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Foreword 

Question Time is a unique and very visible part of the parliamentary day. It is 

fundamental to the process of holding the executive government of the day to 

account, while its spot-lit nature means it is also often a time for political 

opportunism. Outside this period, much of the rest of the House’s work is done 

very differently while bills are debated, constituent matters are raised and issues 

are considered by committees. Yet Question Time is the part of the day on which 

many judge the House and its work.  

The Committee was keen to hear directly from the public as part of this inquiry. 

Thousands of people took the time to make a submission, respond to our survey or 

write to us. We had hoped to meet with more members of the public face to face; 

however, the circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic unfortunately limited this 

form of engagement. We also heard from current and former Members, state and 

territory Speakers, academics and others with a keen interest in parliamentary 

procedure. I would like to convey my personal thanks to all those who contributed.  

While opinions differed on how Question Time could be improved, the need for 

improvement was conveyed clearly from every quarter. In particular, enhanced 

accountability, better questions and answers and a higher standard of behaviour 

were sought. Not all the suggestions raised could be considered, but the 

Committee explored many in its public hearings and has reflected them in this 

report.  

Question Time is a long-standing tradition that remains a valuable forum for 

scrutiny of the executive, and we have therefore chosen to make recommendations 

to reform existing practices and procedures rather than take the carte blanche 

approach suggested by some contributors. During the inquiry, we considered not 

only current standing orders and practice but also Question Time’s role and 

functions, behaviour during Question Time and public expectations and 

perceptions. I hope our recommendations set a new standard for Question Time as 

a purposeful and relevant forum.   
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The Committee has developed a package of recommendations that we consider 

would together improve accountability, encourage better questions and more 

relevant answers and make it more straightforward for the Speaker to manage 

Question Time. Adopting the recommendations would result in a Question Time 

consisting of at least 21 questions each day, with shorter questions and answers 

encouraging greater relevance. Curbing the use of tag questions about alternative 

approaches and setting a minimum number of constituency questions from 

government Members would see a move towards more genuine questions focused 

on government policies and actions and would limit opportunities for ‘Dorothy 

Dix’ style questions. Providing the Speaker with an additional option to manage 

disorderly behaviour and trialling a mobile phone ban would lift standards of 

behaviour and could, along with highlighting other work of the House, improve 

how not only Question Time but the House more generally is viewed.  

I would like to thank my fellow committee members for the constructive and 

collaborative approach they have taken to developing these recommendations. I 

would also like to thank the secretariat for the support they have provided to the 

Committee.  

While the standing orders set out the formal rules governing Question Time, 

practice and culture also play a role in the dynamic of this period of the 

parliamentary day. How Question Time is used is ultimately a matter for Members 

and parties, and it will always remain up to participants to decide how they make 

use of the opportunities within the standing orders. 

I hope the House will use this report as a blueprint for change. A reformed 

Question Time would not only offer greater opportunities for scrutiny and show 

parliamentarians as better role models but would more accurately reflect the way 

much of the other business of the House is carried out. In other words, as a 

window on the House, it would offer a much better view. 

 

Ross Vasta MP 

Chair 
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1. Introduction 

Introduction 

1.1 Early in the 46th Parliament, the Committee resolved to adopt an inquiry into 

the practices and procedures relating to Question Time. The Procedure 

Committee had last completed an inquiry focused specifically on Question 

Time in 1993 (inquiries begun in the 41st and 44th Parliaments were not 

completed before those parliaments were dissolved or prorogued).  

1.2 Although it can be far from representative of the way much of business is 

conducted in the House, as the most visible part of the parliamentary day 

Question Time is often the period on which the House is judged.  

1.3 The inquiry heard that public perception of Question Time is by and large 

not positive and there is significant scope for improvement. The Committee 

makes a range of recommendations in this report, and while many of these 

relate to specific changes to standing orders it is hoped that, if adopted, the 

net effect of the changes would be to improve the conduct of Question Time 

overall. The Committee considers a reformed Question Time would improve 

how the House, and indeed the Parliament, is viewed. 

1.4 While the standing orders set out the formal rules governing Question Time, 

practice and culture also play a role in the dynamic of this period of the 

parliamentary day. How Question Time is used is ultimately a matter for 

Members and parties. The recommendations in this report seek to improve 

the tenor and conduct of Question Time and the quality of questions and 

answers; however, it will always remain up to participants to decide how 

they make use of the opportunities within the standing orders.  
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Conduct of the inquiry 

1.5 The Committee was keen to hear a variety of perspectives on Question Time. 

It therefore issued a general call for submissions in August 2019 and also 

invited submissions from Members, the Leader of the House, the Manager of 

Opposition Business, the current Speaker, former Speakers, and Speakers of 

Australian state jurisdictions, the Parliamentary Press Gallery and the Clerk 

of the House, the Department of Parliamentary Services and the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation. It also launched two online surveys in October 

2019, one for the public and one for Members. 

1.6 The Committee held private briefings with parliamentary colleagues, the 

Clerk of the House and some state and territory Speakers between March 

and September 2020.  

1.7 A series of public hearings was also held between June and October 2020. 

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic (declared in March 2020), the 

Committee postponed or cancelled a number of planned engagements and 

reduced its intended plan of public hearings. It had originally intended to 

travel to meet with a variety of witnesses. In the end it met face to face only 

with occupants of Parliament House; the other public hearings and private 

briefings took place via teleconference or videoconference.1 

1.8 A list of the submissions received is at Appendix A. Public hearings and 

witnesses are listed in Appendix B. Additional documents are listed in 

Appendix C and exhibits in Appendix D. 

Acknowledgements 

1.9 The Committee would like to thank firstly all those members of the public 

who took the time to respond to the survey, make a submission or write to 

the Committee and provide their perspective on Question Time. The 

Committee also appreciated the considered contributions made by students 

from Catholic College Wodonga during a public hearing held by 

videoconference. 

1.10 The level of engagement, depth of feeling expressed and number of 

suggestions for improvement made an impression on the Committee, which 

saw the strong response as an indicator of the importance that people place 

                                                      
1 An exception to this was the private briefing held with the Queensland Speaker at Parliament House 

in Brisbane, which the Chair and Deputy Chair were able to attend in person, with other 

Members and the secretariat attending via teleconference. 
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on parliament. Not all suggestions could be considered, but the Committee 

explored many of them. 

1.11 The Committee is also grateful to the parliamentary practitioners, former 

Members of Parliament—including three former Speakers of the House—

academics and other experts who participated in public hearings. The 

Committee would particularly like to acknowledge the Hon. Mr Kevin 

Rozzoli AM, who drafted possible changes to standing orders for the 

Committee’s consideration. The Committee found these invaluable in 

formulating their recommendations.  

1.12 The Committee received submissions from and/or held private briefings 

with Speakers from every state and territory. The Committee appreciates the 

time Speakers took to help it understand how Question Time works in 

practice in other jurisdictions. This was an important source of background 

information on the range of approaches taken to Question Time and the 

options available for reform. 

1.13 Finally, the Committee members would like to thank their parliamentary 

colleagues who provided feedback and ideas through submissions, private 

briefings and the Members survey, giving their unique perspective on 

Question Time. 

Structure of the report  

1.14 Chapter 2 of the report outlines the history of Question Time to provide 

background and context to the inquiry and its recommendations. Chapter 3 

reflects on the complex dynamic of Question Time and sets out the evidence 

received and the concerns raised during the inquiry. In the following 

chapters the Committee then considers how these concerns might be 

addressed. Changes to the structure of Question Time that could improve 

accountability are discussed in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 looks at how changing 

the rules relating to questions and answers could encourage more relevant 

answers and make it more straightforward to manage Question Time. 

Chapter 6 considers how else Question Time might be improved and, 

through this, how trust in the House might be lifted. The Committee’s 

concluding remarks are then set out in Chapter 7.   
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2. History and background of 

Question Time 

2.1 The House has permitted questions without notice since the first Parliament. 

The initial standing orders referred only to questions on notice, and the 

practice of Members asking questions without notice developed in an ad hoc 

manner. A precedent was set by Speaker Holder during the first sitting days 

of parliament, when he responded to a request for clarity from the Leader of 

the Opposition by stating: 

There is no direct provision in our standing orders for the asking of questions 

without notice, but, as there is no prohibition of the practice, if a question is 

asked without notice and the Minister to whom it is addressed chooses to 

answer it, I do not think that I should object.1 

2.2 In response, the Prime Minister, the Rt Hon. Sir Edmond Barton, stated: 

I understand that in some of the State legislatures the practice has been to 

obtain the permission of the Chair before putting a question without notice. I 

think that the proper rule for a Government to lay down on this subject, and 

an effective rule for all Governments, is that it will answer questions without 

notice only when they concern some matter so urgent that the Minister feels 

justified in giving information upon it immediately.2 

2.3 In 1950, changes to the standing orders were made to specifically permit 

questions without notice or include them in the order of business. This 

inclusion provided that questions without notice should be ‘on important 

                                                      
1 HR Deb (3.7.1901) 1954-1955. 

2 HR Deb (3.7.1901) 1955. 
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matters which call for immediate attention’.3 In 1962, the Votes and 

Proceedings began to record questions without notice. 

Rules relating to Question Time 

2.4 Section 50 of the Constitution provides the authority for each House of the 

Parliament to make the rules and orders with respect to the order and 

conduct of business and proceedings. These are ultimately delivered in the 

standing orders. 

2.5 The current standing orders relating to questions seeking information 

(standing orders 97 to 105) allow for two types of questions to be asked. 

Written questions, which are also known as questions on notice, are lodged 

by Members and published in the Notice Paper. The responses to these 

questions are also provided in writing. The Committee did not look at 

written questions in this inquiry.  

2.6 Oral questions, also known as questions without notice, are those asked in 

the House during Question Time. These questions are expected to be 

answered immediately. 

2.7 Standing order 97 sets 2 pm each sitting day as the time of day at which 

Question Time occurs. 

2.8 Under standing order 98, during Question Time, a Member may orally ask a 

question to a minister, without notice and for immediate response. 

However, a minister can only be asked a question on the following matters, 

for which he or she is responsible or officially connected: 

 public affairs; 

 administration; or 

 proceedings pending in the House. 

2.9 The rules for questions are set out in standing order 100. Questions must not 

be debated. Amongst other things, they cannot contain statements of facts or 

names of persons (unless they can be authenticated and are strictly 

necessary to make the question intelligible), arguments, inferences, 

imputations, insults, ironical expressions or hypothetical matter and may 

not reflect on the character or conduct of other Members.  

                                                      
3 House of Representatives, Standing Orders: Chapter XII: Questions Seeking Information, 21 March 1950, 

pp. 25-26. 
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2.10 Standing order 100 also sets the time limits for Members asking questions. 

The duration of each question asked by a government Member or an 

opposition Member is limited to 30 seconds. The duration for each question 

asked by a non-aligned Member is limited to 45 seconds. 

2.11 Standing order 104 contains the rules for answers: 

 an answer must be directly relevant to the question; 

 a point of order regarding relevance may be taken only once in respect 

of each answer; and 

 the duration of each answer is limited to three minutes. 

2.12 Other standing orders provide for questions to other Members (standing 

order 99) and to the Speaker (standing order 103). Standing order 101 

provides the Speaker with the discretion to direct a Member to change the 

language of their question if it is inappropriate or does not conform to the 

standing orders. 

A brief history of the standing orders 

2.13 Although questions without notice had occurred since the first Parliament, 

and their number had increased by the 1930s, it was not until permanent 

standing orders were first adopted in 1950 that they were included in the 

rules governing the routine business of the House. The standing orders 

relating to questions without notice were originally proposed in 1937 and 

were used on an unofficial basis until 1950.4 

2.14 The changes to standing orders identified below represent the most 

significant changes to Question Time since the formal adoption of standing 

orders relating to questions without notice in 1950, as well as additional 

detail on changes that are of significance to the inquiry. A more 

comprehensive history of major developments in relation to Question Time 

since 1901 can be found in the report of the Procedure Committee’s 1986 

inquiry into Question Time.5 

2.15 A total of 10 standing orders applied to questions seeking information in the 

1950 standing orders. In particular, the standing orders specified that 

questions might be asked without notice on important matters which called 

                                                      
4 Standing Committee on Procedure, The standing orders and practices which govern the conduct of 

Question Time, November 1986, p. 14. 

5 Standing Committee on Procedure, The standing orders and practices which govern the conduct of 

Question Time, November 1986, pp. 13-18. 
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for immediate action and also provided that one supplementary question 

might be asked to elucidate an answer, at the discretion of the Speaker 

(standing order 150). Notice had to be given of questions regarding the 

character or conduct of individuals other than ministers or Members of the 

House (standing order 151). 

2.16 Questions could only be put to a minister or Member (relating to a bill, 

motion or other public matter connected with the business of the House, of 

which the Member has charge). 

2.17 Standing order 145 stipulated that a question fully answered could not be 

renewed. This was the only standing order relating to answers. 

2.18 In 1962, a general review of standing orders proposed several changes to the 

standing orders relating to questions.6 The proposals adopted by the House 

included: 

 a stipulation than an answer must be relevant to the question; 

 removal of the stipulation that questions be on important matters calling 

for immediate attention; 

 removal of the restriction that only one supplementary question could 

be asked; 

 a provision that questions could be put directly to the Speaker regarding 

his or her administration; and 

 clarification of rules regarding questions reflecting on the character and 

conduct of individuals. 

2.19 Although there were several inquiries into Question Time in the years 

following these changes, there were no major changes to the standing orders 

relating to Question Time until 2004, when several standing orders relating 

to questions and answers were rearranged. However, they were not changed 

significantly. 

2.20 Changes adopted in 2010 introduced the requirement for answers to be 

directly relevant (where previously the requirement had been that an answer 

must simply be ‘relevant’) and also specified that a point of order regarding 

relevance could only be taken once in respect of each answer (standing order 

104).7 

                                                      
6 Standing Orders Committee, Report with proposed revised standing orders of the House of Representatives, 

August 1962. 

7 VP No. 2 33-42 (29.09.2010). 
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2.21 At the same time the House agreed to impose time limits on questions and 

answers. Since then there has continued to be a time limit for both questions 

and answers, although the limits set have varied. In 2010, under the changes 

made to standing order 100, each question was limited to 45 seconds.8 This 

was reduced to 30 seconds in 20129, and in 2016 standing orders were 

changed again to limit questions to 30 seconds for the Opposition and 

45 seconds for non-aligned Members10. 

2.22 For answers (standing order 104), the time limit adopted in 2010 was four 

minutes.11 This was reduced to three minutes in 2012.12 

2.23 In 1950, one supplementary question per answer was allowed, often asked at 

a later time. Ms Claressa Surtees, Clerk of the House, noted that changes in 

1962 meant that the Speaker had discretion to allow more than one, 

immediate, supplementary question; however, the practice was not adopted 

until 1996 under Speaker Halverson. Subsequent Speakers did not continue 

the practice until 2010, when there was agreement that the Leader of the 

Opposition or their delegate would be able to ask one supplementary 

question each Question Time.13 

2.24 In 2012, Speaker Slipper stated that he would allow up to five 

supplementary questions ‘in an endeavour to make Question Time more 

spontaneous, whilst balancing the opportunities available to opposition, 

government and non-aligned members’.14 In 2013, Mr Pyne, the then Leader 

of the House, proposed a number of changes to standing orders, including 

the discontinuation of supplementary questions on the basis that, on 

balance, they had not proved to be of benefit.15 Standing order 101 was 

subsequently amended to omit the Speaker’s discretion to allow 

supplementary questions.16 

                                                      
8 VP No. 2 33-42 (29.09.2010). 

9 VP No. 85 1177-9 (08.02.2012). 

10 VP No. 5 128 (13.09.2016). 

11 VP No. 2 33-42 (29.09.2010). 

12 VP No. 85 1177-9 (08.02.2012). 

13 Ms Claressa Surtees, Clerk of the House of Representatives, Submission 36, p. 6. 

14 HR Deb (07.02.2012) 112. 

15 HR Deb (13.11.2013) 92. 

16 VP No. 2 47-65 (13.11.2013). 
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Previous inquiries into Question Time 

2.25 The Procedure Committee has conducted several inquiries into Question 

Time (reports and recommendations are listed at Appendix E). However, it 

has been more than 20 years since the Committee has completed a 

comprehensive inquiry into the matter. 

2.26 On 19 October 2006, the Procedure Committee resolved to inquire into the 

effectiveness of current standing orders relating to Question Time, with 

particular reference to the provisions governing the form and content of 

questions and answers. Before the Committee could report, the inquiry 

lapsed due to the prorogation of the 41st Parliament. On 15 October 2015, the 

Procedure Committee adopted an inquiry into the standing orders relating 

to Question Time. This inquiry lapsed prior to the Committee reporting, due 

to the dissolution of the 44th Parliament. 

2.27 The 41st Parliament’s lapsed inquiry received eight submissions, which 

considered several practices and procedures relating to Question Time. Key 

themes identified in the submissions included: 

 the role of parliamentary secretaries during Question Time; 

 supplementary questions; 

 time limits for questions and answers; 

 Dorothy Dix style questions; 

 answers being relevant to the question; 

 the Speaker and the Speaker’s use of technological developments; and 

 questions relating to alternative views on policies. 

2.28 The 44th Parliament’s lapsed inquiry received three submission which 

considered several practices and procedures relating to Question Time. Key 

themes identified in the submissions included: 

 the ‘constituency question time’ trial in 2015; 

 answers being directly relevant to questions; 

 time limits on questions and answers; 

 points of order; and 

 supplementary questions. 
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Question Time in other legislatures 

2.29 Most Australian state and territory legislatures have similar, although not 

identical, Question Time practices to those of the House of Representatives. 

The exception is the Victorian Parliament, which in 2015 adopted sessional 

orders that changed the operation of Question Time in both chambers. 

Changes included only non-government Members being able to ask 

questions without notice and ministers being able to make ministers’ 

statements of up to two minutes. At the end of Question Time, Members 

may also ask ministers questions relating to a constituency matter.17 

2.30 Other Westminster systems including the United Kingdom, Canada and 

New Zealand have similar Question Time practices to those of the House of 

Representatives. However, a few differences have been recognised. Most 

notable is the Prime Minister’s Question Time adopted in the United 

Kingdom House of Commons. In addition, both New Zealand and the 

United Kingdom have adopted processes where questions are submitted in 

advance. 

2.31 Table 2.1 provides a jurisdictional comparison of Question Time practices 

adopted by the lower house of other Westminster legislatures.  

                                                      
17 See Hon. Mr Colin Brooks, Speaker, Legislative Assembly of Victoria, Submission 45. 
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Table 2.1 Jurisdictional comparison of Question Time practices adopted by 

the Lower House of other Westminster legislatures 

 

Source: Compiled February 2021. Information relating to Australian jurisdictions was compiled from 

standing and sessional orders. Information relating to overseas jurisdictions—Canada, New Zealand 

and the United Kingdom (UK)—was compiled from standing and sessional orders, as well as each 

parliament’s parliamentary practice and their respective website.  
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3. A dynamic situation 

3.1 Three core elements form the dynamic of Question Time: it is a key part of 

holding the government of the day to account, it is the most visible part of 

the day and the rules and practices which govern how it is conducted are 

complex. This chapter outlines the evidence the Committee received in its 

inquiry and considers the three elements of Question Time’s dynamic in this 

context. 

Evidence to the Committee 

3.2 On 2 August 2019, the Committee advertised the inquiry via media release, 

in which it encouraged submissions from the public. Invitations to make a 

submission were also sent to specific individuals and organisations. In total 

the Committee received 51 submissions.  

3.3 On Thursday, 4 June 2020, the Committee held its first public hearing. A 

total of eight public hearings were held over the course of the year, with 

22 witnesses appearing across the hearings. The Committee heard from a 

range of witnesses including school students, previous Speakers and 

Members, parliamentary practitioners and academics, the Parliamentary 

Press Gallery and the Museum of Australian Democracy. 

3.4 In addition to the public hearings, the Committee held private briefings with 

the Speaker, the Leader of the House and the Manager of Opposition 

Business, as well as the Clerk of the House. Given the procedural role each 

plays within the House, it was important to provide an opportunity for them 

to share specific views and experiences on both practices and procedures 

relating to Question Time. A private briefing was also held with the 

Parliamentary Education Office. In addition, the Committee held a private 

roundtable meeting which Members were invited to attend to discuss the 
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rules and conventions around Question Time and consider opportunities for 

change. 

3.5 The Committee also held private briefings with Speakers of lower houses in 

most other Australian jurisdictions. These briefings provided the Committee 

with insight into the Question Time practices and procedures adopted in 

state and territory parliaments. Many Speakers also provided written 

submissions to the inquiry.  

3.6 In addition to the traditional submission and public hearing process, the 

Committee decided to conduct online surveys for Members and the public. 

The Committee launched the surveys, which could be accessed on desktop, 

tablet or mobile phone, via Survey Monkey. Both surveys were made 

available on 2 October 2019. The public survey closed on 31 October 2019 

and the Members survey on 1 November 2019.  

3.7 The public survey and the call for submissions were promoted through 

media releases, through social media managed by the Department of the 

House of Representatives and through emails to a wide range of academic 

and public institutions.  

3.8 The public survey received 3,465 responses and the survey for Members 

received 16 responses. 

3.9 The 13 questions asked in the public survey can be found at Appendix F. 

There were both open and closed questions, and eight questions provided an 

opportunity for the respondent to add comments to their answer. Questions 

related to current perceptions of Question Time and how Question Time 

could be improved, the timing of questions and answers and the time 

allocated to Question Time. The results of the survey are discussed 

throughout the report. Responses to background questions are at 

Appendix G.  

3.10 The Members survey also asked questions relating to timing and current 

perceptions of Question Time. However, the Members survey also drew on 

experiences and observations made by Members while participating in 

Question Time and other functions of parliament. The 17 questions asked in 

this survey can be found at Appendix H. All but one of questions provided 

an opportunity for the respondent to make comments. 

Current perceptions of Question Time 

3.11 More than 95 per cent of respondents to the public survey indicated that 

they thought that the House should change how Question Time operates, 

with many people feeling that Question Time was not currently achieving its 
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purpose. Criticisms included that Question Time, as currently conducted, is 

a waste of time and just theatre or ‘a farce’. 

3.12 Survey respondents were asked an open-ended question about how 

Question Time could be improved. More than half of the 1,964 responses 

identified at least one of the following areas for improvement: 

 behaviour and conduct of Members during Question Time 

 role and powers of the Speaker 

 addressing and answering the question 

 the success of Question Time in fulfilling its purpose. 

