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Chapter 1: Introduction and Rationale for the examination of 

Parliamentary Committees

De Lolme has summed up the matter in a grotesque expression which has 
become almost proverbial. ‘It is a fundamental principle with English lawyers, 
that Parliament can do everything but make a woman a man, and a man a 
woman.’ (A.V. Dicey, Law of the Constitution, 1920: 41).

The British committee system is much stronger than the Irish one. Having 
observed it for several years I would say that the Irish committee system is at 
best irrelevant and probably more accurately actually dysfunctional. It seems to 
operate here not as a way of holding the executive to account or getting to the 
truth of the matter but it is more of a jobs for the boys system - anybody who 
didn’t make it on to the junior ministerial rungs, they’re bunged into a committee 
by the ruling party so that they can get their wages up and feel a bit better about 
themselves when walking around the corridors as well. (Shaun Connolly, 
Political Correspondent of the Irish Examiner newspaper, speaking on Morning 
Ireland, RTE Radio 1, 1st September 2010).

[T]he aim is to make the existing institutions of democracy - those that 
triumphed at the end of the twentieth century - work better, rather than propose 
that we start all over again and abandon the core ideas of democratic governance. 
We need a representative politics that works, and is capable of working through 
a more complex architecture of governance. (Gerry Stoker, Why Politics 
Matters, 2006: 165).

Parliament is becoming dangerously marginalised. The electorate are 
unimpressed with an institution that seems to exist simply to provide a forum in 
which, to put it bluntly, party politicians can endlessly slag each other off. 
Electoral turnout has fallen. The Government appears able to take Parliament for 
granted. The demands of the post-modem continuous election campaign stifle 
debate within parties and grossly exaggerate debate between parties. No wonder 
the electorate is unexcited, indeed bored by the present practice of politics. 
(Donald Shell, in The Future of Parliament: Issues for a New Century, 2005:
113).
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Introduction
The above quotations are perhaps a good starting point. The first illustrates a historical 

supreme confidence in the absolute power of a ‘Westminister’ parliament. The second, 

albeit perhaps speculative, inaccurate in many respects, judgemental and replete with 

assertions without evidence, is nonetheless illustrative of a popular journalistic view that 

committees in the Houses of the Oireachtas are not functioning the way they should be.1 

The third quotation is illustrative of the fact that our institutions, including our 

parliament, have proven themselves in the past and are both important to democracy and 

adaptable. The fourth reflects a common perception of alienation of the practice of 

politics, via the parliament, from the outside world.

This dissertation, written from the perspective of someone who works in a parliament, is 

about parliamentary committees and those factors that determine their effectiveness. 

Virtually every parliament in the world has an active committee system. These systems 

have many mutual similarities and a lot has been written about them; some of it 

celebratory and some of it critical. There is a consensus that committees enhance 

parliament but that the factors bearing upon their effectiveness are many and complex. 

This work explores and categorises those factors and attempts to position the Houses of 

the Oireachtas committee system among some of its peers in terms of outputs and 

effectiveness. It attempts to derive a charter or guideline for use by those who have an 

interest in the effectiveness of parliamentary committees and their contribution to the 

work and standing of parliaments overall.

1 Reflected in a less dramatic and more analytical way in various sources, as we shall see in the literature 
review.

10



What are committees and why do they exist?
Committees are small groups of members of a House of parliament brought together to 

deal with specific matters on its behalf. This may be because parliament wants to 

increase its capacity (e.g. to deal with a number of bills at a time), to increase the depth 

of examination to which an item is subject (e.g. detailed scrutiny of a departmental 

spending estimate), to apply particular attention, expertise and debate to the resolution 

of a policy issue or social problem (e.g. marriage breakdown; rights of children) or to 

strengthen its hand in overseeing the plans, activities and expenditure of government 

and its agencies (e.g. via forensic examination of the accounts and reports of 

departments and bodies). Parliamentary committees are not new? but the emphasis on 

and debate concerning their effectiveness is relatively novel. In many of these 

instances, committees are formed because they present parliament with a mechanism for 

the members to engage with persons and bodies outside of parliament, whether by 

written submissions or oral evidence, in a way which would not be feasible for the 

plenary. To this extent, not only do committees, if they are working properly, enhance 

the work capacity of the parliament, they also contribute directly to the inclusive 

resolution of problems, to the oversight and control of government and its growing 

footprint, and to overall public deliberation, to collecting and conveying information on 

matters of public concern and to policy formulation.

Committees are comparatively formal creatures - they exist within the institution of 

parliament - reflecting the ‘high’ formality and historically based procedural emphasis

2 Strom (1998:22) states that ‘A legislative committee is a sub-group of legislators, normally a group 
entrusted with specific organisational tasks’ and (1998:24) that ‘Most committees are primarily vehicles 
of specialisation.’ Longley and Davidson (1998: 2) tell us that committees are 'major loci of innovation in 
the processes and structures of parliaments.’
3 McKay and Johnson (2010: 360) tell us that ‘The practice of nominating a limited group ofMembers to 
gather facts and report their opinions to the House of Commons is four centuries old and more.’
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of the House(s) that create them. Yet, committees in the modem world are required to 

do things, as illustrated above, which the formal chamber does not. There has been a lot 

of debate about committees in the last 20 years in particular and a lot of change has 

taken place in the past 10 years or so.

What do committees do?
Committees conduct scrutiny and oversight, for example conduct of inquiries involving 

submissions and examination of witnesses; EU scrutiny; taking public submissions on 

legislation; public petitions; detailed financial oversight of government departments and 

public bodies. Committees are used in the main to examine (and in some cases to craft) 

legislation, to examine public expenditure, to formulate, input to, examine and evaluate 

public policy and to conduct oversight and evaluation of the activities and performance 

of government departments and public bodies. To this extent, parliaments are becoming 

increasingly reliant on committees (and their effectiveness) to discharge substantial parts 

of their mandates.

Recent Growth in committees
To a large extent, parliaments internationally have in the past 30 years or so been 

pressurised to improve and extend their processes to match the growing complexity of 

the governments of which they have oversight and of the environments for which they 

legislate. Parliaments have used committees increasingly to help with forensic 

examination of legislation and the finances and performance of government and its 

growing family of bodies and to seek and receive the required public and external expert 

inputs to parliamentary work. They have also been used to increase meaningful
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backbench participation in the work of parliament.4 The Houses of the Oireachtas5, in 

which there have been a number of iterations of committee systems since the early 

1980s, has been no exception. There are now approximately 20 committees with almost 

600 meetings and over 1100 sitting hours in 2008.6 These committees now work on a 

routine basis examining legislation, expenditure of government departments and bodies, 

calling in public bodies, officials and Ministers and other witnesses to discuss policy and 

performance matters, examining EU legislation and dealing with other international and 

foreign policy matters and conducting specific assignments given to them by the 

House(s). The direct cost of these committees is approximately €4.36m per annum7 and, 

as will be evident from the meetings and sitting hours statistics above (which do not 

include the amounts of time taken up in preparing for and following up on meetings), 

they take up very substantial amounts of members’ time.8 Apart from the public interest 

question of what value is derived, in terms of outputs and impact, for this spend, a 

question also arises as to the effectiveness of these committees in performing the roles 

assigned to them by the parliament and in helping parliament to deal with the challenges 

facing it.

Why focus on committees?
The effectiveness of committees is an increasingly critical issue if they are to succeed in 

increasing the capacity, reach and impact of parliamentary work and to produce and

4 All of these purposes are documented and discussed in Chapter 4.
5 The term ‘Oireachtas’ is used in the Constitution of Ireland 1937 to denote the parliament- i.e. the two 
Houses and the President. The Houses of the Oireachtas are the Houses of the Irish Parliament, Dail 
Eireann (House of Representatives) and Seanad Eireann (Senate) established under the Constitution.
6 Houses of the Oireachtas Commission Annual Report 2009, page 28.
7 Houses of the Oireachtas Commission Strategic Plan 2010-2012. P 14. Indirect costs (e.g. debates, 
report printing, security, travel and the like would increase this figure substantially).
8 For 2008 and 2009, committee sitting hours exceeded those of the Bail (Houses of the Oireachtas 
Commission Annual Report 2009, page 28).
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make public the kind of information and analysis required to hold governments to 

account in a modem environment. The factors, issues and behaviours that contribute to 

(or hinder) this effectiveness are therefore critical areas for examination for those who 

have an interest in ensuring parliamentary committee capacity and success in operation. 

As we will see in the following chapters, effectiveness is dependent largely on three 

groups of key factors: how committees are configured and empowered; what attitudes 

are taken to them by governments; and how committees choose (for whatever reason) to 

work (or are corralled by circumstances into working) in practice. A secondary purpose 

relates to the present resource environment arising from public expenditure cutbacks 

(not only in Ireland).9 Stronger understanding of what makes committees effective and 

of the areas on which they are spending their time will facilitate better resource usage 

decisions and better focus of committee effort on areas in which real results can be 

achieved. Thus questions arise as to how committee systems are configured and 

empowered, what they are spending their valuable time on, what they are producing, 

how they are resourced, what obstacles are in their ways and, finally, how they compare 

with what their counterparts are doing in other parliaments.

Effectiveness of committees is a key part of the capacity of parliament to modernise and 

meet the new challenges. The following chapters of this dissertation will illustrate two 

things about this effectiveness: firstly that it is feasible to document and marshal the 

known issues on effectiveness into a coherent framework of use to stakeholders at 

various levels and, secondly, that it is possible from this, and from comparison of Irish

l) All state institutions are under pressure to make deep cuts in resources and work has already commenced 
in UK parliaments and assemblies, and in the Oireachtas, to deliver cuts in staffing and spend of up to 
10% to reflect this.

14



committee behaviours with counterparts in other parliaments, to identify a set of steps 

which will improve the capacity of the Irish committee system.

What question am I seeking to answer
The research questions which are therefore being pursued in this dissertation are the 

following:

1. Are there common principles and issues concerning effectiveness of committees 

which can be identified from key parliamentary and academic analyses;

2. What issues can be identified from comparing activities and behaviour of Irish 

departmental committees with those in other parliaments;

3. Based on the answers to the first two questions, what improvements might be 

considered in the Irish committee system to improve its effectiveness?

Dissertation layout
Chapter 2 sets out the research methodology. Chapters 3 to 6 contain an extensive 

literature review covering theoretical background and the purposes and effectiveness of 

committees. Arising from this a framework is proposed to classify variables determining 

committee effectiveness and identify the stakeholders who have primary control in 

relation to them. Chapter 7 classifies and analyses the activities of four departmental 

committees, in 2008, across the UK House of Commons; the New Zealand parliament; 

the Scottish parliament, the Irish parliament and the Northern Ireland Assembly to see 

how, in reality, the exercise of their powers translated into activities on the ground. This 

will illustrate, in relation to Oireachtas committees, that the nature of their work, while 

extensive in terms of hours and meetings, has not yet brought them into ‘steady recovery 

of authority’ territory (McKay & Johnson, 2010: 8). Chapter 8 reviews and brings
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together the conclusions of the literature review and the comparative analysis and 

provides suggestions as to areas on which the Houses of the Oireachtas might 

concentrate to improve effectiveness of that committee system.
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Chapter 2: Methodology

The Research Questions:
1. Are there common principles and issues concerning effectiveness of committees 

which can be identified from key parliamentary and academic analyses;

2. What issues can be identified from comparing activities and behaviour of Irish 

departmental committees with those in other parliaments;

3. Based on the answers to the first two questions, what improvements might be 

considered in the Irish committee system to improve its effectiveness?

Structure and Agency
The concept of structure and agency, as applied to the context of parliamentary 

effectiveness, provides some relevant context to the methodology for this work. Hay 

(1995; 189) reminds us of the pervasiveness of ideas about structure and agency in our 

constmcts of social, political or economic causality and refers to ‘a deeper set of 

understandings about the (relative) autonomy of actors or agents in the settings in which 

they find themselves.’ He poses the question as to whether actors are ‘the unwitting 

products of their context, helpless individuals with minimal control over their destiny, 

floundering around in a maelstrom of turbulent currents’ or ‘knowledgeable and 

intentional subjects with complete control over the settings which frame their actions.’ 

He questions, in attempts to explain effects, whether they are ‘the products of actors 

displaying their agency, making unconstrained choices’ or ‘the products of the unfolding 

logic of a structure ... over which agents .. . have no control.’

The situation of parliamentary committees is perhaps a classic case study which is both 

illuminated by the structure and agency concept and which provides a logic to the
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approach of studying determinants of effectiveness both from the point of view of 

structural factors on the one hand (e.g. the political system and culture; the nature and 

shape of a committee system and the powers granted to it) and agency factors on the 

other (e.g. the behaviour and choices of chairs, members and other actors in the 

operation of the system on a day to day basis). Hay’s proposition is that both are 

intertwined and that ‘it makes no sense to conceive of structure without at least 

hypothetically positing some notion of agency which might be effected (constrained or 

enabled)’ (Hay, 1995: 189).10 The structure and agency concept and the interaction 

between the two, therefore, informs the research for this dissertation. As will be seen in 

the literature review, the determinants of committee effectiveness are classified within a 

framework which identifies primarily structural or institutional determinants at one level 

and primarily management or operational (agency) determinants at another. The 

comparative analysis (Chapter 7) focuses primarily on agency issues-in the form of the 

activities in operation of committees-but, as will be seen, the reasons as to why the 

committee system of one parliament may behave, in operation, differently to another are 

also often attributable to issues at the structural end. A major objective of this 

dissertation, as per the research questions, is to identify explanations for variations in 

committee effectiveness at both the level of the systems (parliamentary system, powers, 

cultural determinants) and those who operate them (chairpersons, members, staff and

10 Hay (1995: 191) observes further that ‘Conceptions of structure and agency are implicit in every 
explanation and attribution of causality to social and/or political actors. As a consequence, we can benefit 
greatly from seeking to render explicit the conceptions of structure and agency that we necessarily appeal 
to, and by asking ourselves a series of related questions, thereby interrogating the notions of causality we 
formulate.’
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other actors) and to derive a set of propositions as to how effectiveness might be better 

understood and managed.11

The Approach taken
This dissertation is essentially a piece of qualitative inductive research broadly 

following the outline of main steps for qualitative research set out as follows by 

Bryman (2008: 370):

Selection of Relevant Sites and Subjects 

Collection of relevant data
JJ

Interpretation of data 

Conceptual and theoretical work
U

Writing up of findings and conclusions

The dissertation also contains a quantitative element in that measures of committee 

activity across a range of parliaments were taken and collated into comparative tables.

Elements of the research
In summary the key elements of the research, which was desk based, were

(1) a Literature Review of an extensive range of theorists and academic and 

parliamentary commentaries on committees;

(2) Selection of purposive sample12 of 4 comparator parliaments for illustrative 

purposes;

11 As Hay puts it, the epistemological approach is to ask the question:
How should we seek to explain a particular political effect - as the consequence of the intentions 
and actions of the immediate actors involved, or in terms of the logic or structure of the broader 
relations of which these actors form a part. What constitutes an adequate explanation? (Hay, 
1995:193)

l2Bryman (2008: 375-6) tells us that a purposive sample consists of‘the selection of units . . .with direct 
reference to the research questions being asked’ and in which ‘the sampling is conducted with reference 
to the goals of the research, so that units of analysis are selected in terms of criteria what will allow the 
research questions to be answered.’ Sarantakos (1998: 152) tells us that ‘In this sampling technique (also
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(3) Selection of a purposive sample of 4 corresponding departmental committees11 in 

each parliament;

(4) Desk based collection of information (from the official minutes) on the 2008 

activities of each committee;

(5) Classification, elucidation, explanation, interpretation of information; and

(6) Consultation with parliaments on comparative conclusions.

Explanation of Stages in the Methodology
1 Literature review sources. In addressing the key research question it was

necessary in the first instance to collate, render thematically and analyse the 

existing literature from a range of sources and to derive from that a body of 

existing wisdom, both academic and parliamentary, concerning the effectiveness 

of committees and the issues determining or affecting that effectiveness.

2 Selection of comparator parliaments. The comparator parliaments/assemblies 

chosen were Scotland, New Zealand, UK House of Commons and Northern 

Ireland Assembly. The objective was to identify a small number14 of comparator

known as judgemental sampling) the researchers purposely choose subjects who, in their opinion, are 
thought to be relevant to the research topic. In this case, the judgement of the investigator is more 
important than obtaining a probability sample.’
13 Names of committees selected in each parliament were:________________________________________
Houses of the 
Oireachtas

Enterprise, Trade and Innovation; Environment, Heritage and Local Government; Health and 
Children; Justice, Defence and Women’s Rights.

UK House of 
Commons

Business and Enterprise; Communities and Local Government; Health; Home Affairs.

Scottish Parliament Economy, Energy and Tourism; Local Government and Communities;
Health and Sport Committee; Justice.

New Zealand 
Parliament

Commerce; Local Government and Environment; Health; Justice and Electoral.

NI Assembly Enterprise, Trade and Investment; Environment; Health, Social Services and Public Safety (NI 
Assembly did not have a departmental Justice committee as such in 2008. Policing and Justice 
powers were not devolved to the Assembly until 2010.)

14 Because of the volume of work involved in the analysis (i.e. sifting through minutes of meetings) and 
extensive web based and other research, the number of comparator parliaments had to be limited to four.
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parliaments which would provide a fruitful and relevant comparison base (i.e. 

Scotland and New Zealand in terms of population and size; Scotland and 

Northern Ireland in terms of‘newness’ and experimentation arising from their 

relatively recent formation as devolved entities from the ‘Westminister’ 

umbrella.). It was also decided to include the UK for a number of specific 

reasons.15 This can be regarded as a purposive sample in which the purpose was 

to identify a small set of parliaments which examined in conjunction with the 

Irish case would yield most understanding of patterns and potentials for 

improving effectiveness.

3 Selection of committees The core of most parliamentary committee systems 

consists of committees with portfolio remits to oversee government departments, 

many of them with a committee for each main government ministry portfolio. 

Therefore focusing on these committees for comparison purposes was 

considered the approach most likely to yield comparative basis.If’ It would not 

have been practicable for reasons of volume of research and time available to 

examine all of the committees in each of the five parliaments/assemblies. This,

In the literature review, extensive use was made of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association work 
on parliamentary committees (1999) which drew on experiences from a range of major commonwealth 
parliaments including Canada, Australia, India and New Zealand. Extensive use was also made in 
finalising the literature review of a major new work by McKay and Johnson (2010) which sets out 
detailed comparisons between the UK Congressional and UK parliamentary systems.
15 Firstly, since this is the embodiment of the parliamentary tradition from which the Houses of the 
Oireachtas emerged; secondly, since very substantial volumes of the literature relate to, or arise from 
commentary on, the UK Parliament and thirdly, since the UK House of Commons has a mature 
(established in 1979) departmental committee system and a very active internal reform dialogue in 
relation to committees and their effectiveness leading to substantial changes in the past 10 years and links 
between the Houses of the Oireachtas and Westminister counterparts are strong. It was predicted that there 
would be a considerable amount of relevance to be learned, from the Houses of the Oireachtas 
perspective, from examination of the activities of parallel UK committees.
16 Though in some cases there are differences of remits (e.g. the UK committees do not deal with 
legislation as such), there is uniformity of the concept of oversight of government ministries through 
departmental committees.
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again can be regarded as a purposive sample in which the purpose was to 

identify a subset of the departmental oversight committees. The four subject 

areas for the committees: Justice, Health, Local Govemment/Environment and 

Enterprise were selected in order to provide a spread across areas of government 

business17 (i.e. as between social, economic, legal/regulatory and regional 

activities) which would be most likely to catch a wide representative spread of 

types of committee activity.

4 Desk based collection of all information in relation to other parliaments mainly 

from websites. Collection of committee meeting statistics, report statistics, 

powers etc from websites. Collection of committee minutes for 2008 for relevant 

committees mainly from websites but in case of Ireland from annual reports and 

in case ofNew Zealand from emailing of minutes as PDF files directly from the 

committee secretariat in the New Zealand parliament. Review of the formal 

minutes for 2008 of a sample of four departmental committees (i.e. those 

committees with the remits to oversee and scrutinise government departments) in 

all five parliaments.

5 Elucidation, explanation, interpretation of information as necessary by telephone 

conversations and one to one meetings with officials in the parliaments 

concerned. There are, in effect, semi-structured interviews going on which

17 The four committees concerned in Ireland are responsible for oversight of departments with budgets 
totalling over 36% of government spend. Total 2009 spend current and capital was €63bn. o/which 
Enterprise etc $1,9bn; Health €16bn; Environment and LG €2.7bn; Justice €2.6bn) (f22.9bn or 36% of 
spend overall) (http://www.fmance.gov.ie/documents/public%20expenditure/2010/REV2010.pdf)
18 For example one might assume that Justice committees would have more legislative work; Health 
committees more policy work etc.
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enhance research methods and improve the quality and accuracy of information 

in the desk based research.19

6 Consultation on Chapter 7 conclusions (comparative data) were sent to officials

in the parliaments concerned and amendments/clarifications were followed

20through in accordance with their responses.

Method for reviewing comparator parliaments 
This involved the following stages

1. Sources were identified for the formal minutes of the relevant committees in 

each parliament (New Zealand was the only parliament where these minutes 

were not available on the Internet and they were sent directly by the parliament 

to the author by email).

2. Sources of information regarding committee powers, the committee system,

memberships and general facts were identified concerning the committee system 

21in each parliament.

3. Based on the orders of reference (i.e. the resolutions in the parliaments actually 

establishing them) of the committees, on categories of committee purpose and 

activity identified in the literature review and on analysis of the types of business

19 Ethics approval was applied for in the context of any issues arising with these one to one conversations 
and approval was conveyed to the author on 11 June 2010.
20 Draft Chapter 7 material was sent to senior staff in all five parliaments in July 2010. At the time of 
submission, written responses were received from parliamentary administrations of UK, Ireland, New 
Zealand and Northern Ireland.
21 The internet sites of the parliaments concerned, which provide a wide range of sources for all such 
matters, provided the vast majority of the comparative information required. To supplement this, relevant 
direct contacts in each parliament were identified from the author’s knowledge of/involvement with the 
UK/Ireland Committee Secretariats Network and, in the case ofNew Zealand, by sending a request 
directly to the Clerk of the House explaining my research and requesting a reference contact. Internet 
research was thus supplemented by direct contact inquiries between the author and these contacts via 
email and telephone exchanges.
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emerging from the minutes of committees, a system of classification of 

committee activities was established.22

4. The main formal remits and powers of committees in relation to the business 

areas across the parliaments were identified (from a combined analysis of 

standing orders and the formal descriptions on the committees websites), 

documented and variances in remits discussed. Comparative information in 

relation to these within each classification is then presented.

5. A spreadsheet-based matrix format for collating activities was designed by the 

author.23

6. Ideally, in assessing what quantities of what activities were engaged in by 

committees for comparison purposes across parliaments, a perfect measure 

would be the amount of time spent by committees on each item. However, the 

only parliament in the sample which measures and records in the minutes the 

amount of time taken on each item in committee is New Zealand so this was not

22 Activities were classified under the headings: Financial Activities; Legislative activities; Public Policy 
activities and Public Body activities. These categories are not hermetically sealed from each other and 
there are overlaps as identified in the text (e.g. there is strong crossover between public body activities 
and financial activities and between public policy activities and public body activities); however they are 
regarded by the author as sufficiently distinguishable from each other as categories to be used for analysis 
purposes.
23 Involving
(1) . Entry on one axis of agenda item descriptions, and on the other, meeting dates (thereby allowing for 
overall number of items, item occurrences and recurrences by meeting and overall business volumes to be 
calculated); and
(2) . The results of the previous exercise were then summarised by the classification of agenda items 
among seven classes of activities (financial activities; legislative activities, public policy activities, public 
body activities, EU related activities, petition activities and ‘housekeeping’ activities.) Housekeeping 
activities means discussion of committee work programs, annual reports, committee travel or meetings 
with foreign parliament delegations, correspondence, declarations of interest, elections of chair etc. 
‘Housekeeping’ activities were reviewed in respect of each parliament and eliminated from the analysis. 
Following consultation with colleagues in the committees secretariat of the Houses of the Oireachtas, and 
because there were a very substantial number of items (taken as housekeeping items) recorded in two of 
the Irish committees’ minutes as ‘Item discussed in private session’, each of these items was reviewed in 
the ‘private’ minute books of the two committees concerned and a very small number of items were added 
back in, on a ‘benefit of the doubt’ basis under the other relevant headings in the activity classification.
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possible. Overall durations of committee meetings are recorded in the Houses of

the Oireachtas, the Scottish Parliament and the Northern Ireland Assembly (and 

New Zealand) but not the UK.

7. Arising from the classification, the following activity level measures were 

derived:

a. Number of Agenda Subject Slots.24

25b. Number of individual items considered.

c. Percentage of committee agenda subject slots.

27d. Duration of meetings.

28e. Number of agenda occurrences.

8. The data were then presented in three comparison tables in respect of each 

activity class (See Chapter 7). The first table shows total number of agenda slots

24 ‘Number of Agenda Subject Slots’ means the number of individual items considered by a committee 
multiplied by the number of times the items were considered. It is a proxy measure for the total activity of 
a committee arising from the items considered as recorded in its minutes. For example, a committee may 
have considered 20 separate financial items (e.g. an estimate for a government department, a financial 
review of a state body or the like) during a year, but five of them would have recurred for consideration 
for three further meetings each. Thus the total number of financial agenda subject slots for that committee 
for the year would be 20 + (5 x 3) = 35.
25 ‘Number of individual items considered’ means the total number of separate subjects which occurred 
on the agenda of a committee. It is likely to be less than the previous measure, as many items will have 
come up for consideration on a number of occasions. The relationship between the number of individual 
items and the total number of agenda subject slots represents the average number of times (i.e. the number 
of meetings) on which a committee considered its subjects overall and, as will be seen in Chapter 7, this is 
an area in which the Houses of the Oireachtas committees differ from those in UK, Scotland and New 
Zealand. This is identified in the analysis tables as ‘average items per meeting’.
26 ‘Percentage of committee agenda subject slots’ means, for each activity class, the number of slots for 
that class for the year divided by the total slots for that year, expressed as a percentage. It is taken as a 
satisfactory proxy (though, again bearing in mind the fact that times spent on activities are not measured, 
not a perfect proxy) for the amount of a committee’s activity taken up with that subject class in the year.
27 Duration of meetings and average duration of meetings means the amounts of time which the 
committees spent, according to their minutes, in session.
28 The number of agenda occurrences for a particular item means the number of times on which an item 
recurred on an agenda including its first appearance. Since the time taken on items is not measured, where 
an item recurs on an agenda it may be for a 5 minute mention or a one hour or more substantive 
deliberation. To this extent it is logically a proxy for depth of consideration of an item by a committee 
(i.e. the more times the item comes back for discussion, the more in depth the committee is treating the 
item) but not a perfect one
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for that activity class for each parliament with averages29 computed and Ireland’s 

position against the average displayed. The second table presents the percentage 

of a committee’s overall activity taken up with that class of activity and the third 

table presents the average number of times in which items in that class have 

recurred on an agenda during the year.

Why this particular approach
There was no broad range source in recent literature in which issues relating to the 

effectiveness of parliamentary committees, and key recent developments, are identified, 

collated and classified.10 It was decided that this in itself was a key starting point for the 

author’s research since it would provide a key reference source for learning. Clearly, all 

of the committee literature in existence could not be reviewed but a very substantial mix 

as between academic and parliamentary sources, Irish and UK, Commonwealth and 

other sources was consulted. Most of the emphasis was on the parliaments within the 

Westminister/Commonwealth tradition as these were most likely to produce information 

relevant to understanding of the Irish system (Bryman, 2008: 415) given the 

parliamentary system set out in the Constitution. It was decided to focus on the work of 

the departmental oversight committees since these are essentially the backbone of 

committee systems in most parliaments and the element of the committee systems in 

which, due to their strong government oversight roles, issues of effectiveness are most 

likely to arise. The author considered reviewing and comparing the entire committee 

systems in all of the parliaments concerned but concluded that this would have reduced 

the focus and the ability to render and classify the information for presentation in

29 The approach to averaging used in all tables is to compare the Houses of the Oireachtas values with the 
average of the others.
30 For instance in relation to the UK which is a key parliament in the departmental oversight stakes.
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Chapter 7. The method of desk based examination of the minutes of the committees 

concerned was chosen since these are the official record of their proceedings, are 

adopted by the committees and signed off by the chairs and are thus most likely to 

present a clear and accurate record of business dealt with. An alternative approach 

would be to identify outputs in consultation with individual clerks of committees but 

this would not have been reliable and would have introduced a risk of subjective recall 

and self serving bias. A further alternative would have been to classify and analyse 

report outputs of committees. However, as illustrated in Chapter 7 via the lower level of 

reporting in both the Houses of the Oireachtas and Northern Ireland Assembly, this 

would have failed to capture much of the activities of those two committee systems.

Thus the review and classification of the literature and the review and classification of 

committee minutes for activities were seen as a combination of approaches likely to 

produce most resonance for the research questions and the overall purpose of the 

project.

Conclusion - Methodology
Potential weaknesses may be raised in relation to choice of literature for review, narrow 

choice of comparator parliaments, choice of proxies (e.g. absence of time measures for 

committee activity), selection of subject committees for analysis and classification of 

committee activities into the four classifications used. However it is felt that these 

weaknesses have been adequately addressed and accounted for and that factors such as 

the level of common threads in the literature, the indisputability of minutes as reliable 

sources of information, the clear systematic patterns evidenced in the comparative 

analysis together with other factors identified above, all mitigate these weaknesses and 

that a valid analysis is presented which will be of considerable interest and use for
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committee practitioners and a valid launching pad for further more specific research

projects.
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Chapter 3. Literature Review : Introduction and Theoretical 
Background

This literature review derives the broad themes in relation to purpose and effectiveness 

of parliamentary committees from both parliamentary and academic works, in the past 

30 years.31 Sources used are both Irish and international. Significant reliance is made on 

a number of main sources32 though a wide range of other sources is also consulted, 

including the very recent (McKay & Johnson 2010) major work, comparing the US and 

UK parliamentary systems, by the former Clerk of the House of Commons and the 

former Parliamentarian in the US House of Representatives.

The review is structured in four main parts: The first part, in this chapter, covers some 

theoretical background relating to democracy, politics, governance, parliaments and 

parliamentary committees and changing roles and perceptions of parliaments within this. 

Chapter 4 covers the foundation issue of purpose of committees, the broad pictures of 

why, principally, they are established and what they are intended to achieve. Chapter 5 

is a treatment of the literature on context or structural prescriptions for committees and 

Chapter 6 deals extensively with the literature on operational issues of committees. 

These issues are structured into groups as follows: impact of committees; membership 

and chairing; committee powers in relation to implementation of their recommendations; 

financial oversight; the legislative process; policy oversight; and oversight of public 

bodies. These issues, relating to both structure and agency factors, are discussed

’’Though Wheare (1955) is regularly dipped into as a source of enduring wisdom.
32 The extensive work of the UK Modernisation Committee since 2000 (and the more recent report 
Rebuilding the House (2009) which gave rise to significant changes in 2010; a major work on 
parliamentary committees done by the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association (CPA, 1999); and, 
another very significant work edited by Giddings (2005) and compiling a broad range of views published 
under the auspices of the UK Study of Parliament Group (SPG).
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separately. However, as will become clear, issues relating to purpose and impact of 

committees, and those relating to their context and operations, are in constant interplay 

with each other to determine committee effectiveness. From the literature review is 

then derived a framework of determining issues33 which is intended to act as a 

conceptual map of committee effectiveness for designers of, and practitioners in 

committee systems.

Theoretical background
A number of underlying salient theoretical themes inform the subject matter of this work 

and some theorists in these areas are discussed below. Firstly, a number of theorists in 

relation to the nature of democracy, representation, the operation of politics and the 

changing face of governance, participation and public deliberation, suggest ongoing 

fundamental shifts in these areas. These shifts relate, for example, to structures, scope 

and inclusiveness, to expectations and to capacities (for instance in relation to 

technology) and to the contestability of decisions. From these narratives we can take the 

suggestion of a strong ongoing role for parliament, as the traditional embodiment of 

electoral representation and key locus for the operation of politics. However there must 

be a willingness to adjust parliament’s role, flexibility, positioning and reach as regards 

governments, as regards the other players in the system of governance and the various 

external stakeholders who have a role in interacting with parliament. Looking behind 

these theorists suggests strengthening the roles of parliament in oversight and scrutiny of 

government, in providing a locus for public deliberation and for linkage of deliberative 

politics into wider representative groups. The suggestion is of parliament as a key player 

in the representative system rather than, as might be assumed, its pinnacle and that it 

33 Set out in Table 6.1, Page 149.
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must adjust to the changing natures of peoples’ expectations and perceptions of politics. 

There are other theorists, concerning parliaments themselves, whose focus suggests that 

there is a deeply ingrained perspective of the centrality and sovereignty of parliament in 

our political system. They suggest that there are long standing reservations about the 

domination of parliaments by executives but at the same time that there is a growing 

potential for parliament to counter the bureaucracy of government. Within this, 

development of sound committee systems, which among other things, provide linkages 

between parliament and the outside world, is a key element in the strengthening of 

parliament. At the same time we are reminded by others that parliaments, as institutions, 

together with their players, have deeply embedded ways of doing things which can be 

challenging to change and adapt to evolving circumstances. The picture is, then, of 

parliaments as entities which need to adapt to the fundamentally changing circumstances 

around them but which, at the same time, may have their own internal institutional 

constraints in relation to capacity to change.

Democracy, politics and participation
Parliaments exist within the system of politics and democracy and, within that, there are 

various views on what the primary focus of politics should be. Jurgen Habermas (1996) 

in his well worn and very apposite piece ‘Three Normative Models of Democracy’ 

discusses three views of democratic politics-liberal34, republican35 and discourse36 -and

34 In this view political rights ‘give citizens the opportunity to assert their private interests in such a way 
that by means of elections, the composition of parliamentary bodies, and the formation of a government, 
these interests are finally aggregated into a political will that makes an impact on the administration’ 
(Habermas, 1996: 22).
35 In the republican mode, political rights guarantee ‘the possibility of participation in a common praxis’ 
and ‘the political process does not just serve to keep government activity under the surveillance of citizens 
who have already acquired a prior social autonomy in the exercise of their private rights and pre-political 
liberties.’ In the republican mode, the state’s raison d’etre ‘lies not primarily in the protection of equal 
private rights but in the guarantee of an inclusive opinion and will formation in which free and equal

31



how they fit in with the deliberative requirements of the democratic model. Habermas 

(1996: 25-6) envisages politics as deliberative (not only within the walls of the 

parliament) and as depending ‘on a network of fairly regulated bargaining processes and 

of various forms of argumentation.’ He places communication and discourse, not only 

within the parliament but between it and the wider public sphere, at the centre of politics 

and opinion and will-formation. In his analysis, the emphasis on parliament in the 

liberal mode is on the visible holding of government to account for its actions; in the 

republican (and discourse) mode the emphasis is on accountability for policies and 

policy formulation and implementation and on the links with the wider society and 

deliberative process. The emphases of both liberal and republican approaches are 

evident in modem parliaments including Ireland, most obviously, for instance, in the 

insistence on the concept of close scrutiny of government activity on the one hand and 

the drive to involve the public in parliamentary processes on the other. The two views 

are to a large extent blended in our modem conceptions of what a parliament should do;

citizens reach an understanding on which goals and norms lie in the equal interest of all’ (Habermas, 
1996:22).
36 Habermas (1996: 24) has a problem with the ‘substantive ethical consensus’ or the ‘purely ethical 
conception of civic autonomy’ assumed in republicanism and proposes a third view, a discourse theory, 
in which ‘democratic will-formation draws its legitimating force not from a previous convergence of 
settled ethical convictions but both from the communicative presuppositions that allow the better 
arguments to come into play in various forms of deliberation and from the procedures that secure fair 
bargaining processes.’
37Habermas (1996: 28) tells us that ‘discourse theory works instead with the higher-level intersubjectivity 
of communication processes that flow through both the parliamentary bodies and the informal networks of 
the public sphere. Within and outside the parliamentary complex, these subjectless forms of 
communication constitute arenas in which a more or less rational opinion- and will-formation can take 
place.’
38 He tells us that ‘On the liberal view, democratic will-formation has the exclusive function of 
legitimating the exercise of political power. Election results are the license to assume governmental 
power, whereas the government must justify the use of power to the public. On the republican view, 
democratic will-formation has the significantly stronger function of constituting society as a political 
community and keeping the memory of this founding act alive with each election. The government is not 
only empowered to exercise a largely open mandate, but also programmatically committed to carry out 
certain policies. It remains bound to a self-governing political community’ (Habermas, 1996:28).
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however, in either case, the roles of committees in delivering the required capabilities to 

parliament are critical.

Pettit’s (1997: 296-7) analysis is that both liberal and republican views ofdemocracy 

require vigilance over government; the former to ensure its level of interference is no 

greater than it need be and the latter to ensure that power is not abused to dominate and 

that there are mechanisms to consult on and distil the ‘common recognizable interests’ 

of citizens. He sets great store by the role of parliament, among other mechanisms, ‘to 

enable ordinary people to be consulted and to have an influence between elections in 

what government is doing’ (1997: 296). He also emphasises the necessity and 

importance of deliberative processes and of a forum in providing a basis for 

contestability of public decisions in a democracy and on inclusiveness in providing a 

voice for expressing people’s contestations (1997: 195).

Stoker (2006: 10-11) tells us that ‘the scale and breadth of discontent with politics raises 

some questions about the long term health of democracy.’ He supports the case for 

citizen engagement in politics but is sceptical about rule bound forms of such 

engagement. He advocates a necessary division of labour ‘between a representative 

political process and the more participative forms of engagement’ (2006: 162) thereby 

signalling that, as an institution, parliament still has a strong role to play in this 

division.39 He advocates changes such as parliamentary broadcasting, modernisation of 

procedures and strengthening the hand of parliament against the executive but states that 

‘There is much to commend these reforms, but 1 do not think that they are likely to

39 Stoker (2006: 166) says that ‘Overloading citizens with information or access to decision making 
processes ignores the attraction of the division of labour that is provided by representative politics.’

33



impact on the pivotal relationship between the citizen and the representative’ (2006:

166).

In relation to parliament, he emphasises the area of social representativeness and the 

need for ‘the institutional environment of representative assemblies [to] reflect the 

concerns of diverse groups in society’ (2006: 169). Stoker stresses the importance of 

interactivity, via ICT, between representatives and citizens who would leam new skills 

to develop ‘a more conversational style in representation’ (2006: 172). He states that it 

is necessary to rethink the current ‘one-dimensional ‘top-down’ view of democracy40 

and that ‘The future is one of multi-level governance. Nations states and their associated 

democratic institutions will remain important, but there needs to be a greater capacity 

for democratic input into decisions both at the local and at the global level’ (2006: 175). 

Stoker reflects a slightly different-but strongly related-set of views to those expressed 

by other theorists and flagged, at least implicitly, by Crick (1964) (see below). The 

messages are consistent: that parliament needs to de-isolate itself from the wider public 

political and deliberative process and input, and effective committees have a key role to 

play in this area.

Rosanvallon’s (2006) analyses on representative pluralism and on counter democracy 

question to a large extent our reliance on parliament as a sole locus of representation. To 

an extent, his views as to the necessary ‘desacralization’ of the vote cut across the older 

tenets (e.g. Dicey (see below)) of reliance on periodic elections as the sole expression of 

the public will and, between elections, reliance on the sovereignty of parliament as the

40 He refers to the present convention which ‘sees the national state, national assemblies and national 
government as the ultimate building blocks of democracy and accountability, as led by elected 
representatives being held to account by their electorates’ and tells us that ‘This one-dimensional ‘top- 
down’ view of democracy is not sufficient when we think about making democracy work in our modem 
complex societies’ (Stoker, 2006: 175).
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sole locus of representation or political legitimacy. His view of complex sovereignty 

signals an emerging system where elected representatives are seen as a key and 

important part of, rather than the pinnacle of, the representative system. Rosanvallon 

(2006: 203-4) discussed a view about the popular will being expressed through an 

election only in an ‘instantaneous and evanescent form’ and says that ‘the recognition of 

the complexity of the people should lead to the growth of its means of expression.’ The 

clear implication from this is that the future must look to a wider net being cast-and a 

wider set of relationships being forged-by (government and) parliament to assist in 

deliberation about what laws and policies are to be made and what solutions are to be 

applied to social problems. Committees with powers to invite public submissions and 

take evidence from experts, interest groups and individuals are a means whereby 

parliament can soften its boundaries towards a wider inclusiveness in the legislative, 

policy and public financial processes.

Committees, if they are effective, have the potential to enhance parliamentary 

deliberation and its interaction with wider public deliberation processes. From some of 

the literature on deliberation come key messages that parliaments need to take 

cognisance of the dangers of conformity;41 that quality in deliberative processes is 

critical42 and that the design of deliberative processes is critical.43 In discussing the

41 For instance, Sunstein (2003: 10) makes the point that ‘Members ofCongress pay close attention to the 
cues set by their colleagues, often following the consensus position or those whom they trust, especially 
on issues outside of their own areas of expertise.’ He refers (2003: 78) to a particular instance of rushed 
corporate corruption legislation in 2002 as follows: ‘Many legislators had private qualms about the very 
legislation they supported, and some of them probably disapproved of measures for which they 
nonetheless voted.’ Sunstein’s analysis also points us (2003: 152-3) to at least the possibility of an elected 
chamber becoming in itself a ‘closed group’, particularly during the latter half of a five year franchise, and 
also becoming susceptible to other design defects leading to deliberation problems.
42Habermas (1996) distinction between the liberal and republican views of politics clearly has a bearing 
on the deliberative processes of parliament both as a legislature and in debating and consensus-forming on 
large public policy problems. Fung (2003: 343) refers to deliberation as providing ‘space in which
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literature on purposes of committees in Chapter 4, it is evident that one of those 

purposes is seen as the provision of a forum which is more likely to be able to discuss 

issues in a less partisan manner and to provide the parliament with means, not readily 

open to the plenary, to examine matters in close detail and bring public inputs into the 

process of parliamentary deliberation.

Sabel (2004: 1) signals an ‘impaired responsiveness of the democratic state to its 

electorate.’ Sabel’s concept of experimentalist democracy envisages public problem 

solving on pragmatist lines which has to set aside preconceptions about the fixed list of 

people or institutions that are to be involved. In terms of accountability, a change in the 

roles of parliament is key, with parliament in his view moving to a strategic role of 

making ‘framework laws committing society to broad goals’ (2004: 21). His 

propositions, involving a different role for parliament with more centrality and hands- 

off oversight, are of interest here because, if he is correct as to what is necessary in 

order for public choices and policies to be made more effectively, this raises issues 

about (government and) parliament’s capacity to look and get involved systematically 

beyond their own institutional boundaries, to work closely in networks with civil society

individuals can reach their own considered views and gain confidence in their own perspectives - the 
weak should be able to find their own voice.’ He also suggests (2003: 346) that individuals may take 
deliberations more seriously where deliberations are not ‘severed from tangible consequences.’ Therefore 
the key loci of quality in deliberation from Fung’s perspective can be seen as the behaviours of 
participants towards each other; information, inclusiveness and external connectedness; the presence of 
reasoning and justification and the opportunity to consider.
43 Elster (2006: 134-5) reminds us that attention to structure and framework of proceedings and 
underlying institutional design are required and that a decision alone to engage in rational discussion is 
not sufficient. Elster refers to importance of communicative interaction and that the setting must steer this 
interaction toward arguing and away from threat-based bargaining. By implication, Elster also advocates 
absence of ‘grandstanding and rhetorical overbidding’. (Something to which parliamentary deliberation in 
public, due to the nature of the relationship between politicians and reporting media, is always 
susceptible). Elster also (though admittedly in a slightly different context) reminds us (1998: 99) of the 
constraint of parliamentary ‘whipping’ in his reference to the ‘sense in which a constituent assembly 
might be democratic and yet not deliberative, namely if the delegates are sent with bound mandates and 
obey them rigorously.’
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actors and to raise their mandates up a level from detailed involvement to the facilitation 

of problem solving and monitoring the attainment or otherwise of the broad goals or 

policy outcomes defined by them. The capacity to absorb information back from the 

‘front-line’ on measures which are not working and to adjust (or recommend 

adjustments to) policy in an ongoing learning environment in partnership with outside 

contributors. Once more, the emphasis shifts to parliaments’ connectivity and oversight 

capacities.

Therefore even this short ‘tour’ will illustrate that, as regards parliament (and the key 

potential which committees have in these areas), issues of oversight and accountability 

capacity, connectedness and communication capacity, deliberative capacity and 

representation, are all critical and rooted in modem theory about democracy and politics.

Parliament and committees
Committees are creatures of parliaments and they operate within that institutional 

framework. While there is a certain universality about the perceptions of what 

parliaments do - they legislate, supply money and hold governments to account - in 

practice the power, positioning and behaviour of parliaments differs as between different 

countries.

The opening header quotation from Dicey above is perhaps a dramatic illustration of the 

founding principle of the sovereignty of parliament as articulated by him.44 While the 

modem Irish constitutional position45 would not align fully with this concept, the view

44 Dicey (1920) tells us that:
The principle of Parliamentary sovereignty means neither more nor less than this, namely, that 
Parliament thus defined , has, under the English constitution, the right to make or unmake any 
law whatever; and, further, that no person or body is recognised by the law of England as having 
a right to override, or set aside, the legislation of Parliament (Dicey, 1920: 37-38).

45 With separation of powers and the authority of the courts to review the legislative output and other 
decisions of the Elouses of the Oireachtas.
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of the centrality of parliament and its powers illustrates nonetheless the thinking as to 

positioning of parliament at the time that the Irish state came into existence and created 

its own parliament, inevitably substantially within the British image.4I' Dicey (1920: 

430) also emphasised parliament’s representativeness and openness to the ‘will of the 

nation’,47 a point which pre-empts to an extent the views of some of the theorists set out 

above.

Crick, in his seminal (1964) work, put parliamentary reform-and the creation of a strong 

committee system-at the top of the revival agenda. He reminded us of the likely failure 

in the long run of decisions of government which cannot be questioned publicly and 

reminded us also that ‘strong government needs strong opposition both if it is to be free 

government and if it is, in the long run, to be efficient and effective’ (1964: 2). His 

view at the time was that Britain ‘lacks effective scrutiny of the workings of the 

Executive.’ He acknowledged that ‘the modem Executive must dominate the House to 

get its legislation through’ but that ‘there is no incompatibility between strong 

government and strong opposition’ (1964: 3).48 The functions implied by him to 

parliament were to keep government on the straight and narrow and to act as a conduit 

for public visibility of government actions and decisions. He did not regard parliament,

46 MacCarthaigh (2005:49) echoes this to an extent with his opinion that the Irish parliament is aligned 
‘quite closely with Lijphart’s Westminister-style government’ and that this assists in understanding its 
‘(in)ability of parliament to hold the Executive to account.’
47 He seemed to quote with approval the 1808 view of Burke that the House of Commons should be:

made to bear some stamp of the actual disposition of the people at large. It would ... be an evil 
more natural and tolerable, that the House of Commons should be infected with every epidemical 
phrensy of the people .. . than that they should in all cases be wholly untouched by the opinions 
and feelings of the people out of doors (Dicey, 120:82).

48 His view was that ‘there is no necessary contradiction between wanting a strong executive and wanting 
a more effective and efficient House of Commons. The more power we entrust to a Government to do 
things for us, the greater the need for it to operate amid a blaze of publicity and criticism’ (Crick, 1964: 
12).
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as it then was, as ‘functioning in the best possible manner’ (1964: 13).44 He told us that 

‘that the strongest-seeming free systems of government can crumble from within if the 

masses cease to understand or care how they are governed, and begin to think that 

attempts to control or influence government are ‘all a farce and a racket anyway’ (1964: 

193). He pre-empted to an extent the future views ofRosanvallon, Stoker and others - 

which signal a softening of the boundaries of parliament and the need for ongoing 

linkage with the wider public sphere. Crick (1964: 193) also refereed to the need to 

rethink the procedures of parliament ‘to fit the concept of‘equal access to the electorate’ 

by the parties, for the whole life of a Parliament, not merely during the statutory 

campaign, since in a real sense Parliament is a continuous election campaign. ’ He 

referred also (1964: 193) to the need for ‘deliberate creation of a ‘counter-bureaucracy’ 

to Whitehall, part complementary and part to break new ground, to obtain information 

for Parliament.’ A significant part of his prescription for politics50 and for reform of 

parliament was establishment of a system of committees which would ‘be set up for 

whole life of a Parliament to give its members time to specialize and see things through’ 

(1964: 199).51 Crick’s work was, of course, seminal in the process leading ultimately to

49He told us (1964: 11-12) that ‘Parliament has not improved her own instruments of control, scrutiny, 
criticism and suggestion to keep pace with the great improvements of efficiency and the increase of size in 
the departments of Executive government.’
50 Expressing what might be regarded at least partially as republican sentiments, he tells us that

Politics is the great civilizer, the activity which mediates between the expert and the public, 
between declining classes and rising, indeed between all competing interests, whether of mind or 
matter, which compose society — competing so long as resources remain limited and demands 
(or imagination) infinite. Parliament is the forum of politics in Britain and any neglect of it 
means danger for freedom and for all those qualities of spontaneity, adaptability and invention 
upon which depend both the very survival of States and their worthiness to survive at all (Crick, 
1964:203).

5lHe had expectations for these committees in becoming sounding boards for Ministers in relation to 
upcoming legislation, partners in investigating the administration and scrutinizing the annual estimates 
and delegated legislation. Interestingly Crick was no ian of a system with a committee for every 
government department. He felt that too many committees would result, interfering with the routine work
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the creation of the UK departmental select committee system in 1979 which remains 

broadly intact to the present day. It is interesting to note that many of his comments 

regarding parliamentary weaknesses and failure to keep up with developments in the 

executive could be applied to the present day Houses of the Oireachtas.

While many of the above theorists were concerned with weaknesses of relevance, public 

engagement and impact of parliament, MacCarthaigh (2005) focuses more inwardly on 

institutional theory and typology of parliaments to help explain the dynamics of the 

changes which may be necessary for parliament to adjust. He discusses institutional 

theory in its rational choice, sociological and historical forms as it relates to parliament 

and suggests that there is now agreement on the relationship between the institutional 

makeup of legislatures and their functioning and output. He suggests (2005: 41) that, 

when the institutional and historical development aspects are examined ‘Only then is it 

possible to investigate how parliamentary accountability operates, and to assess the 

effectiveness of the mechanisms designed to ensure scrutiny of the Executive.’

He discusses institutionalism as a backdrop to understanding both behaviour and 

stability in parliaments, and concludes that all three, blended, assist in our understanding 

of parliament.52 In an attempt to explain change in parliaments, MacCarthaigh refers to 

the key role of ‘veto players’53 and tells us that ‘a veto player’s approval is necessary for 

a change in the status quo. Any change in the status quo must benefit all veto players’ 

(2005: 33). (These ‘veto players’ are not unrelated to the ‘dominant elites’ within

of departments, and that the House would not be able to provide attention to their reports (Crick, 
1964:200).
52 MacCarthaigh (2005: 30) refers to the ‘explanatory power of structures, rules and procedures such as 
those regulating the relationship between the Executive and legislative branches.’ He refers to agreement 
among scholars ‘that we cannot understand the motivations of actors without considering the institutional 
context in which they are embedded’ and he tells us that ‘This is particularly true of parliamentarians.’
53 Defined, drawing on Tsebelis, as ‘institutional or partisan actors whose agreement is necessary for a 
change in policy’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 38).
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Westminster referred to by Kelso (2009) who have, according to her, thwarted the 

powers and capabilities proposed in various reforms (Kelso, 2009: 128)).

MacCarthaigh’s analysis sought among other things to ‘understand why the broad 

institutional make-up of the Irish parliament remained largely unchanged despite the 

many changes in government since 1922’ (2005: 30). He also discusses ( 2005: 49) 

classification of parliaments according to the Arend Lijphart Majoritarian/Consensual 

axis, attempting ultimately to illustrate that ‘the principal / features of the Irish 

legislature align it quite closely with Lijphart’s Westminster-style government; this is 

crucial for understanding the (in)ability of parliament to hold the Executive to account.’ 

He tells us (2005: 44^15) that, among other things, Westminister type parliaments are 

associated with weak committee systems and that ‘comparative classification of the 

principal features of the Irish parliamentary system indicates that it features an unusually 

strong executive and unusually weak parliamentary powers.’

