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Modern Budget Reform and the Impact on Parliaments 

The Australian Experience 
 

The transparency and accountability of Commonwealth public funding and expenditure 

is right at the heart of parliamentary life. Those who understand the history of 

parliaments know that this is the battlefield on which hundreds and thousands of people 

have lost their lives. It is about the right of people to determine how they are to be taxed 

and how that taxation is to be spent by those who govern them. The fact that the history 

of striving for good government goes back centuries and is steeped in blood should 

remind us that, as dull as this may seem to those who seek other pastures of interest, this 

is material which goes right to the very heart of our parliamentary function. 

Senator Andrew Murray, 2007.
1
 

The purpose of this paper is to examine the impact of budget reform in Australia on the accountability 

of the executive government to the Parliament and to identify the measures by which the Australian 

Senate seeks to improve its oversight of budgetary processes. 

The Australian Parliament 

The Australian Parliament has two elected houses: the Senate and the House of Representatives. The 

majority party in the House of Representatives forms the government. The Senate consists of 

76 Senators elected to represent the six States and two Territories. The government of the day does 

not always hold the majority in the Senate: currently, the Senate is composed of 32 government 

Senators and 44 non-government Senators (37 Liberal/National Party Coalition, five Australian 

Greens, one Family First Party and one independent). 

The Constitution of Australia incorporates the notion of the sovereignty of Parliament with regard to 

taxing and spending. The relevant sections of the Constitution ensure that the raising of revenues meet 

the requirements of the Constitution and that the spending of that money may only be undertaken by 

appropriation made by law.
2
 

Overview of the Australian Budget process 

The Budget cycle 

The Australian Government Budget is delivered in May each year. However, the Budget cycle begins 

in the November of the previous year and ends in about October with the Senate supplementary 

estimates process. 

The preparation of the Budget involves many agencies. The Department of Finance and Deregulation 

coordinates the preparation of the Budget and prepares forward estimates
3
, and is responsible for 

statements of expenses and non-tax revenue. Treasury is responsible for assessments of economic and 

                                                 
1
  Senator Andrew Murray, Senate Hansard, 1 March 2007, p.43. 

2
  Constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia, section 81 and section 83. 

3
  Forward estimates are rolling estimates of what would be appropriated based on the assumption that government 

policy is on-going. These are for the three years following the Budget year. 
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fiscal outlook and estimates of tax revenues. Other agencies support the process by compiling data 

needed for inclusion in the Budget estimates and documents and by providing other necessary 

information. 

Chart 1 shows the main stages in the Budget process, which begins in November when the forward 

estimates are updated. Also in November, peak industry and community organisations are invited to 

provide input into Budget deliberations. 

Chart 1: Key stages in the Budget process 

 

Source: Adapted from M. Chan, M. Nizette, L. LaRance, C. Broughton and D. Russell, Australia, OECD Journal on 

Budgeting, Vol. 1, No. 4, 2002. 
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Budget presentation 

On Budget night, the Treasurer brings down the Budget and introduces the Appropriation Bills which 

authorise the payment of specified amounts for particular purposes
4
 as follows: 

Appropriation Bill No 1: provides for the appropriation of funds for on-going programs known as the 

‘ordinary annual services of government’; 

Appropriation Bill No 2: provides for the appropriation of funds for all other purposes including new 

programs; and 

Appropriation (Parliamentary Departments) Bill: provides for the appropriation of funds for the 

Parliamentary departments. 

The Treasurer also presents the Budget papers and related documents. The Budget documents include: 

Budget Paper No 1:  this is an overview document which contains statements dealing, among 

other things, with fiscal policy, the outlook for the economy, the assumptions 

underlying the projections of growth, unemployment, revenue and expenses 

and other matters; 

Budget Paper No 2:  summarises all the measures, such as tax rates and spending initiatives, that 

the government is proposing; 

Budget Paper No 3:  deals with Commonwealth payments to the State and Territories and local 

government; and 

Budget Paper No 4:  contains information on agency resourcing and replicates Appropriation Bills 

No 1 and No 2 and the Appropriation Bill for the Parliamentary departments. 