Figure 3.1 Top four themes in responses to Question 10 of the public survey: 

Do you have any suggestion about how Question Time could be 

improved?1 

 

3.13 Perceived failure to answer questions emerged as a strong theme in both 

survey responses and submissions. The need for ministers to answer 

questions truthfully was also raised by numerous respondents. Similarly, the 

perception that many answers are not relevant to the question was a 

common complaint. 

                                                      
1 This figure shows only the top four themes in responses to Question 10, which appeared in 55 per 

cent of all comments. These and many of the other suggestions made in response to this question 

are discussed throughout the report.  
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3.14 The conduct and behaviour of Members was raised as a concern both in 

survey responses and in submissions. Evidence criticised and contrasted the 

behaviour of Members with acceptable behaviours in other arenas such as 

schools, the workplace and sport. Survey responses and submissions 

stressed the need for the aggressive and adversarial nature of Question Time 

to be changed. 

3.15 Several submissions outlined what they expected the behaviour of Members 

to encompass during Question Time. Mr Michael Vanderlaan specifically 

noted the importance of leadership, writing: 

The vast majority of people is reaching out for positive, unifying, and 

visionary leadership. 

Our federal representatives need to not only apply such leadership, but seen 

[sic] to be doing so as well.  

Please lead us into the future. One of the places to start is within Parliament 

Question Time itself.2 

3.16 Mr Maris Bruzgulis argued that ‘the substance of Question Time should 

reassure Australians that the government is working for their good’.3 

3.17 The expectation that Members should set an example and be representative 

of the Australian public was also highlighted. Ms Belinda Jones argued that 

‘all Members and ministers should set an example to all Australians, 

particularly school children, all over the country about how to argue and 

debate respectfully’.4 

3.18 However, many submissions and survey responses argued that these 

expectations are not being met. Adjunct Professor Colleen Lewis reflected on 

the dissatisfaction with Members’ behaviour conveyed in submissions, 

saying: 

Question time … is seen as ineffective, not fit for purpose, a waste of 

taxpayers’ money, eroding trust in the parliament and a place of workplace 

bullying. And all of this is coming from those submissions that I just referred 

to. Any business or government department perceived in this way would 

likely be closed down if it were in the private sector or be significantly 

                                                      
2 Mr Michael Vanderlaan, Submission 27, p. 1. 

3 Mr Maris Bruzgulis, Submission 19, p. 1. Ms Naomi Mason, Submission 47, p. [1], similarly suggested 

that all parliamentary members should be working with common purpose toward the effective 

and efficient running of the country. 

4 Ms Belinda Jones, Submission 11, p. 4. 
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reformed if it were in the public sector. My concern is that the committee can 

recommend changes to procedures. For example, we can extend the amount of 

time for questions or we can talk about ministers having to answer more 

directly the question asked. All this can be done, but the problem with this at 

one level is that it actually requires a cultural change by members of 

parliament. The strong message from the vast majority of the submissions that 

I read was that there is a toxic culture in the chamber.5 

3.19 The author of submission 16 wrote: 

When watching Question Time on television I see many highly paid people 

behaving extremely badly. Instead of thoughtfully and respectfully debating 

policies, MPs use Question Time as a political fight club: shouting at each 

other, being aggressive, bullying, name calling, mocking others, sledging and 

generally being abusive… 

Instead of asking intelligent and probing questions on behalf of their 

constituents, the whole exercise has been dumbed down and ‘weaponised’ in 

order to score points. To ‘answer’ a question from the Opposition, the 

respondent stands up and yells something nasty for three minutes.6 

3.20 Several other submissions compared the behaviour of Members negatively 

to societal expectations of behaviour outside Parliament. In their submission, 

Ms Kate Thwaites, the Member for Jagajaga, and Ms Peta Murphy, the 

Member for Dunkley, noted their observations of visitors in the gallery’s 

‘amazement at a display of behaviour that would not be tolerated in any 

other workplace (or school playground)’,7 a sentiment also reflected by some 

of the members of the public who responded to the survey or made a 

submission.8 Similar sentiments were raised by Mr Chris Curtis, who noted 

that ‘no other workplace is so rife with bullying, name-calling and all-round 

bad behaviour’.9 

3.21 Former Speaker Ms Anna Burke noted that ‘when you rock in at Question 

Time, the notion of being a parliamentarian goes out the door, and you 

become a partisan beast, and that’s what the public sees.’ She considered this 

‘reasonable at one level, because it is an adversarial system of 

                                                      
5 Adjunct Professor Colleen Lewis, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 13. 

6 Name withheld, Submission 16, p. [1]. 

7 Ms Kate Thwaites MP and Ms Peta Murphy MP, Submission 30, p. 1. 

8 See for example Mr Brad Cork, Submission 7, p. 1, and Ms Margaret Bonner, Submission 43. 

9 Mr Chris Curtis, Submission 12, p. [1]. 
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government … but it also degenerates so that the public thinks that it’s … 

kindergarten on steroids …’10 

3.22 Several submissions and comments in the public survey called for more 

and/or stronger powers for the Speaker to enforce better conduct of 

Question Time—for example, stricter penalties for not answering questions, 

use of props, non-attendance, unparliamentary language and/or poor 

behaviour. Having an independent Speaker was also raised in the public 

survey and in some submissions. This included the alternative of electing 

someone from the judicial system as Speaker.11 The role of the Speaker 

during Question Time is discussed further below, but consideration of an 

independent Speaker is outside the scope of this inquiry. 

3.23 In addition to seeking views on whether Question Time should change and 

how it could be improved, both surveys asked several questions relating to 

the timing of questions and answers, who should ask questions and current 

perceptions of Question Time. 

3.24 With regards to who should be able to ask questions, submitters and survey 

respondents were largely unsupportive of ‘Dorothy Dix’ style questions. 

However, while some suggested that only non-government Members should 

be able to ask questions, others argued that all Members should maintain the 

right to raise issues concerning their electorate. 

3.25 Other suggestions for change included the introduction of portfolio-based 

Question Time, questions from the public, constituency questions, 

supplementary questions and providing questions in advance. 

3.26 Chapters 4, 5 and 6 will discuss and address many of these suggestions in 

more detail. 

3.27 The Committee notes that it considers suggestions regarding additional 

sitting days, publication of Question Time Briefs, drug and alcohol testing, 

monetary penalties and electronic voting in the Chamber to be outside the 

scope of the inquiry and does not address them in this report.  

3.28 It was noted in evidence that the layout of the Chamber may emphasise the 

combative nature of Question Time.12 While the Committee acknowledges 

                                                      
10 Ms Anna Burke AO, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 11. 

11 See for example Mr Eric Young, Submission 35, p. 3, and Cork, Submission 7, p. [1]. 

12 See Mr Harry Jenkins AO, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 5 and Mr John 

Casey, Submission 14, p. 1. 



19 
 

 

that the layout may affect the tone of discussion, it considered this to be 

beyond the scope of the inquiry. 

Purpose of Question Time 

3.29 Central to this inquiry is the purpose of Question Time. Evidence received 

shows that Question Time means different things to different people. A 

strong theme across many submissions and comments in the public survey 

was that the purpose of Question Time is to hold the government to account 

for its policies and actions. However, comments made throughout the course 

of the inquiry were critical of whether accountability was being achieved. 

3.30 The importance of government transparency was also mentioned in some 

submissions but was more often implicit. The concept was often linked to 

accountability. Government communication to voters, such as to provide 

information on government policies, was also mentioned by a small number 

of submissions and survey comments. 

3.31 Survey respondents were asked an open-ended question about what they 

would like the House to accomplish during Question Time. Comments with 

a primary focus relating to ‘accountability and transparency’, ‘clear, direct 

and genuine answers’, ‘matters of public concern’ and ‘honesty and truth’ 

accounted for 68 per cent of responses. The relative prevalence of each of 

these topics is indicated in the figure below. 
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Figure 3.2 Top four themes in response to Question 9 of the public survey: 

What would you like the House to accomplish through Question 

Time?13 

 

An accountability mechanism 

3.32 In practice, Question Time facilitates parliamentary scrutiny of the executive 

in the following ways: 

 Question Time occurs every sitting day, allowing for regular 

questioning of ministers on topical issues. 

 Question Time is the most public part of the sitting day due to the media 

and public attention it receives. 

 By convention, all ministers are expected to attend Question Time every 

sitting day. Absences are noted and explained by the Prime Minister at 

the beginning of the period.  

 Ministers come to Question Time prepared to answer questions, having 

been briefed by their departments. 

3.33 In her submission to the inquiry, the Clerk noted that the initial focus of 

questions was on important or urgent matters. However, this requirement 

was removed from the standing orders in 1963. This change, the Procedure 

Committee later observed, placed more emphasis on accountability as it 

                                                      
13 This figure shows only the top four themes in responses to Question 9 of the survey, which 

appeared in 68 per cent of all responses. These and many of the other suggestions and concerns 

raised in response to this question are discussed throughout the report. 
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‘gave questioners the opportunity to turn “a searchlight upon every corner 

of the Public Service”‘.14 

3.34 Some submissions and respondents to the public survey agreed with the 

traditional concept of Question Time as a time to seek information and to 

hold the government to account but felt that current Question Time practices 

meant that accountability was not being achieved.15 As a result of this, many 

felt disenchanted, some to the extent that they chose not to watch Question 

Time.16 

3.35 Professor John Wanna’s view was that, while historically Question Time was 

meant to be a mechanism to scrutinise the executive, this was only a 

formality: 

It is much more about other things—theatre, more partisan jousting, honing 

political skills—but, often, a lot of the discussion in question and answer is 

evasion and obfuscation. 

As such, he argued, ‘Question Time is more a shield for executive 

government rather than a scrutiny’.17 

3.36 Dr Ruxandra Serban reflected on the importance of Question Time as 

follows: 

… question time matters in holding the government to account. Fine-tuning 

the procedure to get question time to achieve this request for information and 

explanations better is one thing, but question time, in itself, is relevant and 

matters and is a forum for parliament to hold the government to account. I 

think all parliaments have this debate around how to fine-tune their 

procedures to achieve this better, but the procedure, in itself, is important.18 

                                                      
14 Standing Committee on Procedure, The standing orders and practices which govern the conduct of 

Question Time, November 1986, p. 16, quoted by Surtees, Submission 36, p. 2. 

15 See, for example, Mr Duncan Turner, Submission 2; Mr Christopher Ambrey, Submission 4; Mr John 

Trama, Submission 23; Mr Ron Holmes, Submission 25; Ms Cheryl Kernot, Submission 40; and 

Hon. Mr Peter Slipper, Submission 48. 

16 See, for example, comments from Ms Jenny Harrisson, Submission 5, and Curtis, Submission 12. 

17 Professor John Wanna, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p, 1. 

18 Dr Ruxandra Serban, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 8. 
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A forum in which to seek information 

3.37 House of Representatives Practice states: 

The capacity of the House of Representatives to call the Government to 

account depends, in large measure, on its knowledge and understanding of 

the Government’s policies and activities. Questions without notice and on 

notice (questions in writing) play an important part in this quest for 

information.19 

3.38 Any private Member may ask a question. Ministers and parliamentary 

secretaries may not ask questions, although there have been instances in 

which both have asked questions of the Speaker. It is the practice of the 

House to give priority to the Leader and Deputy Leader of the Opposition in 

receiving the call, in preference over other opposition Members. The Speaker 

allocates the call as evenly as possible between the opposition and the 

government, with independent Members receiving the call in proportion to 

their numbers.20 

3.39 Question Time provides the House with an important opportunity to 

publicly seek information from the executive on the issues of the day. 

Questioners are given wide scope and may ask a question on almost any 

issue for which the government is responsible. While there is no requirement 

that ministers answer questions, there is an expectation both within and 

outside the House that they do so. 

3.40 Respondents to the public survey identified Question Time as an avenue for 

seeking and receiving information from the executive. In particular, 

respondents highlighted that Question Time should inform the public and 

debate matters of public concern. Question Time was also seen as a 

mechanism where the government can clearly communicate its policies and 

actions. 

3.41 When considering the role of Question Time in seeking and obtaining 

information, Professor Wanna noted: 

We can’t make ministers answer the questions that the opposition or the 

crossbench want them to answer. They’re asking questions to try to elicit 

information and what the minister says, the minister is accountable for. If 

they’re trying to be evasive, or to obfuscate or to be economical with the truth 

                                                      
19House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 543. 

20House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, pp. 546-48. 
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then it’s the job of the media and the parliament, and popular discussion, to 

expose that kind of practice …21 

He went on to say later: 

Rather than having the rhetorical, polemical jousting that we see now in 

question time, I think improving the exchange of information would do a lot 

more to encourage people to think seriously about some of the issues we’re 

confronting.22 

Political advantage 

3.42 House of Representatives Practice notes that, although the purpose of questions 

is ostensibly to seek information or press for action, due to the significant 

public focus on Question Time it is often a time for political opportunism. In 

practice: 

Opposition Members will be tempted in their questioning to stress those 

matters which will embarrass the Government, while government Members 

will be tempted to provide Ministers with an opportunity to put government 

policies and actions in a favourable light or to embarrass the Opposition.23 

3.43 In his submission to the 44th Parliament’s Procedure Committee inquiry into 

standing orders in relation to Question Time, Mr David Elder, the then Clerk 

of the House, recognised that the ostensible purpose of Question Time is 

sometimes contrasted with the actual purpose of Question Time, which is 

the contest for political advantage. However, Mr Elder argued that ‘these 

elements can be seen as inextricably linked—accountability is the goal, 

seeking information is the means, and political advantage is a motivation’.24 

Comment 

3.44 Historically and theoretically, the purpose of Question Time is to provide 

Members, and by extension the public, an opportunity to seek information 

or press for action on matters pertaining to public affairs. The Committee 

believes that the opportunity Question Time provides to publicly hold 

executive government to account and to seek information from it is its 

                                                      
21 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 4. 

22 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 6. 

23House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 543. 

24 Mr David Elder, Submission 1 to the Standing Committee on Procedure’s inquiry into the standing 

orders in relation to Question Time, 44th Parliament, 2 December 2015, p. 2. 
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primary purpose. This has been a key consideration for the Committee when 

making the recommendations in this report. 

3.45 The Committee acknowledges that, in practice, Question Time is used for 

political opportunism. While the Committee recognises that this is inherent 

in the nature of such a forum, where each question or answer is an 

opportunity to press for political advantage, it notes that many believe the 

way in which this is conducted is ‘unedifying’25 or indeed unacceptable. It 

believes there are opportunities to improve the tenor of Question Time, the 

behaviour on the floor and some of the current practices which may 

overshadow the pursuit of accountability and information. 

Culture, behaviour and visibility 

Access to Question Time 

3.46 Question Time is the most visible part of the sitting day. Members of the 

public can follow Question Time in a number of ways.26 

3.47 Under section 4(1) of the Parliamentary Proceedings Broadcasting Act 1946, the 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) is required to broadcast the 

proceedings of the Senate, the House or a joint sitting from a medium wave 

national (radio) broadcasting station in the capital city of each state, as well 

as Newcastle. The allocation of the live radio broadcast between the House 

and the Senate is governed by general principles adopted by both houses, 

with the allocation of broadcasting between the houses following a 

determination made by the Joint Committee on the Broadcasting of 

Parliamentary Proceedings.27 The principles specify that, at the conclusion of 

the live broadcast from one house, questions without notice from the other 

house are to be re-broadcast. 

3.48 Below are the broadcasting and rebroadcasting schedules for ABC radio. 

                                                      
25 Harrisson, Submission 6, and Mr Terry Goss, Submission 8, p. 2. 

26 This normally includes viewing Question Time from the public galleries of the House, noting that 

since 23 March 2020 access to the galleries has been limited to varying degrees by the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

27 See VP No. 12 182-3 (9.12.2013). 
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Table 3.1 Live broadcasting of proceedings on ABC Radio 

 Sitting weeks commencing on a 

Monday 

Sitting weeks commencing on 

a Tuesday 

Monday House of Representatives 

(Senate rebroadcast later) 

[no sitting] 

Tuesday Senate 

(House of Representatives 

rebroadcast later) 

House of Representatives 

Wednesday Senate 

(House of Representatives 

rebroadcast later) 

Senate 

Thursday House of Representatives 

(Senate rebroadcast later) 

Senate 

Source: Based on Joint Committee on Broadcasting of Parliamentary Proceedings standing 

determinations relating to the radio broadcasting of parliamentary proceedings  

3.49 The ABC estimated recent audience reach for the live broadcasting across 

five capital cities to be between 47,000 and 60,000 people (with figures 

oscillating within this range over time).28 

3.50 Access to proceedings of the House for televising has been permitted since 

1991.29 The Department of Parliamentary Services makes televised coverage 

of the House of Representatives, the Federation Chamber, the Senate and 

selected parliamentary committee hearings held in Parliament House 

available to view live through the aph.gov.au website. Archived recordings 

are also available on the website. 

3.51 Data provided by the Department of Parliamentary Services shows that 

there were 128,171 visits (122,757 from Australia) to the live webcast of 

House Question Time and 18,350 visits (13,143 from Australia) to archived 

recordings of Question Time on the Australian Parliament House website 

from the commencement of the 46th Parliament (2 July 2019) to 31 March 

                                                      
28 Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Submission 50, p. 2. Figures are for the period 2015 to 2019.  

29House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 120. 
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2020.30 Question Time from the House is also available through ‘About the 

House TV’ for approximately six months.31 

3.52 The official broadcast is also available for use by television networks.32 

House Question Time is televised live by the ABC on Tuesdays and 

Wednesdays, and rebroadcast late at night on Mondays and Thursdays—

that is, on the days that the Senate’s Question Time is televised live. 

3.53 The ABC’s live television coverage of Question Time from the relevant 

house is available on both ABC1 and the ABC News Channel at 2 pm. Table 

3.2 outlines the average audience figures for the television broadcast of 

Question Time on both channels over the period 2016 to July 2020. 

Table 3.2 ABC Question Time live television broadcast—average audience  

 ABC1 ABC News 

2016 39,329 49,879 

2017 37,257 45,485 

2018 36,755 40,475 

2019 29,139 32,775 

Up to July 2020 37,048 44,736 

Source: Australian Broadcasting Cooperation, Submission 50, p. 3. Figures are for 5-city metro.  

3.54 The televised proceedings of the House and Federation Chamber are also 

broadcast live on ParlTV within Parliament House and externally to 

government departments.33 

The public face of the House 

3.55 As Professor Lewis put it, Question Time is ‘the public face of parliament’.34 

It is the main way in which members of the public observe their elected 

                                                      
30 Department of Parliamentary Services, Submission 51, pp. 2-3. 

31 ‘About the House TV’ can be accessed at: 

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/House_of_Representatives/About_the_House_TV 

32House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 121. 

33House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 120. 

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/House_of_Representatives/About_the_House_TV
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representatives interacting35 and therefore the basis on which many viewers 

make their assessment of the standards of behaviour in the House. The 

Clerk’s submission pointed out: ‘Because public attention focuses so heavily 

on this part of the day’s proceedings, it is often a time for political 

opportunism. At times, behaviour can become disorderly…’36 

3.56 Ms Daryl Karp, Director of the Museum of Australian Democracy, noted in 

relation to visitors to the museum that: 

… the feedback is very much that they consider question time to be how 

parliament operates. It is the window through which they see parliament in 

operation, as you said, and it really does impact negatively on the body of 

work that gets done—the collaboration that happens, the shared activities that 

take place. People continually think of question time as ‘gotcha’ moments with 

poor standards of behaviour, and I think that’s the big challenge for the 

visitor.37 

3.57 When considering the nature of Question Time, Professor Mark Evans, 

Director of Democracy 2025, noted that: 

The evidence from our survey research and focus groups suggests that the 

majority of Australians dislike conflict driven, adversarial politics … But, of 

course, at the same time political parties and the media have a tradition in 

which they embrace adversarial politics.38 

3.58 Some evidence received by the Committee also highlighted concern about 

the impact that the nature of Question Time had on female politicians. 

Ms Karp told the Committee that the Museum of Australian Democracy had, 

with the 50/50 by 2030 Foundation, interviewed 15 female politicians and 

‘the female politicians really felt that it was a very adversarial approach 

which disadvantaged in some instances female styles of working’.39 

                                                                                                                                                    
34 Lewis, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 13. 

35 See Hon. Mr Tony Burke, Manager of Opposition Business, Submission 34, p. 1. 

36 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 5. 

37 Ms Daryl Karp AM, Director, Museum of Australian Democracy at Old Parliament House, 

Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 3. 

38 Professor Mark Evans, Director of Democracy 2025, University of Canberra, Transcript of evidence, 

4 August 2020, p. 1. 

39 Karp, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 3. 
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3.59 Students from Catholic College Wodonga felt that Parliament was 

male-dominated and produced a ‘jock culture’ where Members are seen as 

‘trying to feed their ego’.40 

3.60 When considering the public’s perceptions of the adversarial culture 

displayed during Question Time, Ms Cheryl Kernot, a former Member, said: 

People are very judgmental in terms of how they think parliamentarians 

should behave. They don’t know what it’s like to be in that chamber. They 

don’t know the atmosphere. They don’t know what it means—that coming 

together of 150 people just once a day and that competitive desire to be judged 

by the media as having made some significant win or dent or something in 

question time. It’s hard for ordinary viewers to understand that culture …41 

3.61 Students from Catholic College Wodonga referred to ‘the huge spotlight’ the 

media placed on Question Time and noted the different effects the increased 

public focus has: 

[Its] open and public process allows the public to be informed and then, come 

election time, people are able to be better informed … Also, even though it 

distracts from the effectiveness of question time, there is significant 

entertainment value in question time.42 

3.62 The notion of Question Time as ‘theatre’ was also raised by survey 

respondents. Many who used the term were expressing concern that the 

theatrical nature of Question Time was at the expense of genuine questions 

and answers, although some believed that the theatre made it more 

engaging. 

Culture and change 

3.63 In her submission, the Clerk noted that, in her view, there are three elements 

which determine the conduct of Question Time: the written rules (that is, the 

standing orders and associated practice and traditions), the tools that the 

House provides to the Speaker to enforce these rules, and the more general 

culture and behavioural norms of the day.43 

                                                      
40 Akira Kerr, School student, Catholic College Wodonga, Transcript of evidence, 27 October 2020, 

p. 4. 