Leaving aside the question of the durability of the Lijphart split between the two types,54 

which are in fact probably more akin to two opposite ends of a continuum, 

MacCarthaigh’s analysis (and those on which he builds) is relevant to this work to the 

extent that it helps to contextualise where the institution of the Houses of the Oireachtas 

as it is in 2010 is ‘coming from’. Committees are part of the parliamentary institution 

and its particular historical legacy (clearly Westminister in the Irish case) and operate 

within the norms, constraints and expectations of the institution and subject to the

54 A moot point in itself since, as we will see in Chapters 4 and 5, there is increasing evidence of 
clawback of executive domination or the ‘steady recovery of authority by the Houses over the past thirty 
years or so’ (McKay and Johnson, 2010: 8) in some ‘Westminister’ type parliaments.
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consents and cooperation of its various levels of stakeholders.Crick (1964) illustrates 

how long-standing is the prescription for improving the strength and position of 

parliament while MacCarthaigh (2005) illustrates the institutional aspects of the 

challenge for implementing the prescription.

Governance
A further challenge for parliament and its committees is the fact that, during the past 30 

years or so, there is an increasing focus on the concept of governance (as opposed to 

government) as a means of comprehending and classifying the process whereby 

democracies and political and administrative systems operate and make decisions and 

interact with each other and with the ‘governed’ in an increasingly complex 

environment. An increasing understanding is evident of how participative structures and 

public deliberation, the roles played by groups and organisations of citizens and of 

NGOs, international organisations and regulators, various forms of‘principals’ within 

the social system all interact with the more traditional organs of government (the 

executive, parliament and courts) in the operation of the system of governance. 

Accountability, in action, of governments and wider participatory frameworks for 

ordinary citizens, pressure groups and various actors and representatives in society are 

key discussion points in governance as a concept.

This area is discussed in detail by Stoker (2006: 174-5) who, in referring to the need for 

a future of multi-level governance, envisages democracy in the future being built on

55 Stakeholders range from the government, which in effect (via its control on the business of the House) 
has the de facto call on what committees exist and what their powers are, to the political custodians of the 
parliament (for example in the case of Bail Eireann, the Committee on Procedure and Privileges), to the 
chairmen as political custodians of the committee system and the parliamentary staff who facilitate and 
support committee operation on a day to day basis.
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‘more complex, multi-level architecture for decision making in which citizens can be 

engaged.’ He envisages ‘different answers to two fundamental questions: what are the 

institutional building blocks in which to practice democracy, and what is the nature of 

accountability’ and tells us that the ‘conventional answer’ emphasising the roles of 

‘the nation state, national assemblies and national government’ and ‘elected 

representatives being held to account by their electorates’ is a one-dimensional ‘top- 

down’ view of democracy’ which is ‘not sufficient when we thing about making 

democracy work in our modem complex societies.’

The combined effect of these theorists is to point to problems and issues in the 

governance system and to the changing nature of representation, public participation and 

deliberation and to changing understandings of how states are run and by whom, in 

response to growing public expectations and social complexities. They point to issues 

about how decisions are made in relation to the running of a polity and the formation of 

consensus or derivation of a common will. We know from extensive research that there 

is growing public scepticism (going hand in hand, in mutual causality, with lack of 

awareness) about politics and its institutions and issues with electoral participation.56 

We know that there are constant tensions between the laissezfaire approach and hands 

on regulation, something which has come to a head substantially in recent times in the

56 Illustrated by Stoker (2006: 9) who refers to ‘a worldwide opinion survey’ published in 2005, according 
to which ‘politicians represent the least-trusted occupation in the survey, scoring only 13 per cent’ (2006:
1) and that ’many of the key institutions of democracies - parties, parliaments and polls - do not 
command sufficient respect and engagement.’ Illustrated also by the Hansard society in its 2010 Audit of 
Public Engagement, which points to ‘a significant decline in the perceived impact of Parliament on 
people’s lives’ and that ‘The majority of the public (62%) admit that they know ‘not very much’ or 
‘nothing at all’ about the Westminster Parliament’ (Hansard Society, 2010:3-4). It also points (2010: 95- 
96) to an ongoing decline in the extent to which people perceive parliament as impacting on their lives 
and a ranking of politicians as lO111 and 11th in peoples’ perceptions. Recent (May 2010 unpublished) 
research data commissioned by the Houses of the Oireachtas also show that 55% (66% of those under 34 
years) of Irish adults do not have a good understanding of the work of the Houses and 51% (53% of those 
under 34 years) are not interested in finding out more. (It should be noted, however, that both the Hansard 
audit and the Irish source also have positive as well as negative messages).
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perception that governments around the world were “caught napping” on the regulatory 

job leading to the international financial crisis (and more particularly to the more acute 

failures visible in Ireland). There is at present (and will continue to be for many years) a 

very keen public eye on state expenditure and the costs of running services, including 

institutions such as our parliament. The effectiveness of the oversight and accountability 

roles of parliament is strongly back in focus for the foreseeable future.

Problems and challenges for committees and parliament.
There are, as can be seen from the remaining chapters in this literature review, many

perceived problems of parliaments raised by many commentators. They draw attention

to issues such as executive domination of parliament and the agendas of committees;

excessive control of parties; resource constraints; selection, motivational and

behavioural issues with chairs and members of committees; lack of power (and

sometimes inclination) to follow through on recommendations; problems with timing of

committee involvement in financial and legislative matters and the like.

Society is increasing in complexity as is the nature of social and public policy problems

that need to be resolved. Legislation is increasing both in volume and complexity as is

the extent to which delegated legislative and regulatory powers are being used at arms

length from the legislature.57 Public finances (both of government departments and

wider agencies) are becoming more complex and difficult to scrutinise58 and

departments have to report more to parliaments in terms of their financial and other

performance and the linkages between the two. These reporting burdens infer that

57 Weaknesses in Irish parliamentary scrutiny of delegated legislation are discussed below (page 127).
58 Hence, for instance, the development of specialised scrutiny support units in both the UK and Scottish 
Parliaments in relatively recent years.
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parliament will be in a position to do something with this material when it is delivered; 

something which requires a high level of expert support for the committees when they 

get this job. The state is expanding in size and in reach and in terms of the layers which 

distance some parts of it from traditional parliamentary accountability.50 Looking 

outside in. ordinary people are more alienated from, and sceptical60 about, politics and 

parliaments and parliaments are becoming increasingly involved in ‘engagement’ 

strategies to try and deal with these developments. Policy and regulatory oversight 

failures and shortcomings, particularly in recent years as regards the reaction to 

international banking system problems, are well documented.61 There is evidence that 

public expectation of increased state (and by extension parliamentaiy) vigilance and 

intervention is growing as is lack of tolerance of the ‘light touch’ regulatory approach 

which many believe put Ireland and other countries in the present financial position. 

Resourcing and effectiveness of parliament - and in particular its committees - are 

critical to the discharge by it of its role in the governance system. This relates not only 

to the contribution of committees to the oversight of government (thus improving 

confidence in the governance process via the extent to which government is held to 

account and has its activities scrutinised) but also in the extent to which they succeed in 

engaging the public in the parliamentary processes.

59 This is referred to further in below (Page 137) and has been discussed by Giddings (1995) in the UK 
under the rubric of‘Next Steps’ and in the OECD report on the Irish Public Service as ‘agencification’. 
Flinders (2005:102) referred to the challenges presented to parliamentary committees by the ‘deeper 
waters of delegated governance’.
^Lack of confidence and disenchantment with the political process is well documented,, for instance by 
Stoker (2006:1), who tells us, among other things, that ‘People like the idea of democratic governance in 
the abstract, but do not generally find the practice a positive experience.’
61 The OECD report (2008) was, in general, critical of policy capacity and implementation follow through 
of the Irish public service.
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Conclusion
The above discussion signals a number of things: the need for more extensive and more 

effective scrutiny and oversight of the executive and its agencies; a possible weakening 

of acceptance of the traditional ‘Diceyan’ concept of a parliament as a (small) assembly 

of representatives formed following a (multiennial) election62 which hands over the 

franchise for running the state to a small committee of its own members, the 

government; a need for stronger linkages between parliament and the world outside it; 

and a challenge to parliaments’ institutional rigidities and problems to allow greater 

flexibility.

There is an increasing trend in parliamentary politics63 to soften the boundaries of the 

parliamentary process.64 New technologies are increasing potential for more direct 

public involvement. There is growing demand for a more active public sphere and for 

reversal of the decline in public interest and engagement in the political and democratic 

process. However there is also some thinking as to the limits of technology and so 

called ‘direct democracy’ and Stoker (2006) seems clear that there is a need for an

62 Rosanvallon (2006: 203) mentions the popular will being expressed through an election only in an 
‘instantaneous and evanescent form’ and advocates a more ‘complex sovereignty as ‘a political form that 
allows a more trustworthy expression of the popular will.’
63 For example through increased public engagement and use of committees to extend parliamentary reach 
and reduce formality, eConsultation, ePetitioning and outreach programmes.
64 A number of recent trends in this regard were referred to by Rodota in a paper to the world e- 
Parliament conference, Geneva (2007). Rodota (2007: 1-3) said that ‘We have now moved beyond the 
historical opposition between representative and direct democracy’ and referred to new - previously- 
unthinkable - means for people to make their voices heard. He said ‘The ever broader range of 
opportunities made available by ICTs gives citizens the chance to intervene actively in several ways, 
break the silence between one election and the next, and rise above their former status of‘election 
fodder.’ He refers to ‘ major changes that are occurring in the relationship between citizens and 
institutions’ and, via technology, among other things, ‘complex contextual changes’ are taking place, and 
we are witnessing nothing less than a profound transformation of the public sphere and its relationship 
with the political process, whereby the technological dimension will progressively encompass the entire 
political arena.’
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ongoing division of labour in representation65 including, presumably, a future for (an 

improved) parliamentary dimension. As will be seen in the comparative analysis in 

Chapter 7, public involvement with parliamentary processes via committees is already 

extensive and has many different forms66 and contexts.

Parliamentary committees have the potential to help with these new developments and 

to help re-establish the ‘purchase’ of parliaments within the system of governance. The 

effectiveness of committees is determined by a complex interaction of, on the one hand, 

the influences and norms of the institution within which they operate, and on the other, a 

series of determining variables which are under the control of various different 

stakeholders. However we need to understand what issues determine the effectiveness of 

committees. Equally, in order to better understand the issues in relation to the 

committees of the Houses of the Oireachtas, which (as we will see in the literature 

review) have been much criticised, we also need to examine their operation and outputs 

in comparison with those in other parliamentary institutions.

65 According to Stoker (2006: 164), the notion of representation is alive and well and people like it: 
‘People are clear that representative democracy should not be replace by direct democracy.’ According to 
him, quoting Plotke, improving the system of representation requires ‘expanding participation in 
representative forms; enhancing communications between representatives and constituents; increasing 
effective participation by previously excluded or underrepresented groups; and increasing sites and modes 
of representation (2006: 164-5).
66 Whether through standard public consultation on legislation in New Zealand and Scotland (also 
growing in the UK); standard submission and evidence taking in extensive formal inquiry and 
investigation work in UK, Scotland, New Zealand ; Petition work in New Zealand, Scotland and UK; or 
the slightly different approach, which seems more typical of the Oireachtas and Northern Ireland 
committees in which there is extensive public evidence taken on an ongoing basis from external sources, 
interest groups and associations etc in relation to wide ranges of‘live’ issues.
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Chapter 4. Literature Review: Purpose of parliamentary 
committees

Introduction and Overview
A wide range of documented purposes for parliamentary committees, together with a 

number of common threads, arise from the literature. The range of purposes envisaged 

for committees is related in turn to the nature of the parliamentary context within which 

they operate. For instance the perception that committees do not rest easy with the 

so-called Westminister model (since powerful committees may be regarded as a threat to 

the power of government) has a bearing on the attitude with which committees are 

greeted in a particular system and the extent to which they are empowered to act in a 

vigorous and independent way. To use the arena versus transformative 

classification,67 the perception that Westminister type parliaments are more likely to be 

at the arena rather than the transformative end of the continuum may lead to a point 

where more is expected of committees (at least in theory) in such parliaments than they 

can actually manage to deliver in practice. There are a number of recurring themes in 

the literature as regards the purposes of committees, discussed below under these key 

headings: the ambit, productivity and standing of parliament and its members; improved 

legislative processes; improved financial oversight of government; opportunity for 

public access and input to the policy and law making functions; and improved policy 

and operational oversight and accountability of government.

67 Arter (2007: xix-xx)) refers to Nelson Polsby’s (1975) portrayal of a ‘spectrum of parliaments, ranging 
from ‘arena legislatures’ or ‘legitimising assemblies’, which are merely debating or ratifying bodies, to 
‘transformative legislatures’ or ‘policy-making legislatures’, which possess the independent capacity to 
mould and transform proposals into law.
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The ambit, productivity and standing of parliament and its members
Included within this category are issues such as: allowing parliament to do new types of

work or to work in improved ways; throughput/productivity of work; standing of

parliament; and improved roles for backbenchers.

Allowing parliament to do new types of work or to work in improved ways 
Many commentators view committees as providing a new set of capacities to

parliament. These are related to improved interaction, deliberation and cooperation

among parliamentarians (and reduced partisanship); hearing public inputs to

parliamentary business; improved focus and specialisation and capacity to hold

government departments and bodies to account; improved inputs for backbenchers;

improved mobility and flexibility and, finally, improved capacity to sift and reduce

information.

Franks (1987 cited in CPA, 1999: 142) provided a classic statement of purpose and role

of committees itemising those things which committees can do which cannot be done by

the plenary. Franks had itemised these as: investigations involving interrogation of

ministers and public servants; use of expert witnesses; balancing interests and

viewpoints of members and the public in reports; working in a non partisan manner and

providing ‘a means by which members of Parliament can integrate their viewpoints into

policy proposals, or act together to call the executive to account for its use of funds and

authority.’ Franks’ view was that ‘In almost every respect, the ideal of the committee

stands in contrast to the reality of the House.’ Thus they

can be small and personal where the House is big and cold; the individual MP 
can be important in committee instead of being effaced by party discipline; the 
outcome of committee deliberations can be creative and exciting; committees 
can be non-partisan, sensitive, and subtle where the House is partisan, crude, and 
blunt; and above all, committees might, like those of the US Congress be
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powerful and efficient, where the House appears ineffective and cumbersome 
(1999: 142).68

This commentary reflects a number of others which also see committee systems as 

providing capabilities and a new type of forum to allow parliaments to carry out 

functions which could not be done effectively by a plenary. References are made to 

informal debating; reduction in partisan behaviours; improving the reach ofparliament 

into the wider aspects of government through effecting accountability of agencies; 

evidence taking to link in with wider society and ‘joined up’ oversight of government 

activities including in cross cutting policy areas. Underlying all of the above, a number 

of commentators seek to instil a sense of realism about how far committees can go, with 

some stipulating that in our system the parliament or committees are not intended to be 

‘partners’ in government nor is it expected that, with government majorities, they will 

spend their time attacking the executive. (Wheare (1955); CPA (1999); Laver (1997); 

MacCarthaigh (2005)). Reference is also made to committees performing an information 

sifting and reducing role (CPA, 1999); providing a public forum for debate between 

parliamentarians and others (Flinders, 2005); dealing with cross cutting policy issues 

(NI Assembly, 2007) and conducting inquiries (CPA, 1999).

In a similar vein, a number of commentators also refer to the contribution of committees 

to improving the ‘reach’ of parliament given the increased complexity of government 

and the growth in executive agencies of government. Flinders (2005: 101) refers to the

68ln CPA (1999: 142)) reference is made to committees as ‘small, mobile, relatively informal, specialized, 
focused and designed for human interaction, both among the committee members themselves and 
collectively with witnesses, with a view to examining some important matters.’

50



broadening of scrutiny into the ‘deeper waters of delegated governance’.69 The UK 

Select Committee on Modernisation (2002: paragraph 34) in devising ‘core tasks’ for 

committees, referred to the role of consideration of reports of executive agencies.

In its more detailed analysis of the purpose, function and operation of committees, the 

CPA (1999) makes the point that:

The committee offers a less formal, less partisan atmosphere in which members 
can consider estimates or legislation with less control from the executive arm of 
government. Committees, if functioning in the ideal state, can be the focus of 
public input and the pipeline between the constituents and the government. This 
worldwide view is also applicable to the Westminister committee model (1999: 
7).70

Throughput/Productivity:
Committees are seen as improving parliament’s capacity to carry out work, to put 

through volumes of legislation and oversight work and to improve the overall efficiency 

of parliamentary business. This could include dividing up the work of the House and/or 

processing of high volumes of legislation concurrently ((CPA, 1999: 5); (McKenna, 

1995:3.4); (Laver, 1997:7)).

Improved roles for backbenchers
Committees are seen as having a role in educating and informing backbenchers and in 

the enhancement of their parliamentary roles. Reference has been made in Dail Eireann 

to committees as fora where ideas from backbenchers on all sides of the House were 

accepted more readily the House ‘the atmosphere being less confrontational and

69 On a policy note, OECD (2008: 260) refers to the role of Oireachtas committees in ‘examining key 
policy initiatives and regulatory developments, particularly the impacts that policy developments 
originating from the EU will have on Ireland.’
70 Caimey (2006: 33) tells us that while the Scottish Parliament in plenary ‘is relatively partisan and the 
Executive can rely on its majority’, the parliament has been willing to move controversial decisions ‘into 
a relatively businesslike and less partisan committee arena designed to foster power sharing between 
Executive and parliament.’
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adversarial, everybody making a contribution’ (Dail debates 426 col. 604, 18 February 

1993).

Committees provide a means of more systematic input to parliamentary processes and 

business by backbenchers and in educating and developing their expertise, thereby 

equipping them to achieve increased effectiveness of scrutiny and oversight of the 

executive. Committees are seen as enabling increased specialisation, learning and 

expertise for backbenchers (MacCarthaigh (2005); Laver (1997); CPA (1999); UK 

Select Committee on Modernisation (2007)); restoring their rights and enhancing their 

repertoire of roles (CPA, 1999); enabling greater participation by backbenchers in the 

legislative process and in parliamentaiy life generally thereby arresting ‘their limited 

roles as lobby fodder’ (MacCarthaigh, 2005: 155); in short, providing them with ‘a more 

meaningful role’ (Gallagher, 2005: 230).71

Of course a key element in improving the role of backbenchers is the extent to which 

they are informed. McGibbon (CPA, 1999: 1 18) observed that it is easier for the 

Executive if members remain uninformed and that governments have a ‘vested interest 

in maintaining this state.’ He also noted that committee systems provide ‘a means 

independent of the Executive for educating the members of Parliament’ and makes the 

point that over a number of years a member can build a comprehensive knowledge of a 

subject through this mechanism if he ‘has the ability and application to acquire it.’

71 Johnson (2005: 14) suggests that committees are the best prospect for members being ‘kept reasonably 
busy’ and a means whereby ‘members of Parliament can integrate their viewpoints into policy proposals 
or act together to call the Executive to account.’ Conversely, a more constructive interpretation is 
represented by a former Government Chief Whip who envisaged committees as delivering greater 
influencing capacity to backbenchers with ‘the potential for each Deputy to influence legislation and 
spending by Departments’ (Dail debates 426, col. 604,18 February 1993).
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Improved financial oversight of government
A key parliamentary function (performed by the Dail in Ireland) is the supply and 

appropriation of public money and holding government to account for its use, the latter 

usually in the Westminister tradition via examination by a public accounts committee of 

the reports of the State auditor. Committees have particular capabilities to work at a 

forensic level, to develop portfolio expertise over a period of time, to examine material 

closely and take briefings from experts and inputs from Ministers and public servants 

and to provide the parliament with considered views and reports. As such they are a key 

mechanism to assist parliament to improve oversight of government expenditure. The 

traditional inputs of committees in the financial area have been in the estimates process 

(in examining proposals for expenditure department by department) and in review of the 

purposes to which expenditure has been put {via a public accounts committee 

mechanism). Committees also have strong potential to input both members’ and public 

views at the budget planning stage and also in post-hoc examination of the performance

of government and its bodies (including whether it is achieving what it had projected for

72particular spends).

While very significant developments in this area have taken place in recent years 

particularly, there seems to be a consensus in the literature (discussed in Chapter 6 

below) that this critical area has been one of some considerable deficiency or where at 

best the effectiveness is spasmodic. This is seen to be the case not only in Ireland but in 

many parliaments where complexity of financial information is a hindrance to effective

12 These latter two potentials of committees are, as will be seen in Chapter 7, being pursued much more 
actively in some parliaments in the past decade than was the case before that.
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scrutiny (CPA (1999); MacCarthaigh (2005); McEldowney & Lee (2005); UK

Modernisation Committee (2008)).

This topic, including commentary as to whether effective financial scrutiny is 

materialising in practice in Ireland and elsewhere, is discussed further in Chapter 6 

and in the comparative material in Chapter 7.

Improved legislative processes
Committees improve the legislative process and, by extension, the product: by 

improving the extent to which legislation is scrutinised (Wheare, 1955: 154); by 

bringing about amendments and improvements to legislation, directly and indirectly 

(Caimey, 2006: 10); by providing an agency that strengthens the legislative role of 

members (Dail Debates 426, col. 600, 18 February 1993); by providing a forum for less 

partisan consideration of legislation and with less control by government (Laver, 1997: 

5; CPA, 1999: 7)); by creating the potential for the involvement of the public and of 

interest groups; and by facilitating pre- (and post-) legislative scrutiny (Dail Debates 

339, cols. 426-7, 26 January 1983); UK Liaison Committee, 2010: 13). As will be seen 

from the discussion below and in Chapter 7, there is a high degree of variance among 

parliaments in the nature and extent of committee involvement in the legislative process 

and a great deal of debate as to the interaction between the government and parliament 

in terms of the legislative process and the involvement of parliament and impacts of 

such involvement. Literature on the areas of effectiveness, operation and impact of 

committees in the legislative process is reviewed in Chapter 6. A number of critical 

issues in relation to committees’ effectiveness in legislation are raised including: timing 

of committee inputs; the attitude of government in presenting legislation and its 

openness to improvement and amendment; and whether public inputs are a standard
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feature of committee work. The legislative activities of sample committees across five 

parliaments are compared and discussed in Chapter 7 and as we shall see from this, 

advances have been made in Scotland and New Zealand in particular7' on the 

involvement of committees in the legislative process and in embedding public inputs 

into the process.

Improved policy involvement and oversight by parliament and the public 
Committees are seen generally as a key means of enhancing the policy input of

parliament and parliamentarians, of improved policy scrutiny and ongoing monitoring

and of increasing accountability of government for its policies (Dail Debates (1983,

1993); Laver(1997); CPA(1999); UK Modernisation Committee (2002); Coakley and

Gallagher(2005); OECD(2008)). They are understood as having a sifting and reduction

role in relation to vast quantities of information available to parliament (CPA, 1999).

Committees provide policy specialisation opportunities for members (McKenna, 1995)

and provide a means whereby policy conflicts can be resolved in circumstances and

processes which are not subject to the constraints of a parliamentary debating chamber

(Loewenberg and Patterson (1979); Longley (1998)). Committees are also viewed as

providing a parliamentary linkage between politics and policy (Longley (1998) and as a

means of linkage of the public and of interest groups into the parliamentary and policy

making process (Loewenberg and Patterson (1979); CPA (1999); Laver (1997); CPA

(1999); Flinders(2005); Dail Debates (2007); McKay and Johnson (2010)).

The literature in this area is reviewed in Chapter 6 below and it will be seen from the

comparative analysis in Chapter 7 that extensive amounts of committee agenda space

73 And in more recent years in the UK arising from taking of submissions and evidence by Public Bill 
committees and from committee scrutiny of draft Bills.
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are taken up with consideration of policy issues but that this consideration varies 

significantly from parliament to parliament. Where some parliaments’ committees 

concentrate on inquiries into policy areas followed by formal reports to the House(s), 

others are more likely to concentrate on single-meeting, single issue investigations.

Improved Government and Public Body accountability
The broad purpose of committees is seen as the enhancement of the accountability of the 

executive to parliament. Reference has already been made above to the widening ambit 

of the state and its bodies and the resulting increased parliamentary scrutiny challenge. 

Committees are seen as playing key roles in enhancing the capacity of the parliament (as 

distinct from its performance) to hold government to account and to oversee the 

activities of government and the ‘deeper waters’ of its extended agencies (though 

challenges, difficulties and resistances in this area are also referred to) (Wheare (1955); 

Dail debates (1993); CPA (1999); Flinders 2005). Some commentators hint at 

committees providing an ‘antidote’ to the power of government or some form of 

‘counter-bureaucracy’ for the executive and its civil service (Longley (1998); Maer and 

Sandford (2004); Gallagher (2005); Kelso (2009)). There is a strong interaction 

between this area and that of financial oversight since, traditionally, a great deal of the 

accountability oversight of both departments and their public bodies relates to this area. 

Some sources also refer to an incapacity or ill-equipping of parliament in this area and 

an imbalance between parliament and government. (CPA (1999); Flinders (2005)).

There is also a view that this area has also been improved through use of committees 

(MacCarthaigh (2005); Ryle (2005); UK Modernisation Committee (2007); Kelso 

(2009)). McKay and Johnson (2010)) thought that a large volume of state bodies escape 

scrutiny and consequently no major shift in the balance of power has resulted.
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Conclusion - purposes of committees
Thus the main identified purposes for committees which we are carrying forward from 

this chapter are: increasing the scope and reach of parliamentary work; engaging and 

enhancing the role and input of backbenchers; enhanced legislative and financial 

oversight; enhanced policy oversight, scrutiny and involvement; and enhanced 

accountability of government.
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Chapter 5. Literature Review: The Context for Committees

This chapter reviews the literature concerning the context for committees. As already 

illustrated, there is substantial agreement in the literature as to the puiposes of 

committee systems. However in a number of sources issues are raised (often repeatedly) 

which constrain committees in one way or another in achieving their full potential.

Some issues may be seen as major fault lines in the potential for the success of any 

committee system; others are relatively minor.

The intention here is to focus on those issues—whether to do with the structure, 

parliamentary tradition or political context within which the committees operate or 

issues relating to the way in which committees are resourced or populated with members 

and chairs—which set the scene or determine the circumstances in which committees do 

their business. These issues, since they relate very largely to prescriptive factors74 are 

more likely to be at the structure end of the structure and agency model as discussed by 

Hay (1995).

The headings covered below are: (perceived) constraints of the Westminister model and 

domination (and even by-passing) of parliament by the executive; roles of parties and 

whips in relation to committee systems; selection of committee chairs and members; and 

staff resources and facilities.

Westminster Model and Executive domination of parliament
Many commentators have a view that the so-called Westminister model is inherently

inimical to effectiveness of committees due to the embedded subservience of parliament

74For example, stated powers and functions of committees, numbers and types of committees, 
appointment systems for members and chairs, the ‘understandings’ and expectations of how and what 
things are done, the resourcing context and the relationship between committees and the House.
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to the executive. For example, Crick (1964:198) refers to the British ‘sovereignty of 

parliament’ concept as ‘complete executive power limited only by political 

considerations.’ Laver (1997: 8) refers to the ‘Westminster model’ as one ‘in which 

government and opposition compete rather than cooperate’ and links the strength of 

committees to willingness of the government ‘to make concessions to the opposition’, to 

willingness of backbenchers to cross party lines, and to opposition parties’ willingness 

to ‘refrain from using committees to embarrass the government of the day.’ He argues 

that ‘none of these conditions is met to any great degree in Ireland at the moment’ and 

that this imposes ‘practical political limits to the strength of a legislative committee 

system in Ireland.’ CPA(1999: 8) also takes up the issue of government control of 

committees in the Westminister model, telling us that ‘with the ever present executive 

and legislative arms of government, the executive usually takes measures to prevent 

public embarrassment in committee’ and that the effect is to reduce ‘the nonpartisan 

level of debate within the committee’ as a result of the executive feeling ‘obliged to 

control the activities of the committee with its majority.’ They comment that 

‘Executives are often compelled to limit the scope of enquiry of a committee and to 

influence the outcome of the committee investigation.’

MacCarthaigh (2005: 43-44) follows the Arend Lijphart majoritarian versus consensus 

typology for models of democracy which distinguishes between majoritarian (or 

‘Westminister’ type) and consensual (e.g. ‘continental’ - German Bundestag) 

parliamentary systems. Majoritarian systems are more likely to have single party 

majority cabinets, executive dominance of parliament, a two-party system and one 

House more powerful than the other, leading to adversarial parliamentary politics with
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an opposition party focused on becoming the governing party. In consensual systems 

there is ‘considerably more dispersal of power’, more of a balance of power between 

executive and legislature, coalition governments as the norm due to a multiparty system 

arising from proportional representation and ‘direct involvement of the opposition in 

shaping and amending legislation, as well as deliberating on government policy.’ 

According to MacCarthaigh, ‘parliamentary politics is more co-operative in consensual 

than in majoritarian systems.’ Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005: 227) tells us 

that ‘When a government is elected by, answerable to and dismissible by parliament, 

measures proposed by the government are very unlikely to be rejected by parliament.’ 

Gallagher does not regard it as realistic to expect a policy making role for parliament in 

the Westminister model, pointing out that ‘All that we might hope for is that the Dail 

keeps a vigilant eye on what government is up to.’ He also points out (2005: 230), 

again dampening expectations, that ‘committees have no great significance’ in the 

Westminister model but tend to me more powerful in countries closer to the consensus 

model.’ As can be seen much of the perception is of a limited role of parliament in a 

system where the reins are controlled by government through its parliamentary 

majority.75 Mattson and Strom (2004: 11) conclude that ‘Under systems approximating 

the Westminister model, committees are often not much more than arenas, as governing 

parties delegate policy coordination to the cabinet instead.’ Also there is little doubt that 

the US Congressional committee system is seen as a model of effectiveness and power 

in the family of parliaments and perhaps even an unrealistic model when used to 

benchmark performance of Westminister type parliaments.

75 That is, if a strong majority exists. If it does not (and as a consequence majorities do not exist in 
committees), inevitably parliament and its committees become stronger as government is obliged to 
negotiate, rather than vote, its proposals through.
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Some see committees as becoming more and more intrusive in relation to governments 

thus signalling the possibility that they may become a vehicle for moving Westminister 

type parliaments more in the US direction.76 Others remind us that a lot can be achieved 

by committees even within Westminister constraints. The limitations or otherwise, as 

regards committees, of the norms, traditions and expectations of the parliamentary 

system within which they operate, are very strong determinants of the role we might 

reasonably expect committees to play and what powers they will be given and exercise 

in practice. As will be seen in Chapter 7, there are instances of powers having been 

assigned to committees which are not fully used. This is either an operational choice by 

committees (for whatever reason - e.g. limited capacity) or a behavioural reflection, on 

the part of committee actors, of the fact that they are not expected or encouraged to use 

these powers in the first place (or both). Kelso’s (2009) view is that in the UK 

governments have successfully limited and constrained the potential of committees ‘to 

reconfigure Executive-legislative relations’, and that the same system of norms and 

values will also constrain the extent to which effectiveness of committees may be 

improved.78

76 McGibbon (CPA 1999) states, in a ‘committees are there to stay’ message, that:
There is no way the progress made by committees can be withdrawn. Committees in the 
Westminster system will become more intrusive on the government and take more power unto 
themselves - with the approval of the chamber. In that sense, our committees will be starting 
down the congressional path (CPA, 1999:124).

^Ryle (2005:11) reminds us that the UK parliament is not as such a governing forum, a point which 
underlines the necessity of managing the expectations of a parliament. He also states that ‘Parliament may 
not have great power over the Executive - that is not its function under our constitution - but it does have 
increasing influence and could yet be more effective.’
78 Kelso (2009: 103) in implicit reference to executive domination, notes that what she calls ‘the 
structured institutional context at Westminster’ means that changes ‘which significantly enhance the 
abilities of parliament to hold the Executive in check’ are not favoured and points out such reforms would 
result for the government ‘in unwelcome and unacceptable interference with the ability of the government 
to govern.’ As a result, she is of the view that ‘Reforms designed to enhance the effectiveness of the 
Commons have therefore been infrequent, and, more importantly have been implemented by government 
in a diluted format.’
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Loewenberg and Patterson (1979) make an important point which is sometimes lost in

the rush to homogenize parliaments across the world, that

Parliament is not a law-making body independent of the Executive, as is the 
legislature in the United States. Rather, it is the source of executive leadership, 
the site for public debate of Government policy between the parliamentary 
majority and the minority in opposition, and the place where the administration 
of government is publicly scrutinized (Loewenberg and Patterson, 1979: 32).

Jones and Wilford (1986) state:
[T]he formidable constraints that prevent Parliamentary institutions, select 
committees included, from throwing a searchlight onto the Executive are well 
rehearsed .. . For accountability to be effective, select committees require clear 
targets, not ones obscured by a plethora of prohibitions (Jones and Wilford, 
1986:77).

MacCarthaigh (2005: 153) observes that committees ‘sit uneasily with the classical

Westminister model’ and that a notable feature of consensus74 type parliaments is the

‘embeddedness’ of committees in the work of parliament as opposed to the scepticism

towards them shown by governments in Westminister style legislatures.

As regards the potential of committees, Kelso (2009) notes:

We must on the one hand acknowledge that the departmental select committee 
system was an important institutional innovation, with the potential to 
reconfigure Executive-legislative relations at Westminster. On the other hand, 
we must also acknowledge that this potential for reconfiguration was managed 
and constrained by the government, so that the resulting committee system did 
not impact significantly on the operation of either of the central norms of 
ministerial responsibility or strong government (Kelso, 2009: 103).

Comparisons with the US system
Loewenberg and Patterson (1979: 33) say that Congress has ‘its own set of leaders who 

are by no means dominated by the Executive’ and (1979: 35) that ‘Few members of 

Congress aspire to executive office.’

79As opposed to majoritarian (see above Page 41).
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This is an important point, echoing Ryle (2005), Flinders (2005) and Giddings (2005), 

indicating that there is not global homogeneity as to what power relationship should 

exist between parliament and the executive and that there is, perhaps an over 

expectation80 that parliaments based on the UK tradition should have more control and 

joint decision making power, as regards the executive, than was intended by the 

constitutional system on which they were based.

Longley and Davidson (1998: 2) regard active committees as inherently at tension with 

the classical model of parliamentary government. Concerning Britain, they remark 

(1998: 3) ‘The British parliament has historically resisted embracing the new roles of 

parliamentary committees pioneered elsewhere’ and refer to a Westminister tradition of 

weak parliamentary committees. In contrast, they refer to the US committee system as 

initiating and managing legislation; controlling the executive and dealing with a 

growing complexity and with the enormous resources of the executive. As they 

contend, ‘committees proved to be powerful antidotes to the growing influence of 

presidents and their cabinet members in framing the legislative agenda’ (1998: 4).

Shaw (1998: 225-237) identifies the US Congress as harbouring the strongest committee 

system. In exploring why this is so, he cites US anti-statism and hostility towards public 

authority and the fact that, unlike the UK model, the President and political executives 

are not a committee of the legislature (committees as a ‘counter bureaucracy centred on 

Capitol Hill’). By contrast, he refers to the UK system as unusual, pointing out that the 

semtiny committees do not deal with legislation, that their outputs are recommendatory 

only and that they can’t compel the government to do anything.

80 Possibly based on observation of the US Congressional committees
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The CPA (1999: 8-9) points out that the US Congress committees ‘appear to be much 

more independent of the Executive and more in control of their own agendas’ and that 

party discipline limits scope and freedom of committees to pursue investigations and be 

critical of government.

McKay and Johnson (2010) summarise this perspective thus:

[Wjhile such committees at Westminister are steadily becoming more influential, 
there will never be - short of breaking through the limits of what may be 
understood as the British Constitution — any question of their achieving the 
independent power of the Standing Committees in Washington (McKay and 
Johnson, 2010: 359).

The question of resource comparisons with the US committee system is dealt with 

further below under Staff, Resources and Facilities (page 75).

Executive Domination
The concern about executive domination, particularly in the Westminster tradition, and 

the view that committees are subject to domination, agenda control and resource 

imbalance by governments, is one of the most commonly discussed issues. Discussion 

ranges from concerns about governments pushing their legislative programmes through 

committees, without acceptance of amendments, to overall domination of the legislative 

agenda by government, to the larger strategic issue, discussed by Kelso (2009), about 

executive control of the parliamentary reform agenda and particularly of reforms aimed 

at improving effectiveness of parliament. For governments there is a perceived (or 

perhaps misperceived) ‘vested interest’ in maintaining members in an uninformed state, 

ensuring a resource imbalance between parliament and the executive and in maintaining
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the domination of committee agendas. There is much commentary on the manipulation 

of committee nominations and appointments of chairs by government 1̂ 

Executive domination can be viewed as an inevitable and embedded fact of the 

Westminister system within the constraints of which committees work and achieve what 

impact they can. Alternatively it can be viewed as an obstacle to be overcome in 

asserting gradually the required power-positioning of parliament to hold the executive to 

full account. One way or another, the issue is live both in Ireland and in other 

parliaments and continues to circumscribe, to an extent, the effectiveness and potential 

of committees. Wheare’s comments are still apposite in the Irish context. However it 

is worth recalling the view expressed in McKay and Johnson (2010: 8) that committees 

are ‘at the head of the column’ of the ‘steady recovery of authority by the Houses over 

the past thirty years or so.’

Laver (1997: 6) referred to the ‘quite striking’ under-use of legislative committee 

powers, to the impression that government did not want to see full use of powers and to 

government domination in the allocation of committee chairs. Arter (2007: xviii) 

identified the difference between parliamentary capacity and performance and argues

81 Among the factors identified by McKenna (1995: paragraph 4.6.2), as compromising the effectiveness 
of committees, was the extent to which the executive has ‘captured’ committees by use of the whip 
system and by the default allocation of chairs to Government deputies’. According to Power (2005: 497if) 
the government tends to manipulate committee memberships through its control of nominations. Kelso 
(2009: 109) notes that government ‘rejected almost every recommendation made’ by the Liaison 
Committee to reduce government control over committee nominations. (As noted elsewhere, however, 
the recommended changes in committee chair and membership nominations were eventually implemented 
in the UK in 2010).
82 Wheare (1955: 206) refers to the limited scope of the-then UK Standing committee system for dealing 
with Bills, to the possibility that there should be wider oversight remits given to committees, and to 
government resistance to this, pointing out that ‘The Cabinet will tolerate no rivals to its authority in the 
House of Commons.’ He also refers (1955: 154) to government’s ‘rigidity and unwillingness to accept 
amendments’ and to the ‘strength of Whitehall’ and the view that ‘The combination of strong party 
discipline with strong official support for a minister makes it relatively easy for him to refuse to give way. 
He can be supplied with an armoury of arguments with which to resist every criticism that is made.’
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that there is a relationship between committees and autonomy, with an active and 

specialist standing committee system seen as a necessary condition for legislative 

autonomy. However, he also proposes tests such as the nature of agenda control, 

minority vetoes, and the extent of real parliamentary influence in the policy process as 

areas relevant to parliamentary performance. Among the key questions which Alter 

((2007: 207) asks in assessing comparative legislative performance are: whether 

committees have a right of legislative initiative; whether legislators participate in the 

preparation of legislative proposals initiated by the executive; whether the legislature 

controls the legislative agenda; whether the legislature devolves the detailed deliberation 

of legislative proposals to committees of its membership; whether legislative 

committees scrutinize and report on legislation independent of executive control; 

whether the legislature deliberates along party lines; whether the legislature has the 

institutional capacity to oversee the work of the executive; and whether legislators attach 

much importance to executive oversight.

These fundamental issues raised by Arter go to the root of the institutional culture (part 

of the structural/institutional prescription) which operates behind a committee system 

and largely determines its effectiveness. CPA (1999: 9-10) raises the possibility that 

governments might take a more strategic view of committees and encourage their 

strength and independence ‘but notes that it is rare for a government to take such a long 

term view’ and that ‘Government by nature believes that it has the answer and is 

unwilling to take the risk of criticism coming from Parliament or its committees.’

This point is discussed elsewhere, including in Kelso (2007) in which there is a 

substantive discussion of the inherent paradox in the belief that a government will

66



accept that a strong parliament leads to a strong government. McGibbon (CPA, 1999:

118) points out that it is easier for the executive if members remain uninformed and that 

governments therefore have a ‘vested interest in maintaining this state.’ He says that 

committees provide ‘a means independent of the Executive for educating the members 

of Parliament.’

A related, and refreshingly pragmatic point in this regard is made by Radice (CPA, 

1999)

In the British system, one cannot and indeed should not expect Select 
Committees, with their built-in government majority, to spend their time 
attacking their own government. They can, however, hold government to 
account - and it is right and proper to help them carry out that function more 
effectively (CPA, 1999: 173).

Ganley (2000) tells us:

The lesson other Parliaments can learn from New Zealand is that while a 
powerful committee system might not alleviate all the perils of executive 
dominance, it can go a long way to enhancing the strength of a Parliament to act 
as an effective legislature (Ganley, 2000: 89).

MacCarthaigh (2005: 144) observes that there is general consensus that the impact of a 

legislature on the executive depends crucially on its committee arrangements. He also 

points out that the vast majority of committee chairs are members of the governing party 

and that the timetables of committees are controlled by government and that ‘The 

institutional arrangement of the Irish legislature is subject to the government’s 

prerogative.’ He says (2005: 157) that ‘the dominant position of the government in the 

lower House is reflected in the committees and this plays a significant part in preventing

83 The sense of realism about how far the inter linkage and cooperation between government and a 
committee system may develop is discussed elsewhere including Kelso (2009).
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committees from acting as a check on the Executive.’ According to MacCarthaigh 

(2005: 40), committees can oversee the executive more effectively as a collective but 

that the Irish committee system ‘has a built in system of veto players that prevents 

committee work from upsetting the Executive agenda.’ However, as will be seen, 

committees have powers which they are not using fully.

Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005: 224) refers to the comparatively high control 

by government in Ireland of the parliamentary agenda. Johnson (2005: 12) counters that 

committee scrutiny is redressing the imbalance between the parliament and the 

executive. Giddings (2005: 268) tells us that the executive-parliamentary resource 

imbalance is ‘a constant threat to the real effectiveness of parliamentary scrutiny across 

the board - policy, legislation, and especially expenditure and administration.’ He 

refers to the fact that too large a majority in parliament ‘insulates ministers from 

effective parliamentary pressure and easily generates that ‘arrogance of power’ which 

ignores public opinion and steam-rollers opposition.’ Power (2005: 495) refers to the 

‘glacial pace of parliamentary reform’ and to the basic conflict in wants between 

members and Ministers. Basically, according to Power, the government need is to cram 

its legislation through.

Caimey (2006) damps down expectations concerning policy input of parliament thus:

Whilst the Scottish Parliament’s powers are extensive in comparison to most 
West European legislatures, the evidence to date suggests that this merely 
reinforces the argument that legislatures are peripheral to the policy process, and 
in most part rely on indirect and intangible influence (Caimey, 2006: 8).

Evidence given before the Northern Ireland Assembly Committee on Procedures in 

2008 pointed out that ‘To a large extent, the agendas of Statutory Committees are
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structured by the executive. Bills have to be scrutinised and the draft budget and draft 

Programme for Government proposals have to be addressed’ (NI Assembly Committee 

on Procedures, 2008:48). Kelso (2009: 101) observes that the recommendations in the 

1970s for committee reform in the UK had been to redress the imbalance in access to 

information between executive and legislature, but many of the powers that would have 

secured this redress had never been granted. A core point in Kelso’s analysis is the 

extent to which the executive exercises its domination of parliament by sponsoring those 

changes which assist the efficiency with which it gets its business through and by 

resisting those changes which enhance parliamentary effectiveness in holding 

government to account.

Parties and Whips
Many commentators refer to the pervasiveness of the party system, particularly in 

parliaments of the Westminister tradition, and to the issue of party influence on the 

behaviour of members and the fact that issues which should be deliberated in committee 

are instead determined behind closed doors in parliamentary party rooms. Equally, the 

role played by whips as controllers within the political system is raised regularly and 

Kelso’s analysis (2009) points to the degree to which both whips and executive control 

the agenda for parliamentary reform, including development of the committee system. 

This cultural ‘habit’ raises a profound question as to whether party discipline and the 

use of whipping in voting at committees cuts across their potential to be cohesive and 

independent deliberative groups of their own. To an extent, some commentators (e.g. 

Shaw (1998)) hint at something of a zero sum game between the strength of parties and 

that of committees.
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The CPA (1999) hints that a relaxation of party discipline is necessary in order for 

members of committees to demonstrate that they can play an effective role in public 

policy. The group also refers to private members being thought of as foot soldiers, there 

only to protect the government and the party regardless of the issue. Generally there is a 

view that committees have potential for non partisan debate but this scope is limited in 

practice through party discipline. Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005: 232) 

expresses the view that the pull to toe the party line on the part of private members 

reduces the potential for them to become ‘trenchant inquisitors’ of government. 

Giddings (2005: 269) refers to the issue as keeping the parliament as ‘an arena for the 

arts of party government.’ Many commentators are particularly trenchant regarding the 

negative effects of party and whip control on the performance of parliament and 

committees.

This represents a considerable fault line in the independence of committees but is a 

fundamental reality of many countries’ systems including Ireland. Many aspects of 

committee work may be compromised by the party factor, including deliberative 

freedom and the potential to criticise the activities of government in oversight work, to 

effect changes to bills which are seen as necessary but which may not accord with the 

line of the government party, or generally to raise issues which either government or 

main opposition may not want raised. Being realistic, however, where governments 

have substantial majorities, this is one of the more intractable of the fault lines and 

future developments in the effectiveness of committees will have to work within or 

around this factor. There are ways in which this type of problem can be bypassed to an 

extent. For instance, committees in the Scottish Parliament have developed a practice of
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deliberating on reports in private session which reduces the possibilities for 

grandstanding of party lines in front of cameras. In relation to legislation, the practice of 

giving bills or pre-legislative proposals to committees before party lines have been 

drawn out in a general principles debate may signal an opportunity for reducing party 

influence and giving more of a free hand to private members to develop cross party 

analysis and consensus on proposals.

Wheare (1955: 112) again sets the scene to an extent for us here in telling us that 

committees are firstly composed of‘party men’ who, it is expected, ‘will vote on party 

lines.’ He tells us that legislation, which is ‘often the last step in the process of the 

formulation of policy’, is an ‘ area where party differences are expected to show 

themselves.’ However, at the same time, Wheare asked whether there should be some 

scope for relaxing party discipline and suggested that the government should ‘be 

prepared to accept amendments’ more freely in committees. At the same time he 

commented that the ‘rigidity and unwillingness to accept amendments applies 

throughout the stages of legislation in modem (i.e. 1955) Britain and suggested that 

‘The strength of Whitehall has no doubt some effect upon this also. The combination of 

strong party discipline with strong official support for a minister makes it relatively easy 

for him to refuse to give way’ (1955: 154).

These sage words help to give us some insight into thinking over half a century ago, 

some of which may yet be feeding into (though in a more subtle way) modem concerns 

about the balance of power between the executive, the parties and the parliament. 

Loewenberg and Patterson (1979: 47) state that ‘Where party organization in the 

legislature is stronger than it is in the United States— notably in Great Britain and
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Germany—the behavior of the legislature has to be analyzed not in terms of the actions 

of individual legislators but in terms of the desire of party groups to win electoral 

majorities.’ In an (unusually positive) reference to the role of the chief whip in the UK 

system they refer (1979: 63) to it bringing ‘legislative influence to bear on the 

formulation of Executive policies’ and keeping ministers aware of the views of 

parliamentary followers.

McKenna (1995: paragraph 4.5.1.3) suggested that the transcending of party divisions in

favour of forming a cohesive group was a key success factor in committees in their

investigatory functions but also points out that ‘members in such situations tend to slip

too easily back into partisan mode and thus compromise the ability to realise this

rationale.’ Laver (1997: 8) identified, among a number of‘obvious and important

practical constraints’ in designing a new committee system, the view that ‘The impact of

firm party discipline will inevitably permeate the committee system’ due to government

reliance on support of the Dail. Shaw (1998) points out that control of committees by

parties is a key issue and says that the stronger the committees, the less the parties are

likely to be. The CPA (1999: 7) notes that ‘The committee offers a less formal, less

partisan atmosphere in which members can consider estimates or legislation with less

control from the executive arm of government.’ It also poses a dilemma:

Members are tom between representing the will of their constituents and voting 
with their parties to maintain a majority or just even the party line. Has the 
power or the strength of the political parties increased over time to the detriment 
of the Private Member and, some would argue, the detriment of Parliament 
itself? (CPA, 1999: 3).

And continues:

More open committee meetings and a relaxation of party discipline will go a 
long way toward members being able to show the voting public that they can
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contribute to public policy and can represent the will of the constituents. This in 
turn would improve Parliament’s credibility in the public’s mind (CPA, 1999: 
10-11).

CPA (1999: 38) refers also to members ‘being pawns in the hands of the party whips’ 

and private members being ignored by the executive and ‘thought of as foot soldiers 

there only to protect the government and the party regardless of the issue.’ The group 

expresses the need for ‘more independently minded members who would be willing to 

work together for the betterment of the Parliament and would resist the undue influence 

of the party whip.’

The CPA analysis (1999: 142) also refers to the view that committees ‘have the 

possibility of being non-partisan in a way the House rarely is.’ However it had also 

pointed out (1999: 9) that ‘party discipline limits scope and freedom of committees to 

pursue investigations and be critical of Government.’

MacCarthaigh (2005: 143) says that parties dominate parliamentary business and ‘by 

and large the committees do not escape the party politics of the Dail or the watchful eye 

of the whips.’ He also observes (2005: 140) that committees facilitate increased 

opposition involvement in legislative work and encourage non party politics even 

though the government maintains a majority. Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005: 

174) reinforces the point by suggesting that committees need to be able to work on non 

or cross party lines and refers to the potential for ‘small group psychology’ to create ‘an 

identification with the committee that rivals, though rarely displaces, identification with 

party.’ He further observes that the default ambition of members is towards a 

government ministry and not a committee chair and identifies the incentive for 

backbenchers to go along with the party line rather than ‘becoming a trenchant
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inquisitor of his or her own party leaders in government’ (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005: 

232).

Giddings (2005: 264) refers to the basic tension among backbenchers between loyalty to

their party and an interest in enhancing parliamentary scrutiny and between the desire to

see the party legislative programme through and improving the extent of careful

examination and amendment of legislation. In relation to inertia over parliamentary

reform and the role of party, Giddings points out that this is not a problem of power but

of culture in which party managers perceive reform to be a threat to their power. As he

puts it ‘The principal threat to a thriving parliamentary democracy in Britain is the

tenacious grip of the party managers at Westminister.’ Finally he points out that:

[U]ntil British political parties change, along with the mindsets of those elected 
to Parliament with their aid, the Parliament of Westminister will remain much as 
it was: the arena for the arts of party government (Giddings, 2005: 269).

Power (2007: 508) makes the point that most MPs view reform through the prism of 

party, constituency and self, rather than how it will strengthen the institution in which 

they work. He points out that ‘The Chief Whip’s office is one of the most conservative 

parts of a very conservative institution, happier applying a brake than pressing the 

accelerator.’

Further, at the inquiry of the UK Modernisation Committee in 2007 into the role of the 

backbench member, reference was made, in a memorandum to the committee from Prof 

Philip Cowley, to the view that the whipping system is ‘crushing the life out of 

parliament’ (quoting an Ofaerver journalist) and to the ’sickening evils’ of the whipping 

system (2007: Ev 14-15).
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Kelso (2009: 96) discusses ‘malign party influence’ in the selection of committee 

members. She also suggests (2009: 99) a certain caution in relation to the 1979 ‘new’ 

select committee system in that ‘in their endeavour to produce cross-party reports, they 

were accused of only examining non-controversial subjects that would not ignite party 

conflict, and thus of failing to grasp the mantle of serious and difficult Executive 

scrutiny.’ She notes (2009: 113) that the Norton Commission to Strengthen Parliament, 

established by the Conservatives in 1999, recommended the removal of whips influence 

from nominations. It is worth noting that the ‘dominant elites’ within Westminster who 

have, according to Kelso’s basic premise, thwarted the powers and capabilities proposed 

in various committee reforms, are ‘dominant parliamentary elites’ and not just those 

attached to government.

The above sources make it clear that undue party interference in the work of committees 

continues to be a concern in the area of effectiveness.

Staff, resources and facilities
Resourcing and governance arrangements across parliaments continue to be discussed in 

detail84 (though it is accepted in general that substantial advances have been made in 

the most recent decade towards improving the adequacy of resources). Commentaries 

cover the resource independence of the parliament; the adequacy of staff and the critical 

input of good staff, research and expertise to committee success; the benefits (and 

dangers) of witness and public information inputs to committees; and other resource 

issues such as travel and the resource imbalance between executive and parliament. The 

overall messages arising from commentaries are that committees must be adequately

84 Verrier (2007) is a recent example
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staffed, that resourcing should be under the control of the parliament, which must have 

access to research and experts to assist with complexity and information reduction. 