The other major document is the Portfolio Budget Statements (PBS). The PBS are among the most 

important Budget-related documents. They are the main source of information on proposed agency 

activities and contain information in support of spending proposed by the Appropriation Bills. The 

information in the PBS falls into two broad categories: agency resourcing and performance 

assessment. The former contains information on how agencies will be funded, the use to which the 

funds will be put as defined by planned outcomes and budgeted financial statements. The PBS also 

contain details of performance information that agencies will collect to assess their performance 

against planned outcomes. 

Review by the Senate 

The Budget is brought forward by the Government with little direct input from Members of 

Parliament. The Senate's primary role in the Budget process is to scrutinise financial measures in its 

role as a house of review. The review is principally undertaken by the Senate legislative and general 

purpose committees through the process known as estimates. 

The Budget estimates take place in May or June. Following the publication of department and agency 

annual reports, the committees conduct another round of estimates, the supplementary Budget 

estimates, in November. Departments and agencies may seek additional funds later in the year. These 

are appropriated through Appropriation Bills 3 and 4. The Senate committees also review the 

additional estimates in February. 

                                                 
4
  Section 83 of the Constitution states that no money shall drawn from the Treasury except under an appropriation 

made by law. 
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Budget reform in Australia 

From Federation in 1901 until 1998, the Australian Government used cash accounting and budget 

systems. There was good reason for this: 

Historically, governments have operated on an annual cash basis because this is 

fundamental to the democratic constitutional safeguards which have been 

evolving since the days of King Charles I of England. The basic safeguard is that 

no monies shall be collected or spent except in ways and amounts approved by 

Parliament through budget appropriations.
5
 

However, the economic and fiscal upheavals of the 1970s and 1980s saw government taking closer 

interest in both their fiscal policy settings and internal budgetary processes.
6
 The Australia 

Government recognised the limitations of cash accounting and budget systems and the need to 

improve the monitoring of the performance of government. This was driven by the growing 

complexity of government; the need for greater flexibility in the public sector to meet changing needs; 

the need to improve efficiency in the delivery of government services; and the need to provide a more 

complete view of public sector performance, including financial performance for decision-making and 

accountability. 

The reform process was aimed at focusing public sector management on results rather than on 

compliance and inputs. From 1986 the Government used program management and budgeting under 

which departments and agencies were required to list and report their activities under programs rather 

than highly dissected statements of costs such as salaries, postage and telephone costs. However, a 

criticism of program budgeting was that it focused too much on inputs and the reasons for producing 

outputs and not enough on outputs. For example, under program budgeting, there was a tendency to 

focus on the cost of information technology rather than on the uses to which it was put.
7
 

In 1996 a change of government saw a renewed emphasis on budget reform and measures were put in 

place to move to an outcomes and outputs framework and full accrual accounting and budgeting. The 

Budget of 1999-2000 was the first to fully implement these changes. At the same time, the 

government introduced legislation to provide for financial management and accountability 

requirements and a Charter of Budget Honesty which provides a framework for the conduct and 

reporting of fiscal policy.
8
 

The government agency responsible for developing and maintaining the financial framework, the then 

Department of Finance and Administration, asserted that the outcomes and outputs framework had 

two basic objectives: to improve agencies' corporate governance; and to enhance public 

accountability. Further, the framework would help to provide the answers to three fundamental 

questions: 

• What does government want to achieve? [outcomes] 

• How does it achieve this? [outputs and administered items] 

                                                 
5
  Commonwealth Department of Finance, The New Financial Reports of Agencies, Commonwealth of Australia, 

Canberra, July 1994. 
6
  Mulgan, R, 'The Accountability Priorities of Australian Parliamentarians', The Australian Journal of Public 

Administration, vol 67, no 4, 2008  
7
  Webb, R, The Commonwealth Budget: process and presentation (updated January 2007), Australian Parliamentary 

Library Research Brief, 17 January 2007, No. 7, 2006-07. 
8
  Financial Management and Accountability Act 1997 and Charter of Budget Honesty Act 1998. 
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• How does government know if it is succeeding? [performance reporting]
9
 

The provision of the information that answers these three questions lies at the heart of accountability 

and transparency of government expenditures.  