41 Ms Cheryl Kernot, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 5. 

42 Lucy Jamieson, School student, Catholic College Wodonga, Transcript of evidence, 27 October 2020, 

p. 1. 

43 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 1. 
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3.64 Dr Serban recognised that the way in which a parliament is formed 

contributes to the culture of that parliament. Reflecting on her research 

looking across a number of parliaments, she told the Committee: 

I can say that this debate about spontaneity and whether the questions are 

genuine is to a large degree a debate in Westminster parliaments … In some 

European parliaments, where there is a more consensual culture that flows 

from the fact that parties are used to entering coalitions to be in government, it 

leads to a less adversarial culture on the floor of parliament or in the plenary. 

So in a sense, this element of party discipline and parties working in a unitary 

way to ask questions is typical to Westminster parliaments, and I don’t think it 

can be necessarily avoided altogether.44 

3.65 The Hon. Mr Kevin Rozzoli, from the Accountability Round Table, spoke of 

the potential for rules to assist in addressing behaviour, stating: 

… it is the debasement of the rules that are there—because the rules are 

perhaps not clearly enough enunciated to give the Speaker the capacity to 

discipline the answers to questions—that has created the volatility which now 

is so unattractive to the Australian public. They see question time and they 

think the whole of parliament is like that and they think they’re all a bunch of 

ratbags or whatever you like to call it. But I certainly wouldn’t throw out the 

baby with the bathwater. I would seek to modify the existing rules. Come 

from the existing structure but develop something which introduces a greater 

degree of discipline into how it runs.45 

3.66 Several witnesses acknowledged the capacity for cultural change. In 

particular, former Speaker Ms Burke noted that: 

… when I first got elected in 1998 to when I retired I think there was some 

progression in the way question time was handled. It demonstrates that, 

through changes in standing orders and through acceptance of the members of 

parliament that a better standard is required, because the public is crying out 

for it, changes can be made.46 

                                                      
44 Serban, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 5. 

45 Hon. Mr Kevin Rozzoli AM, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 22. 

46 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 7. 
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She went on to say later in the hearing: 

It can be done. You only have to look at how question time is being handled at 

the moment, during COVID, to see that you can actually rise above the fray if 

you want to and if you have the standing orders to ensure that.47 

3.67 However, the Committee heard concerns about the extent to which 

amendments to standing orders alone can lead to cultural and behavioural 

change. Former Speaker Mr Jenkins spoke of this as the difficulty that 

confronted the Committee in its work, saying that unless cultural change led 

to behavioural change then even a ‘close to ideal set of standing orders’ 

would not totally achieve change.48 Professor Lewis similarly said, ‘If you 

want to change behaviours, you’ve got to change the culture which is 

manifesting itself in the behaviours.’49 

3.68 In its 2006 study tour of other parliaments, the Procedure Committee formed 

the view that question periods in the parliaments of the United Kingdom, 

Scotland and France were not characterised by the same level of 

‘disputation’ evident in the House. It identified certain procedures which 

may have a positive impact on Members’ conduct in those parliaments but 

also identified other factors, such as the standards of behaviour expected 

from Members of Parliament, which were outside the scope of the rules of 

the House.50 

3.69 The Committee has identified a series of changes to practice and procedure 

that it believes will improve the operation of Question Time, and these are 

set out in the recommendations made in chapters 4 to 7. The Committee 

hopes that adopting the recommended changes to standing orders and 

practice would assist and promote behavioural change. As noted, Members 

and parties have a role in cultural change, and this is also discussed in later 

chapters. 

The complexity of the rules and the role of the Speaker 

3.70 Throughout the course of the inquiry, a consistent theme has emerged 

concerning the challenges faced by the Speaker during Question Time and 

                                                      
47 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 11. 

48 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 3. 

49 Lewis, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 15. 

50 Standing Committee on Procedure, Learning from other Parliaments: Study Program 2006, August 

2006, pp. 13-15. 
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the need to clarify the Speaker’s role. This section focuses on this theme 

more specifically. 

3.71 Following traditions established in the United Kingdom’s House of 

Commons, the Speaker of the House is responsible for enforcing ‘the 

observance of all rules for preserving order in … proceedings’.51 In 

preserving order and decorum, the Speaker is said to derive their authority 

from: 

 a high degree of impartiality; 

 the provision of adequate opportunities for all sections to participate in 

the deliberations of the House; and 

 a completely objective interpretation of the standing orders and 

precedent.52 

3.72 Standing order 3(e) stipulates that: 

The Speaker (or other Member presiding) is responsible for ruling whenever 

any question arises as to the interpretation or application of a standing order 

and for deciding cases not otherwise provided for. In all cases the Speaker 

shall have regard to previous rulings of Speakers of the House and to 

established practices of the House. 

This provision has been in place since the 41st Parliament, when it was 

introduced during a review of standing orders. 

3.73 Prior to this, cases not provided for in the standing orders or by practice of 

the House were considered in line with the practice of the United Kingdom 

House of Commons ‘in force for the time being, which shall be followed as 

far as it can be applied’. With the development of the House’s own body of 

practice, and its documentation in House of Representatives Practice since 1981, 

reference to House of Commons practice became increasingly rare, and the 

reference to the House of Commons was therefore omitted from the revised 

standing orders which were adopted in 2004.53 

3.74 In the House, the Chair has several disciplinary options, which they may 

invoke to ensure the orderly conduct of the business of the House. Under 

standing order 92, the Speaker can intervene to prevent any personal quarrel 

between Members. The Speaker can also intervene when a Member’s 

                                                      
51 See House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, pp. 166, which quotes Erskine May, 24th ed., 2011, 

p. 59.  

52 See House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, pp. 167-68.  

53House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 192. 
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behaviour is considered offensive or disorderly.54 In addition to standing 

order 92, the Speaker can also sanction against disorderly conduct under 

standing order 94. This includes ordering a disorderly Member to leave the 

Chamber for one hour, as well as ‘naming’ a Member. 

3.75 Standing order 101 provides that the Speaker may direct a Member to 

change the language of a question asked during Question Time if the 

language is inappropriate or does not otherwise conform with the standing 

orders. 

3.76 With regards to the application of standing orders to maintain order and 

decorum during Question Time, House of Representatives Practice states that: 

Questions without notice by their very nature may raise significant difficulties 

for the Chair. The necessity to make instant decisions on the application of the 

many rules on the form and content of questions is one of the Speaker’s most 

demanding tasks. Because of the importance of Question Time in political 

terms, and because of the need to ensure that this critical function of the 

House is preserved in a vital form, Speakers tend to be somewhat lenient in 

applying the standing orders, with the result that, for example, breaches of 

only minor procedural importance have not prevented questions on issues of 

special public interest. The extent of such leniency varies from Speaker to 

Speaker and to some degree in the light of the prevailing circumstances. In 

addition, some latitude is generally extended to the opposition leaders in 

asking questions without notice and to the Prime Minister in answering them. 

The result of these circumstances is that rulings have not always been well 

founded and inconsistencies have occurred. Speakers have commented that 

only a small proportion of questions without notice are strictly in order and 

that to enforce the rules too rigidly would undermine Question Time.55 

3.77 Several submissions expressed concern that different Speakers have 

displayed different degrees of impartiality and/or that the rules Speakers 

must apply are open to interpretation.56 Many survey respondents also 

expressed concern that Speakers have not always acted independently or 

impartially. Professor Lewis queried the impartiality of previous and future 

Speakers and proposed that the Committee consider a system similar to the 

United Kingdom, where the Speaker resigns from his or her political party 

                                                      
54 Standing order 91 sets out what conduct is considered disorderly. 

55House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 547. 

56 See for example Goss, Submission 8, p. [2]; Name withheld, Submission 13; Name withheld, 

submission 16, p. [2]; Mr Colin White, Submission 32, p. [2]. 
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on appointment.57 Former Speaker the Hon. Mr Peter Slipper also held this 

view, noting that his own resignation from the Liberal-National party when 

he became Speaker meant that he was ‘not dependent on either side’.58 

3.78 In her submission, the Clerk noted that the need for the Speaker to instantly 

decide how the standing orders are to be applied is a challenging task. She 

also noted that the ‘ease with which standing orders can be interpreted and 

applied will naturally help to determine their effectiveness’.59 Similarly, 

former Speaker Mr Jenkins argued that ‘the more complicated you make the 

standing orders the harder it is, I think, for the chair to be able to adjudicate 

in using them’60. 

3.79 Mr Rozzoli noted: 

About the only tool that the Speaker has is the question of relevance, which I 

used to use from the chair fairly regularly. Even so, it didn’t stop the minister 

from going straight back to what he was doing before, thus not exactly 

flouting the ruling or the direction of the chair but going very close to it. It 

puts the Speaker in a very difficult position. So you really need some very 

clearly defined parameters which he has the authority to uphold.61 

Comment 

3.80 The role of the Speaker is, in effect, that of an umpire who uses the rules to 

preserve order in the House. As standing order 3(e) sets out, the Speaker is 

responsible for interpreting and ruling on matters which are not clear or not 

provided for in the standing orders, and the Committee notes that this can 

be a challenging task, particularly in a charged environment. The Committee 

has made several recommendations throughout the report which aim to 

assist the Speaker in managing Question Time. 

3.81 In its 1992 report on the standing orders governing questions seeking 

information, the Procedure Committee recommended that the Speaker make 

a statement at the beginning of each Parliament, and on other occasions as 

                                                      
57 Lewis, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 13. 

58 Hon. Mr Peter Slipper, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 1. 

59 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 3 and p. 1. 

60 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 5. 

61 Rozzoli, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 14 June 2020, p. 20. 
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they judged necessary, outlining how the standing orders affecting both 

questions and answers would be applied.62 

3.82 Speakers have done this to varying degrees over time. For example, Speaker 

Andrew made a statement to the House in 2000, providing explicit 

delineation of how the standing orders relating to Question Time should be 

applied.63 In a similar vein, in 2004, just before the first session of Question 

Time under his stewardship, Speaker Hawker advised the House that, 

amongst other things, he would not be allowing supplementary questions, 

which he had the discretion to allow at the time.64 

3.83 While the Committee supports Speakers making such a statement should 

they choose to, it notes that this would only apply in areas where the 

Speaker had discretion or there is no provision made in the standing orders. 

The Committee hopes that, if its recommendations are adopted, there will be 

improved clarity in the rules the Speaker is charged with enforcing. 

                                                      
62 Standing Committee on Procedure, The standing orders governing questions seeking information, June 

1992, p. 21. 

63 H.R. Deb (17.08.2000) 19291-2. 

64 H.R. Deb (17.11.2004) 73. 
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4. Improving Question Time: Better 

accountability 

Ministerial accountability and effectiveness of 

Question Time 

4.1 The essence of many of the concerns expressed to the Committee throughout 

this inquiry was that ministers do not effectively answer questions put to 

them in Question Time. As noted in Chapter 3, there was a strong theme 

across the evidence to the inquiry that the key purpose of Question Time is 

to assist in holding the government to account for its policies and actions. 

The concept of accountability to voters, through the Parliament, was also 

expressed in various ways. It follows, then, that an improved Question Time 

would be one where ministers were considered to be more adequately 

answering the questions put to them. This chapter and Chapter 5 explore 

some of the ways accountability could be improved. 

4.2 Many submitters considered contemporary Question Time in the House to 

be ineffective at achieving ministerial accountability. Some considered that 

Question Time contributed to public disillusionment with Australian 

politics, and/or that opportunities existed to improve Question Time’s 

effectiveness and therefore build people’s trust in their elected 

representatives.1 A key theme in comments provided to the public survey 

was that Question Time in its current form was not fulfilling its purpose 

and/or was a waste of time.  

                                                      
1 See, for example, Ambrey, Submission 4, p. 2; Curtis, Submission 12, pp. 1-2, Associate Professor 

Martin Drum, Submission 38, p. 2; and Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1.  



36 
 

 

4.3 Former Speaker Mr Jenkins considered that Question Time was ineffective in 

its current form and that there was substantial wasted productivity with 

most backbenchers having to sit through Question Time without being able 

to ask questions.2 In further discussion, he considered there was value in 

people seeing the House in action; however, he again emphasised a 

preference for other parts of procedure or parliamentary activity to be given 

more spotlight.3 Former Speaker Mr Slipper considered that the original 

intention of Question Time was for it to be an opportunity for Members to 

question ministers about matters for which they are responsible, and that in 

that context ‘what’s happening today is a complete sham; it’s a joke’.4 

4.4 Ms Kate Thwaites, the Member for Jagajaga, and Ms Peta Murphy, the 

Member for Dunkley, considered that Question Time is ‘broken’ and that 

constituents who are ‘dismayed by what they see on their televisions’ too 

often ‘wonder what the purpose of parliament is’. They wrote that ‘the 

frustration members of our community feel about Question Time has serious 

repercussions. It plays into broader concerns around declining trust in 

government, politics and the institutions of our democracy, including 

parliament.’5 

4.5 Professor Lewis considered that, at present, Question Time does not provide 

effective ministerial responsibility, ‘which is fundamental to our democratic 

system’.6 Professor Evans, from Democracy 2025, considered that Question 

Time currently ‘only marginally delivers on its democratic purpose’.7 

4.6 Democracy 2025 research ‘suggests that the majority of Australians dislike 

conflict driven, adversarial politics’. Professor Evans pointed to focus group 

research in which participants were asked to describe the characteristics of 

their ideal politician. They emphasised the importance of honesty 

(somebody who does what they say and explains any broken promises), 

empathy (somebody who is approachable and accessible—who listens to 

them), and delivery (somebody who follows up and delivers). Professor 

Evans considered that reforms to Question Time should be viewed in terms 

of how to make Question Time a space for public trust building and 

                                                      
2 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 2. 

3 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 3. 

4 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 1. 

5 Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1. 

6 Lewis, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 14. 

7 Evans, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 1. 
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information sharing, rather than distrust in politics. He suggested a range of 

procedural and other reforms to Question Time that could assist with 

broader ‘integrity reform’—that is, ‘the notion that politicians should be the 

guardians of liberal democratic norms and values and upholders of the 

highest standards of conduct in public life’.8 

4.7 At one level, the Committee heard the view that Question Time in its current 

form was ineffective to the point that questions without notice should be 

replaced with other procedures9 or that Question Time’s prominence should 

be reduced relative to other parts of the day and other accountability 

mechanisms elevated10. The Committee also heard the view that Question 

Time provided a critical element of Australia’s parliamentary system. For 

example, former Speaker Ms Burke considered that Question Time provided 

the Parliament the ability to have a contest of ideas, and show people the 

robust nature of Australia’s democracy.11 Ms Kernot, a former Member, 

considered ‘Question Time remains one of the main opportunities for the 

opposition parties to hold the executive to account.’12 

4.8 Ms Burke put that Question Time is the only debate that takes place, even 

though it is not really debate. She saw second reading speeches as valid 

speeches but not debate as such:  

It’s all valid, but I think that’s why it’s incumbent on us to get a really good 

Question Time, to demonstrate that actually we as members of parliament are 

here considering the issues that are important to you at this point in time.13 

4.9 While Ms Burke considered that Question Time was not operating at its best 

and that there were ways to improve it, she also considered there had been 

improvements over the years. This showed that change is possible, both 

through the standing orders and ‘through acceptance of the members of 

parliament that a better standard is required’.14 

                                                      
8 Evans, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 2. 

9 Dr Malcolm Mackellar, Submission 33, p. 2 suggested that questions without notice should be 

discontinued and replaced with ministerial statements and questions on notice. Question Time 

would still occur, but all questions would be known in advance. 

10 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, pp. 1-3. 

11 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 7. 

12 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 1. 

13 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 11. 

14 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 7. 
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4.10 Access to Question Time, including via television, was valued. For example, 

Ms Dawn Hannan wrote that Question Time was: 

… a personal, in-my-loungeroom education and perception and 

understanding of the policies being generated and criticized right there and 

then … 

and the  

… opportunity to view, hear and assess the members of both the Government 

and the Opposition. Assess their knowledge of Australian’s needs and 

direction, their attention to their homework needed to pursue such initiatives 

and especially their individual decency, humanity and integrity.15 

4.11 So while there is strong sentiment that Question Time is currently not 

delivering sufficiently on ministerial accountability, there is also a sense that 

there are things that can be done to improve it. Adjunct Professor 

the Hon. Dr Ken Coghill of the Accountability Round Table saw the inquiry 

as an opportunity to contribute to the historical development of ministerial 

accountability, the effectiveness of the House as a whole, and by extension, 

the relative strength of Australia’s liberal democracy.16 The following 

sections of this chapter look at specific elements of Question Time, either as 

currently practised or as suggested to the Committee during the inquiry.  

Questions from government Members 

4.12 One of the main concerns about Question Time expressed to the Committee 

related to questions from government Members—specifically, the Dorothy 

Dix questions17 that characterise the vast majority of these questions.  

4.13 Dorothy Dix questions are questions which ministers have arranged for 

government Members to ask in order to provide opportunities to put 

government policies and actions in a favourable light or to embarrass the 

opposition.18 They are so called in reference to an advice columnist who 

reputedly wrote her own questions as well as their responses. ‘Dorothy Dix’ 

                                                      
15 Ms Dawn Hannan, Submission 42, p. [1]. 

16 Adjunct Professor the Hon. Dr Ken Coghill, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 

June 2020, p. 19. 

17 Sometimes shortened to ‘Dorothy Dixers’ or indeed ‘Dixers’. 

18House of Representatives Practice 7th ed., 2018, p. 543. 
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questions have been referred to by that name in the House as far back as 

1937.19 

4.14 It was not only the Dorothy Dix questions but the way ministers of the 

government of the day chose to answer them that disappointed many who 

engaged with the inquiry. Particularly disliked were phrases such as 

‘alternative approaches’ at the end of questions, and the subsequent 

comment on opposition policies in answers.  

Standing orders and practice 

4.15 The standing orders place no restrictions on who may ask questions, and 

long-standing practice is that any private Member may ask a question.20 

While allocation of the call is at the Chair’s discretion, most Speakers have 

allocated the call first to an opposition Member (usually the Leader of the 

Opposition) and then alternated between government and non-government 

Members. Cross-bench Members receive the call in proportion to their 

numbers. There is nothing in the standing orders that prevents Dorothy Dix 

style questions.  

4.16 The practice of inserting ‘alternative approaches’ or ‘alternative policies’ into 

questions asked by government backbenchers started in the 1980s. House of 

Representatives Practice records that at times phrases such as ‘are there any 

other policy approaches?’ have been ruled out of order on the assumption 

that they have invited comments about opposition policies or approaches. 

However, Speakers have also indicated a preparedness to allow such 

additions to questions, as it had been the long-standing practice to allow the 

use of such phrases (as long as they did not directly seek a view about 

opposition policies) and it was reasonable for ministers to discuss alternative 

approaches as part of a free-flowing debate.21 

                                                      
19 HR Deb (28.06.37) 542.  

20House of Representatives Practice 7th ed., 2018, p. 548; House of Representatives Practice 1st ed., 1981, 

p. 482. Note: Ministers and Parliamentary Secretaries (and Assistant Ministers) do not ask 

questions. 

21House of Representatives Practice 7th ed., 2018, p. 554. 
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4.17 In 2019 the Speaker told a minister, ‘You are entitled to be asked about the 

government’s policy and answer that and you are entitled to be asked about 

the alternatives and answer that…’22 The following day he further stated:  

The standing orders make it clear that ministers can only be questioned about 

matters for which they are responsible … The Practice makes very clear that 

some Speakers have had a very strict approach and indeed have not even 

allowed taglines like ‘alternative policies’. I have been more liberal, but there 

has never been a time when an entire answer can be about an opposition’s 

policy … because the policies the minister is responsible for are the 

government’s.23 

4.18 The Procedure Committee has not previously made recommendations 

specifically about Dorothy Dix style questions or phrases such as ‘alternative 

approaches’ that are common in Dorothy Dix style questions today. The 

Committee referred to Dorothy Dix style questions in its 1986 report 

(without using the term ‘Dorothy Dix’). Length of answers was a 

considerable issue for that inquiry, and Dorothy Dix style questions were 

mentioned along with an issue of long answers resembling ministerial 

statements. The Committee considered that its separate recommendation of 

introducing a minimum number of questions should, if adopted, help to 

self-regulate abuse of these types of answers.24 

Inquiry evidence  

4.19 More than 86 per cent of respondents to the public survey thought that the 

ability to ask Dorothy Dix questions should be removed, while a further 

eight per cent thought the practice should be amended. In submissions, 

views expressed on Dorothy Dix questions and government questions in 

general were often linked, with some authors seeming to see the two as 

synonymous.25 However, many survey respondents made a distinction 

between scripted Dorothy Dixers and other questions from government 

backbenchers. Respondents were asked who should be able to ask questions, 

and 55 per cent said that both government and non-government Members 

should be able to ask questions, while 41 per cent said that only 

                                                      
22 HR Deb (23.10.2019) 5165. 

23 HR Deb (24.10.2019) 5390. 

24 Standing Committee on Procedure, Standing orders and practices which govern the conduct of Question 

Time, 1986, p. 42. See also Standing Committee on Procedure, Standing orders governing questions 

seeking information, 1992, p. 4. 

25 For example, Cork, Submission 7, p. 2. 
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non-government Members should. This suggests that what people are most 

concerned about is pre-arranged questions which provide ministers the 

opportunity to speak favourably about their policies (and at the same time 

criticise opposition policies and actions).   

4.20 Twelve of the 16 Members survey respondents thought that Dorothy Dix 

questions should be removed or the practice amended, while four said the 

current practice should be retained. All respondents to the Members survey 

considered that non-government Members should be able to ask questions, 

and 13 of the 16 respondents said that government Members should be able 

to ask questions. There were three comments about tightening of 

government questions. One said they should be electorate based and 

pressing as the current Dixers are a waste of time. Another said they should 

be related to their electorate or seeking a specific piece of information, and 

that the community hate the ‘alternative approaches tail’, and could it please 

be stopped. A third said that there was a role for genuine government back 

bench questions, but the current contrived nature of the practice meant that 

either the government should not have control over which backbenchers ask 

questions, or the number of government questions should be reduced.  

4.21 Submissions were similarly unsupportive of Dorothy Dix questions. 

Overwhelmingly, these questions were seen as disingenuous and as not 

aiding the pursuit of government accountability, thereby contravening the 

purpose of Question Time. Instead they were seen as providing an 

opportunity for answers that were effectively press releases or talking points 

for the government. The Accountability Round Table considered Dorothy 

Dixers to have a ‘corrosive influence’.26 Many authors considered that 

Dorothy Dix questions should be discontinued, and some put that only 

non-government Members should ask questions during Question Time. 

