
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

E-petitions 
 
 

No. 1, July 2016 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Caitlin Grover 
Research & Inquiries Officer 
Parliamentary Library & Information Service 
 

  Parliamentary Library & Information Service 
Department of Parliamentary Services 

Parliament of Victoria 
 

       
    

   

Research Paper 



Acknowledgments 
The author would like to thank her colleagues in the Research & Inquiries Service, Jon Breukel, Bella 
Lesman, Alice Jonas, Rachel Macreadie, Igor Dosen, Helen Rosolen and Carolyn Macvean for their 
help in the preparation of this paper. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ISSN 2204-4752 (Print) 2204-4760 (Online) 
 

© 2016 Parliamentary Library & Information Service, Parliament of Victoria 

 
Research Papers produced by the Parliamentary Library & Information Service, Department of Parliamentary 
Services, Parliament of Victoria are released under a Creative Commons 3.0 Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivs licence.   
By using this Creative Commons licence, you are free to share - to copy, distribute and transmit the work under 
the following conditions: 
 Attribution - You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the author or licensor (but not in any 

way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work). 
 Non-Commercial - You may not use this work for commercial purposes without our permission. 
 No Derivative Works - You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work without our permission. 
The Creative Commons licence only applies to publications produced by the Library, Department of 
Parliamentary Services, Parliament of Victoria.  
All other material produced by the Parliament of Victoria is copyright. If you are unsure please contact us.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/au/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/au/
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/copyright
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/contacts
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/au/


PARLIAMENTARY LIBRARY & INFORMATION SERVICE | Research Paper 

 

Contents 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 1 

1. Background ..................................................................................................................................... 2 

2. Victoria’s existing petitioning arrangements .................................................................................. 3 

3. E-petitions ....................................................................................................................................... 4 

Types of e-petition models ................................................................................................................. 6 

3.1 Queensland ................................................................................................................................... 7 

Procedural arrangements ............................................................................................................... 7 

Security and data retention ............................................................................................................ 8 

Outcomes ........................................................................................................................................ 9 

3.2 Scotland ....................................................................................................................................... 10 

Procedural arrangements ............................................................................................................. 10 

Security ......................................................................................................................................... 11 

Outcomes ...................................................................................................................................... 11 

3.3 United Kingdom .......................................................................................................................... 12 

Procedural arrangements ............................................................................................................. 13 

Security ......................................................................................................................................... 13 

Outcomes ...................................................................................................................................... 13 

3.4 Germany ...................................................................................................................................... 14 

Procedural arrangements ............................................................................................................. 14 

Outcomes ...................................................................................................................................... 16 

3.5 United States ............................................................................................................................... 16 

Procedural arrangements ............................................................................................................. 16 

Outcomes ...................................................................................................................................... 17 

3.6 Other jurisdictions ....................................................................................................................... 18 

4. Critiques of e-petitions ................................................................................................................. 19 

5. Conclusion .................................................................................................................................... 20 

References ............................................................................................................................................. 21 

 

 

  

i 





 

PARLIAMENTARY LIBRARY & INFORMATION SERVICE | Research Paper 

 

Introduction 
Electronic petitions (e-petitions) have been introduced in Australian legislatures and internationally 
to improve public engagement with the political process and to make democracy more accessible, 
participatory and responsive. In Victoria, both houses of Parliament accept only paper petitions in 
accordance with relevant standing orders, however, several parliamentary committee inquiries have 
recommended the introduction of e-petitions.1 On 8 June 2016, the Legislative Council supported a 
motion by the Hon. Fiona Patten MLC to introduce e-petitions to the Legislative Council.2  

This paper examines the potential for e-petitions to enhance the political engagement function of 
petitioning and assesses the procedural and technical requirements that have to be taken into 
account in planning an e-petition system.  

There are several models of e-petitions, with varying degrees of online functionality. The minimal 
model involves presentation of a printout of a petition hosted by an independent platform, such as 
GetUp!3 or Change.org4 to the legislature. In this model, the online platform is hosted externally. The 
basic online model essentially replicates the paper petition process as principal petitioners are 
required to print out a petition application form, complete it manually and then submit it. This 
requires parliament to create a website so that users can check on the status of a petition, as well as 
the number of signatures that have been added and whether a ministerial response has been made. 
The advanced online model has form functionality, which means users can input petition details 
online rather than printing out and manually completing a request form.  

A common feature of the e-petitions models is the transparency they provide, including all 
information related to the petition, such as when it closes, how many people have signed it and 
when a ministerial response is received. This is a much greater level of transparency than the paper 
petition system, in which there is no mechanism for informing signatories of the outcome of a 
petition, regardless of whether a ministerial response is provided. E-petitions are also more dynamic 
than paper petitions as they provide a greater degree of interactivity by enabling users to monitor 
the status of a petition, choose to be notified of its progress, as well as participate in related 
discussion forums.  

This paper examines how e-petitions have been introduced in Queensland, Scotland, the United 
Kingdom, Germany and the United States and how effective these have been in fostering 
engagement with the political process. It addresses the difficulty in gauging what makes a petition 
successful, as well as the concerns about the limitations of e-petitions. Findings from other 
parliaments suggest that the advantages of easier communication between people and parliament, 
greater transparency in the petitioning process and increased opportunity for responsiveness by 
parliament seem to outweigh any disadvantages.  

1 Public Accounts and Estimates Committee (2008) Report on Strengthening Government and Parliamentary 
Accountability in Victoria, Melbourne, The Committee, April, p. 69; Scrutiny of Acts and Regulation Committee 
(2005) Inquiry into Electronic Democracy, Melbourne, The Committee, p. ii; Standing Orders Committee (2009) 
Epetitions, Melbourne, The Committee, May, p. 4. 
2 F. Patten (2016) Motion on e-petitions, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 8 June, p. 2779. 
3 GetUp! website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
4 Change.org website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
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1. Background  
A petition is a complaint, a demand for action, or a reaction to a decision made in parliament or 
another representative body, by a citizen or association.5 Aside from voting, petitioning is the most 
popular form of political participation.6 Petitions typically advocate for a change to the law, the 
reconsideration of an administrative decision or redress of a local grievance. They enable people 
aggrieved by a particular policy to express their views on the operation and impact of that policy. In 
doing so, they create a link between citizens and parliament. Petitions foster a sense of community 
engagement with the political process and an effective petitions system can enhance the perception 
of parliament as a representative institution. Petitions are distinguished from other forms of political 
participation as they are initiated bottom-up by citizens and typically don’t have complex formal 
requirements.7  

The right to petition is seen as one of the most ancient and fundamental rights of citizens, with the 
right to petition parliament dating back to the 13th century. In 1688, the UK Bill of Rights reiterated 
the right of citizens to petition parliament, stating, ‘ ... it is the right of the subjects to petition the 
King, and all commitments and prosecutions for such petitioning are illegal.’8 Australian citizens 
inherited the right to petition parliament from English law, which forms the foundation of the 
Australian legal system.  

There are various mechanisms for addressing personal grievances and holding elected 
representatives to account, including ombudsmen, commissions, tribunals and courts. The media 
also facilitates government accountability by defending the public interest more generally. People 
can also make representations to Members of Parliament or give evidence to a committee, however, 
a petition remains the only means by which an individual or group can directly ask the parliament to 
take action. Furthermore, as structures of modern government become increasingly complex, 
petitions systems can help ordinary citizens navigate and engage with government and government 
agencies.9  

While petitioners may intend to influence policy change, there are other positive outcomes that are 
considered important functions of the petitioning process. These include: 

 increased awareness of an issue; 
 publicity; 
 galvanising support; 
 creating a sense of solidarity within a community; 
 empowering citizens; 
 fulfilling a sense of civic duty; 
 increasing government understanding of how policies affect people;  
 providing a direct link between elected representatives and those they represent; and 

5 European Parliament’s Committee on Petitions (1997) Report on the Deliberations of the Committee on 
Petitions for the Parliamentary Year 1996 – 1997, Brussels, European Parliament, p. 2. 
6 J. Teorell (2006) ‘Political participation and three theories of democracy: A research inventory and agenda’, 
European Journal of Political Research, 45(5), p. 789. 
7 R. Lindner & U. Riehm (2011) ‘Broadening participation through e-petitions? An empirical study of petitions to 
the German Parliament’, Policy & Internet, 3(1), p. 3. 
8 House of Commons Information Office, Public Petitions Fact Sheet P7, viewed 11 July 2016. 
9 R. Hough (2012) ‘Do legislative petitions systems enhance the relationship between parliament and citizen?’ 
The Journal of Legislative Studies, 18(3), p. 480.  
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 fostering a perception that government is responsive and accountable.10 

Petitions also serve to keep Members of Parliament informed about issues of community concern 
and help to gauge the degree of this concern. This can facilitate the responsiveness of parliament to 
community concern which can, in turn, improve levels of trust in parliament.  