The impact of budget reform on accountability and transparency 

It is undoubtedly true that budgetary reforms undertaken over the last two decades have significantly 

enhanced the management of the Australian Government's finances. However, the extent to which the 

reforms have increased transparency and accountability is less clear. 

Accrual accounting and budgeting 

From the perspective of achieving transparency and accuracy in financial reporting, the adoption of 

accrual accounting and budgeting has been positive. The cost of providing goods and services are now 

measured more comprehensively and accurately than under cash accounting as non-cash expenses 

such as accruing employee entitlements are now included in expenses. Under accrual budgeting, 

agencies appropriations are based on their accrual expenses. However, agencies now draw cash down 

only as and when required. 

Accrual accounting and budgeting allows the Parliament and the public to monitor government assets 

and liabilities and changes in the net worth of government. Consistency between the reporting 

structure in the Budget papers and departments/agencies annual reports allows for a greater 

transparency of departmental operations and provides evidence of what the government wishes to 

achieve.
10

 

Outcomes and outputs framework 

A notable improvement arising from the outcomes and outputs framework is the new and more 

extensive information provided: outcomes are fully costed and agencies must provide information on 

how they have performed against outcomes. This is a welcome contribution to improved 

accountability and transparency. However, a number of significant problems with the framework have 

been identified which, it has been argued, undermine the Parliament's and the Senate's central function 

of scrutinising and approving public funding and expenditure. Indeed, a former state Auditor General 

has commented that 'ít can be argued that the Parliament lost control of Commonwealth financial 

matters when it agreed to a number of fundamental changes in the reform of Commonwealth 

finances'.
11

 

Issues 

Difficulties with outcomes 

The Senate undertakes its scrutiny of the government's expenditure proposals principally through the 

estimates process. Estimates hearings allow Senators to examine government finances in detail by 

                                                 
9
  Department of Finance and Administration, The Outcomes and Outputs Framework Guidance Document, 

November 2000. 
10

  Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee, Inquiry into the transparency and accountability of 

Commonwealth public funding and expenditure, Submission 5. 
11

  Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee, Inquiry into the transparency and accountability of 

Commonwealth public funding and expenditure, Submission 7. 
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direct questioning of Senate ministers and public officials. Supported by the Senate's own resolutions 

on the scope of the examination and the powers of the committees, Estimates hearings allow Senators 

to question widely, leaving few areas unopened to probing in the view of the public and media. 

Senators seek to hold agencies accountable for what they achieve (outcomes) rather than how they do 

it (inputs and outputs). 

Senators rely on the Portfolio Budget Statement (PBS) which, it is stated in the introduction of each 

statement, provides 'information, explanation and justification to enable parliament to understand the 

purpose of each outcome proposed in the [Appropriation] Bills'. While recognising the role of the 

Parliament, in practice, the outcomes and outputs structure has lead to some weakening of 

Parliamentary control. 

The framework’s success depends crucially on how well outcomes are specified. Since its inception, 

Senate committees and the Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit have criticised the quantity 

and quality of the outcomes provided in the PBS. With the move from programs to outcomes in 1999, 

many agencies reduced the number of outcomes (sometimes to only one). In addition, often the 

outcomes are very general and vague and couched in terms of aspirations rather than purposes for 

which the money is appropriated. For example, the Department of Finance's 'Efficiently functioning 

parliament' outcome covers travel entitlements, electorate office facilities and car hire services for 

members of Parliament including ministers. 

