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Westminster can be seen as a kind of reversible 
political cloak that clothes public service reform—
sometimes as a critique of conventional practice, 

other times as a defence against unwanted change

Di Francesco, 2013
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Focus

• Expectation has developed over time that 
Public Accounts Committees (PACs) are the 
main financial oversight body of parliament

• Does practice support this – ?

• We examine the purpose and activities of 
PACs, and compare to model behaviour

• We also consider information that informs the 
PACs, including academic research
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Literature review
The Westminster System developed concomitantly with the parliamentary systems of the Australian 
jurisdictions – so Australia is not a “copy” of the mother parliament

Bunn and Gilchrist, 2014; James 1994

Pragmatism trumps the Westminster System in Australian jurisdictions
Gilchrist and Coulson, 2015; Gilchrist, 2013

Our traditional story is that Australian jurisdictions follow the Westminster model even though it is not 
demonstrated in fact – however the Westminster System serves an explanatory purpose and a 
normative purpose

Rhodes, 2005

PACs are part of the Westminster model
Balls, 1969

PAC’s role is to ensure parliament has sufficient information in order to effectively review the 
government’s expenditure

Woolmer, 1998

Diversity within the community of Westminster parliaments (e.g. the Commonwealth Parliamentary 
Association) reinforces capacity for local variation

Pelizzo, 2007

But, parliamentary sovereignty is generally on the wane
Goldsworthy, 2010
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The question

In practice, do Australian PACs effectively protect parliaments’ interests in the 
context of financial oversight?

Sub-questions:

• Does Australian pragmatism prevent the effective operation of PACs?

• What does the evidence tell us?

• Is diversity in the application of the Westminster System the norm?
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Model PAC

Structural features:

• Non-government member as chair
• Majority members non-government (not universally accepted – some say 

should reflect the make up of the popular house)
• Adequate resourcing
• Effective cross-committee utility (e.g. PAC and Estimates)
• But… PAC is the apex of financial scrutiny
• Effective “inter-house” utility 
• PAC member engagement
• Parliamentary engagement
• Work with statutory auditor
• PAC needs to undertake an ex ante AND ex post review

Benton and Russell, 2012; Goldsworthy, 2010; Wehmer, 2010; McGee, 2002; 
Woolmer, 1998; Balls, 1969 
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Case studies

Public Accounts Committees in Australian states
• New South Wales
• South Australia
• Tasmania
• Victoria
• Queensland
• Western Australia

PAC activities over 3-4 years
• Western Australia – current government i.e. from March 2013
• All other states – 2013 – present
• Queensland a notable exception
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New South Wales

Public Accounts Committee
(1) The functions of the Committee are: 
(a) to examine the consolidated financial statements and general government sector 

financial statements transmitted to the Legislative Assembly by the Treasurer, 
(b) to examine the financial reports of authorities of the State, being financial reports that 

have been: (i) audited by the Auditor-General or an auditor appointed under section 47 
(1), or (ii) laid before the Legislative Assembly by a Minister of the Crown, 

(c) to examine the opinion or any report of the Auditor-General transmitted with the 
consolidated financial statements and general government sector financial statements 
or laid before the Legislative Assembly with the financial report of an authority of the 
State (including any documents annexed or appended to any such opinion or report), 
(c1) to examine any report of the Auditor-General laid before the Legislative Assembly, 

(d) to report to the Legislative Assembly from time to time upon any item in, or any 
circumstances connected with, those financial reports, reports or documents which the 
Committee considers ought to be brought to the notice of the Legislative Assembly, 

(e) to report to the Legislative Assembly from time to time any alteration which the 
Committee thinks desirable in the form of those financial reports or in the method of 
keeping them or in the method of receipt, expenditure or control of money relating to 
those financial reports, 
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New South Wales

The functions of the Committee are (cont): 

f. to inquire into, and report to the Legislative Assembly upon, any question in connection 
with those financial reports which is referred to it by the Legislative Assembly, a 
Minister of the Crown or the Auditor-General, and 

g. to inquire into expenditure by a Minister of the Crown made without Parliamentary 
sanction or appropriation or otherwise than in accordance with the provisions of this 
Act or any other Act and report to the Legislative Assembly from time to time upon any 
matter connected with that expenditure which the Committee considers ought to be 
brought to the notice of the Legislative Assembly. 

(2) The functions of the Committee extend to an examination of, inquiry into or report upon 
a matter of Government policy if and only if the matter has been specifically referred to the 
Committee under subsection (1) (f) by the Legislative Assembly or a Minister of the Crown. 