Johnson (2005 20-21) asks, among his ‘uncomfortable’ questions, whether committees 

are adequately equipped or whether they need, for example, expert counsel. Giddings 

(2005: 268), however, acknowledges very significant and recent resource improvements 

but points out that the imbalance between resources available to parliament and those 

available to government ‘is a constant threat to the real effectiveness of parliamentary 

scrutiny across the board - policy, legislation, and especially expenditure and 

administration.’ McKenna (1995: paragraph 4.6.2) identified lack of power and 

resources as one of the factors compromising the effectiveness of committees. Laver 

(1997: 6) identified a ‘shortage of research facilities and issues with secretariat support’ 

and recommended that ‘There is a need for researchers who are able to distil the 

mountain of paperwork into a smaller volume that TDs might have time to master, and 

more generally to research issues that the committee is examining’ (1997: 39). In 2002, 

the UK Modernisation Committee identified the need for enhanced specialist support for 

committees and support for committee chairs noting that ‘They are much poorer in the 

resources they can command than in other parliaments and they have a weak record of 

stability of membership’ (2002: paragraph 4). Verrier (2007: 9) refers to the link 

between parliamentary efficiency and resource independence and the linkage between 

resource-based features, such as high quality staff to support the work of committees, 

and the capacity of the parliament to hold government to account and the positioning of 

the parliament along a spectrum ranging from rubber stamp to independent legislature.

76



McGibbon (CPA, 1999: 120) points out, specifically, that adequate resources for 

committees begin with an adequate budget and involve at least one adviser to a 

committee with professional knowledge of the subject who ‘must be able to write 

reports lucidly and in a pleasant, readable style.’ He refers to the general necessity for a 

secretariat ‘of at least two members’ and for budgets for advertising of inquiries and for 

travel, for access to witnesses and for publication of reports.

The marked negative difference in the resource profile between Irish committees and 

those of the other parliaments examined will be noted in the comparative analysis in 

Chapter 7.

Witnesses as experts

Access to witnesses in the wider population is one of the factors which will 

counterbalance the weight of the civil service resource available to government. 

However, according to the CPA (1999: 108) there are some warnings to be sounded. 

Firstly there is the danger that members in committees may be sidelined to ‘observer’ 

status by over use of research staff and expert advisors. Secondly, there is a danger of 

committees not being fully equipped to be resilient to pressure groups. In this regard, 

CPA notes that committees need to be able ‘to test the validity of the claims of pressure 

groups’, pointing out that ‘If committees are overwhelmed by pressure groups it is a 

sign that they do not possess those qualities or that they are in a field inappropriate to 

parliamentary inquiry.’ By way of reinforcing this caveat, Pettit (1997: 205) discusses 

in some detail the issue of interest group pluralism and the necessity for avoidance of a 

situation in which preference satisfaction dominates the political decision making 

process. He notes that ‘republicans are bound to hold out against the way in which such
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pluralism wants to have self-seeking or ‘naked’ preference become the motor of political

life.’ Reference is made by CPA (1999: 21) to the use of public experts as witnesses in

evidence before committees to ‘counterbalance the artillery of public servants with thick

briefing books.’ This is an interesting view and one which perhaps reflects the reality

that government civil servants and parliamentary committees are on opposite sides of a

fence. The significance of witnesses is also identified thus by McGibbon (CPA, 1999):

Witnesses are one of the most valuable tools available to any legislature and its 
committees. In general terms, witnesses can be viewed as a primary source of 
information, as a mirror on the views of the community or sector which they 
represent, as a means of providing feedback on the validity or otherwise of an 
action or a policy and, finally, they are a tangible example of the desire to 
achieve transparency or otherwise in the decision making process (CPA, 1999: 
99).

CPA (1999: 30) also referred to the importance of travel to conduct hearings and take 

evidence, pointing out that the benefits of the population linking with elected members, 

of members learning about the entire country and not just their own ‘home community’ 

and of bonding among members of differing parties. Thus, travel in order to conduct the 

business of the committee across a wider geographical area and to receive wider inputs 

from the population, can be seen as enhancing the legitimacy and linkage aspects of the 

committee’s work.

The resource debate has strong linkage to the debate on executive domination and the 

issues already noted about committee systems setting themselves up as ‘counter 

bureaucracies’ to the government. CPA (1999: 28) makes the point that ‘Governments, 

by their very nature, do not want the Parliament or the committees to be strong. One 

effective way of limiting the power of Parliament and its members is to starve them of 

resources under the guise of economy and saving tax money.’ Giddings (2005: 268)
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comments interestingly that while ‘[executive/parliamentary] resource imbalance is a 

constant threat to real effectiveness of parliamentary scrutiny across the board’ the 

different interests of government civil servants and of staff of committees does not have 

to be a zero sum game and there are is perhaps considerable potential for cooperation 

between the core civil service*5 and committees in areas of policy and legislative 

preparation and in financial oversight. The proper resourcing of parliament to carry out 

its accountability and oversight mandate has been discussed repeatedly for many years 

which, inter alia, resulted in major moves such as the establishment of the UK House of 

Commons Commission in the 1970s and a similar move in Ireland in 2004.

In general, while resources for parliamentary committees is a critical issue and a serious 

impediment if they are manifestly absent, there is not an overwhelming sense conveyed 

by commentators that this is a significant current factor compromising committee 

effectiveness. At the same time, inadequacy of resources, particularly where insufficient 

administrative resources such as clerks and their assistants are provided, will inevitably 

compromise the efficiency (and derived from that the effectiveness) of a committee in 

terms of the volume and range of work to be covered, the speed with which items are 

covered and the tracking of work and preparation and finalising of reports. It will be 

seen in Chapter 7 that there are considerable variances between the parliaments in these 

areas. Inadequate resources in terms of capacity to hire expertise and the capacity and

85 As will be noted in Chapter 7, there is substantial evidence of ongoing dialogue and cooperation 
between committees and civil servants in Northern Ireland, where the committees have a specific remit to 
assist Ministers in the running of their departments. Also written and oral briefings and assistance from 
departmental officials in relation to legislative and financial scrutiny are becoming the norm in all of the 
parliaments examined. Further, in the case of both UK and Scottish Parliaments, the State Auditor has 
seconded staff to the specialist scrutiny units established to assist committees.
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nature of parliamentary research services’ inputs to committees will also have a direct

bearing on committee capacity and performance.

Clerks

The role and disposition of a clerk to a committee (and other committee staff) is 

regularly referred to and should also not be underestimated as a contributor to the 

effectiveness of a committee. It is not a purpose of this dissertation to profile the role 

of clerk to a committee but it is interesting to note that, from the author’s research, 

presentations to and discussions with senior colleagues in other parliaments, there seems 

to be a significant divergence in the perceptions of the roles of committee clerks. Some 

parliaments tend towards a role which is highly proactive in terms of suggesting inquiiy 

and agenda subjects, negotiating with witnesses and bodies to be examined, presenting 

position papers and draft work plans to committees and chairs, drafting reports and 

piloting them through the committee etc. In other cases there is a more conservative 

approach in which, in essence, the clerk is a servant of the committee, attending on its 

meetings and recording, carrying through and coordinating implementation of its 

decisions. The reality is that effective committee clerking requires a blend of both 

approaches. Senior committee staff in many parliaments generally state themselvesK7to 

be in favour of the proactive role of the clerk but also acknowledge that this is not 

always the case in practice in their parliaments. There may also be variance along the

86 For instance, Wheare (1955: 228-9) placed great emphasis on the staff and experts feeding into the 
work of committees, noting that ‘select committees ... must, if they are to work effectively, be wisely led 
and wisely fed. The task of feeding them rests primarily and predominantly with their officials’. Jones 
and Wilford (1986: 21) described the range of duties carried out by the-then UK Committee on Welsh 
Affairs and made the point that ‘Much of the CWA’s dynamic and most of its operational efficiency were 
dependent upon the close working relationship build up between its Chairmen and Clerks.’ MacCarthaigh 
(2005: 151) discusses the importance of the disposition of committee staff and their willingness to 
‘challenge members of the departmental civil service.’
87 In discussions with the author.
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same axis within parliaments where in many cases staffs of individual committees 

operate independently from each other and the roles played by clerks (and their 

interaction with chairs) differ from one committee to another. This will occur inevitably 

to a certain extent; however there is a research piece outstanding in relation to the role 

and identikit of a committee clerk and the impact of the clerk (and of the clerk/chair 

relationship) in committee effectiveness. The role of clerks and other committee staff 

are particularly critical in the areas of agenda formation and management; management 

and scheduling of ongoing business and ‘keeping plates spinning’; infoimation 

organisation and reduction for the committee; procurement of relevant expertise; 

preparation (or the supervision of preparation), presentation and piloting of draft reports 

and the like.

US Comparison
Shaw (1998: 229) cites the resource autonomy of Congress as among the reasons why 

the committee system in the US legislature is so strong. McKay and Johnson’s (2010:

311 ff) comparison of the US and UK systems illustrates clearly the distinct resource 

context in which the US committee system finds itself. US committees have large staffs 

and budgets. However there is strong end-to-end accountability of committees in that 

they must bid for money and staff up front for specific projects and inquiries and, at the 

other end, they must account for what they have produced for the resources allocated.

In relation to UK committee resourcing, they note the more recent steady growth in 

staffing support for select committees to ‘a level more nearly satisfactory than was the 

case in 1979’ but note also that staff per committee in the UK at ‘typically six to eight 

persons’ is ‘modest by comparison with Congress’. (2010: 377). The UK itself in turn 

has, as will be seen in Chapter 7, a considerably higher level of staff in its Committees
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Office than exists in any of the parliaments under review. The level of staffing 

resources in the Irish Parliament is nowhere near the six to eight persons per committee 

mentioned.

Research Service
A key element of the modem information resource package for committees is the 

existence of a properly-equipped and professional independent parliamentary research 

service. In Ireland such a service was created for the first time on this basis in 2005.

This service provides a range of products to committees, uptake of which is growing 

steadily.88 Off the shelf digests and debating packs on bills, spotlight reports on 

particular topics are prepared and a team has been dedicated within the Service to cater 

for the needs of committees. This team provides on demand research papers for 

committees scheduled against their work programmes (two per committee per year are 

targeted); shorter research papers and briefings; briefings on lines of questioning for 

groups of witnesses. Press monitoring services are also provided. There are different 

models of engagement of research services with committees across parliaments, in some 

cases (e.g. UK) there are secondments from the research service to committee support, 

in others the research service feeds in, with other resources, to central scrutiny support 

units. Clearly the growth in the focus of research services on committees, in the range 

of services they provide to committees and in the support for the infonnation reduction 

and analysis needs of committees, are critical factors in the process of committees 

gaining purchase in the scrutiny/oversight process. A key distinction might be drawn 

between those research services which wait for demands from committees and those 

which proactively seek out areas in which they can be of assistance (for example as in 

88 Houses of the Oireachtas Commission Annual Report 2009, p 35.
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the Irish case where the research service starts the year with offers to committee clerks 

and chairs in formulating their work programmes).

Conclusion - Context for committees
Thus the main identified issues relating to the context for committees are:

Westminister model and executive domination: The reality of the government majority 

in the Westminister tradition and the need for vigilance in relation to the exercise of the 

tools of executive domination (whether in withholding reforms to improve effectiveness 

of committees; to control resources and agendas of committees; to vote down legislative 

amendments proposed in committees; to ignore or delay responses to committee 

recommendations). Also noted is the growing potential of committees, through scrutiny 

and use of expertise, to redress the perceived executive-parliamentary imbalance; 

Parties and Whips: The constraining factor, and its persistence, (i.e. in tenns of 

committees realising their potential as non partisan fora for deliberation on issues) of 

party and whip influence both structurally, in terms of the nomination of committee 

members and chairs, and operationally, in terms of the exercise of party discipline in 

committee agendas and deliberations. Within this also is the potential to overcome some 

of the persistence of partisanship by change in committee practices (e.g. legislative pre 

scrutiny);

Powers: The powers of committees versus whether they are actually used in practice; 

Resources: The critical issue of resource availability for committees (staff, information, 

research and expertise, and public inputs) and the attendant point that resource 

independence of parliaments is growing and, consequentially, the potential for 

committee effectiveness.
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Notwithstanding the many contextual constraints on the work of committees as 

described from the literature above, it will be noted in Chapter 7 that committees in all 

of the five parliaments get through substantial volumes of business across a range of 

subject headings. They manage to scrutinise, and in some cases seek public inputs on, 

and substantially rewrite, legislation, to oversee government finances, and in some cases 

financial performance, to investigate and report on public policy issues and to oversee 

public bodies. As will also be seen the work profiles as between committees of different 

parliaments differ substantially, and no doubt the contextual factors discussed above 

have a significant bearing on this. However by and large committee systems are 

functioning and doing their business, and producing outputs, within and around the 

various constraints described.
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Chapter 6. Literature Review: Issues relating to committees in 
operation

Introduction
This part of the literature review deals with commentaries on operational issues in 

relation to committees and how these issues enhance or hinder their effectiveness.

The operational environment for committees, and the way in which committees and 

committee chairs are populated and how committees choose to behave themselves in 

practice (via their chairs, members and clerks) are critical factors in effectiveness. Also 

critical are what committees choose to prioritise, how they choose to discharge their 

legislative, financial and other mandates, whether they are accountable for their 

performance, whether they make reports with recommendations, whether reports are 

followed through and implemented, and finally how often and for how long they choose 

to meet and to organise their work. As will be seen in Chapter 7, in general, committees 

are well mandated in terms of their powers and differences between them are more 

likely to be explicable by operating choices and behaviours rather than different 

mandates. This discussion is grouped under the headings of: impact of committees; 

membership and chairing issues; implementation and follow through in relation to 

committee recommendations; the legislative process; financial oversight; policy 

oversight; and public body oversight.

A number of common themes emerge from these commentaries. In relation to 

chairpersons of committees it is clear that getting their appointment process right and 

their quality and independence in operation are both key factors. In relation to members 

themselves, constraints in availability of their time (for whatever reason), the extent to 

which committees provide them with a real opportunity for enhanced contributions and
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the size of committees are all important factors in operational effectiveness. In relation 

to reports of committees, critical are both the extent to which reports contribute to the 

state of knowledge on a relevant subject and the presence of systems and processes to 

ensure their implementation and follow through by committees on their reports. Reports 

must also be topical and they should be debated in the plenary. Returning to an earlier 

theme, the dominance in practice of the prerogative of government in relation to 

financial and legislative matters causes operational issues for committees both in terms 

of what they can get involved with and when and also, to an extent, what dominates 

their agendas. In relation to financial and legislation matters, particularly critical are the 

timing of committee involvement and committee resource support in these areas. Many 

commentators identify the joint challenges of the time consuming and boring nature of 

financial oversight work on the one hand and the difficulties in unravelling and 

understanding the various financial informational outputs of government on the other. 

Also key issues in operational effectiveness are the importance of parliamentary linkage 

with the public on policy issues and the growing importance of, and obstacles to, public 

body accountability. These common themes are discussed in more detail below.

Impact of committees
The other side of the purpose coin is the extent to which the purposes are seen to be 

delivered by committees in practice. Committees can have immediate impact in the 

form of amendments to bills,89 examining witnesses in public or launching a detailed 

report on a matter of important public policy or on the operation of a public body. 

Committees also have impact when their reports are debated in the plenary and/or their

89 Whether amendments made directly by the committee or subsequently proposed by government arising 
from the work of the committee.
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recommendations are accepted and implemented. Committees can also have longer term 

impact, more difficult to measure, if policies or legislation are changed for the better as 

a result of their work. Some of the focus, in extensive discussion on this subject in the 

literature, is on questions as to whether government is challenged by committees, with 

some commentators referring to what might be regarded as the ‘cage rattling’ effects of 

committee work vis-a-vis the government. MacCarthaigh (2005: 159) states that ‘the 

use of committees for certain tasks that may potentially lead to adverse results for the 

executive increases both the standing of committees and the ability of parliament to 

perform its oversight function’ and Ryle (2005: 4) refers to backbenchers raising issues 

which Ministers would prefer to leave fallow and to committees agreeing unwelcome 

reports. Another measure proposed is whether government changes its inind or its 

legislation as a result of committee work. For example Shaw (1998) refers to tangible 

impacts such as whether committees cause government to change its views but also the 

less tangible aspect of whether committees have produced accountability through 

evidence and questioning and whether they have had a significant independent impact 

on public affairs. He cites as indicators of committee impact the extent of acceptance of 

recommendations of a committee and whether committees can persuade government to 

change their views. He states that the real impact of committees is in accountability 

through questioning and evidence. A key issue according to Shaw is how often the 

executive fails to get its way in parliament. Johnson (2005: 14) acknowledges that in 

general the efforts of committees sustain what he calls a ‘probing’ environment for 

Ministers and officials but says that ‘this falls well short of exerting effective political 

influence over major decisions.’ He also refers to a different style in House of Lords
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committees and says that they have ‘A more austerely investigatory style which often 

secures respect for their reports, even though they too may have little discernible impact 

on Executive decisions’ (2005: 15). Concerning media, reference is made by the CPA 

(1999: 33) to the impact of committees via frequent commentary and coverage in the 

media and to the potential role of the media in the process of committees exerting 

persuasion and gentle pressure to ‘coax the government.’ They point out that ‘including 

the media in the committee meetings and holding briefing sessions with them just before 

the tabling of a committee report help to ensure that there will be coverage of the 

committee’s findings.’ In this same connection, however, senior broadcasters said in 

evidence to the UK Select Committee on Modernisation (in its examination of the role 

of backbench members) that scrutiny of government (which is essentially the ‘stuff of a 

modem parliament) is regarded as ‘mind bogglingly boring’. They said that there are too 

few debates where members can express an independent view, that procedures of 

parliament have no relevance to peoples’ normal lives and that nobody listens to 

committee reports. The view was that parliament has to adjust to a world which is much 

faster and a media which is running to keep up with audience tastes (2007: Ev2-6).

These matters are raised repeatedly and relate largely to the impact relationship between 

committees and government (itself a subset of the relationship between parliament and 

the executive and the political and other context within which that relationship 

operates).

The CPA (1999) gave a succinct and simple three-test approach to committee impact:

If committees have enabled the public to voice their concerns and have their 
suggestions heard, and if committees have assisted the members to consider the 
country’s business within the year, both legislatively and financially, and if the
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government was held accountable for its actions, then a committee can claim 
with some measure of accuracy that they filled a useful role (CPA, 1999: 17).

Other issues of impact, such as the questions of the degree of debating, follow through 

and implementation of committee reports and recommendations, whether governments 

are required to respond to these, and whether, indeed, committees are fully discharging 

the remits given to them, are difficult to disentangle as issues on their own but are 

referred to regularly through this work. Issues are also discussed concerning the ‘softer’ 

or more subtle aspects of committee impacts. For instance, many sources (including 

Wheare over half a century ago) raise the informational and educative value of 

committee work as regards members of the House and Johnson (2005: 14) finds that the 

efforts of committees ‘sustain a probing environment for Ministers and officials.’

Committees impact on parliament

The literature in this area acknowledges that committee work enhances the oversight and 

challenge roles of parliament vis-a-vis government but at the same time acknowledges 

the shortcomings of inability to force implementation of recommendations.

In a reference to the US congressional committee system, Longley et al (1998: 4-5) state 

that ‘Committees proved to be powerful antidotes to the growing influence of presidents 

and their cabinet members in framing the legislative agenda.’ They view the ‘existence 

of a vigorous parliamentary committee system’ as a sine qua non of legislative work and 

oversight. Shaw (1998: 229) makes the related point that ‘The impact a legislature has 

is crucially dependent on its committee arrangements.’ A key question according to 

Shaw is whether the legislature is intended to play a very important part in governing 

arrangements (1998: 237). McLeay (2006: 177) says, concerning New Zealand, that
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‘formal powers need to be reinforced by political power, in particular an effective 

opposition with some veto powers over government action.’

Kelso(2009: 99) refers to the reaction of Ministers and others to the new (i.e. 1979) 

committee system in Britain, stating that the process through which ministers and 

witnesses gave evidence before the select committees apparently served to ‘concentrate 

the mind’, with the possibility that government changed its policies in advance of, and in 

expectation of, detailed select committee scrutiny. She quotes Giddings (1994) as 

acknowledging that the system had extended parliamentary scrutiny, deepened 

parliamentary accountability and widened public debate, but that the committees had not 

radically altered the balance between government and parliament. She states further that 

‘the Liaison Committee also came to join the ranks of those with serious concerns about 

the capabilities and powers of the select committees’ (2009: 101).

Arter (2007) makes an important point about the distinction between the capacity 

provided by committees to parliament and the actual improvement of performance 

based on the effective use of that capacity. McKay and Johnson (2010: 8) tell us that 

‘Committees are independent sources of expertise but not yet of central political 

authority, without which they are constantly at risk of marginalization.' They refer to 

next steps for committees being dependent, among other things, on ‘whether 

governments show themselves willing in future to engage in dialogue with rather than 

dominate the House of Commons.’ They also refer (2010: 378) to the key role of 

committees in bringing information into the public domain in recent decades and to the 

consequent ‘steady growth in their-and therefore Parliament’s-authority.’ They observe 

that ‘committees have been transformed from a rather dull low-level interchange
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between politics and government to a forum for real democratic engagement.’ They 

warn however that ‘the quality of select committee outcomes needs to be considered as 

well as the quantity.’

Conclusion - impact of committees
Impact, therefore, can be seen as linked to both the attitude of government to 

committees and how they are empowered, to what uses committees make of their 

powers, to the choices which committees make in practice (choice of subjects; 

meetings), to the quality and frequency of their reports and whether they are debated 

and implemented and to the level of media engagement with and reporting of the 

committees. Many of the commentators touch on the very fundamental issue of the 

relationship between executive domination and the willingness to cede independence 

and political authority to committees. Impact is in fact a complex interaction of the 

above and other factors. It seems clear, however, that a key starting point to achieve 

tangible impact must be that committees meet, that they discharge their functions and 

use their powers independently, and that they make recommendations to the House 

which created them. In the absence of these factors, committees will achieve, at best, 

only some of the softer intangible aspects of impact.

Membership and chairing
A good deal of the commentary on committees is occupied with issues and operational 

problems - all of which have significant effects on effectiveness of committees - 

concerning committee chairs (and ordinary members) and their appointment and 

motivation, workloads of members, membership of multiple committees, use of 

substitute members and related matters. In contrast to what might be regarded as some
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of the more intractable ‘fault lines’, this is a rather narrow and focused area which may 

easier to work on than some of the others.

The subjects of appointment of chairs and their career motivation and behaviour; 

selection, motivation and behaviour of members; and operational problems associated 

with multiple memberships, size of committees and use of substitutions will each be 

reviewed.

Appointment and career motivation of chairs
There is extensive commentary on executive control and/or patronage in handing out 

committee chairs. The flavour of the commentaries overall seems to be that the 

executive should control or exercise patronage in the appointment of chairs and that 

there should be a balance of government and opposition chairs. However, one can also 

detect a degree of sanguinity on whether this will actually come to pass. Perhaps the 

highest profile recognition of something amiss in this area is the recent UK move in 

2010 to election of chairs by secret ballot.90

The most recent and extensive coverage of this area was in the work of the UK 

Committee on Reform (November 2009). The report opens its discussion of this area 

referring to a 2000 Liaison Committee report view that ‘There is widespread disquiet, 

both amongst Members and outside the House, about a system which is not open, and 

which is not clearly independent of the Government and the party managers’ 

(Committee on Reform, 2009: 15). The Committee regards it as unacceptable that whips 

would use committee as a ‘consolation prize’ for former ministers ‘and that favoured 

candidates are parachuted into committees when a vacancy occurs.’ It refers to a

,x> Anecdotally, in discussions with the author. House of Commons sources have indicated that there are 
already signs that the new group of committee chairpersons emerging from this revised process see 
themselves, arising from their election, as more empowered and willing to stand up to the government.
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‘general perception’ of excessive influence on the part of party whips regarding choice 

of chairs, of the possibility that members’ places on committees are initially contingent 

on their agreement to support particular chair candidates and that ‘even after 

appointment to a committee Members are not robust enough in choosing their preferred 

candidate for the chair in the face of party discipline.’ The Committee view is that ‘It is 

also not clear how particular individuals emerge as chairs of committees’ (2009: 24). 

The report (2009: 24) advocates the enhancement of credibility of committees through 

visibility in the election of members and chairs. It refers to the ‘danger that appointment 

to a salaried select committee chair if it remains largely controlled and influenced by the 

whips might on occasion be less an ‘alternative career path’ and more of an extension of 

the massive patronage that already exists through the appointment of ministers.’ It 

expresses the view that House-wide election might be more ‘conducive to producing a 

truly independent figure with the required weight inside and outside the House.’

The committee (2009: 26) recommended that there should be a system for election of 

chairs by the whole House followed by election of members of committees by secret 

ballot by each political party according to their level of representation in the House. The 

report stated that ‘this is the system most likely to demonstrate the determination of the 

House more effectively to hold the executive to account, to give more authority to the 

scrutiny function of Parliament and at the same time to preserve the effective 

functioning of select committees.’ It offered the view that ‘It should give a major boost 

to these select committees, help establish the position of their chairs, and increase the 

standing of their elected members.’ The recommendations were implemented
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following the general election in 2010 and the results of the first time election of 

committee chairs were announced on 10 June 2010.91

These recommendations have an extremely long lineage. Wheare (1955: 211) had 

discussed the different attitudes of government to committee chairs and the possibility 

that, in committees dealing with proposed expenditure ‘the majority party feels safer 

perhaps with a chairman of its own way of thinking.’ Laver (1997: 5-6) refers to ‘The 

suspicion of use by the government of committee posts as a source of patronage for TDs 

who have not been appointed to ministerial positions’ and suggests (1997:35) that ‘The 

impact of committees might be enhanced if the opposition was given a proportional 

share of committee chairs.’ Laver (1997: 41) also refers to the use of chairs ‘to placate 

those who had not been appointed as ministers.’ The CPA group (1999) refers 

extensively to the need for less control by government of committee chairs. Flinders 

(2005: 102) speculates that salaried positions for committee chairs ‘may in time create 

an alternative career structure to ministerial office, thereby reducing the influence of the 

whips and promoting parliamentary scrutiny as a career in itself.’ MacCarthaigh (2005: 

139) refers to the frequent use of chair positions ‘as a reward for party loyalty or as a 

bargaining chip during coalition arrangements.’

There are also references to the lack of attractiveness of committee chair as a career end 

in its own right as opposed to a stepping stone to Ministerial office and the effects which 

these factors may have on the occupants and their attitude to the executive in scheduling 

committee business. The issue of career motivation of committee chairs as a 

compromising factor is taken up a number of times in the CPA analysis (1999: 147) in

1,1 http://www.pailiament.uk/business/news/2010/06/results-of-elections-for-select-cominittee-chairs-
announced/
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which it is noted that, according to one Canadian MP ‘Whatever hat the chairman wears 

in his role, he will have an eye cocked to pleasing the government: the rewards system 

of the House demands this.’ Kelso(1999) refers to this issue of career motivation of 

members, observing the reference in the UK Liaison Committee report. Shifting the 

Balance (1999-2000), to the fact that committee chairs and members are too easily 

attracted away from committee work to even menial government office and to the 

associated absence of a career path for members in committee service.

Remuneration of committee chairs is raised regularly (most parliaments now pay them 

enhanced salaries); indeed as previously noted this issue was raised in the Dail on the 

first expansion of the committee system in Ireland in 1983.

At the two ends of a 55 year divide of commentary, Wheare (1955) and McKay and 

Johnson (2010) both have something to say about committee chairpersons. Wheare 

(1955: 230) set a lot of store by the function of the chair including the job to ‘see to it 

that the committees do not stray beyond their terms of reference, and that, for example, 

they keep off questions of policy, if they are forbidden to deal with them.’ He referred to 

the role of the chair in discouraging ‘a certain line of questioning’ and his potential to 

‘do a good deal to make the witnesses before the committee feel unhappy or relieved’ 

and to ‘set the whole tone of the committee’s relations with Whitehall.’ McKay and 

Johnson (210: 366) refer, reassuringly, to a committee chairmanship as ‘a prize more 

desirable even than simple membership’ and tell us that ‘Most Chairmen, once 

appointed, soon settle into the independent role demanded of them.’ McKenna (1995) 

identifies as critical factors in effectiveness:

The individual who is in the Chair of the committee; the quality, dedication,
common sense and maturity of members in pursuing the work; the extent to
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which the members of the committee are focused on the work to be done 
(McKenna, 1995: paragraph 4.6.2).

Laver (1997) and the CPA(1999), refer to the crucial role of chair of a committee in 

determining the effectiveness , direction and level of activity of the committee and the 

question of whether the chair takes ‘instructions’ from the relevant Minister. At the 

same time Laver (1997: 28) identifies problems in relation to committees lapsing into 

inactivity because of lack of commitment on the part of the chair. A number of points 

are also made about the failure to ensure that chairs have the relevant expertise and 

ability to lead committees. MacCarthaigh (2005: 140) tells us that ‘the committee chairs 

(with few exceptions, members of the governing party or parties) have extensive agenda 

control or ‘gatekeeping’ powers that prevent non-government legislation from 

proceeding.’ The UK Reform Committee (2009:22) reminded us of the centrality of 

chairs and the crucial role played by them. They tell us that ‘the steadily growing public 

profile of select committees gives chairs a wider role in the media than hitherto, as their 

opinion is sought on current areas of controversy.’ They also refer to other areas of 

leverage enjoyed by committee chairs such as priority in being called in the Chamber 

and twice yearly meetings, via the Liaison Committee, in public evidence with the 

Prime Minister, and exercising influence through that committee over the agenda of the 

House and Westminster Hall.

Though it is not discussed to any great extent in the literature, given the perception as 

illustrated of the chair as a critical factor in committee effectiveness, there is also an 

inherent danger within the patronage approach that members who are given chairs of 

committees, on the downward trajectory of a career, as compensation for not being 

appointed Ministers, are less likely to be dynamic chairs.
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The key point emerging from this discussion, as regards the effectiveness of committees, 

is that the individuals in chair positions are critical to effectiveness and that, by 

extension the real92 way in which choices are made for individuals to occupy the 

positions will inevitably be a determinant of how interested and active the incumbents 

will be in their jobs. Similar considerations have arisen in relation to appointment of 

members of committees93 and, in this area, again substantial changes have recently taken 

place in the UK following the 2010 election.

Committees and members
A number of commentators (including CPA (1999), MacCarthaigh (2005); Johnson 

(2005), Gallagher (2005); and UK Modernisation Committee (2007) acknowledge the 

fact that significantly increased backbencher participation in parliamentary processes is 

facilitated by committees;94 and that backbenchers’ roles are enhanced by committee 

participation.95 However the UK Modernisation Committee identified a number of

96barriers to backbencher participation.

92 In practice, the chair is almost always appointed by the committee itself; however many parliaments, 
including the Houses of the Oireachtas and the House of Commons, have in the past been used to a 
process offait accomplit behind this in which the names are chosen outside of the committee room and 
the committee’s ‘choice’ is in fact a formality.
93 Another issue with a long lineage in the UK going back to recommendations made by the 
Modernisation Committee in 2002 (See: (CPA, 1999: 37); (UK Reform Committee, 2009: 24-28).
94 McKenna (1995: paragraph 3.4) refers to use of committees for ‘more meaningful participation by 
members in the legislative process’ but identifies a number of constraints, including ‘ the availability of 
time for members; the numbers of committees and the high membership of committees’ (1995: paragraph 
4.6.2). Laver (1997: 7) also recognizes that committees provide ‘Valuable learning experiences for many 
members and development of expertise and detailed knowledge among them.’ CPA (1999: 32) says that 
‘Committees, if effectively organized and with some co-ordination amongst the Private Members from 
both sides of the House, can be an effective way for Private Members to make a difference.’ 
Milliken(CPA, 1999:135) stated that ‘many parliamentarians find that committee work is among the most 
satisfying and fulfilling part of their jobs.’
95 MacCarthaigh (2005) sees committees as facilitating greater backbench participation, but he also says 
that committees allow backbenchers to move beyond their limited roles as lobby fodder and provide more 
fulfilling legislative work for members. Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005) points out the potential, 
in a well designed committee system, for both opposition and government backbenchers to be given a 
more meaningful role. Interestingly, referring to the need for useful and promising roles for 
parliamentarians, Johnson (2005: 14) comments that committees are the best prospect for members ‘being
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A rousing observation as to the future was made in this area by the CPA (1999: 42) who 

identified, as a common theme in their ‘positive options’,97 the necessity to enhance the 

role of the private member and the potential to bring this about through committees. 

Their view was that the private members would enhance the committees and vice versa 

in ‘a complementary relationship’ and that the assumption of new roles and 

responsibilities by them would result in enhancement of roles of committees and 

restoration of some public confidence in Parliament and politics. The CPA urged that 

‘It is up to Private Members throughout the Commonwealth to seize the moment and to 

use their talents to strengthen their roles within the parliamentary system as the 

Westminster model of democratic governance moves into the new millennium.’ 

However warnings are sounded as to potential for tension between committee and party 

loyalty.9* Reference is made to the critical need for members to believe that their 

committee work is worthwhile99 and to the pull of other work.I()(l A number of 

comments are made in particular about the lure of constituency work.101

kept reasonably busy.’ Evidence given before the UK Select Committee on Modernisation in 2007 
(2007:Ev37) in the course of preparation of its report on the role of the backbench member suggested that 
committees are the main method where MPs could play a more productive parliamentary role, partly 
because committees are outside of government agenda setting control and that committees are an 
important valve for alerting MPs to policy failures.
96 A number of commentators also refer to the irresistible pull of constituency work for many members
97 ‘Positive Options’ was the term which the CPA applied to what might have been called 
recommendations in any other analysis but which, for various reasons, they were precluded from referring 
to as such.
98 Giddings (2005: 258) refers to the basic tension among backbenchers between party loyalty and an 
interest in enhancing parliamentary scrutiny and between the desire to seeing the party legislative 
programme through and improving the extent of careful examination and amendment of legislation.
99 In relation to the role of private members, the CPA (1000: 31) refers to some members perceptions that 
committee work ‘is merely a ‘make work’ project invented by the government to keep members busy and 
out of mischief and to members feeling ‘frustrated that their only role seems to be to witness a battle of 
two teams of experts before the committee’ and ‘frustrated that they are shifted from one committee to 
another, filling in for missing members and not becoming expert in the field under consideration’. In this 
same vein, Mattson and Strom (2004, 105) refer interestingly to the risk of leaving members’ substantial 
investments (of time, expertise and commitment) in committees systematically unrewarded, pointing out
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The roles of ordinary members and their perceptions are a critical factor in the 

effectiveness of committees, members have the same expectations as any set of human 

beings and are also busy parliamentarians who will naturally direct their effort where 

they consider it most likely to deliver impacts of value to them. It will be evident, 

from the volume and range of key work carried out by committees as evidenced in the 

analysis in Chapter 7, that they represent key work demands and opportunities for 

members. This, with the commentary above, illustrates the critical nature of the 

relationship between members’ very substantial time inputs to committees, their 

commitment to committees, and their perception as to the impact of their work.

Operational problems, multiple memberships, size and substitution 
Significant issues are raised such as too many member places on committees,

membership of multiple committees and the widespread use of substitution at committee

meetings and associated loss of continuity and expertise.

The UK Rebuilding the House (2009) report, topping a long line of commentary in this 

area,102 referred to repeated expressions of concern by the House of Commons Liaison

that ‘If such behavior consistently and systematically went unrewarded, then no rational legislator would 
make such an investment .. ..and the effectiveness of any system of committee scrutiny would unravel’.
100 Milliken (CPA 1999: 145) tells us that ‘some prefer to devote their time and energies to the House, 
constituency work, or other areas’ and that ‘Various studies and reports have concluded that many MPs 
are expected to serve on too many committees; moreover, members who derive little satisfaction from 
service on committees devote less time to their committee assignments, which increases the burden on 
others’.
101 In a reference to the ‘ever increasing’ demand of constituency work and its pressure on members’ time 
(time which might otherwise be available for chamber and committee work), the Select Committee on 
Modernisation report (2007: 11) referred to evidence that ‘Members regard themselves primarily as 
constituency representatives and spend more time on constituency work than any other part of their job’. 
Blackburn (Kings College London) told the committee (2007: Ev 29) that research suggests ‘that many 
backbenchers feel that their constituency work is the principal means by which they feel they can achieve 
something, or make any difference, in their job as a Member of Parliament.’
102 Milliken (CPA, 1999: 145) tells us that half of committee attendance was accounted for by only 42 
MPs in Canada. CPA (1999: 19) also pointed out that problems arise when members are spread too 
thinly across committees, leading to widespread use of substitutions and declines in consistency and 
knowledge of committee subjects and inadequate preparation by members for hearings due to lack of
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Committee concerning growth of numbers of committees and committee places. The

report refers to the doubling of places to be filled on committees between 1979 and 2009

and the rise in committee numbers from 24 to 39 and states

As a result, a number of Members serve on two or more committees, and the 
prohibition on service by PPSs and Opposition front-benchers has been breached 
in order to fill vacancies. Chairs have argued that committees are now unwieldy 
and that it is hard to engender a collective purpose and direction (Rebuilding the 
House, 2009: 19).

It proposed (2009: 20) that the House reduce the numbers on departmental committees 

to not more than 11, that ‘there should be clear consequences for unreasonable absence 

from select committees’ and that ‘The House must also seek to reduce the numbers of 

committees, ending overlapping or duplicate remits and rationing the scarce resource of 

Members time and commitment.’

McKay and Johnson (2010: 365) refer to a recent comment by a committee chairman to 

the effect that a committee of fourteen members is too big ‘both to sustain lines of 

questioning and to engage every member.’ They suggest that the UK House of 

Commons ‘must be perilously near the limit of willing participants in select committee 

work.’ They also point out that, whether big or small in numbers the length of 

engagement of members is critical and that ‘it is important that those nominated to it

time. MacCarthaigh (2005:145) tells us that members say they don’t have time for committees and 
question the electoral return for them. He refers to members not gaining superior knowledge if they serve 
on many committees.. Multiple membership is taken up by the NI Assembly Committee on Procedures in 
2008 in which they point out that that many members were on multiple committees to an extent more than 
would appear to be the case in the other parliaments examined. It is perhaps unusual that there is a 
statutory requirement on the NI Assembly to offer each member a place on at least one of the main 
statutory committees. Wilford (NI Assembly Committee on Procedures, 2008: 8) made a number of 
telling points to the Committee in his evidence including the view that members are ‘stretched in many 
ways’ if they have to serve on more than one committee with a large remit and that ‘Multiple Committee 
membership is not a good idea in principle’. He put the rhetorical question to the Committee concerning 
size of committees: ‘Why does the Northern Ireland Assembly need 11 -member committees when the 
Scottish Parliament can manage with eight-member committees? The answer is that the Scottish 
Parliament is not required to offer every MSP a seat on a committee.’
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should serve for long enough to build up sufficient knowledge to enable them to sustain 

an informed dialogue with official and non-official experts, and that their attendance 

should be regular’.

Thirteen years earlier, Laver (1997: 5-6) referred to the view that in Ireland there were 

‘too many committees and too many assignments on committees’ and to his finding that 

‘Many TDs and Senators, due to scheduling of meetings and committee/plenary clashes, 

found it physically impossible to attend committees of which they were members.’ 

Laver recommended a radical reduction in committee memberships, proposing as a 

basic rule that ‘Members of the Oireachtas should serve on at most one major 

committee’ (1997: 12). He took the view that there should be considerably fewer places 

on committees than there were members available to serve on them.

The above commentaries show that the problem of‘overload’ of members in relation to 

committee work is a real one and one which will inevitably have a strong impact on the 

effectiveness of committees. The data in Chapter 7 will illustrate the differences 

between parliaments in practice and will show that multiple memberships remains a 

serious issue in Ireland.

Substitution
Reference is made repeatedly to problems associated with use of substitutes in 

committees on a wide spread basis (e.g. Laver 1997; CPA 1999; NIA 2007)IO, showing

103 For instance. The CPA (1999) expresses the view that substitutions of members on committees should 
be reduced and made more difficult to achieve:

New members put on a committee at a moment’s notice and without the background of the 
subject under investigation will be there only as a replacement and following orders from the 
whip. This is hardly a way to build either expertise or independence on the committee (CPA, 
1999:38).

They suggest (1999: 38): ‘Have committees smaller, thus making it easier for members to plan committee 
hearings when everyone can attend and thus avoiding the necessity for substitutions.’

101



that this is an area which can affect the performance of committees, particularly where 

widespread ad hoc substitution is in use. In the Houses of the Oireachtas, there is a fairly 

open system of substitution in which standing orders provide that any party may 

nominate a substitute for a member who is unable to attend a committee meeting and in 

practice members regularly engage in substitution.104

Substitutes are regularly required in Dail committees processing committee stages of 

legislation, where a normal member is missing, in order to vote on amendments tabled. 

The present model for the processing of legislation, together with tight government 

majorities, means that such substitution is an inevitable by-product of the political 

necessity for government to get its legislative proposals through. By the time a 

committee votes on an amendment, it has usually been debated out fairly extensively 

(unless a guillotine is being applied) and it is perhaps of little consequence whether the 

members voting are the normal committee members. However widespread use of 

substitution at ongoing deliberations, inquiries and/or examination of public bodies is a 

different thing. This is where the risk in terms of ongoing expertise comes in and where 

the accumulated subject-knowledge of the permanent members of a committee is much 

more likely to contribute to effective scrutiny than ad-hoc substitutes.

Anderton (CPA: 57) stated that ‘A system where members are thinly spread across committees does not 
have a great deal of flexibility’ and that ‘Substitute members are not always interested in the work of the 
committee and seldom have time to adequately prepare. . . the practice of wholesale substitution has little 
to recommend it. The Northern Ireland Assembly Committee on Procedure (2008: 8) declined to 
recommend use of substitutes in the assembly committees. The Committee recommended (2008: 11) that, 
if there was to be change, that ‘there should only be one substitute per party per committee and that the 
criteria for use of a substitute should be tight and rigidly enforced by the party.’
104 For instance, among the four Irish committees included in the comparative analysis for Chapter 7. the 
percentage of meetings in 2008 at which substitutions took place were: Enterprise etc. committee (46%); 
Justice etc. committee (23%); Environment etc. committee (35%) and Health etc. committee (21%).
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Committee Powers in relation to Reports and Recommendations
What happens to committee reports and their recommendations is discussed repeatedly

throughout the literature from Wheare (1955) to McKay and Johnson (2010). There in

an ongoing issue in relation to the extent to which a forced regime of government

response to committee recommendations works in practice. There is also criticism of the

lack of debate of committee reports and substantial recognition that committees must do

a lot themselves to follow through on their own work. As will be seen below, a number

of commentators also refer to the fact that quality committee reports, debated or

implemented or not, of themselves add considerably to the state of knowledge on

particular areas.

It is again perhaps interesting to take some selective commentaries from 50+ years apart 

in relation to this area. Wheare (1955: 231), in a rather dispiriting and prescient picture 

concerning impact of committees via reports,suggested that, since committees have a 

duty to report to the House ‘their usefulness can be judged by asking what notice the 

House takes of their reports and activities.’ However, at the same time he felt that by 

using this yardstick ‘we shall almost certainly conclude that the committees have very 

little effect or, at least, very little effect that can be accurately assessed.’ He felt that 

some members use reports and ask questions about them but ‘the practice is not 

widespread’ and he pointed out that debates on reports in the House are rare, reminding 

us that ‘There is no requirement that reports should be considered and either adopted or 

rejected by the House.’106

l0STaking it from a very practical standpoint and bearing in mind the very limited nature of the committees 
in place in the UK in 1955
106 However it is also interesting to note Wheare’s (1955) views that committee reports
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The UK Liaison Committee (2010: 36) criticised delays in government responses to 

committee recommendations and of the quality of such responses. They referred to 

government memoranda and responses ‘that arrive late or are ofpoor quality.’ While 

accepting that submissions may be late, the Liaison Committee felt that ‘there can be no 

excuse for the submission of responses that fail to engage with the evidence and 

arguments advanced by a committee.’ Making the more general point that ‘Honest and 

open debate should be the hallmark of the dialogue between Government and 

Parliament’, the Committee questioned the effectiveness of government guidance in this 

area and urged ‘the Leader of the House to ensure that all departments are aware of the 

need for proper and specific engagement with arguments advanced in select committee 

reports.’

McKay and Johnson (210: 379) remind us of the importance of debate and topicality of 

committee reports, pointing out that ‘there can be no substitute for pariiamentaiy debate 

in maintaining effective pressure on government to justify their response to a report.’ 

They acknowledge the process whereby the conclusions of a committee ‘may be taken 

forward over time by a many-sided dialogue involving the committees, government 

departments, agencies, academic and other experts, and private interests or pressure 

groups’ but tell us also that ‘Committees ... have an interest in turning the spotlight on 

to most of their reports, and doing so with the maximum degree of topicality.’

educate the public, and in particular the informed public .. . they educate the members of 
Parliament who sit on them, most of them back-benchers who through inexperience of office 
would have no opportunity of finding out at first hand, from the high officials themselves, how 
departments are run. As we read the evidence before these committees, and see the process of 
question and answer go forward, we can realize what valuable educational work is going on. This 
is no small advantage. Finally, the newspapers and serious journals can find information from the 
committees’ reports which might not otherwise come to light. (Wheare, 1955: 234)
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These three contributions, along with an extensive array of others in similar veins, serve 

to remind us of the importance of (a) existence of committee reports and 

recommendations in the first place; (b) debating of the reports in the plenary chamber;107 

(c) the importance of government responding108 to committee reports and (d) the 

importance of committees following through on their own work."14 

There is an interesting strain in the literature concerning on the one hand the perceived 

powerlessness of committees in relation to enforcing their recommendations but, on the 

other, some treatment of the other avenues open to a committee. Shell (2005: 112), in 

referring to the House of Lords, criticises the powerlessness of committees as measured 

by the implementation of their recommendations. However CPA (1999: 33) refer to 

the fact that, though a committee report may be ignored in the short tenn by 

government, and ‘A committee cannot force a government to take action on a certain 

issue’, it nonetheless exists as a resource to influence future policy direction. 

Emphasising realism, however, they warn that ‘Effective committees set realistic goals 

for themselves and for their governments’ and caution against placing unrealistic 

expectations on the government by recommending ‘something that is impossible or

107 In a written submission to the UK Select Committee on Modernisation report on Revitalising the 
Chamber, Blackburn (2007: Ev31) emphasised the relationship between the committees and the chamber 
and raised the possibility of ‘greater use of short, swiftly conducted (talking days, not months) discussion 
papers/reports on topical or urgent departmental! y related matters’ in respect of which time would be 
reserved ‘for discussion in the Chamber of the most important or urgent select committee reports, 
ensuring ministers’ response.’
108 Milliken (CPA, 1999:157) criticised (with global resonance) Canadian government responses to 
committee recommendations pointing out that ‘responses are often very cursory, and Speakers have taken 
the position that it is not for them to assess the sufficiency of the response.’ As regards committees 
themselves, he made the point that they ‘have the power to follow up government responses, but seldom 
do, partly because of the lack of continuity in committee membership.’ Radice (CPA, 1999: 174) 
recommended, in relation to the UK, that there should be ‘more prompt governmental responses to Select 
Committee reports, which should be normally followed by debate.’
109The Hansard Commission (2001: 39) stated that ‘The impact of committee reports will be determined 
by the assiduity with which their recommendations are monitored and followed up. Committees should 
publish a periodic review (two to three years after the original report) assessing how far their 
recommendations have been implemented.’
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beyond the financial resources of the country.’ In relation to capacity to further their 

own recommendations, CPA tell us that ‘Committees can use persuasion and gentle 

pressure to coax the government to take action.’ and can build pressure on government 

to respond by using hearings and media briefings and by ensuring that there is 

coverage of a committee’s findings."0

The CPA (1999: 35) discusses various scenarios for what might be done if government 

ignores a report of a committee, including the passing of a Resolution and use of public 

pressure, but the group rejects the notion that the Speaker should analyse the response of 

a government to a committee’s recommendations. They refer to an ideal scenario (which 

they acknowledge ‘is hard to achieve in politics’) in which ‘governments would rely on 

independent advice from Parliamentary Committees and would combine leadership with 

popular support to design policies that will benefit the country.’ They refer to the 

‘difficult balancing act’ within which ‘Committee members have to know when to assert 

their independence without losing their places within their political parties and power 

structures.’

This may be regarded as a more refreshing and pragmatic view than the commonplace 

calls for automatic debating of committee reports with imperatives placed on 

governments to implement recommendations. Maer and Sandford (2004) examined the 

area of committee reports and recommendations and they warn of pitfalls in simply 

requiring a government response to committee recommendations within 60 days. They

110 This positive view of a committee report as a resource in its own right is echoed by McGibbon (CPA, 
1999: 120) who pointed out that ‘if a report is well reasoned with a high standard of scholarship then 
much to the chagrin of the government it becomes a reference text for analysts, educational institutions 
and most importantly for public servants’ Playing down the effect of a government rejection, he points 
out that ‘the report lives on the shelves long after the government’s tacit rejection has been forgotten and 
thereby influences future policy in many cases.’
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suggest that there should be further follow through by both government and the 

committee a year later. They also make a telling point in relation to more subtle 

committee impacts: ‘Often, recommendations are rejected in a government response but 

might later be adopted by the government who then give no credit to the committee. 

Where they do accept recommendations, there are often various factors at work’ (2004: 

35). In relation to follow up they state that ‘It would provide a tool to monitor the work 

of government in areas of interest over a longer time period’ (2004: 36). In the same 

vein they say that ‘Debates on select committee reports would perhaps be more useful if 

.. . departments were compelled to respond to the committee report more fully after a 

longer period’ and that committees should track their recommendations over the long 

term including into a following parliament (2004: 39). They remind us that ‘Select 

committees have no actual power to effect change. Their only power comes from their 

ability to influence the agenda and the actors around them’ (2004: 31). On the nature 

and choice of their recommendations, they advise that committees should favour 

‘practical and detailed recommendations’ rather than ‘aspirational’ or ‘pointless’ 

recommendations (2004: 32).

This line of commentary in particular illustrates a number of things in relation to reports, 

not least that it may be naieve to think of a linear process between a committee’s work, 

its report and implementation. It illustrates that there is a need for committees to be 

pragmatic in their recommendations; that they have a role themselves to follow through 

(and perhaps over a long term) on their own work, that there are avenues of more subtle 

influence open to committees and potentials for their recommendations to be ‘adopted’ 

in more subtle ways by governments.
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If committee investigative reports are to become part of the stock of public wisdom and 

resource in terms of public policy making, then this points clearly to the value of the 

traditional process of a formal committee report and analysis, published with minutes of 

evidence and written submissions. As seen in the coming chapters, such reports are very 

much part of the ongoing work in the Scottish and New Zealand parliaments and in the 

UK, but very much less so in the cases of the Houses of the Oireachtas and the Northern 

Ireland Assembly. Whether or not such reports are regarded as a core output of 

committee work is key to the debate about what constitutes effectiveness in committees. 

If the educative value (to members or to wider society) of committee reports is to be 

exploited, and if there is to be adequate analysis to underpin recommendations, then 

clearly the reports have to be made in the first place. Similarly it is clear that members 

will also derive substantial information and educative value from short briefings and 

will achieve substantially more coverage of a wider range of things under their scrutiny 

remit. If these briefings are reported to the House and/or in the media, an overall 

purpose of accountability to parliament in action, and public and member information, 

will have been achieved.

Conclusion - Reports and recommendations
A key conclusion from the literature is that reports are a key output of committee work 

and that they should report to their parent House(s) and that their reports should be 

debated. Further, requiring formal government responses to committee 

recommendations is not by any means a path to their implementation but committee 

reports impact of themselves in terms of the body of knowledge on a subject and 

committees themselves should follow through systematically on their reports including
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following through on perhaps many subtle avenues to get recommendations on to an

implementation agenda.
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Financial oversight

Introduction/Overview
As we have already noted, a critical role of parliament (applying directly to the Dail 

under the Irish Constitution) is the supply of public money and the holding of 

government to account for its use. There is extensive commentary in the literature 

regarding the essential nature of parliament’s role and input in the financial area111 but, 

until recently, not a lot of positive sentiment about how well the job is being done.