2. Victoria’s existing petitioning arrangements  
The process for presenting a petition to parliament and the requirements in terms of form and 
content are detailed in the standing orders of the Legislative Assembly and Legislative Council. 

A petition must be addressed to either the Legislative Assembly or the Legislative Council, but not 
both, and the issue it addresses must be within the jurisdiction of the House. It must be respectful 
and not offensive, and contain a brief paragraph giving the reasons for the petition and numbered 
signatures on each page. Signatories must be from Victoria, each person must include their name, 
signature and address, and all signatures must be original and handwritten. Petitions that do not 
meet these requirements are ruled out of order and are not presented to parliament.11  

The principal petitioner must obtain sponsorship for the petition by a Member of the Assembly or 
Council. The Clerk must certify that the petition conforms with the Standing Orders. The Clerk then 
presents the petition during formal business, announcing the name of the Member who lodged the 
petition, who the petitioners are, the subject matter of the petition and the number of signatures. 
The Clerk then sends a copy of the petition to the responsible minister for consideration.12 
Alternatively, a Member can read the terms of a petition to the House and a copy can then be 
forwarded to the responsible minister for consideration.13  

The standing orders of both houses provide the opportunity for consideration of a petition as a 
Member may move that a petition be taken into consideration at a future date. In her review of 
petitioning in the Victorian Parliament, Karen Ellingford, Executive Officer of the Education and 
training Committee, found that 125 petitions presented to the Legislative Assembly in 2006 were 
ordered to be taken into consideration, however none were eventually considered.14 No petitions 
presented in the Legislative Council were ordered to be considered.15 Ministers are not required to 
respond to petitions and there is no process for informing principal petitioners or signatories in the 
event that they do. A report by the Public Accounts and Estimates Committee found in 2008:  

… this lack of response potentially undermines public confidence in Parliament, especially as members 
of the public often invest a lot of time and energy collecting signatures and presenting petitions on 
issues the signatories may feel strongly about. The Committee finds that the lack of response to 
petitions is unsatisfactory, and undermines the important role of petitions and Parliament’s 
accountability to the Victorian public.16 

10 S. Wright (2015) ‘Success’ and online political participation: The case of Downing Street E-petitions’, 
Information, Communication & Society, 19(6), p. 850. 
11 Legislative Assembly of Victoria (2004) Standing Orders, Chapter 7: Petitions, Parliament of Victoria;  
Legislative Council of Victoria (2014) Standing Orders, Chapter 10: Petitions, Parliament of Victoria. 
12 ibid. 
13 ibid. 
14 K. Ellingford (2008) ‘The purpose, practice and effects of petitioning the Victorian Parliament’, Australasian 
Parliamentary Review, 32(2), p. 101. 
15 ibid. 
16 Public Accounts and Estimates Committee (2008) op. cit., p. 65. 
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In observing that the parliaments of New South Wales, Tasmania and the Northern Territory require 
ministers to respond to public petitions, Ellingford concludes that:  

‘the Victorian practice of simply referring a petition to the responsible minister is a simple, tokenistic 
gesture that really does not provide the petitioner with a satisfactory outcome.’17 

Figure 1 below shows a decline in the number of petitions presented to both houses of the Victorian 
Parliament in recent years. This suggests that there is an opportunity to improve the petitions 
process in Victoria and thereby strengthen the connection between people and parliament through 
greater community involvement in the political process.  

Figure 1: Number of petitions tabled in the Parliament of Victoria, 2005-6 to 2014-15 

 

Source: Compiled from Legislative Assembly and Legislative Council Annual Reports, 2005-06 to 2014-15 

3. E-petitions 
E-petitions have been introduced in Queensland, Tasmania, the United Kingdom, the United States, 
Canada, Scotland, Wales, Ireland, Portugal, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Finland, 
Ukraine, Romania, Latvia, South Korea and the European Union, as well as in Norwegian 
municipalities.18  

E-petitions are a more transparent and responsive method of petitioning that makes it easier for 
representative institutions to connect with the public, which is increasingly important in the context 
of declining levels of political engagement.19 The incorporation of information communication 

17 Ellingford (2008) op. cit., p. 103. 
18 K. Böhle & U. Riehm (2013) ‘E-petition systems and political participation: About institutional challenges and 
democratic opportunities’, First Monday, 18(7), p. 7.  
19 Dr Paul Williams in House of Representatives Standing Committee on Petitions, (2009) Electronic Petitioning 
to the House of Representatives, Canberra, Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, pp. 8 – 9. 
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technologies makes the petitioning process more accessible, convenient and efficient. This is 
particularly beneficial for groups who are less likely to participate in the democratic process, such as 
young people, people with a disability and people living in regional and remote communities.20 A 
journal article examining petitioning in the Victorian Parliament noted that parliaments that fail to 
adapt to modern forms of communication and service delivery risk being perceived as increasingly 
irrelevant and/or inaccessible institutions.21 

E-petitions systems typically enable users to submit petitions, to share information about petitions 
on social networks, sign existing petitions and receive governmental responses to petitions.22 As with 
paper petitions, e-petitions must meet procedural requirements to be eligible for receiving 
signatures. In many jurisdictions, a specified threshold of signatures must be met to trigger an official 
response.23  

E-petitions are sometimes part of a broader e-democracy agenda. E-democracy refers to a wider use 
of information and communication technologies in the business of government, where the focus is 
on increasing citizen participation in the public decision-making process.24 As a recent Demos report 
stated, ‘new digital technology creates new opportunities to make politics and governance more 
democratic, transparent, accountable, inclusive and accessible.’25 

E-petitions are also used outside of parliament by community groups and advocacy bodies on a wide 
range of issues, broadening the scope of and participation in petitioning. Citizen generated  
e-petitions have proven successful in eliciting widespread support for causes of community concern. 
In 2015, over 172,000 people added their signatures to a Change.org petition, an online petitioning 
platform that allows users to generate and distribute e-petitions, calling for the melanoma drug 
Keytruda to be placed on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme.26 The petition was started by 
Melbourne man Shane Raisher who could not afford the $10,500 for a three-week dose of 
Keytruda.27 In June of 2015, Keytruda was listed on the PBS.28 That same year, 3.4 million Australians 
signed or started an e-petition on Change.org.29 Community advocacy group GetUp! also engages in 
online petitioning on a range of issues, such as human rights, environmental sustainability and tax 
reform, amongst others. These e-petitions elicit strong levels of engagement as they enable users to 
share links to them to their networks through social media, including Facebook, Twitter, email, 
Google+, instant messaging and Skype.  

20 New South Wales Legislative Council Procedure Committee (2011) Report Relating to Private Members’ 
Business, the Sitting Pattern, Question Time and Petitions, Sydney, New South Wales Parliament, p. 20. 
21 Ellingford (2008) op. cit., p. 103. 
22 J. Shkabatur, et al (2013) E-petitions: Giving Voice to Citizens, Global Integrity, Independent Information on 
Governance & Corruption, World Bank Institute 
23 In the UK, the Government responds to petitions with 10,000 signatures and those with 100,000 are 
considered for debate by Parliament; petitions that receive 100,000 signatures in the United States within 30 
days receive a response from the White House. 
24 F. Hogarth (2014) Engaging Communities Online – A Queensland Perspective, Brisbane, Department of 
Communities, Queensland Government. 
25 J. Bartlett & H. Grabbe (2015) 'E-democracy in the EU: the opportunities for digital politics to re-engage voters 
and the risks of disappointment', London, Demos, December 2015, p. 41. 
26 J. Stark (2016) ‘People power: 10 online petitions that changed Australia in 2015’, The Age online, 3 January . 
27 ibid. 
28 ibid. 
29 ibid. 
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Types of e-petition models 
There are several ways in which e-petitions are currently being presented to parliaments in Australia 
and internationally:  

 The minimal model involves presenting a printout of a petition hosted by a public website, such 
as those hosted by government departments and community groups, including GetUp! or 
Change.org. The Australian Senate accepts e-petitions, however, very few have been presented 
to date.30  

 The basic online model involves a principal petitioner downloading and completing an e-petition 
request form from the parliamentary website, then submitting the form manually. 

 The advanced online model includes form functionality, meaning users can input petition details 
directly into the form fields and submit online. 

As the table below indicates, there are various elements of an e-petition model. This includes 
whether an e-petition system operates on parliament’s website or on an independent platform, 
whether there is online form functionality, whether decisions and responses to petitions are 
published online and whether there is a committee to oversee the process.  