The number and specificity of outcomes is important for transparency and accountability: it can occur 

that money is appropriated for outcomes expressed in such a way that the purpose of the expenditure 

is unknown until the expenditure occurs. This 'means that the spending by those agencies is 

effectively untrammelled and uncontrolled, as long as that spending is consistent with the broad 

expression of outcomes'.
12

 

One example which supports this view occurred in 2005 when the Government spent $55 million on 

an advertising campaign for its industrial relations polices, which had not yet been enacted, and for 

which no Parliamentary appropriation had been made. The lawfulness of this expenditure was 

considered by the High Court of Australia. The Court's majority judgement held that departments 

could incur any spending, whether or not it was consistent with departmental outcomes. Rather, it was 

sufficient to demonstrate that the amount to be spent was applied for ‘departmental expenditure’. The 

Finance and Public Administration Committee commented that ‘the judgement makes plain that under 

the financial management framework erected since 1997, the Parliament has limited ability to 

determine how much money is available for particular purposes or the purposes for which money is to 

be spent’.
13

 

A second problem with lack of specificity is that it causes problems for efficient questioning by 

Senators participating in the Estimates process. Senators find it very difficult to identify the 

appropriate point in proceedings to seek the explanations they require. It is not unusual to hear a 

Senator lamenting their inability to identify the correct outcome: Senate Estimates officers are 

summonsed, departmental officers are consulted and, if the Senator is fortunate, they will not be told 

the question should have been asked yesterday under a different outcome or in another committee 

which concluded its deliberations two days ago. Opportunities are missed and oversight is weakened. 

                                                 
12

  Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee, Inquiry into the transparency and accountability of 

Commonwealth public funding and expenditure, Submission 7. 
13

  Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee, Government advertising and accountability, 2005, 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/fapa_ctte/completed_inquiries/2004-07/govtadvertising/report/report.pdf 
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Another issue is instability in outcomes and outputs as some agencies regularly change their outcomes 

and outputs structures. The instability of outcomes makes data comparison difficult and further 

frustrates Senators seeking explanations of expenditure. 

Outcomes which cross agencies and portfolios also cause problems for efficient review. A whole-of-

government coordination of policy development and service delivery has been adopted for programs 

for Indigenous Australians, leading to complex administrative arrangements and cross-over of matters 

between eight portfolios. This has caused considerable frustration for Senators as they attempt to 

extract the information they require. 

Unfortunately not only Senators but also public officials have found it difficult to understand the 

outcomes structure of the PBS. The Finance and Public Administration Committee recorded in a 2000 

report, that it had been further confused by officers who also did not appear to understand the Budget 

documents or who were unable to find information therein. An apparent lack of understanding of the 

PBS at senior management level caused the committee to wonder whether the PBS were really a key 

management tool within certain agencies. The committee 'respectfully suggested' that only those 

officers with a good grasp of the PBS be permitted to attend Senate estimates hearings.
14

 

Performance information 

In the Portfolio Budget Statements, agencies set out the performance information they will use to 

access their performance in terms of efficiency and effectiveness against planned outcomes. Agencies 

report in their annual reports on how well they performed against planned outcomes using the 

information collected under the indicators. The purpose in requiring performance assessments is to 

assist management, planning and to increase explanation of agency performance.
15

 

The Australian National Audit Office in a 2003-04 report on annual performance reporting, stated that 

in order to improve transparency and accountability agencies’ annual reporting, frameworks needed to 

be improved in relation to performance measures relating to quality and effectiveness/impact. The 

performance information presented did not allow Parliamentarians and other stakeholders to interpret 

and fully understand the results. Annual reports needed to provide an analysis of performance, rather 

than list of activities; assess performance against targets; and use the results of evaluations where 

appropriate to provide performance information on quality and effectiveness.
16

 