As noted below and in the comparative information later in Chapter 7, significant efforts 

and advances have been made in this area recently in a number of parliaments;112 

however financial scrutiny is still regarded as a weakness for many.113 Indeed, in 

relation to financial oversight and procedures of the Dail, significant criticisms were 

levelled in a government white paper almost thirty years ago, many of which remain 

valid."4

1 "Loewenberg and Patterson (1979: 64) reminded us that ‘One of the most ancient functions of 
legislatures is to raise public funds and to authorize their expenditure.’
112 For example in relation to UK, McKay and Johnson (2010: 261) remark that development has been 
slow in select committee scrutiny of financial requirements and spending. They point out that, 
notwithstanding a long lineage of estimates committees in the House, ‘for a number of reasons an 
experienced and informed system of scrutiny did not develop.’ They also point out however that things 
are changing at present and ‘departmental select committees play the major role in the scrutiny of 
government financial activity on the basis of their accumulated expertise across a broad front.’ They 
remind us that committees ‘are better able to pursue issues in detail than the Chamber as a whole, and 
their time, though very limited, is at less of a premium than that on the floor.’
McKay and Johnson (2010: 264) also pointed out ‘a common culture of financial work is emerging’ but 
that, as regards examination of government estimates, the area is ‘capable of improvement.’
113 CPA (1999: 14) points out that ‘It has been a trend throughout Commonwealth Parliaments that the 
estimates have not been reviewed thoroughly, if at all; and that ‘members in most Parliaments have given 
up on trying to review government estimates, thus losing a once effective tool in holding the government 
accountable.’ According to MacCarthaigh (2005: 142), scrutiny of departmental estimates in Ireland is 
practically nonexistent and McEldowney and Lee (2005: 78) state that ‘Parliament often seems at its 
weakest in the control and scrutiny of public money.’
114 A Better Way to Plan the Nations Finances (1982: 26-29), criticised the Dad’s capacity to discharge its 
constitutional function of appropriating money in a meaningful way and to keep programs of public 
expenditure under review. It referred to the importance of post factum review of expenditure programs 
and for analysis of whether spend was wise as well as authorized. It flagged the need for systematic 
program evaluation by the Dail including financial and social and economic considerations and advocated
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The issues in relation to financial oversight
In summary, there is a perception of a deficit in evaluation in financial and other related 

performance of government departments and the wider corps of public bodies.11^

The recurring issues raised in the literature are: the complexity, volume and 

fragmentation of information; the volume of work involved in financial oversight and 

the lack of media interest); and the (perceived) comparative powerlessness of members 

in relation to government expenditure proposals and the degree of government control in 

the financial process.

The complexity, volume and fragmentation of information
The complexity, volume and fragmentation of information available (and the associated 

problems of lack of committee and member time) are seen as key problems constraining 

this area of committee activity. The observed problems relate to the degree of learning 

required on the part of members,116 the growing complexity of information and 

parliaments failure to keep up, together with the need for information to be presented 

more effectively,117 and committees shying away from financial scrutiny work.IIK

the creation of a Bail Committee on Public Expenditure to concern itself with the general justification for 
and effectiveness of programs of public expenditure rather than with review of particular annual 
expenditures in a particular area. It envisaged a committee which would operate within a longer time 
frame, working through the entire range of government expenditure over a 5-year cycle. It advocated the 
establishment of a parliamentary support role, viz the Public Expenditure Commissioner, with expertise in 
an evaluation rather than the purely audit role of the C&AG. A Bail Committee on Public Expenditure 
was established in 1982 and continued for the duration of a single Bail until 1987. The committee, 
though it published a number of reports, never gained a foothold in Irish public service reality to the 
extent that the PAC had and it is safe to say that, while many improvements have been made in the 
timeliness of annual estimates and the Budget and in the expansion of the C&AG role into VFM, many, if 
not all, of the original criticisms are still valid today.
115 This is most recently expressed in the OECB report on the Irish public service (OECB, 2008: 260).
116 CPA (1999: 14) refers to the amount of background knowledge and work which members would need 
to do to scrutinise estimates properly (time they do not have) as a key factor in the deficit of financial 
scrutiny work.
ll7McEldowney and Lee (2005: 78-9) state that ‘paHiarnenlary mechanisms have struggled to keep abreast 
with the growing range and complexity of the taxation system and public expenditure.’ On the positive 
side, they warn against parliament being expected to maintain capacity for systematic analysis of detailed 
financial data and they cite the positive role of the PAC and the constant need ‘for financial information to 
be distilled into a workable form to enable a broad spectrum of financial work to be undertaken by all
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The volume of work involved in financial oversight and the lack of media interest 
Work volume and media interest (another way of looking at this is the perceived lack of

attractiveness of financial review work to members) are seen as constraining factors.119

McKay and Johnson (2010) reminded us that:

(T]he range of choice open to the Liaison Committee itself rests on the degree of
interest shown by individual select committees in the financial side of the
administrative areas they cover. Until fairly recently, there was general and
rather despairing agreement that this side of committees’ work was not pursued
with the same tenacity as those topics which could offer a quicker, more

120political, more easily understandable return (2010: 262).

The (perceived) comparative powerlessness of members and the degree of 
government control.
Commentators note that members have little or no power to amend government 

expenditure proposals and that government usually gets the money it looks for.121 

The CPA in particular (1999) argued for a balance between the prerogative of the 

government and a right of members to propose changes without altering overall sums.1""'

select committees.’ The UK Modernisation Committee refers (2008:11) to ‘complexity and fragmentation 
of financial information currently available to parliament’ and states that ‘Better-quality information is 
needed rather than greater quantity.’
118Kelso (2009: 99) suggests interestingly that the new 1979 departmental committees in the UK 
constituted a backward step in relation to financial scrutiny, which had begun to develop under the-then 
abolished Public Expenditure Committee, pointing out that ‘The [new] committees broadly shied away 
from detailed financial scrutiny work, mainly because they lacked information and expertise in such 
matters.’
119 CPA (1999: 14) notes the fact that members get very little media coverage for estimates work.
120 The CPA had told us eleven years earlier that

[(Increasingly, it has become more difficult to attract members to these types of committees. 
Post-mortem Committees do not have ‘press appeal’ even though they do serve a useful purpose 
in holding the government accountable (CPA, 1999:16).

121 In relation to the powers of parliament in practice CPA notes (1999: 14) that Members do not have 
power in the Westminster model to move amendments to estimates. McEldowney and Lee (2005: 78) 
note that parliamentary authority in relation to money is ‘almost invariably granted in the form proposed 
by the Government.’
122 In relation to the powers of members (constitutionally circumscribed in Ireland by the prerogative of 
the government to have its estimates considered without amendment) the CPA (1999: 40) concludes that 
‘Parliaments should be spending more time in committee reviewing proposed estimates and holding 
ministers to account for where the money has been spent and where it will be dedicated for the coming 
year.’ They suggest further that members should be in a position to propose increases/decreases subject to 
overall amounts staying unchanged. They point out that the Westminister model requires that ‘control 
over the raising of taxes and expenditure ... be maintained’ but argue that ‘Giving Private Members

112



The IPU (2008: 19), in its toolkit for evaluating parliament, poses as one of the 

questions to be asked ‘How well is parliament able to influence and scrutinize the 

national budget through all its stages.’

Variance among parliaments
As will be noted in the next chapter, there is considerable variation in the financial 

scrutiny roles played by committees across parliaments; in the extent to which 

committee involvement is woven into the parliamentary financial oversight process (e.g. 

Scotland and New Zealand would seem to be strong in this area) and finally, 

considerable variation in committee financial outputs and the extent to which the 

requirement for such outputs is overseen politically or policed. There is considerable 

room for enhancing the role of the Dail, through the tasks of committees in practice, 

both at the supply (depth and timeliness of consideration of estimates) and review ends 

(post hoc and ongoing analysis of where and how money is spent and what is achieved 

for it). However this improvement cannot happen without structural and behavioural 

change in areas such as powers, timing of work and time and commitment of members, 

timing and quality of information provided by government, analytical support, and 

public reporting of committee outputs.

The UK makes an interesting case study in this area, not least due to the major strides 

taken in recent times. McEldowney and Lee’s (2005) analysis, in particular, provides an 

instructive overview and raises very significant issues for the positioning of parliament 

(and, by association, for its use of committees). They raise a number of issues in relation 

to the inadequacy of parliamentary input in the public money area including the marked

some scope for change and not just review would make the estimate process much more attractive to 
members and would enhance their role in the parliamentary process.’
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decline in recent years in time devoted by House of Commons to budget and taxation 

measures; the danger of authorising government’s ordinary annual expenditure without 

debate (‘rubber-stamping tablets of stone handed down by the Executive of the day’ 

(2005: 78)); and that parliamentary committee scrutiny of some major financial areas 

tends to be spasmodic and reactive. They state that strengthening of audit and financial 

scrutiny is one of the successes of the 1980s but caution that there is not necessarily a 

direct connection between strengthening of the National Audit Office (NAO) and the 

strengthening of parliamentary scrutiny. They point out that parliament has sought to 

develop forms of scrutiny to deal with the increasing complexity and variety of 

government expenditure initiatives. While McEldowney and Lee admit that criticisms 

of the formal financial control exercised by parliament are partly justified they make the 

very valid point that such criticisms are partly misplaced since ‘Government will always 

be better placed than the House of Commons or its select committees to make 

expenditure planning decisions’ (2005: 85). In conclusion, they state that while there is 

a clearer picture now than previously in relation to government overall spending plans 

‘Parliament has struggled to keep abreast with the different ways in which money is 

spent as these have diversified.’ They point out that the future will require both 

changes in parliamentary financial procedures and ‘taking forward financial scrutiny as 

part and parcel of analysis of policy and administration’ (2005: 85).

123 The C&AG in New Zealand plays a wider role in briefing all committees (for instance in assisting 
committees in their examination of estimates and financial reviews as well as the more traditional post 
factum review of accounts). Also in more recent years with the build up of the scrutiny units in the UK 
and in Scotland, staff from the Auditor General have been seconded to the units.
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about, pointing out ‘There is every sign that the need is appreciated, however hard its 

realization may turn out to be.’

The recent (2010) creation in the UK of the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) 

with a direct accountability to parliament and a stipulation that it ‘will be available to 

give evidence to the relevant parliamentary committees’ forms an interesting 

development since it will provide an external independent source of information to the 

relevant committees to assist in its oversight of government fiscal strategy. The 

interaction of the new Office and the growing interest and competence of parliamentary 

committees in the financial oversight area will need to be monitored in terms of 

contribution to overall effectiveness of parliamentary financial oversight.

In Scotland the Finance Committee of the parliament conducted a study of the budgetary 

review processes in 2009. The report made reference to the original conclusions of the 

group established in 1998 to advise on a financial scrutiny process in which it had been 

stated that:

The Westminster system has not succeeded in promoting a constructive 
discussion of budgetary and expenditure priorities or a sensible dialogue between 
Executive and Parliament on these issues. As a result, the UK Parliament has no 
meaningful input and the approval of expenditure is made ex post facto (SP 
Finance Committee, 2009: paragraph 11).

The Finance Committee report (2009: paragraph 13) specifies the original purpose as 

having ‘intended to provide a much greater opportunity for the Parliament and its 

committees to play a meaningful role in the scrutiny and approval of the Scottish 

Government’s spending plans’ and refers to key required capabilities of the budget 

process as allowing the parliament, with sufficient time, to comment on and influence 

government spending, allowing for public input, balancing parliamentary/executive
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needs, providing certainty for ongoing expenditure, providing for rights of amendment 

and providing for meaningful input by the committee system.

In relation to the Houses of the Oireachtas, as documented above there is substantial 

commentary in the literature - some of it emanating from the government itself - about 

the inadequacies of its financial scrutiny and oversight processes. In the 1983 expansion 

of the Irish committee system, the sponsoring Minister stated that a proposed new Public 

Expenditure Committee was intended ‘To increase accountability for public 

expenditure generally’ and that the committee ‘would review public spending on a 

continuous basis and analyse the philosophy behind that expenditure’ (Dail Debates,

339, col. 424, 26 January 1983). In announcing further changes in committees in 

2007, the Government Whip said they would ‘give Oireachtas committees a greater 

opportunity for parliamentary scrutiny of the efficiency and effectiveness of public 

spending.’ He also said that ‘it is intended that specific provision will be made in orders 

of reference of committees to place greater emphasis on such issues as annual output 

statements, value for money and policy reviews in particular’ (Dail debates, 639, 

col.781, 11 October, 2007).

Little change has taken place on the ground in the financial scrutiny area in the Houses 

of the Oireachtas since the instigation of the departmental committee system in 1997. 

There is equally no evidence to suggest that any significant changes have resulted from 

the Government Whip’s intentions. Provision was made in the orders of reference of the 

Irish committees to look at annual output statements, and VFM and policy reviews; 

however there is a difference between providing the powers and ensuring that they are

125 Similarly, in 1993, the Government Chief whip referred to the potential provided by the Committees to 
‘each Deputy to influence .. . spending by Departments’ (Dail debates 426, col. 604. 18 February 1993).
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deployed in practice. Chapter 7 will illustrate the limited range and extent of financial 

scrutiny activities in committees (not only in Ireland).

Conclusion - Financial oversight
In conclusion the literature demonstrates a significant body of criticism regarding the 

shortcomings of parliaments in this area. They include structural issues, such as 

government control and the relative powerlessness of both parliament and members, and 

operational and behavioural issues, including information complexity and the lack of 

attractiveness of financial scrutiny work. Recent evidence from the UK in particular126 

shows that this area is a very active ‘work in progress’. For this reason, the recent 

developments and experiences of our near neighbour parliaments in UK and Scotland in 

particular, are ripe for judicious emulation by the Houses of the Oireachtas committees 

which would benefit from learning from practices and procedures developed elsewhere.

126 As will be seen in Chapter 7, the Scottish Parliament also has very strong financial infrastructure and 
strong roles played by committees throughout the financial cycle and New Zealand, through its financial 
reviews process in particular (and the analytical attention also given by departmental committees to 
estimates), also has strong credentials in this area. The creation of dedicated scrutiny support units in both 
UK and Scotland in the past decade are also seen as key moves.
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Legislative Process

Introduction/Overview
Committees and the legislative process attract some analysis in the literature. Issues are 

raised relating to a government’s attitude to its legislative programme, to parliamentary 

involvement (or not) in the crafting of legislation and to the perception within a 

particular polity of the role which parliament should play in practice in the legislative 

process. The attitude of the government as regards time provided to parliament to 

consider legislation, its attitude to the use of its majority in the House in relation to bills, 

government openness to amendments to bills and the time allowed to committees to 

consider bills, are all critical determinants of the effectiveness of the legislative process. 

At the heart of this also is the basic culture in relation to preparation of bills and whether 

or not it is practice to involve parliament at conceptual stages.

Many of the criticisms and issues raised are, in the scheme of things, more about 

whether parliament is doing the ‘job right’ as opposed to doing ‘the right job’, but they 

still point to underlying weaknesses in the legislative role which is veiy much the ‘bread 

and butter’ of parliamentary work.

The issues in relation to legislative oversight
Key concerns relate to: the potential of committees, their roles and impact in relation to 

the legislative process; the degree of committee input to legislation at draft stage; the 

timing of referral of legislation to committees; the concern that governments are the 

main if not exclusive sources of bills and often present parliament with fails accomplis; 

the potential of committees as conduits of public inputs to legislation; and the scrutiny 

of secondary legislation.
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The potential of committees, their role and impact in relation to legislation.
Mattson and Strom (2004) propose a number of questions-almost in the nature of

performance indicators-conceming the parliamentary use of committees in legislation.

They ask firstly whether bills are referred to committee by the parliament, secondly,

whether the referral is to only one or to multiple committees and thirdly whether or not

the committee considers a bill before the plenary has pre-decided the general

principles.127 They propose two ‘admittedly imperfect’ indicators of commitment to

committees: the length of committee deliberation; and whether, during deliberation, bills

are subject to either hearings or subcommittee deliberation (‘presumably at least

positively correlated with the seriousness of committee scrutiny’ (2004: 105)).

Also in the territory of performance measures Arter points out that a committee with a

right of legislative initiative is vested with the potential to be an independent actor

(Arter, 2007: xviii)) and poses a number of key questions by way of committee

performance indicators.I2X

Committees are seen as enhancing members’ legislative roles, speeding up 

legislation110 and providing an independent deliberative opportunity for members.111

127 They score Ireland low on their analysis on parliamentary agenda control and on drafting authority.
128 For example whether committees have a right of legislative initiative; whether legislators participate in 
the preparation of legislative proposals initiated by the government; whether the legislature controls the 
legislative agenda, whether the legislature devolves the detailed deliberation of legislative proposals to 
committees of its membership; whether legislative committees scrutinize and report on legislation 
independent of executive control; whether the legislature deliberates along party lines; whether the 
legislature has the institutional capacity to oversee the work of the government; and whether legislators 
attach much importance to such oversight (Arter, 2007: 207ff).
129 In the Dail in 1993, the Government Chief Whip referred to committees as providing ‘individual 
Deputies with a more effective legislative function’ (Dail debates 426, col. 600,18 February 1993) and 
envisaged close co-operation between Departments preparing legislation and the committees (Dail debates 
426, col. 604, 18 Februaryl993).
130 Laver (1997: 5) referred to a role for committees to ‘speed up and improve the legislative process.’
131 CPA (1999: 7) said that a committee ‘offers a less formal, less partisan, atmosphere in which members 
can consider ... legislation with less control from the Executive arm of government’ and indicated that 
‘the role of committees is a key indicator of the extent to which legislation is crafted and influenced by the 
elected representatives themselves.’ The input (or otherwise) of parliament to the era fling of legislation is
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Commentators distinguish between committees’ potential in legislation and their 

performance.132 Wheare (1955: 154) saw strong merit in the committee process itself, 

regardless of whether a committee gets to make changes to a bill, pointing out that 

committees, ‘little as they may change a bill in important details, ensure a reasoned 

defence ofit and reasoned criticism ofit.’

This demonstrates an often-missed appreciation of the impact of committee stage 

examination of a bill in its traditional form in that, whether or not a committee ends up 

amending a bill the very fact that it has to run a gauntlet of close scrutiny and ‘come 

through’ successfully, with the relevant Minister having to explain the provisions in 

detail, is an impact in itself. Johnson (2005) was highly critical on a number of fronts 

in relation to legislative work in the-then UK standing committees. He raises a number 

of issues including defective treatment of legislation via the standing committees 

system; the fact that law making has become almost entirely an executive activity; the 

fact that parliamentary input is limited; that many amendments to bills are the “second 

thoughts” of government; that Commons treatment of legislation is “defective” and ‘a 

very inadequate process of legislative scrutiny’; that political attitudes are deep seated; 

and that there is too much interest in principles of bills (hence the time devoted to 

second stages) and too little on detail and/or capacity for detail is limited (Johnson, 

2005:16). MacCarthaigh (2005) tends towards assessing committee impact in terms of 

whether it gets to change a bill. He says (2005: 145) that ‘the ability ofcommittees in

discussed elsewhere and presents an interesting point of difference among the parliaments in the 
comparative discussion in Chapter 7.
132 As a general point, Arter (2007) makes the very telling point, distinguishing between capacity and 
performance, that:

[W]hile such committees may vest a legislature with the potential to make decisions 
independently of the executive - that is they enhance its legislative capacity - they will not 
guarantee that the potential is mirrored in legislative performance (Arter, 2007: xviii).
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Ireland to alter government legislation substantially is quite restricted compared to that 

of other legislatures.’ However, amendments are often made to bills, arising from 

committee proceedings, which are not directly linked to the committee stage itself. It is 

well known within the Houses of the Oireachtas111 that bills are regularly amended at 

fourth stage on foot of proposals from Ministers arising from issues raised by opposition 

parties at committee. Such instances are not recorded as improvements in draft 

legislation brought about by committees but they clearly arise from Ministers having 

had an opportunity to digest and consider committee debates.134 The 1PU (2008: 20) 

toolkit for evaluating parliaments asks as a performance question: ‘How effective are 

committee procedures for scrutinizing and amending draft legislation?’

As can be seen from the discussion elsewhere in this dissertation, the issue of what 

committee mechanisms are used by parliament for the consideration of legislation and 

the danger of general departmental oversight committees being swamped with bills from 

busy departments, are all live discussion points. The UK, even following an analysis of 

the legislative process by the Select Committee on Modernisation, continues to have a 

separate set of committees for considering legislation, though now more moulded along 

departmental committee lines and with the power to seek submissions and take evidence 

on bills.

133 This is based on the author’s direct experience (and that of his colleagues) in the Dail legislative 
process though it is not formally tracked. There are many examples e.g. see: Report Stage Amendment 
no 1 to the Civil Partnership Bill 2009 (Dail Debates 714, No.2, col 349, 1 July 2010); Report Stage 
Amendment 88 to the Merchant Shipping Bill 2009 (Dail Debates 711, No.2, cols 403-4, 2 June 2010) 
and Report Stage Amendment No 61 to the Road Traffic Bill, 2009 (Dail Debates 713, No. 2, cols 421- 
22,23 June 2010).
134 The phenomenon of indirect legislative influence is also noted in relation to the Scottish Parliament by 
Caimey (2006: 10) thus ‘[Executive amendments were often initiated by MSPs or committees. MSPs 
trade the withdrawal of their amendments in return for an executive assurance that it will address the issue 
and present its own amendments in the spirit of the original. On this basis, non-Executive MSPs were 
responsible for 37.2% of all substantive amendments passed by the Scottish Parliament.’
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Extent of use of committees
One commentaiy reflects the extensive use of committees in the legislative process in 

New ZealandIVS and refers to the general acceptance and expectation of such use, 

emphasising the extent to which committees are embedded in the public expectation.136 

This account cites factors such as committee early involvement in legislation, committee 

changes to legislation and the role of the committee in seeking and hearing public inputs 

as markers of legislative impact and also links committees to parliamentary legitimacy. 

Mattson and Strom (2004: 96), in a comparative analysis of committee treatment of 

bills, point out that minority governments of the single party type are more likely to 

make restrictive rules in parliament. They score Ireland low on some tests for 

committees and their roles in the legislative process137 (2004: 102-108). Ryle (2005: 10) 

suggests in relation to legislation that ‘all bills should be in committee and should not be 

rushed.’ Another commentator sees committees in Scotland as influencing legislative

138outcomes.

135 Ganley (2000:83) points out in New Zealand legislation automatically stands referred to a committee 
and that ‘Also unique is the way in which a committee's recommended changes to a bill are drafted into 
the bill as reported back and unanimous changes adopted automatically by the House.’ He refers also to 
the normal practice of New Zealand Committees inviting public submissions and hearing oral 
submissions on legislation. He emphasises the public expectation, pointing out that ‘While in many 
jurisdictions committees do take public submissions, there is not the same expectation that submissions 
will be received and heard as a matter of course’ and is of the view that this ‘greatly enhances the 
legitimacy of the committee process.’
l36Ganley (2000: 86) also tells us that there is strong public expectation in New Zealand that committees 
will scrutinise legislation closely and that ‘a Government can expect a large degree of opprobrium for 
bypassing the committees.’ He points out a media role also in that ‘those sections of the news media 
which support a bill can be expected to speak out against forcing it though without going through the 
committee system.’
137 On a related note, Laver (1997: 6) noted the ‘quite striking’ under-use of legislative powers by Irish 
committees and the attendant impression that government did not want to encourage full use of those 
powers.
38 Caimey (2006: 9) expresses a view, based on analysis of amendments made to legislation, that the 

Scottish Parliament exerts a significant influence on the context of Scottish Executive Bills and ‘the 
success of Scottish Parliament committees in influencing legislative outcomes owes as much to the spirit, 
or the voluntary adherence to the principles, of‘new politics’ than the ‘powers’ held either by the Scottish 
Parliament or the Scottish Executive.’
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Committee Input to Legislation at draft stage
Much of the debate in the literature is on the ‘pre-scrutiny’ issue and the possibility of 

more systematic use of committees for examining bills before they become settled 

policy via a plenary general principles debate. There is a clear consensus in the 

literature on the desirability of such use139 and, as illustrated in Chapter 7, this is the 

case in Scotland and New Zealand and more recently to an increasing extent in the UK. 

Specific power has been assigned for involvement of committees in pre-scrutiny in 

Ireland since 1983 but has been little used. The reasons for its underuse are not clear, 

although two possible explanations are the reticence of Ministers to show what 

legislation they have in the pipeline and the possible lack of interest or willingness in 

committees in pursuing this area (related in turn to time pressure, and the lack of both 

expertise and inclination on their parts).

McKay and Johnson (2010) referred to a tripartite benefit of pre-scrutiny ‘for 

Parliament, for government, and for the law.’ They saw this as a means for external 

interests, whether large or small, to ’pass on their practical experience to those who draft 

and those who make the law.’ Referring to legislative impact, McKay and Johnson 

observed ‘a general consensus that legislation which follows this route is better in 

quality than that which does not.’ They cite another benefit of pre-legislation as the 

‘opportunity [for parliament] to regain some lost initiative in law making by 

reinvigorating the link with the public.’ In addition they suggest that a benefit has 

already arisen from pre scrutiny in that the form of ‘acceptance by government of 

amendments suggested by parliamentary .. . committees to which draft bills were sent’

139 The case in favour of pre-scrutiny by committees is extensively documented in the literature (e.g.
Laver, 1997: 36; CPA, 1999: 14,39; Coakley and Gallagher, 2005: 224; NI Assembly Committee on 
Procedures, 2008:44; UK Modernisation Committee, 2008: 4).
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and they refer to one instance in 2005 in which they government ‘abandoned the original

text and started again’ in relation to a particular bill. Echoing points made by other

commentators in relation to the power of the government, they point out that

Effective change depends on the government enthusiasm to involve Parliament 
in the scrutiny of draft bills. Pre-legislative scrutiny may’ in some cases reduce 
the time taken to consider a bill proper because the ground has already been 
cleared (2010: 463-4).

As will be evident from the preceding comments, significant advances have been made 

in the pre-scrutiny area in recent years in the UK though criticisms of the new system 

remain. At the same time, the UK Liaison Committee referred to a number of issues 

concerning the supply by the government of only two out of the intended seven draft 

bills for pre-scrutiny (LC, 2010: 12), the allocation of bills to committees for pre 

scrutiny (LC, 2010: 13-14) and the danger of inadequate time for a pre-scrutiny process 

by a committee (LC, 2010: 15).

Government drafting/finishing of bills
A number of commentators refer to the important area of preparation of legislation and 

the lack of involvement of parliament therein. Key commentaries relate to the limited 

role to be played by a committee when it receives what is in effect a finished bill140 and 

to the increasing extent to which bills are prepared to advanced stage outside of the 

parliament and thereafter are presented as what the government regards as finished 

proposals.141 In relation to the committee stage of a bill, Wheare (1955: 121)

l40Though he refers to the UK situation in 1955, this is largely reflective of the current default process 
with Irish committees.
141 Loewenberg and Patterson (1979: 58) note that ‘Even in the United States the drafting of bills has 
increasingly been undertaken by executive agencies of government and interest groups, as the complexity 
of legislation has come to require highly specialized knowledge.’ Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 
2005:219) makes the point that ‘Parliament, in Ireland, even more than in many other countries, has come 
to be a mere ‘glorified rubber stamp’ for whatever proposals government puts before it.’ CPA (1999) also 
discusses this area and suggests experimentation with the drafting of Bills in principle before the
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emphasised that the remit of a committee is limited ‘to matters within the principles 

already decided upon by the House’ and that this distinguished the-then UK committees’ 

roles from those in many other parliaments, pointing out, for example in relation to the 

US and ‘continental legislatures on the French model’ committees get to consider a bill 

before it has been approved of by the Parliament as a whole and that ‘As a result the 

committee may consider everything in the Bill and may propose amendments of 

principle as well as of detail.’

Committees and public inputs to legislation
In 1983 the sponsoring Minister referred in the Dail, when announcing a major 

expansion of the committee system, to enhancing the role of committees in legislation 

through taking evidence to assist members and to provide members of the public and 

interest groups an opportunity to identify with the legislative process and develop a 

greater affinity with parliament (Dail Debates 339, col. 426-7, 26 January 1983).

The IPU (2008: 120) posed a performance question as to: ‘How systematic and 

transparent are the procedures for consultation with relevant groups and interests in the 

course of legislation?’

The UK Reform Committee, in its report Rebuilding the House, is critical of the 

opportunity for public inputs in the legislative process. The report states that

government introduces them into the chamber. McGibbon (CPA, 1999: 122) identifies as ‘a major 
problem’ for committees the fact that Bills ‘have been prepared in secret by governments’ and that they 
‘burst on to the public scene with the government expectation of their rapid passage through the 
Parliament’. Milliken (CPA, 1999:155) also notes that, in Canada, drafting Bills ‘is usually seen as a 
function of the Executive - rather than of the legislature.’
Loewenberg, Squire and Kiewit (2002: 16) refer to the eroding prerogative of the US Houses based on 
practical necessity and the fact the executive is increasingly the source of legislative proposals. Mattson 
and Strom (2004: 98) also refer to corporatism in some countries whereby policy coordination often takes 
place prior to parliamentary debate and in fora that primarily include non-parliamentarians. McKay and 
Johnson (2010:463) as noted above, refer to bills arriving in the House ‘drafted in terms acceptable to the 
government alone’.
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An individual citizen .. . has few opportunities for involvement in the legislative 
process . . . Opening up the process of legislation and giving a real opportunity 
to the public to influence the content of draft laws should be a priority for 
consideration in the next Parliament. (Rebuilding the House, 2009: 79).

Finally, the UK Liaison Committee (2010: 17) noted that the process of taking oral and 

written evidence on bills ‘has become a familiar part of parliamentary life’. However it 

also points out problems with regard to government and whip control of witness 

scheduling, time allowed for the draft bill process and the displacement of other 

committee activity. (LC, 2010: 17-18).

In addition to the overall debate on involvement of parliament and its committees in the 

formulation of legislation, there is also a strong emerging debate in relation to the issue 

of post-legislative scmtiny- i.e. the monitoring by parliament of the implementation of 

legislation once it is passed - and this is an area which will present further challenges 

for committees if and when systematic roles are assigned to them for such scrutiny.142

Committees and Secondary Legislation
Parliamentary scrutiny of secondary legislation is a recurring theme for discussion and 

an area in which (with the exception of EU-related legislation) the parliamentary system 

in Ireland is weak. The weakness lies not in the absence of power or prerogative to 

scrutinise secondary legislation but in the choices made in committee operations. We 

have already noted that Irish committees have the power to scrutinise secondary 

legislation but, EU related instruments aside, they do not exercise this in practice. 

Equally, as will be seen in Chapter 7, there are many instances in comparator countries

142 Post legislative scrutiny is discussed in detail in a recent briefing note by the UK Scrutiny Unit. 
Available from www.parliament.uk/documents/post/csupostlegscrutiny.doc
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where committee agendas maybe over-laden with consideration of secondary legislation 

instruments.

Ryle (2005: 10) tells us that ‘something should be done about scrutiny of delegated 

legislation which is ‘shameful’. Shell (2005: 112) refers to the fact that the continuing 

inadequacy of parliamentary scrutiny of statutory instruments has been widely 

recognised while McKay and Johnson (2010: 469) refer to the expanding scope ‘for 

subordinate legislation to fill in the details’ where ‘successive governments have 

legislated in greater depth in wider areas.’ They refer to the widening subject matter of 

secondary legislation and the fact that some instruments ‘may affect the citizen as 

immediately as the parent Act.’ They tell us that, the greater number and reach of 

secondary legislation instruments, ‘the greater the need to sift the innocent wheat from 

the potentially objectionable chaff in relation to both the form and substance of such 

instruments.

Conclusion - Legislative oversight
In summary the arguments and criticisms of various commentators are consistent. It is 

clear that committees are seen as having strong roles and potential in relation to the 

parliamentary input to legislation. However, issues such as timing of parliamentary 

involvement; timing of (and time allowed for) committee examination, whether a bill is 

presented as a finished work for scrutiny or a legislative proposal for consideration and 

open to refinement; and provision, if any, for public and external input to the legislative 

process. The necessity for (and weaknesses in) parliamentary scrutiny of secondary 

legislation is also a prominent issue raised. A debate is also emerging as to 

parliamentary post-legislative scrutiny.

128



Chapter 7 will illustrate the variances among the parliaments in the nature, timing and 

extent of their usage of committees in the legislative process and variances in the ways 

in which committees deal with legislation in practice. It will also illustrate variances in 

secondary legislative activity in committees and highlight the particular gap in this area 

of scrutiny in the Irish case.
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Policy Oversight and Public Input 

Introduction/overview
As will be seen below, the purposes of accountability and policy oversight of 

government, of increasing the ‘purchase’ of parliament in policy143 and decision making 

and of improving public input to parliamentaiy policy deliberation are commonly and 

widely cited purposes of committees. As will be seen in the next Chapter, policy work 

is well embedded in the work of departmental committees across the five parliaments 

examined but approaches vary considerably.

The issues in relation to Policy oversight
Issues raised in the literature in this area include the roles of committees in: ‘policy 

brokerage’ with the public and interest groups; oversight of government policy; the’ 

policy partnership’ between parliament and government; and enhancing information 

supports, learning and opportunities of members.

The role of committees in 'policy brokerage’ with the public and interest groups; 
Committees are seen as a means of linkage of the public and of interest groups into the

policy making and legislative process;144 into the wider parliamentary process and of

linkage of the wider population into the government.143 They are seen also as forums in

143 In the first expansion of the Irish system (1983) the-then sponsoring Minister made an interesting, if 
oblique, reference to the marginalisation of the parliament in policy making thus: ‘We need to get away 
from the situation in which interest groups do not pay enough attention to the role of the Oireachtas in the 
making of national policy’ (Bail Debates 339, col. 427, 26 January 1983). In a further change in 1993 
the Government Chief Whip referred to the necessity ‘to ensure that the Government is fully accountable 
to the Bail for its policies’ and to the purpose of committees in providing members with a more 
meaningful role in the consideration of public policy (Bail Debates 426, col. 600,18 February 1993).
144 The CPA (1999: 5-6) expresses the view that committees can offer a medium betw een public groups 
and the government. It also raises the possibility that ‘committees can be the medium for rapid responses 
to public issues and advice to the government within tight time frames’ and that ‘[P]erhaps committees 
can serve a role in putting the Parliament in touch with its most important clients - the public.’
145 Franks (1987 cited in CPA, 1999:140) presented a view of committees as mobilising ‘consent within 
the Canadian public’ and assisting ‘in achieving legitimacy for legislative measures’, and of committees 
‘providing a point of access to the system of power for interest groups.’ Giddings (2005:257) refers to 
Parliament as ‘providing the public forum for debate between Government and people about how
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which policy issues or conflicts can be worked through. There seems to be a popular 

view that committees—whether through taking of evidence or submissions, travelling 

and meeting outside of the parliament, calling in Ministers and public officials or in 

general providing forums in which people can articulate and discuss issues in a way 

which would be impossible in plenary—provide an essential element of the public 

deliberation process and thereby enhance the legitimacy of the parliament.146 

Most recently, McKay and Johnson (2010: 374) refer to committees as needing to be 

‘responsive to public concerns but not cherry picking topics solely on the basis of their 

capacity to generate national or constituency headlines’147 and to committees ‘keeping 

in touch with their stakeholder communities’ (2010: 376).I4X

Government carries out its task.’ In 2007, in introducing changes in the Irish committee system, the 
Government Chief Whip referred to the opportunity provided by committees for members ‘to engage 
publicly on many issues’ and the opportunity ‘to improve access by the public to the Houses and their 
committees’ (Dail debates 639, col. 779, 11 October 2007).
146 Loewenberg and Patterson (1979:44) classify one of the key functions of parliaments as conflict 
management. They refer to the historical fact that lawmaking was not the most important function of 
parliament but ‘Communication between leaders of important social groups and their government.... was 
the earliest function performed by representative assemblies and had a formative effect on the assemblies 
structure’. They also identify lawmaking as only one subset of‘a larger group of policy-making activities 
in which legislatures engage to affect the pattern of conflict in society.’ Laver (1997: 5-6) also referred 
to the function of Irish committees ‘to give interest groups a point of access to the decision making 
system’ and their provision of a ‘linkage between the political system and wider society (1997: 7). 
Referring to the potential of committees in working through policy problems, Longley (1998: 5) views 
committees as ‘meeting places and clearing houses of political and policy conflict and resolution.’ He sees 
committees as the parliamentary linkage of political and policy dimensions and the growth in committees 
internationally as negating the ‘decline in parliaments’ hypothesis.
147 On the other hand, in relation to Irish committees, MacCarthaigh (2005: 142) sounds an implicit 
warning about over responsiveness when he points out that media interest rather than the principle of 
democratic accountability is often a motivating factor in committees and says that ‘In terms of better 
scrutiny of the Executive and its bureaucracy, the joint committee experiment to date leaves much to be 
desired.’ In the same vein, in its questions under ‘The representativeness of parliament’, the Inter 
Parliamentary Union (2008:18) poses the performance question: ‘How effective is parliament as a forum 
for debate on questions of public concern?’
148 Stoker (2006: 173), quoting Stephen Coleman, also reminds us that ‘The danger for the political class 
is the emergence of a subterranean sphere of discourse from which they are excluded.'
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The role of committees in oversight of government policy;
Committees are seen as a key means of parliamentary oversight of government

policy.144 However this also comes with the caveat that their work in this area must be

systematic and continuous.

The policy relationship between parliament and government;
The relationship between committees and government is seen as critical in policy work

but is also seen as having its own inherent limitations.131 Maer and Sandford (2004) put

it succinctly when referring to the link between a committee’s performance and its

relationship with the relevant government department:

A good relationship with the department can help the committee to prioritise, 
and to ensure that it chooses the right topics for inquiry at the right stage to have 
some influence on the development of policy or the outcome. Creating a trusting 
relationship with the department can be invaluable to the committee to help with 
planning its upcoming work (Maer and Sandford, 2004: 37).

In this connection, as noted in the discussion in Chapter 7, the committees in the

Northern Ireland Assembly have a very specific remit of working with the relevant

government ministers and this shows in their very high level of ongoing contact and

briefings with officials in particular. It is noted that the degree of importance which

149 For example the CPA (1997: 7) makes the point that ‘committees are not an end in themselves but a 
means to greater surveillance of government... policy’. The UK Modernisation Committee (2002: 7) saw 
committees as one of the ‘chief means which the House employs to conduct the scrutiny of. . . 
Government policy’ and its report resulted in the inclusion of policy work into the agreed core tasks of 
departmental committees (‘to examine policy proposals from the UK Government and the European 
Commission in Green Papers, White Papers, draft Guidance etc, and to inquire further where the 
Committee considers it appropriate’ and ‘To identify and examine areas of emerging policy, or where 
existing policy is deficient, and make proposals).’
150 The ‘job’ of committees is seen as enabling ‘the monitoring of government policies on a continuous 
basis’ by Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005:229). The OECD report (2008: 260) on the Irish Public 
Service refers to the potential of the committee system in examining key policy initiatives and regulatory 
developments but points out that ‘there is significant variability in the frequency of sitting days of such 
committees, and therefore in their ability to provide this oversight role.’
151 CPA (1999: 150) referred to a potential blockage in real policy making partnership between parliament 
and government making the point that ‘Governments are responsible to the House . . . and it is neither 
feasible nor appropriate that committees should become partners with government in the formulation of 
policy.’
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government departments attach to the input of committees in the policy area is 

critical.152 Finally, the OECD report on Ireland (2008: 266) makes the telling point that 

‘there is an increasing pressure to speed up policy processes in order to find quick 

solutions to complex issues. Government is often obsessed by short-tenn and reactive 

attitudes.’ This perhaps leaves us open to the conclusion that what committees can 

contribute to policy is more detailed examination and review and something of an 

antidote to this short-termism. As will be seen in the comparative analysis in Chapter 7, 

committee inputs to the policy area are inconsistent across parliaments and range from 

full scale inquiries as the default in some parliaments to single meeting policy ‘sorties’ 

in others.

Enhancing information supports, learning and opportunities of members 
We have already discussed the role of committees in better informing and educating

backbenchers (page 51). Access to information and expertise is critical for successful

policy work in committees. Committees are viewed as small working groups of

members working informally together toward a common goal (CPA, 1999: 8) and are

seen as assisting in the information problem.155 Committees offer the opportunity for

specialisation in particular areas (McKenna, 1995: 3.4) and are a means of allowing

‘opposition contribution to policy making’ (Laver, 1997: 5-6). There is a growing trend

152 Milliken (CPA, 1999:138-9) refers to mixed results in terms of ‘the influence that committees have 
had on the actions of the government or by their success in generating public debate’. He refers also to 
their conclusion that ‘The potential of some committees is not being realized because committees are not 
being accorded the importance that they should have in an effective Parliament.’
153 CPA (1999: 118) point to ‘the huge and evergrowing volume of information required to adequately 
address issues, which would be impossible to put before the Parliament but which can be sought and sifted 
through the committee system.’ They also refer positively to the inputs of experts in the form of‘an 
increasingly more interactive committee system’ with ‘experts and interested observers from outside 
government. .. able to participate and take a more active role in the decision making process.’
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of specialized scrutiny support for committees, both via parliamentary research services

and the creation of Scrutiny Units.154

Conclusion - Policy oversight
The potential for committees to input effectively to policy is well illustrated, with their 

principal roles perceived as policy brokers for public input and overseers of government 

policy. Also illustrated, however, are the limitations within the committees’ 

relationships with government departments and the need for ongoing systematic work in 

this area. As will be seen in Chapter 7, large proportions of committees’ agenda space 

are taken up with public policy matters and there are significant variances between 

parliaments as regards approaches to this area.

Inquiries
‘Inquiry’ in the normal parliamentary sense refers to a sustained investigation by a 

committee into an area of policy or public affairs (of which, as will be seen, in Chapter 

7, there are numerous examples in comparator parliaments’ work in 2008). Irish 

Committees are empowered to consider matters of policy; however an issue arises as to 

the relatively low level of inquiry-type work conducted by them and this is discussed in 

Chapter 7 below. One of the perceptions underlying this may relate to the outcome of a 

legal action in the Irish Supreme Court in 2002.155 However, as will be seen in Chapter 

7, much of the so-called inquiry work by committees in other jurisdictions relates

154 (UK and Scotland) - see discussion of this area in Chapter 7 (Page 167) and Appendix 11.
155 Maguire v Ardagh [2002] 1 IR:385 in which, in response to a legal challenge made to a committee 
inquiry into the circumstances of the shooting dead of a person by the police during a siege, the Court 
circumscribed the inquiry powers of Houses of the Oireachtas committees. In summary the finding was 
that there is no inherent power vested in the Houses of the Oireachtas via the Constitution or otherwise to 
conduct inquiries which may lead to an adverse finding of fact being made against an individual. While 
committees may make incidental findings in committee proceedings or investigations related to 
legislative, financial oversight or other accountability functions of parliament, and within this may imply 
blame in very restricted circumstances, the degree of procedural propriety and legal advisory input 
required for any inquiry process as a result of this finding significantly ties the hands of the Irish 
committee system.
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directly to the legislative, public policy, financial and public body functions of the 

parliaments and does not obviously necessitate drafting of findings reflecting adversely 

on individuals in a way which might cut across the court decision above. Thus it would 

be open to the Irish committees to devise a workable set of operating guidelines in 

relation to the conduct of inquiries, in areas such as public policy issues and problems 

and performance of government in relation to same, and in relation to the accountability 

of public bodies, which would not cut across the legal constraints but which would 

compile valuable information and views for public use. In the same connection, an issue 

arises as to compellability of witnesses before Irish committees (and the level of 

privilege enjoyed by them). Since 1997, a statute156 has been in place providing that 

committees with power to send for persons, papers and records157 may seek consent of a 

compellability committee ' to compel witnesses to attend before it and/or produce 

documents. Until recently,159 a compelled witness was the only witness who enjoyed 

absolute privilege before a committee in respect of his utterances. The 1997 statute in 

effect requires a committee, already empowered by the House to send for persons, 

papers and records, to pass a further test before it can invoke a statutory power to

156 Committees of the Houses of the Oireachtas (Compellability, Privileges and Immunities of Witnesses) 
Act, 1997.
157 The normal departmental committees in Ireland do not have the power to send for persons, papers and 
records and may therefore not compel witnesses unless they were to go through a process first of seeking 
this power and then the consent of the compellability committee.
158 A subcommittee on compellability of the Committee on Procedure and Privileges of the relevant 
House.
159 Section 17(2)(1) of the Defamation Act 2009 has amended the level of protection afforded to witnesses 
appearing voluntarily before Oireachtas committees. The new section affords these witnesses the same 
level of privilege as was previously only afforded to witnesses who were compelled to attend a hearing, 
pursuant to the Committees of the Houses of the Oireachtas (Compellability, Privilege and Immunity of 
Witnesses) Act 1997. With effect from the 1st January 2010, all witnesses appearing before Oireachtas 
committees, whether appearing voluntarily or pursuant to a direction (i.e. compelled), are absolutely 
privileged in respect of statements made during the course of committee proceedings. The legislation has 
thus now dispelled any doubt as to the level of privilege which attached to witnesses’ statements by virtue 
of the common law.
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compel with sanctions behind it. This, again, may be a further reason underlying the 

lower level of inquiry work in Irish committees160 though there is no direct evidence of 

this.

160 Compellability issues received an extensive airing in the Maguire v Ardagh case since one of the points 
at issue in that case was the procedural validity of the consent given to the committee involved to compel 
its witnesses and to this extent the process (virtually unused since) attracted a certain negative publicity.
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Public Body Oversight 

In traduction /Overview
This area interacts strongly with public policy oversight since much of the examination 

of government departments and public bodies and interaction with them in practice 

relates to their expertise and responsibility and/or execution and/or performance in 

relation to particular policy areas. However, the primary focus of this heading is on 

both the exercise of the accountability function by committees (e.g. the levels and types 

of interaction with departments and their agencies) and the discharge of formal 

mandates in relation to examination of key documents and outputs of departments and 

agencies such as strategic plans, annual reports and annual output statements.161 As will 

be seen in Chapter 7, the oversight of government departments and public bodies, 

including in relation to their financial and other performance, is a key part of the remit 

of departmental committees across parliaments.162 However, behaviour varies across 

committee systems as does the extent to which remits are delivered on.

The past few decades have seen the ‘Next Steps’ programme in UK public 

administration163 and the associated proliferation of new bodies and agencies. This 

occurred not just in Britain but in other countries also, including Ireland. Under new 

public management (NPM) principles, there has also been a substantial increase in the 

formality with which government departments and agencies are required to set out their

161 It is, of course, also strongly related to the financial oversight area as much of the process of holding 
departments and agencies to account arises from financial scrutiny roles of committees.
162 For instance it will be shown that a lot of the work of the committees in the Northern Ireland Assembly 
in particular relates to ongoing cooperation and consultation with departments and public bodies in 
relation to policy areas.
l63Essentially a delegation of many ministerial and departmental functions to autonomous agencies with 
their own chief executives and referred to extensively from a parliamentary perspective in Giddings 
(1995).
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strategic thinking and report on their performance.164 Also the growth in regulatory 

functions in the past 20 years or so has seen the emergence of national regulators in 

most jurisdictions to oversee development of healthy markets in various sectors 

following the decommissioning or sale of state owned dominant operators. This has led 

to a new breed of regulatory body,165 critical to the success of national economies and 

markets, which (as we have seen from recent national and international financial events) 

are risk-intensive businesses in national policy terms and have to be overseen by 

parliament, again primarily via committee.

The issues in relation to Public Body oversight
Three main thematic areas emerge from the literature: the perceived imbalance between 

parliament and the executive; the gap in scrutiny/oversight of the wider state; and 

impact on the ground (whether accountability is happening).

The perceived imbalance between parliament and the Executive
There is a clearly stated expectation that government will be accountable to parliament

via committees166 and that committees have potential in this area.167 At the same time

there are also reservations as to the unevenness of the ‘struggle’ between parliament and

164 Manifested in Ireland by the requirements in the Public Service Management Act 1997 for departments 
to produce Strategy Statements every three years and annual reports and output statements every year 
which are then subject to scrutiny by the relevant departmental parliamentary committee. (Similar 
provisions have been made in other countries including UK and New Zealand).
165 For example OFCOM UK (Independent regulator and competition authority for the UK 
communications industries); CER (The Commission for Energy Regulation in Ireland); CAA (Civil 
Aviation Authority of New Zealand); UK Financial Services Authority to identify a few.
166 For instance, In referring to this area in the 1993 changes to the Irish committees system, the 
Government Chief whip stated that it is necessary ‘to ensure that the Government is fully accountable to 
the Dail for its policies, decisions and actions’ (Bail debates 426, col. 600, 18 February 1993)
- thereby signalling a significant role for committees in bringing this about.

167 Maer and Sandford (2004: 13) point out that ‘Select Committees have increasingly been seen as a 
central part of strengthening parliament against the Executive’. A number of the core tasks devised for 
UK departmental committees in 2002 had been specific deliverables in relation to the holding to account 
of Departments and bodies. Ryle (2005:10) refers to the growth in ministerial accountability to parliament 
via committees.
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the executive168 as well as a certain questioning of the genuineness of the executive’s 

commitment to accountability in the first place.169 Some commentaries refer to the need 

for parliament to empower itself*70 almost ‘against the odds’ 171 and perhaps to go after 

areas which the executive may not want examined.172

The gap in scrutiny/oversight of the wider state 
Flinders (2005) picks up this imbalance theme as follows:

Parliament remains ill equipped to scrutinise the increasingly diverse structures 
of the British State, because the scrutiny mechanism and resources are still 
largely wedded to a late-Victorian conception of the British State which no 
longer exists. For the twenty-first century parliament needs to design 
mechanisms through which it can scrutinise and, and therefore legitimate, the 
vast array of delegated bodies, public private partnerships (PPPs), public interest 
companies and other form of public policy provider (Flinders, 2005: 98).

He tells us also (2005: 104) that ‘Parliament’s capacity to oversee and scrutinise the

extended state is dictated by the broader balance of power between Parliament and the

Executive, and the dominant culture of Members of Parliament.’

168 CPA (1992: 2) comments that ‘especially at the committee level, there is a constant struggle by the 
Private Members to hold the Executive accountable.’
169 Interestingly, in a reference to the genuineness or otherwise of the intentions of government, Shaw 
(1998) poses a basic question in relation to the role of the legislature, i.e. whether it is intended to play a 
very important part in governing arrangements. Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005: 232) says that 
‘relations between government and parliament may be slightly adjusted by a well-designed committee 
system but will never be fundamentally changed.’
170 Flinders (2005: 99) refers to the need for ‘reforms that would empower Parliament to scrutinise the 
extended state’.
171 Longley (1998: 229) makes the point that there is a seeming antipathy between a vigorous committee 
system and traditional parliamentary government (i.e. of the Westminister type). He refers to the 
possibility of a ‘committee driven counter-bureaucracy’ and to a general movement in the industrial 
democracies toward more established parliamentary committees replicating Executive and ministerial 
jurisdiction. CPA (1999:1) raises questions about the ability of committee members to ‘compete with a 
well-supplied Executive’; questioning whether committees are ‘the way that members can check the 
powers of the Executive branch of government or are merely ‘make work’ programmes for Private 
Members without actual effect on the public policy.’
172 O’Keeffe (1992) (cited in CPA, 1999: 150), a former Clerk Assistant in the Australian Senate, 
signalled a very proactive brand of accountability in stating ‘I would have thought that committees should 
actively seek out those very matters which ministers least want them to look at.’
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Kelso (2009: 95) describes the 1978 UK Procedure Committee report (giving rise to the 

creation of the departmental select committee system) as ‘the result of two related 

concerns: first, that parliament had failed to keep up with the expansion in government 

activity; and, second, that the public held parliament in low esteem because it did not 

hold government effectively to account.’

Is accountability happening?
Wheare (1955: 235) suggests that the questioning of officials at committees delivers a 

different power into the equation than normal peer to peer accountability, pointing to the 

power of a system in which officials ‘have to answer the questions of critical and 

uninstructed laymen’ and pointing out that ‘In a system of government where the 

official is intended to be the servant and not the master, this is an essential exercise.’

The notion implicit in this comment that officials will ‘stiffen their backs’ for a 

parliamentary committee is in itself one of the softer (less measurable) factors which 

contribute to the success or otherwise of parliamentary committees. If the parliament 

and its committees are seen as exercising a strong accountability mandate they will be 

taken seriously by officials. This in turn relates to the extent to which a committee has 

been properly briefed for its examination, the presence and commitment of the chair and 

members to the task, the extent to which the officials are skilfully questioned by the 

committee members and the extent to which the accountability leads to a consequence - 

for example in the form of a report laid before the House to which government is 

obliged to respond.