Table 1: E-petitions models worldwide 

Country Separate e-petition 
website 

Submission by 
online form 

Petitions/decisio
ns on the website 

Parliamentary 
petitions 
committee 

Austria    ̶   
Canada      ̶ 
European Parliament     
Germany     
Italy     ̶   ̶ 
Ireland     ̶   ̶ 
Lithuania  -   
Luxembourg     
Netherlands     
Portugal     
Australia - 
Queensland 

  ̶   ̶    ̶ 

Romania   ̶    
Scotland     
South Korea      ̶ 
Australia - Tasmania   ̶   ̶    ̶ 
Ukraine   ̶     ̶ 
United States of 
America 

     ̶ 

Wales     ̶  
Compiled by the Victorian Parliamentary Library & Information Service 

The following analysis is an overview of the models of e-petitions model used in Queensland, 
Scotland, the United Kingdom, Germany and the United States, including the procedural 
arrangements and security measures adopted, as well as outcomes achieved. It is important to note 
that each jurisdiction has retained the paper petitions process alongside e-petitions.  

30 House of Representatives Standing Committee on Petitions, (2009) op. cit., p. 7. 
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3.1 Queensland 
Queensland’s e-democracy agenda was designed in response to decreasing levels of public trust and 
confidence in government and politicians, increased expectations of government accountability and 
transparency, and increased expectations that citizens should be involved in deliberations that affect 
their lives.31 Other initiatives include internet broadcasting of parliament and online community 
consultation via the Get involved community engagement website.32 

The Queensland Parliament uses the basic online e-petition model it developed in 2002. E-petitions 
are published on a website under the direct control of the Queensland Parliament. Through the 
website, users can initiate a petition, join a petition and find out the status of a petition. This model 
was adopted by both houses of the Tasmanian Parliament in 2004.  

Procedural arrangements 
A principal petitioner must go to the Queensland Parliament website to download, print and 
manually complete an e-petition request form to initiate a petition. The form requires the following 
information: 

 whether the principal petitioner intends to have a Member of Parliament or the Clerk of 
Parliament sponsor the petition; 

 the principal petitioner’s name and address; 
 the eligibility of the principal petitioner (citizen, resident or elector); 
 the proposed details of the petition in 250 words or less; and 
 the closing date of the petition. 

The completed form is then forwarded to the Member’s or the Clerk’s office. The Clerk checks that 
the petition conforms to Standing and Sessional Orders and, petitions that conform are published on 
the Queensland Parliament website.33 Both current and archived e-petitions are published. The Clerk 
will advise the sponsoring Member when a petition does not conform to the Standing and Sessional 
Orders. This ensures that signatures are not collected on a petition that may be determined to be out 
of order by the Clerk. Paper petitions, conversely, are submitted for assessment by the Clerk after 
signatures have been collected, which means a petitioner may go to the effort of obtaining 
signatures only for the petition to be determined to be out of order.  

According to the Standing Rules and Orders, electronic petitions may be posted to receive signatures 
between a minimum of a week and a maximum of six months from the date of publication on 
Queensland Parliament’s website. Since October 2009, ministers have been required to respond to a 
petition within 30 days of tabling according to standing orders.34 Responses are published online. 
Users can choose to be notified when a response is published. They will receive an email notification 
generated by the Parliamentary Service with a link to the response and are also informed that their 
personal details will be deleted.  

If no response is published within six months of the e-petition being tabled, signatories receive an 
email notification informing them of this and advising that they visit the e-petition website at a later 

31 Hogarth (2014) op. cit., p. 2. 
32Get involved Queensland Government website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
33 Current e-petitions, Queensland Parliament website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
34 Legislative Assembly of Queensland (2011) Standing Rules and Orders of the Legislative Assembly, Parliament 
of Queensland, p. 28, section 125(3). 
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date to check for a response. They are also informed that their details will be deleted in accordance 
with the data retention policy.35  

 
Table 2: Current Queensland e-petitions 

No. Summary Number of 
Signatures 

Closing Date 

2608-16 Greyhound Racing 81 31/08/2016 
2607-16 No consumer protection rights exist for buyers who buy 

structurally defective residential property in Queensland 
53  

2606-16 Flashing school zone lights at Russel Island State School 30 04/11/2016 
2600-16 Advancing Eastern Standard Time by 30 minutes 87 29/11/2016 
2597-16 Pedestrian crossing – Birkdale Road and Main Road, Wellington 

Point 
54 04/08/2016 

2596-16 Corella Range Complex for Gympie 248 31/08/2016 
2594-16 Category D for Sporting Shooters 1585 20/11/2016 
2593-16 Thorough community consultation regarding proposed light rail 

route through Palm Beach 
250 31/08/2016 

2592-16 Action on Caloundra Road traffic congestion 227 31/10/2016 
2591-16 End the ‘Gay Panic’ defence 353 31/08/2016 
2587-16 Sound proofing all rail corridor from Coomera to Helensvale 22 15/08/2016 
2581-16 Age-appropriate education for happy, healthy children and 

teachers 
5275 05/08/2016 

2580-16 Public transport for the Woodlands and vale Estates 202 15/08/2016 
2569-16 Vegetation Management (Reinstatement) and Other Legislation 

Amendment Bill 
2812 16/08/2016 

2567-16 Audio in the public galleries of all open Queensland court 
proceedings 

41 31/07/2016 

Source: Queensland Parliament (2011) ‘Current e-petitions’, Queensland Parliament website (accessed 21 July 2016) 

Security and data retention 
People joining an e-petition are required to enter a machine-generated verification number, 
displayed as a non-machine-readable image known as CAPTCHA. This protects the petition from 
being targeted by robot software or ‘bots’, which are applications that run automated tasks that are 
often used to send spam or to probe websites for security vulnerabilities.    

Figure 2: A non-machine readable image CAPTCHA 

 

Source: The Official CAPTCHA Site (accessed 27 July 2016)  

The website also performs internet protocol (IP) address checking to guard against machine-
generated, duplicate and fraudulent signatures.36 The system also prevents people from adding 

35 S. Finnimore (2008) ‘E-Petitions – the Queensland experience’, presentation to the Australia and 
New Zealand Association of Clerks-at-the-Table Seminar, Hobart, January, p. 5. 
36 ibid., p. 6. 
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multiple signatures through an automatic submission program that generates a unique ID for each e-
petition submission. The ID is displayed prior to the sign-on petition submission screen and must be 
included in the submission form. The generating program monitors the IDs issued and each ID may 
only be used once.37  

Outcomes 
An evaluation of the 12-month trial of the Queensland e-petitioning system from 2001-2002 found a 
high level of support within the community and amongst Members for the system. Although 
Ministerial responses did not become compulsory until 2009, the Queensland Parliament reported 
that the number of such responses increased significantly with the introduction of e-petitioning.38  

A survey taken between April 2003 and May 2005 showed that respondents generally found the e-
petitioning process to be simple and 97 per cent agreed that e-petitions offer an additional 
opportunity for input into government decision-making.39 Seventy-two per cent of respondents said 
that they returned to the e-petitions website to view the ministerial response.40  

Reasons cited by respondents as to why they joined an e-petition included: 

 convenience (43 per cent) 
 the ability to view a Ministerial response to an e-petition (24 per cent) 
 having the time to consider the petition compared to the immediacy of requests to sign paper 

petitions (24 per cent).41 

The following graph illustrates the number of signatures included on e-petitions and paper petitions. 
The fact that paper petitions continue to receive a significant number of signatures indicates merit in 
maintaining paper petitions process alongside e-petitions.  

Figure 3: Number of petitions presented to Queensland’s Legislative Assembly 

 

Source: Queensland Parliament42 

37 ibid. 
38 G. Griffith (2010) Petitioning Parliament, e-brief 14/2010, NSW Parliamentary Library Research Service, p. 6. 
39 S. Finnimore (2008) op. cit., p. 12. 
40 S. A. Palmieri (2008) ‘Petition Effectiveness: Improving Citizens’ Direct Access to Parliament’, Australasian 
Parliamentary Review, 23(1), p. 134. 
41 ibid, p. 13. 
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3.2 Scotland 
The Scottish Parliament was the first jurisdiction to introduce e-petitions.43 The Scottish Parliament 
advanced e-petition model is one of several e-democracy initiatives aimed at fostering community 
engagement with the Parliament. As with Queensland’s e-petition system, users can find out the 
status of a petition, join a petition and initiate a petition on the Scottish e-petition website. Details 
include the closing date and the names of signatories, as well as background information provided by 
the principal petitioner and previous action taken to resolve the issue.  