Various reasons were provided, including that government Members have 

other opportunities to raise concerns or highlight government policies and 

achievements, both inside and outside of the Chamber.27 Although some 

who made submissions saw some value in the government using Question 

Time to explain government policies and work, this did not translate to 

support for Dorothy Dix questions.28 

                                                      
26 Accountability Round Table, Submission 39, p. 2. 

27 Cork, Submission 7, p. 2; Mr Jack Brumley, Submission 28, p. 1. 

28 See Goss, Submission 8; Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30. 
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4.22 In hearings, Professor Evans considered that ‘absolutely’ Dorothy Dixers 

should not be allowed in Question Time, as ‘there’s no doubt that nothing 

arouses distrust more than that type of questioning’. He observed that ‘that 

appears very, very strongly in the international evidence [and is] a key 

fragility in a number of systems’.29 

4.23 Mr David Crowe, representing the Federal Parliamentary Press Gallery, 

expressed ‘a very strong view’ that ‘a very clear way in which to improve 

Question Time—to make it matter for the people of Australia—is to get rid 

of Dorothy Dixers and to move to a new system of allowing open questions 

with greater accountability for ministers …’ He believed Dorothy Dixers 

were a ‘fundamental problem with the operation of Question Time now … 

an old problem that’s got worse’.30 Professor Lewis considered that Dorothy 

Dixers ‘have to go’ given the evidence received from the public. She 

considered that removing them might ‘help the public think that there is 

more relevance to Question Time, but … to change behaviours, you’ve got to 

change the culture which is manifesting itself in the behaviours’.31 

4.24 Ms Kernot considered that government/Dorothy Dix questions should be 

abolished given the resources of government to engage with the media.32 

High school students who appeared before the Committee were not in 

favour of Dorothy Dix questions. They considered that government should 

showcase its achievements on a platform separate to Question Time, which 

should focus on accountability of the government and provide opportunities 

for non-government Members to ask questions.33 

4.25 Some submitters and witnesses also saw Dorothy Dixers as demeaning to 

the government backbenchers that ask them.34 

4.26 At the same time, several other witnesses explicitly supported government 

backbenchers having the ability to ask questions.35 The way they are used is 

                                                      
29 Evans, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 3. 

30 Mr David Crowe, President, Federal Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of evidence, 27 July 

2020, p. 3. 

31 Lewis, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 13 and p. 15. 

32 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 2. 

33 Transcript of evidence, 27 October 2020, pp. 1-3. 

34 See for example Mr Malcolm Farr, Member, Federal Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of 

evidence, 27 July 2020, pp. 2-3; Curtis, Submission 12, p. [1];  and Young, Submission 35, p. 3. 

35 See for example Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 5; Serban, Transcript of evidence, 

14 July 2020, p. 2. 
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largely a cultural practice and difficult to regulate through the standing 

orders. Mr Jenkins considered ‘it is only the excessive use or misuse of 

[Dorothy Dix questions] that leads people to spotlight them’.36 He 

considered it legitimate for Members to ask ministers about, for example, a 

policy or ramifications of changes, to ‘override the way that it might be 

filtered in the … media’.37 

4.27 Ms Burke considered that standing orders in relation to content and 

phrasing of questions could be tightened, as had been done in the past with 

regard to hypotheticals and with regard to sub judice, for example.38 

4.28 Professor Wanna, who considered Dorothy Dixers ‘a complete waste of 

time’, recommended the only questions allowed from government 

backbenchers be genuine questions for information about a minister, 

performance or administration. Government backbenchers would require 

permission from the Speaker or perhaps the Manager of Opposition 

Business to ask such a question.39 

4.29 Mr Slipper, who considered that Dorothy Dix questions bring the Parliament 

into disrepute and are ‘an appalling, terrible abuse of Question Time’, said 

the Speaker should be given the authority to rule out Dorothy Dixer 

questions. In order for this to happen he considered it would take goodwill 

by both sides not to have Dorothy Dixers, such as by an agreement in the 

Parliament.40 

4.30 Dr Serban noted that it is mostly Westminster parliaments, which tend to 

exhibit strong party discipline and a strong divide between the government 

and the opposition, that experience a debate about spontaneity and 

genuineness of questions. Backbenchers are ‘key players for their parties’ 

and ‘parties working in a unitary way to ask questions is typical to 

Westminster parliaments’. She saw the participation in Question Time of 

backbenchers from both sides, and this access to question the government, 

as beneficial. Dr Serban noted that, as well as being a forum for 

accountability, Question Time is ‘a forum for parliamentarians to express 

criticism or for conflict to play out’. So, government backbenchers can, via 

                                                      
36 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 6. 

37 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 5. 

38 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 8. 

39 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, pp. 1-2. 

40 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 2. 
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Dorothy Dixers, ‘express support for the government and help the 

government to make its case’. Dr Serban also provided the view that there 

could be some merit in separating out the aspects of Question Time—so 

separating out the function of government announcements could provide 

more space during Question Time for the accountability function of 

Question Time.41 

4.31 The Clerk wrote on the role of private Members, including government 

Members:  

The ability of private Members to ask questions of Ministers, combined with 

the emphasis on accountability that I discussed … support the House’s role in 

scrutinising the executive as part of ensuring the operation of responsible 

government. 

and:  

If the Committee does consider the appropriateness of [‘Dorothy Dixers’] as 

part of its inquiry, in my view it would be important to focus on the form of 

the questions rather than seeking to limit the ability of government Members 

to raise questions. To do so might restrict the notional ability of a Member to 

take part in the proceedings of the House. Members have responsibilities not 

only to their party (if aligned to a party) but also to their constituency and to 

the House itself.42 

4.32 Some submitters also considered that all Members should maintain the right 

to raise issues, but these should be genuine questions rather than Dorothy 

Dixers.43 The Committee also heard that cultural change would be required 

to achieve this. Mr Travers wrote that ‘political parties need to take a stand 

and give them up in the interests of government accountability and good 

parliamentary practice’.44 Mr Chris Curtis suggested that standing orders 

should be changed to ban Dorothy Dixers, although the wording would be 

difficult and ‘enforcement would come down to the Speaker and the 

self-respect of MPs [asking the questions]’.45 

                                                      
41 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 2 and p. 5. 

42 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 5. 

43 See, for example, Mr Jeremy Travers, Submission 6, pp. 4-5; Curtis, Submission 12, p. [1]; Mr Brian 

Mitchell MP, Submission 18, p. 1; White, Submission 32, p. 1; Young, Submission 35, p. 3. 

44 Travers, Submission 6, p. 5. 

45 Curtis, Submission 12, p. 1. 
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4.33 Mr Brian Mitchell, the Member for Lyons, suggested ‘a parliamentary 

convention that excludes the executive from any role in the drafting of 

questions, or allocation of questioning, from government MPs’.46 An 

alternative suggestion, from Mr Russell Allardice, was that time allocated to 

answers to government questions be reduced by half, and that time saved be 

provided to the opposition to respond.47 

Alternative policies or approaches 

4.34 Various submissions expressed the idea that government questions (whether 

or not Dorothy Dix style questions are retained) should only focus on 

government policies or positions, rather than allowing contrasts with 

‘alternative policies or approaches’—that is, those of the opposition or 

cross-bench Members.48 Mr Maris Bruzgulis wrote that ‘Question Time 

should provide answers to issues addressed, not a means to attack 

opponents’.49 The submission from the Hon. Mr Tony Burke MP, the 

Manager of Opposition Business, asked the Committee to consider as part of 

its inquiry ‘whether the evolution of the “alternative approaches” device … 

presents any threat to the integrity of Question Time and is no longer within 

the spirit of the standing orders’.50 

4.35 In hearings, Professor Coghill considered there should be ‘an absolute ban’ 

on the alternative approaches device, which has ‘nothing to do with the 

ministerial responsibilities that the individual has and is simply used … to 

attack either the personalities or the policies—or both—of opposition 

Members’.51 Should Dorothy Dix questions continue, Ms Kernot would like 

standing orders to rule out ‘can you update the House’ and ‘alternative 

policies’.52 

                                                      
46 Mitchell, Submission 18, p. 1. 

47 Mr Russell Allardice, Submission 21, p. [1]. 

48 See, for example, Jones, Submission 11, pp. 2-3. 

49 Bruzgulis, Submission 19, p. [1]. 

50 Burke, Submission 34, p. [3]. 

51 Coghill, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 21. 

52 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 2. 
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Ministerial statements 

4.36 Some submissions and witnesses discussed ministerial statements as a 

possible alternative to government questions. This approach has been 

adopted in Victoria. In the federal context, respondents identified both 

potential benefits and possible drawbacks if this were introduced. 

4.37 The House does have time allocated for ministerial statements, as set out in 

standing order 34 as part of the order of business for the House. Currently, 

this is after Question Time each sitting day, at approximately 3.10 pm (along 

with presentation of any documents and, on Tuesday–Thursday, discussion 

of any matter of public importance). During this period and at other times a 

ministerial statement may be given by leave of the House or Federation 

Chamber.53 Under standing order 63A, the House shall also be deemed to 

have granted leave for the Leader of the Opposition, or Member 

representing, to speak in response to the statement for an equal amount of 

time. The use of ministerial statements by governments has varied over 

time. 

4.38 Different views were expressed on the potential for the role of a form of 

ministerial statements to assist in a more constructive Question Time. Some 

considered that integrating a form of ministerial statements into Question 

Time, perhaps replacing Dorothy Dix questions, could be useful, while 

others suggested elevating other parts of the parliamentary day (which 

could include the existing form of ministerial statements).  

4.39 For example, Ms Burke considered that Question Time would be improved 

if, separate to Question Time, ministerial statements received greater 

prominence, including being televised.54 Ms Kernot supported an idea of 

ministerial statements on a daily basis as required.55 Professor Lewis 

considered that ministerial statements, with questions, in a different forum 

to Question Time could be useful.56 Professor Wanna considered ‘we should 

probably allow’ short ministerial statements.57 

                                                      
53 Under standing order 63. 

54 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 8. 

55 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 1. 

56 Lewis, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 14. 

57 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 2. 
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4.40 Professor Coghill also considered that making more use of ministerial 

statements, followed by a debate taking note of the ministerial statement, 

would provide a way of information being brought forward and debated 

and ministers being held to account on their policies.58 Professor Coghill 

considered the Victorian Question Time model to be working well, 

including its short ministerial statements alternating with questions from 

non-government Members (and constituency questions).59 He also 

recommended the use of longer ministerial statements, followed by debate, 

and separate to Question Time.60 Mr Rozzoli considered that ministerial 

statements needed to remain separate from Question Time, although he 

acknowledged that incorporating them into Question Time was working for 

Victoria.61 

4.41 Ministerial statements were also raised in some submissions as an 

alternative to Dorothy Dix questions.62 These could happen, for example, at 

the start of Question Time63, or between answers to questions from non-

government Members64. However, not all agreed with ministerial statements 

during Question Time. Mr Travers argued that a change such as that 

introduced in Victoria ‘takes away time for government accountability by 

the House’. He suggested that a minister could seek leave to make a 

ministerial statement after Question Time to explore the benefits of a 

policy.65 

Other parliaments 

4.42 Dorothy Dix style questions are not exclusive to the House of 

Representatives. They have been a feature of other Australian parliaments 

and overseas. In the UK they are called ‘helpful questions’.66 

                                                      
58 Coghill, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, pp. 22-23. 

59 Coghill, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, pp. 20-21. 

60 Coghill, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, pp. 21. 

61 Rozzoli, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 22. 

62 For example, Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1. 

63 Holmes, Submission 25, p. [3]. 

64 Accountability Round Table, Submission 39, p. 7. 

65 Travers, Submission 6, p. 5. 

66 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 2. 
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4.43 Various parliaments have sought to reduce the impact of Dorothy Dix 

questions. As mentioned above, Victoria has removed government questions 

and introduced ministers’ statements. There is also a period for constituency 

questions, in which government backbenchers can participate.  

4.44 In 2016 the Legislative Assembly of the Northern Territory introduced a 

sessional order to prevent questions from government Members on one day 

of each sitting week. The then Speaker, Hon. Ms Kezia Purick MLA, wrote 

that ‘this Sessional Order clearly prevents “Dorothy Dix” questions being 

asked this one day of the week’. At the same time, on that one day, a single 

minister could not be asked consecutive questions without another 

(relevant) Member being asking a question (aside from one supplementary 

question).67 In October 2020, at the start of the 14th Assembly, this sessional 

order was not reintroduced.68 

4.45 At the time of the New South Wales Speaker’s submission, the New South 

Wales Legislative Assembly was considering changes to improve Question 

Time, including restructuring Dorothy Dixers to permit a preliminary 

government statement followed by questions arising from it.69 In recent 

times, variations of ‘alternative policies’ at the end of questions have been 

considered out of order. In 2019, the New South Wales Speaker indicated 

that such additional phrases were open-ended and that, instead of seeking 

information, they invited ministers to pass comment or debate the matter, 

contrary to the Legislative Assembly’s standing orders. They also invited 

multiple questions and answers in the one question, or asked about 

alternatives that were not within a minister’s portfolio.70 

4.46 In Western Australia, Dorothy Dix questions are permitted. However, there 

are also Brief Ministerial Statements at the start of each sitting day. These 

statements last for three minutes each and there is no debate. These were 

introduced in 1993 ‘in an attempt to minimise “media release” type answers 

to Dorothy Dixers during Question Time’.71 Australian Capital Territory 

                                                      
67 Hon. Ms Kezia Purick MLA, Speaker of the Legislative Assembly of the Northern Territory, 

Submission 20, p. 1. 

68 Legislative Assembly of the Northern Territory, Parliamentary Record, Debates and Questions, 

20 October 2020, pp. 9-14. 

69 Hon. Mr Jonathan O’Dea MP, Speaker of the New South Wales Legislative Assembly, 

Submission 31, p. [1]. 

70 New South Wales Legislative Assembly, Hansard, 20 August 2019, p. 1899. 

71 Hon. Mr Peter Watson MLA, Speaker of the Western Australia Legislative Assembly, Submission 46, 

p. 1; standing order 149. 
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government Members can ask questions including Dorothy Dix style 

questions, but questions including words such as ‘alternative policies’ 

would not be allowed as they do not relate to ministerial actions and 

policies.72 At the time of the South Australian Speaker’s submission, about 

75 per cent of questions went to the opposition rather than the government.73 

4.47 In Canada, although any Member can ask a question during Question Time, 

the time is almost exclusively set aside for questions from the opposition 

parties.74 

Comment 

4.48 There is clearly dissatisfaction with Dorothy Dix questions and the answers 

given to them in the House. They are seen by many as synonymous with 

government questions. The Committee considers it likely that public calls for 

government questions to be abolished will only increase if genuine questions 

by government backbenchers are not observed by the public.  

4.49 Recommendation 3 proposes minimum numbers of types of questions 

during Question Time, including greater focus on constituency questions 

from government Members. If put in place by the House, this would mean at 

least half of government questions would be based on electorate matters, 

with five questions available for the government to explore broader policy 

matters.  

4.50 The Committee’s view is that questions should not be able to ask about 

alternative approaches to an issue, as this device is used by ministers to 

attack opposition policies in part of their answer.  

                                                      
72 Ms Joy Burch MLA, Speaker of the Australian Capital Territory Legislative Assembly, 

Submission 44, p. 2 and p. 4. 

73 Hon. Mr Vincent Tarzia, Speaker of the South Australia House of Assembly, Submission 26, p. [1]. 

74House of Commons Procedure and Practice, 3rd ed., 2017, Oral Questions - Questions - House of 

Commons Procedure and Practice, Third edition, 2017 (ourcommons.ca), accessed 2 March 2021. 

https://www.ourcommons.ca/About/ProcedureAndPractice3rdEdition/ch_11_1-e.html
https://www.ourcommons.ca/About/ProcedureAndPractice3rdEdition/ch_11_1-e.html
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Recommendation 1 

4.51 The Committee recommends that the House amend standing orders to 

provide that questions during Question Time cannot ask about alternative 

approaches. 

Supplementary questions 

4.52 A common suggestion in the inquiry evidence was to allow supplementary 

questions to aid the pursuit of information. As outlined in Chapter 3 and 

summarised in the submission from the Clerk, the House has made use of 

supplementary questions at various times since the term was introduced 

into the standing orders in 1950. However, supplementary questions have 

not been allowed since 2013, when the standing orders were changed to omit 

the Speaker’s discretion to allow them.75 

4.53 Various forms of supplementary questions exist in other Australian 

parliaments, as well as in the Australian Senate. Where they exist, they are 

almost always used. For example, the Western Australian opposition may 

(and almost always does) ask a supplementary question after each (primary) 

question; government Members are not permitted to ask supplementary 

questions.76 The Australian Capital Territory and Victoria also have 

supplementary questions. In New South Wales, one supplementary question 

is allowed per Question Time, asked immediately by the Member asking the 

original question, and it counts as one of the permitted 10 answers for the 

Question Time period. The Northern Territory provides for one 

supplementary question each Question Time by a non-government Member 

and it must be asked immediately by the same Member who asked the 

original question.  

4.54 Allowing supplementary questions was a common suggestion in the 

inquiry. The Clerk’s submission suggested that:  

… the Committee might wish to consider whether allowing supplementary 

questions may be of benefit, particularly if the Committee were considering 

recommending again that questions relate only to one subject. The 

                                                      
75 Surtees, Submission 36, pp. 6-7. 

76 Watson, Submission 46, p. [1]. 
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re-introduction of supplementary questions might then allow Members to 

pursue a line of questioning without contravening standing orders.77 

4.55 Some submissions were specific about circumstances under which 

supplementary questions might be allowed. For example, Mr Travers 

suggested supplementary questions in conjunction with a form of questions 

on notice procedure.78 Mr Holmes suggested they could be allowed in the 

case of a ‘short, curt answer’ such as yes or no.79 Mr Allardice considered 

they should be limited to non-government questions80 and Mr Colin White 

suggested a supplementary question be available at the discretion of the 

Speaker if a minister answering a question ‘persistently defies a direction by 

the Speaker to be relevant’.81 Mr Slipper recommended three to five 

supplementary questions for the Member asking the primary question, or 

their nominated replacement. These questions would be addressed to the 

same minister on the same relevant topic.82 In a public hearing, Mr Slipper 

explained they would enable the questioner to proceed down a path to 

extract information from the government and hold the government more to 

account, something that is currently difficult given the allocation of the call 

to each side.83 

4.56 Inclusion of supplementary questions also emerged as a (minor) theme in 

comments in the public survey. One respondent to the Member survey 

argued that supplementary questions should be reinstated, to enable an 

efficient line of questioning not interrupted by a Dorothy Dixer.  

4.57 Professor Wanna also supported supplementary questions84, as did the 

Parliamentary Press Gallery85. It was also acknowledged that supplementary 

questions could also be used in a less than spontaneous way, and would not 

always be an improvement to Question Time. Ms Kernot considered 

supplementary questions should be limited to the opposition and 

                                                      
77 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 7. 

78 Travers, Submission 6, pp. 5-6. 

79 Holmes, Submission 25, p. [2]. 

80 Allardice, Submission 21, p. [1]. 

81 White, Submission 32, p. [1]. 

82 Slipper, Submission 48, p. [2]. 

83 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 3. 

84 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 2. 

85 Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of evidence, 27 July 2020, pp. 3-4. 
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cross-bench, and acknowledged that not all would be spontaneous 

supplementary questions.86 Dr Serban saw benefit in allowing an optional 

supplementary question to each main question, allowing more information 

to be requested on a certain topic, but also noted that it is up to the Member 

how they use the question, and that there is the potential for an attack to be 

hidden in the second question.87 

Comment 

4.58 The Committee considers that supplementary questions are useful in the 

pursuit of government accountability, particularly if they are spontaneous 

and related to the answer provided to the primary question.  

Recommendation 2 

4.59 The Committee recommends that the House adopt a standing order that 

permits one non-government Member to ask a supplementary question 

during Question Time each day. The Committee recommends that the 

time limit for the question be 30 seconds and the time limit for the 

following answer be 90 seconds. 

Portfolio questions/Prime Minister’s Question Time 

4.60 Some evidence to the inquiry suggested that the House hold portfolio-based 

question times and/or a specific Prime Minister’s Question Time, such as 

elements of the UK House of Commons model.  

4.61 The House of Representatives does not have a history of portfolio question 

times or Prime Minister’s question time, although 1994 saw the introduction 

of a trial whereby ministers, including the Prime Minister, were rostered to 

appear for two out of the four Question Times in a sitting week.88 

4.62 Suggestions received during the inquiry differed from the 1994 trial. 

Ms Thwaites and Ms P Murphy called for the ‘addition of portfolio specific 

question times to allow for in-depth questioning of ministers and 

explanation on a portfolio topic’ [emphasis added].89 In hearings, Ms Kernot 

referred to the 1994 trial and that she had come to the conclusion ‘that the 

                                                      
86 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, pp. 2-3. 

87 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 3. 

88 See House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 549. 

89 Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1. 
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Prime Minister should be [in Question Time] most days’. Her preference was 

‘for the Prime Minister and Leader of the Opposition to have an opportunity 

for the “toing and froing” each day of Question Time’.90 Mr Travers 

proposed portfolio-based question times using rosters of ministers for 

Question Time, but with questions focused on areas of portfolio 

responsibility, unless a connection to another portfolio could be made.91 

4.63 Portfolio questions, or adoption of UK-style Question Time practices 

including Prime Minister’s Questions, was a (minor) theme in comments to 

the public survey. Mr Slipper also suggested considering the UK practice of 

a Prime Minister’s Question Time one day a week, which would provide an 

opportunity to develop a series of questions for the Prime Minister.92 

Professor Wanna also supported the idea of a prime ministerial question 

time.93 

4.64 Other suggestions along the theme included periodic question times for 

particular subject matters, not always limited to one portfolio94 or an 

additional or regularly scheduled event, potentially in a different format 

such as a panel on select national challenges.95 

Use of the Federation Chamber 

4.65 Associated with suggestions around portfolio question times (and some 

suggestions around constituency questions) were suggestions of using the 

Federation Chamber for questions additional to the main Question Time in 

the House. A Member responding to the Members survey suggested a roster 

of ministers to respond to questions from Members on their portfolio, 

perhaps in the Federation Chamber. The Committee explored this option 

during some of the public hearings.  