It seems, in relation to the UK, that committees are succeeding in this area to a degree 

by establishing the reality of accountability with departments and Ministers but that the 

wider public sector is largely escaping. For instance, Radice (CPA, 1999: 173) pointed
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out that the UK committees ‘have firmly established themselves’ and that ‘ministers and 

civil servants are now expected on a regular basis to justify themselves and the work and 

policies of their departments in response to detailed and often sustained questioning by 

committee members.’ His assessment is that they are now ‘widely accepted as a 

legitimate and valued extension of the armoury o f back bench scrutiny.’ At the same 

time Flinders (2005: 100) reminds us that this does not extend to the wider family of 

public bodies and he refers to research by the Hansard Society in 2001, the findings of 

which ‘reinforced a widespread view that Parliament needed to engage more 

systematically and actively with the work of ALBs [Arms Length Bodies] and adapt to 

the changing structures of modem governance.’

According to MacCarthaigh (2005: 142), Irish committees could make more use of their 

powers; he points out that ‘if committees used all of their powers they could contribute 

significantly to increased accountability.’ While the inclusion of this work in the core 

tasks of UK committees in 2002 certainly placed a focus on this work. Flinders (2005: 

102) is somewhat sceptical on this, pointing out that, while the common tasks 

‘encourage committees to broaden the scope of their scrutiny beyond ministerial 

departments and into the deeper waters of delegated governance . . . there has not, 

however, been a major shift in the balance of power between Parliament and the 

Executive.’ Flinders refers to the ‘spotlight of parliamentary scrutiny’ which 

committees shine but tells us that ‘it remains the case that only a small number of 

generally the largest NDPBs [Non Departmental Public Bodies] are ever subject to 

parliamentary scrutiny.’
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McKay and Johnson (2010: 310) (and not alone in recent positive assessments173) 

provide a positive assessment of the UK as follows: ‘The most articulated means of 

parliamentary oversight at Westminster is thus in the hands of select committees, 

particularly those whose remit is in the activities, policy, and finance of government 

departments’ and they point out that the exclusion from policy was fatal to the pre 

1970s growth of a committee system.

On the other hand, in relation to the Houses of the Oireachtas, MacCarthaigh (2007: 15) 

is very critical of accountability in action of government to the Dail and distinguishes 

between reality and appearance in that ‘While at first glance there appear to be a 

multitude of avenues available to members to hold the Executive to account in respect of 

both political and administrative matters, closer examination reveals that this is not 

necessarily true.’ According the MacCarthaigh, the effectiveness of these mechanisms 

in practice is limited, via standing orders, by the government use of its majority.

Conclusion - Public body oversight
The literature in this area seems clear, then, that there is a rationale for parliamentary 

involvement in scrutiny of the activities of departments and the (growing) wider public 

body family and that close and systematic scrutiny of departments and public bodies via 

committees may counterbalance to an extent the power of the executive. At the same 

time, while evidence is shown of advances in this area in the UK in the past decade, 

there is still some scepticism regarding the activities of the Dail in this regard.

173Ryle (2005:4) referred to the enhanced accountability of Ministers delivered by the UK committee 
system. The UK Modernisation Committee (2007: 5) told us that ‘Scrutiny has changed dramatically 
since the introduction of the departmental select committees in 1979. These have developed into a vital 
and powerful means of holding government to account.’ Kelso (2009: 98) acknowledges that the 
emergence of the departmental select committee system was an important development as far as the 
enhancement of parliamentary scrutiny was concerned.
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As we will see in the next chapter, the infrastructure (in terms of committees’ mandates 

at least) is in place to effect accountability of departments and public bodies across the 

five parliaments under examination. New Zealand in particular has strong financial 

review credentials in relation to public bodies, Northern Ireland stands out in terms of 

the extent to which departmental and public body officials sit with committees in their 

day to day work and both Scotland and UK have put in place specialised scrutiny 

support units to help the work of committees in this area. However this is a highly 

resource-intensive area for committees, there is a vast array of the government and its 

wider iterations to be held to account and a great deal of forensic dedication, time and 

energy is required on the part of members and their support staff to bring about 

accountability successes in this area.
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Overall conclusions of the Literature Review - a framework of 
determinants of committee effectiveness.

What emerges from the literature review is that there is a substantial common 

understanding across different countries and sources, and over a long period of time, on 

issues as follows:

1. The purposes of committees in terms of increasing parliamentary output and 

scope, backbencher and public engagement, improved financial, legislative, 

policy and public body scrutiny and policy involvement of parliament and 

enhanced accountability of the executive;

2. That the context for committees, including the ‘Westminister model’ factor 

provides some constraining factors including executive control, party and whip 

influence and control, resource constraints and non-exercise, in practice, of 

committee powers. However committees across parliaments continue to work 

and produce outputs notwithstanding these factors; and

3. That there is a multitude of factors bearing on the effectiveness of committees in 

operation, many of them within the power of committees to leverage. The factors 

include, for instance, multiple memberships and time constraints; lack of 

response and follow through on reports; issues relating to timing of, and time 

allowed for, committee involvement in financial and legislative processes; the 

information and support challenges and ‘boredom’ factor associated with 

financial scrutiny; the importance of external linkages on policy work and the 

size of the family of bodies and the challenges in making them accountable.
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The literature also illustrates that there are substantial variances in approach to 

committees across parliaments and in the stages or positions at which various 

parliaments are at in managing those issues which determine effectiveness and are, at 

the same time, under their control.

Some of the determinants of committee effectiveness are broadly structural or 

institutional (i.e. linked to the makeup of the parliament, its constitutional position, the 

resourcing system that applies to it, the powers and structure of the committee system 

and deep seated cultural factors such as assumptions associated with the so-called 

Westminister model). Included in this category are what may be very deep seated 

attitudes in the political system to the roles, use or benefit of committees, related in turn 

to prevailing assumptions of governments in power and their attitudes to the parliament 

and its committees. Committees may be empowered technically (e.g. in tenns of 

standing orders and stated powers and remits) but not mandated politically (e.g. in terms 

of approval, tacit or otherwise, at government and party level (and resourced)) to 

proceed.

Some of the determinants are less embedded and are related to operational choices, 

constraints and circumstances of committees. Examples are how chairs and members of 

committees are selected to optimise motivation and expertise (and related to this their 

resultant attitudes to committee work and how they pursue it); how many committees 

members have to service; how and by whom agendas are decided on, planned and 

managed; what mechanisms are in place to ensure committees cover all of their 

business; whether or not committees produce reports; how often committees choose (or 

are in a position) to meet; for how long they choose to meet; the depth or otherwise

145



with which they choose to pursue their items of business and the standard of support and 

research available to committees.

Some of the determinants relate to the external reaction to committees in relation to their 

work (whether by government in terms of reaction to their recommendations and 

reports; by the media in terms of the coverage given; by the policy community in 

relation to the content of their reports; and by the public in terms of the (essential) 

electoral reaction and reward (if any)).

There are obvious and extensive interactions within and between these three classes of 

determining factors. For example, committees which do not expect chamber or 

government response to their reports may choose not to report and to pursue their 

business by other means; committees whose roles are too prescriptive in standing orders 

(e.g. requiring a certain type of business to be conducted) may end up concentrating on 

that to the detriment of other business; committees without adequate resources and 

research backup cannot pursue issues in depth; committees with too much to do may do 

nothing effectively; committees which repeatedly produce analyses and 

recommendations which are largely ignored in the media and elsewhere will very soon 

recognise this and adjust their agendas and behaviour accordingly; members who work 

tirelessly on committees, and find that they get no electoral dividend (often through lack 

of voter awareness of committee work), will leam their lesson a second time around; 

committees are unlikely to hold extensive inquiries on government legislative proposals 

if they are aware of a prevailing political requirement that they be dealt with quickly.

What constitutes effectiveness in committees?
Extrapolating from the literature, the following description of effectiveness in 

committees is proposed.
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A parliamentary committee has to be empowered, resourced, independent and respected 

to be effective. An effective committee works systematically, comprehensively and 

proactively in relation to its remit; makes use of expertise and other supports available; 

questions witnesses and experts competently; makes itself accountable to the House in 

terms of its outputs and the commitments of its chair and members; seeks the inputs of 

outside experts and commentators in its work; makes party positions, as far as feasible, 

secondary to its deliberations; and plans, prioritises and manages its agenda. For 

effectiveness in legislation, committees must have the time and capacity to consider 

legislation and to propose ah of the changes which are considered necessary. For 

effectiveness in financial oversight, they must use experts to distil and explain 

information and be prepared to consider matters in detail. For effectiveness in policy 

oversight, committees must choose subjects and bodies and set targets carefully, use 

appropriate experts and consider matters thoroughly and with appropriate depth. For 

effectiveness in linking parliament with the public, committees must develop and 

maintain contacts and relationships in their spheres of operation and must provide easy 

and accessible means for people and groups to communicate with them. Committees 

must develop good working relationships with Ministers and Ministries within their 

remits. At the impact level committees must target and facilitate appropriate media 

coverage of their work and must have mechanisms for follow through on reports and 

recommendations. Effective committees improve legislation given to them to consider; 

they contribute to greater control and accountability in public expenditure by close 

scrutiny and questioning. They add to the deliberative process and the sum of public 

knowledge by providing policy analysis and inquiry results. Through systematic public
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body scrutiny and oversight, they increase the accountability of the public sector to 

parliament. At the system impact level, committees, to remain effective, must have 

mechanisms to review their performance and identify, and get implemented, areas where 

improvements in performance and/or changes in powers are necessary. Given the very 

significant extent to which contexts, resources and behaviours of committees differ 

between parliaments, clearly there will be differences in the levels of effectiveness 

which can be achieved within individual national contexts; however the preceding is 

proposed as a benchmark, based on the literature, towards which committee systems 

might aspire.

Building on these components of effectiveness, the next section provides a classification 

and annotation of determinants of effectiveness and the levers in relation to these.

Framework of determinants
The proposed framework of determinants, and where, primarily, they rest in terms of 

custodial responsibility and influence, is set out in Table 6.1 below.
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Table 6.1: Broad Framework of Determinants of Committee Effectiveness

Category Determining issues in relation to committees Main Custodian/
Influencer

Structural or Prevailing constitutional constraints or deep seated institutional Government
Institutional
Determinants

values and assumptions (e.g. constitutional prescriptions 
concerning parliament; ‘Westminister Model’ constraints 
(executive domination etc.))
Role of Whips and Parties in controlling behaviour and Party leaders and
business.174 Whips
Resources (resource autonomy of parliament) Government

\J Locus of initiative for parliamentary reform.10 Government, whips,
V Committee chair1 ,<> and membership selection (and associated procedural or reform

issue of quality, commitment and motivation of chairs).177 committee in
Formal powers/mandate/remit granted to committees; Size of 
committees; Number of committees; Multiple membership.

parliament

Management Agenda setting and management.175 Chairs, committee
and operation Meetings: frequency and length; clashes with plenary; members.
of committee attendances. committee
Business Coverage of workload/business: Range of powers used/tasks administrators,

covered and extent of coverage. clerks, research
Support/Capacity: Clerks; Information; Research; Expertise. • 179services

V
Responsiveness/Accessibility of committees180 (e.g. quality and
thickness of external relationships).
Spread, depth and reach of Financial, Legislative, Policy 
and Public body184 scrutiny.

174 Including roles in controlling behaviour and business selection and associated willingness/behaviour of members 
to buck the trend'.
175 Including capacity of Parliament for modernisation; Locus of control of in itiative for parliamentary reform (i.e. 
within parliament or not); stability and maturity of the committee system; how quickly are committees up and running 
following an election.
176 Including their dynamism, independence, experience and career orientation and the level of financial reward.
177 Including the view that parliamentary mechanisms (not whips or executive) should be used to select chairs and 
members of committees.
l7SIncluding item selection; workload domination (e.g. where legislative or other burdens crowd the agenda) and 
control/planning systems used by committees for planning and managing business volume and flow.
I7'> Though government and party factors may also play a part depending on the political realities.
IS0 Including external inputs; usage of committees as an element of engagement strategy; quality and thickness of 
relationships with public/electorate; outwardness versus insularity of the political/parliamentary system; volume of 
evidence/interaction with groups and ability of committees to assess/evaluate what witnesses are telling them; 
balance in committee work between lengthy considerations/reports and responsiveness to urgent matters of public 
importance which may require ’quick and dirty1 intervention by a committee.
181 Coordination/drive for financial scrutiny (e.g. is it driven or not by a Finance committee with an umbrella remit); 
timing of committee financial scrutiny (e.g. examination of estimates after money is committed); quality and 
intelligibility of information, analysis and expertise available; level of cooperation from government bodies; quality 
of scrutiny before expenditure; quality of scrutiny after expenditure; reach in terms of wider sphere of public bodies; 
time spent on financial scrutiny, extent of evaluation of financial and other performance of departments/bodies; 
whether or not committees systematically examine value for money issues.
I8‘ Extent to which legislation is crafted outside of parliament and presented as a fait accompli: (i.e. marginalisation of 
parliament in the early stages of the legislative process); whether or not committee gets to examine Bill before its 
general principles are agreed at plenary; extent to which executive regards legislation as open to significant
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Reaction to
Committees

-------------- 1—;-------------------------- ----------------------------1-------------------- rv5-----------------------------------------Accountability of committees for their output. Chairs; committee 
administrators.

Profile of committees (e.g. with media, wider community of 
people who interact with them and electorate).186

Parliamentary media 
services, media 
commentators, 
academics and
NGOs

Attitude of executive to reports of committees (e.g. whether 
debated; responded to or implemented).187

Government, whips

This framework is offered as a list of issues which should be considered by stakeholders 

at various levels as regards design, reform or day to day operation of committee 

systems. It illustrates a spectrum or continuum from decision makers at the 

constitutional, institutional and political governance end, through those within 

parliamentary and committee governance and administration, to those at the final end, 

i.e. the media and the people who, through their coverage and their votes respectively, 

are powerful determinants of behaviour within committees. Interestingly, many of the 

likely most deep seated and difficult-to-change determinants of committee effectiveness 

are located at either ends of this spectrum - it is not easy to seek to change the

amendment by the parliament; whether Bills are changed as a result of committee work (e.g. non-government 
amendments or downstream amendments originating from committee deliberations); extent of coverage of delegated 
legislation; extent of examination of legislative pipeline (pre-legislative scrutiny); time provided (and taken at 
committee) for consideration of legislative proposals; whether committees have and use power to in itiate legislation; 
whether committees have and use power to seek submissions and evidence on Bills; quality of legislative analysis 
and support for committees; role of departmental officials vis-a-vis a committee considering a Bill.
I85lncluding whether there is a clear role of parliament in practice in the setting of public policy/resolution of conflicts 
and problems in society (‘bypassing of parliament’); the extent to which committees can choose their own areas for 
examination; the extent to which committees have time to look into policy matters; choices made by committees as 
between full scale inquiries and quick ‘briefings’ /evidence sessions.
184 Including whether the necessary scrutiny supports are in place, whether the reach extends to the wider family of 
public service bodies, whether systems and supports are in place for proper evaluation and assessment of the key 
report outputs of departments/bodies and their reports on their own performance and spending and whether these 
matters are given full ‘air time’ at committees.
18sFor example, administrative and political governance of committees and their accountability for what they do (e.g. 
UK Committees ‘core tasks’ and role of UK Liaison Committee and its annual report on the activities of committees).
186 Including media coverage and engagement, credibility/legitimacy/perceived value of committee system including 
by those who interact with the committees; Incentive/career system/recognition of input/effort for members' 
committee work.
187 Debating of reports in the House; existence and quality of system for government responses to recommendations; 
reactions to reports, uses to which they are put and implementation of recommendations.
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constitution if that were necessaiy, to alter preconceptions or deep seated conventions in 

a particular country’s approach to the executive-parliament relationship or to alter the 

attitudes to the media or electorate to their parliamentarians at work. However the 

framework also illustrates that there is also a significant wedge of the continuum which 

is under parliamentary control in one form or another and down to operational choices. 

Chapter 7 will now move on to examine actual committee activities in a comparison 

across five parliaments.
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Chapter 7: Comparative Analysis of Committee Systems

Introduction:
This chapter provides a comparison of the committee systems of five jurisdictions: 

Ireland, UK, New Zealand, Scotland and Northern Ireland, both in overview in sections 

one to three, and in detail in section four by focusing in an illustrative way on the 

activities of four departmental committees in each parliament in 2008, based on an 

analysis of their minutes.IW The activities of the committees are classified into four 

main subject groupings (Legislative activities, Financial activities, Public Policy 

activities and Public Body activities).191 In relation to each subject grouping, for each of 

the committees in each of the parliaments, the volumes of agenda items covered, the 

extent of coverage,192 the proportion of the committees’ overall business accounted 

for " and the level of agenda recurrence of items are set out in comparative tables and 

discussed. The analysis links back to a number of the issues raised by academic and 

parliamentary commentators as documented in the literature review. Chapter 8 will 

marry the comparative analyses and the issues from the literature review into a set of 

conclusions regarding steps that might be taken to improve the effectiveness of the Irish 

committee system.

188 Those responsible for Justice, Environment/Local Government, Enterprise/Economics and Health.
189 Tthe term ‘parliament’ is used to describe parliaments and assemblies.
|1K) Referred to as ‘Minutes of Proceedings’ on the websites of the Scottish Parliament and the Northern 
Ireland Assembly and in the annual reports of the Houses of the Oireachtas committees; ‘Formal Minutes’ 
on the website of the UK; and ‘Minutes’ in relation to the New Zealand Parliament (supplied directly to 
the author from that source).
191 EU activities and petition Activities are covered as secondary items.
192 Evidenced by the number of times items recur on agendas.
193 Evidenced by the percentage of overall agenda items occupied by the subject grouping.

152



Section 1: Comparative Overview
All five parliaments have committee systems which, with varying descriptions as to 

their exact roles, have oversight of government departments or ministries or related 

policy/operational areas. These ‘departmental committees’ are the main focus of this 

comparison. Commonly, these committees scrutinize policy, administration and 

expenditure of their associated departments and in four out of five cases they also deal 

with legislation.194 All parliaments also have a committee which has the primary job of 

dealing with accounts laid before parliament or accounts of public bodies as audited by a 

state auditor. In all cases the departmental committees deal with expenditure of 

government departments or state bodies. In UK, New Zealand and Scotland, the 

departmental committees deal to one extent or another with petitions to the parliament. 

All parliaments’ committees examine matters of public policy/public affairs and conduct 

inquiries in relation to these though, as will be illustrated, the depth, breadth and 

duration of these activities and inquiries, together with the consequences of the work in 

terms of reporting to the House, differs significantly. In all cases, the committees 

investigate public bodies (e.g. under their associated departments), though the nature 

and extent of this work also varies significantly.195

Overview of committee systems
The UK (before the 2010 general election) recorded a system of 44 committees: 18 

Departmental oversight committees; 11 Regional committees,196 eight 

housekeeping/procedural committees, four committees with oversight of specific areas

194 The exception being the UK where, though the department select committees can choose to inquire 
into Bills, the processing as such is done by Public Bill Committees.
195 For instance in the case of New Zealand, a significant amount of this work relates to the formal 
financial review process and report to the House whereas in the case of the NI Assembly, for example, 
this consists of a significant number of once-off briefings by or meetings with State agencies on ‘live’ 
topics.
196 Discontinued following the 2010 election.
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of government activity/policy, an EU committee, a committee for examining 

secondary/delegated legislation and a Committee of Public Accounts. This does not 

include the system of Public Bill committees which are constituted on an ad hoc basis to 

deal with committee stages of public bills.197

The Scottish parliament records seven “Subject” committees (i.e. departmental oversight 

committees) and seven “Mandatory” committees which are provided for in Standing 

Orders. The latter include a European/Foreign committee; a Subordinate Legislation 

committee, a Committee on Public Petitions, a Public Audit Committee, a Finance 

committee and one housekeeping/procedural committee.

The New Zealand parliament records 21 Select committees of which 12 are regarded, 

for present purposes, as departmental oversight committees (i.e. they consider matters 

relating to a Ministerial Portfolio(s)); three housekeeping/procedural committees; a 

Finance and Expenditure Committee (including PAC type powers but also a 

departmental oversight committee), two committees with policy remits;198 a committee 

with oversight of regulations (i.e. secondary legislation); a committee which oversees 

Officers of parliament (e.g. Controller and Auditor General and Ombudsman) and what 

might be described as a ‘Regional’ committee.199

The NI Assembly has a system of 12 “statutory” (i.e. departmental oversight) 

committees, six standing committees (of which five are, broadly speaking, committees 

of a housekeeping/procedural nature and one a Public Accounts committee) and, in the

197 Public Bill Committees (formerly Standing Committees which conducted only a clause by clause 
committee stage examination of a Bill the same as on the floor of the House) have had power to take oral 
and written evidence on Bills since 2006 and one of the functions of the UK Scrutiny Unit is to support 
this committee Bill work.
m Ad hoc committees which cease to exist once they have presented their reports.
199 Ad hoc committee which cease to exist when it has presented its report.
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present Assembly, five ad hoc committees have been in existence, four of them to 

consider specified draft legislative orders and one to consider a policy issue (local postal 

services).

The Houses of the Oireachtas system (leaving aside housekeeping/procedural 

committees) has 20 committees, including 12 Departmental oversight committees (these 

are Joint committees of the Bail and Senate but also sit as select committees of the Bail 

only when dealing with certain matters e.g. departmental estimates and committee 

stages of legislation); two EU committees (on EU Affairs and on EU Scrutiny); a 

Committee of Public Accounts; an Economic Regulatory Affairs Committee and 4 

committees dealing with Policy or Constitutional areas.

Table 7.1: Numbers of committees
IRL UK200 NZ Scotland NIA

Total'ul 20 36 18 13 18

Departmental 12 18 12 7 12

Public Accounts/Expenditure 1 1 1 2 1

Secondary legislation 0 1 1 1 ~0m

Other 7 16 4 3 5

Appendix 1 provides a list of the committees across the five parliaments.

Leaving aside the unusual nature of the UK (where there is a considerably higher

proportion of’other’ committees203), there is a strong pattern of similarity in relation to

the structure of the systems. With the additional exceptional feature that the UK

departmental committees do not deal with detailed examination of legislation, the

200 2008 position. The number reduced in 2010 following discontinuance of regional committees.
201 Excluding Housekeeping/Procedural committees.
202 In fact, while the Northern Ireland Assembly does not have a secondary legislation committee as such. 
4 out of 5 of the ad hoc committees in the current Assembly were established to consider draft secondary 
legislation orders.
203 Of which 11 are regional committees (now discontinued).
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departmental committee systems perform broadly similar functions involving financial 

examination of departments and bodies;204 processing/scrutiny of legislation (both 

primary and secondary); conduct of inquiries or other shorter investigations/briefings 

regarding areas of public policy or concern; and examination/accountability of 

departments and public body activities.

Mandates of parliamentary committees
As can be seen from Appendix 2, there are extensive differences in the way in which 

committee mandates are expressed. They range from the very specific list of items set 

out (between individual Orders of Reference and Standing Orders) for the Houses of the 

Oireachtas committees, to the very detailed specification of public affairs/public policy 

matters for consideration in the New Zealand system, to the very general remit to 

‘advise and assist’ the relevant Minister in the NI Assembly system. It is notable that 

the very generalist powers provided to the departmental committees in the UK led in 

2002 to changes being introduced to provide committees with specific guidance on 

deliverables via the ‘core tasks’ regime. The mandates are, in practice, sufficiently 

wide to encompass a wide range of committee activities which, as noted above, have 

been classified into four categories for this analysis.

In all cases other powers or controls are stipulated either in the relevant standing orders 

or in the orders establishing committees to deal with issues such as the power to send for 

persons, papers and records, whether or not a committee can sit while the House is 

sitting, whether substitute members can be used, whether the committee may meet 

outside of parliament and the like.

204 Before, in the sense of examination of estimates and after, in the sense of review of expenditure, annual 
reports, value for money reviews etc.
205 The core tasks are set out in Appendix 2.
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Conclusions: Overview

Thus all parliaments under review have a committees model which includes 

departmental oversight committees (or committees with portfolio remits broadly 

aligned to government ministries) and all have a committee with public accounts type 

remit which examines audited expenditure of government departments and bodies. 

Mandates differ from parliament to parliament in the way in which they are expressed; 

however powers in all cases are sufficiently wide to cover strong oversight and scrutiny 

activity by committees. Numbers of committees in Ireland, Northern Ireland and New 

Zealand are broadly similar with the smallest number of committees in Scotland.
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Section 2: Membership and Attendance
Where committees have significant remits and workloads, and where members are 

stretched too thinly in their ability to service committees (including in circumstances 

such as those in the Houses of the Oireachtas where the committees meet alongside the 

plenary), the capacity of those committees to cover material in depth will be adversely 

affected. This issue, as illustrated in the literature review,206 is given extensive coverage 

in commentaries.

Table 7.2: Membership of committees207 208

Ratio committee memberships to House 
membership

Number of Members on more than one committee 
Number of Members with no Committee (or just a 
sub)

Number of Members on more than two committees

% of Members on more than one committee

% of Members with no Committee (or just a sub)

% of Members on more than two committees

Committee memberships v House membership 

% Members with more than one committee

% of Members with no Committee (or just a sub) 

% of Members on more tha n two committees

Ireland UK HOC NZ Scotland Nl

1.54 0.83 1.50 0.86 1.67
94.00 134.00 54.00 31.00 71.00

37.00 24.00 39.00 16.00

36.00 41.00 15.00 9.00 17.00

56.63% 20.84% 44.26% 24.03% 65.74%

22.29% n/a 19.67% 30.23% 14.81%
21.69% 6.38% 12.30% 6.98% 15.74%

Average Irl Irl v Avg

1.21 1.54 1.27
38.72% 56.63% 1.46

21.57% 22.29% 1.03
10.35% 21.69% 2.10

206 See Chapter 6, Page 91 ff.
207 Data sourced from websites and/or communications to the author directly from the parliaments 
concerned. House membership in the table includes total membership including those who are Ministers 
whether senior or junior.
208 The majority of members in New Zealand who are not members of a committee are members of the 
executive. The cabinet of 20 ministers do not generally sit on committees.

158



These figures show that Scotland and UK are the only two parliaments where the 

number of places on committees is less than the number of seats in the House. In 

Scotland this is because both the number of committees is smaller in absolute terms and 

the number of members per committee is also the smallest across the range.209 In the 

UK, this is because of the comparatively large number of MPs, currently 650.210 Ireland 

(and to a lesser extent the Northern Ireland Assembly) is distinguished from the others 

in terms of multiple memberships of committees. Overall, well over half of Irish 

Deputies (and almost two thirds of MLAs in Northern Ireland) can expect to be a 

member of more than one committee. Ireland has 27% above the average in terms of 

committee places to fill versus membership of the House. Ireland has 46% above the 

average211 number of members who serve on more than one committee and, 

significantly, well over twice the average serving on more than two committees. There 

are 21.7% of members in Ireland serving on more than two committees"12 as against 

less than 7% in the same position in Scotland and UK. The number of members 

‘doubling up’ on more than one committee in Scotland and UK, at 24% and 21% 

respectively, are the two lowest and both significantly less than half that in Ireland 

(57%). These numbers illustrate that members of committees in Ireland are spread more

209 In Scotland the departmental or ‘subject’ committees have 8 members each; in New Zealand they have 
an average of 9; in Ireland and average of 11.7 (Dail); in UK an average of 12.5 and in Northern Ireland 
11 members.
2I()UK figures includes 72 places on now-defunct Regional Committees which never became fully 
functional due to lack of opposition participation (if these are excluded the UK proportion of committee 
places to membership of the House reduces from 83% to 72%).
211 As noted in the research methodology discussion, the approach to averaging used in all tables is to 
compare the Houses of the Oireachtas values with the average of the others.
212 Eight members serve on four committees or more.
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thinly than the others and are more likely to be under pressure in terms of the time they 

can afford for contributing to committees.213

Table 7.3 : Attendance levels (%) at meetings of committees214

Ireland UK HOC NZ Scotland NIA Average Irl. V Avg 
% attendances 71.57 65.09 n/a 94.05 75.91 78.35 91.35%

The lower attendance levels of the UK are noteworthy particularly when combined with 

the previous analysis on memberships which shows that the UK rates low in terms of 

members allocated to multiple committees. Leaving this aside, the Irish figures are the 

lowest and probably a reflection of the multiple membership problem. This contrasts 

with Scotland, which, with the lowest number of members on committees and low levels 

of multiple membership, had attendance levels of over 94%. That said, the Oireachtas 

committees show attendance rates of 71.57% which is 91% of the average of the 

others.

213 The UK Liaison Committee (2010: 57) says that ‘the key pinch point in the capacity of select 
committees to meet the expectations of the House, the electorate and their own members is the time and 
attention available from the Members of Parliament who themselves serve on the select committees.’ The 
committee advocated that that members of select committees sit on legislative committees only as 
volunteers, that overall places on committees should be reduced and that ring-fencing of committee 
time from the plenary (e.g. committee weeks once a month) should be considered.
214 This table presents the attendance levels across all meetings of the committees under review in each of 
the parliaments in 2008. The numbers are derived either from attendance lists in the minutes of the 
committees (Ireland and Northern Ireland) or attendance reports on the websites (in the case of the UK, 
the attendance percentages published in the sessional returns for 2007/08 and 2008/09 are averaged 
(http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm/cmsesret.htm) and in the case of Scotland the numbers are 
derived from those published at http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/corporate/anrep-accts/sps/sps- 
09/SPS tats2008-09.pdf).
215 Attendance levels, as a measure, has a weakness, however, since it records the fact that a member was 
present for a meeting but not the duration of his/her presence. Behind the figures lies the possibility (noted 
anecdotally as real) that members may spend only short periods at the meetings and that only a small 
minority will sit through an entire meeting.
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Conclusions: Membership and Attendance

Members of the Oireachtas are spread more thinly, for committee work, than their 

colleagues in other parliaments. The Dail has a higher than average (27%) proportion of 

committee places versus House membership, is significantly out of line (46% above) 

with the average in terms of members serving on more than one committee and more 

than twice the average in terms of members on more than two committees. The Dail 

has the second highest average number of members on a departmental committee 

(11.7) and almost one and a halftimes the number on such committees in the Scottish 

parliament.

Attendance levels at the Irish committees, at 71.6%, while they are the second lowest 

in the sample, measure up fairly well (91%) against the average notwithstanding the 

membership load factor for Irish members.

The information in the next section will show systematic differences between Ireland 

(and Northern Ireland) and the other parliaments in the sample in a number of output 

areas, including formal reports of committees, number of agenda items discussed, 

number of times items recur for discussion and amounts of committee agenda space 

taken up by legislation.
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Section 3 : Overview of Committee Outputs and Business
Table 7.4 : Summary of meeting numbers, hours and reports of all committees 
2008

IRL210 UK2I/ NZ2IS Scotland219 NIA22U

Total Meetings 593 1161 353 369 548

Total Hours 1129 n/a 944 817 1132

Total Reports Produced221 77 379 259 140 41

Table 7.5: Summary of key outputs for the 
parliaments 222

total agenda
IRL UK HOC

subject slots 
no of individual

192.00 400.00

items considered 
average items per

136.00 155.00

meeting
Ratio items

1.42 2.81

tabledxonsidered 1.43 2.64
Hours of meetings 244.20
No. of Meetings

r
Average duration

135.00 161.00

of meetings 1.79
Bills 14.00
Reports 25.00 57.00

sample committees in the five

NZ Scotland NI Average Irl v. Avg

420.00 340.00 424.00 396.00 0.48

125.00 122.00 274.00 169.00 0.80

4.48 2.88 4.12 3.57 0.40

3.31 2.90 1.56 2.60 0.55
296.98 286.40 249.20 277.53 0.88

94.00 118.00 103.00 119.00 1.13
V r

3.13 2.44 2.44 2.67 0.67
27.00 14.00 3.00 14.67 0.95
92.00 57.00 3.00 52.25 0.48

NB: 2008 was an election year in New Zealand and committee meetings ceased during 
the month of September when the House dissolved. Northern Ireland committees

216 Houses of the Oireachtas Commission Annual Report 2008, page 23.
217 UK House of Commons Sessional Returns 2007/08 and 2008/09 Calendar year 2008 figures are 
derived from averaging the two parliamentary sessions (07/08 387 reports, 1204 meetings; 08/09 371 
reports, 1118 meetings) http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm/cmsesret.htm
218 Source: email from New Zealand parliament Head of Committees, 18 July 2010.
219 Information provided by email from SPICE (Research Service of the Scottish parliament) on 16 July 
2010.
220 Source: email from NI Assembly research service 19 July 2010
221 The caveat with the reports data in this table is that different parliaments may have different items 
included in the category and thus the comparison in relation to reports in Table 7.5 is more reliable. Based 
on comparison between the relationships within the two tables, it might be assumed that the Table 7.4 
figure for the UK may have a wider range of items included (e.g. evidence-only reports).
222 Note in relation to UK that hours of committee meetings are not recorded.
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outputs are for three committees only (the Assembly had no Justice departmental 
committee in 2008). If the New Zealand and Northern Ireland figures were adjusted 
upwards to cater for these factors, Ireland’s position expressed as a proportion of the 
average would lessen as follows: Total Agenda Subjects (0.42); No. of individual items 
considered (0.68); Hours of meetings (0.75); No. of Meetings (1.02); Reports (0.43))

Total agenda subjects discussed refers to the combination of the number of meetings and 

the number of items on the agendas for those meetings (excluding housekeeping 

items223) - in essence the total number of things dealt with by the committees in the year 

2008. The number of individual items considered refers to the number of distinct items 

which came up for consideration during the year on the committees’ agendas, many of 

which were discussed at more than one meeting. It can be seen that Ireland is well below 

the average (48% and 80% respectively). The table also illustrates that the four Irish 

committees sat for less hours overall (88% of the average), dealt on average with 

considerably less items per meeting (40% of the average) and produced considerably 

less (48%) than the average number of reports. The duration of an Irish committee 

meeting was just over two thirds (67%) of the average, though the actual number of 

meetings was 13% above the average.

The next section analyses the volume and breakdown of business in 2008 based on the 

sample committees.

223 ‘Housekeeping items’ means discussion of committee work programmes, annual reports, committee 
travel or meetings with foreign parliament delegations, correspondence, declarations of interest, elections 
of chair and such items.
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Table 7.6: Overall number of agenda subject slots by category, sample committees, 
2008

No of legislative agenda
IRL UK HOC NZ Scotland Nl Average Irl v. Avg

subject slots
No of financial agenda

30.00 7.00 170.00 160.00 180.00 129.25 0.23

subject slots
No of public body agenda

19.00 16.00 101.00 29.00 8.00 38.50 0.49

subject slots
No of public policy agenda

30.00 54.00 17.00 20.00 73.00 41.00 0.73

subject slots
No of EU agenda subject

83.00 254.00 51.00 113.00 162.00 145.00 0.57

slots
No of petition agenda

30.00 9.00 4.00 1.00 4.67 6.43

subject slots 0.00 60.00 81.00 14.00 0.00 38.75 0.00
total agenda slots 192.00 400.00 420.00 340.00 424.00 397.17 0.48

Table 7.7: % Breakdown of agenda subjects by category, sample committees, 2008

% legislative agenda
IRL UK HOC NZ Scotland Nl Average Irl v. Avg

subject slots
% financial agenda subject

15.63 1.75 40.48 47.06 42.45 32.93 0.47

slots
% public body agenda

9.90 4.00 24.05 8.53 1.89 9.62 1.03

subject slots 
% public policy agenda

15.63 13.50 4.05 5.88 17.22 10.16 1.54

subject slots 43.23 63.50 12.14 33.24 38.21 36.77 1.18
% EU agenda subject slots 
% petition agenda subject

15.63 2.25 1.18 0.24 1.22 12.80

slots
total

0.00
100.00

15.00
100.00

19.29
100.00

4.12
100.00

0.00
100.00

9.60 0.00

From the figures in Table 7.6, Oireachtas committees have considerably less total 

agenda slots than any of the other parliaments and less than half (48%) of the average 

of the others. The country closest to Ireland, Scotland, had 77% more agenda subject 

slots than Ireland.
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The subject area in which Ireland has the smallest proportion of the average is 

legislation (23%). On the other side of the coin, Ireland is an outlier in relation to EU 

items in which it had nearly six and a half times the average of EU subjects dealt with in 

the selection.

Table 7.7 deals with the spread of business dealt with broken down among subject 

categories. It illustrates that the four Irish committees’ agendas were just under half 

(47%) as occupied with legislative items as the average of the others. (Given that the 

UK departmental committees do not deal with bills as such, if they are excluded from 

the average, the Irish committees’ position reduces to 36% of the average). The rather 

high agenda-incidence of legislation in New Zealand relates almost exclusively to 

processing of bills whereas the large incidence in Northern Ireland relates primarily to 

the consideration of items of secondary legislation. In Scotland there is substantial bill 

and secondary legislation agenda activity, though the latter was also dominant. In 

Ireland there was virtually no secondary legislation activity (i.e. in the form of 

consideration of draft orders or review of non-EU statutory instruments). Ireland was in 

line with the average in terms of agenda occurrence of financial items though, as will be 

seen below, the average is brought down considerably by the very low level of financial 

item agenda occurrence in the UK224 and in Northern Ireland. The high occurrence of 

financial items on the agendas in New Zealand is a reflection of the extensive amount of 

time which committees in that parliament spend on formal financial reviews as 

mandated in standing orders. Allied to this in turn is the relatively low level of agenda

224 This is perhaps a counter-intuitive finding in relation to the UK where, as noted elsewhere, the level of 
departmental committee involvement in financial scrutiny has been significantly stepped up in recent 
years.
225 New Zealand Standing Order 335. See detail in Appendix 4.
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incidence of public body matters in New Zealand as opposed to the other countries, 

since most of the agenda attention given in New Zealand to public bodies (other than 

consideration of annual estimates) relates to formal financial reviews. Irish committees 

had a higher (17%) than average level of agenda occurrence of public policy matters, 

though again in this instance it can be seen that the average is pulled down by New 

Zealand (where such an extensive amount of committee agenda attention is dedicated to 

the legislative and financial areas). As will be seen from the analysis of the public body 

and public policy areas below, these are wide ranging and compendious headings which 

cover a multitude of diverse committee activities and types of work. The dominant 

position of Ireland’s committees, as regards EU related matters, is largely attributable to 

the extensive occurrence of such items on the Justice Committee agenda in 2008. 

Conclusions regarding overall outputs

Based on this sample, meetings of Houses of the Oireachtas committees were, on 

average, in comparison to the other parliaments, shorter, dealt with less subjects, 

were less inclined to return to subjects across multiple meetings and produced less 

formal reports. However the committees met broadly as many times as those of the 

other parliaments.

The data suggest strongly that Irish committees in the round cover significantly less 

items of business than their counterparts in the other parliaments; that the amount of 

legislative activity in Ireland, as measured by agenda appearances of legislative items, 

is below one quarter of the average; and that amount of financial activity is less than 

half the average (though the averages are inflated by extreme variances). However 

Irish committees covered multiples of the others' levels of EU related activity. Finally, 

legislative activity in Ireland, expressed as a proportion of overall committees' activities 

of committees, is less than half of the average.
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Section 4: Staffing of Committees
The critical nature of staff as an input to the effectiveness of committees was discussed 

in the literature review. This section sets out briefly the comparative position in relation 

to committee staff in parliaments under review. This draws on more detailed 

information collected by the author which is set out at Appendix 11.

Table 7.8 : Committee Staff Comparative Information.

Ireland UK NZ Scotland NI Average Irl v. Avg
Average staff 
per committee 2.54 5.4 3.85 3.9 4.4 4.39 0.58

The Irish committees have thus, on average, 58% of the staff numbers of the other 

parliaments. Also there is a significant degree of alignment between New Zealand, 

Scotland and Northern Ireland in terms of average per committee and that the UK has a 

significantly higher level of staff. Two other things are worth noting: firstly, the other 

parliaments are more likely to express their staff complements as an allocation per 

committee (i.e. their committee staff are not generally pooled as the Irish committees 

are); and secondly other parliaments’ committees are more likely to have each 

committee clerk assisted by a ‘second in command’ member of staff at a slightly lower 

level, thereby providing more power in the administrative support at the clerk or middle 

management level.226 The staffing profiles for Scotland and UK above exclude the their 

specialist scrutiny units for committees.

226 For example the UK has 30 senior and assistant clerks and 25 senior committee assistants, Scotland 
has 8 senior assistant clerks and 13 assistant clerks; New Zealand has 13 report writers to assist the 13 
clerks; Northern Ireland has 16 assistant clerks. There is no equivalent layer of staff across committees in 
the Houses of the Oireachtas.
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Section 5: Discussion of Committee Business under Individual Subject 
Categories

Committees and Financial Oversight 

Overall Position:
The core model, derived from the Westminister tradition, is of parliament supplying the 

money to government which presents its proposals in the form of estimates of 

expenditure for stated purposes, usually blocks of money (‘Votes’) to be supplied to 

individual government departments. Parliament considers the government’s proposals, 

supplies the money and then subsequently reviews, in various forms227 how the money 

has been spent. In general, parliaments are not the originators of the budget for 

governments, but consider government proposals put to them. Key issues in 

parliamentary consideration of government expenditure proposals (Carson (2008); 

Burnside (2008)) are timing of presentation of expenditure proposals to parliament (a 

key difference among the parliaments); power to amend proposals and its location; the 

time allocated by parliament to consider expenditure proposals; the role played by 

committees (and the timing of that role); and access to expertise, independent research 

and information for the consideration of proposals.

Parliamentary committees are given a role in financial oversight in all of the parliaments

but within this there are significant variations in the approach to and quality of

committee work. In Ireland, unlike the others, while government presents its overall

221 Whether through consideration by a Public Accounts Committee mechanism of reports of the State 
Auditor regarding departmental accounts and value for money (VFM); through review by departmental 
committees of expenditure and what was achieved for it (e.g. through annual reports of government 
departments); through focused financial reviews of specific bodies (New Zealand) or through other 
committee mechanisms (or a combination of all of these).
228 As Burnside (2008: 5) puts it ‘Budget making legislatures are rare. The United States Congress is the 
prime example in this category and is unrivalled among legislatures with regard to its influence on 
budgets.’ The position with regard to financial scrutiny in the US Congressional system is discussed 
extensively in McKay and Johnson (2010: 225-301).
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estimates strategy229 to the Dail in November/December each year for the coming year, 

it does not present its final estimates until well into an expenditure year (typically not 

before February)230 and these are not referred for consideration by the relevant 

departmental committees until after that.23'

There are a number of variations in relation to this (e.g. the timing, whether committees 

get to examine the proposed spend before it commences (which is an issue in Ireland 

since they do not); whether or not one committee has a coordinating ‘big picture’ role in 

relation to the examination of estimates (Scotland; New Zealand; Northern Ireland); 

whether the committee simply reports its consideration of the estimate to the House 

(Ireland - see below) or whether it also reports its opinion on the estimate (New 

Zealand); and whether the estimates are considered along with the government’s overall 

budgetary strategy). There are also instances in which parliaments have chosen to be 

much more interventionist on financial matters (e.g. Scotland, New Zealand and UK via 

the financial scrutiny support function) and in which additional functions have been 

accorded to committees.232

A list of the financial items covered in the minutes of the committees in the five 

parliaments in 2008 is at Appendix 7.

The review of the way in which money has been spent and, in particular, the verification 

that it has been spent with regularity, propriety and value for money (VFM) and for the 

purposes and in the amounts for which parliament voted it is, in the Westminister model,

229 In the form of an Abridged Estimates Volume showing the provisional spends for government 
departments for a coming year.
230 The financial year in Ireland is 1 January to 31 December.
231 In 2008, consideration of the estimates was commenced by Irish committees as follows: Health (May); 
Environment (April); Enterprise (June) and Justice (June).
232 For example the emphasis on committee review of financial performance both of departments and state 
bodies, as in New Zealand and Scotland.
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conducted on behalf of the parliament by the Comptroller and Auditor General 

(C&AG).233 The C&AG reports to the House on the accounts of all government 

departments and offices. This report is published and the relevant Committee of Public 

Accounts chooses which accounts to examine in detail. The committee usually examines 

the accounting officer as a witness in relation to the vote, and then lays its findings, as 

appropriate, in the form of reports to the House. The C&AG also carries out Value for 

Money (VFM) (and occasionally other special) reports in relation to particular areas or 

departments and his reports on these also fall due for consideration by the PAC and/or 

departmental committees. This broadly describes the process in Ireland but it is a 

familiar model across parliaments in the Westminster tradition.

(Appendix 4 provides an overview of the financial fimctions of committees across the 

parliaments).

Position in Ireland
The Constitution of Ireland (1937)234 provides that the government is responsible to the 

Dail, ' assigns the prerogative to supply money to the Dail only and specifies that the 

prerogative to present Estimates of expenditure and receipts to the Dail lies with the 

government. Reflecting the financial paramountcy of the Dail, the Irish departmental 

committees act as select committees of the Dail only (i.e. without the Senators) when

233 The title of this Office differs slightly across the parliaments but the key function is basically the same.
234 Ireland is unique among the jurisdictions examined in that it has a written constitution, the provisions 
of which cannot be changed by the national parliament via legislation, without the consent of the people in 
a referendum. The provisions of the constitution thus define and circumscribe the functions of the organs 
of the State including the Houses of the Oireachtas, the Dail and the Seanad.
235 (As opposed to the Dail and the Seanad) (Article 28.4.1).
236 Article 28.4.4 provides that ‘The government shall prepare Estimates of the Receipts and Estimates of 
the Expenditure of the State for each financial year, and shall present them to Dail Eireann for 
consideration (they are considered ‘without amendment’) and provides that no law can be enacted, nor 
resolution nor vote for the appropriation of revenue be made, unless recommended by the government. It 
provides that the Dail ‘consider’ estimates presented by the government (Article 17.1).
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dealing with the following specific financial prerogatives: estimates referred to them;237 

output statements (annual output statement produced by each department, linking spend 

to strategic objectives and what has been achieved with the spend)(added for the first 

time in 2007); and value for money reviews (e.g. where departments (or the C&AG) 

have conducted reviews of particular expenditure programmes and produced reports on 

same). The joint committees (i.e. including Senators) are also empowered to consider 

annual reports and accounts both of the relevant government departments and of the 

state bodies under their aegis.

Position in the UK
In the UK, the departmental committees are widely empowered ‘To examine 

expenditure, administration and policy of the departments.’ More specifically, the ‘Core 

Tasks’ for departmental committees (agreed by the UK Liaison Committee in June 

2002) set out a main objective ‘To examine the expenditure of the Department’, and 

within that objective the task (Task 5) ‘To examine the expenditure plans and out-tum of 

the department, its agencies and principal NDPBs.’

The UK government prepares spending reviews which set out plans for departmental 

expenditure and identify what is to be achieved with the expenditure. These spending 

reviews are intended to be done (by convention) every three years238 and the estimates 

as later presented have to take on board the conclusions of the spending reviews 

including any commentary by committees thereon. The government each year presents a 

pre-budget report (October to December of the previous year) which sets out forecasts 

for the economy and public finances and intended policy reforms. Each year the

2,7 The vast majority of estimates, (unless overwhelmingly urgent) are referred to the select committees.
21s Though it appears that the forthcoming 2010 round will be a 4 year one.
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Budget statement is made in March in the House of Commons, followed by a debate and 

a Finance Bill is introduced in April giving effect to the Budget. The pre budget report 

and Budget are examined by the Treasury Committee and the impact on specific areas 

may also be considered by the relevant departmental committees (Roy, 2009: 8-12). 

Following each year’s budget, the estimates for the coming year are presented in 

April/May (the financial year begins in April). At the same time each department sends 

an explanatory memorandum on the estimate to the relevant select committee. The 

select committee scrutinizes the estimate memorandum and seek clarification or 

explanation as necessary (Roy, 2009: 13). The estimates are not formally referred to the 

committees for consideration as they are in Ireland. The UK departmental committees 

also carry out detailed scrutiny of annual reports of departments and offices, much of 

which relates to financial performance of the bodies concerned (though in the analysis 

later this is classified as ‘public body’ work). The UK also has a Committee of Public 

Accounts, again very widely empowered ‘for the examination of the accounts showing 

the appropriation of the sums granted by Parliament to meet the public expenditure, and 

of such other accounts laid before Parliament as the committee may think fit’.240 

UK government departments also produce annual departmental reports and performance 

reports in which they outline performance against set targets, and analysis of historical 

spending together with three year expenditure forecasts. In relation to this Roy (2009) 

tells us that:

2,<) As noted by the Liaison Committee (2010: 20), the memoranda have to follow ‘guidance prepared by 
the Treasury with input from the Scrutiny Unit’. The requirement is in place since 2004 and the committee 
tells us that during that period ‘the quality of memoranda has improved, and now most departments are 
producing memoranda in accordance with the guidance, and on time.’ They refer to the fact that 
committees are now publishing the memoranda on their websites, but in a critical comment they note that 
‘some of them still do not offer clear explanation of the reasons for the major changes sought, and 
committees flag up this problem wherever necessary.’
240 House of Commons Standing Order No 148.
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One of the main functions of departmental select committees is to monitor 
performance against PSAfPublic Service Agreement] targets; this is achieved by 
reviewing the departmental and autumn performance reports. Most committees 
will have an evidence session where senior civil servants or Ministers are 
questioned on the departmental report (Roy, 2009: 16).

As documented by Roy (2009: 18-21), there have been a series of significant criticisms

and suggestions for reform in relation to the UK financial scrutiny system. The UK

Liaison Committee noted progress on the ‘alignment project’ (intended to ‘ensure that

Estimates are easier to use and simpler to understand; mirror the departmental budgets

already used by the Government; and include spending currently excluded from

Estimates’ (2010: 20)) and looked ‘forward to the Government responding equally

favourably to our suggestions ... to improve the ability of Parliament to use the

information to scrutinise and challenge Government expenditure in the fiiture’ (2010:

21).

As noted in Chapter 6, McKay and Johnson (2010: 261) observed that ‘Now . . . 

departmental select committees play the major role in the scrutiny of government 

financial activity on the basis of their accumulated expertise across a broad front.’ The 

twin challenges of completing the alignment project (thus increasing the transparency of 

departmental financial and performance information) and cutbacks due to the current 

UK financial situation, are both contributing to a strong desire by the new cadre of 

elected committee chairs in the UK to concentrate more on financial scrutiny.241

Position in New Zealand

In New Zealand, the departmental committees and the Finance and Expenditure 

Committee (FEC) play key roles all along the ‘value chain’ from parliament’s original

241 Point made to the author by senior UK official 27 August 2010.
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supply of money to its final use, whether in government departments or wider public 

bodies. The departmental committees are to consider and report on financial reviews, 

estimates and supplementary estimates.242 Key government financial reports and 

statements such as the Budget policy statement, economic and fiscal update, fiscal 

strategy report, half-year economic and fiscal update, statement on long-term fiscal 

position and annual financial statements of the government are referred to this 

committee for report. Under Standing Orders, the government’s Budget policy statement 

is referred to the committee for formal report and the House debate on the statement is 

held with the benefit of the considered report of the FEC on it. Following delivery of the 

Budget, the Estimates stand referred to the FEC which may examine a Vote itself, or 

refer it to any subject select committee(s). Each committee to which a Vote is referred 

examines it and determines whether to recommend that the appropriations in respect of 

the Vote be accepted, and may recommend a change to the Vote (a key difference from 

Ireland as noted).

All committees must report to the House on their examinations of the Estimates within 

two months of the delivery of the Budget. The FEC is extremely active in designing 

questionnaires on estimates for relevant ministers, including questions about significant 

changes in the Vote from the previous year and critical issues to be dealt with in the 

coming year.243 Responses are forwarded to the committee examining the particular 

Vote and the Office of the Auditor-General is available to advise committees on 

developments associated with it, and particular items that might benefit from further

242 It is very rare that the departmental committees consider supplementary estimates. They are usually 
retained for consideration by the Finance and Expenditure Committee.
243 For instance see the questionnaire designed for 2008/09 and associated report of the FEC to the House 
(17 April 2008) at http://www.parliament.nz/NR/rdonivres/B27C2E89-E536-4F67-9Al 7- 
2E06D6062622/94283/DBSCH SCR 4043 6351.pdf
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examination. A typical formal estimate report of a New Zealand committee to the House 

contains the views of the committee on the proposed allocation and on other live policy 

and other issues of concern relating to the business of the department and analysis of the 

relevant department’s work programme and previous year’s achievements.244 This 

reporting approach contrasts with Ireland where the committee simply reports its 

completion of consideration24^ of an estimate to the Dail and separately publishes a 

transcript of its meeting(s) (usually with the Minister and officials) at which the estimate 

was considered. It is also interesting to note that, while New Zealand does not have a 

scrutiny unit as such to assist committees, committees receive briefing and advice from 

the Auditor-General's Office.