Figure 4: Current e-petitions at the Scottish Parliament 

 

Source: Scottish Parliament ‘Latest Petitions’ website (accessed 27 July 2016) 

Procedural arrangements  
All petitions are overseen by the Public Petitions Committee, which consist of seven Members of the 
Scottish Parliament.44 A principal petitioner is required to complete an online form explaining what 
action they want the parliament to take, what previous action has been taken to address the issue 
and provide any relevant background information. As an advanced online e-petition model, the user 
inputs the information directly into form fields on the platform, rather than printing out and 
manually submitting a form. The Public Petitions Committee determines whether a petition is 

42 S. Musch, email, 14 July 2016. 
43 R. Linder & U. Riehm (2009) ‘Electronic Petitions and Institutional Modernization’, eJournal of eDemocracy 
and Open Government, 1(1), p. 1. 
44 Public Petitions Committee, Scottish Parliament website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
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admissible and then seeks responses from government agencies and peak bodies. The principal 
petitioner is invited to comment on any responses.  

If a more detailed investigation is considered necessary, the Public Petitions Committee can refer a 
petition to the relevant subject committee. Otherwise, the Public Petitions Committee reports to 
parliament on action taken and, where appropriate, makes recommendations. Signatories receive 
email updates on the progress of petitions, including any submissions and ministerial responses that 
are provided. This information is also published on the e-petition website. Although the Government 
is not formally required to respond to a petition, it typically does so when asked by a committee, 
especially as the Public Petitions Committee has exercised its right to call ministers before it where it 
has been dissatisfied with a government response to a petition.45  

The Scottish e-petition system also has discussion forums beneath petitions, enabling people to leave 
comments and engage in a dialogue on a specific issue, providing a greater level of interactivity than 
other models examined. There are also live broadcasts and transcripts of committee meetings in 
which petitions are assessed,46 as well as a newsletter and a ‘watching brief’ on the operation of the 
petitions process.47  

Security 
Parliamentary staff monitor the e-petition website and the discussion forums to ensure that 
processes are not being abused. The e-petition system also performs routine checking for duplication 
of signatures and what are called ‘rogue signatures’, such as ‘Mickey Mouse’. The Committee has 
accepted that this process is not foolproof, however, it also points out that the same concerns apply 
to paper petitions and it has stated that there has been little abuse of the system.48  

Outcomes 
The e-petition website receives roughly 1 million hits per month.49 A survey of e-petition users found 
that 82 per cent of respondents thought the system was easy to understand.50 Roughly two-thirds of 
petitions in Scotland are now e-petitions.51 An analysis of e-petitions in 2011 found that 12.7 per cent 
were closed as a result of the issues raised being implemented, suggesting that although policy 
change is not probable, it is nonetheless possible.52 

The Public Petitions Committee held an inquiry into cancer drug treatments in 2010 in response to a 
petition calling on the Scottish Parliament to set up a drugs fund to pay for new and expensive cancer 
treatment. This resulted in the Better Cancer Care Report and the introduction of significant changes 
to the funding of cancer treatment.53 The Public Petitions Committee stated:  

45 Hough (2012) op. cit., p. 491. 
46 Scottish Parliament (2012) How to submit a public petition, Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body. 
47 Public Petitions Committee (2016) Public Petitions Newsletter, Scottish Parliament. 
48 House of Representatives Standing Committee on Petitions (2009) op. cit., p. 45 
49 Public Petitions Committee (2009) Submission to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on 
Petitions, ibid., p. 47. 
50 C. J. Carman (2008) The Assessment of the Scottish Parliament’s Public Petitions System 1999 – 2006, 
Glasgow, Scottish Parliament Information Centre for the Public Petitions Committee. 
51 K. Sampford (2009) ‘A Petitions Committee for Queensland – An Idea Whose Time has Come?’, Brisbane, 
Paper submitted in part fulfilment of the requirements for the Australia and New Zealand Association of Clerks-
at-the-Table Parliamentary Law, Practice and Procedure Course, Queensland University of Technology, p. 21. 
52 S. Wright (2015) ‘E-petitions,’ in S Coleman & D Freelon (eds) Handbook of Digital Politics, Cheltenham, UK, 
Edward Elgar, p. 142. 
53 Health and Social Care (2010) Better Cancer Care Progress Report 2010, Glasgow, NHS Health Scotland, p. 2. 
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Without the petitioner and the energy of both individuals directly involved, we would not be seeing 
the real improvements that I am sure the petition will effect throughout Scotland in respect of 
patients accessing newly licensed medicines…we should reflect on the fact that all of those real 
improvements throughout Scotland have been effected through the simple process of lodging a 
petition.54  

To promote public engagement and transparency, the Public Petitions Committee publishes a legacy 
paper, reviewing the petitions process and recommending that petitions that have not been closed 
be considered by the next parliament. It also publishes an annual report, which details all petitions 
lodged or considered by the Committee and the public hearings, workshops and Chamber debates it 
conducted.55 

An independent analysis of the Scottish e-petition system in 2011 concluded:  

It has facilitated public debate with the Parliament, and given a new outlet for citizens and groups to 
voice their grievances and concerns. Increasing public participation in the democratic process was one 
of the goals of the new Scottish Parliament and the development and use of its e-petitioning system 
has fulfilled this function.56  

3.3 United Kingdom 
The United Kingdom House of Commons has had several variations of e-petitioning. The first system 
operated on the No. 10 Downing Street website and ran from 2006 – 2011, during which time it 
received more than 12 million signatures.57 The subsequent platform was developed for the 
DirectGov portal,58 rather than the No. 10 Downing Street website, and was operated by the Office of 
the Leader of the House.  

This was replaced in 2015 by the existing model which is jointly owned by the Government and the 
House of Commons through a Petitions Committee, which has similar functions to Scotland’s Public 
Petitions Committee.59 The Petitions Committee has discretion to correspond with petitioners, to call 
on petitioners to give oral evidence, to refer a petition to a select committee, to seek further 
information from the Government and to put forward petitions for debate.60 

54 Scottish Parliament Public Petitions Committee (2011) Public Petitions Committee Official Report 8 March 
2011, Scottish Parliament, Col 3554. 
55 Committee Reports, Scottish Parliament website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
56 R. D. Cotton (2011) ‘Political participation and e-petitioning: an analysis of the policy-making impact of the 
Scottish Parliament’s e-petition system,’ HIM 1990-2015, Paper 1215, Orlando, University of Central Florida,  p. 
48. 
57 T. Yasseri et al. (2013) ‘Modelling the rise in Internet-based petitions’, University of Oxford, Oxford Internet 
Institute, p. 2. 
58 UK Government, UK Government website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
59 R. Kelly & S. Priddy (2015) e-Petitions, Briefing Paper No. 06450, House of Commons Library, UK Parliament, 
p. 33. 
60 House of Commons Procedure Committee (2014) E-petitions: a collaborative system, House of Commons, UK 
Parliament.  

12  

                                                           

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=6216&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=6216&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/PreviousCommittees/29870.aspx
https://www.urj.ucf.edu/docs/cotton.pdf
https://www.urj.ucf.edu/docs/cotton.pdf
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=0ahUKEwjwztzenYbOAhWGk5QKHQW-CUMQFggpMAE&url=https%3A%2F%2Farxiv.org%2Fpdf%2F1308.0239&usg=AFQjCNFkxxqicDrZBi2X7JHzF6NKIs6pxA&sig2=t906quLaRA7-aP9iNJYX-A&bvm=bv.127984354,d.dGo&cad=rja
http://www.gov.uk/
http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06450/SN06450.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmproced/235/235.pdf


 

PARLIAMENTARY LIBRARY & INFORMATION SERVICE | Research Paper 

 

Figure 5: Current UK petitions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Petitions, UK Government and Parliament website (accessed 21 July 2016) 
 

Procedural arrangements 
A principal petitioner is required to complete the online form, detailing what action they want taken, 
any background information on the issue. As an advanced online model of e-petitions, users directly 
input this information into the form fields on the platform rather than printing out and manually 
submitting an application form. Upon confirming the petition, the user must confirm that they are a 
UK citizen and provide their name, email address and postcode.61  

A principal petitioner is also required to provide the email addresses of four people who support the 
petition, who must then confirm that they support the petition. The Petitions Committee then 
assesses the petition to check that it conforms to requirements and, if it does, it will be opened for 
signature for six months. An email is sent to a principal petitioner whose petition does not meet 
requirements explaining how this decision has been reached. The Government is required to respond 
to petitions that receive 10,000 signatures and petitions that receive 100,000 signatures are 
considered for debate in parliament.62  

Security 
The UK Government and Parliament e-petitions website63 retains the name, email address and 
postcode of all users to ensure no duplications on petitions and to prevent against bots. Information 
is kept according to the Cabinet Office personal information charter, which prohibits selling of 
information, emailing users information unrelated to the petition they signed and publishing a user’s 
details when they sign a petition.64  

Outcomes 
During its operation, the Downing Street e-petitions platform received 33,000 petitions with 12.4 
million signatures and Downing Street gave 3258 official replies.65 The most popular e-petition on the 
Downing Street platform, calling on the Government to abandon a proposed system of road pricing 

61 How petitions work, UK Government and Parliament Petitions website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
62 ibid. 
63 Petitions, UK Government and Parliament Petitions website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
64 Privacy and cookies, UK Government and Parliament Petitions website, accessed 27 July 2016.  
65 Wright (2015) op. cit., p. 846. 