4.66 When asked, Ms Kernot expressed the view that she saw benefit in the idea 

of an additional format in the Federation Chamber for individual ministers 

following a ministerial statement. She considered this could build on an 

initial ministerial statement and opposition (and cross-bench) reply in the 

                                                      
90 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 3. 

91 Travers, Submission 6, p. 4. 

92 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 3. 

93 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 2. 

94 Civil Liberties Australia, Submission 37, p. [3]. 

95 Mr Maurice Clark, Submission 29, pp. 2-3. 
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House. This would not be Question Time for ministers, but a session ‘where 

ministers get to speak and answer questions related to their ministerial 

statement and possibly to their wider portfolio’.96 She considered that—

except for the Prime Minister, the Treasurer and ministers of senior 

portfolios—most ministers in the House did not receive many probing 

questions, so welcomed the idea for further questioning of portfolios in the 

Federation Chamber. Ms Kernot did not think the Prime Minister should 

need to undertake that exercise regularly given the number of questions he 

or she received in the House.97 

4.67 Ms Burke considered the Federation Chamber had potential for greater 

questioning of ministers, particularly on constituency issues relevant to the 

minister’s portfolio.98 Although Mr Slipper would prefer a longer and 

improved Question Time in the House to additional electorate or 

portfolio-related questions in the Federation Chamber, he considered the 

latter approach worthy of consideration and an improvement on the current 

situation.99 Professor Wanna also considered a portfolio section of Question 

Time could occur in the Federation Chamber.100 

Comment 

4.68 The Committee considers there is some merit to the concept of 

portfolio-based question times, in addition to the standard Question Time in 

the House. The Committee sees benefit in the Prime Minister attending 

every Question Time and so does not recommend changing that.  

4.69 While considered outside the terms of reference for this inquiry, the 

Committee considers there could be merit in further investigating a periodic 

session for portfolios, or particular topics that may cross-cut several 

portfolios, potentially using the Federation Chamber. Changes to standing 

orders would be needed to enable this to occur.101 

                                                      
96 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 3. 

97 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 6. 

98 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, pp. 8-9. 

99 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 2. 

100 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 5. 

101 The Federation Chamber’s establishment, its matters of business and how it operates are set out in 

the standing orders—primarily standing orders 183-198. 
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Constituency questions 

4.70 While acknowledging the principle that any private Member is entitled to 

ask questions of the executive without notice, current practice means this 

rarely occurs spontaneously among members of the major parties, which use 

Question Time more strategically. ‘Constituency questions’ is a suggestion 

for a number of questions or time period set aside for backbenchers from all 

sides to question ministers on issues related to their electorate.  

4.71 Inclusion of constituency questions emerged as a theme in comments in the 

public survey. The survey of Members asked if there were enough 

opportunities to raise constituency matters during Question Time, to which 

12 of the 15 respondents who answered the question said no. Ms Thwaites 

and Ms P. Murphy suggested introduction of constituency question time at 

the completion of regular Question Time, in which backbenchers could ask 

ministers questions relating to their electorate.102 

4.72 The Accountability Round Table also called for a number of questions 

during Question Time to be allocated as constituency questions.103 Speaking 

in a public hearing, Mr Rozzoli talked more generally of returning ‘integrity 

to Question Time … in the sense of returning the opportunity for 

backbenchers, principally, to ask questions in relation to constituency 

matters’.104 As discussed in the section on Dorothy Dix questions, the 

Committee also received comments that all Members, including government 

Members, should be able to ask genuine questions about their electorate. 

4.73 Professor Lewis considered that constituency questions would be good as 

long as they were ‘not really another way to ask a Dorothy Dixer’.105 

Dr Serban considered that, although party teamwork is unlikely to be 

avoided altogether, and backbenchers can already ask genuine constituency 

questions, procedurally some space could be provided for backbenchers to 

act individually if they wished, and reserving some questions for 

constituency questions could be a way to do this. In addition, these could 

perhaps be provided on notice but answered during Question Time.106 

                                                      
102 Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1.  

103 Accountability Round Table, Submission 39, p. 7. 
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4.74 There was a brief trial of constituency questions in 2015, which was not 

continued. The Clerk noted that the trial was conducted within the 

framework of the existing standing orders, and changes to the standing 

orders would not be required should Members wish to adopt the practice.107 

Professor Evans referred to the trial in the context that it takes time for 

reforms to Question Time to change public perceptions. He said that ‘some 

critics would argue that the political communication strategy surrounding 

[the trial] wasn’t particularly effective’.108 

4.75 Victoria has introduced constituency questions, which are asked orally but 

are to be answered in writing within 30 days. Constituency questions are 

asked after questions without notice and ministers’ statements, with five 

government and five non-government Members being able to ask one 

question each.109 The UK House of Commons also has a form of constituency 

questions. 

Comment 

4.76 The Committee considers that constituency questions are useful. The 

Committee takes the view that it would be useful for the standing orders to 

specify a minimum number of questions of particular types, including a 

minimum number of questions from government Members related to 

Members’ electorates.  

4.77 Recommendation 3 includes that five of the questions allocated to 

government Members each Question Time be reserved for constituency 

questions, and that they occur on a rostered basis. This would provide each 

government Member with greater opportunity to ask a question relevant to 

their electorate. 

Balloting/rostering of questioners 

4.78 Another idea put forward regarding allocation of the call and time 

(opportunity) for private Members within Question Time was a form of 

balloting or rostering of questioners. This could reduce the control of parties 

in determining who is able to ask questions during a given Question Time.  
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4.79 Several submissions called for more questions from the backbench. For 

example, Civil Liberties Australia proposed that members of shadow cabinet 

should be limited in the number of questions they can ask compared to 

backbenchers and independents. A rotation system for backbenchers 

irrespective of party was suggested, with each cross-bencher to receive two 

places per rotation.110 

4.80 The Accountability Round Table called for a set number of questions (10) to 

be asked relating to government policy and administration (in order of 

opposition leader/nominee, opposition member, minor party or independent 

member), ministerial statements in lieu of government questions, as in 

Victoria, and constituency questions rotating through opposition, 

government and cross-bench Members.111 

4.81 Mr Mitchell called for Question Time on one day per sitting week to be 

allocated to opposition backbench questions and that the shadow executive 

be excluded from any role in drafting or allocating those questions.112 

4.82 Ms Burke considered that taking away some control from managers of 

government and opposition business to allow backbenchers to jump for 

questions ‘would take a huge effort’ and could not be achieved through the 

standing orders. However, and despite party discipline in general being 

‘perfectly reasonable’, Ms Burke considered it to be so regimented that it 

could be worth backbenchers jumping for questions and the Speaker 

choosing questioners. She had been a Member at different times when ‘the 

backbench got a bit more bolshie and actually just jumped as opposed to 

being told to rotate in turn …’113 

4.83 Dr Serban told the Committee that the ballot procedure is rather unusual, 

but is applied in the UK, Ireland and some other parliaments. She 

considered that it allowed some fairness in the selection of questioners, 

although it did not necessarily prevent the party from controlling to some 

degree the content of the question by asking a Member to ask a particular 

question.114 
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4.84 In some legislative assemblies, such as the Australian Capital Territory, each 

non-executive Member may ask a question each Question Time.  

Comment 

4.85 The Committee considers that questions from government Members should 

be on a fair and rostered basis with all government backbenchers knowing 

in advance when they will have the opportunity to ask a question. This will 

allow them to prepare a question on an issue relevant to their constituents or 

on another issue of concern to them.  

4.86 The Committee considers that changing the overall structure of Question 

Time to have rostering of Members asking government questions and a 

minimum number of constituency questions—and including these 

requirements in the standing orders—would provide the opportunity to, 

firstly, improve the culture that has developed within parties around 

allocation of questions. Secondly, it would reduce the prevalence of Dorothy 

Dix questions compared to genuine questions—constituency or otherwise—

from the backbench. The Committee’s intent is that the rosters would 

provide equal opportunity among government backbenchers to ask both 

constituency questions and other government questions.  

4.87 The Committee notes that how questions are used is ultimately a matter for 

Members and parties. The following recommendation, like a number of the 

other recommendations made in this report, seeks to improve the quality of 

questions and answers; however, it will always remain up to participants to 

decide how they make use of the opportunities within the standing orders. 

Recommendation 3 

4.88 The Committee recommends that the House adopt a standing order that 

ensures Question Time consist of a minimum of: 

 at least 10 questions from opposition Members 

 five questions from government Members, on a rostered basis 

 five constituency questions from government Members, on a rostered 

basis 

 one question from a non-aligned Member. 
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Questions from the public 

4.89 Questions without notice can only be asked by Members of the House. One 

theme in comments to the public survey (Question 8) was interest in 

inclusion of some sort of public questions, for example from citizens, the 

media, interest groups, experts and Indigenous groups. Some suggested a 

form of petition process to facilitate public questions. 

4.90 Some submissions also suggested introducing questions from the public, 

with some suggesting how this could happen, for example via Members115 or 

directly from members of the public, including school students or others 

watching in the gallery116. Ms Thwaites and Ms P. Murphy suggested one 

public question could be asked per fortnight and that questions could be 

submitted to the Parliament online.117 The New South Wales Speaker noted 

that that state’s Legislative Assembly Procedure Committee was considering 

a public question mechanism.118 

4.91 Professor Evans from Democracy 2025 considered that a ‘democratising 

reform’ to better link Question Time with citizens would be to introduce 

online public questions drawn from public submissions. In addition, as there 

is a high trust level in scientists and ‘experts’, expert questions could be 

introduced to provide an evidence check on policy. Professor Evans referred 

to select committees in the UK using this device.119 Ms Karp from the 

Museum of Australian Democracy noted that a question put to the Museum 

had been: ‘Why can’t the public put questions to Question Time?’120 

4.92 Professor Wanna reflected that having some questions from the public, read 

out by either the Clerk or the Speaker, would be ‘in a sense, tipping your hat 

at greater civilian or constituent involvement in inquiring about 

government’.121 

                                                      
115 Goss, Submission 8, p. [3] and Civil Liberties Australia, Submission 37, p. [3]. 

116 For example, Mr Holmes (Submission 25, p. [3]) suggested that a limited number of vetted 

questions on notice from the Gallery could be considered. 

117 Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1. 

118 O’Dea, Submission 31, p. [1]. 

119 Evans, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 2. 

120 Karp, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 5. 

121 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 6. 
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4.93 The Committee also heard the view that questions should be asked by 

Members, as elected representatives. For example, Mr Crowe considered 

that ‘the objective is to give those elected representatives of the people 

enough scope, enough power and enough freedom inside the Parliament to 

ask their questions as they see fit rather than to have them drafted by 

others’.122 Ms Katharine Murphy, also from the Parliamentary Press Gallery, 

also thought questions should come from representatives elected by the 

people. But if Members knew they were going to have a question soon, they 

could consult their constituents about potential questions.123 

4.94 Mr Travers also opposed any form of questions from the public. He referred 

to a review that had been conducted in New Zealand in 2017, in which the 

New Zealand House of Representatives Standing Orders Committee had 

noted that, in addition to decisions about political priorities for the few 

questions available being a role of Members, it was Members that hold the 

Government to account on behalf of the public, with Members free to 

canvass the public for issues and questions to ask Ministers.124 

4.95 In its 1999 It’s your House report, the Procedure Committee recommended a 

sessional order be introduced regarding ‘Questions from citizens’, so that 

under certain conditions, ‘a Member may give notice of a question in terms 

proposed by a person who resides in the Member’s electoral division’. The 

proposer of the question would be named in the question.125 The 

government did not support the recommendation, responding that:  

The Government considers this recommendation is inconsistent with the 

principles of representative democracy, in which members are elected to 

represent their constituents. Members are ultimately responsible for all 

questions asked in the House and disclosing the identity of interested 

constituents would be inconsistent with that primary responsibility.126 

                                                      
122 Crowe, Federal Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of evidence, 27 July 2020, p. 6. 

123 Ms Katharine Murphy, Member, Federal Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of evidence, 

27 July 2020, p. 6. 

124 Travers, Submission 6, p. 8. References New Zealand House of Representatives Standing Orders 

Committee, Review of Standing Orders 2017 (Parliament of New Zealand, 2017) p. 37. 

125 Standing Committee on Procedure, It’s your House: Community involvement in the procedures and 

practices of the House of Representatives and its Committees, October 1999, pp. 30-31. 

126 Government response to the report of the Standing Committee on Procedure: It’s your House: 

Community involvement in the procedures and practices of the House of Representatives and its 

Committees, October 2000, p. 3. 
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Comment 

4.96 The Committee considers that only Members should ask questions during 

Question Time, although Members should be able to source questions from 

their electorate. The changes recommended in this report may give more 

flexibility and scope to ask questions of specific relevance to electorates. 

Other ministers answering questions directed to the 

Prime Minister 

4.97 Committee members have observed that sometimes the Prime Minister 

decides to refer a question to a minister without responding themselves. 

4.98 The standing orders are silent on the Prime Minister referring questions on 

notice to other ministers, and currently the practice is allowed. Questions 

about any portfolio can be put to the Prime Minister, and it is not unusual 

for a Prime Minister to refer questions to the minister directly responsible. 

No direct statement, request or overt action by the Prime Minister is 

required to refer the question.127 In response to a point of order raised by the 

opposition, the Speaker has indicated that there has been a long history of 

Prime Ministers referring questions asked of them to other ministers, 

including without coming to the microphone to make the referral.128 

4.99 Ms Jones suggested that the Prime Minister or minister that is asked a 

question should not be able to pass it to another minister; instead they 

should respond ‘truthfully and to the best of their ability’.129 

4.100 Conversely, Mr Mitchell acknowledged that ‘the Prime Minister has the 

right to handball any question that is put to them to any member of the 

executive’, when submitting that ‘practice should not exclude the Prime 

Minister from being questioned about any matter related to the government, 

including government backbench MPs and statutory government bodies’.130 

4.101 Committee members sought views on the issue in several public hearings. 

Mr Slipper did not have concerns about the practice, if occasional, as it 

enables the person with greater knowledge of the issue to answer the 

                                                      
127 House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 549.  

128 HR Deb (10.12.2020) 11333. 

129 Jones, Submission 11, p. 4. 

130 Mitchell, Submission 18, p. [1]. 
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question.131 Professor Wanna thought that, in relation to a practice such as 

this, governments will have a sense of what they can and can’t ‘get away 

with’. If overdone it would ‘make Parliament a bit of a laughing stock’ and 

be seen as a ‘tactic and an abuse of procedure’ and so he thought ‘there are 

limits that the political system will impose on itself by what an executive can 

get away with’.132 

4.102 Professor Wanna noted the practice in the Canadian House of Commons 

that the Prime Minister or the Leader of the Government in the House 

determines which minister will answer questions.133 Dr Serban spoke of the 

benefit to accountability of having the Prime Minister present along with 

ministers in each Question Time in Australia. On deferral of questions, she 

made the point that in parliamentary democracies, particularly in the 

Westminster system, the role of the Prime Minister is not entirely defined. 

Some national parliaments that have sought greater scrutiny of decisions 

made by their Prime Minister have introduced various (separate) forms of 

Prime Minister’s Question Time.134 

4.103 Practice varies across Australian legislatures—for example, some Premiers 

tend to answer most questions, and others have a general understanding 

between the Premier and the relevant minister about who is best placed to 

answer a question. Sometimes a minister might seek to refer to another 

minister. This tends to be an area of practice of various parliaments rather 

than prescribed in the standing orders, and can also depend on personal 

preference of leaders.  

Comment 

4.104 The Committee considers that, while it is reasonable to defer to another 

minister on the details of a question, a Prime Minister should be required to 

speak to any matter they are asked about. The Committee considers that an 

appropriate time for the Prime Minister to speak for before deferring to the 

relevant minister would be about 30 seconds. 

                                                      
131 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 3. 

132 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 3. 

133 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 3. 

134 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, pp. 3-4. 
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Recommendation 4 

4.105 The Committee recommends that the standing orders be amended so that 

the Prime Minister cannot refer a question to another minister to answer 

without first speaking to the matter of the question themselves. 

Questions in advance 

4.106 Some respondents to the public survey considered that providing questions 

in advance would improve Question Time. Some submissions also 

suggested some form of notice for questions, potentially for specific types of 

questions. For example, Mr Travers suggested that a form of supplementary 

questions be introduced, and that a notice system for primary questions 

would assist others to develop supplementary questions.135 Dr Malcolm 

Mackellar suggested major change: to replace questions without notice with 

ministerial statements and questions on notice. In his model, questions 

would be submitted in writing to the Speaker and minister one sitting day in 

advance. The Speaker would decide if the question was in order and the 

minister would have time to prepare ‘a relevant answer with no reason to 

waffle’. Question Time would still occur but without spontaneous 

questions.136 

4.107 In hearings, in discussion of potential use of the Federation Chamber for 

portfolio and/or constituency questions, Ms Burke raised the potential of 

having some questions on notice.137 

4.108 In Western Australia, while questions from the opposition to the 

government are not generally provided in advance, it is regarded as good 

practice to provide a ‘heads up’ for questions involving a lot of specific 

information or for those to parliamentary secretaries representing ministers 

in the other House.138 In Victoria, constituency questions are asked in the 

Chamber, before being answered in writing. The UK and New Zealand both 

have forms of providing (primary) questions in advance. Supplementary 

questions are then able to be spontaneous. The Accountability Round Table 

submitted that both the UK and New Zealand practices around notice meant 

that Question Time was ‘less gladiatorial’ and less likely to have ‘gotcha’ 

                                                      
135 Travers, Submission 6, pp. 5-6. 

136 Mackellar, Submission 33, p. 2. 

137 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 8. 

138 Watson, Submission 46, p. 2. 
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questions (noting that supplementary questions do still provide such 

opportunities).139 

4.109 Dr Serban discussed that the intent of questions without notice was to 

provide room for spontaneous questions while the aim of questions on 

notice was to provide more in-depth scrutiny. France was an example of a 

country with both procedures.140 She noted that many parliaments (for 

example, Ireland and Germany) that had a procedure for questions on notice 

had introduced a separate questioning procedure without notice to achieve 

spontaneity.141 Dr Serban considered there were trade-offs between the two 

types of questions. She saw the main merit of Question Time as being that it 

allows ‘genuinely open questioning’. The ‘constant exercise of coming to 

parliament and being questioned without notice puts ministers on the spot 

and achieves accountability, even as a by-product, if you like, of this 

constant routine check of questioning. It facilitates this regular dialogue.’ 

The purpose of questions on notice is ‘to achieve the opposite purpose, so 

more forensic scrutiny of portfolio responsibilities’.142 Dr Serban saw the 

daily routine of questioning, as in Australia, as beneficial.143 

Comment 

4.110 On balance, the Committee does not consider that it would be beneficial to 

introduce notice for oral questions at this time.  

                                                      
139 Accountability Round Table, Submission 39, pp. 1-2. 

140 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 2. 

141 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 5.  

142 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 6.  

143 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 2.  
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5. Improving Question Time: More 

effective rules 

5.1 Instant decision-making regarding the many rules on the form and content 

of questions ‘is one of the Speaker’s most demanding tasks’.1 As the Clerk 

noted in her submission, in seeking to keep a balance between the rights of a 

questioner and those of the minister being questioned, it is inevitable that 

many questions without notice which are outside the strict rules are asked 

and answered.2 After placing the rules in some context, this chapter 

considers some of the ways that people thought rules might be improved to 

make Question Time more effective. Four elements are examined: better and 

more relevant answers, time limits, length of Question Time, and addressing 

disorder. 

5.2 Mr Rozzoli considered that the existing structure and rules could be 

modified to introduce greater discipline, whereby the Speaker would have 

greater ‘capacity to discipline answers to questions’.3 Mr Rozzoli considered 

‘You have to be a very brave Speaker to move from the strict tenor of [a] 

standing order which gives no parameters whatsoever … it would be much 

easier and much more straightforward, and would lead the parliament back 

into a much more dignified manner of proceedings if the Speaker was given 

a much more clear-cut definition of what he could do to draw a recalcitrant 

minister into line.’4 

                                                      
1House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 547. 

2 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 3. 

3 Rozzoli, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 22. 

4 Rozzoli, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 20. 
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5.3 The Committee heard that that a balance was required between prescribing 

practice through the standing orders and finding other ways to improve the 

cultural aspects of how Question Time was used, for example Dorothy Dix 

style questions. Mr Jenkins considered that the more complicated the 

standing orders, the harder it was for the Chair to adjudicate using them.5 In 

his view, by the very nature of Australia’s system of parliamentary 

democracy, the standing orders are not a level playing field – ‘they allow the 

government to get on and govern.’ Nevertheless, he considered that the 

substance of questions and answers could be tightened up to become more 

level, particularly by applying the rules relating to questions to answers.6 

5.4 Some saw the cultural aspects of Question Time, rather than the rules, as 

more critical to the final outcome. Mr Farr expressed his view that: 

… the standing orders are not really deficient. It depends how the people with 

the numbers in the House – the Government – use Question Time. It also 

depends on the Speaker … it really is a matter of culture, and I don’t see how 

much change can be effected through standing orders, because they can be 

manipulated and ignored.7 

5.5 Dr Serban observed that: 

… parliaments are institutions that are sometimes slow to reform because the 

standing orders are only the first layer of how parliaments operate. There are 

also conventions and established practice, and those are more difficult to 

change.8 

5.6 Only one quarter of respondents to the Members survey (four of 16) 

considered the Speaker did not have sufficient powers, with the majority 

considering the current situation was right.  

5.7 Mr Jenkins considered that the move to ‘direct’ relevance had assisted, but 

he suspected that Question Time would be more efficient if the Speaker was 

given more support in tightening it up.9 Mr Slipper expressed that he 

considered that the Speaker ‘does have quite a lot of authority and Speakers 

sometimes … are hesitant to use the authority that the Speaker has’.10 The 

                                                      
5 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 5. 

6 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 6. 

7 Farr, Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of evidence, 27 July 2020, p. 4. 

8 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 6. 

9 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 1. 

10 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 4. 
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Accountability Round Table suggested extending the Speaker’s discretion 

[under Standing Order 101] to include the ability to direct a Member to 

change the language of a question, and to either offer a Member an 

opportunity later in Question Time to represent a revised question, or to 

direct that the question in a revised and acceptable form be asked at the next 

Question Time.11 

Comment 

5.8 The Committee considers that its recommendations to amend standing 

orders would assist the Speaker in their role in managing Question Time.  