The New Zealand standing orders are also specific about the financial review area and 

the role of FEC and of individual committees in conducting financial reviews. The FEC 

allocates financial reviews of departments and bodies to the committees and annual 

reports of departments or bodies which are presented to the House, stand referred to 

these committees. Standing orders lay down time limits by which committees are 

accountable to and must report to the House on financial reviews where these are 

debated in the House on an Appropriations (Financial Review) Bill con finning or

244 For example in relation to the Health Committee 2008 
http://www.parliament.nz/NR/rdonlvres/3FF2A2D7-137A-lAE8-8B2E-
7BF99EE5CAFE/92066/DBSCH SCR 4143 6176.pdf and in relation to the Commerce Committee 
http://www.parliament.nz/NR/rdonlvres/C7F8C3DF-D956-4EFE-8F65-
B7720A50EEFF/89311 /DBSCH SCR 4125 6084.pdf---------------------------------------—------------- —----- --------- ---------

This approach reflects the relevant standing order of the Dail (No 152) which states [italics added] that 
Every grant of money proposed for the public service shall be considered by the Dail on a 
motion, which shall be decided without amendment, stating the amount to be granted and the 
particular service for which the sum is demanded. No such motion as aforesaid may be made by 
any members, save a member of the government.
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validating of expenditure incurred in respect of any previous financial year.246 The 

debates, again, are conducted with the benefit of a report from the FEC on the matter. 

There is a direct and formal link, then, between the consideration of financial matters in 

the House itself and the reports of the FEC and the departmental committees in relation 

to those matters. In New Zealand the FEC is also the equivalent of the Irish/UK 

Committee of Public Accounts and considers matters relating to the audit of the 

financial statements of the government and departments, government finance, revenue, 

and taxation.

Position in Scotland
In Scotland, it is specified that the departmental committees ‘shall’ consider financial 

proposals and administration of the executive (including taxes, estimates, budgets, audit 

and performance).247 The Finance Committee considers and reports on reports and 

documents of the executive containing budgetary or spending, taxation proposals and 

any report made by a committee setting out proposals concerning public expenditure. 

Budget Bills and other matters relating to or affecting Scottish public expenditure. The 

Committee may also consider and report on the timetable for the Stages of Budget Bills 

and the handling of financial business. The net is cast particularly wide in relation to 

what constitutes expenditure subject to examination. The SP has a Public Audit 

Committee to perform the public accounts functions.248 In Scotland, parliamentary 

involvement, and specifically committee involvement, in the preparation and review of

246 In fact there are two financial review debates, one on reports on financial review of government 
departments and a second on reviews of Crown entities and state-owned enterprises. The committees 
consider these financial reviews separately at different times of the year and report separately on them.
247 Standing Orders of the Scottish Parliament 3rd Edition (4th Revision, June 2009). Rule 6.2.2. 
248Which considers and reports on accounts laid before the parliament; reports of the Auditor General for 
Scotland and other documents laid before or referred to the parliament concerning financial control, 
accounting and auditing in relation to public expenditure.
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spending plans, is embedded. The draft Budget and spending plans of the executive are 

published typically in September49 and these are examined by the individual subject 

committees feeding into an overall consideration by the Finance Committee of the draft 

Budget. The committees bring in the relevant Ministers and officials, and take evidence 

from interest groups and others on the proposals. At this stage the committee has access 

to a budget advisor. It is open to them to propose their own spending proposals 

though this has to be on a budget-neutral basis. The committees report back through the 

FC, which reports by December (and may propose an alternative draft Budget). The 

executive is not obliged to adopt any of the parliament’s recommendations. The 

executive, having considered parliament’s recommendations, then brings forward its 

Budget Bill in Febmary for debate in the House. At this stage a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response by 

the parliament is required and the Budget Bill cannot be amended. (Burnside, 2008: 13; 

Carson, 2008: 14).251

Position in Northern Ireland
In Northern Ireland, the financial oversight and scrutiny prerogative is embedded within 

the overall powers of the departmental committees which are tasked to advise and assist 

the relevant Minister(s) in the formulation of policy with respect to matters within their

249 The Scottish Parliament’s financial scrutiny model originally provided for a three stage model, the first 
an opportunity to review future spending plans and priorities via a an annual (Spring) evaluation by 
committees of government’s spending plans (which would then inform the next stage); the second stage as 
described above is the evaluation by committees of the draft budget and the third stage the consideration 
by the House of the Budget Bill. The first stage was modified in 2005 away from an annual process to one 
which happened every three years to coincide with years in which Spending Reviews take place in the 
UK. Following a report of the Finance Committee in 2009, it was decided to revise this further to a 
strategic phase to take place approximately every four years called a Budget Strategy Phase in which, 
again, the Parliament via its subject committees, and coordinated by the Finance Committee, will get an 
opportunity to examine, review and recommend on government spending plans and priorities before they 
materialise into budget proposals (Scottish Parliament Finance Committee, 2010).
250 Hired for about 15 days of consultancy.
251 Information in these sources was supplemented by the author’s discussions with Scottish Parliament 
officials.
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responsibilities as Ministers. Each committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy development 

and consultation role with respect to the departments. Northern Ireland also has a Public 

Accounts Committee which is empowered to consider accounts, and reports on accounts 

laid before the Assembly. Typically each year Departmental position reports are 

produced in March/April following which committees may take oral or written briefing 

and consultations with their departments and provide them with feedback. In June the 

government produces an overall Executive Position Report (EPR) and departmental 

committees again have the opportunity to be briefed by and consult with officials and 

make their responses to the EPR via the Committee on Finance and Personnel. This 

committee submits a coordinated response to the Department of Finance and Personnel 

and feeds into a draft Budget and Programme for Government, produced in September, 

following which the executive consults with committees and the general public. 

Committee responses are again coordinated by the Finance Committee which produces a 

report at end November following a debate in the Assembly. A revised Budget is 

introduced in the Assembly by the Executive in December following which Budget Bills 

are brought forward in February and June to give legal effect to the provisions (Carson, 

2008: 8-9).2'S2 Perceived shortcomings are documented in the areas of: alignment of 

departmental objectives and performance information with expenditure; absence of 

standardization of information; and the need to settle budget timetables early to allow 

committees to schedule necessary scrutiny (Carson, 2008: 10). However it is notable 

that, like the Scotland and New Zealand processes, provision is made for early

252 Per NI Assembly Secretariat (email of 26/8/2010) ‘whilst the process documented is correct in theory, 
in practice there has been significant deviation from this approach in recent years, with the time available 
for committee scrutiny constrained significantly by changes to the timing of the Budget process. The F&P 
Committee are in midst of inquiry to seek to ensure a more standard approach in future.’
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involvement of committees in the financial process and for coordination of the 

involvement into overall inputs by a Finance committee.

Key elements of differences in approach - financial scrutiny
In Ireland the committees are empowered financially (whether in relation to estimates, 

VFM reviews, reviews of annual output statements) but the vast majority of their 

financial activities relate to consideration of estimates.

Ireland's constitutional position is unique and gives rise to the requirement for the 

House to consider estimates without amendment.

There are differences in relation to timing of committee financial consideration, 

practices and powers in operation.

Other parliaments have more systematic processes than Ireland (e.g. in standing 

orders, or a matter of practice (New Zealand Financial Reviews; UK Estimates 

Memoranda)). There is a clear expectation of financial scrutiny work by committees 

(e.g. via Core Tasks for committees in UK; and via standing orders in Scotland, New 

Zealand and Northern Ireland).

The other parliaments provide, in various forms, for a strategic role for committees in 

looking in advance at government overall spending plans and reporting on these.

In New Zealand, Northern Ireland and Scotland, the Finance committee equivalent 

plays a strong coordinating role in relation to either assigning work to committees or 

coordinating their scrutiny outputs.

Financial scrutiny by committees is supported in the UK and Scotland by specialised 

scrutiny units and in New Zealand by the input of the Auditor General to committee 

financial work.

The depth and extent of public body financial accountability to parliament via the 

financial review mechanism in New Zealand is noteworthy.
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Financial Activities of the sample committees in the five parliaments

Table 7.9: Number of committee agenda subject slots, financial matters 2008.

Ireland UKHOC NZ Scotland N1 Average Irl v Avg
Enterprise 2.00 3.00 39.00 7.00 4.00 13.25 0.15
Justice 12.00 1.00 12.00 6.00 6.33 1.89
Health 4.00 4.00 33.00 10.00 0.00 11.75 0.34
Local Govt 1.00 8.00 17.00 6.00 4.00 8.75 0.11
Totals 19.00 16.00 101.00 29.00 8.00 38.50 0.49

Table 7.10: Percentage of committee agenda subject slots taken up with Financial

matters, 2008.

Ireland UKHOC NZ Scotland N1 Average Irl v. Avg
Enterprise 5.26 2.65 32.77 10.45 2.70 12.14 0.43
Justice 16.67 1.03 16.90 6.19 8.04 2.07
Health 8.51 5.71 31.13 11.36 0.00 12.05 0.71
Local Govt 2.86 6.67 13.71 6.82 2.68 7.47 0.38
Average 8.32 4.02 23.63 8.70 1.80 9.54 0.87

Table 7.11: Average number of meeting occurrences for Financial items.

IRL UK HOC NZ Scotland Ml Average Irl v. Avg
Average number of meeting
appearances for a financial item 1.36 3.20 2.15 5.80 1.14 3.07 0.44

Table 7.9 illustrates the overall number of meeting slots occupied by financial items 

across the committees in the parliaments under review. This illustrates that the New 

Zealand committees cover multiples of the financial agenda items of the other 

parliaments with Ireland occupying third place behind New Zealand and Scotland at half 

the average number of agenda items. The comparatively low level of financial item 

coverage in the UK and particularly in Northern Ireland are notable. However, in 

relation to UK as already mentioned above, a substantial amount of financial scrutiny is 

conducted through the review by the relevant committee of annual reports of 

government departments and offices (classified in the present analysis as ‘public body’
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activity). Ten of the 28 instances of public body work attributed to the UK committees 

in the selection in 2008 are reviews of annual reports and thus a substantial amount of 

financial work is going on which is not reflected fully in the pure financial items 

recorded in the tables above.253 (This is the case also in Ireland - see below p 182).

Table 7.10 shows appearances of financial matters on the agendas of the four relevant 

committees expressed as a percentage of overall agenda items. It shows that Ireland is 

just below (87%) the average. It also shows the very low occurrence of financial matters 

on NI Assembly committee agendas and the fact that financial matters get a much higher 

proportion of committee attention in the New Zealand Parliament (again about two and 

a half times the average). The latter is perhaps not surprising since, as already noted, a 

very substantial amount of committee financial processes are embedded in its standing 

orders. The comparatively high Irish score for Justice is because the committee 

considered estimates for seven Votes in 2008, which in all but two cases took up 2 

meetings (involving supplementary estimates). Ten of the 12 appearances of financial 

items on the New Zealand Justice committee agenda in 2008 were also estimate-related. 

New Zealand stands out particularly from the others in relation to the Health Committee, 

where 29 of the 33 financial agenda item appearances relate to formal financial reviews 

of health bodies and authorities (12 individual financial reviews with an average of 2.5 

meeting appearances each); and the Enterprise (‘Commerce’) committee where 29 out 

of 39 financial agenda items related to financial reviews of bodies (14 reviews with an 

average of two meeting appearances each). As noted, the requirement for committee 

financial reviews is in Standing Orders in New Zealand and represents a fairly unique

253 For instance if these 10 items were added to the 16 financial items already recorded for committees, 
this would bring the total well above Ireland and very close to Scotland.
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practice among the parliaments examined254 and is a strong example of parliamentary 

scrutiny of the wider family of state bodies in practice.

In Scotland, financial activity of the committees, in practice, typically manifests itself in 

the minutes as a single agenda item, ‘budget process’, which commences typically in 

June and is considered over multiple meetings (average of 5.8 meetings across the four 

committees). This reflects the substantial input of the departmental committees in 

Scotland, led and coordinated by the Finance Committee, to the formulation of the 

Government’s spending proposals and annual budget (described above).

In Ireland, there were 19 appearances of financial items on the agendas of the four 

committees of which 18 were estimates and one a value for money (VFM) review of a 

state body. In the UK all but two of the 16 agenda financial items related to 

departmental estimates, the exception being consideration of a special report in relation 

to local government finance and a distinctive Public Expenditure Questionnaire Inquiry 

approach to its financial scrutiny mandate by the Health Committee. In Northern Ireland 

the eight financial item agenda appearances across the three committees tended to focus 

on budget processes/stock takes and briefings including some consideration of 

departmental outturns.

As regards table 7.11, in the case of the Irish committees255 financial items (typically 

estimates) are unlikely to appear on the agenda for more than one meeting, whereas in 

the case of New Zealand, three out of four committees are likely to consider financial 

items more than twice (typically estimates and financial review items are dealt with at 

two meetings or more).

254 Though it is mandated in Ireland also via the Orders of Reference of committees (See Appendix 4). 
255With the exception of the Justice Committee where supplementary estimates caused a number of 
estimates to reappear on the committee’s agenda.

182



In this connection, Ireland and Northern Ireland are similar to each other and well below

the average in terms of the average number of times that a financial item recurs on the 

agenda. This pattern echoes a similar one which will emerge below as regards 

recurrence of legislative items on the agendas.

Other than consideration of estimates and supplementary estimates, in Ireland the 

Enterprise committee considered a Value for Money Review of Science Foundation 

Ireland, the Justice Committee considered annual output statements on two occasions 

and a VFM review on one. In its consideration of a number of annual reports both of 

the relevant department and of a number of its bodies/agencies, the Enterprise 

committee would have exercised a financial and/or output statement oversight. Equally, 

in its significant number of regular meetings with the Department/Ministers of Health 

and the Health Services Executive, the Health Committee would have regularly 

reviewed financial issues, particularly the state of health expenditure, while the 

Environment committee’s consideration of Local Government Reform would inevitably 

have encompassed financial matters. This is also the case in relation to the other 

parliaments - i.e. that financial scrutiny and review by committees comes naturally into 

other areas of activity (such as inquiries, briefings and meetings with Ministers and 

departments/bodies). Therefore the analysis of items strictly classified for this exercise 

as financial only needs to be interpreted in this light. As already noted, the activity 

classes are not hermetically sealed from each other.
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Conclusions concerning financial activities

New Zealand distinguishes itself from the other parliaments in terms of the high 

volume of financial activity engaged in by committees.

Irish committees in the sample had less than half the average number of agenda 

occurrences of financial items.

Irish committees had less than half the average agenda recurrence rate for financial 

items.

At the same time, the percentage of agenda items overall taken up by financial items in 

Ireland was almost in line with that of other countries.

Finally there is substantial potential crossover between the financial and public body 

activity categories and committee work in the latter category in Ireland, for example, 

(e.g. via examination of annual reports and output statements) may include a 

substantial financial element.
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Committees with Public Accounts/Audit responsibility
Table 7.12; Meetings/Reports of committees with Public Accounts/Audit
responsibi ity (2008)

Ireland UK New Zealand Scotland NI Average Irl v Avg

Meetings 31 35 51 19 38 34.8 0.89

Reports 3 29 17 4 18 14.2 0.21

As noted earlier, with the exception of New Zealand, the committees in all sampled 

parliaments are those which review accounts of departments and state bodies, as audited 

by the state auditor, and laid before parliament. The New Zealand committee has wider 

financial scrutiny and reporting responsibilities and an overall coordination/oversight 

role in relation to the financial work of departmental committees; as such it is perhaps 

unsurprising that it shows a higher level of meeting and report activity than the others. 

That aside, it can be seen that the Irish PAC measures up very well with the meeting 

activity level of the other parliaments but falls well below (one fifth) their reporting 

activity. This latter point regarding lower report production reflects that noted earlier 

regarding the committee systems overall.
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Committees and the Legislative Process
The discussion below is split into two parts: the first part concerns discussion of the 

overall positions across the parliaments as regards involvement of committees in the 

legislative process and the second is a treatment of the legislative activities of the 

committees in our sample of parliaments.

Overall Position: use of committees in the legislative process

Ireland, UK House of Commons and Northern Ireland Assembly
The basic (and traditional UK) sequential multiple readings model for processing

legislation is still shared by three of the five parliaments namely UK, Ireland and

Northern Ireland. This consists broadly of a formal introduction and printing; an

opening debate in the House on the general principles of a bill; a clause by

clause/section by section examination, with amendments processed (usually taken in

committee); a further stage in the plenary in which detailed amendments can be

considered and a final stage involving a debate on the passage of the bill as a whole.

Committees play a key role in the processing of legislation in all five parliaments. The

UK differs from the others in using Public Bill Committees, rather than departmental

committees, for processing committee stages of legislation. This has been the case since

the establishment of the original departmental committee system in 1979. Since

November 2006, following recommendations of the Modernisation Committee,2% UK

committees dealing with committee stages have been empowered to take submissions

and evidence in relation to bills. ' The Irish departmental committees become select

256 House of Commons, Select Committee on Modernisation: The Legislative Process. HC1097 7 
September 2006. This is discussed in detail in Levy (2009).
257 This is assessed in detail in Levy (2009:49) which concludes, while making specific recommendations 
regarding issues and problems in the new initiative, that ‘As as result of the introduction of evidence-
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committees of the Dail only when dealing with committee stages of bills. They have the 

power to seek submissions and take evidence on bills but rarely do so.~5s

Position in New Zealand
New Zealand and Scotland differ from this basic model. In New Zealand, the main 

debate in the House on the principles of a bill is a third step and does not take place until 

(1) the House has decided in a first reading (about two hours) that the bill merits further 

consideration and (2) the relevant committee has examined the bill thoroughly over a 

period of up to six months, including taking submissions and evidence and 

recommending amendments. During the ‘second reading’ debate which follows the 

committee’s report, the general principles of the bill are discussed, any amendments 

recommended unanimously'59 by the committee are subsumed into the bill and passing 

the second reading is seen as a commitment (subject to further amendments) to the final 

passage of the bill. The bill then goes through a committee of the whole House and then 

to the final (third) reading.

Ganley (2006) refers to the extensive nature of the output of New Zealand select 

committees when reporting on a bill. He refers to the practice of reading written 

submissions, hearing oral submissions, and receiving advice from officials, following 

which the committee ‘consider the bill and determine what changes need to be made to 

it. The bill is then redrafted to incorporate the committee's decisions’ (Ganley, 2006:

87).

gathering legislative committees, the Commons committee stage has become more informed, more 
transparent, and characterised by improved debate.’
258 Across the four departmental committees examined in 2008, there was only one such instance in 
relation to a Bill, involving the Immigration, Residency and Protection Bill 2008.
259 Other committee amendments are put as a question to the House.
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He points out that the committee has access to assistance from the Parliamentary 

Counsel Office to draft its changes to the bill.

Position in Scotland
Scotland has a three stage model with key involvement of the committee(s) at two 

stages. After introduction, the Parliamentary Bureau refers the bill to the relevant 

committee, known as the ‘lead’ committee (there can also be a secondary committee) 

and sets the timescale for report back by the committee. The Finance Committee and 

the Subordinate Legislation Committee are also involved at this stage (e.g. to examine 

subordinate legislation powers in the bill and the Financial and Policy Memoranda 

which must accompany it). The Committee often takes evidence from a range of 

witnesses over a number of meetings and then publishes a Stage 1 report which looks at 

a bill in the round and makes recommendation to the parliament as to whether its 

general principles should be agreed to. The parliament has a Stage 1 debate on the 

motion ‘That the parliament agrees to the general principles of the [short title] Bill’. The 

committee becomes heavily involved again at the second stage when its principal role is 

to dispose of amendments (although it can take further evidence again at this stage). 

Where required as a result of amendments, further subordinate legislation vetting and 

revised memoranda have to be prepared. Stage 3 (the final stage) in the House is then a 

composite stage in which amendments are disposed of and the bill is passed, the stage 

can be split into two.

The opportunity afforded to the committees in New Zealand and Scotland to have 

substantial input to the nature of the bill before the general principles have been agreed 

is worth noting. As noted by Caimey (2006: 5) Scottish committees have a ‘unique

188



supervisory role’ in the assessment of adequate interest group consultation during the 

formulation of executive policy.260

Preparation of bills and parliamentary involvement
It is also of note that, since the 1980s, Irish committees have had the power to examine 

the legislative ‘pipelines’ of Ministers (i.e. asking them to put their ideas/proposals for 

forthcoming legislation on the table for discussion). Equally, in relation to the UK, the 

Select Committee on Modernisation dealt very specifically, in its report of 2006, with 

the necessity for committees to have access to this pipeline.261 Reference has already 

been made in the literature review to the views of McKay and Johnson (2010) and of the 

Liaison Committee as to the increasing embeddedness of pre scrutiny in the UK. 

Furthermore, Irish committees have enjoyed the power to initiate their own legislation 

since the 1990s but tend not to use it. In the Scottish parliament, where committees 

are also given specific powers to initiate legislation, of 31 bills which are listed as 

having completed the legislative process in Session 3, one (Scottish Parliamentary 

Pensions Bill) was listed as a committee bill.263 Of the 81 bills processed in the 2nd 

session, one, Interests of Members of the Scottish Parliament Bill was a committee 

bill.264 Of 73 bills processed in the 1st session, 3 (Commissioner for Children and

260 A reference to the fact that, in assessing the explanatory memorandum on a Bill - which must include 
a description of the consultation process conducted by the government in formulating a Bill - the relevant 
committee may also assess and comment on the adequacy of the consultation process.
261 They concluded (2006: 13) that ‘Parliamentary scrutiny at the pre-legislative stage can play an 
important role in improving the law, even where there has already been lengthy and extensive external 
consultation by Government.’ They noted that the purpose of pre-scrutiny ‘is to make better laws by 
improving the scrutiny of bills and drawing the wider public more effectively into the Parliamentary 
process’.
262The author was unable to identify any instance of a departmental committee-initiated Bill in the Houses 
of the Oireachtas in the period since 2007 (though a Climate Change Bill was published by the Oireachtas 
Joint Committee on Climate Change and Energy Security in October 2010. Details at 
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/mediazone/pressreleases/title-1962-en.html).
263 (http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/bills/PreviousBills-s3/index.htm).
264 (http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/billsnotInProgress-s2/index.htm).
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Young People (Scotland) Bill, Protection from Abuse (Scotland) Bill and the Scottish 

Parliamentary Standards Commissioner Bill were committee bills.265 Caimey (2006) 

concluded in this context that ‘the limited context and scope of non-Executive bills does 

little to dispel the argument that Parliaments are peripheral to the policy process’ 

(Caimey, 2006: 27). At the same time, the expectation among parliaments is clearly that 

the government, having been appointed by parliament to ‘take the reins’, will be the

main instigator of draft legislation and that the key function of committees is in

266scrutinising and/or improving the bills before them.

As noted earlier the view has been expressed repeatedly in relation to government 

bills that there is a tendency for governments to prepare, consult on, settle policy in 

relation to and fully develop bills before they are introduced in the legislature. Where 

this happens, the view might reasonably be taken that much of the necessary 

deliberation has already taken place on the policy aspects of the bill and on its particular 

provisions. In effect, the nature of the social or other problem that needs to be solved, 

and the means of solving it, have already been worked through.268 Hence the role of the 

legislature may be viewed as either accepting or rejecting the proposal, both in relation 

to its general principles and its particular provisions and the parliamentary mechanisms 

may be viewed as aimed at getting efficiently to the point of decision. This is not

265 (http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/bills/billsnotInProgress/index.htm).
266 As already noted, among the key questions which Alter (2007) asks in assessing comparative 
legislative performance is whether committees have a right of legislative initiative.
267 The overwhelming majority of Bills in Ireland are government Bills.
268 McKay and Johnson (2010: 463) tell us that Tn the past, it was rare for either House to have any input 
into the drafting of a bill’ and their view is that the absence of opportunity to express views at this stage 
puts parliament ‘continually behind the game’. According to them, though government signals policies 
via white papers and green papers and parliamentary views on these are expressed and listened to, ‘when 
the bill eventually appears, it is drafted in terms acceptable to the government alone. There is thereafter a 
reluctance to accept amendment of an instrument seen as fully and accurately delivering government 
policy in a considered way.’

190



necessarily to imply that such a process is merely designed to ‘rubber stamp’ legislative 

proposals (though it has been referred to as such269) but rather it is based on a strictly 

functional view of the role of parliament in primary legislation. An alternative view is 

that government would bring its legislative ideas and proposals to parliament, whether 

in the form of preliminary principles or a draft or fully formed bill, and it is then for 

parliament to take it from there and build the ideas into final law ready for signature.270 

Increased scrutiny at the draft bill stage and the new Public Bill committees in the UK, 

together with the substantial legislation ‘building’ or rewriting roles played in 

committees in the New Zealand and Scottish parliaments, would suggest a substantial 

swing towards the alternative view. However it is evident from the amount of time 

spent on bills in Irish committees and the very infrequent use of pre-scrutiny or 

submission and evidence taking powers, that the more functional government-oriented 

view still prevails to a large extent.271

269 Gallagher (Coakley and Gallagher, 2005: 219) noted that ‘parliament, in Ireland, even more than in 
many other countries, has come to be a mere ‘glorified rubber stamp’ for whatever proposals government 
puts before it.
270 In 1986 the Inter Parliamentary Union (IPU) emphasised the importance of the role the executive plays 
in the legislative function but points out that, even though, in theory, the deliberation and adoption of laws 
may rest with Parliament, in practice, the Executive makes a number of significant inroads into 
Parliament’s legislative power.’ According to them (1986: 836), these inroads are in relation to the 
initiation of legislation, the role of the executive in ‘extra-parliamentary consultations which take place 
on an item of legislation’ and delegation of legislative powers to the executive.
271 The IPU (1986: 962) tells us, again, that ‘In the United Kingdom and countries which have been 
influenced by British parliamentary traditions, committees have relatively restricted power and it is the 
House itself that is regarded as the essential legislative unit. The task of committees is to consider matters 
of detail, especially when a Bill is complex.’ They tell us that these committees ‘give invaluable help to 
Parliament, as they relieve the House of all questions of detail, and they fulfil the task entrusted to them 
which is the minute scrutiny of both the form and substance of every clause in the Bill.’ However they 
refer to a practice in ‘most countries’ in which ‘committees have wide powers to amend Bills. This 
extends to their ability to recast as they think fit, a Government or Member’s Bill referred to them, even to 
the point of totally altering its contents’. They mark this as a significant contrast with the Westminister 
tradition, pointing out that ‘The important work, done by these committees, especially where they are 
constituted on a permanent basis, is one of the most characteristic features and that clearly distinguishes 
them from committees in Parliaments of the British type.’
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Time for committee deliberation
Time allowed for committee deliberations is a key factor in Ireland. Generally, when a 

bill has completed its Dail Second Reading (General Principles) and is referred to 

committee for detailed examination at committee stage, there is normally an expectation 

on the part of the government that it will be dealt with expeditiously. This contrasts with 

the default situation in New Zealand where there is an expectation that it would be 

subjected to a six month process. Using the Irish example, during 2008. of the 16 bills 

which were referred to committees by the Dail and returned completed, the average 

lapsed time between an order of referral and the House noting that the committee had 

completed its consideration was 34.44 days. Excluding the exceptional case of the 

Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill, the average lapsed time between referral 

and completion of consideration was 19 days.273 Criticisms of inadequate time for pre

legislative scmtiny of bills by committees were raised by the UK Liaison Committee in 

2010 which suggested that twelve weeks should be the ‘bare minimum' time allocated 

‘If the Government is serious about the role that pre-legislative scrutiny can play in 

making better legislation’ (LC, 2010: 15).274

In practice, governments are always going to need to get legislation through quickly and 

to have an urgency path through parliament for particular bills. However in the cases of 

very many bills there should be nothing to prevent a longer deliberative role (including 

seeking public inputs) for the parliament, via the committee system, along the lines 

applied in Scotland and/or New Zealand. Alternatively, if that seems less pragmatic

272 This had 16 meeting appearances for the Justice Committee over 7 months.
27’lnformation derived from the Journal of Dail Eireann, 2008.
274 Mattson and Strom (2004:106) discuss this issue while they are cognisant of different practices and 
speeds at which legislation is processed, they ‘find it plausible to think that the length of committee 
deliberation to some extent reflects committee strength.’ In their sample of 18 parliaments, the average 
duration of committee deliberation on a Bill was 113 days.
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given the political culture, more systematic opportunity could be provided for 

committees to input to legislation at the draft stage (as per the emerging pre-scrutiny 

process in the UK) and link in with the government drafting and departmental staff who 

have responsibility for it. The virtual absence in the Irish committees of either pre- 

scrutiny activity or deliberative activity seeking public submissions and inputs on bills, 

together with the fact that the overwhelming volume of changes to bills made in 

committee are initiated by government, point to the need to review and strengthen the 

role which the Houses of the Oireachtas plays in legislation.

Key elements of differences in approach - legislative scrutiny
The key differences in the approach to committees and legislation lie, therefore, in:

(a) the role, if any, played by committees before the plenary decides on general 

principles;

(b) the extent to which a bill is presented to parliament by the government as a fait 

accomplit or as a proposal with the expectation that parliament will refine and amend 

it (i.e. essentially what role the parliament is expected to play within the political 

system as it operates in practice);

(c) the extent to which committees have a systematic role in the taking of evidence and 

public submissions in relation to bills;

(d) the amount of time taken by (or allowed to) committees to examine bills; and

(e) the extent of what might be called 'secondary vetting' (e.g. financial/policy/ 

subordinate legislative powers) of a bill.

193



Legislative Activities of the sample committees in the five parliaments
Table 7.13 Number of committee agenda subject slots, legislation27' 2008276 277

Ireland UK HOC NZ Scotland NI Average IRLv Avg
Enterprise 1.00 0.00 38.00 11.00 30.00 19.75 0.05
Justice 21.00 7.00 36.00 73.00 38.67 0.54
Health 1.00 0.00 16.00 40.00 73.00 32.25 0.03
Local Govt 7.00 0.00 80.00 36.00 77.00 48.25 0.15
Totals 30.00 7.00 170.00 160.00 180.00 129.25 0.23

Table 7.14: % of meeting subject slots dealing with legislation 2008

Ireland UK HOC NZ Scotland NI Average IRL v Avg
Enterprise 2.63 0.00 31.93 16.42 20.27 17.16 0.15
Justice 29.17 7.22 50.70 75.26 44.39 0.66
Health 2.13 0.00 15.09 45.45 57.48 29.51 0.07
Local Govt 20.00 0.00 64.52 40.91 51.68 39.28 0.51
Averages 13.48 1.80 40.56 44.51 43.14 32.58 0.35

Table 7.15 : Number of meeting occurrences for legislative items 2008 278

Irl UK HOC NZ Scotland NI Avg IRL v. Avg

Average number of meeting
appearances for a Bill item 2.15 3.50 5.81 4.40 5.43 4.79 0.45

275 Legislation in this instance includes time spent on Bills (whether processing committee stages; 
considering submissions/taking evidence, secondary legislation scrutiny), consideration of draft Bills, pre
scrutiny, briefings on Bills etc. As already illustrated above the legislative process as discharged by 
committees differs substantially as between the parliaments ranging from processing of committee stages 
in Ireland (where, in 2008,10 out of 11 Bills were processed at one meeting) to New Zealand where, of 
29 Bills before the committees in 2008, eight spread over 10 meetings or more.
276 Note UK is included in this and the next table though the UK departmental select committees do not 
deal with processing of legislation as such and the two recorded instances in the UK in the sample relate 
to (1) a Home Affairs Committee inquiry into the Counter Terrorism Bill and (2) consideration by the 
same committee of a draft Immigration and Citizenship Bill. The effect of this is to improve Ireland’s 
measures against the averages.
277 Comments to the author from the NI Assembly refer to the fact that the amount of legislative activity 
varies over the parliamentary cycle.
278 As noted, departmental committees in the UK do not process legislation as such. This is done by Public 
Bill Committees which have, since 2006, had the power to invite submissions and take evidence on Bills 
referred to them. Levy (2009) provides details of the number of sittings per Bill in these committees in 
the 2007-08 session. From these details, the average number of sittings per Bill across all Bills with full 
evidence-taking powers (13 Bills in 07/08) was 11.3 (Levy, 2009: 26), suggesting that the UK system 
provides for considerably more committee treatment of Bills than the highest of the comparators (New 
Zealand).
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A listing of all 2008 legislative activities of committees across the five parliaments is at 

Appendix 8.

Table 7.13 illustrates the overall numbers of occurrences of legislation matters on the 

committees’ agendas. From this it can be seen that Ireland is less than one quarter of the 

average overall, with as little as 3% and 5% of the average respectively in relation to 

Enterprise and Health. Table 7.14 represents the proportion of the committees’ agenda 

slots taken up with legislative items, a proxy for the level of legislative activity in the 

committees concerned. From this it can be seen that Ireland is just over one third (35%) 

of the average of the others. Table 7.15 shows that Ireland is less than half of the 

average in terms of the number of times individual legislative items come back on the 

agenda of a committee, a proxy for the duration and extent of attention given to 

legislative matters.

There are a number of instances in which legislative activities take up more than half of 

all activities (e.g. Justice in Scotland and New Zealand; Health in Northern Ireland; 

Local Government in New Zealand and Northern Ireland). In New Zealand, Scotland 

and Northern Ireland, over 40% of the committees’ agendas are legislative items.279 In 

New Zealand the activity concerned relates almost exclusively to bills rather than 

secondary legislation. Bills returned to a committee’s agenda in New Zealand 

throughout the year on average between five and eight times. In Ireland, by comparison.

79 As already noted, in both Northern Ireland and Scotland the committees’ legislative workload includes 
very large volumes of secondary legislation scrutiny.
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all instances in which legislative items were dealt with in the sample committees in 

2008, with the exception of two,280 were single meeting instances.

The risks of drawing conclusions from a one year sample such as this across four 

committees are evident. For instance, it may be argued that 2008 was a period of very 

intensive reform of the primary legislative framework for local government in New 

Zealand whereas this may not have been the case for the other parliaments. Yet, the 

numbers of bills, combined with the percentage legislative activities and number of 

agenda re-appearances for individual bills, suggest a wider story which does not depend 

on one source. As already noted, the Irish committees sampled, overall, have less than 

half of the average number of reports produced (48%) and items dealt with per meeting 

(40%); considered 20% fewer subjects and had 12% less meeting hours than their 

comparators. Additionally, Ireland’s committee count is higher and the committee 

membership load for parliamentarians considerably higher. These factors, together with 

the approach to legislative processing by the Irish committees, point to weaknesses, 

when compared with other parliaments, in the system for parliamentary scrutiny of 

legislation. These may include: too many committees for members to service; committee 

meetings clashing with each other and with the plenary; committees trying to fit in too 

many agenda items; too little time given to deliberate on legislation; and/or the desire 

and practice (whether on the part of the government, or the committees themselves, or a 

combination of both) that the committees should perform nothing more than the basic 

role of processing section by section examination of a bill. It would appear that, in

280The two exceptions were the Immigration, Residency and Protection Bill 2008 which had 16 
appearances on the agenda of the Justice Committee and the Planning and Development Regulations,
2008 which had two agenda appearances at the Environment Committee.
281 See footnote Table 7.5.
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practice, while Houses of the Oireachtas committees are sufficiently empowered in 

standing orders and their orders of reference to play extensive roles in relation to both 

primary and secondary legislation, their roles in practice are significantly more limited.

Committee Scrutiny of Secondary Legislation
As regards scrutiny of secondary legislation or statutory instruments, there is little or no 

such activity in the New Zealand committees (in the sample for 2008 there was only one 

instance of an order considered by the New Zealand Local Government committee). In 

Northern Ireland, 105 out of 180 committee legislative agenda items across the three 

departmental committees related to secondary legislation (ranging between 8% and 36% 

of the total agenda items considered). In Scotland, 45 out of 160 committee agenda 

legislation items related to subordinate legislation. In the UK, no committee agenda 

items referred to secondary legislation. In Ireland, of 30 committee legislation agenda 

items in total, only two related to secondary or subordinate legislation. In Scotland, a 

Subordinate Legislation Committee examines such legislation and vets primary 

legislation in relation to subordinate legislation powers. In the UK Parliament, there is a 

Joint Committee (both Houses) which considers statutory instruments made in exercise 

of powers granted by Act of Parliament. It is empowered to draw the special attention of 

both Houses to an instrument on any one of a number of grounds. It does not assess the 

merits of any instrument or the underlying policy which are the responsibility of other 

parliamentary committees.282 In New Zealand, a Regulations Review Committee 

‘examines all regulations, investigates complaints about regulations, and performs other 

functions so that regulations are subject to effective parliamentary scrutiny and

282 http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/ioint-select/statutorv-instruments/role/
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control.’283 In Northern Ireland no specific committee is tasked to scrutinize secondaiy 

legislation even though it comprises a large proportion of the volume of legislative work 

of committees. In Ireland, committees are specifically mandated to examine 

secondaiy legislation made by the departments for which they are responsible: but, as 

can be seen from the committee sample, this happens only occasionally. In Ireland, 136 

of 607 Statutory Instruments made in 2008 were EU related and are thus subject to the 

parliamentary EU Scrutiny system; the balance, a substantial volume o('legislation in its 

own right, was not. A Seanad Select Committee on Statutory Instruments existed 

until 1982 and its powers to examine statutoiy instruments migrated, through a series of 

reforms, into the relevant provisions in the remits of the present-day departmental 

committees. It is a matter for discussion elsewhere whether the optimum approach to 

parliamentary examination of non-EU secondaiy legislation should be through a 

dedicated committee for this purpose or the departmental committees or a combination 

of both. The evidence from the Northern Ireland committees (and to an extent the 

Scottish committees) would seem to indicate that consideration of such legislation could 

easily dominate the committee agendas. However it appears to be a neglected area in 

Irish parliamentary scrutiny. In reality there are two aspects of statutoiy instruments 

which need to be scrutinised. The first is the policy behind an instrument and that is 

perhaps best left to a departmental committee. The second is the more technical aspect

283 http://\vww.parliament.nz/en-NZ/PB/SC/Details/RegsReview/e/e/f/OODBHOH BBSC SCRR 1-
Business-before-the-Regulations-Rev ie\v-Committee.htm
284 However the NI Assembly appoints an Examiner of Statutory Rules who has a very specific mandate 
as set out in Standing Orders and to whom committee functions may be delegated. The examiner supports 
the committees in the discharge of their functions in this area. 
http://www.niassemblv.gov.Uk/sopdf72007mandate/standingorders.htm#43
285 Information on Sis processed in 2008 sourced in Irish Statute Book 
http:// www. irishstatuteboo k. ie/2008/statutor y.h tm 1
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(e.g. whether the instrument is in compliance with the principal Act and whether it 

constitutes an exercise of a delegated power which parliament envisaged) which are 

perhaps more appropriate to a specialist committee or officer, neither of which exist in 

the Houses of the Oireachtas. This is an important point given that the Irish Constitution 

(1937) stipulates that the sole and exclusive power of making laws for the State is vested 

in the Oireachtas (Article 15). As will be recalled, the issue of inadequate parliamentary 

scrutiny of secondary or subordinate legislation was commented on in a number of 

sources in the literature review. The data arising from the 2008 committee minutes serve 

to underline this point in relation to Ireland.

Conclusions concerning legislative activities
In summary, then, the Houses of the Oireachtas had less than a quarter of the average 

number of agenda occurrences of legislative items and less than half of the average 

agenda recurrence rate. They had just over one third the average percentage of 

agenda items overall taken up by legislative items and Ireland's level of scrutiny of non- 

EU secondary legislation, whether in policy or technical terms, does not reflect that in 

existence in the other parliaments. Thus the Irish committees deal with considerably 

less legislative items, deal with individual legislative items a considerably lesser number 

of times and give considerably less committee agenda space to legislative items than 

the others.

199



Committees and Public Policy 

Overall Position
The table at Appendix 5 will illustrate that the departmental committees in all five 

parliaments have either implied or, in the case of Ireland and the UK express, policy 

oversight/scrutiny responsibilities.

In the Irish case, committees are expected to consider any formal reviews of policy 

which have taken place, to consider matters of policy and public affairs administered by 

government departments and policy issues related to state bodies. In the UK the very 

general mandate of the select committees as expressed in standing orders (‘to examine . 

.. policy ... of the department’) is rendered quite specific in the 2002 common tasks 

which require committees to examine policy proposals from government, to inquire into 

them where appropriate, and to identify and examine emerging policy and policy 

deficiencies and make proposals. This is by far the most specific of the parliaments’ 

mandates for committee involvement in the policy area and clearly envisages a strong 

role for the committees in public policy formulation - in other words in deliberating on 

and formulating solutions to public, social and other problems. In so mandating the 

committees, the UK common tasks also recognise the linkage function of committees 

(e.g. in taking submissions and evidence in relation to policy areas). In Northern 

Ireland, the committees are statutorily mandated to advise and assist Ministers in the 

formulation of policy and have a specific remit to undertake a ’policy development and 

consultation role’ in relation to their Ministries. In New Zealand and Scotland, the

286 Section 29(1 )(a) of the Northern Ireland Act (1998) requires that Standing Orders 'make provision for establishing 
committees of Members of the Assembly (statutory committees) to advise and assist each Northern Ireland minister in 
the formulation of policy with respect to matters within his/her responsibilities as a minister.’
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committees are given overall roles concerning specified public affairs which are 

sufficient to give them policy jurisdiction (though the jurisdiction is unspecified). 

Appendix 9 contains a list of all policy items covered in the minutes of the committees 

in 2008. It is evident from this that an extremely wide range of policy and related 

matters were examined across all jurisdictions, ranging from full scale inquiries, 

covering possibly 17 meetings, to one-meeting ‘briefing’ events. Of the 274 items, 173 

were raised at one meeting only and there were nine instances where items covered 

more than ten meetings. In Ireland, only four items were treated for more than two 

meetings. In the UK, in contrast, there were a large number of ongoing inquiry items, 

ten of which stretch over ten meetings or more, leading to formal reports to the House.

In New Zealand, of 14 items, a number are described as inquires and four stretch across 

five or more meetings. In Scotland nine out of 36 items stretched across five meetings or 

more. In Northern Ireland eight items stretched over five or more meetings.288 

The position of the Houses of the Oireachtas committees in relation to inquiries is 

discussed above at page 134.

287 An examination of the Register of Electors (6 meeting appearances), examination of domestic water 
treatment services (3), a regional report (3), and consideration of a prison relocation issue (3).
288 An examination of Road Safety (6); of Giants Causeway Section 44 (5); Inquiry into Prevention of 
Suicide and Self Harm (9); Giants Causeway Visitors Centre (5); Renewables Obligations (7); Inquiry 
into Credit Unions (9); Rising Energy Prices (7)) and a US/NI Investment Conference (5).
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Public Policy/Public Affairs activities of the sample committees in the five parliaments

Table 7.16: Number of Committee subject slots, policy/public affairs items 2008

IRL UK HOC NZ Scotland Nl Average Irl v. Avg
Enterprise 23.00 60.00 22.00 37.00 73.00 48.00 0.48
Justice 11.00 76.00 8.00 12.00 32.00 0.34
Health 31.00 41.00 16.00 24.00 40.00 30.25 1.02
Local Govt 18.00 77.00 5.00 40.00 49.00 42.75 0.42
total 83.00 254.00 51.00 113.00 162.00 145.00 0.57

Table 7.17: % committee agenda subject slots taken up with policy/public affairs 

matters

IRL UK HOC NZ Scotland Nl Average Irl v. Avg
Enterprise 60.53 53.10 18.49 55.22 49.32 44.03 1.37
Justice 15.28 78.35 11.27 12.37 34.00 0.45
Health 65.96 58.57 15.09 27.27 31.50 33.11 1.99
Local Govt 51.43 64.17 4.03 45.45 32.89 36.63 1.40
total 44.22 67.03 10.13 28.37 32.19 34.43 1.28

Table 7.18: Average numbers of agenda appearances for policy/public affairs 

items 2008

IRL UK HOC NZ Scotland Nl Average Irl v. Avg

Average number of meeting appearances
for a public policy item 1.26 4.21 3.64 3.14 1.67 3.17 0.40

It is evident from Tables 7.16 and 7.17 that the committee systems of all countries of the 

sample are very active in the policy area. Taking the two tables together, Northern 

Ireland (three committees only) has the highest number of policy subjects, though.

289 Concerning the high occurrence in Northern Ireland, a comment was received by the author from the 
NI Assembly (email of 26/8/10) raising the possibility that the relative youth of the Assembly, following 
a period of direct rule during which policy decisions were made elsewhere, results in a significant focus 
on policy issues.
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like the Oireachtas, a much lower than average agenda recurrence for these subjects. 

Oireachtas committees have 57% of the average in terms of policy subject slots, with 

28% above the average in terms of percentage of agenda activity taken up with policy 

slots. As already stated, this indicator is taken as a proxy for the level of depth and 

complexity with which the committee treats the subject. It will be seen that the UK 

committees have the second highest number of policy subjects dealt with and the highest 

percentage of such items but also the highest number of times at which the subjects 

come back on the agenda. This suggests that, on average, the UK committees have a 

high policy workload both in terms of quantity and depth.290 Equally interesting is the 

comparatively high proportion (44%) of policy subjects examined in the Houses of the 

Oireachtas but, simultaneously, the lowest agenda recurrence rate for such items. This 

finding suggests that the underlying behaviour of the Irish committees on policy issues 

is to choose to turn subjects over quickly via, for instance, an evidence session with key 

players, and move on, the impacts having been the opportunity for players to input to 

parliamentary debate, the media coverage of a meeting and the publication of the 

parliamentary debate record of the discussion.291 From the sample, policy discussions in 

the Irish committees do not generally take place in the context of an intention to report 

to the House on the subject, as is illustrated by the low number of reports of committees 

noted earlier. This contrasts with New Zealand and Scotland where we see a 

comparatively small number of subjects dealt with, but a high level of agenda recurrence 

and of reports. This would suggest a high committee workload in non-policy areas, and

290 This is not surprising given firstly that the UK departmental committees do not deal with legislation 
and secondly that the common tasks specifically require policy activity.
291 This is reflected from the minutes in terms of the high turnover of items, the low agenda recurrence 
rate for items and the low level of formal report production.
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thus less capacity for policy work,292 as well as a tendency to deal with small numbers 

of policy issues in more depth (e.g. more formal inquiries stretching over multiple 

meetings, culminating in formal reports to the House). Committees in all parliaments in 

the sample, other than Ireland, show a systematic occurrence of ongoing 

inquiry/examination type work where, as noted above, subjects stretch over a number of 

meetings. The comparative absence of such items in the Irish system is notable and may 

be a result of a number of factors including membership pressures, conscious decisions 

by committees to spread their activities over as wide a range of subjects and groups as 

possible, the absence of systematic debating of committee reports in the plenary and 

associated follow through by committees on their own recommendations, or an absence 

of inquiry, research, report writing and related backup skills.

Petitions
Petitions, which are dealt with to different degrees by departmental committees in the 

UK, Scottish parliament and New Zealand parliament, are close ‘cousins’ of policy 

work with the specific angle of providing an outlet for external grievance or concern in 

relation to specific policy issues/public affairs. However, analysis of petition activity is 

not presented in this work.

292 We noted in the previous two sections the high proportion of the Scottish parliament and New Zealand 
committees workloads taken up with financial and legislative matters.
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Conclusions relating to public policy activities

In summary, then, the Irish committees in the sample had well over half (57%) the 

average number of agenda occurrences of public policy items and 28% above the 

average percentage of agenda items overall taken up by such items (the average was 

skewed, however, by extremely large occurrence of these items in the UK where the 

departmental committees have extra time since they do not deal with legislation). 

Ireland had two fifths of the average agenda recurrence rate for public policy items 

suggesting that such items are more likely to come up as a once-off agenda item than 

in the context of an ongoing examination/inquiry followed by a report. Again, Ireland 

and Northern Ireland were together distinguished from the others in terms of the 

agenda recurrence of these items. Ireland is distinguished from the other parliaments 

by its comparative absence of ongoing public policy/affairs inquiry/investigation work.
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Committees and Public Bodies

Overall Position
The literature review noted that the extent to which the work of parliamentary 

committees could extend effectively into the ‘deeper waters of delegated governance’ 

was seen as a potential factor influencing committee effectiveness, and that there were a 

number of criticisms of failures in this area. The extent to which committees’ remits 

specifically address requirements for public body scrutiny is set out in Appendix 6. It 

demonstrates that both Ireland and the UK (whether via orders of reference of the 

committees or, as in the UK, the designation of core tasks) specify committee 

deliverables in the areas of:

• Public affairs administered and public policy in relation to bodies (Ireland);

• Reports and accounts of bodies (Irl); expenditure plans and outputs of bodies 

(UK); and

• Monitor the work of the extended family of bodies (including regulators) (UK). 

Since 2007 the Houses of the Oireachtas has a Joint Committee on Economic 

Regulatory Affairs which, among other things, has a remit to consider Statements of 

Strategy, Annual Output Statements, Public Interest Statements and such other reports 

as it may select, of sectoral (e.g. energy, communications) regulatory bodies.

The other parliaments sampled do not have specific mandates concerning public bodies 

but have sufficiently wide remits to cover the wider state sector.

The Public Body activities of the committees in the sample parliaments for 2008 are listed at 

Appendix 10. Actual items across the countries’ minutes for 2008 include:

Examinations of annual reports of government departments or agencies; examination of 

their work plans; briefings from particular agencies (UK); agency briefings,
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departmental briefings, examination of an agency charter (New Zealand); review of 

audits, status examination of a body; examination of work of a body or group 

(Scotland); performance review and monitoring; subject briefings by a department or 

body; evidence on matters of concern in relation to bodies (Northern Ireland243); 

quarterly information sessions; mediation between public bodies and pressure groups; 

Ministerial/CEO encounters/briefings; review of agencies/development plans; board 

membership; examination of performance (Annual Output Statements, Value for Money 

and Policy Reviews) (Ireland).

There is a significant commonality of subjects and areas of attention. However at the 

same time, with the possible exception of the UK, which seems focused more than the 

others on annual reports and work plans, there is no real sense of a coherent and 

systematic regime for scrutinising departments and bodies in spite of the very obviously 

significant investment of time and agenda space in this area. For example, in relation to 

the Houses of the Oireachtas, the listing of subjects shows that both the Enterprise and 

Justice committees engaged in annual report and output statement scrutiny in relation to 

the relevant ministry and/or agencies, this was not obviously so in relation to the 

Health244 or Environment committees. The UK committees’ minutes show extensive 

engagement with annual reports of both departments and public bodies245 (with the

293 The NI Assembly Secretariat commented in an email to the author (26/8/10) that: ‘items such as 
scrutiny of the Programme for Government and Public Service Agreements are sometimes lumped 
together with budget scrutiny or as part of consideration of corporate plans but may also feature 
separately; that it may also sometimes be about policy (what should our targets be) or other times about 
performance (how have we done and how much did it costs us); and that the amount of time spent on this 
may vary in the cycle as the Programme for Government is for 3 years’. It is acknowledged in the research 
methodology that there may be some crossover between the categories of activity.
2,4 Though the Health Committee minutes show a series of meetings with the Ministry and Agencies.
295 In this connection the UK Liaison Committee noted in 2010 as follows:

Most committees scrutinise key agencies and public bodies on a regular basis, whether as a self- 
contained exercise or in the context of policy-related inquiries.. .. Scrutiny of NDPBs [Non-
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exception of the Health Committee296). The New Zealand and Scottish committees do 

not show consistent scrutiny of annual reports across the board297 but have a flavour of 

dipping in and out of a selection of (presumably topical or controversial) public body 

issues. In Northern Ireland, all three committees show agenda items relating to 

performance/annual report monitoring of the relevant departments or agencies but the 

vast majority of public body activity by these committees reflects once off briefings by 

departments or agencies in relation to their activities or policy areas, again probably 

reflecting the distinctive ‘assist the Minister’ mandate of the Northern Ireland 

committees.

Public Body activities of the sample committees in the five parliaments
Table 7.19 : Number of committee agenda subject slots re public bodies matters

Ireland UKHOC NZ Scotland Nl Average Irl v. Avg
Enterprise 9 20 8 12 40 20.00 0.45
Justice 5 7 3 0 3.33 1.50
Health 11 7 3 3 14 6.75 1.63
Local Govt 5 20 3 5 19 11.75 0.43
totals 30 54 17 20 73 41.00 0.73

departmental Public Bodies] can take a number of different forms. The Home Affairs Committee 
requested and receives three-monthly updates from the UK Border Agency and engages in 
regular correspondence with the Home Secretary on its performance. The delivery of health care 
in England by an array of arm’s length bodies means that the Health Committee covers the 
activities of departmental bodies to a greater or lesser degree in most if not all of its inquiries.
The Science and Technology Committee regularly scrutinises the Research Councils, which 
administer the distribution of much of the science budget (UK LC, 2010:23).