3,472 petitions 
 EU referendum rules triggering a second EU referendum 

4,139,662 signatures 
 Consider a vote of no confidence in Jeremy Hunt, Health Secretary 

339,726 signatures 
 Stop spending a fixed 0.7 per cent slice of our national wealth on foreign aid 

234,679 signatures 
 No more school penalty fines and bring back the 10-day authorised absence 

201,556 signatures 
 Hold a general election in 2016 

176,611 signatures 
 Hold a public inquiry and a referendum over turning all schools into academies 

156,428 signatures 
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based on when people were using roads, received 1,811,424 signatures in 2007.66 While it is difficult 
to discern what impact, if any, the e-petition played in the Government’s decision to abandon the 
proposal, Prime Minister Tony Blair stated at the time, ‘It’s not possible, wise or healthy for 
politicians to try and sweep them [petitions] under the carpet.’67 

In the first year of the launch of the joint platform in 2015, 36,000 petitions were submitted.68 Of 
these, however, only 15,600 were valid and subsequently opened for signatures.69 This suggests that 
perhaps further investment in raising awareness about the function and requirements of an e-
petition is necessary to improve the efficacy of the e-petition process in the UK.  

The e-petition website received a total of 13 million unique visitors, 17 million site visits and 68 
million pages were viewed.70 Of those who visited the e-petition website, 38 per cent signed a 
petition with a total of 6,400,000 signatures.71 Ten petitions attained over 100,000 signatures. The 
Government responded to 258 petitions and 30 were debated in the House of Commons.72 A perhaps 
more telling statistic is that in 2012, the e-petitions receiving less than 1,000 signatures stood at 97.7 
per cent.73  

3.4 Germany 
An e-petition pilot project was introduced to Germany’s Federal Parliament, the Bundestag, in 2005 
and, after a successful evaluation, the platform was formally launched in 2008.74 The Bundestag has 
an advanced online model of e-petitioning75 that improved upon the accessibility and functionality 
from the initial pilot phase with more user-friendly and intuitive software.76 Unfortunately, no 
information could be found relating to security for the e-petitions system.  

Procedural arrangements 
A principal petitioner is required to complete the online form detailing the issue they want 
addressed, their name and email address. As with the advanced online models of Scotland and the 
UK, principal petitioners in Germany enter their details into form fields on the platform rather than 
printing out and manually submitting an application form. The petition is assessed for compliance 
with requirements and, where successful, it is then published and opened for signatures for six 
weeks.77 Once a petition closes, it is forwarded to the relevant Federal Ministry or authority for a 
response.  

This response is then assessed by the Petitions Committee, made up of 26 members of the 
Bundestag,78 which can either conclude that the response satisfies the claims of the petition or it 

66 S. Wright (2012) ‘Assessing (e-) Democratic Innovations: “Democratic Goods” and Downing Street E-
Petitions’, Journal of Information Technology & Politics, 9(4), p. 459. 
67 ibid. 
68 Kelly & Priddy (2015) op. cit., p. 14. 
69 ibid. 
70 ibid. 
71 ibid. 
72 Petitions, UK Government and Parliament Petitions website accessed 27 July 2016. 
73 Kelly & Priddy (2015) op. cit., p. 14. 
74 J. Schmidt & K. Johnsen (2014) On the Use of the E-Petition Platform of the German Bundestag, Discussion 
Paper No. 2014-03, Berlin, HIIG Discussion Paper Series, p. 8. 
75 Petitionen, German Bundestag website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
76 T. Saalfeld & R. Dobmeier (2012) ‘The Bundestag and German Citizens: More Communication, Growing 
Distance’, The Journal of Legislative Studies, 18(3), p. 15. 
77 ibid. 
78 Members of the Petitions Committee, German Bundestag website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
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brings a recommendation for a resolution on how the petition should be dealt with before the 
plenary of the Bundestag. It is compulsory for the Petitions Committee to arrange a public hearing of 
representatives of the petitioners if a petition is signed by at least 50,000 people.79 The Petitions 
Committee can access all documents, information and the premises of the Federal Government and 
administrative agencies as required, with the exception of issues of national security. 80 It can also call 
witnesses and experts,81 including members of the Government and complainants.82 Once the 
resolution has been adopted by the plenary, the petitioner is sent an official reply setting out the 
decision reached and the grounds on which it was taken.83  

The Petitions Committee submits a monthly report on the petitions dealt with to the Bundestag, 
together with recommendations for each. The Committee also publishes an annual report accounting 
for the number and type of complaints, as well as its responses.84 

Figure 6: Bundestag e-petition homepage 

 

Source: Petitionen, German Bundestag website (accessed 21 July 2016) 

79 ibid. 
80 Law on the Powers of the Petitions Committee of the Germany Bundestag, 19 July 1975, Section 1. 
81 ibid. Section 4. 
82 Saalfeld & Dobmeier (2012) op. cit., p. 15. 
83 The Petitions Committee (2007) Serving the Citizen: A seismograph for Parliament, Berlin, German 
Bundestag. 
84 Saalfeld & Dobmeier (2012) op. cit., p. 16. 
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Outcomes 
Between October 2008 and February 2013, the Bundestag’s e-petition platform had over 1.32 million 
users and 3.48 million signatures had been received.85 As other jurisdictions have found, paper 
petitions in Germany remain the most popular form of petitioning, with 66,079 petitions submitted 
during this time, compared to 2,654 e-petitions.86 Since October 2008, a total of 11 petitions reached 
the quorum of 50,000 signatures. The most popular e-petition was against the Access Impediment 
Act, which received 133,445 signatures.87 This Act, which aimed to restrict access to child 
pornography on the Internet, was criticised for enabling the creation of a framework that would 
allow police and government to censor websites without due process.88  

The German e-petition website has discussion forums89 beneath each petition, similar to Scotland’s 
system, so users can provide personal experiences and evidence on the issue. Participation in 
discussion forums is trending upward, with 16,000 postings in 2006 up to 58,000 postings in 2009.90 
An important outcome brought about by the introduction of e-petitions in Germany is greater 
transparency of the petitioning process. Prior to the introduction of e-petitions, once a petition was 
submitted to the Bundestag, no information was provided to the public about pending petitions.91 
Only the principal petitioner received an acknowledgment of receipt and, after the petitions 
committee made a final decision, an official notification.92  

3.5 United States 
The White House launched its e-petition platform, We the People,93 in 2011, in the context of strong 
engagement by US citizens with independent online platforms such as Change.org and Avaaz.org.94 
As with the German model, no information relating to data security of the We the People platform 
could be identified.  

Procedural arrangements 
Principal petitioners are required to enter a title for the petition, provide a description of the goal of 
the petition and include additional information or research to support it.  

Principal petitioners can choose tags to help categorise the petition to help others better understand 
what it relates to. Once the petition is published, the principal petitioner receives an automated 
email with a link that can be forwarded to others so they can sign the petition.  