5.9 More broadly, the Committee is mindful of standing order 3(e), which 

requires the Speaker to have regard to previous rulings of Speakers and to 

established practices of the House when making rulings. As new standards 

develop, they become part of established practice and the Speaker is in a 

better position to reflect on and uphold them.  

5.10 The Committee acknowledges that initiating such change can be challenging 

because it may involve not only formal rule changes but also informal, 

cultural change.12 

5.11 Some of the practices discussed in this report are informal and responsibility 

for decisions around these practices belongs to political parties and 

individual Members. They have a key role to play in establishing the norms 

of the House. If they choose to lift the standards of Question Time, this will 

achieve improvement beyond what changes to standing orders alone could 

achieve. As new norms and practices are established, future Speakers will be 

able to uphold these higher standards.  

Better, more relevant, answers 

5.12 In this discussion on better answers, it must be noted that different 

combinations of procedures related to questions and answers may affect 

answers in different ways—for example, specifying types of questions at the 

same time as changing time limits for answers.  

5.13 Failure to answer questions was a common complaint in submissions.13 

Some linked a lack of straight answers to an undermining of confidence in 

                                                      
11 Accountability Round Table, Submission 39, p. 7. 

12 See, for example, discussion with Mr Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 5 and p. 6, and 

Ms Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 10. 
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the parliamentary process.14 Many requested a review of the rules, and 

stronger enforcement of ‘relevance’ and ‘direct relevance’.  

Relevance 

5.14 Any discussion on better answers involves relevance. Hence discussion of 

time limits and various suggestions for rule changes in the following 

sections also relates to relevance. All Australian legislative assemblies have 

some form of relevancy requirement for answers.  

5.15 Relevance of answers and perceived responsibility to answer the question 

has long been a matter raised in relation to questions without notice in the 

House.15 The requirement for answers to be relevant has been in place in the 

standing orders since 1963. Since 2010, an answer must be ‘directly’ relevant 

to the question; however, this remains subject to the interpretation of the 

Speaker. A point of order regarding relevance may be taken only once in 

respect of each answer. 

5.16 Speaker Smith has taken the approach in ruling that an answer that relates 

to one part of a question is directly relevant (an approach not dissimilar to 

other recent Speakers such as Mr Jenkins and Ms Burke).16 

5.17 The Clerk noted that: 

The requirement for direct relevance has given Speakers greater authority in 

what has long been a difficult area.17 However, the vast majority of points of 

order raised during Question Time continue to be on relevance.18 

5.18 The question of defining relevance arose in various submissions, with 

several stating or implying that broad discussion of the policy topic should 

not be enough for the answer to be deemed relevant to the question.19 

                                                                                                                                                    
13 See, for example, Ambrey, Submission 4, p. [1]; Harrisson, Submission 5, p. [1]; Guy Rauchle, 

Submission 10, p. [1]; and Name withheld, Submission 15, p. [1]. 

14 See, for example, Rauchle, Submission 10, p. [1], and Drum, Submission 38, p. [1]. 

15 See, for example, House of Representatives Standing Committee on Procedure, About time: Bills, 

questions and working hours, October 1993, pp. 22-23; and House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Procedure, The standing orders and practices which govern the conduct of Question 

Time, November 1986, pp. 42-45. 

16 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 4. 

17 A footnote in the submission here refers to House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 567. 

18 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 4. 

19 For example, Travers, Submission 6, pp. 6-7; Mitchell, Submission 18, p. [1]; Allardice, Submission 21, 

p. [1]; and Vanderlaan, Submission 27, p. [2]. 
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Mr Mitchell argued that relevancy in answers should be tightened20 and 

Mr Travers considered that there should be a strict interpretation of what 

constitutes a ‘directly relevant’ answer21. 

5.19 Some called for relevance to be related more closely to the question asked. 

For example, Mr White wrote that there should be a requirement to answer 

direct questions fully and succinctly, and that relevance should be redefined 

to require ‘specific and complete relevance to the question’.22 Ms Thwaites 

and Ms P. Murphy argued for ‘a definition of relevance which requires 

ministers to address only the specifics of the question asked and which 

prevents gratuitous personal or partisan attacks’.23 Mr Travers put that 

relevance should be judged against the standing orders, not on the 

satisfaction of the questioner.24 

5.20 Mr White suggested that the Speaker should have discretion to allow a 

supplementary question if a minister fails to be relevant when directed by 

the Speaker—’currently, failure to remain relevant, bears little 

consequence’.25 Some other submissions suggested there be consequences or 

penalties for not adequately answering a question, especially after direction 

from the Speaker26—for example, a warning and then expulsion with loss of 

pay27, or being held in contempt28. Various suggestions were made to 

improve answers, including: 

 questioners identifying their question by type (such as constituency, 

policy, public interest) to assist in determining relevance of the answer29 

 removing preambles from questions, to encourage simple, 

straightforward answers30 

                                                      
20 Mitchell, Submission 18, p. [1]. 

21 Travers, Submission 6, p. 2. 

22 White, Submission 32, p. [1]. 

23 Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1. 

24 Travers, Submission 6, p. 7. 

25 White, Submission 32, p. [1]. 

26 See, for example, Name withheld, Submission 13, p. [1]. 

27 Name withheld, Submission 3, p. [1]. 

28 Cork, Submission 7, p. 1. 

29 Casey, Submission 14, p. [2]. 

30 Brumley, Submission 28, p. [1]. 
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 indicating at a set time into the answer that a preamble or background 

must end and the answer must begin31 

 requiring the first part of an answer to provide the core answer (for 

example ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘don’t know’, ‘national security restrictions’) before 

moving on to detail32 

 shortening the time for answers33 

 not being able to conclude answers just as a point of order is indicated34.  

5.21 The Speaker of the Victorian Legislative Assembly noted that, although it is 

no longer in sessional orders, in the 58th Victorian Parliament the Assembly 

had a sessional order that gave the Speaker the power to direct a minister to 

provide a written response by 2 pm the next sitting day if the Speaker 

determined that the answer given in Question Time was not responsive.35 

Comment 

5.22 The Committee’s view is that ministers must be relevant when answering 

questions. Simply addressing the subject matter of the question should not 

be enough to satisfy the requirement of direct relevance under the standing 

orders—information provided must actually assist in answering the 

question. 

Balancing the rules for questions and answers 

5.23 The Clerk’s submission noted that: 

… the fact that there are not similar restrictions applying to answers as apply 

to the form and content of questions has contributed to a perception that the 

rules favour the government of the day.36 

                                                      
31 Holmes, Submission 25, p. [2]. 

32 Brumley, Submission 28, p. [1] and p. [3]. 

33 Name withheld, Submission 16, p. [2], and Kernot, Submission 40, p. [1]. 

34 Holmes, Submission 25, p. [1]. 

35 Brooks, Submission 45, p. 2. 

36 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 4. 
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5.24 Her submission also noted the 1992 recommendation of the Procedure 

Committee (which was not adopted by the House) to simplify the standing 

order on questions to read:  

Questions without notice will be concise, seek information, relate only to one 

subject and not contain material not necessary to the understanding of the 

question.37 

5.25 The Clerk considered that, whether or not the House would now be ready to 

adopt a similar recommendation in its entirety, it highlighted: 

… a key point: that the rules relating to questions also affect answers. For 

example, specifying that a question could relate to only one subject may have 

the benefit of simplifying the application of the rule of relevance for answers.38 

5.26 The Clerk also referred to a 2015 submission by the then Clerk, Mr David 

Elder, to the Committee’s last Question Time inquiry, which lapsed at the 

conclusion of the 44th Parliament. Mr Elder had argued that, following the 

introduction of time limits on questions and answers since 2010, the time 

was right for the Committee to revisit the 1992 recommendation. He had 

considered that because limited time meant questions were obliged to be 

short and to the point, without containing too much extraneous information, 

the Committee might conclude that experience had shown that detailed 

rules on the content of questions without notice had become less necessary 

or not necessary at all.39 

5.27 An alternative suggestion put by some, including Mr Jenkins and 

Ms Kernot, was that the rules for questions should be extended to answers.40 

Mr Rozzoli stressed ‘the need to spell out the confines of how a minister can 

answer a question’, rather than having to rely so heavily on the relevance 

rule.41 Dr Coghill said that ‘chief amongst the things that can be done is to 

                                                      
37 Procedure Committee, The standing orders governing questions seeking information, June 1992, p. 9, 

quoted in Surtees, Submission 36, p. 3.  

38 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 4. 

39 David, Submission 1 to the Standing Committee on Procedure’s inquiry into the standing orders in 

relation to Question Time, 44th Parliament, 2 December 2015, p. 5. Mr Elder noted that, should 

rules on the content of questions without notice be removed, the normal rules of debate and 

decorum would still apply, particularly standing order 98(c) regarding ministers only being 

questioned on matters within their area of administrative responsibility. 

40 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 1, p. 3 and p. 6, and Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 

7 July 2020, p. 1. 

41 Rozzoli, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 20. 
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redraft standing orders so that there is a requirement that a minister must 

answer …’.42 Professor Evans put that ‘questions shouldn’t contain 

arguments, insults, opinions or debates, and this should be extended to 

answers to encourage a more honest and robust exchange of information.’43 

5.28 Mr Elder submitted in 2015 that he ‘suspect[ed] that an increase in the 

number of rules regarding the content of answers might produce an increase 

in the number of points of order, rather than have any other effect’. Instead, 

he considered further reducing the time limit for answers might be more 

likely to produce more relevant answers.44 

Time limits for questions and answers 

Current standing orders and practice 

5.29 Questions can last up to 30 seconds when asked by government and 

opposition Members and 45 seconds for non-aligned (cross-bench) 

Members. Each answer can run for up to three minutes. Generally speaking, 

time limits for questions and for answers were supported. Ms Burke 

considered that time limits on questions and answers was one of the most 

beneficial things during her time in Parliament, but considered that it could 

be tighter again (including in terms of length of Question Time).45 The Clerk 

considered that ‘the introduction of time limits has improved the efficiency 

of proceedings during Question Time and has allowed for a greater number 

of Members to ask questions seeking information at each sitting’.46 In 2015, 

then Clerk Mr Elder put the view that ‘the imposition of time limits on 

questions and answers [had] been beneficial to the conduct of Question 

Time’.47 

5.30 Standing orders and practice varies across parliaments, with some having 

time limits and some (such as Western Australia) leaving it to discretion of 

                                                      
42 Coghill, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 20. 

43 Evans, Democracy 2025, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 2. 

44 Elder, 2015, Submission 1, to Standing Committee on Procedure, Inquiry into the standing orders in 

relation to Question Time, 44th Parliament, p. 7. 

45 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 10. 

46 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 4. 

47 Elder, Submission 1 to the Standing Committee on Procedure’s inquiry into the standing orders in 

relation to Question Time, 44th Parliament, 2 December 2015, p. 7. 
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the Speaker.48 The Australian Capital Territory, for example, has no time 

limits for questions (they need to be brief and relate to a single issue) but 

does have a two-minute time limit for answers.49 

5.31 Dr Serban noted that Australia and Canada have particularly short time 

limits for questions, although Australia provides more time for answers. 

Dr Serban noted that, on time limits, ‘views vary as to what works and how 

it works’. Time limits alone do not determine the content of questions, but 

can facilitate different types of questioning. Relatively short questions can be 

more to the point, but there is less scope to go into depth on a topic. Limiting 

time for answers ‘might not necessarily reduce conflictual behaviour but it 

might help concentrate the answer that is given’.50 

Increasing vs decreasing time limit for questions 

5.32 In 2015, then Clerk Mr Elder considered the limit on questions of 30 seconds 

to be ‘about right’.51 Mr Slipper supported brief questions—‘say 

30 seconds’.52 

5.33 As shown in Figure 5.1, most respondents to the public survey considered 

that opposition members should have more time to ask a question or 

currently have about the right amount of time (at 30 seconds). A theme in 

comments was a desire for flexibility in allocation of time for complex and 

detailed questions (and answers). 

                                                      
48 Watson, Submission 46, p. 2.  

49 Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory, Standing Orders and continuing resolutions 

of the Assembly, as at 21 May 2020 (in particular, standing orders 117 and 118). 

50 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 7. 

51 Elder, Submission 1 to the Standing Committee on Procedure’s inquiry into the standing orders in 

relation to Question Time, 44th Parliament, 2 December 2015, p. 7. 

52 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 5. 
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Figure 5.1 Responses to Question 3 of the public survey: Views on length of 

time for opposition Members to ask a question (currently 

30 seconds) 

 

 

5.34 Responses to the Members survey were more mixed. Nine of the 16 

Members who responded considered that 30 seconds was the right amount 

of time for a question from an opposition Member. Three thought they 

should have less time and four thought they should have more time. 

Comments showed that, while some thought a shorter question could be 

more relevant, others considered that short questions were worse, as they 

encouraged ‘cleverness, rather than genuine information-seeking’.  

Equal time limits for all Members 

5.35 The Committee heard a variety of views on the current practice of having 

different time limits depending on who was asking the question. While 

some contributors thought that the additional time for cross-benchers to ask 

their questions was acceptable53, others thought all Members should have an 

equal amount of time54, with Mr Travers further arguing for the shorter time 

of 30 seconds55. Figure 5.2 shows that most respondents to the public survey 

thought that cross-benchers had about the right amount of time (with the 

                                                      
53 For example, Holmes, Submission 25, p. [2]. 

54 For example, Young, Submission 35, p. 4. 

55 Travers, Submission 6, p. 3. 
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current 45 seconds) or should have more time per question. However, of 

those that added comments in the survey, there was a theme expressed that 

all Members should have the same time for questions. 

Figure 5.2 Responses to Question 4 of the public survey: Views on length of 

time for cross-bench Members to ask a question (currently 

45 seconds)  

 

 

5.36 Nine of the 16 Members who answered the Members survey considered that 

cross-bench Members should have less than 45 seconds per question. Six 

respondents answered that 45 seconds was the right amount of time, and 

one said they should have more time.  

5.37 The Clerk suggested that ‘the Committee may … wish to review whether 

independent and minor party Members need a longer time limit for asking 

questions’.56 Ms Kernot was in favour of reducing the question length for 

cross-benchers: ‘… it would be a good idea—for brevity, for clarity and for 

understanding the point of the question—to actually bring them back to the 

same time as everybody else’.57 

                                                      
56 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 4. 

57 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 6. 
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Comment 

5.38 On balance the Committee considers that all Members should have the same 

amount of time to ask a question. The Committee considers that 30 seconds 

is sufficient time to ask a question, and notes that relevance in answers is 

tied to all content within a question (and any preamble). 

Recommendation 5 

5.39 The Committee recommends that standing orders be amended to reduce 

the time limit for all questions to 30 seconds. 

Increasing vs decreasing time limit for answers 

5.40 A small number of submitters saw three minutes as appropriate for 

answers,58 while several argued for shorter time limits for answers.  

5.41 Some suggested two minutes for answers59, Mr Mitchell put forward 

90 seconds60, and Mr Slipper suggested 30 seconds61. He considered that 

30-second answers would enable a lot more questions and answers, and 

would work well if combined with 30-second supplementary questions on 

the same matter.62 Mr Craig Caulfield put forward 30 questions of 

30 seconds each, with answers of 90 seconds, giving more questions and 

succinct answers within a one-hour Question Time period.63 

5.42 Figure 5.3 shows that in the public survey, when asked about the length of 

time that ministers should have to answer questions, about half of 

respondents said that three minutes was right, and a quarter said they 

should have less time. Two minutes was a commonly proposed alternative. 

Of the comments made by respondents, key themes included a desire for 

ministers to directly answer the question, for there to be time for direct, 

clear, relevant answers, for there to be a flexible allocation of time for 

                                                      
58 For example, Holmes, Submission 25, p. [2], and Accountability Round Table, Submission 39, p. 7, 

mentioned three-minute answers. 

59 For example, Name withheld, Submission 3, p. [1], and Name withheld, Submission 16, p. [2]. 

60 Mitchell, Submission 18, p. [1]. 

61 Slipper, Submission 48, p. [2]. 

62 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 5. 

63 Mr Craig Caulfield, Submission 41, p. [1]. 
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complex and detailed answers. Respondents also expressed concern over 

answers referring to opposition policies and positions.  

Figure 5.3 Responses to Question 5 of the public survey: Views on length of 

time for ministers to answer a question (currently three minutes) 

 

 

5.43 No Members who responded to their survey thought answers should be 

longer, with half of respondents saying three minutes was right and half 

saying there should be less time, with four of those Members suggesting that 

two minutes should be sufficient. 

5.44 The Clerk wrote that ‘the Committee might consider whether the time limit 

for answers could be further reduced from three to two minutes.’64 In 2015, 

then Clerk Mr Elder also suggested that the Committee might consider 

reducing the time for answers from three minutes to two minutes. He 

considered that questions could be answered in the shorter time, and that ‘a 

shorter time limit for answers would enable additional questions to be 

asked, or provide time for supplementary questions should the Committee 

recommend their re-introduction’. Mr Elder considered that ‘answers may 

tend to expand to fill the time available, and shorter answers may be more 

likely to be more directly relevant to the question asked.’65 

                                                      
64 Surtees, Submission 36, p. 4. 

65 Elder, Submission 1 to the Standing Committee on Procedure’s inquiry into the standing orders in 

relation to Question Time, 44th Parliament, 2 December 2015, p. 7. 
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5.45 Dr Serban noted the difference in time between questions and answers and 

considered that two minutes might ‘balance this slight discrepancy between 

the shorter time limit for questions versus the longer time limit for 

answers’.66 

Comment 

5.46 The Committee considers that answers often fill the time available, and that 

a two-minute time limit for answers would facilitate a greater number of 

directly relevant answers.  

Recommendation 6 

5.47 The Committee recommends that standing orders be amended to reduce 

the time limit for answers to two minutes. 

Length of Question Time 

Current standing orders and practice 

5.48 The duration of Question Time is at the discretion of the Prime Minister, as 

ministers cannot be required to answer questions. The Prime Minister (or the 

senior minister present) ends Question Time by rising and asking that 

further questions be placed on the Notice Paper.67 

5.49 The duration of Question Time, and the number of questions asked, has 

varied over time. The Procedure Committee has twice (in 1986 and 1993) 

recommended a minimum number of questions, and although the 

government of the day agreed (partially) in its response to the 1993 report, it 

was never reflected in standing orders.68 In the 45th Parliament, on average 

19 questions were asked in each Question Time. So far in the 46th Parliament 

(to 25 February 2021), an average of 21 questions have been asked each 

                                                      
66 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 7. 

67House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 545. 

68 Standing Committee on Procedure, The standing orders and practices which govern the conduct of 

Question Time, November 1986, p. 49, and Standing Committee on Procedure, About time: Bills, 

questions and working hours, October 1993, pp. 24-25. Also see House of Representatives Practice, 7th 

ed., 2018, p. 546. 



79 
 

 

Question Time, and Question Time has lasted on average for approximately 

69 minutes.69 

Inquiry evidence 

5.50 Views differed on the ideal length of Question Time. In the public survey, 

respondents were specifically asked about the duration of Question Time. 

As shown in Figure 5.4, 37 per cent of respondents said Question Time 

should be longer and 42 per cent said it was about the right length. Nine per 

cent said there should be less time for Question Time.  

5.51 However, many comments in this part of the survey expressed the opinion 

that the quality of questions and answers was much more important than 

the time allowed. Other common themes expressed in comments included a 

desire for general assurance of both a satisfactory level of scrutiny of 

government and government transparency, and for more time to be 

allocated for complex issues, incorporating supplementary questions (with a 

commonly suggested total of 90 minutes).  

5.52 Of those that suggested that Question Time should be shorted, 60 minutes 

was a commonly proposed time period. 

                                                      
69 Average number of questions asked excludes questions ruled out of order. The length of Question 

Time in the 46th Parliament has ranged between 42 minutes and 95 minutes. 
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Figure 5.4 Responses to Question 2 of the public survey: Views on duration of 

Question Time (currently around 70 minutes)  

 

5.53 Of the 16 Members who responded to the Members survey, nine thought 

Question Time was about the right length of time and seven said there 

should be less time. 

5.54 Ms Burke considered half an hour for Question Time to be sufficient, if 

questions and answers were also shorter and there were time limits on 

points of order.70 Mr Slipper supported a longer Question Time,71 as did 

Professor Wanna72. Dr Coghill considered that the current length was 

reasonable, and that while the number of sitting days ‘remains as low as it is’ 

he would not want to reduce the amount of time currently allocated to 

Question Time.73 

5.55 Some submissions commented on the length of Question Time. Views were 

mixed, with several calling for it be longer, and others suggesting less time. 

Another suggestion was to schedule Question Time for a set time period74, to 

ensure it occurred and was not shortened. 

                                                      
70 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 9 and p. 10. 

71 Slipper, Submission 48, p. [2] and Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 2. 

72 Wanna, Transcript of evidence, 31 July 2020, p. 1. 

73 Coghill, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 23. 

74 See, for example, Mr Chris Duke, Submission 1, p. [1]; and Travers, Submission 6, p. 2. 
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5.56 As with the length of questions and answers, the duration of Question Time 

varies across state and territory legislatures. For example, the length of 

Question Time in Victoria’s Legislative Assembly is determined by its 

structure, having a set number of questions75, while Question Time in the 

Western Australian Legislative Assembly is at the discretion of the Speaker 

and usually runs for about 45 minutes76.  

Comment 

5.57 Taken together, the recommendations made by the Committee in this report 

would result in a Question Time of approximately the same time as now. 

The Committee notes that the combination of a set minimum number of 

questions (Recommendation 3) with new shorter time limits is likely to 

result in Question Time having a more predictable length over time. 

Addressing disorderly behaviour/penalties 

5.58 As discussed in Chapter 3, Members’ behaviour during Question Time is 

often poor, and this is disliked by many. This section reviews key elements 

of the evidence and some of the suggestions made for stronger rules to 

address poor behaviour.  

5.59 Behaviour during Question Time was criticised and contrasted with the 

levels of behaviour deemed acceptable in schools, workplaces and sporting 

arenas.77 Many submissions specifically criticised behaviour such as yelling, 

name-calling, and general aggression. There was also criticism of 

campaigning by political parties.78 A more respectful exchange is clearly 

desired. 

5.60 Numerous submissions made negative reflections on the behaviour of 

Members compared to societal expectations outside Parliament. 