(3) The functions of the Committee do not extend to an examination of, inquiry into or 
report upon the estimates of any proposed expenditure by the State or by an authority of 
the State.
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New South Wales

One current inquiry
• Inquiry into the Management of NSW Public Housing Maintenance Contracts

Previous inquiries - 13
• Examination of the Auditor-General’s Performance Audit Reports September 2013 – July 2014
• Examination of Auditor-General’s Performance Audit Reports May 2013 – July 2013 
• Follow up of the Auditor-General's Performance Audits September 2012 - March 2013
• Follow up of the Auditor-General's Performance Audits April 2012 – August 2012
• Follow up of the Auditor-General's Performance Audits October 2011 - March 2012
• Follow up of the Auditor-General’s 2013 Financial Audit Reports
• Follow up of the Auditor General’s 2012 Financial Audit Report
• Parliamentary Budget Office 2015 Post-election Report
• Report of the Public Accounts Committee of the 55th Parliament
• Tenancy Management in Social Housing
• Planning NSW Infrastructure for the Twenty-Second Century
• Cogeneration and Trigeneration in New South Wales
• Australasian Council of Public Accounts Committees (ACPAC) Conference
• Efficiency and Effectiveness of the Audit Office of NSW
• Quadrennial Review of the Audit Office 2013 
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South Australia

Previously, the Economics and Finance Committee (Legislative Assembly standing 
committee) effectively functioned as the Public Accounts Committee. 

The Legislative Council’s Budget and Finance Committee was first appointed pursuant to 
a Resolution of the Council on 28 March 2007:

Terms of reference
I. That a Committee to be called the “Budget and Finance Committee” be appointed to 
monitor and scrutinise all matters relating to the State Budget and the financial 
administration of the State.

Only produces annual reports
• Most recent annual report 2013-14 states Committee met 15 times that year
• Transcripts available on the web
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Tasmania

Functions of Committee – Public Accounts Committee
(1) The Committee must inquire into, consider and report to the Parliament on any 
matter referred to the Committee by either House relating to –

(a) the management, administration or use of public sector finances; or
(b) the accounts of any public authority or other organisation controlled by the 
State or in which the State has an interest.

(2) The Committee may inquire into, consider and report to the Parliament on –
(a) any matter arising in connection with public sector finances that the 
Committee considers appropriate; and
(b) any matter referred to the Committee by the Auditor-General.
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Tasmania

Current inquiries
• Review of the Public Accounts Committee Act 1970
• Inquiry into the financial position and performance of Government owned energy entities
• Review of Public Works Committee Approved Projects 2012

• Road and bridge infrastructure
• Three Capes Walk
• North West Cancer Centre and Department of Emergency Management
• Prisons infrastructure redevelopment program, Stage D1

• Review of Auditor General’s reports
• Fraud control in local government
• Quality of metro services
• Compliance with the alcohol, tobacco and other drugs plan
• Motor vehicle fleet management in government departments
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Tasmania

10 previous inquiries
• Review of the Tasmanian Auditor-General's Report No. 10 of 2013-14: 

Government Radio Communications
• Review of the Tasmanian Auditor-General's Special Report No. 95: Fraud Control 
• Review of the Tasmanian Auditor-General's Special Reports No. 82 Head of Agency 

Contract Renewal and No. 84 Funding the Tasmanian Education Foundation 
• Review of Special Report No.72 of the Auditor-General on Public Sector 

Performance Information
• Annual Report 2014-15
• Report on the Community Support Levy 
• Report on Infrastructure Projects - Road Works
• Review of the Tasmanian Auditor-General’s Office 
• Government Funding of Australian Rules Community Football in Tasmania
• Inquiry into the RSPCA
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Victoria

Public Accounts and Estimates Committee

The committee's functions are:
• to inquire into, consider and report to the Parliament on:

• any proposal, matter or thing concerned with public administration or public sector 
finances

• the annual estimates or receipts and payments and other Budget papers and any 
supplementary estimates of receipts or payments presented to the Assembly and the 
Council

• audit priorities for the purposes of the Audit Act 1994
• to monitor and review the performance of the duties and functions of the Victorian 

Inspectorate in respect of Victorian Auditor-General's Office (VAGO) officers
• to report to both Houses of the Parliament on any matter connected with the performance 

of the duties and functions of the Victorian Inspectorate in respect of VAGO officers that 
requires the attention of the Parliament

• to examine any reports made by the Victorian Inspectorate in respect of VAGO officers
• the functions conferred on the Committee under the Audit Act 1994 and Part V of 

the Constitution Act 1975.
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Victoria

Current inquiries – 4
• Inquiry into the Performance Audit of VAGO 2015-16
• Inquiry into the Financial Audit of VAGO 2016
• Recruitment of the new Victorian Auditor General 2016
• Inquiry into the 2016-17 Budget Estimates
Past inquiries – 11
• Inquiry into 2013-14 and 2014-15 Financial and Performance Outcomes
• Inquiry into Financial and Performance Outcomes 2012-13
• Inquiry into Financial and Performance Outcomes 2011-12
• Inquiry into the 2015-16 Budget Estimates
• Inquiry into the 2014-15 Budget Estimates
• Inquiry into the 2013-14 Budget Estimates
• Inquiry into Allegations made against the Auditor-General
• Inquiry into Financial Audit of VAGO 2015
• Inquiry into the Review of the Auditor-General's Reports 2009-11
• Inquiry into the Impact on Victorian Government Service Delivery of Changes to 

National Partnership Agreements
• Performance Audit of VAGO 2013
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Queensland

On 19 May 2009, amendments to the Parliament Of Queensland Act 2001 merged the 
Public Accounts Committee and the Public Works Committee into a single committee: 
the Public Accounts and Public Works Committee.