Petitions that receive 100,000 signatures in 30 days will be reviewed and put to the appropriate 
policy experts for an official response.95 

85 Schmidt & Johnsen (2014) op. cit., p. 13. 
86 ibid., p. 11. 
87 ibid., p. 17. 
88 A. Jungherr (2015) Analyzing Political Communication with Digital Trace Data, Berlin, Springer, p. 170. 
89 Petitions forum, German Bundestag website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
90 Lindner & Riehm (2011) op. cit., p. 10. 
91 ibid., 8. 
92 ibid. 
93 We the People, The White House website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
94 Change.org website; Avaaz.org website, both accessed 27 July 2016. 
95 We the People’ op cit. 
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Figure 7: Current US e-petitions 

 

Source: We the People, The White House website (accessed 27 July 2016) 

Outcomes 
From its introduction in September 2011 through to January 2013, We the People grew from 2.8 
million users to more than 10.2 million users.96 During this period, a total of 141,310 petitions were 
submitted.97 As of July 2015, We the People had received 411,546 petitions for a total of 27,771,912 
signatures.98 

The threshold to trigger a response from the White House has increased on several occasions. At the 
time of its launch in September 2011, the threshold of signatures to receive a response was 5,000. By 
October, this was increased to 25,000. In 2013, the threshold was again raised, this time to 100,000 
signatures.99 While the White House framed the changing threshold of signatures as a good problem 
to have because the site’s popularity surpassed expectations, critics suggested that the petition site 
has been commandeered by frivolous calls for action. One such example is the petition to deport TV 
host Piers Morgan, which received 109,334 signatures.100  

Nonetheless, We the People has also been successful in raising awareness of legitimate issues. A 
2013 petition calling for the Government to make unlocking mobile phones legal received 114,000 
signatures.101 The Obama Administration responded by supporting the petition, calling on the Federal 
Communications Commission, wireless carriers and Congress to make sure copyright law didn’t stand 
in the way of consumer choice. In August 2014, President Obama signed a bill into law that made it 
legal for consumers to unlock their mobile phones.102  

96 M. Compton (2013) ‘We the People is Two Years Old’, The White House Blog, 27 September.  
97 M. Drapeau (2013) ‘Across the threshold: Evolution of the White House “We the People” open government 
platform’, Publicyte, 21 January. 
98 We the People (2015) ‘We the People, By the Numbers’, The White House Blog, 28 July. 
99 M. Garber (2013) ‘The White House petition site is a joke (and also the future of democracy)’, The Atlantic, 16 
January. 
100 ibid. 
101 E. Mechaber (2014) ‘Here’s How Cell Phone Unlocking Became Legal’, The White House Blog, 15 August. 
102 ibid. 
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A 2014 survey of We the People users found that 64 per cent thought it was helpful to hear the 
Administration’s response to their petition, 45 per cent said they learned something new and 79 per 
cent said they would use the service again.103  

3.6 Other jurisdictions 
Canada has also recently introduced an advanced e-petition model,104 which requires users to create 
a petitioner’s account, then write and submit a draft and receive the support of five Canadian citizens 
or residents, similar to the UK e-petition process. The petition must be sponsored by a Member of 
Parliament and is then reviewed by the Clerk of Petitions for conformity with petition requirements. 
If approved, the petition is published on the website for signatures to be added for 120 days. If there 
are at least 500 signatures, the petition is presented to the House of Commons and the Government 
must table a response.105  

Principal petitioners and people wanting to join a petition are required to create a user account and 
provide their name, email address, phone number, province and postal code and verify that they are 
a Canadian citizen or a resident of Canada. As with the advanced online models of Scotland, the UK 
and the US, Canada’s e-petition system has form functionality, which means users enter their details 
in the form fields online, rather than printing out and manually submitting an application form.  

Figure 8: Current Canadian e-petitions 

 

Source: E-petitions, Parliament of Canada website (accessed 24 July 2016) 

103 We the People (2015) ‘We the People, By the Numbers’, The White House Blog, 28 July. 
104E-petitions, Parliament of Canada, accessed 27 July 2016. 
105 House of Commons (2015) The Path of an E-Petition, Parliament of Canada. 
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The Australian Capital Territory Legislative Assembly introduced e-petitions in 2013 using the same 
basic online model as the Queensland Parliament.106 In June 2016, the Western Australian Procedure 
and Privileges Committee recommended that the Legislative Council adopt a temporary order for an 
e-petitions trial.107 Brisbane City Council has an advanced online e-petition system in which users can 
input details into the form fields online rather than printing out and manually completing an 
application form.108 No Victorian local councils have implemented e-petitioning.  

Some parliaments have not introduced e-petitioning but have taken the step towards greater 
transparency by publishing paper petitions online. For example, the Northern Territory and New 
Zealand parliaments do not have e-petitioning, however, they do publish petitions on parliamentary 
websites, including the name of the principal petitioner and who it has been referred to for a 
response. Subsequent responses are also published online. Whilst this is a much more basic level of 
online presence than the e-petition models discussed, it does provide for greater transparency by 
enabling people to check the progress of a petition and access a response.  

4. Critiques of e-petitions 
There are varying views on the value of e-petitions and to what extent they achieve the goal of 
greater participation in the political process and a more responsive parliament. A key criticism of e-
petitions is that they offer easy but shallow engagement with the political process and have been 
criticised as broadly ineffective ‘slacktivism’.109 ‘Slacktivism’ refers to action performed on the 
internet in support of a political or social cause, but which requires little time or involvement.110  
 
This is premised on the idea that a successful petition is one which effects policy change, however, as 
previously discussed, others argue there are many more reasons as to why a person may start or join 
a petition. As an evaluation of the Downing Street e-petitions concluded, ‘Scholars need to adopt 
more nuanced definitions of success, moving beyond the unduly blunt policy change-oriented 
definitions to capture the broader ways that people perceive benefit from political participation.’111  
 
Another criticism of e-petitions is that they can easily be appropriated for frivolous purposes. A 
petition on We the People calling on the US Government to secure funding for the construction of a 
Death Star, as depicted in the Star Wars films, received 30,000 signatures which was above the 
threshold required at the time for a White House response.112 Whilst problematic in the sense that 
they overshadow the legitimate functions of an e-petitions system, commentators have expressed 
the view that these trivial uses do not eclipse the value that many derive from the petitioning 
process.113 In generating awareness for an issue, raising support for their cause and presenting an 
issue to elected representatives, petitioning continues to play an important part in empowering 
people at a time when engagement in political processes is in decline.    

106 Petitions, ACT Legislative Assembly website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
107 Legislative Council Standing Committee on Procedure and Privileges (2016) E-petitions, Perth, Parliament of 
Western Australia, p. 3. 
108 Petitions, Brisbane City Council website, accessed 27 July 2016. 
109 E. Morozov (2009) ‘The brave new world of slacktivism’, Foreign Policy, 19 May; S. Shulman (2009) ‘The case 
against mass e-mails: Perverse incentives and low quality public participation in US federal rulemaking’, Policy 
& Internet, 1(1). 
110 Oxford Dictionaries (date unknown) ‘Slacktivism’, Oxford Dictionaries website. 
111 Wright (2015) op. cit., pp. 845 – 846. 
112 K. Stewart et al. (2013) ‘Electronic petitions: A proposal to enhance democratic participation’, Ottawa, 
Canadian Parliamentary Review, 9, p. 11. 
113 Hough (2012) op. cit., p. 491; Wright (2015) op. cit., p. 846. 
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E-petitions have also been criticised for failing to broaden the participation of marginalised groups in 
the petitioning process as the typical users are the same as those for paper petitions, namely middle-
aged men with an above average level of formal education.114 This issue has been countered by 
commentators who suggest that the fault lies not with e-petitions as such, but with oversight bodies 
that have failed to engage those who do not ordinarily participate in the political process. Several 
issues that have arisen in other jurisdictions, for example the number of invalid e-petitions in the UK 
and the proportion that receive fewer than 1,000 signatures, suggest that community education 
could bolster effective engagement with online petitioning.  
 
 

5. Conclusion 
There are important lessons that can be learned from the introduction of e-petition systems 
throughout the world and within Australia, as well as a range of factors that need to be considered in 
designing an e-petition system.  
 
The minimal online model in which printouts of petitions published on independent platforms are 
accepted is undoubtedly the cheapest means of providing for an online element to petitioning. It is, 
however, quite limited in its effectiveness as a tool for improving transparency as it does not enable 
users to check the status of the petition, to sign online or to check for a response. The fact that there 
has been little uptake of this option where it has been introduced also raises questions as to its 
efficacy as a tool to meet the changing needs of the community. The basic online model, as deployed 
in Queensland and Tasmania, requires web development, however, this is minimal compared to the 
advanced online model, in which e-petitions are hosted on their own websites and include online 
form functionality. As an online model, this option is quite limited as users are required to print out a 
petition request form, complete it manually and then submit it. This may present an obstacle to 
users seeking to engage with e-petitioning. The advanced online model, as is used in Scotland, the 
UK, Germany, the US and Canada, provides the greatest level of accessibility and interactivity. This is 
particularly true of Scotland and Germany which also have discussion forums beneath each petition 
so users can provide anecdotal evidence. The role of a Petitions Committee, comprising Members of 
Parliament, in overseeing the petitioning process, for paper and e-petitions, is another element of an 
e-petitions system that should be considered.  
 
In their  analysis of e-petition systems and political participation, e-democracy experts Knud Böhle 
and Ulrich Riehm observed that the ‘continuous communication between petitioner and petition 
body during the process might be the most important change at the procedural level facilitated by 
electronic communication media.’115 It is in this context that e-petitions present a unique opportunity 
for the Victorian Parliament to address shortcomings in Victoria’s existing petitioning process, at the 
same time as fostering political participation and enhancing the public perception of parliament as a 
responsive and representative institution.  
 