Ms Thwaites and Ms P. Murphy, said they were: 

… disheartened by the looks on the faces of visitors in the gallery, alternating 

between extreme boredom at question time’s irrelevance and amazement at a 

                                                      
75 Brooks, Submission 45, p. 2. 

76 Watson, Submission 46, pp. 1-2. 

77 For example, see Cork, Submission 7, p. 1; Curtis, Submission 12, p. [2]; and Civil Liberties Australia, 

Submission 37, p. [4]. 

78 For example, see Name withheld, Submission 3, p. [1], and Bruzgulis, Submission 19, p. [1]. 
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display of behaviour that would not be tolerated in any other workplace (or 

school playground).79 

5.61 Mr Trama said:  

If we bullied, insulted, abused as is done in parliament, we would be held 

accountable and certainly liable for our actions yet this is accepted as robust 

debate in our parliament.80 

5.62 Dr Coghill considered that different Prime Ministers had an impact on the 

order and volatility of Question Time.81 Mr Jenkins noted that some of the 

behaviour on the floor of the House, emphasised during Question Time, 

would be illegal in other workplaces, and he pointed out how Members, as 

legislators and community leaders, are involved in the change in the way 

society operates and the value placed on respect and stability but do not 

apply it within their own workplace. He considered regulation would 

require somebody to say ‘All right; enough’s enough.’82 He also expressed 

disappointment at the way an opening up of rules on use of props to assist 

communication was ‘misused for political advantage and made a mockery 

of’.83 Mr Slipper considered that (regardless of party) government Members 

are better behaved in Question Time than opposition Members, as the 

government’s senior people—that is, ministers—get lots of opportunities to 

make their points.84 

5.63 In Ms Kernot’s experience, ‘it’s very hard not to interject … you’ve all fought 

so hard to be there, you want to be there, you believe in your world view, 

you don’t like it when it’s being misrepresented, you know when people are 

misleading, so it’s so hard to be the best student.’85 

A note on robust debate 

5.64 The Committee heard how the idea of ‘robust debate’ in parliament is not 

straightforward, and it can be viewed with cynicism. For example, the 

                                                      
79 Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1. 

80 Trama, Submission 23, p. 3. 

81 Coghill, Accountability Round Table, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 22. 

82 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 3.  

83 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 3.  

84 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 2. 

85 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 5. 
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author of submission 16 considered ‘robust debate’ to be code for ‘it’s okay 

to be abusive’.86 

5.65 Ms Anne O’Sullivan wrote that, in her view, ‘interjections are a sign of 

robust communication and should be tolerated, but the Speaker has the 

opportunity to manage excessive and inappropriate interjections’. She also 

wrote that ‘shouted answers are inappropriate and insulting’ and that while 

‘using volume to accentuate a point is acceptable … it is rare that answers 

are given in a respectful and considered manner.’87 

5.66 Ms Burke considered that ‘for people to have confidence that we do have a 

robust democracy, they need to see robust actions taking place in the House’ 

and that there should be a contest of ideas, which is seen in Question Time. 

Having said that, it does not need to be ‘invective, personal and downright 

cruel’ at times.88 

5.67 Mr Crowe, of the Parliamentary Press Gallery, said that he understood why 

some people did not like the adversarial nature of Question Time, but he did 

not think this was the key problem, as, when functioning well, that provided 

for something else he thought Australians wanted to see—a contest of ideas. 

He considered that Question Time would benefit from reviving tension, 

with ‘greater transparency, greater pressure and less predictability’ so that it 

‘shed[s] light on the operations of the government’.89 

5.68 Mr Jenkins commended Members on the conduct of Question Time during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, showing that orderly behaviour is achievable with 

the appropriate mindset. He considered that the standing orders could assist 

in achieving such a mindset by applying to answers the same rules that 

apply to questions. Creating such a standing order ‘would be a signal from 

the Procedure Committee, and a signal from the House, that that’s what 

should happen’.90 

5.69 Mr Jenkins agreed that there needs to be a certain level of robustness, ‘as 

long as it’s done appropriately’. Ultimately, ‘the Speaker is in the best 

position to try to achieve [such a balance], but it still requires the Chamber to 

                                                      
86 Name withheld, Submission 16, p. 2. 

87 Ms Anne O’Sullivan, Submission 9, p. [1]. 

88 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 7. 

89 Crowe, Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of evidence, 27 July 2020, p. 5. 

90 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, pp. 3-4. 
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fall in line’.91 He also considered that changing culture that has developed 

over time is difficult to do quickly. He suggested keeping on reminding 

people [Members] to take an outside viewpoint, rather than an insider 

view.92 

5.70 Although critical of several elements of current practice in the House, 

Ms Kernot considered it important to seek to further explain to the public 

the culture and atmosphere of the human interactions in the Chamber 

during Question Time.93 

Comment 

5.71 The Committee holds the view that it is important to enable a passionate 

contest of ideas in the House, and that this is a critical element of a robust 

democracy. However, there is a line between respectful, robust debate 

during a contest of ideas, and disrespectful and/or disorderly behaviour. 

During this inquiry, the Committee finds it evident that some consider that 

conduct in Question Time crosses this line. To lift standards of behaviour, 

the Committee considers that it is important for the Speaker to have more 

tools to stop robust debate from becoming disorderly behaviour. 

Stronger rules/code of conduct/penalties 

5.72 Behaviour of Members has long been discussed in relation to Question Time. 

Standing order 94(a) enables the Speaker to direct a disorderly Member from 

the Chamber for a period of one hour (at any time, not just Question Time). 

This standing order, which has been in force since 199494, was recommended 

by the Procedure Committee in its 1986 report into Question Time95. The 

other main mechanism that the Speaker has for dealing with disorderly 

conduct is ‘naming’ a disorderly Member under standing order 94(b), after 

which a motion is moved to suspend the Member for 24 hours (or longer if 

not the first occasion for that Member in a calendar year). Standing order 91 

sets out the grounds on which conduct can be considered disorderly.  

                                                      
91 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 4. 

92 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 2 and p. 5. 

93 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 5. 

94 At the time it was standing order 304A: Speaker may order disorderly Member to withdraw. 

95 Standing Committee on Procedure, The standing orders and practices which govern the conduct of 

Question Time, November 1986, p. 70. 
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5.73 The Clerk made the point that there is an order of magnitude in gravity 

between these two measures, and suggested that, given these mechanisms 

are mostly used in Question Time, the Committee may wish to consider a 

middle option for the Speaker, perhaps via a direction to leave for more than 

an hour but less than a day. If it were at the full discretion of the Speaker, it 

could be used without significant time disruption to Question Time.96 

5.74 The Legislative Assembly of Victoria has a sessional order with a process for 

removing Members during Question Time whereby their suspension only 

applies during Question Time but can over to the next Question Time. When 

the Committee explored this idea, Mr Slipper considered it ‘an excellent 

idea’, given that it would be a heavy burden, particularly for senior 

government and opposition members.97 

5.75 Other stronger rules regarding behaviour and penalties for poor behaviour 

were suggested as well as changes to culture and norms. For example, a 

code of conduct could be introduced, potentially including fines for 

transgressions. Some submissions implied that there should be more 

self-enforcement by Members and a degree of mutual respect, or at least that 

the entire onus for order should not be on the Speaker, but there was also a 

theme of having Members sign up to stricter rules that incur penalties for 

breaching them.98 In hearings, Professor Evans noted that in some 

jurisdictions parliamentarians sign a code of conduct governing behaviour 

in Question Time, with penalties for transgressions.99 The Accountability 

Round Table recommended asking the Prime Minister to issue guidelines for 

ministers.100 

5.76 As well as an expectation that questions should be answered, some 

submitters wrote of their expectation that Members should listen to answers. 

For example, Mr Michael Fraser suggested that Question Time would be 

more constructive if Members were silent in their chairs, only speaking 

when asked a question or delivering a speech.101 Mr Cork wrote that 

                                                      
96 Surtees, Submission 36, pp. 5-6. 

97 Slipper, Transcript of evidence, 28 July 2020, p. 1. 

98 See Name withheld, Submission 3, p. [1]; Name withheld, Submission 16, p. [2]; Holmes, 

Submission 25, p. [1]; and Young, Submission 35, pp. 2-3. 

99 Evans, Director of Democracy 2025, University of Canberra, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, 

p. 2. 

100 Accountability Round Table, Submission 39, p. 8. 

101 Mr Michael Fraser, Submission 22, p. [1]. 
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‘Members should be warned once if they interject and then should be 

removed from the remainder of Question Time’.102 As mentioned above, 

Ms O’Sullivan considered that while interjections are a sign of robust 

communication and should be tolerated, ‘the Speaker has the opportunity to 

manage excessive and inappropriate interjections’, and this should be 

applied in a ‘fair and non-partisan’ way.103 

5.77 Mr Fraser said that ‘establishing a strict set of ground rules that are adhered 

to could go a long way to changing the way in which politicians from all 

parties engage with each other’ and asked the Committee to ‘imagine if 

[Members] knew they would be kicked out of parliament if too many 

warnings were ignored’.104 A number of submissions called for 

more/stronger powers for the Speaker to enforce better conduct of Question 

Time—for example, stricter penalties for not answering questions, 

non-attendance, unparliamentary language and/or poor behaviour. 

Suggested penalties included monetary fines, docking of pay, losing the 

right to ask a question, and expulsion from the Chamber, with a range of 

detail about length of expulsion, timing and so on. One suggestion included 

the possibility of fines for the offending Member’s party.105 Mr Chris Curtis 

went further to say that, after a Member has been ejected three times, an 

electorate should be able to vote on that Member’s parliamentary future.106 

Civil Liberties Australia suggested a visible yellow/red card system, 

combined with warnings, potential fines and expulsion from the Chamber.107 

5.78 Mr Travers argued for standing orders to be changed to prohibit the raising 

of points of order during Question Time, in part so that the Speaker would 

be freer to rule on matters of order. For example, Mr Travers considered the 

Speaker could then use their authority to sit a minister down for lack of 

relevance during an answer.108 Mr Young said that ‘the answer should be 

given in a straightforward manner; it should be succinct and to the point, 

without any embellishment’ and also called for the Speaker to be proactive 

                                                      
102 Cork, Submission 7, p. 1. 

103 O’Sullivan, Submission 9, p. 1. 

104 Fraser, Submission 22, p. [1]. 

105 Name withheld, Submission 16, p. [2]. 

106 Curtis, Submission 12, p. [2]. 

107 Civil Liberties Australia, Submission 37, pp. [2]-[3]. 

108 Travers, Submission 6, p. 3. 
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rather than waiting for Members to ‘complain’ about matters including 

relevance.109 

5.79 There is a balance to consider between allowing procedural motions during 

Question Time and the need to keep Question Time flowing. There were 

differing views in submissions on allowing, reducing or ceasing procedural 

motions during Question Time, particularly motions to suspend standing 

orders. They take up time, but some consider access to them important.110 

5.80 The Accountability Round Table put that the Speaker should have discretion 

to declare a matter raised in a question as sub judice if it relates to 

proceedings before a Court and if it could prejudice a fair trial for any 

person party to those proceedings.111 

5.81 Most Australian parliaments have a form of general penalty for disorderly 

behaviour, not specific to Question Time. For example, the Western 

Australian Speaker has the ability to suspend a Member for the remainder of 

a day’s sitting if called to order for more than three times that day. 

5.82 As mentioned, the Legislative Assembly of Victoria has also introduced a 

sessional order that makes the suspension of a Member during Question 

Time specific to Question Time. This means that if a Member is suspended 

during Question Time and the period of suspension is not completed by the 

end of Question Time, they serve the remainder of the suspension during 

the next Question Time period. Victoria’s standing orders also require 

answers to questions to be direct, factual and succinct. When a question is 

ruled out of order it is deemed to have been answered.112 In the Legislative 

Assembly of Western Australia, a suspension of standing orders cannot be 

called during Question Time.113 

Comment 

5.83 The Committee is mindful of the challenges faced by the Speaker in 

managing Question Time. It expects that the changes it has recommended to 

                                                      
109 Young, Submission 35, p. 2 and p. 3. 

110 See Travers, Submission 6; Cork, Submission 7; Jones, Submission 11; and Holmes, Submission 25 for 

various views on procedural motions. 

111 Accountability Round Table, Submission 39, p. 7. Note that although not in standing orders, the 

House has a sub judice convention under which the Speaker has discretion. 

112 Brooks, Submission 45, p. 2 and p. 3. 

113 Watson, Submission 46, p. 2. 
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the time limits would encourage greater relevance, as would limiting 

references to alternative approaches.  

5.84 To allow more free flowing responses, the Committee considers there should 

be no points of order allowed at the start of an answer.  

5.85 To assist with managing disorder, the Committee considers that it would be 

helpful for the Speaker to have at their disposal an option that is of greater 

consequence than the current one-hour suspension from the Chamber but 

that is not as strong as ‘naming’ a Member under standing order 94(b). This 

would assist the Speaker to manage more serious or repeated disorderly 

behaviour that does not, in the Speaker’s view, warrant a 24-hour 

suspension from the House. Together with the existing provisions of 

standing order 94, it would create a scale of increasing severity. The new 

sanction would apply to disorderly conduct during Question Time, would 

not be open to debate or dissent, and would be served only during Question 

Time and the discussion of a matter of public importance. 

Recommendation 7 

5.86 The Committee recommends that the House amend standing orders so 

that no points of order on direct relevance can be taken in the first 30 

seconds of an answer. 

Recommendation 8 

5.87 The Committee recommends that the House amend standing order 94 so 

that the Speaker can direct a Member who is disorderly during Question 

Time to leave the Chamber for a period of either one or three hours (on an 

escalating basis) to be served during Question Time and the discussion of 

a matter of public importance. 
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6. Improving Question Time: A 

better insight to Parliament 

6.1 As the most visible time of the day, Question Time influences the way many 

people judge the House. Improving the tone and tenor of Question Time 

may help not only to improve how it is viewed and engage members of the 

public who are currently disillusioned by what they observe but to build 

trust in the institution of the House more generally.  

6.2 Professor Evans spoke of research conducted by Democracy 2025 which 

showed Australians dislike the ‘conflict-driven, adversarial politics’ on 

display during Question Time, saying, ‘If you adopt a public-value 

perspective it only marginally delivers on its democratic purpose; it 

provides limited quality assurance of the work of government but it does 

fuel public distrust.’1 

6.3 Mr Bruzgulis wrote that ‘the substance of question time should reassure 

Australians that the government is working for their good. It should not be a 

de facto, ongoing, perpetual election campaign.’2 

6.4 Due to their office, parliamentarians are seen as role models, including to 

school children, workers and workplaces, and Australians in general. 

However, these expectations are not always being met. Mr Vanderlaan 

wrote:  

Regardless of political alignment, the Houses are there to represent the people. 

We hold diverse views, but respect each other’s right to hold such views. 

                                                      
1 Evans, Transcript of evidence, 4 August 2020, p. 1. 

2 Bruzgulis, Submission 19, p. [1]. 
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Abuse, antipathy, and rudeness are not acceptable in public, and should not 

be acceptable in Parliament.3 

6.5 Mr Fraser also discussed politicians as role models:  

We are hearing a lot in the media these days about the way public figures 

speak, the impact of their words and how that can drive the behaviour of 

others. Yet we have a major cultural shift that needs to happen when our 

political leaders gather to discuss important issues. Unfortunately, during 

Question Time the public will observe, politicians yelling out, speaking over 

the top of one another, group outbursts of cheers and jeers and constant 

reminders from the speaker to abide by the rules.4 

6.6 Feedback to the Museum of Australian Democracy indicated that, while 

teachers and students value seeing the Chambers, and students value seeing 

all the Members in the Chamber together, students have been shocked or 

surprised on occasion by the behaviour of Members in Question Time.5 

6.7 Mr Crowe noted declining levels of trust in Parliament, drawing a 

comparison with a decline in Question Time and its culture. He told the 

Committee, ‘If Question Time serves Australians better, perhaps they will 

trust their Parliament more.’6 

6.8 Similarly, Mr Vanderlaan wrote:  

While Question Time … should be about accountability and relevance, the fact 

that it is the “public face” of Parliament offers an opportunity to enhance its 

reputation, and to instil confidence within the electorate not just about the 

present, but the future as well.7 

6.9 The Committee’s recommendations specifying the number and type of 

questions that constitute Question Time (Recommendation 3), reducing the 

time limits for questions and answers (Recommendations 5 and 6), changing 

how questions are asked and answered (Recommendations 1 and 4) and 

strengthening the Speaker’s powers to manage disorderly conduct 

(Recommendation 8) would all assist in improving the conduct of Question 

                                                      
3 Vanderlaan, Submission 27, p. [1].  

4 Fraser, Submission 22, p. [1]. 

5 Museum of Australian Democracy, Additional information provided following public hearing, 

p. [2]. 

6 Crowe, Federal Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of evidence, 27 July 2020, pp. 1-2. 

7 Vanderlaan, Submission 27, p. [2]. 
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Time and therefore how the House and its Members are represented by it, 

now and in the future. 

6.10 Through the inquiry, the Committee also discussed other ways to improve 

how Question Time is conducted. The use of electronic devices during 

Question Time, the time of day Question Time is held and the consideration 

of other business during the time set aside for Question Time are all 

discussed below.  

Use of mobile phones during Question Time 

6.11 Use of mobile phones in the House is governed by a resolution adopted on 

26 March 2015. The use of mobile phones and other electronic devices is 

permitted in the House, Federation Chamber and committees, provided that 

the use of any device avoids interference or distraction to other Members, 

either visually or audibly, and does not interfere with proceedings. Phone 

calls are not permitted, and devices are to be operated in silent mode. The 

use of devices must be as unobtrusive as possible and directly related to the 

Members’ parliamentary duties.8 

6.12 During hearings, the Committee explored perceptions around the use of 

mobile phones in the Chamber. Ms Kernot observed that mobile phone use 

indicated to her: ‘Look how bored we all are. Look how unimportant this is 

to all of us.’9 Sammy Kielbasa, a student from Catholic College Wodonga, 

said in a public hearing: 

… seeing politicians on their phones, being distracted and not paying active 

attention to their colleagues, those in the same party as them, sets almost a bad 

example to us. Why should we be watching when their colleagues in the same 

room aren’t even paying attention?10 

6.13 The same sentiment was expressed by Ms Thwaites and Ms P. Murphy, who 

wrote, ‘When Members of parliament can’t even be bothered to pay 

attention … how can we expect the public to respect what they do,’ and 

reflected that since Members seemed unable to self-police their ‘addiction’ 

then the use of phones should be banned during Question Time.11 

                                                      
8 VP No. 111 1243-4 (26.3.2015). 

9 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 3. 

10 Sammy Kielbasa, School student, Catholic College Wodonga, Transcript of evidence, 27 October 

2020, p 4. 

11 Thwaites and P. Murphy, Submission 30, p. 1. 
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6.14 Mr Jenkins observed that electronic devices were part of a modern 

workplace, noting that it was during his tenure as Speaker that screens were 

installed in front of the Speaker in the chair, allowing him to receive advice 

electronically. However, he acknowledged that ‘it can be an absolutely bad, 

bad look’ when Members are absorbed in reading their screens.12 Echoing 

Mr Jenkins’s observation about the use of electronic devices in a modern 

workplace, Mr Crowe cautioned that ‘the mobile phone is with us’ and that 

‘those who are in the Chamber need to be up to speed with what’s 

happening outside the Chamber, and the phone helps do that’.13 

6.15 Ms Burke also thought that mobile phones and laptops should not be 

allowed in the Chamber as, for that one point during the day, it should be 

what Members are concentrating on, and she did not think it would ‘take 

away the ability to do work from everybody’. She also spoke of receiving 

complaints when in Parliament about Members using their devices for 

non-work purposes, such as online shopping.14 

6.16 The public survey did not ask specifically about mobile phone use. Thirty 

respondents mentioned the use of mobile phones in comments, observing 

that it did not portray Members as engaged and/or calling for it to be 

banned.  

6.17 The Members survey asked: ‘Should there be restrictions on mobile devices 

during Question Time?’ Four Members said yes, while 12 said no. 

Comments in support of restrictions referred to the lack of engagement 

shown by Members using devices. Members who did not support 

restrictions commented that their devices were a way of remaining in 

contact with their office during Question Time and also of conducting other 

parliamentary work while in the Chamber.  

Comment 

6.18 The Committee considers that limiting mobile phone use by Members has 

the potential to improve Members’ engagement and the perception of 

Question Time. However, phones and other devices are used by Members to 

communicate time-critical information—for example, ministers may be sent 

additional information from advisers to assist them to respond to a question 

in more detail. A trial in which the use of mobile phones by Members in the 

                                                      
12 Jenkins, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 2. 

13 Crowe, Federal Parliamentary Press Gallery, Transcript of evidence, 27 July 2020, p. 7. 

14 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 9. 
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Chamber was severely limited would identify whether limiting their use in 

the longer term would be workable. The limits would apply only to 

Members, and advisers would still be able to receive information 

electronically.  

Recommendation 9 

6.19 The Committee recommends a short-term trial of very limited use of 

mobile phones by Members during Question Time. On completion of the 

trial, the House would decide whether to restrict their use during 

Question Time on an ongoing basis. 

The timing of Question Time 

6.20 Some survey respondents suggested holding Question Time at other times 

of the day. This was either with a view to increasing its accessibility by 

holding it at a time of day when more people might be able to watch or in 

the belief that holding it at another time—for example, in the morning—

might encourage better behaviour. 

6.21 Dr Serban noted that most of the parliaments that she had looked at held 

their Question Time in the afternoon.15 Practice in Australian states and 

territories varies. Western Australia, South Australia, the Northern Territory, 

New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory all hold their 

Question Time in the afternoon, while Queensland and Tasmania hold theirs 

in the morning. In Victoria, the time for Question Time varies between 

morning and afternoon depending on the day of the week.16 

6.22 Ms Kernot suggested that holding Question Time at 10.30 am would still 

allow enough preparation time, while avoiding it being held immediately 

after lunch.17 Ms Burke thought:  

… having it earlier in the day would be more conducive than at 2 pm in the 

afternoon as well. I think that, by the end of a long sitting week … tempers 

become frayed and individuals become tired.18 

                                                      
15 Serban, Transcript of evidence, 14 July 2020, p. 8. 

16 This information was compiled from standing and sessional orders as at end February 2021. For 

bicameral jurisdictions, only the arrangements in lower houses are reflected. 

17 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, pp. 3-4. 