Use of the PBS by Parliamentarians 

In order for Senators to have a good grasp of the PBS, they must understanding complex Government 

financial arrangements, the outcomes and outputs framework and accrual accounting. Former Senator 

Andrew Murray, a leading proponent of budgetary reform, commented that many parliamentarians are 

not skilled in accounting or finance. In addition, the lengths of terms of Senators have decreased over 

the past two decades resulting in less time for the inexperienced parliamentarian to gain the high level 

of expertise needed to decode government budgets and to understand the underlying concepts, 

particularly those based on accrual accounting.
17

 

                                                 
14

  Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee, Inquiry into the Format of Portfolio Budget Statements: 

Third Report, 2000. 
15

  Webb, R, The Commonwealth Budget: process and presentation (updated January 2007), Australian Parliamentary 

Library Research Brief, 17 January 2007, No. 7, 2006-07. 
16

  Australian National Audit Office, Annual performance reporting, Audit Report No.11, 2003-04. 
17

  Senator Andrew Murray, Review of Operation Sunlight: Overhauling Budgetary Transparency, June 2008. 
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Working against the development of expertise is the amount of time allowed for the examination of 

the Budget through the estimates: committees meet three times a year, usually for eight days in total. 

While it is open for committees to decide to extend the hearings, and this has occurred on a number of 

occasions, in practice, government majorities on committees make it highly unlikely that they do so. 

The pressure of other committee work has also increased over the years. The Senate Economics 

Committee at one point at the end of 2008 was juggling 14 concurrent inquires, while the Community 

Affairs Committee was undertaking 12 inquiries. Senators' interest in detailed financial matters, in the 

face of such enormous workloads, is understandably low. 

Critics of the Estimates process have argued that its effectiveness has been undermined by party 

politics. Non-government Senators are characterised as being only interested in attempting to put 

blame on ministers or particular officers in order to win political points. The Clerk of the Senate has 

commented that 'this should not be a matter for reproach and nor does it invalidate the hearings as an 

accountability process'. He continued that the ultimate safeguard against the misuse of power by a 

government is the ability of its opponents and rivals to find out about, and draw attention to, its 

mistakes and misdeeds.
18

 

Other issues impacting on transparency and accountability 

There are a number of other matters peculiar to Australian financial arrangements which impact on 

transparency and accountability. 

Appropriations and sources of money 

Another challenge for accountancy and transparency has included the Executive Government's 

increasing use of funding available through means other than the annual appropriation bills that come 

before the Parliament. In Australia, annual appropriations now amount to less than 20 per cent of all 

government spending. The remainder is provided by a range of statutory provisions, such as Special 

Appropriations, which may not be subject to regular parliamentary approval.
19

 

Other practices which have the potential to compromise the Parliament's scrutiny and control of public 

finances include the ability to transfer funds from one form of appropriation to another without the 

knowledge of the Parliament and in some cases, the relevant minister. Appropriations have also lost 

their annual nature with departments carrying over unspent funds from one year to the next. This 

carryover of surplus funds has been seen as a particular concern as the Executive Government could 

use them to thwart the will of the Parliament by establishing 'hollow logs' of 'appropriations made by 

law'.
20

 

                                                 
18

  Evans, H, Clerk of the Senate, 'Senate Estimates hearings and the Government Majority in the Senate', Address to 

the National Press Club, 11 April 2006. 
19

  Special Appropriations are appropriations that appear in an Act – other than in the annual Appropriation Acts – 

which appropriates funds for a particular purpose. For example, payments for the age pension are made under the 

Social Security (Administration) Act 1999. Some special appropriations are for a finite amount of expenditure. 

