

with a report that includes recommendations pointing out a serious problem that the minister needs to attend to. 

If the problem manifests itself in further disaster in the future, and the report had made that very clear to the 

minister before the disaster occurred, there is nowhere for the minister to hide at a point at which a disaster 

occurs within the realm of the minister’s responsibility.  
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