18 Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 9. 
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6.23 When asked her views on Ms Burke’s comments, Professor Lewis observed 

that they could mean businesses and government departments also had to 

hold their meetings in the mornings. Ultimately, she was not sure that 

changing the time for Question Time ‘would help in any way’.19 

Ms K. Murphy noted that holding it too early in the morning might 

disadvantage people in the centre or west of Australia, who were in different 

time zones.20 

Comment 

6.24 On balance, the Committee does not consider it necessary to change the time 

at which Question Time is scheduled to begin. 

Other business at 2 pm 

6.25 Some submissions and survey responses suggested not considering 

condolence motions and/or statements on indulgence during the period 

scheduled for Question Time. Some reason that Question Time should be for 

questions only21, while Ms Jones considered it disrespectful to eulogise and 

then launch into partisan attacks ‘when very often family and/or loved ones 

of the deceased person are present in the public gallery’22. Several comments 

also referred to ensuring that condolence motions did not count towards the 

time allocated for Question Time.23 

Current practice 

6.26 It is the practice of the House to record the death of a former Member or 

Senator. Either a condolence motion is moved, or the Speaker makes a brief 

mention of the death of the former Member and then invites Members to rise 

in their places as a mark of respect to the memory of the deceased. When a 

sitting Member dies, their death is usually announced to the House at the 

earliest opportunity.24 Condolence motions are also moved on the death of a 

Governor-General. From time to time condolence motions may also be 

moved following the deaths of distinguished Australians, Heads of State or 

                                                      
19 Lewis, Private capacity, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 16. 

20 Murphy, Transcript of evidence, 27 July 2020, p. 7. 

21 Name withheld, Submission 17, p. [1] and O’Sullivan, Submission 9, p. [1]. 

22 Jones, Submission 11, p. 3. 

23 See for example Holmes, Submission 25, p. [2]. 

24House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 160. 
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government of other countries and other distinguished persons overseas 

whose achievements are considered to have relevance to Australia. 

Condolence motions have also been moved for service personnel and 

victims of natural and other disasters.25 

6.27 Standing order 49 states that: 

As a courtesy, the House will ordinarily grant precedence to a motion moved 

without notice for a motion of condolence or thanks of the House. 

6.28 There is no time set in the order of business for condolence motions. 

However, the practice of the House is that condolence motions or references 

to the deaths of certain persons are normally dealt with immediately 

following Prayers or at 2 pm.26 By their nature, statements by indulgence are 

at the discretion of the Speaker. 

Comment 

6.29 Condolence motions provide an important opportunity for the House to 

formally place on record details such as appreciation of the service of the 

deceased and an expression of sympathy to their family. Statements by the 

Speaker announcing the death of former Members are in line with 

long-standing practice.  

6.30 The Committee notes that concerns that condolence motions and/or 

statements by indulgence made at 2 pm reduce the time available for 

Question Time would be addressed if Recommendation 3 in this report were 

adopted. A minimum number of questions would be asked no matter when 

Question Time began.  

6.31 However, the Committee also notes public expectation of being able to 

watch or listen to the broadcast of Question Time at 2 pm. The Committee 

recognises that there may be practical or public interest reasons to raise 

matters on indulgence or move condolence motions at 2 pm but suggests 

that, where appropriate, consideration be given to this being done at the 

start of the sitting day instead. This may also avoid a potential shift in tone 

from the reflective to the political once Question Time begins. 

6.32 The Committee considers that the practice of outlining ministerial 

arrangements—for example, noting which minister will respond to 

                                                      
25House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 330. 

26House of Representatives Practice, 7th ed., 2018, p. 262. 



96 
 

 

questions in another’s absence—at the beginning of Question Time is not 

only appropriate but helpful and should continue.  

Recommendation 10 

6.33 The Committee recommends that consideration be given to making 

statements on indulgence or moving motions of condolence after Prayers. 
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7. Conclusion: Question Time and 

beyond 

7.1 Public trust in our democratic institutions is critical.1 How people perceive 

these institutions affects how much confidence they have in them. The 

Committee heard over the course of the inquiry that many members of the 

public view Question Time in the House negatively, some to the extent that 

they reported they were disillusioned with the Parliament more generally as 

a result.2 

7.2 Question Time is, for many, the one part of the parliamentary day that they 

see, whether by watching a television or internet broadcast, listening to it on 

the radio or seeing clips played on the news. As such, it is the window 

through which the work of the House is viewed. Improving how Question 

Time is conducted therefore has the potential to improve trust in the House.  

7.3 Some argued that televising Question Time has been in part responsible for 

this narrow focus. For example, it seemed to Ms Kernot that Question Time 

had become ‘a series of competitive performances for the purposes of a few 

seconds of evening television news’.3 However, the Committee considers 

                                                      
1 In public hearings, Professor Coghill said, ‘We need to make sure that whatever we do in Australia 

strengthens liberal democracy rather than allows it to drift away from us,’ (Transcript of 

evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 24) while Professor Lewis referred to the Parliament as a ‘precious 

institution’ that we need to do everything we can to protect (Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, 

pp. 16-17). 

2 See for example Name withheld, Submission 3; Ambrey, Submission 4; Curtis, Submission 12; and 

White, Submission 32. 

3 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 1. 
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broadcasting and reporting on Question Time to be part of the way in which 

it fulfils its function as an accountability mechanism. 

7.4 Acknowledging that the House is often viewed through the ‘narrow 

theatrical prism of a televised 70 minutes a day’4, the Committee considers 

that there is scope to promote other parts of the parliamentary sitting day, 

including proceedings in the Federation Chamber. It may be tempting to 

think of Question Time as a microcosm—that is, indicative of the way the 

House operates for the whole of each sitting day—but this is far from 

accurate.  

7.5 There are other ways in which the House scrutinises legislation, policy and 

government expenditure. If done in conjunction with improving the way 

Question Time is conducted, highlighting these may help improve public 

perceptions of the way business is conducted in the House.5 For example, in 

hearings committee members discussed with witnesses the way in which the 

consideration in detail of appropriation bills in the Federation Chamber has 

been used to question ministers about proposed expenditure.6 Increased 

promotion of the other work of the House may also help address concerns 

that the House does not sit for enough days a year or does not have enough 

opportunities to hold the government to account.7 

Recommendation 11 

7.6 The Committee recommends improved promotion of the other work of the 

House, including resources for Members and/or asking the Department of 

the House of Representatives to develop additional public information 

products. 

Concluding remarks  

7.7 In making its recommendations in this report, the Committee has aimed to 

look holistically at Question Time, not only in relation to the accountability, 

information-sharing and political functions it plays but also as a window on 

the House. The Committee sees implementing changes to Question Time as 

                                                      
4 Kernot, Transcript of evidence, 7 July 2020, p. 1. 

5 For discussions of other parliamentary work that could be highlighted, see Jenkins, Transcript of 

evidence, 4 June 2020, pp. 1-2, and Burke, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 11. 

6 See for example Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, pp. 11-12 

7 See for example Coghill, Transcript of evidence, 4 June 2020, p. 23. 
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an opportunity to build and maintain trust in the institution of Parliament, 

both through enhancing the role Question Time plays in the democratic 

process and through improving conduct in the House at the most visible 

time of the day, so that it is a more representative reflection of how business 

is carried out at other times. 

7.8 The Committee has recommended having a set number of questions, with 

shorter time limits for both questions and answers, and some restrictions on 

the type of questions asked by government Members. In the Committee’s 

view, this package of changes would assist the pursuit of executive 

accountability, encourage answers to be more relevant and improve the 

relevance of Question Time to constituents. At the same time, changes to 

what can be included in questions, when points of order can be taken and 

who answers questions would encourage more relevance and improved 

flow of questions and answers. Greater promotion of the other parts of the 

sitting day would also help members of the public to see the work of the 

House beyond Question Time.  

7.9 Throughout the inquiry, the Committee has been conscious of the difficult 

role played by the Speaker, who needs to make decisions based on complex 

rules in a fast-paced and highly charged environment. For this reason, the 

Committee has recommended an additional option to assist the Chair to 

manage disorderly conduct during Question Time. The other changes to 

standing orders recommended by the Committee should also assist the 

Speaker in their role.  

7.10 The Committee also heard throughout the inquiry it would take more than 

changes to the standing orders to change the culture of Question Time. Some 

of the informal practices discussed in this report are at the discretion of 

political parties and individual Members, who have a key role in 

establishing the norms of the House and who therefore have an opportunity 

to make improvements beyond what can be achieved through changes to 

standing orders alone.  
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7.11 As a means of delivering government accountability, as a forum for 

information sharing and as a window on the House, Question Time is a vital 

part of each sitting day. The Committee is optimistic that the way Question 

Time is conducted can be improved. It encourages all Members to play a 

part. 

 

 

 

 

Ross Vasta MP 

Chair 

15 March 2021 
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E. Previous Procedure Committee 

recommendations relating to 

Question Time 

November 1986 – The standing Orders and practices which govern the conduct 

of Question Time  

Recommendations Action by House 

Length of questions 

It is recommended that standing orders 

be amended to require that questions be 

brief and confined to a single issue. 

(p. 28) 

Time limits introduced in 2010. 
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Questions anticipating matters before the 

House 

It is recommended that the prohibition 

on questions anticipating discussion of 

an order of the day or other matter be 

modified to exclude matters of public 

importance and the main or 

supplementary appropriation bills and 

in enforcing the rule the Chair have 

regard to the matter anticipated being 

brought before the House within a 

reasonable time but not so as to alter the 

practice regarding questions directed to 

private Members. (p. 30) 

SO 100(f) which provided that questions 

must not anticipate discussion on an 

order of the day or other matter was 

deleted in 2006. 

Questions relating to ‘friendly’ countries 

It is recommended that the practices 

relating to reflections on governments 

or heads of governments other than the 

Queen or her representatives in 

Australia be discontinued in so far as 

they apply to both questions and 

debate. (p. 32) 

Although recommendation not adopted 

formally, the attitude of successive 

Speakers indicates acceptance of these 

views (see House of Representatives 

Practice, 7th ed., p. 520). 

Rules for questions 

It is recommended that:  

 in view of the prohibition on 

questions containing argument 

contained in standing order 144(b) 

the provision that questions which 

seek information on matters of past 

history for the purpose of argument 

are inadmissible be removed from 

practice; 

Recommended changes to standing 

orders were not adopted. 

In the 2004 revision of standing orders, 

the provision for questions to other 

Members (reworded) was included in 

standing order 99.  
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 standing orders be amended to 

make it clear that a question on the 

Notice Paper does not constitute a 

“public matter connected with the 

business of the House, of which a 

Member has charge” for the 

purpose of standing order 143, and 

 the prohibition on questions 

without notice which are 

substantially the same as questions 

already on the Notice Paper be 

retained. (p. 37) 

 

 

 

 

 

Rules for answers 

It is recommended that standing orders 

be amended to provide that answers to 

questions must be relevant, not 

introduce matter extraneous to the 

question and should not contain – 

 arguments, imputations, epithets, 

ironical expressions or  

 discreditable references to the 

House or any Member thereof or 

any offensive or unparliamentary 

expressions. (p. 45) 

Standing orders were amended in 2010 

to require that answers be ‘directly 

relevant’ to the question. There are no 

other rules for the content of answers. 

Duration of Question Time 

It is recommended that the duration of 

Question Time remain approximately 45 

minutes but be extended until a 

minimum of 16 questions (excluding 

disallowed and supplementary 

questions) are asked unless major 

interruption occur. (p. 49) 

Introduction of time limits in 2010 

means that there are now typically more 

than 16 questions asked.  
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Supplementary questions  

It is recommended that:  

 standing orders be amended to 

allow for one immediate 

supplementary question. 

Immediate supplementary 

questions would be restricted to the 

questioner, they must arise out of 

the Minister’s response, should 

need no preambles, should not 

introduce new matter and should 

be put in precise and direct terms 

without any prior statements or 

argument;  

 immediate supplementary 

questions be regarded as a part of 

one question, rather than a second 

question, for the purpose of the 

allocation of the call, and  

 subject to the qualifications 

permitting immediate 

supplementary questions, current 

provisions remain unchanged for 

the allocation of the call. (p. 54) 

Provision giving Speaker discretion to 

allow supplementary questions (SO 

101(b)) was deleted in 2013. 
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June 1992 – The standing orders governing questions seeking information 

Recommendations Action by House 

Rules for questions 

The committee believes that standing 

order 144 needs significant 

simplification. It has proposed that 

current standing order 144 be replaced 

with a standing order which removes 

many of the specific provisions which 

are thought to be ineffective. The new 

standing order would read: 

Questions without notice will be 

concise, seek information, relate 

only to one subject and not contain 

material not necessary to the 

understanding of the question.  

(p.9) 

Recommendation not adopted. 

Rules for answers 

The committee recommends that 

standing order 145 read: 

The answer to a question without 

notice: 

(a) shall be concise and confined to the 

subject matter of the question, and 

(b) shall not debate the subject to which 

the question refers. 

An answer to a question on notice shall 

be relevant to the question. (p. 15) 

Standing orders were amended in 2010 

to require that answers be ‘directly 

relevant’ to the question. There are no 

other rules for the content of answers. 
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Statement by Speaker  

It is recommended that the Chair, at the 

commencement of a Parliament (or such 

other times as thought necessary) advise 

the House on how the standing orders 

affecting questions and answers will be 

applied, either generally or specifically. 

(p. 21) 

Recommendation not adopted. 

October 1993 – About time: Bills, questions and working hours 

Recommendations Action by House 

Length of question time and supplementary 

questions 

It is recommended that:  

(a) question time continue for at least 45 

minutes (or 2 consecutive 30 minute 

segments each sitting Monday) and 

until at least 16 questions (or 8 questions 

in each segment each Monday) have 

been answered, unless a motion, which 

may be moved without notice and by 

any Member, is agreed to ‘That (further) 

questions be placed on notice': provided 

that the moving of a motion to suspend 

standing orders to bring on other 

business will end question time, 

regardless of whether or not that motion 

is carried; 

 

 

 

(a) Introduction of time limits in 2010 

means that there are now typically more 

than 16 questions asked. 
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(b) the Speaker allow, to the original 

questioner, one immediate 

supplementary question in respect of 

each original question answered; and 

that supplementary questions be 

counted as part of the minimum 

number of 16 questions required each 

question time. (p. 25) 

(b) Provision giving Speaker discretion 

to allow supplementary questions (SO 

101(b)) was deleted in 2013. 

Rostering of Ministers  

It is recommended that, as a trial for 

two sitting periods,  

(a) question time each Monday be in the 

form of two consecutive 30 minute 

segments each with a minimum of 8 

questions to be asked; 

(b) Ministers be rostered so that the 

Ministers representing each portfolio 

(except Prime Minister and Cabinet, 

Treasury and Finance) and the Minister 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Affairs attend to answer questions in 

one segment per sitting cycle. The 

grouping of portfolios and allocation of 

segments to be agreed by the 

Opposition and the Government; 

(c) the Opposition to be able to request 

the presence of one additional Minister, 

other than the Prime Minister, per 

segment by informing the Speaker in 

writing prior to the sitting of the House 

on the Monday to which the request 

relates. (p. 27) 

As a trial, Ministers were rostered 

during every question time for most of 

1994 (not just on Mondays as 

recommended by Committee). 

Rostering of Ministers has not occurred 

since then. 
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June 1995 – Time for review: Bills, questions and working hours 

Recommendations Action by House 

Amendments to rostering of Ministers trial 

It is recommended that sessional order 

151A be amended to provide for: 

(a) the Opposition to require the 

presence of one additional Minister per 

day by informing the Leader of the 

House in writing prior to the sitting of 

the House on the day to which the 

requirement relates; and  

(b) questions to be asked of any Minister 

who attends question time regardless of 

whether he or she is on the roster for 

that day, the presence of any additional 

Ministers to be announced to the House 

by the Leader of the House or other 

Minister at the commencement of 

question time. (p. 25) 

Government did not accept 

recommendation. The sessional order 

was not renewed in the following 

Parliament.  
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June 1995 – Question Time in the House of Representatives: A discussion paper 

No recommendations 

September 1996 – The operation of SO 143: Questions to Members other than 

Ministers 

Recommendations Action by House 

The Committee recommends that 

standing order 143 [now SO 99] be 

retained in its present form. (p.7) 

SO 143 was retained. 

November 2012 – Monitoring and review of procedural changes implemented in 

the 43rd Parliament: 4th report 

No recommendations. The Committee reviewed changes to question time implemented as 

part of the procedural reform package introduced at the beginning of the Parliament 
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F. Public Survey Questions 

Question 1: Do you think the House of Representatives should change how 

Question Time operates? 

 Yes 

 No 

Question 2: Currently Question Time usually lasts around 70 minutes. Please 

indicate which statement best reflects your views: 

 This is about the right amount of time 

 There should be less time for Question Time 

 There should be more time for Question Time 

 Unsure 

Question 3: Currently opposition Members have 30 seconds to ask a question. 

Please indicate which statement best reflects your views: 

 This is the right amount of time 

 Opposition Members should have less time than this per question 

 Opposition Members should have more time than this per question 

 Unsure 

Question 4: Currently cross-bench Members have 45 seconds to ask a question. 

Please indicate which statement best reflects your views: 

 This is the right amount of time 

 Cross-bench Members should have less time than this per question 

 Cross-bench Members should have more time than this per question 

 Unsure 
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Question 5: Currently Ministers have three minutes to answer a question. Please 

indicate which statement best reflects your views: 

 This is the right amount of time 

 Ministers should have less time than this to answer 

 Minsters should have more time than this to answer 

 Unsure 

Question 6: Should there be restrictions on or changes to the practice of asking 

‘Dorothy Dix’ questions? Please indicate which statement best reflects your 

views: 

 Retain current practice in relation to ‘Dorothy Dix’ style questions 

 Amend how ‘Dorothy Dix’ questions can be asked 

 Remove the ability to ask ‘Dorothy Dix’ style questions 

 Unsure 

*Question 6 did not have a comments field. 

Question 7: Who should be able to ask questions? 

 Non-government Members 

 Government Members 

 Government and non-government Members 

 Others (please specify) 

*Question 7 did not have a comments field. 

Question 8: Please add further comment or specify any others who should be 

able to ask questions if you wish: 

*Question 8 was the comments field for question 7. 

Question 9: What would you like the House to accomplish through Question 

Time? 

*There was a free text field for answers to Question 9. 

Question 10: Do you have any other suggestions about how Question Time 

could be improved? 

*There was a free text field for answers to Question 10. 

Question 11: I follow Question Time: 

 Often 

 Occasionally 

 Not now, but I have in the past 

 When I see or hear bits on the TV or radio news or on social media 
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 Never 

*Question 11 did not have a comments field. 

Question 12: What is your age: 

 Under 18 

 18-29 

 30-39 

 40-49 

 50-64 

 65 and over 

 Prefer not to say 

*Question 12 did not have a comments field. 

Question 13: If you are happy to be contacted about any of your answers or 

about further opportunities to engage, please provide your email address: 





 

125 
 

G. Public survey: responses to 

background questions 

Table G.1 How often respondents followed Question Time (Question 11) 

Response Percentage of respondents 

‘Often’ 41.9 

‘Occasionally’ 35.1 

‘Not now, but I have in the past’ 14.9 

‘When I see or hear bits on the TV or 

radio news or on social media’ 

7.4 

‘Never’ 0.7 

Source: Survey results. Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding 
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Table G.2 Age of respondents to the public survey (Question 12) 

Age group Percentage of respondents 

Under 18 0.8 

18-29 9.1 

30-39 14.0 

40-49 16.6 

50-64 31.8 

65 and over 25.3 

Prefer not to say 2.3 

Source: Survey results. Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding 
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H. Members survey questions 

Note: all questions except for question 17 included a free text field for comments.   

Question 1: Do you think the House of Representatives should change how 

Question Time operates? 

 Yes  

 No 

Question 2: What do you consider to be the purpose of Question Time? 

*There was a free text field for answers to Question 2. 

Question 3: What would you like the House to accomplish through Question 

Time? 

*There was a free text field for answers to Question 3. 

Question 4: Currently Question Time usually lasts around 70 minutes. Which 

statement best reflects your views about this? 

 This is about the right amount of time 

 There should be less time for Question Time 

 There should be more time for Question Time 

Question 5: Currently opposition Members have 30 seconds to ask a question. 

Which statement best reflects your views about this? 

 This is the right amount of time 

 Opposition Members should have less time per question 

 Opposition Members should have more time per question 
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Question 6: Currently cross-bench Members have 45 seconds to ask a question. 

Which statement best reflects your views about this? 

 This is the right amount of time 

 Cross-bench Members should have less time per question 

 Cross-bench Members should have more time per question 

Question 7: Currently Ministers have three minutes to answer a question. Which 

statement best reflects your views about this? 

 This is the right amount of time 

 Ministers should have less time to answer 

 Ministers should have more time to answer 

Question 8: Who should be able to ask questions? Tick all that apply. 

 Non-government Members 

 Government Members 

 Others (please specify) 

Question 9: If you have seen Question Time practices in other parliaments that 

you think the House could usefully adopt, please tell us about them. 

*There was a free text field for answers to Question 9. 

Question 10: Are there currently enough opportunities to raise constituency 

matters during Question Time? 

 Yes 

 No 

Question 11: Should there be restrictions on or changes to the practice of asking 

‘Dorothy Dix’ questions? Please indicate which statement best reflects your 

views: 

 Retain current practice in relation to ‘Dorothy Dix’ style questions. 

 Amend how 'Dorothy Dix' questions can be asked. 

 Remove the ability to ask ‘Dorothy Dix’ style questions. 

Question 12: Could another part of the parliamentary day better fulfil any of the 

current roles that Question Time plays? (For example, ministerial statements, 

MPIs) 

*There was a free text field for answers to Question 12. 

Question 13: The standing orders provide certain powers to the Speaker to assist 

him or her manage Question Time. Please indicate which statement best reflects 

your views: 
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 Sufficient powers are not available to the Speaker 

 The current situation is just right 

 The powers available to the Speaker are too great 

Question 14: Should there be restrictions on mobile devices during Question 

Time? 

 Yes  

 No 

Question 15: Are there any technological changes to Question Time that you 

would consider useful? 

*There was a free text field for answers to Question 15. 

Question 16: Do you have any other suggestions about how Question Time 

could be improved? 

*There was a free text field for answers to Question 16. 

Question 17: Are you, or have you been, responsible for answering questions in 

Question Time? 

 Yes 

 No  

 Prefer not to say 

*Question 17 did not have a comments field. 
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