However, most are  open-ended in that payments under these Acts are limited only by the eligibility criteria of the 

people or organizations that receive the payments. While departments are required to identify special appropriation 

in their PBS and actual expenditure is shown in their annual financial statements, many escape effective 

parliamentary scrutiny: the Parliament approves the initial appropriation when the relevant Bill is enacted, but 

thereafter effectively exercises little on-going control over the expenditure. 
20

  Maurice Kennedy, Cheques and Balances, Department of the Parliamentary Library, Research Paper No. 16, 2001-

2002. 
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Expenditure for on-going government programs 

Under the Australian Constitution, the appropriation of money for on-going government programs, the 

‘ordinary annual services of the government’, must be contained in one Appropriation Bill and the 

appropriation of money for all other matters must be in the second Appropriation Bill. This distinction 

is important on two grounds. First, the Senate cannot make amendments to the first Appropriation Bill 

containing money for on-going programs; it can only request that the House of Representatives make 

amendments. The Senate, however, can amend the second Appropriation Bill containing money for 

new projects. Secondly, it provides a useful tool for parliamentary scrutiny and control of expenditure, 

in that it separates normal on-going expenditure from other expenditure.  

In recent times, this separation has not been observed as rigorously as intended by the Constitution. 

Under the cover of the vague outcomes, departments have initiated new programs with ordinary 

annual services money. 

The Parliament's response 

The Senate has sought to improve the accountability and transparency of government financial 

processes through: 

 resolutions and orders of the Senate; 

 changes to the Senate Standing Orders; 

 changes to the format of estimates hearings; 

 provision of training programs for public officials appearing before estimates committees; 

 committee inquiries; 

 providing assistance to Senators and committees; and 

 supporting the role of the Auditor General. 

 

Resolutions and orders of the Senate 

Resolutions supporting the estimates process 

As noted above, the Senate estimates process provides the principal opportunity for Senators to seek 

explanations about Budget proposals from ministers and officials. As the only Senate rule relating to 

the scope of questioning in committees is that it must be relevant to the matters referred to the 

committee, namely the estimates of expenditure, the Senate has maintained the view that almost all 

areas of government activity are open to examination. Often the government of the day has not agreed 

with this view and has attempted to restrict the scope of estimates hearings. 

In order to make its position clear, the Senate passed a series of resolutions between 1971 and 1998 

declaring the principle that persons responsible for the expenditure of public funds are accountable for 

that expenditure and do not have a discretion to withhold details or explanations from the Parliament 

or its committees. In 1999, following disputes between committee members and ministers as to the 

scope of the questioning in estimates, the Senate reasserted this principle and resolved that: 

Any questions going to the operations or financial positions of the departments and 

agencies which seek funds in the estimates are relevant questions for the purpose of 

estimates hearings. 
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While these resolutions make explicit the principle which the Senate maintains in relation to the 

examination of government expenditure, disputes still arise in committees about the scope of 

questioning. Both ministers and government officials regularly claim that questions should not be 

answered on various grounds. 

The Senate recognises that there are instances where both officials and ministers may refuse to 

provide information. Under the Privileges Resolutions of the Senate, officials may not be asked to 

give opinions on matters of government policy and officials are allowed to refer questions asked of 

them to a more senior officer or a minister. Ministers may refuse to answer a question by making a 

claim of public interest immunity. Some grounds for claims of public interest immunity have been 

accepted by the Senate, for example, prejudice to legal proceedings and prejudice to national security, 

others have not. One claim regularly relied upon by ministers, but not accepted by the Senate, is the 

claim of commercial confidentiality. In 2003, a Senate resolution made it clear that only ministers 

could make a claim that information would not be provided because of commercial confidentiality and 

that such a claim must be accompanied by a statement setting out the basis for the claim, including a 

statement of any commercial harm that may result from the disclosure of the information. 

The Senate has also maintained its right to examine in estimates an organisation that does not receive 

money through the Appropriation Bills, for example the Australian telecommunications provider 

Telstra. The Senate has asserted that the organisation’s operations may have significant implications 

for the expenditure of public funds and therefore its officers may be questioned in estimates hearings. 