296 Which, as noted above, conducted its own distinctive public expenditure questionnaire inquiry process.
297 However, although New Zealand committees do not generally scrutinise annual reports as an exercise 
in itself, the presentation of annual reports triggers financial reviews. Committees receive advice from the 
Auditor General about the adequacy of departmental reporting (information conveyed by New Zealand 
Parliament Head of Committees by email to the author on 27/8/2010).
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Table 7.20: Percentage of agenda items taken up by public body matters

Ireland UKHOC NZ Scotland Nl Average Irl v. Avg
Enterprise 23.68 17.70 18.49 17.91 27.03 20.28 1.17
Justice 6.94 7.22 4.23 0.00 3.81 1.82
Health 23.40 10.00 2.83 3.41 11.02 6.82 3.43
Local Govt 14.29 16.67 2.42 5.68 12.75 9.38 1.52
Averages 17.08 12.90 6.99 6.75 16.93 10.89 1.57

Table 7.21: Average numbers of agenda appearances for public body items 2008

IRL UK HOC NZ Scotland Nl Average Irl v. Avg

Average number of meeting
appearances for a public body item 1.43 2.00 2.13 2.00 1.40 1.88 0.76

In relation to Table 7.20, Ireland has the highest percentage of agenda items taken up 

with public body matters (57% above the average). At the same time Ireland is just 

under three quarters of the average in relation to actual numbers of public body items 

and, along with Northern Ireland, has the lowest agenda recurrence rate for these items. 

This reflects the fact that in the round Northern Ireland and Irish committees covered more 

public body type items but in less depth (i.e. they were more likely to have them on the agenda 

once and once only). Northern Ireland committees have large volumes of agenda items 

for this area of activity.298 About three quarters of these items in the Northern Ireland 

committees are briefings by the relevant departments or bodies on particular issues 

relating to their activities or policies so to an extent they straddle the public 

policy/public body distinction. This also probably reflects the particular remit given to 

the Northern Ireland committees ‘to advise and assist the [relevant] Minister.’ The 

larger number of public body items in the UK, as was the case also in relation to public

m A comment was received by the author from the NI Assembly secretariat (email of 26/8/10) raising 
the possibility that the complexity of the Northern Ireland machinery of government and the number of 
‘quangos’ may help to explain the high level of public body scrutiny.
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policy items, reflects the fact that UK committees do not deal with legislation and have 

more agenda space for public body and public policy items. Equally the (almost 

aligned) low occurrences in Scotland and New Zealand reflect the high occupancy of 

committees in both of those countries with Legislative and Financial matters. However, 

Ireland and Northern Ireland are almost equal in terms of the overall percentage of their 

agenda items taken up by public body matters (17.08% and 16.93% respectively). 

Interestingly, New Zealand and Scotland are very close to each other in terms of 

percentage of agenda items covering public body matters and in terms of the actual 

number of agenda slots taken up with these matters. At the same time, however, as 

already noted, the New Zealand committees dedicate substantial amounts of agenda 

space to financial reviews of public bodies which is at least a partial crossover with this 

area. Conversely, as already noted, a number of the items classified in the UK as public 

body items relate to examination of annual reports and a significant amount of this work 

is financial review. It is also perhaps interesting to note that the overall average agenda 

recurrence rate for these items (i.e. across the parliaments) is significantly less than for 

other categories of committee business analysed. This would suggest that public body 

items are much less likely to be the subjects of ongoing investigations with multiple 

repeat agenda occurrences. The analysis overall also supports the general conclusion in 

the literature that this is an area in need of attention and development.
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Conclusions re public body activity

In summary, then, the Irish committees in the sample had almost three quarters of the 

average number of agenda occurrences of public policy items and 57% above the 

average percentage of agenda items overall taken up by public body items. However, 

Ireland had 76% of the average agenda recurrence rate for public body items with 

Northern Ireland and Ireland together distinguished from the other parliaments in 

terms of agenda recurrence of these items well below the average.

Across the samples, there is some evidence of monitoring programmes for the 

activities and performance of departments and bodies; however this is not consistent 

and systematic.
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Chapter 8 : Conclusions

Introduction: research questions revisited
1. Are there common principles and issues concerning effectiveness of committees

which can be identified from key parliamentary and academic analyses;

2. What issues can be identified from comparing activities and behaviour of Irish 

departmental committees with those in other parliaments;

3. Based on the answers to the first two questions, what improvements might be 

considered in the Irish committee system to improve its effectiveness?

Chapter 1 introduced the rationale for committees, their expansion in recent decades and 

increasing foothold in parliaments. It also noted the increasing focus on committee 

effectiveness as a key element of parliamentary capacity. The literature review 

identified changing aspects in the political and governance system which provide both 

opportunities to parliaments in relation to their contribution and challenges in terms of 

‘upping their games’ both in effectiveness of their internal scrutiny and oversight 

processes and their links with the public and the external world. Committees are key 

vehicles in these connections. The literature review also illustrates a strong common 

understanding regarding the purposes of parliamentary committees and the determinants 

of their effectiveness. A definition of what constitutes effectiveness is proposed. There 

is a comparatively narrow range of determinants of effectiveness and these were 

identified and classified, as common principles, in Chapter 6 and in Table 6.1. The 

comparative analysis in Chapter 7, informed by these determinants, classifies and 

analyses the business of departmental oversight committees under four key headings and 

derives a set of propositions concerning the Irish system which are then translated below
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into actions for consideration. To this extent, the answer to all three original questions is 

in the affirmative.

Conclusions as to purpose

The main identified purposes of committees (Chapter 4) are:

Increasing the capacity and reach of parliamentary work and providing flexibility 

which the formal chamber does not have (for example via inquiries, public 

engagement and contribution, sifting and analysis of information, examining the wider 

family of state bodies or simply allowing for efficiency and larger throughput of 

business (e.g. multiple simultaneous processing of parliamentary work);

Engaging and enhancing the role and input of backbenchers (for example arresting 

the ‘lobby fodder’ factor by providing for meaningful inputs to a range of business and 

developing expertise and learning);

Enhanced legislative and financial oversight (for example allowing for more detailed 

and informed financial scrutiny through review of expenditure plans and outcomes; 

allowing for closer and more informed examination and enhancement of legislation both 

at the early (‘pre scrutiny’) and detailed stages and providing a channel ofpublic input 

to legislation. A debate is also emerging concerning a role for committees in post

legislative scrutiny);

Enhanced policy oversight, scrutiny and involvement (for example providing policy 

specialisation opportunities for members, scrutinising policies of government (including 

policies cutting across departments), inquiry and deliberation in relation to key policy 

issues and providing the linkage for the public and interest groups into the policy 

process);

Enhanced accountability of government (for example shifting, to an extent, the 

balance of power between the executive and parliament and enhanced oversight of the 

wider State, underpinning the key principle of accountability of government and its
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bodies294 to the House and providing a means for parliament to concentrate expertise on 

particular areas).

Conclusions as to factors determining effectiveness
The literature review also identifies a range of issues, whether at the

structural/institutional level, the level of management and operation of committee

business or in terms of the reaction to committees, which bear upon their effectiveness.

At the structural/institutional level

Identified are the constraints of the Westminister model,300 executive control, resource 

control and control over the mandates of committees as well as party and whip 

domination. Control over the mandates of committees can be exercised directly (e.g. by 

providing them (or not) with particular powers) or, more subtly, by creating a context in 

which, though committees have a range of powers, reduces their scope to use them.301 

Also at this level lie determinants such as the means of appointment of committee chairs 

and members, whether chairs are proportionally distributed between government and 

opposition parties, and the relationship between the number of committees and 

committee places and the capacity of members for meaningful committee work.302

299 Including, for example, large and critical public bodies such as the Health Services Executive, the 
creation of which effectively took direct accountability to the Bail for operation of the Health Service out 
of the Health Minister’s hands, it’s the CEO and senior staff of the HSE regularly present before the 
Health committee for briefings.
300 The principle that ‘the government proposes and the House disposes’ is deeply ingrained in the 
Westminister model and is a recognition in practice, that appointment of the government by the House 
involves assigning the ‘reins of power’ to government in return for accountability to the House. However 
it is evident from recent developments in UK (for example in relation to legislative pre-scrutiny and 
enhanced financial scrutiny through the Scrutiny Unit) and from established procedures regarding 
legislative and financial work in the Scottish and New Zealand Parliaments, that there is substantial scope, 
even within this model (and without offending the basic tenet), for more partnership, information sharing 
and early consultation between government and parliament.
301 For example committees with power to take submissions and evidence on Bills require the timing and 
resources to implement this power.
302 A key element in capacity of members is time and the time which they have available for committee 
meetings is related both to the extent and spread of their committee and chamber commitments and of 
their non parliamentary work - essentially constituency based commitments - the lure of which, 
depending on the electoral system, can be extremely strong.
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At the level of management and operation of committees:

Identified are a range of determinants, many of them day to day choices within the 

power of chairs and staff, such as: how agendas are set and managed;'11’ how often, 

when and for how long committees choose to meet; whether they are properly attended 

and the extent of members’ commitment of time and energy; what quality (and quantity) 

of clerking and other staff and research backup they have; how, to what extent and for 

what purposes they link with the outside world; how (e.g. in what depth, over what 

period of time and with what persistence) they choose to operate their financial, 

legislative, public policy and public body oversight functions and exercise their powers. 

These issues are in turn linked to resourcing of committees. It is necessary for those 

making choices at the operational level to ensure that committees with tight resources 

should operate on areas where they are likely to have most impact.304

At the level of reaction to committees:

Identified are determinants such as: how accountable committees are for their outputs;303 

what level of coverage (and esteem) they receive from media and others; and whether 

reports of committees are debated in the House and/or responded to or implemented by 

government.

303 Including how work is planned and monitored, how much of a committee’s remit is covered and how 
thoroughly items are followed through. Also included in this category is the extent to which committee 
agendas are dominated by particular types of business (e.g. where a particular department’s legislative 
programme is extensive and a committee agenda is dominated with its Bills).
304 As noted in Chapter 4, impact is linked to both the attitude of government to committees and how they 
are empowered, to what uses committees make of their powers, to the choices which committees make in 
practice (choice of subjects; meetings), to the quality and frequency of their reports and whether they are 
debated and implemented and to the level of media engagement with and reporting of the committees and 
is a complex interaction of these and other factors.
305 As examples, in the UK House of Commons, the Liaison Committee annual report (and the sessional 
returns) provide detailed accounts of what committees have achieved, what resources they have consumed 
and how they have accounted for their core tasks in each year; the New Zealand Parliamentary website 
provides detailed weekly summaries on what business has been conducted at committee meetings and a 
searchable database for weekly summaries, committee reports, procedural guides and media statements; 
the Scottish Parliament website contains detailed explanations of all current committee business and 
provides meeting papers for each committee meeting. The Northern Ireland Assembly provides a forward 
work programme for three months for each committee. In Ireland, substantial and detailed information is 
provided in individual annual reports of committees and overall global outputs and summary headings of 
business covered are provided in the Houses of the Oireachtas Commission Annual Report; however at 
September 2010 annual reports for 2009 were not available on the web pages for three of the four Houses 
of the Oireachtas committees included in the comparative analysis in Chapter 7.
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Table 6.1 proposes a classification of these issues aligned as far as possible with those 

who are hold the primary power of change in relation to each class.

Conclusions regarding comparative information
The illustrative comparisons presented in Chapter 7 show that it is possible to classify 

the activities of committees into a number of key classes306 and that, examining the four 

departmental committees chosen across the five parliaments/assemblies, Irish 

committees show differences from the others. Parliaments were found to have a broadly 

similar core approach to committees - i.e. departmental oversight committees with wide 

mandates and with all business reasonably amenable to classification -- but a number of 

key issues arise from the comparisons which are summarized below:

In relation to committee systems overall, mandates, membership and attendance:
That mandates differ between parliaments in the way they are expressed; however

powers in all cases are sufficiently wide to cover strong oversight and scrutiny activity 

by committees; that Ireland has a higher number of committees overall than three of the 

four comparators (the Scottish Parliament has the lowest at 13); that Irish members are 

spread more thinly than their colleagues in other parliaments in terms of committee 

membership; but that attendance levels at the Irish committees, measure up fairly 

well309 against the average notwithstanding the membership load factor.

306 Recognising that the categories of Financial, Legislative, Policy and Public Body activities are 
indicative classifications and not hermetically sealed from each other.
307 The Bail has a higher than average (27%) proportion of committee places versus House membership, is 
significantly out of line (46% above) with the average in terms of members serving on more than one 
committee and more than twice the average in terms of members on more than two committees. The Bail 
has the second highest average number of members on a departmental committee (11.7) and almost one 
and a half times the number on such committees in the Scottish parliament.
308 Bearing in mind the caveat that attendance is measured by fact rather than duration of presence.
309At 71.6%, while they are the second lowest in the sample, this represents 91% of the average.
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In relation to overall outputs:

That meetings of Irish committees were, on average, shorter, dealt with less subjects, 

were less inclined to return to subjects across multiple meetings and produced less 

formal reports (however the committees met broadly as many times as those of the other 

parliaments); and that Irish committees in the round cover significantly less items of 

business than their counterparts in the other parliaments;

That legislative agenda activity in Ireland is below one quarter of the average (with 

legislative activity expressed as a proportion of overall activities less than half the 

average); that financial agenda activity in Irish committees is less than half the average 

(though financial activity expressed as a proportion of overall activities is slightly above 

the average); that Irish committees’ public body and public policy agenda activity is 

below the average (73% and 57% respectively) - but in both cases the proportion of 

committee business taken up with both items is considerably higher than the average; 

and finally that Ireland’s departmental committees cover multiples of the others 

parliaments’ levels of EU related activity.

In relation to staffing:

That the Irish committee system, with an overall average of 2.54 staff per committee, is 

57% of the average and that the structure of committee staffing in Ireland is different to 

the other parliaments, with less concentration of resource at the key level below 

committee clerk. In addition, the dedicated scrutiny units in both UK and Scotland (not 

included in the averages) also provide significant additional analysis and expertise 

capacity.

In relation to Financial oversight:

That there are considerable differences among the parliaments in relation to timing of 

committee involvement in government financial proposals and different practices and 

powers in operation; that other parliaments’ committees have more systematic practices 

in this regard, more systematic involvement in the financial cycle (financial agenda
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activity in Ireland tends to focus on discussion of estimates310) and more focus on 

support for financial scrutiny;311 that practices and developments in other parliaments 

are moving forward312 in ways which should be monitored and perhaps emulated313 by 

Ireland.

In relation to Legislative Oversight:

That there are strong differences between Ireland and the other parliaments in terms of 

the timing of committee involvement and the role actually played by committees before 

the plenary decides on general principles of a bill; the extent to which committees 

systematically seek submissions and take evidence on bills; the amount of time taken by 

Irish committees to dispose of bills and the extent of parliamentary vetting of secondary 

legislation. That the Irish committees deal with considerably less legislative items, deal 

with individual legislative items over a considerably lesser number of meetings and give 

considerably less committee agenda space to legislative items than the others.

In relation to Public Policy oversight:

That the Irish committees have a considerably higher proportion than average of 

committee agenda activity taken up with policy work but that policy items are much 

more likely to come up in Irish committees as single agenda items than in the context of 

an ongoing examination/inquiry followed by a report;

That Ireland is distinguished from the other parliaments in the sample by its comparative 

absence of ongoing inquiry/investigation type work in public policy/affairs;

While there may be some suggestion that the constraining factor of the Irish Supreme 

Court restriction on committee inquiries may be a contributor to the absence of policy 

investigative work in Ireland, this restriction should not prevent effective public policy

310 Though, as acknowledged, financial matters also arise via other types of business - e.g. reviewing 
annual reports/output statements.
311 For example via the specialist scrutiny support units in both the Scottish Parliament and the UK.
312 For example in relation to scrutiny units in Scotland and UK as noted, improvements in presentation 
of financial information to committees in UK; review and strengthening of parliament’s role in the 
executive financial cycle and the introduction of strategic pre-budget review of government spending 
plans in Scotland; the ongoing conduct and pervasiveness of financial reviews by committees in New 
Zealand.
313 Though with reference to the constitutional restriction regarding estimates in Ireland as identified.
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oversight as it would be open to the Irish committees to conduct inquiries in policy areas 

and public affairs without cutting across legal constraints.

In relation to Public Body oversight:

That Irish committees, like those in the UK, are very specifically mandated in this area; 

that there is evidence of a significant commonality of subjects and areas of attention in 

this area among parliaments; but that leaving aside the UK,314 there is no real sense of a 

coherent and systematic315 regime for scrutinizing departments and bodies. That 

individual public body items on committees agendas across the parliaments are less 

likely to have multiple agenda recurrences than other items and that Ireland has a 

considerably higher than average percentage of overall agenda items taken up with these 

activities. This is a growth area for parliaments and one in which Ireland has a key 

opportunity to learn from others’ experiences.

Conclusions as to actions to be considered in relation to the Houses of the Oireachtas 

Committee System

The above conclusions illustrate a set of defined purposes for committees and a set of 

determinants of their effectiveness. They also illustrate broadly the loci of power or 

initiative in relation to manipulating these determinants. The conclusions also show 

certain trends and facts, based on an illustrative sample of four departmental committees 

across five parliaments, suggesting that the Irish committee system may need attention, 

in the form of strengthening, under a number of headings including:

• Reduction of the size and numbers of committees;

• Method of appointing chairs of committees;

• Structuring and size of staff resources (including consideration of factors such as 

support for specialized scrutiny and inputs of research);

,l4 And, though it they are classified under financial activities, the extensive Financial Review program of 
committees in the New Zealand parliament.
315 The possibility was raised with the author that the greater the constraints on the capacity of members 
and the resource backup, the greater will be the likelihood that public body attention of committees will be 
ad hoc and driven by problems in particular bodies as opposed to policy driven.
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• Extent and timing of involvement in legislative (including secondary legislation) 

and financial matters and the supports for same;

• Improvements in the nature and depth of policy work and inquiiy;

• Systematizing scrutiny and oversight of departmental/public body outputs and 

activities;

• Creating an accountability culture where committees systematically make reports 

to the House(s), where reports are debated and followed through on, where there 

is more systematic and across the board accounting for activities, achievements 

and coverage of remits of committees.316

The following paragraphs set out actions, aligned with the framework of determinants 

and for consideration at the appropriate levels, which may enhance the profile, foothold 

and effectiveness of Irish committees. In some cases-particularly those in the first 

group-implementation of the actions are far reaching and would require political 

sanction and action.

Structural or Institutional Determinants (Government; Party leaders/whips; 
Committee on Procedure and Privileges.)

• Change of government approach to legislation to ensure consultation with the

Houses (i.e. the relevant committee) at the earliest part of the cycle (whether by 

draft bill consultation3 l7or a system which involves committees in actual bills at 

an earlier stage - e.g. for examination and amendment before the House 

considers general principles;318

• A relaxation of whipping and party control, in general, in committee behaviour 

and business;

• Recognition of the need for strengthened parliamentary scrutiny when setting the 

overall level of parliamentary funding;

116 Linked to this is the priority and prestige with which committees are treated by stakeholders at all 
levels and by members.
317 For instance as per recent pre-scrutiny of Bills activity in the UK.
318 For instance following either the Scottish or New Zealand Parliament examples.
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• A change in the approach to and timing of presentation of financial proposals to 

the Dail and (if necessary constitutionally mandated) in relation to prerogatives 

of the House and committees regarding estimates;

• Set a standard requirement for Ministers and senior civil servants to establish 

ongoing proactive cooperation and linkage with the relevant departmental
319committee;

• Review the locus (and impetus) of initiative for parliamentary (and thus 

committee) reform;320

• Follow the UK example of election of chairs of committees by the membership 

of the House; increase the proportion of non-government chairs in the system;

• Reduce the number of committees,321 the sizes of committees3"^ and target a 

reduction of the occurrence of multiple memberships to the average or less of, 

for example, those occurring in Scotland and New Zealand;323

• Review the rules regarding the occurrence of committee meetings in competition 

with the plenary. If necessary, restructure the parliamentary sitting week or 

month to minimize the extent to which committees drain the chambers or vice

319 Recalling Giddings (2005) comment as noted earlier that the different interests of government civil 
servants and of staff of committees does not have to be a zero sum game and there is considerable 
potential for cooperation between the core civil service and committees.
320 At present a standing sub-committee on Dail Reform of the Dail Committee on Procedure and 
Privileges exists consisting largely of the Whips and serviced by parliamentary Service. There is no 
overall ongoing modernisation agenda for the Houses such as unfolded in the UK via the Select 
Committee on Modernisation with the Leader of the House as chair and a key player and driver of reform. 
In the UK, areas in need of reform are systematically identified through parliamentary processes and 
commentaries. The Committee set out a series of reform agendas and commentaries in its various reports 
to the House of Commons during the decade 2000-2010, thereby putting a range of issues about the House 
and its committees into public debate. In relation to committees, the regular published reports of the UK 
Liaison Committee also served to underpin these agendas. While in many cases it took some time, 
changes in the UK committee system in the past 10 years, including pre-scrutiny of Bills; taking of 
submissions and evidence on Bills by standing (now Public Bill) committees; new procedures for 
appointment of chairs and members; establishment of the Scrutiny Unit; setting of core tasks for 
committees; debating of reports in Westminister Hall and other changes came as a result of their adoption 
or sponsoring through the Modernisation and/or Liaison Committees.
321 Reduction in the number of committees alone, however, will not solve the problem without also having 
systems for ensuring that the business of the reduced number is properly prioritised to deal with the 
‘scrutiny spectrum’ facing them.
322The objective should be to reduce the number of separate committees which have to be serviced by 
members and by the secretariat to a level more in line with the situation in New Zealand or Scotland and 
to reduce the number of members who sit on more than two committees from its present level of 36 to less 
than 10.
323 This would also have the effect, given the tight financial environment, of increasing the level of staff 
per committee nearer to the average of the other parliaments looked at.
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versa. This is one aspect of the need to create more capacity for members to 

participate in committee work; another aspect may be, for example, the nature of 

the electoral system and the associated lure of constituency work.

Management and operation of committee Business
• Development of a system for selecting relevant areas for in depth investigation

and report (e.g. areas in which there is a policy, understanding or information 

deficit to which the work of a committee, including taking of submissions and 

evidence, will contribute directly) and design324 of a standard 

investigation/inquiry and report process for committees. The system will have to 

be designed with the Maguire v Ardagh constraint in mind;

• Design of a procedure for monitoring and reporting on the extent to which 

committees discharge the functions given to them.325 In particular, early action 

is required concerning the gap in examination of delegated legislation.326 The 

overall coordinating and leadership roles in committee financial scrutiny played 

by Finance committees in other parliaments327 may also be worth adopting.

• Improved processes for limiting and planning in advance the items which will be 

given committee attention and ensuring that items are dealt with, reported on as 

appropriate and followed through and enhanced procedures for ensuring agendas 

are planned and managed ahead;

• Redesign of committee secretariat and rebalancing of staffing structures to allow 

for essential clerk and ‘assistant clerk’ support for each committee and to 

provide for expert scrutiny support.328 Key skills required will be agenda and

324 Established procedures of other parliaments (as in the sample) can be used and appropriately adjusted 
as required to local requirements.
325 For example committee powers to prepare legislation; to examine ministerial legislation ‘pipelines’; to 
seek submissions/take evidence on legislation; to review delegated legislation; to examine annual reports 
and output statements and reports of state bodies; to examine strategic plans/ strategy statements may be 
underutilised or in some cases virtually unused.
326 Either an action plan is needed for each committee to consider such items, following screening by the 
secretariat, on a systematic basis as they are made or else a recommendation that a dedicated committee 
(along the lines of the defunct Seanad Select Committee on Statutory Instruments or such as exists in 
comparator parliaments) be re-established. At the same time, care will need to be taken, given the large 
volume of statutory instruments made each year, to avoid a situation in which departmental committee 
agendas become swamped with these items.
327 For example in the NI Assembly, Scottish Parliament and New Zealand Parliament.
328 Again the scrutiny unit models in both London and Edinburgh might be looked at.
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case management, information reduction, oral presentation, report drafting, 

negotiation, team leadership and expert/research liaison;

• Review (comparing with other parliaments in the sample) the level of public 

information provided regarding committee business on hand, meeting papers etc.

Reaction to committees:

• Design of a process where work of individual committees is tracked and fed into 

an annual report to the House(s) by the Working Group of Committee Chairs 

which will account for the performance and activities of the committee system;

• Agreement by government of a process to (a) schedule debating of a target 

proportion of committee reports in the House(s) and (b) direct all Ministers to 

provide written responses to committees in relation to their reports and 

recommendations within a six month period. (The relevant committee may then 

choose to make a report to the House(s) on the response).

• Media, expert community and public profile for committees should also be 

enhanced by the production of more formal outputs in the form of published 

analyses and reports with recommendations.330

This is not an exhaustive list of changes which could be considered. Irish committees, 

like those of other parliaments, consume very large levels of resources and time of 

members, ministers, parliamentary, government and public body staff and the time of 

external contributors. Chapter 7 and the activity listings in Appendices 7-10 illustrate 

the extensive work and coverage of business carried out by Irish committees. This 

dissertation has sought to position this work and to identify, for consideration, possible 

improvements based on learned commentaries and experiences and systems in other 

parliaments.

,2l) With chairs and committees as to priorities and with departments and public bodies as to requirements. 
330 However the responsiveness and spontaneity of the Irish committee system (in terms of 
accommodation at meetings of issues of public concem/high topicality and hearing external groups and 
inputs in relation to these) is a strength and an important part of the committee business mix.
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Appendix 1: List of Committees across the parliaments (2008)

UK House of Commons

Committee Function Members
Administration
Committee (Commons)

Committee considers the services that the House of 
Commons provides for Members of Parliament, staff 
and the general public

16

Business, Innovation and
Skills Committee

To examine the administration, expenditure and policy 
of the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
and its associated public bodies

11

Children, Schools and
Families Committee

To examine the administration, expenditure and policy 
of the Department for Children, Schools and Families 
and also covers the work of non-departmental public 
bodies

14

Committee on Arms
Export Controls

Examines the government's policy on strategic export 
controls

Combination
of 4
committees

Committee on Issue of
Privilece (Police
Searches on the 
Parliamentary Estate)

Committee on issue of privilege relating to police 
searches on the parliamentary estate and internal 
processes of the House administration for granting 
permission for such action

8

Communities and Local
Government Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration, and 
policy of the Department for Communities and Local 
Government and its associated bodies

11

Culture, Media and Sport
Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Department for Culture, Media and Sport and 
its associated bodies

11

Defence Committee To examine the expenditure, administration, and 
policy of the Ministry of Defence and its associated 
public bodies

14

East Midlands
Committee

Examines government policies relating to the East 
Midlands and the work of regional bodies

9

East of Enuland
Committee

Examines government policies relating to the East of 
England and the work of regional bodies

9

Energy and Climate
Change Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Department of Energy and Climate Change and 
its associated public bodies

14

Environment, Food and
Rural Affairs Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration, and 
policy of the Department for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs (Defra) and its associated public bodies

14

Environmental Audit
Committee

Monitors the contribution made by government 
departments and agencies to environmental 
protection and sustainable development

16
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European Scrutiny
Committee

Committee assesses the legal and/or political 
importance of each EU document, decides which ED 
documents are debated, monitors the activities of UK 
Ministers in the Council, and keeps legal, procedural 
and institutional developments in the EU under review

16

Finance and Services
Committee

Committee prepares the Estimates for the House of 
Commons budget for submission to the House of 
Commons Commission

11

Foreign Affairs
Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and its 
associated public bodies

14

Health Committee To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Department of Health and its associated bodies

11

Home Affairs Committee Committee appointed by the House of Commons to 
examine the expenditure, policy and administration of 
the Home Office and its associated public bodies

14

International
Development Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Department for International Development and 
its associated public bodies

11

Justice Committee to examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Ministry of Justice and its associated public 
bodies

14

Liaison Committee
(Commons!

The Liaison Committee comprises all the chairs of 
select committees in the House of Commons, they 
regularly look at the work of their committees and 
decide which committee reports the House of
Commons should be debating

33

London Committee Committee examines government policies relating to 
London and the work of regional bodies

9

Members' Allowances
Committee

Committee advises the Members Estimate Committee 
on the exercise of its functions (which relate to 
charges on the Members Estimate)

8

North East Committee Committee examines government policies relating to 
the North East of England and the work of regional 
bodies

9

North West Committee Examines government policies relating to the North 
West of England and the work of regional bodies

9

Northern Ireland Affairs
Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Northern Ireland Office and its associated public 
bodies

13

Procedure Committee
(Commons!

Committee considers, and makes recommendations 
on, the practices and procedures of the House of 
Commons

13

Public Accounts
Committee

Examines reports produced by the Comptroller and 
Auditor General (C&AG) on his value for money (VFM) 
studies of the economy, efficiency and effectiveness 
with which government departments and other bodies

16
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have used their resources
Public Administration
Select Committee

To consider matters relating to the quality and 
standards of administration within the Civil Service

11

Reform of the House of
Commons Committee

Committee set up to recommend reforms to the
House of Commons

Regulatory Reform
Committee

Committee scrutinizes government proposals for draft 
legislative reform orders

14

Science and Technology
Committee (Commons)

To ensure that government policy and decision
making is based on good scientific and engineering 
advice and evidence

Scottish Affairs
Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Scotland Office and its associated public bodies

11

Select Committee on
Statutory Instruments

Committee responsible for scrutinising all statutory 
instruments laid before the House of Commons (its 
work is closely related to that of the Joint Committee 
on Statutory Instruments)

6

Select Committee on the
Modernisation of the
House of Commons

To consider how the practices and procedures of the 
House of Commons should be modernized

15

South East Committee Examines government policies relating to the South
East of England and the work of regional bodies

9

South West Committee Examines government policies relating to the South 
West of England and the work of regional bodies

9

Standards and Privileges
Committee

To oversee the work of the Parliamentary
Commissioner for Standards and to consider any 
matter relating to the conduct of Members

10

Transport Committee To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Department forTransport and its associated 
public bodies

11

Treasury Committee To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of HM Treasury, HM Revenue & Customs, and 
associated public bodies

14

Welsh Affairs Committee To examine matters within the responsibility of the 
Secretary of State for Wales (including relations with 
the National Assembly for Wales)

11

West Midlands
Committee

Examines government policies relating to the West 
Midlands and the work of regional bodies

9

Work and Pensions
Committee

To examine the expenditure, administration and policy 
of the Department for Work and Pensions and its 
associated public bodies

11

Yorkshire and The
Humber

Examines government policies relating to Yorkshire 
and The Humber including the work of regional bodies

9
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Scotland

Subject committees (remits are based on the responsibilities of the Scottish Government).

Members
Economy,
Energy and 
Tourism

Scottish economy, enterprise, energy, tourism and all other 
matters falling within the responsibility of the Cabinet Secretary 
for Finance and Sustainable Growth . ..

8

Education,
Lifelong
Learning and 
Culture

(a) Further and higher education, lifelong learning, schools, pre
school care, skills and other matters falling within the 
responsibility of the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong 
Learning; and (b) Matters relating to culture and the arts falling 
within the responsibility of the Minister for Culture and External 
Affairs.

8

Health and
Sport

(a) Health policy and the NHS in Scotland and other matters 
falling within the responsibility of the Cabinet Secretary for
Health and Wellbeing and (b) Matters relating to sport falling 
within the responsibility of the Minister for Public Health and
Sport.

8

Justice (a) Administration of criminal and civil justice, community safety, 
and other matters falling within the responsibility of the Cabinet 
Secretary for Justice and (b) The functions of the Lord Advocate, 
other than as head of the systems of criminal prosecution and 
investigation of deaths in Scotland.

8

Local
Government and 
Communities

(a) The financing and delivery of local government and local 
services and planning; and (b) Housing, regeneration, anti-poverty 
measures and other matters falling within the responsibility of the 
Minister for Housing and Communities.

8

Rural Affairs 
and
Environment

Agriculture, fisheries and rural development and other matters 
falling within the responsibility of the Cabinet Secretary for Rural 
Affairs and the Environment

8

Transport, 
Infrastructure 
and Climate 
Change

Scrutinise the Scottish Government's policies on:
- Transport
- Climate Change
- Scottish Water

8

Scotland Mandatory committees, whose remits are set out in the Parliament’s Standing 
Orders.

Equal
Opportunities

Consider and report on matters relating to equal opportunities and
upon the observance of
equal opportunities within the Parliament

8

European and
External
Relations

(a) Proposals for European Communities legislation;
(b) The implementation of European Communities legislation;
(c) Any European Communities or European Union issue;
(d) The development and implementation of the Scottish 
Administration's links with countries and territories outside

8
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Scotland, the European Communities (and their institutions) and 
other international organisations; and
(e)Co-ordination of the international activities of the Scottish 
Administration.

Finance Consider the Scottish Government’s spending plans, both through 
the annual budget process and examining the cost implications of 
bills.

8

Public Audit Consider and report on—
(a) any accounts laid before the Parliament;
(b) any report laid before or made to the Parliament by the Auditor 
General for Scotland; and
(c) any other document laid before the Parliament, or referred to it 
by the Parliamentary Bureau or by the Auditor General for
Scotland, concerning financial control, accounting and auditing in 
relation to public expenditure

8

1 I
Public
Petitions

to decide what action should be taken on admissible public 
petitions. It is also responsible for deciding, in cases of dispute, 
whether a petition is admissible.

9

Standards, 
Procedures 
and Public 
Appointments

to consider and report on-(a) the practice and procedures of the 
Parliament in relation to its business; (b) whether a member’s 
conduct is in accordance with these Rules and any Code of
Conduct for members, matters relating to members’ interests, and 
any other matters relating to the conduct of members in carrying 
out their Parliamentary duties; (c) the adoption, amendment and 
application of any Code of Conduct for members; and (d) matters 
relating to public appointments in Scotland.

2. Where the Committee considers it appropriate, it may by 
motion recommend that a member’s rights and privileges be 
withdrawn to such extent and for such period as are specified in 
the motion.

7

Subordinate
Legislation

to consider and report on subordinate legislation which is laid 
before the Parliament; any Scottish Statutory Instrument not laid 
before the Parliament but classed as general according to its 
subject matter; any pension or grants motion as described in Rule
8.11 A. 1; and, in particular, to determine whether the attention of 
the Parliament should be drawn to any of the matters mentioned in 
Rule 10.3.1; proposed powers to make subordinate legislation in 
particular Bills or other proposed legislation; general questions 
relating to powers to make subordinate legislation; and whether 
any proposed delegated powers in particular Bills or other 
legislation should be expressed as a power to make subordinate 
legislation.

7

New Zealand

Committee Purpose Members
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Auckland Governance 
Legislation

consider any legislation concerning the governance of 
Auckland that may be referred to it, and to report to the 
House on that legislation.

12

Business determines the order of business to be transacted in the 
House,

8

Commerce considers matters relating to business development, 
commerce, communications, consumer affairs, energy, 
information technology, insurance, and superannuation

10

Education and Science matters relating to education, education review, industry 
training, research, science, and technology.

9

Electoral Legislation 
Committee

consider and report to it on such legislation concerning the 
referendum on the electoral system and reform to the 
electoral finance regime that may be referred to it.

12

Emissions Trading
Scheme Review

to review the Emissions Trading Scheme and related 
matters.

Na

Finance and
Expenditure

Matters relating to the audit of the financial statements of 
the Government and departments, Government finance, 
revenue, and taxation.

12

Foreign Affairs,
Defence and Trade

Matters relating to customs, defence, disarmament and anns 
control, foreign affairs, immigration, and trade.

9

Health Matters relating to health. 9
Justice and Electoral 
Reform

Matters relating to Crown legal and drafting services, 
electoral matters, human rights, and justice.

9

Law and Order Relating to corrections, courts, criminal law, police, and 
serious fraud.

9

Local Government and 
Environment

Matters relating to conservation, environment, and local 
government.

11

Government
Administration

Matters relating to civil defence, cultural affairs, fitness, 
sport and leisure, internal affairs, Pacific Island affairs.
Prime Minister and Cabinet, racing, services to Parliament, 
State services, statistics, tourism, women’s affairs, and 
youth affairs.

7

Maori Affairs Matters relating to Maori affairs. 7
Officers of Parliament Oversees officers of Parliament and recommends persons 

for appointment as officers of Parliament to the House. 
Officers of Parliament include the Controller and Auditor 
General, the Ombudsman, and the Parliamentary 
Commissioner for the Environment.

8

Primary Production Considers matters relating to agriculture, biosecurity, 
fisheries, forestry, lands, and land information.

8

Privileges Matters relating to or concerning parliamentary privilege. 10
Regulations Examines all regulations, investigates complaints about 

regulations, and performs other functions so that regulations 
are subject to effective parliamentary scrutiny and control.

7

Social Services Matters relating to housing, senior citizens, social 
development, veterans’ affairs, and work and income 
support.

9

Standing Orders Reviews or considers the Standing Orders of the House of 
Representatives, and the procedures and practices of the

9
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House.
Transport and Industrial 
Relations

Matters relating to accident compensation, industrial 
relations, labour, occupational health and safety, transport, 
and transport safety.

9
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Northern Ireland

Statutory Committees

Members

Agriculture and
Rural Development
Committee

To advise and assist the Minister for Agriculture and Rural 
Development, Michelle Gildemew MP MLA, on matters 
within her responsibility as a Minister. The committee 
undertakes a scrutiny, policy development and consultation 
role with respect to the Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development and plays a key role in the consideration and 
development of legislation.

11

Committee for the
Office of the First
Minister and
deputy First
Minister

To advise and assist the First Minister, the Rt Hon Peter D 
Robinson MP MLA and the Deputy First Minister, Martin 
McGuinness MP MLA, on matters within their 
responsibilities as Ministers. The committee undertakes a 
scrutiny, policy development and consultation role with 
respect to the Office of the First Minister and deputy First 
Minister and plays a key role in the consideration and 
development of legislation

11

Culture, Arts and
Leisure Committee

To advise and assist the Minister for Culture, Arts and
Leisure, Nelson McCausland MLA, on matters within his 
responsibility as a Minister. The committee undertakes a 
scrutiny, policy development and consultation role with 
respect to the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure and 
plays a key role in the consideration and development of 
legislation.

11

Education
Committee

To advise and assist the Minister for Education, Caitriona 
Ruane MLA, on matters within her responsibility as a
Minister. The Committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy 
development and consultation role with respect to the 
Department of Education and plays a key role in the 
consideration and development of legislation.

11

Employment and
Learning
Committee

To advise and assist the Minister for Employment and 
Learning, Sir Reg Empey MLA, on matters within his 
responsibility as a Minister. The committee undertakes a 
scrutiny, policy development and consultation role with 
respect to the Department for Employment and Learning and 
plays a key role in the consideration and development of 
legislation.

11

Enterprise, Trade
and Investment
Committee

To advise and assist the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and 
Investment, Ms Arlene Foster MLA, on matters within her 
responsibility as a Minister. The committee undertakes a 
scrutiny, policy development and consultation role with 
respect to the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment and plays a key role in the consideration and 
development of legislation

11
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Environment
Committee

To advise and assist the Minister of the Environment, Edwin 
Pools MLA, on matters within his responsibility as a
Minister. The committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy 
development and consultation role with respect to the 
Department of the Environment and plays a key role in the 
consideration and development of legislation

11

Finance and
Personnel
Committee

To advise and assist the Minister of Finance and Personnel,
Mr Sammy Wilson MP MLA, on matters within his 
responsibility as a Minister. The committee undertakes a 
scrutiny, policy development and consultation role with 
respect to the Department of Finance and Personnel and plays 
a key role in the consideration and development of 
legislation.

11

Justice Committee To advise and assist the Minister of Justice, Mr. David Ford 
MLA, on matters within his responsibility as a Minister. The 
Committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy development and 
consultation role with respect to the Department of Justice 
and plays a key role in the consideration and development of 
legislation.

11

Health, Social 
Services and Public
Safety Committee

To advise and assist the Minister for Health, Social Services 
and Public Safety, Michael McGimpsey MLA, on matters 
within his responsibility as a Minister. The committee 
undertakes a scrutiny, policy development and consultation 
role with respect to the Department of Health, Social Services 
and Public Safety and plays a key role in the consideration 
and development of legislation.

11

Regional
Development
Committee

To advise and assist the Minister for Regional Development, 
Conor Murphy MP MLA, on matters within his responsibility 
as a Minister. The committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy 
development and consultation role with respect to the 
Department for Regional Development and plays a key role 
in the consideration and development of legislation.

11

Social
Development
Committee

To advise and assist the Minister for Social Development, 
Margaret Ritchie MLA, on matters within her responsibility 
as a Minister. The committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy 
development and consultation role with respect to the 
Department for Social Development and plays a key role in 
the consideration and development of legislation.

11

STANDING COMMITTEES
Assembly and To: 11
Executive Review -consider matters relating to the functioning of the Assembly
Committee or the Executive Committee as may be referred to it by the 

Assembly.
- consider the operation of Sections 16A to 16C of the
Northern Ireland Act 1998 and, in particular, whether to
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recommend that the Secretary of State should make an order 
amending that Act and any other enactment so far as may be 
necessary to secure that they have effect, as from the date of 
the election of the 2011 Assembly, as if the executive 
selection amendments had not been made.
- make a report to the Secretary of State, the Assembly and 
the Executive Committee, by no later than 1 May 2015, on 
the operation of Parts 3 and 4 of the Northern Ireland Act
1998.

Committee on
Procedures

To consider and review on an ongoing basis the Standing 
Orders and procedures of the Assembly.

11

Business
Committee

To consider and review on an ongoing basis the Standing 
Orders and procedures of the Assembly.

10

Public Accounts
Committee

To consider accounts, and reports on accounts laid before the 
Assembly. The Committee will have the power to send for 
persons, papers and records and to report from time to time.

11

Committee on
Standards and
Privileges

To consider specific matters relating to privilege referred to it 
by the Assembly.

11

Audit Committee To exercise the functions laid upon the Assembly by Section
66 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998

5

AD HOC COMMITTEES
Ad Hoc Committee
- Private Security 
Industry (NI) Order
2009

To consider the proposal for Private Security Industry (NI)
Order 2009 , referred by the Secretary of State, and to submit a 
report to the Assembly by 30 June 2009.

12

Ad Hoc Committee
on the Draft
Criminal Damage
(Compensation) 
(Amendment) (NI)
Order 2008

To consider the Draft Criminal Damage (Compensation) 
(Amendment) (Northern Ireland) Order 2008 and to report to 
the Assembly by 4 November 2008.

12

Ad Hoc Committee
- Local Postal
Services

To consider, and make proposals for partnerships that could 
enhance the economic case for viable local postal services, in 
accordance with the Assembly resolution of 21 April 2008, and 
to submit a report to the Assembly by 2 June 2008.

12

Ad Hoc Committee
- Draft Sexual
Offences (NI)
Order 2007

To consider the proposal for a Draft Sexual Offences (Northern 
Ireland) Order 2007, referred by the Secretary of State, and to 
submit a report to the Assembly by 4 February 2008.

11

Ad Hoc Committee
- Draft Criminal 
Justice Order 2007

To consider the proposal for a Draft Criminal Justice (Northern 
Ireland) Order 2007, referred by the Secretary of State, and to 
submit a report to the Assembly by 28 January 2008.

11
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OTHER

Chairpersons Fulfils a practical liaison role in relation to the work of 17
Liaison Group Assembly Committees, helping to develop common 

approaches to common problems and promoting good 
practice.
In particular the Liaison Group seeks to:

represent the common interest of Assembly Committees; 
identify, evaluate and assess options for improving the 
collective effectiveness of Assembly Committees; 
identify, on behalf of committee members and the staff in 
the Committee Office, common areas for development 
and training; and
guide the Clerk Assistants in making decisions about 
financial and other resource allocations.
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Houses of the Oireachtas, Ireland 

Joint (Departmental) Committees331

Joint (and Select) Committee
on Agriculture, Fisheries and
Food___________________
Joint (and Select)
Committee on Arts, Sport,
Tourism, Community, Rural 
and Gaeltacht Affairs______
Joint (and Select)
Committee on 
Communications, Energy
and Natural Resources

Joint (and Select)
Committee on Education and
Science_________________
Joint (and Select)
Committee on Enterprise,
Trade and Employment
Joint (and Select)
Committee on the 
Environment, Heritage and
Local Government________
Joint (and Select)
Committee on Finance and
the Public Service_________
Joint (and Select)
Committee on Foreign 
Affairs__________________
Joint (and Select) 
Committee on Health and 
Children________________
Joint (and Select)
Committee on Justice.
Equality, Defence and 
Women's Rights__________
Joint (and Select)
Committee on Social and
Family Affairs 
Joint (and Select)
Committee on Transport

Regarding the relevant Government Ministry, to consider:
1. Bills referred (Select Committee);
2. Estimates referred (Select Committee);
3. Other Matters referred (Select Committee);
4. Proposals for international agreements referred 

(Select Committee);
5. Annual Output Statements of t he Dept (Select 

Committee);
6. VFM and Policy Reviews (committee selects) 

(Select Committee);
7. public affairs administered including bodies 

under the aegis (JC) (committee selects) 
matters of policy, including EU related 
matters(JC) (committee selects);
related policy issues concerning bodies which are 
partly or wholly funded by the State(JC) 
(committee selects);

8. Statutory Instruments made by the Minister (JC) 
(committee selects);

9. proposals for EU legislation and related policy 
issues(JC) (referred);

10. the strategy statement laid before each House of 
the Oireachtas by the Minister(JC);

11. annual reports or annual reports and accounts and 
the overall operational results, statements of 
strategy and corporate plans of specified public 
bodies(JC) (committee selects);

12. other matters as may be jointly referred to it from 
time to time by both Houses(JC) (referred).

Dail
Members
w~

13

11

11

11

11

11

11

13

13

11

11

331 NB These committees sit as select committees of the Dail only when dealing with legislation and 
estimates (and related financial matters (e.g. departmental output statements).
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Houses of the Oireachtas: Other Committees

Committee of Public 
Accounts (Dail only)

To examine and report to the Dail upon -
(a) the accounts showing the appropriation of the sums granted 
by the Dail to meet the public expenditure and such other 
accounts as they see fit (not being accounts of persons included 
in the Second Schedule of the Comptroller and Auditor
General (Amendment) Act, 1993) which are audited by the 
Comptroller and Auditor General and presented to the Dail, 
together with any reports by the Comptroller and Auditor 
General thereon:
Provided that in relation to accounts other than Appropriation 
Accounts, only accounts for a financial year beginning not 
earlier than 1 January, 1994, shall be examined by the 
Committee;
(b) the Comptroller and Auditor General's reports on his or her 
examinations of economy, efficiency, effectiveness evaluation 
systems, procedures and practices; and
(c) other reports carried out by the Comptroller and Auditor 
General under the Act.
(2) The Committee may suggest alterations and improvements 
in the form of the Estimates submitted to the Dail.

12

Joint Committee on 
the Implementation of
the Good Friday
Aereement

To consider:
—issues arising from Ireland’s role as a signatory to the Good 
Friday Agreement;
—ongoing developments in the implementation of the Good 
Friday Agreement;
—any proposals relating to the implementation of the Good 
Friday Agreement and related matters as shall be referred to it 
by Dail Eireann from time to time, 
and to report back to each House at least once a year.

11

Joint (and Select)
Committee on
European Affairs

To consider:
(i) such Bills the statute law in respect of which is dealt with 
by the Department of Foreign Affairs;
(ii) such proposals contained in any motion, including any 
motion within the meaning of Standing Order 159 concerning 
the approval by the Dail of international agreements involving 
a charge on public funds; and
(iii) such other matters as shall be referred to it by Dail Eireann 
from time to time.
(b) For the purpose of its consideration of matters under 
paragraphs (l)(a)(i), (ii) and (iii), the Select Committee shall 
have the powers defined in Standing Order 83(1), (2) and (3).
(c) For the avoidance of doubt, by virtue of his or her ex 
officio membership of the Select Committee in accordance 
with Standing Order 92(1), the Minister for Foreign Affairs (or 
a Minister or Minister of State nominated in his or her stead)

13
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shall be entitled to vote.
(2) (a) The Select Committee shall be joined with a Select 
Committee to be appointed by Seanad Eireann to form the
Joint Committee on European Affairs to—
(i) consider such matters arising from Ireland’s membership of 
the European Communities and its adherence to the Treaty on 
European Union, as it may select;
(ii) consider such—
(I) programmes and guidelines prepared by the Commission of 
the European Communities as a basis for possible legislative 
action,
(II) non legislative documents published by any Union
Institution in relation to EU policy matters,
(III) acts of the institutions of the European Communities,
(IV) regulations under the European Communities Acts 1972 
to 2007,
(V) other instruments made under statute and necessitated by 
the obligations of membership of the European Communities, 
and
(VI) any other document relating to European Union matters 
deposited in both Houses of the Oireachtas by a Member of the 
Government or Minister of State, as it may select;
(iii) consider such other matters as may be referred to it from 
time to time by both Houses of the Oireachtas; and
(iv) represent both Houses of the Oireachtas at the Conference 
of Community and European Affairs Committees of
Parliaments of the European Union (COSAC) jointly with the 
Joint Committee on European Scrutiny;
and shall report thereon to both Houses of the Oireachtas in 
consultation with the Joint Committee on European Scrutiny.

Joint Committee on
European Scrutiny

To-
(i) scrutinise, in the context of European Union issues and 
measures to be taken by the Council of Ministers of the
European Union-
(I) any proposals under the Community treaties for legislation 
by the Council or the Council acting jointly with the European 
Parliament,
(II) any document which is published for submission to the 
European Council, the Council or the European Central Bank,
(III) any proposal for a common strategy, a joint action or a 
common position under Title V of the Treaty on European
Union which is prepared for submission to the Council or to 
the European Council,
(IV) any proposal for a common position, framework decision, 
decision or a convention under Title VI of the Treaty on 
European Union which is prepared for submission to the
Council, and
(V) any document (not falling within (II), (III), or (IV) above) 
which is published by one Union institution for or with a view 
to submission to another Union institution and which does not

11
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relate exclusively to the consideration of any proposal for
legislation,
as it may select;
(ii) consider such other matters as may be referred to it from 
time to time by both Houses of the Oireachtas; and
(iii) represent both Houses of the Oireachtas at the Conference 
of Community and European Affairs Committees of
Parliaments of the European Union (COSAC) jointly with the 
Joint Committee on European Affairs;

Joint Committee on
Climate Change and
Energy Security

To consider, inter alia:
- medium and long term climate change targets and the key 
measures needed to meet those targets;
- the role of the Agriculture sector in providing bio-fuel and 
biomass crops and consequential implications;
- the levels of power supply which can be generated from 
renewables or other new power supplies;
- the projected energy demand from transport and the 
implications for energy security and emissions targets;
- such other matters as may be referred to it from time to time 
by both Houses of the Oireachtas
and to report thereon to both Houses of the Oireachtas in 
advance of the conclusion of the post-Kyoto negotiations by 
the United Nations Framework Committee on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) and the associated EU 2020 burden sharing 
process.

13

Joint Committee on
the Constitutional
Amendment on
Children

To:
(a) examine the Twenty-Eighth Amendment of the
Constitution Bill 2007; and
(b) consider the text set out in the Schedule to that Bill with 
regard to the following:-
(i) the acknowledgement and affirmation of the natural and 
imprescriptible rights of all children;
(ii) the restatement and extension of the existing provision in 
relation to children and parents contained in Article 42.5 of the 
Constitution to include all children;
(iii) the provision of legal authority for the adoption of children 
who have been in care for a substantial period of time if it is in 
the best interests of those children;
(iv) the provision of legal authority so that all children may be 
eligible for voluntary adoption;
(v) the provision of legal authority so that the courts shall be 
enabled to secure the best interests of a child in any court 
proceedings relating to adoption, guardianship, custody or 
access of that child and to ensure that such interests are taken 
into account in all other court proceedings in relation to that 
child;
(vi) the provision of legal authority for the collection and 
exchange of information relating to the risk or actual 
occurrence of child sexual abuse;
(vii) that no provision in the Constitution should invalidate any

13
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law providing for absolute or strict liability in respect of sexual 
offences against or in connection with children;
(c) make such recommendations, including recommendations 
in relation to amendments to the text in Schedule 1 of the Bill, 
as shall to the Committee seem appropriate.