 
 

  

114 Böhle & Riehm (2013) op. cit. 
115 Böhle & Riehm (2013) op. cit. 

20  

                                                           



 

PARLIAMENTARY LIBRARY & INFORMATION SERVICE | Research Paper 

 

References 
ACT Legislative Assembly (2015) ‘Petitions’ ACT Legislative Assembly website 

Avaaz.org (2014) ‘Avaaz.org homepage’, Avaaz website. 

Bartlett, J. & H. Grabbe (2015) 'E-democracy in the EU: the opportunities for digital politics to re-engage voters 
and the risks of disappointment', London, Demos, December 2015. 

Böhle, K. & U. Riehm (2013) ‘E-petition systems and political participation: About institutional challenges and 
democratic opportunities’, First Monday, 18(7). 

Carman, C. J. (2008) The Assessment of the Scottish Parliament’s Public Petitions System 1999 – 2006, Glasgow, 
Scottish Parliament Information Centre for the Public Petitions Committee. 

Change.org (2016) ‘Change.org homepage’, Change.org website. 

Compton, M. (2013) ‘We the People is Two Years Old’, The White House Blog, 27 September. 

Cotton, R. D. (2011) ‘Political participation and e-petitioning: an analysis of the policy-making impact of the 
Scottish Parliament’s e-petition system,’ HIM 1990-2015, Paper 1215, Orlando, University of Central Florida. 

Drapeau, M. (2013) ‘Across the Threshold: Evolution of the White House “We the People” Open Government 
Platform’, Publicyte, 21 January. 

Ellingford, K. (2008) ‘The purpose, practice and effects of petitioning the Victorian Parliament’, Australasian 
Parliamentary Review, 32(2), pp. 86 – 112. 

European Parliament’s Committee on Petitions (1997) Report on the deliberations of the Committee on 
Petitions for the parliamentary year 1996 – 1997, Brussels, European Parliament. 

Finnimore, S. (2008) ‘E-Petitions – the Queensland experience’, presentation to the Australia and New Zealand 
Association of Clerks-at-the-Table Seminar, Hobart, January. 

Garber, M. (2013) ‘The White House petition site is a joke (and also the future of democracy)’, The Atlantic, 16 
January. 

German Bundestag (date unknown) ‘Petitionen’, German Bundestag website. 

GetUp! (2016) ‘GetUp! homepage’, GetUp! website. 

Goldman, J. (2015) ‘How We’re Changing the Way We Respond to Petitions’, The White House Blog, 28 July. 

Griffith, G. (2010) ‘Petitioning Parliament’, e-brief 14/2010, NSW Parliamentary Library Research Service. 

Health and Social Care (2010) Better Cancer Care Progress Report 2010, Glasgow, NHS Health Scotland. 

Hogarth, F. (2014) Engaging Communities Online – A Queensland Perspective, Brisbane, Department of 
Communities, Queensland Government. 

Hough, R. (2012) ‘Do legislative petitions systems enhance the relationship between parliament and citizen?’ 
The Journal of Legislative Studies, 18(3), pp. 479 – 495. 

House of Commons (2015) The Path of an E-Petition, Parliament of Canada. 

House of Commons Procedure Committee (2014) E-petitions: A Collaborative System, House of Commons, UK 
Parliament. 

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Petitions, (2009) Electronic Petitioning to the House of 
Representatives, Canberra, Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia. 

Jungherr, A. (2015) Analyzing Political Communication with Digital Trace Data, Berlin, Springer. 

Kelly, R. & S. Priddy (2015) e-Petitions, Briefing Paper No. 06450, House of Commons Library, UK Parliament.  

Law on the Powers of the Petitions Committee of the Germany Bundestag, 19 July 1975, Section 1. 

Legislative Assembly of Queensland (2011) Standing Rules and Orders of the Legislative Assembly, Parliament of 
Queensland.  

 21 

http://www.parliament.act.gov.au/learn-about-the-assembly/fact-sheets/petitions
https://avaaz.org/en/
http://www.demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/E-Democracy-in-the-EU.pdf
http://www.demos.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/E-Democracy-in-the-EU.pdf
http://archive.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/petitions/reports-06/pur06-PPS-assessment-02.htm%23ExecSummary
https://www.change.org/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2013/09/27/we-people-two-years-old
https://blogs.technet.microsoft.com/publicyte/2013/01/21/across-the-threshold-evolution-of-the-white-house-we-the-people-open-government-platform/
https://blogs.technet.microsoft.com/publicyte/2013/01/21/across-the-threshold-evolution-of-the-white-house-we-the-people-open-government-platform/
http://libapps/digital_objects/inform/2009/20090249.pdf
http://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2013/01/the-white-house-petition-site-is-a-joke-and-also-the-future-of-democracy/267238/
https://epetitionen.bundestag.de/
https://www.getup.org.au/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2015/07/28/how-we-are-changing-way-we-respond-petitions
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwjx9byoroPOAhXBFpQKHV0vARsQFggdMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.parliament.nsw.gov.au%2Fresearchpapers%2FDocuments%2Fpetitioning-parliament%2FPetitioning%2520Parliament%2520E%2520Brief.pdf&usg=AFQjCNEQPUWswi_yv9zYF22n53vsSgSUrA&cad=rja
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjcvLXQnIbOAhUMkJQKHRv9DC0QFgggMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gov.scot%2Fresource%2Fdoc%2F242498%2F0067458.pdf&usg=AFQjCNGVp31JPsi5w2VhM9w8eaA3wV2bMw&sig2=6QR6dx3VHxww-caz-BnvtA
https://publications.qld.gov.au/storage/f/2014-01-31T00%3A18%3A17.788Z/hogarth-fergus-final.pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13572334.2012.706057%23preview
https://petitions.parl.gc.ca/Documents/Guides/poster-e.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201415/cmselect/cmproced/235/235.pdf
http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06450/SN06450.pdf
https://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/documents/assembly/procedures/StandingRules&Orders.pdf


 

Research Paper | PARLIAMENTARY LIBRARY & INFORMATION SERVICE 
 

        

Legislative Assembly of Victoria (2004) Standing Orders, Chapter 7: Petitions, Parliament of Victoria.  

Legislative Council of Victoria (2014) Standing Orders, Chapter 10: Petitions, Parliament of Victoria. 

Legislative Council Standing Committee on Procedure and Privileges (2016) E-petitions, Perth, Parliament of 
Western Australia 

Linder, R. & U. Riehm (2009) ‘Electronic petitions and institutional modernization’’ eJournal of eDemocracy and 
Open Government, 1(1), pp. 1-11. 

Lindner, R. & U. Riehm (2011) ‘Broadening Participation Through E-petitions? An Empirical Study of Petitions to 
the German Parliament,’ Policy & Internet, 3(1).  

Morozov, E. (2009) ‘The brave new world of slacktivism’, Foreign Policy, 19 May. 

New South Wales Legislative Council Procedure Committee (2011) Report Relating to Private Members’ 
Business, the Sitting Pattern, Question Time and Petitions, Sydney, New South Wales Parliament. 

Oxford Dictionaries (date unknown) Oxford Dictionaries homepage, Oxford Dictionaries website. 

Palmieri, S. A. (2008) ‘Petition Effectiveness: Improving Citizens’ Direct Access to Parliament’ Australasian 
Parliamentary Review, 23(1), pp. 121-135. 

Patten, F. (2016) Motion on e-petitions, Debates, Victoria, Legislative Council, 8 June. 

The Petitions Committee (2007) Serving the Citizen: A Seismograph for Parliament, Berlin, German Bundestag. 

Public Accounts and Estimates Committee (2008) Report on Strengthening Government and Parliamentary 
Accountability in Victoria, Melbourne, The Committee, April. 

Public Petitions Committee (2016) Public Petitions Newsletter, Scottish Parliament. 

Queensland Parliament (2011) ‘Current e-petitions’, Queensland Parliament website 

Queensland Government (2014) ‘Get involved’, Queensland Government website. 

Saalfeld, T. & R. Dobmeier (2012) ‘The Bundestag and German citizens: More communication, growing 
distance’, The Journal of Legislative Studies, 18(3). 

Sampford, K. (2009) A Petitions Committee for Queensland – An Idea Whose Time has Come? Brisbane, Paper 
for the Australia and New Zealand Association of Clerks-at-the-Table Parliamentary Law, Practice and 
Procedure Course, Queensland University of Technology. 

Schmidt, J. & K. Johnsen (2014) On the Use of the E-Petition Platform of the German Bundestag, Discussion 
Paper No. 2014-03, Berlin, HIIG Discussion Paper Series. 