Orders for the production of information 

The Senate has introduced a number of orders for the production of information to improve 

accountability. The most significant order was agreed to in June 2001 in relation to government 

contracts. As a consequence of the increased use of outsourcing arrangements for operations which 

had, in the past, been provided directly by government and frequent claims of confidentiality, the 

Senate ordered that details of all government contracts of $100000 or more entered into by 

departments and agencies be published on the Internet. The order also requires the Auditor General to 

report to the Senate on inappropriate use of confidentiality clauses in contracts and the Finance and 

Public Administration Committee to report on the operation of the order from time. 

Ministers are also required to publish twice a year on the Internet an indexed list of the titles of all 

relevant departmental and agency files. 

Changes to the Senate Standing Orders 

During estimates hearings many questions are taken on notice by ministers or officials or placed on 

notice by Senators. The committees are required by the Senate’s procedures to set deadlines for 

answering questions on notice. In response to continual frustrations over the failure of the Executive 

Government to provide answers to the questions on notice, the Senate Standing Orders have been 

amended to allow for a Senator to raise the matter in the Senate chamber. If the answers are more than 

thirty days overdue, any Senator can ask for an explanation in the chamber and initiate a debate. This 

potentially imposes a penalty of loss of legislating time for the government. The procedure provides 

no remedy for a refusal to answer a question. 
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Changes to the format of estimates hearings 

As noted above, many outcomes cross over a number of portfolios. Senators have found it frustrating 

to seek explanations across multiple portfolios, particularly in relation to Indigenous matters. In 

response, the Senate has agreed that a separate time be established to conduct an estimates hearing on 

Indigenous matters that would include all the portfolios with Budget expenditure or responsibility for 

Indigenous issues. The first cross portfolio hearing was conducted in October last year. While 

Senators did not take full advantage of the opportunity, the cross-portfolio hearing is now required by 

the Senate and it is hoped that as Senators become more familiar with the format of the hearings, 

accountability of Indigenous issues will improve. 

Training courses for officials 

The Department of Senate provides training programs for public officials on the work of the Senate 

and its estimates process. Over 500 officials a year attend general programs and approximately 150 

officials attend the estimates specific training programs each year.  

The programs not only explain estimates processes but also emphasise the Constitutional basis of the 

Senate's powers in relation to expenditure and officials' rights and obligations when appearing before 

committees. 

Senate committee inquiries 

The accountability function of the Parliament depends on obtaining information and one of the 

primary means of doing so is the Budget documentation provided by the Executive Government. The 

Budget documentation has been the subject of much review and comment by committees.  

From the early 1970s, departments provided explanatory notes to the committees examining 

estimates. These notes were rudimentary at first and were provided informally to members of 

estimates committees. As a result of pressure from committees the documents were formally tabled in 

the Senate from 1976. The introduction of program budgeting in the 1980s saw the documents 

transformed from explanatory notes to program performance statements which provided explanations 

according to the new program structure. The move to accrual budgeting and the outcomes and outputs 

framework reinforced the requirement for detailed explanatory material on departmental activities.  

Estimates committees have consistently reported to the Senate on the problems and deficiencies in 

budget documentation and encouraged improvements in the quality, nature and transparency of 

information presented to Parliament. In relation to the PBS these comments have focused on the 

readability of the PBS, the type of and level of aggregation of the information provided, the lack of 

standardisation across the PBS, and the lack of forward estimates for outcomes and outputs. The 

format of the PBS was reviewed in depth on three occasions by the Senate Finance and Public 

Administration Legislation Committee. The committee’s recommendations reinforced the need to 

improve the PBS. Many recommendations made by committees were taken up by the Government 

leading to considerable improvement first to the program statements of the 1980s and then to the 

Portfolio Budget Statements. 