The Committee's area of responsibility as described in s.95 of the Act: 
(a) the assessment of the integrity, economy, efficiency and effectiveness of 
government financial management by: 
• examining Government financial documents; and 
• considering the reports of the Auditor-General. 
(b) works (public works) undertaken by an entity that is a constructing authority for the 
works if the committee decides to consider the works; 
(c) any major government owned corporation works if the committee decides to 
consider the works. 
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Queensland

Public Accounts and Public Works Committee – 13 reports  2009-2011 
• Auditor-General's Reports-Information Technology Project Implementation
• Gold Coast Light Rail Project
• Brisbane Supreme and District Court Complex Project
• ‘Report of the 2010 Strategic Review of the Queensland Audit Office’ 
• Inquiry into an evaluation of the effectiveness of the performance management systems (PMS) audit mandate 

in terms of the Parliament’s previously expressed position
• SEQ (Gold Coast) Desalination Project
• Management of Funding to Non-Government Organisations
• Review of Auditor-General's Report No 3 for 2008 - Management of Rural Fire Services in Queensland
• Review of Auditor-General Reports – Remote Council Issues
• Review of Auditor-General's Reports
• Review of Auditor-General's Report No 1 for 2008 - Enhancing Accountability Through Annual Reporting
• William McCormack Place - Stage 2 - Project

The Parliament of Queensland (Reform and Modernisation) Amendment Act 2011 (effective 19 May 2011):
• implemented a number of key reforms to the committee system including abolishing the Public Accounts 

and Works Committee; and
• established of a number of portfolio committees to cover all areas of government activity, examine 

Appropriation Bills, other legislation and public accounts and public works.
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Western Australia

Standing Order 286 of the Legislative Assembly states that: The Committee may -
1 Examine the financial affairs and accounts of government agencies of the State 
which includes any statutory board, commission, authority, committee, or trust 
established or appointed pursuant to any rule, regulation, by-law, order, order in 
Council, proclamation, ministerial direction or any other like means.
2 Inquire into and report to the Assembly on any question which -
a) it deems necessary to investigate;
b) (Deleted V. & P. p. 225, 18 June 2008);
c) is referred to it by a Minister; or
d) is referred to it by the Auditor General.
3 Consider any papers on public expenditure presented to the Assembly and such of 
the expenditure as it sees fit to examine.
4 Consider whether the objectives of public expenditure are being achieved, or may 
be achieved more economically.
5 The Committee will investigate any matter which is referred to it by resolution of 
the Legislative Assembly.
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Western Australia

Current inquiry
• Inquiry into information and communications technology (ICT) procurement and contract 

management
Previous reports - 14
• Budget Briefing 2016-17
• Budget Briefing 2015-16
• Budget Briefing 2014-15
• Budget Briefing 2013-14
• Annual Report 2014-15
• Annual Report 2013-14
• Annual Report 2012-13
• Review of Auditor General Reports No.4 Selected Reports 2013 and 2014
• Review of Auditor General Reports No.3 Selected Reports 2012 and 2013
• Review of Auditor General Reports No.2 Selected Reports 2011 and 2012
• Review of Auditor General Reports - Selected Reports of 2011 and 2012
• Report on the Housing Authority’s Failure to Follow Through on Undertakings Made to the 

Committee
• Improving Local Government Accountability
• Final Report of the Inquiry into Amendments to the Public Sector Management Act 1994
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Western Australia

Other activities

• Follow up of agency responses to Auditors General’s Reports
• 7 hearings 2013-16

• Miscellaneous proceedings
• 4 hearings in 2015

• Common use agreements (procurement) in schools x 2
• Local government accountability x 2
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The question - revisited

In practice, do Australian PACs effectively protect parliaments’ interests in the 
context of financial oversight?
Arguably, no. Detailed scrutiny of both planned and actual finances and 
performance more common as part of budget estimates processes (separate 
except in Victoria), rather than through the activities of a traditional PAC.

• Does Australian pragmatism prevent the effective operation of PACs?
To be explored further in future research – particularly through seeking the 
views of committee members and parliamentarians

• What does the evidence tell us?
PAC activities tend not to utilise all of the available scope of the terms of 
reference, arguably not providing the extent of financial oversight 
originally intended. Tasmania’s current review of the PAC’s ToR is of 
particular interest. 

• Is diversity in the application of the Westminster System the norm?
Notable diversity in the terms of reference and activities of PACs in 
Australian states; though some similarities in quantity of inquiries / reports
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Concluding remarks

• Most PAC activities rely on submissions and hearings involving Ministers 
and public servants, including Auditor General reports

• No evidence found that academic research informs PAC activities

• Further research will focus on:

• Seeking views of PAC members, committee staff and other 
parliamentarians regarding the extent to which public financial 
oversight is achieved by PACs

• Further exploring the diversity in PAC ToRs and activities, with 
reference to other Westminster-based jurisdictions

• Relationship with budget estimates committee activities
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