Scottish Parliament (2012) How to submit a public petition, Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body. 

Scottish Parliament (date unknown) ‘Committee Reports’, Scottish Parliament website. 

Scottish Parliament Public Petitions Committee (2011) Public Petitions Committee Official Report 8 March 2011, 
Scottish Parliament. 

Scrutiny of Acts and Regulation Committee (2005) Inquiry into Electronic Democracy, Melbourne, The 
Committee. 

Shkabatur, J., P. Herlihy & R. Fox  (2013) E-petitions: Giving Voice to Citizens, Global Integrity, Independent 
Information on Governance & Corruption, World Bank Institute. 

Shulman, S. (2009) ‘The case against mass e-mails: Perverse incentives and low quality public participation in 
US federal rulemaking’, Policy & Internet, 1(1). 

Standing Orders Committee (2009) Epetitions, Melbourne, The Committee, May. 

Stark, J. (2016) ‘People power: 10 online petitions that changed Australia in 2015’, The Age, 3 January, online. 

Stewart, K., A. Cuddy & M. Silongan  (2013) ‘Electronic petitions: A proposal to enhance democratic 
participation’, Ottawa, Canadian Parliamentary Review, 9. 

Teorell, J. (2006) ‘Political participation and three theories of democracy: A research inventory and agenda’, 
European Journal of Political Research, 45(5), pp. 787 -810. 

22  

http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/assembly/standing-aamps-sessional-ordersrules/standing-orders/749
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/council/standing-aamp-sessional-orders-rules/standing-orders/696
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiUh-i2l4bOAhUDX5QKHTv9DWcQFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.itas.kit.edu%2Fpub%2Fv%2F2009%2Fliri09a.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFSZjgdhsxgDR4zskmmvS4eRgeuAA&sig2=DIvWARNpqeBfyS4Cchds8A
http://foreignpolicy.com/2009/05/19/the-brave-new-world-of-slacktivism/
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwilpoz-yY3OAhXGHpQKHeEyDNkQFggdMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.parliament.nsw.gov.au%2Fcommittees%2FDBAssets%2FInquiryReport%2FReportAcrobat%2F5690%2FReport%2520No%25206%2520-%2520PMB%2520and%2520Question%2520Time.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFVNP8tbfg4desD7P63HHbb8aEKHw&sig2=jHjTwgT1NUNsoVebPTcZww
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwilpoz-yY3OAhXGHpQKHeEyDNkQFggdMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.parliament.nsw.gov.au%2Fcommittees%2FDBAssets%2FInquiryReport%2FReportAcrobat%2F5690%2FReport%2520No%25206%2520-%2520PMB%2520and%2520Question%2520Time.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFVNP8tbfg4desD7P63HHbb8aEKHw&sig2=jHjTwgT1NUNsoVebPTcZww
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/daily-hansard/Council_2016/Council_Daily_Extract_Wednesday_8_June_2016_from_Book_9.pdf
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/paec/reports/78th_report_-_Strengthening_Govt_and_Parl_Accountability.pdf
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/paec/reports/78th_report_-_Strengthening_Govt_and_Parl_Accountability.pdf
https://spark.adobe.com/page/0nnKV/
http://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/work-of-assembly/petitions/e-petitions
https://www.getinvolved.qld.gov.au/
http://www.parliament.scot/PublicInformationdocuments/HTSAPP-190712.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/PreviousCommittees/29870.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=6216&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/papers/govpub/VPARL2003-06No126.pdf
http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/documents/assembly/SOC_Epetitions_05-2009.pdf
http://www.smh.com.au/national/people-power-14-online-petitions-that-changed-australia-in-2015-20151222-gltgyb.html


 

PARLIAMENTARY LIBRARY & INFORMATION SERVICE | Research Paper 

 

UK Government and Parliament Petitions (date unknown) ‘How petitions work’, UK Government and 
Parliament Petitions website. 

UK Government and Parliament Petitions (date unknown) ‘Petitions’, UK Government and Parliament Petitions 
website. 

UK Government and Parliament Petitions (date unknown) ‘Privacy and cookies’, UK Government and 
Parliament Petitions website. 

We the People (2015) ‘We the People, By the Numbers’, The White House Blog, 28 July. 

The White House (date unknown) We the People: Your Voice in the White House, We The People website. 

Wright, S. (2012) ‘Assessing (e-) democratic innovations: “Democratic goods” and Downing Street  
e-Petitions’, Journal of Information Technology & Politics, 9(4), pp. 453 – 470. 

Wright,  S. (2015) ‘Success’ and online political participation: The case of Downing Street E-petitions’, 
Information, Communication & Society, 19(6), pp. 843 – 857. 

Wright, S.(2015) ‘E-petitions,’ in S Coleman & D Freelon (eds) Handbook of Digital Politics, Cheltenham, UK, 
Edward Elgar, pp. 136 – 150. 

Yasseri, T., S. A. Hale & H. Z. Margetts  (2013) Modelling the rise in internet-based petitions, University of 
Oxford, Oxford Internet Institute. 

Websites 
(All websites accessed July 2016) 
 
Avaaz.org (https://avaaz.org/en) 

Change.org (www.change.org) 

Current e-petitions, Queensland Parliament (www.parliament.qld.gov.au/work-of-assembly/petitions/e-
petitions) 

E-petitions, Parliament of Canada (https://petitions.parl.gc.ca/en/Home/Index) 

Get involved, Queensland Government (www.getinvolved.qld.gov.au) 

GetUp! (www.getup.org.au) 

Petitions, ACT Legislative Assembly (http://www.parliament.act.gov.au/learn-about-the-assembly/fact-
sheets/petitions 

Petitions, Brisbane City Council (https://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/about-council/council-information-
rates/petitions 

Petitions forum, German Bundestag (https://epetitionen.bundestag.de/epet/petuebersicht/mz.nc.html) 

Public Petitions Committee, Scottish Parliament 
(http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/petitions-committee.aspx) 

UK Government (www.gov.uk) 

UK Government and Parliament Petitions (https://petition.parliament.uk/help) 

We the People, The White House (https://petitions.whitehouse.gov) 

 

 23 

https://petition.parliament.uk/help
https://petition.parliament.uk/help
https://petition.parliament.uk/privacy
https://www.whitehouse.gov/share/we-people-numbers
https://petitions.whitehouse.gov/
https://avaaz.org/en)
http://www.change.org/
http://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/work-of-assembly/petitions/e-petitions
http://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/work-of-assembly/petitions/e-petitions
https://petitions.parl.gc.ca/en/Home/Index
http://www.getinvolved.qld.gov.au/
http://www.getup.org.au/
http://www.parliament.act.gov.au/learn-about-the-assembly/fact-sheets/petitions
http://www.parliament.act.gov.au/learn-about-the-assembly/fact-sheets/petitions
https://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/about-council/council-information-rates/petitions
https://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/about-council/council-information-rates/petitions
https://epetitionen.bundestag.de/epet/petuebersicht/mz.nc.html
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/petitions-committee.aspx
http://www.gov.uk/
https://petition.parliament.uk/help
https://petitions.whitehouse.gov/


 

Research Paper | PARLIAMENTARY LIBRARY & INFORMATION SERVICE 
 

        

Research & Inquiries Service 
Research papers are produced by the Library’s Research & Inquiries service. They provide in-depth 
coverage and detailed analysis of topics of interest to Members of Parliament. Research publications 
are prepared for Parliament in response to Members, and in anticipation of their requirements, in 
areas of interest to the Victorian legislature.  

Information in this paper was current as at the time of printing. It should not be considered as a 
complete guide to the particular subject or legislation covered. While it is intended that all 
information provided is accurate, it does not represent professional legal opinion. Any views 
expressed are those of the author(s). 

Some hyperlinks may only be accessible on the Parliament of Victoria's intranet. All links are current 
and available as at the time of publication.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Enquiries: 
Jon Breukel 
Coordinator, Research & Inquiries 
Victorian Parliamentary Library & Information Service 
Parliament House  
Spring Street, Melbourne  
Telephone (03) 9651 8633 
www.parliament.vic.gov.au 

24  

http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/

	Introduction
	1.  Background
	2. Victoria’s existing petitioning arrangements
	3. E-petitions
	Types of e-petition models
	3.1 Queensland
	Procedural arrangements
	Security and data retention
	Outcomes

	3.2 Scotland
	Procedural arrangements
	Security
	Outcomes

	3.3 United Kingdom
	Procedural arrangements
	Security
	Outcomes

	3.4 Germany
	Procedural arrangements
	Outcomes

	3.5 United States
	Procedural arrangements
	Outcomes

	3.6 Other jurisdictions

	4. Critiques of e-petitions
	5. Conclusion
	References
	Websites