In 2007, the Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee undertook a major inquiry into the 

transparency and accountability of Commonwealth public funding. The committee made a range of 
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recommendations directed at 'restoring the Parliament's constitutional and historical prerogatives with 

regard to the control of the Executive's funding and expenditure'.
21

 

Standing references 

Under the Senate Standing Orders, the annual reports of departments and agencies are automatically 

referred to the legislative and general purpose standing committees. This means that the committees 

can initiate their own review of the operations of government bodies without seeking a specific 

reference from the Senate. The Clerk of the Senate has observed that 'these standing references are 

very powerful accountability tools, as they allow committees, on their own motion, to call 

departments and agencies to account for their administration of particular programs and projects'.
22

 

Assistance to Senators and committees 

Senators and committees receive assistance on budgetary and financial matters by the Senate 

Department; the Parliamentary Library and the Auditor General. 

The Senate Department's assistance includes: drawing to the attention of the relevant committee 

legislation which include special appropriations; significant changes of programs and projects 

between outcomes, unusual or unexplained allocation of programs and projects to outcomes, and other 

unexplained expenditures; and expenditures in the first appropriation bill which do not meet the test 

for ordinary annual services. 

The Parliamentary Library provides a range of published material including detailed comments on the 

government’s budget and research services to individual members of parliament. 

The Auditor General reports directly to the Australian Parliament and has a close relationship with 

major committees including the Senate legislative and general purpose committees and the Joint 

Committee of Public Accounts and Audit. The Auditor General provides the Parliament with forward 

notice of the release of reports and summaries of reports. Briefings to committees and individual 

Senators are provided on request on request. Committees may also raise with the Auditor General 

matters which they consider warrant the attention of the Australian National Audit Office.  

Although Australian National Audit Office staff do not attend estimates hearings as a matter of 

course, it is open to committees to invite the Auditor-General to provide comment, or nominate 

ANAO officers to provide comment, on matters relevant to audit reports raised during committee 

hearings. 

Recent budget reforms 

A new period of budgetary reform is now taking place in the Australian Government. Before coming 

to power in 2007, the Labor Party released a discussion paper entitled Operation Sunlight which 

outlined its proposals to improve transparency and accountability of government financial 

arrangements.
23

 In 2008, the new government invited then Democrat
24

 Senator Andrew Murray to 

undertake a review of Operation Sunlight. 

                                                 
21

  Senate Standing Committee on Finance and Public Administration, Transparency and accountability of 

Commonwealth public funding and expenditure, March 2007, p.ix. 
22

  Evans, H, The Senate, Accountability and Government Control, Paper for the Australian Research Council Project 

Strengthening Parliamentary Institutions, Australian National University Parliamentary Studies Centre, 2007. 
23

  Lindsay Tanner MP, Operation Sunlight – Enhancing Budget Transparency,  
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Senator Murray, as a long-term member of the Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee, 

was well-versed in the problems that the budget reforms have posed for Parliamentary scrutiny and 

accountability. Senator Murray's recommendations addressed many of the problems that had been 

concerning the Parliament over the last decade. The Government responded positively to many of the 

recommendations and there were significant changes to the 2008-09 Budget documentation aimed at 

tightening the outcomes and outputs framework, improving the transparency of estimates and 

improving the financial framework. Further changes will be made in the 2009-10 documentation 

including the reporting of financial information at the program level.
25

  

Senator Murray also recommended that the Joint Committee of Public Accounts and Audit and the 

Senate Finance and Public Administration Committee look for ways to enhance their secretariat 

resources so that they could produce real-time briefs on financial accountability measures for 

committee members. These matters are yet to be considered. 
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  The Australian Democrats held Senate seats between 1981 and 2008. They were the major third party in the Senate 

during that time and held the balance of power in the Senate from 1981 to 2001. Democrat Senators were very 

active during estimates hearings and sought to improve transparency and accountability of the Government. 
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  Senator Andrew Murray, Review of Operation Sunlight: Overhauling Budgetary Transparency, June 2008. 


