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Public Accounts Committees (PACs) are seen as the chief institution via which parliaments maintain oversight 
and governance control of the public purse and the model applied in most parliaments is recognisable as being 
consistent. 

With this apparent consistency there has built up over time a set of expectations relating to how PACs should 
operate to ensure an informed parliament and, in turn, strong financial governance. However, the pragmatic 
nature of Australian politics combines with the day to day pressure of time management to suggest that the reality 
may be different to the intention.

In this paper, we will examine the widely accepted institutional description of what PACs do and how they should 
work, and then compare that with the lived experience in Western Australia and other Australian state parliaments. 
We will examine the extent to which recent and current PAC activities in the Western Australian parliament follow 
the prescription for an effective PAC, and how it compares to other jurisdictions. 

We will analyse the extent to which PACs operate as compared to the model institution, whether the PAC’s 
activities can be relied upon by parliamentarians for information and leadership in financial management, and 
whether Parliamentary Sovereignty is protected via the Committee’s operation. We will also examine the sources 
of information that informs the PAC’s activities, and consider the role of external and academic research in shaping 
policy recommendations.

This paper will be of value to policy makers, parliamentarians and watchdogs involved in the oversight of the 
Executive on behalf of the parliament. It will attempt to disaggregate the rhetorical perceptions of the institution 
from the practical and, thereby, describe what is really happening to inform financial governance in that 
jurisdiction.
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