Joint Committee on 
Economic Regulatory
Affairs

To consider:-
(a) the operational efficiency, value for money and the 
effectiveness of consultation and accountability procedures 

o (b) Statements of Strategy, Annual Output 
Statements, Public Interest Statements and 
such other reports as it may select, of 
regulatory bodies in the following sectors — 
Communications, Energy, Financial Services, 
Health and Safety and Transport; 

o (c) common matters arising from consideration 
of the above;

o (d) such other matters as may be jointly
referred to it from time to time by both Houses 
of the Oireachtas;

and to report thereon to both Houses of the Oireachtas.

11

Joint Committee on
the Constitution

To complete a full review of the Constitution in order to 
provide focus to the place and relevance of the Constitution 
and to establish those areas where Constitutional change may 
be desirable or necessary.
2. In considering such matters as it may select and see fit and 
on which it shall report to both Houses of the Oireachtas, the 
Joint Committee shall take cognisance of
a) the work already undertaken by the Joint Committee on the 
Constitution in the 28th and 29th Daileanna and the All-Party 
Oireachtas Committee on the Constitution since its 
establishment in July 1996 and re-establishment in October
1997 and again in December 2002; and
b) the Report of the Constitution Review Group.

11
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Appendix 2: Mandates of Departmental Committees across the parliaments

Houses of the Oireachtas, Ireland

The select/joint departmental committees in Ireland are established, in relation to 

specified Ministries/departments: To consider:

1. Bills referred (Select Committee);
2. Estimates referred (Select Committee);
3. Other Matters referred (Select Committee);
4. Proposals for international agreements referred (Select Committee);
5. Annual Output Statements of the Dept (Select Committee);
6. VFM and Policy Reviews (committee selects) (Select Committee);
7. Public affairs administered including bodies under the aegis (JC) (committee 

selects)
matters of policy, including EU related matters(JC) (committee selects); 
related policy issues concerning bodies which are partly or wholly funded by the 
State(JC) (committee selects);

8. Statutory Instruments made by the Minister (JC) (committee selects);
9. Proposals for EU legislation and related policy issues(JC) (referred);
10. The strategy statement laid before each House of the Oireachtas by the 

Minister(JC);
11. Annual reports or annual reports and accounts and the overall operational results, 

statements of strategy and corporate plans of specified public bodies(JC) 
(committee selects);

12. Other matters as may be jointly referred to it from time to time by both 
Houses(JC) (referred).

JC = Joint Committee

Northern Ireland Assembly

The remit of the committees is, in relation to the relevant Ministry:

‘To advise and assist the Minister... on matters within his responsibility as a Minister. 

The Committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy development and consultation role with 

respect to the Department of Justice and plays a key role in the consideration and 

development of legislation.’
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New Zealand

The committees ‘consider’ specified “matters” as per the following table:

Commerce Matters relating to business development, commerce, 
communications, consumer affaire, energy, information 
technology, insurance, and superannuation

Education and 
Science

Matters relating to education, education review, industry training, 
research, science, and technology.

Foreign Affairs, 
Defence and
Trade

Matters relating to customs, defence, disarmament and arms 
control, foreign affairs, immigration, and trade.

Health Matters relating to health.
Justice and 
Electoral Reform

Matters relating to Crown legal and drafting services, electoral 
matters, human rights, and justice.

Law and Order Matters relating to corrections, courts, criminal law, police, and 
serious fraud.

Local
Government and 
Environment

Matters relating to conservation, environment, and local 
government.

Government
Administration

Matters relating to civil defence, cultural affaire, fitness, sport and 
leisure, internal affairs. Pacific Island affairs. Prime Minister and 
Cabinet, racing, services to Parliament, State sen ices, statistics, 
tourism, women’s affaire, and youth affairs.

Maori Affairs Matters relating to Maori affairs.
Primary
Production

Matters relating to agriculture, biosecurity, fisheries, forestry, 
lands, and land information.

Social Services Matters relating to housing, senior citizens, social development, 
veterans’ affaire, and work and income support.

Transport and 
Industrial
Relations

Matters relating to accident compensation, industrial relations, 
labour, occupational health and safety, transport, and transport 
safety.

UK House of Commons

In relation to the relevant Department/Ministry, the Committee is

‘to examine the administration, expenditure and policy of the Department.. . and also 

covers the work of non-departmental (also referred to in some committee remits as “its 

associated”) public bodies’

In 2002, the UK House of Commons Liaison Committee of Committee Chairpersons, 

arising from recommendations of the Select Committee on Modernisation and a debate
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of these in the House, agreed a set of core tasks for Select Committees - essentially 

guidance for Committees in relation to the conduct of their scrutiny functions. To this 

extent they are a means of rendering the general mandates of the Committees more 

specific in terms of what is required of them.332

OBJECTIVE A: TO EXAMINE AND COMMENT ON THE POLICY OF THE 

DEPARTMENT

• Task 1: To examine policy proposals from the UK Government and the 

European Commission in Green Papers, White Papers, draft Guidance etc, and to 

inquire further where the Committee considers it appropriate.

• Task 2: To identify and examine areas of emerging policy, or where existing 

policy is deficient, and make proposals.

• Task 3: To conduct scrutiny of any published draft bill within the Committee's 

responsibilities.

• Task 4: To examine specific output from the department expressed in 

documents or other decisions.

OBJECTIVE B: TO EXAMINE THE EXPENDITURE OF THE DEPARTMENT

• Task 5: To examine the expenditure plans and out-turn of the department, its 

agencies and principal NDPBs.

OBJECTIVE C: TO EXAMINE THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE 

DEPARTMENT

• Task 6: To examine the department's Public Service Agreements, the associated 

targets and the statistical measurements employed, and report if appropriate.

• Task 7: To monitor the work of the department's Executive Agencies, NDPBs, 

regulators and other associated public bodies.

• Task 8: To scrutinise major appointments made by the department.

• Task 9: To examine the implementation of legislation and major policy 

initiatives.

332 http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons/lib/research/briefings/snpc-03161 .pdf
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OBJECTIVE D: TO ASSIST THE HOUSE IN DEBATE AND DECISION

• Task 10: To produce reports which are suitable for debate in the House, 

including Westminster Hall, or debating committees.

Scotland

Similar to New Zealand, the committees are to ‘consider and report on' matters relating 
to specific Ministries of the Scottish government, as set out in the table below.

Economy, Energy 
and Tourism

Scottish economy, enterprise, energy, tourism and all other matters 
falling within the responsibility of the Cabinet Secretary for Finance 
and Sustainable Growth ...

Education,
Lifelong Learning 
and Culture

(a) Further and higher education, lifelong learning, schools, pre-school 
care, skills and other matters falling within the responsibility of the 
Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning; and (b)
Matters relating to culture and the arts falling within the responsibility 
of the Minister for Culture and External Affairs.

Health and Sport (a)Health policy and the NHS in Scotland and other matters falling 
within the responsibility of the Cabinet Secretary for Health and 
Wellbeing and (b) Matters relating to sport falling within the 
responsibility of the Minister for Public Health and Sport.

Justice (a) The administration of criminal and civil justice, community safety, 
and other matters falling within the responsibility of the Cabinet 
Secretary for Justice and (b) The functions of the Lord Advocate, other 
than as head of the systems of criminal prosecution and investigation 
of deaths in Scotland.

Local Government 
and Communities

(a) The financing and delivery of local government and local services 
and planning; and (b) Housing, regeneration, anti-poverty measures 
and other matters falling within the responsibility of the Minister for 
Housing and Communities.

Rural Affairs and 
Environment

Agriculture, fisheries and rural development and other matters falling 
within the responsibility of the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs and 
the Environment

Transport, 
Infrastructure and 
Climate Change

Transport, infrastructure and climate change falling within the remit of 
the Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable Growth.

Sources : Parliamentary Websites
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Appendix 3: Roles of Committees in relation to legislative processes

Ireland
Stage 1 Introduction - Automatic for Government Bills (Motion for leave to 
introduce for Private Members Bills).

Stage 2 Debate on the general principle of the Bill (Chamber).

Stage 3 Committee Stage (section by section with amendments considered 
(usually done by relevant select (departmental) committee (the Committee has the 
power to take evidence on the Bill if it chooses and power to invite and accept 
written submissions from interested persons or bodies). Committees also have 
power to require attendance of Ministers to discuss proposed legislation and such 
Statutory Instruments made by the relevant Minister as it may select; The
Committee also has power to draft recommendations for legislative change and for 
new legislation

Stage 4 Report Stage (Chamber) House considers Bills as reported by Committee 
with further amendments considered arising from Committee Stage.

Stage 5: Passage of Bill at this stage the Bill comes forward for final 
consideration in the Chamber There is normally a very brief debate on the motion 
‘that the Bill do now pass’ 333

UK House 
of
Commons

First Reading: Presentation (automatic).

Second Reading: House considers the principle of the Bill.

Committee Stage: Clause by clause with amendments (usually done by Public
Bill Committee not by relevant departmental select committee) (The Committee 
has the power to take evidence on the Bill if it chooses).

Report Stage: the bill is considered as a whole rather than clause by clause but 
with further amendments considered arising from Committee stage.

Third Reading, usually taken directly after the conclusion of Report. Overview of 
the bill, as amended in Committee or on Report. No amendments. Debates on
Third Reading are usually very short.334

NB - this formal procedure does not reflect the growing practice of pre
scrutiny of Bills which has developed in the UK House of Commons in recent 
years and which is documented in the dissertation.

New
Zealand

Introduction There is no debate at this stage but the bill is now publicly available. The bill 
must have an 'explanatory note' that sets out the policy it seeks to achieve.

,13 http://\vww.oireachtas.ie/documents/proceduraldocuments/StandineOrders2007 English and Irish.pdf

,:'4 http://\vww.paiiiament.uk/documcnts/commons-information-oflice/IO I pdf
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First reading Cannot occur until at least the third sitting day after introduction. First 
opportunity for the Flouse to debate the bill and consider if it merits further 
consideration. Debate limited to up to two hours for Government bills and just over an 
hour for other bills. If the first reading is agreed, the bill is referred to a select committee.

Select committee: Committee has six months to report to the House. A committee 
normally calls for public submissions, hears evidence on those submissions, and 
recommends amendments to the House. The committee's report consists of the bill 
reprinted with the recommended amendments shown and a 'commentary', which is the 
committee's narrative explanation of its recommendations and the issues it considered. 
Bill is then available for second reading any time from the third sitting day after 
presentation.

Second reading: Main debate on the principles of the bill. If it passes a second reading, 
this can be viewed as a commitment to the final passage of the bill, subject to any further 
amendments. This stage is a debate of up to two hours led off by the member in charge. 
At the end of the debate any select committee amendments that did not have the 
unanimous support of the committee are the subject of a single decision on whether 
they should be adopted. All unanimous committee amendments are considered 
subsumed into the bill if the second reading is agreed. The bill can also be defeated at 
this stage.

Committee of the whole House The House forms itself into a committee, to which all 
members belong, for the bill's next stage. Speaker does not preside and procedures are 
a little more relaxed. The committee has the delegated authority from the House to 
consider the bill in detail and make further amendments members may propose in 
writing. There is no specific time limit on this stage and members have opportunities for 
five-minute speeches on each provision. On large bills of a controversial nature, this 
process can take place over several days.
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Third reading This is the final stage in the House. It is the last opportunity to debate and 
decide whether the bill should be passed. It is more of a debate for summing up than on 
the provisions in detail. The debate can last up to two hours.

Scotland Introduction and designation of Member in Charge (bill goes to print)

Stage 1: Referred by Parliamentary Bureau to relevant subject Committee (can be 
a lead and secondary committee(s)). Bureau sets timescale for report. Bill vetted 
by Subordinate Legislation Committee as necessary re delegated legislation 
provisions. Lead Committee often takes evidence from range of witnesses over 
number of meetings. Finance Committee may provide report to Lead Committee 
on Bill’s financial memorandum and LC has to take account of this, and of any 
report of the Subordinate Legislation Committee and also cover the Policy 
Memorandum (Government Bills) in its Stage 1 report. Committee publishes Stage
1 report which looks at Bill ‘in the round’ and makes recommendation to the 
Parliament as to whether the general principles of the Bill should be agreed to. At 
least 5 sitting days after the Report the Parliament has a Stage 1 debate on the 
motion “That the Parliament agrees to the general principles of the [short title]
Bill”

Stage 2: Bill is referred by Bureau back to a Committee (may be the Lead 
Committee, another Committee(s) or a Committee of the whole House. Bureau sets 
timescale.(at least 11 sitting days between completion of Stage 1 and start of Stage 
2). Principal role of the Stage 2 committee is to consider and dispose of 
amendments. Committee (subject to timescale) may take further evidence on Stage
2. Bill reprinted with any amendments identified. Revised explanatory notes and 
financial memorandum required for amended Bill. Further vetting where amended 
for delegated powers by Subordinate Legislation Committee.

Stage 3: Whole House (at least 9 sitting days after Stage 2).. Stage 3 amendments 
can be put down by any Member but are selected for debate by PO. Groups of 
amendments usually timetabled. Where amendments are disposed of the debate on 
the motion “That the Parliament agrees that the [short title] Bill be passed” takes 
place but this can be adjourned to another day and further amendments put down. 
(Bill can also be recommitted at this stage).

Northern
Ireland

1. Pre-Introductory Scrutiny Bill text. Explanatory Memorandum,
Statement on legislative competence and Secretary of State’s consent, if 
required, submitted to the Speaker by Minister/Member in charge of the

335 http ://www .parliamentnz/en-
NZ/AboutParl/HowPWorks/FactSheets/6/1/5/OQHOOOCPubResAboutFactSheetsProcessl-Parliament-
Brief-The-legislative.htm# Toe 143945580

336 http:/7wvvw.sco ttish.parliament.uk/business/bills/billguidance/gpb-c.htm
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Bill. Speaker notifies Minister/Member that Bill may be introduced.
2. First Stage / Introduction On introduction the Clerk reads the Bill title. 

Statement on legislative competence is published with the Bill. Bill ordered 
to be printed and set down in the list of pending future business for Second 
Stage. Bill copied to Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission 
(NIHRC).

3. Second Stage Consideration of general principles in Assembly Plenary.
Bill may be referred by the Speaker, on a motion being agreed at any stage, 
to either the NIHRC or the Special Committee on Confonnity with 
Equality Requirements for advice and, if agreed on a vote, the Equality 
Committee may take the Committee Stage.

4. Committee Stage Bill stands referred to a departmental Committee, except 
were accelerated passage is granted.

5. Consideration Stage Committee reports findings and proposed 
amendments to Assembly Plenary. All amendments and the details of the 
Bill voted on at this stage. Bill reprinted, as appropriate (i.e. if amendments 
made).

6. Further Consideration Stage A second opportunity for the Bill to be 
amended by the Assembly. Only amendments debated and voted on at this 
stage. Bill reprinted, as appropriate (i.e. if amendments made).

7. Final Scrutiny Bill referred to the Speaker for consideration under section 
10(c) of the NI Act 1998. Bill proceeds to Final Stage.

8. Final Stage Debate on the motion “that the Bill do now pass”.337

Sources : Parliamentary Websites

7 http://www.niassemblv.gov.uk/legislation/primary/leeislative process.htm
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Appendix 4: Roles of Departmental Committees in relation to financial 
scrutiny/oversight

1. Public Accounts type Committees

Ireland Committee of Public Accounts: To examine and report to the Dail 
upon— (a) the accounts showing the appropriation of the sums granted 
by the Dail to meet the public expenditure and such other accounts as 
they see fit which are audited by the Comptroller and Auditor General 
and presented to the Dail, together with any reports by the Comptroller 
and Auditor General thereon; (b) the Comptroller and Auditor General's 
reports on his or her examinations of economy, efficiency, effectiveness 
evaluation systems, procedures and practices; and (c) other reports 
carried out by the Comptroller and Auditor General under the Act.

UK House of 
Commons

Committee of Public Accounts for the examination of the accounts 
showing the appropriation of the sums granted by Parliament to meet the 
public expenditure, and of such other accounts laid before Parliament as 
the committee may think fit

New Zealand The Finance and Expenditure Committee considers matters relating to 
the audit of the financial statements of the Government and departments, 
Government finance, revenue, and taxation.

Scotland Public Audit Committee is to consider and report on—(a) any accounts 
laid before the Parliament; (b) any report laid before or made to the 
Parliament by the Auditor General for Scotland; and (c) any other 
document laid before the Parliament, or referred to it by the
Parliamentary Bureau or by the Auditor General for Scotland, 
concerning financial control, accounting and auditing in relation to 
public expenditure

Northern Ireland Public Accounts Committee has been set up to consider accounts, and 
reports on accounts laid before the Assembly.

2. Other financial functions of committees

Ireland Select Committee (Dail only) to consider Bills, Estimates, International 
agreements, other matters, as referred. Consider annual output 
statements; VFM and policy reviews; Joint Committee with Senate also 
considers: public affairs administered by department and bodies under 
its aegis; matters of policy for which Minister is responsible; cross 
cutting matters; policy issues concerning state funded or partially funded 
bodies; statutory instruments; strategy statements and annual reports 
(and accounts) (both of department and bodies)
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UK House of 
Commons

To examine expenditure, administration and policy of the departments.

The ‘Core Tasks’ for departmental committees (agreed by the UK
House of Commons Liaison Committee in June 2002) set out a main 
objective “To examine the expenditure of the Department”, and within 
that objective the task (Task 5) ‘To examine the expenditure plans and 
out-tum of the department, its agencies and 
principal NDPBs’.

New Zealand Each departmental committee is to consider and report to the House on 
following types of business referred: Bills; petitions; financial reviews 
etc; estimates and supplementary estimates; international treaty 
examinations; reports of Officers of Parliament and any other matters

Finance and Expenditure Committee : Standing Orders give it 
additional responsibilities relating to Estimates and financial reviews.
SO 322, 325, 326, 327, 331, 334, 335, 336, 338
Standing Orders and legislation provide for the
Finance and Expenditure Committee to consider 
and/or report to the House on the following:
□ Budget policy statement
□ economic and fiscal update
□ fiscal strategy report
□ half-year economic and fiscal update and 
statement on long-term fiscal position
□ annual financial statements of the Government
□ whole-of-Govemment directions
□ reports of the Controller and Auditor-General.
□ Reserve Bank of New Zealand monetary policy 
statements
SO 322, 325, 326, 335, 384, 387, section 15 of 
the Reserve Bank of New Zealand Act 1989 338

The Budget policy statement stands referred under standing orders to the 
Finance and Expenditure Committee which must report on the statement 
within 40 working days of the presentation of that statement to the
House. The Minister of the Crown responsible for presenting the Budget 
policy statement to the House will attend the committee for 
consideration of the statement, if requested. In place of the first general 
debate after the report of the Finance and Expenditure Committee on the

338 EFFECTIVE SELECT COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIP A Guide for Members of Parliament Office of the 

Clerk of the House of Representatives 2008 50
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Budget policy statement has been presented, a debate is held on the 
Budget policy statement and on the report of the Finance and 
Expenditure Committee on that statement. The chairperson of the 
Finance and Expenditure Committee (or, in the chairperson’s absence, 
another member of the committee) may move a motion relevant to the 
report and speak first (SO 322).
The Government’s Fiscal Strategy Report and Economic and Fiscal 
Update (presented to the House on the day the Budget is delivered) 
stands referred to the Finance and Expenditure Committee for report 
within 2 months. (SO 325)
Half-year economic and fiscal updates and the statement on the 
long-term fiscal position stand referred to the Finance and 
Expenditure Committee. (SO 326)
Following delivery of the Budget, the Estimates stand referred to 
the Finance and Expenditure Committee. The Finance and Expenditure 
Committee may—
(a) examine a Vote itself, or
(b) refer a Vote to any subject select committee, or
(c) examine some of the appropriations contained in a Vote itself 
and refer the remainder to any subject select committee, or
(d) refer the appropriations contained in a Vote to two or more 
subject select committees. (SO 327)

(1) Each select committee to which a Vote is referred examines the 
Vote and—
(a) determines whether to recommend that the appropriations in respect 
of the Vote be accepted, and
(b) may recommend a change to the Vote.
(2) All committees must report to the House on their examinations of 
the Estimates within two months of the delivery of the Budget. SO 328) 
(The same process as per SO 327 and 328 applies to any supplementary 
estimates)

Before the delivery of the Budget, the Finance and Expenditure 
Committee develops a standard Estimates questionnaire for each Vote 
and sends it to the Minister responsible for the Vote. This asks questions 
about significant changes in the Vote from the previous year and critical 
issues to be dealt with in the coming year. Responses to these 
questionnaires come in immediately after the delivery of the Budget and 
are forwarded to the committee examining the particular Vote. It is then 
up to the committee to decide how to conduct the examination. The 
Office of the Auditor-General is available to advise committees on 
developments associated with each Vote, and particular items that might 
benefit from further examination by the committee. A committee may
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adopt some supplementary questions to forward to the Minister 
concerned for written response 339

FINANCIAL REVIEW
New Zealand Standing Orders are also specific about allocation of 
responsibility for conducting Financial Review functions both as regards 
the Finance and Expenditure Committee and the departmental 
Committees. After the start of each financial year, the FEC allocates to a 
subject select committee (or retains for itself) the task of conducting a 
financial review of the previous year’s financial performance and 
current operations of each individual department etc or State enterprise. 
When an annual reports of a department, public organisation, or State 
enterprise is presented to the House, its financial review stands referred 
to a select committee as allocated by the Finance and Expenditure 
Committee. (SO 334)

The Standing Orders also direct select committees in relation to 
financial reviews: The FEC must, within one week 
of the first sitting day in each year, report to the House on the 
annual financial statements of the Government as at the end of the 
previous financial year. Each select committee must, within one week 
of the first sitting day in each year, conduct and finally report to the 
House on a financial review of the performance and current operations 
of every department and Office of Parliament allocated to it. Each 
select committee must, within six months of the relevant annual report 
having been presented, conduct and finally report to the House on a 
financial review of the performance and current operations of every 
Crown entity, public organisation or State enterprise allocated to it. (SO 
335)

The Standing Orders define An Appropriation (Financial Review) Bill 
as an Appropriation Bill containing provisions solely concerned with the 
confirming or validating of expenditure incurred in respect of any 
previous financial year. When the Bill is being considered in the 
Committee of the House, the financial review debate is the consideration 
of (a) the financial position as reflected in the report of the Finance and 
Expenditure Committee on the annual financial statements of the 
Government for the previous financial year, and (b) the financial 
reviews of the performance in the previous financial year and the current 
operations of individual departments and Offices of Parliament, and(c) 
reviews of reports on non-departmental appropriations.
(2) When the financial review debate commences, the question is 
proposed that the report of the Finance and Expenditure______________

339 EFFECTIVE SELECT COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIP A Guide for Members of Parliament Office of the 
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Committee on the annual financial statements of the Government 
for the previous financial year be noted.
(3) The committee then proceeds to consider reports of select 
committees on financial reviews and reviews of reports on non 
departmental appropriations. As each report is reached, the question is 
proposed that the report be noted.
(4) At the conclusion of the total time for the financial review debate, 
the provisions of the bill and any amendments proposed by the Minister 
in charge of the bill that are notified on a Supplementary Order Paper 
are put as one question. There is no amendment or debate on the 
question.
(5) The financial review debate must be held no later than 31 March.
(SO 337)

Standing Orders also refer to non- departmental appropriations. When 
reports on non-departmental appropriations are presented to 
the House, the reports stand referred to the FEC which may review a 
report itself or refer it to any subject select committee for review. Each 
select committee must, within one week of the first sitting 
day of each year, report to the House on every report on non- 
departmental appropriations referred to it. (SO 336)

When the House is considering, in committee, the financial reviews of 
Crown entities, public organisations, and State enterprises, consideration 
is given in committee to the performance in the previous financial year 
and the current operations of Crown
entities, public organisations and State enterprises and as each financial 
review is reached, the question is proposed that the report of the select 
committee on the financial review be noted (SO 340);'40

Scotland The Committees "Shall" Consider: Policy and administration of the 
Executive; proposals for legislation (primary and secondary); EU 
legislation or international; need for reform of the law; initiate Bills;
consider financial proposals and administration of executive 
(including taxes, estimates, budgets, audit and performance)

In addition to departmental Committees, SP has a ‘mandatory’ Finance 
Committee to consider and report on-
(a) any report or other document laid before the Parliament by members 
of the Scottish Executive containing proposals for, or budgets of, public 
expenditure or proposals for the making of a tax-varying resolution, 
taking into account any report or recommendations concerning such

340 http:/'/www.parliament.nz/en-NZ/PB/Rules/StOrders/l/b/6/OOHOHPBReferenceStOrders2-Standing-
Orders-ot-the-House-of-Representatives.htm
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documents made to them by any other committee with power to 
consider such documents or any part of them;
(b) any report made by a committee setting out proposals concerning 
public expenditure;
(c) Budget Bills; and
(d) any other matter relating to or affecting the expenditure of the
Scottish Administration or other expenditure payable out of the Scottish 
Consolidated Fund.
2. The Committee may also consider and, where it sees fit, report to the 
Parliament on the timetable for the Stages of Budget Bills and on the 
handling of financial business.
3. In these Rules, "public expenditure" means expenditure of the
Scottish Administration, other expenditure payable out of the Scottish 
Consolidated Fund and any other expenditure met out of taxes, charges 
and other public revenue341

Northern Ireland To advise and assist the relevant Minister(s) in the formulation of policy 
with respect to matters within their responsibilities as Ministers; The 
committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy development and consultation 
role with respect to the departments and plays a key role in the 
consideration and development of legislation

Sources: Parliamentary Websites.

341 http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/finance/responsibilities.htm
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Appendix 5: Roles of Departmental Committees in relation to policy 
scrutiny/oversight

Ireland
Re the Relevant Government Ministry, To consider:

1. VFM and Policy Reviews (committee selects) (Select
Committee);

2. public affairs administered including bodies under the aegis 
(JC) (committee selects); matters of policy, including EU related 
matters(JC) (committee selects);
related policy issues concerning bodies which are partly or 
wholly funded by the State(JC) (committee selects).

UK House 
of
Commons

In relation to the relevant Department/Ministry, the Committee is

to examine the administration, expenditure and policy of the Department 
.. . and also covers the work of non-departmental (also referred to in 
some committee remits as “its associated”) public bodies

Extract from Core Tasks assigned to Select Committees (2002) 
OBJECTIVE A: TO EXAMINE AND COMMENT ON THE
POLICY OF THE DEPARTMENT

• Task 1: To examine policy proposals from the UK Government 
and the European Commission in Green Papers, White Papers, 
draft Guidance etc, and to inquire further where the Committee 
considers it appropriate.

• Task 2: To identify and examine areas of emerging policy, or 
where existing policy is deficient, and make proposals.

New
Zealand

The relevant committees are given a wide power to “considers matters relating 
to” specified areas of state activity - whether operational or policy or both - e.g. 
“Energy”; “Consumer Affairs”; “Health”, “Immigration”. This is taken to 
include policy aspects of all of these issues.

Scotland Committees are mandated “to consider and report on (specified areas of 
activities of Ministries) and all other matters falling within the 
responsibility of that Ministry.” As in the NZ example, the general remit 
is sufficiently wide to cover all aspects of policy scrutiny/review.

Northern
Ireland

In relation to the relevant Ministry:

To advise and assist the Minister... on matters within his responsibility 
as a Minister. The Committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy development 
and consultation role with respect to the Department of... and plays a 
key role in the consideration and development of legislation

Sources: Parliamentary Websites.
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Appendix 6: Roles of Departmental Committees in relation to public bodies
Ireland Concerning the Relevant Government Ministry, to consider:

1. public affairs administered including bodies under the aegis (JC) 
(committee selects); matters of policy, including EU related 
matters(JC) (committee selects);
related policy issues concerning bodies which are partly or wholly 
funded by the State(JC) (committee selects);

2. the strategy statement laid before each House of the Oireachtas by the 
Minister(JC);

3. annual reports or annual reports and accounts and the overall 
operational results, statements of strategy and corporate plans of 
specified public bodies(JC) (committee selects)

Remit of Joint Committee on Economic Regulatory Affairs (established 
2007)

• to consider: -
o (a) the operational efficiency, value for money and the 

effectiveness of consultation and accountability procedures 
o (b) Statements of Strategy, Annual Output Statements, Public 

Interest Statements and such other reports as it may select,
• of regulatory bodies in the following sectors — Communications, 

Energy, Financial Services, Health and Safety and Transport;
o (c) common matters arising from consideration of the above; 
o (d) such other matters as may be jointly referred to it from 

time to time by both Houses of the Oireachtas;
• and to report thereon to both Houses of the Oireachtas.

UK House 
of
Commons

In relation to the relevant Department/Ministry, the Committee is

to examine the administration, expenditure and policy of the Department.. .
and also covers the work of non-departmental (also referred to in some 
committee remits as “its associated”) public bodies

Extract from Core Tasks assigned to Select Committees (2002) 
OBJECTIVE B: TO EXAMINE THE EXPENDITURE OF THE 
DEPARTMENT

• Task 5 To examine the expenditure plans and out-turn of the
department, its agencies and principal NDPBs.

OBJECTIVE C: TO EXAMINE THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE 
DEPARTMENT

• Task 6 To examine the department's Public Service Agreements, the 
associated targets and the statistical measurements employed, and 
report if appropriate.

• Task 7 To monitor the work of the department's Executive
Agencies, NDPBs, regulators and other associated public bodies.
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New
Zealand

The relevant committees are given a wide power to “considers matters 
relating to” specified areas of state activity - whether operational or policy or 
both - e.g. “Energy”; “Consumer Affairs”; “Health”, “Immigration”. This is 
taken to include policy aspects of all of these issues.

Scotland Committees are mandated “to consider and report on (specified areas of 
activities of Ministries) and all other matters falling within the 
responsibility of that Ministry.” As in the NZ example, the general remit is 
sufficiently wide to cover all aspects of policy scrutiny/review.

Northern
Ireland

In relation to the relevant Ministry:
to advise and assist the Minister ... on matters within his responsibility as a 
Minister. The Committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy development and 
consultation role with respect to the Department of... and plays a key role in 
the consideration and development of legislation

Sources : Parliamentary Websites
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Appendix 7: Financial activities, all committees all parliaments 2008

Pari FINANCIAL MATTERS
Agenda
appearances Committee

IRL
Vote 25 (Environment, Heritage and Local 
Government). 1 ENV

IRL

Vote 39 (Office of the Minister for Health and 
Children) (Revised Estimate) and Vote 40 (
Health Service Executive) (Revised Estimate). 1 HEALTH

IRL
Vote 41 (Office of the Minister for Children) 
(Revised Estimate). 1 HEALTH

IRL
Vote 40 (Health Service Executive) 
(Supplementary Estimate). 1 HEALTH

IRL

Vote 40 (Health Service Executive) 
(Supplementary Estimate) and Vote 41 (Office 
of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs) 
(Supplementary Estimate). 1 HEALTH

IRL
Estimate Vote 34 (Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment) (Revised Estimate). 1 ENT

IRL
Value for Money Review of Science Foundation 
Ireland. 1 ENT

IRL Estimate Vote 37 Army Pensions (SC) 2 JUSTICE
IRL Estimate Vote 19 (SC) Dept Justice etc (SC) 2 JUSTICE
IRL Estimate Vote 20 Garda (supp) (SC) 2 JUSTICE
IRL Estimate Vote 21 Prisons (supp) (SC) 2 JUSTICE
IRL Estimate Vote 22 — Courts Service SC 2 JUSTICE

IRL
Estimate Vote 23 - Property registration
Authority 1 JUSTICE

IRL Estimate Vote 36 - Defence 1 JUSTICE

UK
Local Govt finance supp 1 business rate special 
report 3 LG

UK Dept Estimate 5 LG
UK Public Expenditure Questionnaire Inquiry 4 HEALTH
UK Estimate Department BERR 3 BUSINESS/ENT
UK Spring supplementary estimates 1 HOME AFF

NZ
2006/07 Financial Review of the Energy
Efficiency and Conservation Authority 1 LG

NZ
2006/07 Financial Review of the Ministry for the 
Environment 1 LG

NZ Financial review env risk management authority 2 LG
NZ Financial review of the energy efficiency body 1 LG
NZ Estimates 08/09 2 LG

NZ
Estimate Vote Parliamentary Commissioner 
Environment 2 LG
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NZ
NZ

Estimate Vote Local Government
Estimate Vote Conservation

2
2

LG
LG

NZ Estimate Vote Climate Change 2 LG
NZ Estimates Vote Environment 2 LG

NZ
2006/07 Financial Review of the Health and 
Disability Commissioner 3 HEALTH

NZ
2006/07 Financial Review of Pharmaceutical 
Management Agency 3 HEALTH

NZ
2006/07 Financial Review of Capital and Coast 
District Health Board 3 HEALTH

NZ
2006/07 Financial Review of Wairarapa District 
Health Board 2 HEALTH

NZ
2006/07 Financial Review of Southland District 
Health Board 3 HEALTH

NZ
2006/07 Financial Review of Auckland District 
Health board and many others 2 HEALTH

NZ Financial Review Whanganui 2 HEALTH
NZ Financial Review Wa'rtemata 2 HEALTH
NZ Financial Review Hawkes Bay 2 HEALTH
NZ Financial Review Waikato 2 HEALTH
NZ Financial Review Mid central dist HB 2 HEALTH
NZ Financial Review Health Res Council NZ 3 HEALTH
NZ Estimates Vote Health 4 HEALTH
NZ Financial Review Meridian Energy 3 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Guardians of NZ Superann 3 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Securities Commission 1 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Genesis Energy 3 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Mighty River Power 2 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review NZ Trade and Enterprise 2 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review TV NZ 1 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Commerce Commission 2 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Transpower 4 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Transmission holdings 2 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Solid energy 2 COMMERCE
NZ Financial Review Testing Lab Registration Co 1 COMMERCE

NZ
Financial Review Accounting Standards Review 
Board etc 1 COMMERCE

NZ Financial Review Public Trust 2 COMMERCE
NZ Estimates Vote Commerce 2 COMMERCE
NZ Estimates Vote Communications 3 COMMERCE
NZ Estimates Vote Economic Dev 2 COMMERCE
NZ Estimates Vote Consumer Affairs 1 COMMERCE
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NZ Estimates Vote Energy 2 COMMERCE

NZ
2006/2007 Financial reviews of the Privacy, 
Electoral, Human Rights and Law Commission 1 JUSTICE

NZ
Financial review Abortion Supervisory
Committee 1 JUSTICE

NZ Estimate Attorney General Vote 4 JUSTICE
NZ Estimate Justice Vote 3 JUSTICE
NZ Estimate Parliamentary Counsel 3 JUSTICE
SCOT Budget process 2009-10 6 LG

SCOT
Finance Committee consultation on budget 
scrutiny 3 HEALTH

SCOT Budget process 2009-10 (Stage 2): 7 HEALTH
SCOT Budget process 2009-10 7 ECON/EN
SCOT Budget process 2009-10 6 JUSTICE
Nl Department briefing on budget monitoring 1 ENV
Nl Perm Sec Briefing provisional outturn 1 ENV
Nl Review of Budget logistics 1 ENV
Nl Budget Stocktake 1 ENV

Nl
Cross Cutting Inquiry into review of Budget 
process - committee response 2 ENT

Nl DETI Outturn 2007-08 1 ENT
Nl DETI Budget Stock Take - briefing 1 ENT
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Appendix 8: Legislation activities, all committees all parliaments 2008

Pari LEGISLATION ISSUES
Agenda
appearances Committee

IRL Planning and Development Regulations 08 2 ENV
IRL Motor Vehicle (Duties and Licences) Bill 2008. 1 ENV

IRL
Local Government Services (Corporate 
bodies)(confirmation of orders) bill 2008 1 ENV

IRL Nuclear Test Ban Bill 2006 1 ENV
IRL Electoral (Amendment) Bill 2008. 1 ENV

IRL
Motor Vehicle (Duties and Licences) (No 2) Bill 
2008. 1 ENV

IRL
Voluntary Health Insurance (Amendment) Bill
2007. 1 HEALTH

IRL Bill: Chemicals Bill 2008 Committee Stage 1 ENT
IRL Immigration, Residency and Protection Bill 2008 16 JUSTICE

IRL
Motion: Renewal of provisions on Criminal Justice 
(Drug Trafficking) Act 1 JUSTICE

IRL
BilhCriminal Justice (Mutual Assistance) 2005 
cttee stage (SC) 1 JUSTICE

IRL
Bill: Legal Practitioners Bill (Irish Language) 2007 
committee stage (SC) 1 JUSTICE

IRL
Bill Legal Services Ombudsman Bill committee 
stage SC 1 JUSTICE

IRL

Intoxicating Liquor Public Order Bill 2008: 
Discussion with Minister for Justice, Equality and 
Law Reform. 1 JUSTICE

UK Bill - Counter terrorism - inquiry 5 HOME AFF
UK Draft Immigration and Citizenship Bill 2 HOME AFF
NZ Waste Minimisation (Solids) Bill 6 LG
NZ Auckland Domain (Auckland Tennis) Bill 4 LG
NZ Biofuel Bill 13 LG
NZ Auckland Regional Amenities Funding Bill 10 LG
NZ Resource Management Climate Protection Bill 3 LG
NZ Dog Control Amendment Bill 8 LG
NZ Affordable Housing Enabling Territorial Bill 11 LG
NZ Walking Access Bill 8 LG
NZ Bishop Suter Art Gallery Bill 2 LG
NZ Christchurch Lancaster Pk Land Vesting Bill 5 LG
NZ Marine Reserves Bill 2 LG

NZ
Marine Reserves (Consultation with Stakeholders) 
Bill 1 LG

NZ Overseas Investment Queens Chain Bill 2 LG
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NZ Dog Control Canario Order 2 LG
NZ Palmerston North Repeal Bill 3 LG
NZ Public Health Bill 11 HEALTH
NZ Alcohol Advisory Council Amendment Bill 5 HEALTH

NZ
Securities (local authority exemption) 
amendment Bill 2 COMMERCE

NZ Regulatory Responsibility Bill 10 COMMERCE
NZ Companies (Minority Buyouts) Amendment Bill 6 COMMERCE
NZ Electricity Industry Reform Bill 10 COMMERCE
NZ Commerce Amendment Bill 10 COMMERCE
NZ Trustee Amendment Bill 7 JUSTICE
NZ Real Estate Agents Bill 13 JUSTICE

NZ
Treaty of Waitangi (Removal of Conflict of
Interest) Amendment Bill 5 JUSTICE

NZ Lawyers and Conveyancers Amendment no 2 Bill 1 JUSTICE
NZ Organised Crime Penalties and Sentencing Bill 4 JUSTICE

NZ
Disability UN Convention on Rights of Disabled
Bill 3 JUSTICE

NZ Judicature High Court Rules Amendment Bill 2 JUSTICE
NZ Judicature Matters Bill 1 JUSTICE

SCOT

SI Approval -Housing (Scotland) Act 2006 
(Prescribed Documents) Regulations 2008 be 
approved 1 LG

SCOT

SI approval -Local Government and Communities 
Committee recommends that the draft Valuation 
and Rating (Exempted Classes) (Scotland) Order 
be approved 1 LG

SCOT
Housing Support Grant (Scotland) Order 2008 be 
approved 1 LG

SCOT

SI considered - Non-Domestic Rating 
(Telecommunications and Canals) (Scotland) 
Amendment Order 2008 (SSI 2008/84). 1 LG

SCOT

SI approval - Public Appointments and Public
Bodies etc. (Scotland) Act 2003 (SSI 2008/draft) 
(Amendment of Specified Authorities) Order 2008 1 LG

SCOT

SI approval - Housing Grants (Assessment of 
Contributions) (Scotland) Amendment
Regulations 2008 1 LG

SCOT
SI Approval - Housing (Scotland) Act 2006 
(Scheme of Assistance) Regulations 2008 1 LG

SCOT
Housing and Regeneration Bill (UK Parliament 
Legislation 2 LG

SCOT Glasgow Commonwealth Games Bill 4 LG
SCOT Disabled Persons' Parking Places (Scotland) Bill 7 LG
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SCOT SI List 16 LG
SCOT Sis list 19 HEALTH
SCOT Public Health etc. (Scotland) Bill 11 HEALTH

SCOT

SI approval: that the draft Community Care 
(Personal Care and Nursing Care) (Scotland) 
Amendment Regulations 2008 be approved. 1 HEALTH

SCOT
SI Approval draft Mental Health (Cross-border 
Visits) (Scotland) Regulations 2008 be approved. 1 HEALTH

SCOT

SI approval - Mental Health (Absconding patients 
from other jurisdictions) (Scotland) Regulations 
2008 be approved. 1 HEALTH

SCOT
Health Boards (Membership and Elections) 
(Scotland) Bill 6 HEALTH

SCOT

SI Approval - Mental Health (England and Wales 
Cross-border transfer: patients subject to 
requirements other than detention) (Scotland) 
Regulations 2008 be approved. 1 HEALTH

SCOT
Subordinate legislation Renewables Obligation 
(Scotland) Amendment Order 2008 be approved. 1 ECON/EN

SCOT
Subordinate legislation Official Statistics 
(Scotland) Order 2008 1 ECON/EN

SCOT The Scottish Register of Tartans (Scotland) Bill 6 ECON/EN
SCOT Energy Bill (UK Parliament legislation) 2 ECON/EN

SCOT

Subordinate legislation - Electricity Works 
(Environmental Impact Assessment) (Scotland) 
Amendment Regulations 2008 1 ECON/EN

SCOT
Criminal Justice and Immigration Bill (UK
Parliament legislation) 1 JUSTICE

SCOT

Subordinate legislation: The Draft Emergency 
Workers (Scotland) Act 2005 (Modification) Order 
2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT

Management of Offenders etc. (Scotland) Act
2005 (Members' Remuneration and
Supplementary Provisions) Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Bankruptcy Fees (Scotland) Amendment 
Regulations 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT

Criminal Procedure (Scotland) Act 1995 
Compensation Offer (Maximum Amount) Order 
2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Discontinuance of Legalised Police Cells 
(Scotland) Rules 2008 (SSI 2008/8). 1 JUSTICE

SCOT Judiciary and Courts (Scotland) Bill 7 JUSTICE

SCOT
Criminal Procedure (Scotland) Act 1995 Fixed 
Penalty Order 2008 1 JUSTICE
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SCOT
Criminal Proceedings etc. (Reform) (Scotland) Act 
2007 (Supplemental Provisions) Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
SCOT

Bankruptcy (Scotland) Act 1985 (Low Income, Low 
Asset Debtors etc.) Regulations 2008
Pensions Bill (UK Parliament legislation

1
1

JUSTICE
JUSTICE

SCOT
Home Detention Curfew Licence (Amendment of 
Specified Days) (Scotland) Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Home Detention Curfew Licence (Prescribed 
Standard Conditions) (Scotland) Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT Negative Statutory Instruments 16 JUSTICE

SCOT
Civil Legal Aid (Financial Conditions) (Scotland) 
Regulations 2008 be approved. 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Advice and Assistance (Financial Conditions) 
(Scotland) Regulations 2008 be approved. 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Protected Trust Deeds (Scotland) Regulations
2008 be approved. 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Victim Notification Scheme (Scotland) Order 2008 
be approved. 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Statute Law Repeals Bill (UK Parliament 
legislation 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Assistance (Limits, Conditions and
Representation) (Scotland) Regulations 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT

Crime (International Co-operation) Act 2003 
(Designation of Participating Countries) (Scotland) 
Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Human Tissue (Scotland) Act 2006 (Consequential 
Amendment) Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Court of Session etc. Fees Amendment Order
2008 (SSI 2008/236). 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
High Court of Justiciary Fees Amendment Order 
2008 (SSI 2008/237). 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Adults with Incapacity (Public Guardian's Fees) 
(Scotland) Amendment Regulations 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Sheriff Court Fees Amendment Order 2008 (SSI 
2008/239 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Damages (Asbestos-Related Conditions)
(Scotland) Bill 7 JUSTICE

SCOT
Offences (Aggravation by Prejudice) (Scotland)
Bill 3 JUSTICE

SCOT

Legal Profession and Legal Aid (Scotland) Act
2007 (Transitional, Savings and Consequential 
Provisions) Order 1 JUSTICE

SCOT

Freedom of Information (Relaxation of Statutory 
Prohibitions on Disclosure of Information) 
(Scotland) Order 2008 1 JUSTICE
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SCOT
Scottish Commission for Human Rights 
(Specification) Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Adults with Incapacity (Electronic
Communications) (Scotland) Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT Sexual Offences (Scotland) Bill 8 JUSTICE

SCOT
International Criminal Court (Remand Time)
Order 2008 1 JUSTICE

SCOT
Justice of the Peace Court (Sheriffdom of Glasgow 
and Strathkelvin) Order 2008 (SSI2008/328) 2 JUSTICE

SCOT

Stipendiary Magistrates (Specified Day)
(Sheriffdom of Glasgow and Strath kelvin) Order 
2008 1 JUSTICE

Nl Department Briefing on Draft Waste Mgt Regs 1 ENV
Nl SI wearing of seat belts 1 ENV
Nl SI deposits in the sea 1 ENV
Nl SI Waste mgt misc regs 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 505 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 17 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 19 guide dogs 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 20sea deposits 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 18 2 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 29 1 ENV
Nl SI - waste management order commencement 1 ENV
Nl SI commencement of road traffic Nl Order 1 ENV
Nl SI Packaging Waste regs 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 75 1 ENV
Nl SI Waste mgt licences regs 08 1 ENV
Nl SI regs re lead shot over wetlands 4 ENV
Nl Goods Vehicles (licencing of operators) Bill 17 ENV
Nl SI - dept briefing on Nitrates Act prog regs 1 ENV
Nl SI draft planning avian flu Order 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 138 commencement 2 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 160 1 ENV
Nl SI fare structure and tariffs by taxis 1 ENV
Nl SI fees for taxi (licences 2 ENV
Nl SI Local Government Pensions 2 ENV
Nl SI Local Government Pensions 2 ENV
Nl SI EU reach chemicals 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 196 1 ENV
Nl SI Dangerous animals 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 321 bathing water quality 1 ENV
Nl SI exempted fireplaces 2 ENV
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Nl SI smoke control areas 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 234 insurance 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 235 avian flu 1 ENV
Nl SI cert of prof competence for drivers 1 ENV
Nl SI driving instructors commencement 1 ENV
Nl SI LG joint committee 1 ENV
Nl SI Motorcycle manoevres test 3 ENV
Nl SI Planning El regs 2 ENV
Nl SI mutual recog of driving disqualifications 1 ENV

Nl
Bill briefing - LG contracts and compulsory 
purchase Bill 1 ENV

Nl Bill briefing - Local Govt Finance Bill 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule Consulting a body corporate 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 373 1 ENV
Nl SI Protection for Irish Hare 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 387 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule conservation natural habitats 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 407 game preservation 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 415 smoke control areas 1 ENV
Nl Statutory Rule 418 1 ENV
Nl Health and Social Care Bill 11 HEALTH
Nl Proposed Stat rules from Food Standards Agency 3 HEALTH
Nl Public Health (amdt) Bill Committee Stage 2 HEALTH
Nl SI 498 Food labeling 1 HEALTH
Nl SI 497 Fishery products 1 HEALTH
Nl SI 496 Meat 1 HEALTH
Nl Proposals for statutory rules 12 HEALTH
Nl SI 2008/39 travelling expenses etc 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 42 condensed milk 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 41 food additives 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule Feeding stuffs 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule Rice products 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 126 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 82 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 89 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 99 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 90 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 91 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 128 optical 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 131 healthy start 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 96 superann 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 167 1 HEALTH
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Nl Statutory Rule 171 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 163 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 188 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 193 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 192 1 HEALTH
Nl Proposed Statutory Rule Pharma soc regs 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 198 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule Public Health Ships regs 1 HEALTH

Nl
Statutory Rule proposed firefighters pension 
scheme order 1 HEALTH

Nl SI Medicines for Human Use regs 08 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 256 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 260 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 292 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 333 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 350 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 346 2 HEALTH

Nl
SI Medicines for Human Use (Marketing 
Authorisations etc) Regulations 2008 1 HEALTH

Nl Statutory Rule 377 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 381 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 382 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 391 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 395 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 405 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 423 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 434 1 HEALTH
Nl Statutory Rule 436 1 HEALTH
Nl Committee travel 1 ENT
Nl Assembly Commission Annual Report 1 ENT

Nl
SI - Companies and Ltd Liability Regulations Nl
2008 3 ENT

Nl SI -Energy Order Regulations 1 ENT
Nl SI Health and Safety (Fees) regs Nl 2008 1 ENT
Nl Legislative Consent Motion - UK Energy Bill 1 ENT
Nl SI Electricity (offshore etc) Order Nl 2008 1 ENT
Nl SI Measuring Instruments for Trade Regs Nl 2008 1 ENT
Nl SI Companies Regs Nl 2008 3 ENT
Nl SI Insolvency Order Nl 2008 2 ENT
Nl SI Guarantees of Origin of Electricity regs Nl 2008 3 ENT
Nl UK Marine Bill written briefing DETI 1 ENT
Nl SI - Insolvency Regs Nl 2008 2 ENT
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Nl SI Gas Order 1996 regs Nl 2008 1 ENT
Nl SI Energy Amendment Order 1 ENT
Nl SI Chemicals Hazard Regs Nl 2008 3 ENT

Nl
SI Equipment and Protective Systems regs Nl
2008 3 ENT
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Appendix 9: Public Policy activities, all committees all parliaments 2008

Pari Public Policy Matter
Agenda
appearances Committee

IRL
IRL

Register of electors
Green paper local government reform

6
2

env
env

IRL Domestic Waste Water Treatment Services 3 env
IRL Housing and Mobility Grant Aids 1 env
IRL Spending Limits at Local Elections 1 env

IRL
Resolution of Disputes arising from Local 
Government Contracts 1 env

IRL National Homelessness Strategy 2 env

IRL
The Operation of Waiver Schemes for Refuse 
Collection Charges 1 env

IRL Waste Management 1 env
IRL Primary care working group 2 Health

IRL

Discussions with the Irish Pharmacy Union and 
the Health Service Executive regarding the 
current situation with regard to Pharmacy
Rates. 1 Health

IRL
Motion to Both Houses regarding the Dispute 
between the HSE and IPU. 2 Health

IRL

Discussions with the Committee for Health, 
Social Service and Public Safety from the 
Northern Ireland Assembly 1 Health

IRL
Discussions with the Parents for Justice Group/ 
others regarding the Dunne Inquiry. 2 Health

IRL

Discussions with the Irish Family Planning 
Association, the Irish Cancer Society and the 
National Cancer Screening Services regarding 
the prevention and screening for Cervical
Cancer and an update on Breastcheck. 1 Health

IRL
Discussion with Representatives of the Irish 
Hospice Foundation 1 Health

IRL AOB contract for Cervical Cancer Testing 1 Health

IRL
Discussion with Representatives of Brainwave, 
and The Peter Bradley Foundation 1 Health

IRL
Discussion with Representatives of Muscular 
Dystrophy Ireland 1 Health

IRL

Discussion with Representatives of the
Endocrine Society & The Diabetes Federation 
of Ireland 1 Health

IRL
Motion regarding the Risk Equalisation 
(Amendment) Scheme, 2008 1 Health

IRL
Discussion with Ms. Margaret Kennedy and 
Representatives from the Brothers of Charity 1 Health
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Services in Galway and also representatives 
from the HSE.

IRL
Discussion with the Disability Federation of 
Ireland 1 Health

IRL
Discussion with Representatives of Age Action 
Ireland and Nursing Homes Ireland 1 Health

IRL
Discussions with The Central Mental Hospital 
Carers' Group 1 Health

IRL
Discussions with The Irish Society for Autism, 
Aspire and Irish Autism Action 1 Health

IRL
Discussions with representatives from The Post 
Polio Support Group 1 Health

IRL

Discussions with representatives from The 
Sudden Cardiac Death in the Young Support 
Group 1 Health

IRL

Discussions with representatives from The 
Mental Health Commission and The Irish
Mental Health Coalition 1 Health

IRL
Motion to both Houses on the Relocation of 
the Central Mental Hospital 1 Health

IRL Motion misdiagnoses of Breast Cancer 1 Health

IRL

Discussions with Representatives from the
Irish Association of Psychologists in Mental 
Health 1 Health

IRL
Discussions with Mr. Tony O'Brien, CEO,
National Cancer Screening Service Board 1 Health

IRL Discussions with The Asthma Society of Ireland 1 Health

IRL

Motion to both Houses on the Government 
decision to withdraw medical cards from 
citizens aged over 70 years. 1 Health

IRL
Discussions with The Simon Communities of 
Ireland 1 Health

IRL

Discussion with the Health Information and 
Quality Authority and Inclusion Ireland on 
Standards in residential services for people 
with an intellectual disability 1 Health

IRL

Discussion on Developing Local Enterprise and 
Reducing Unnecessary Regulation (NIB and
ISME) 1 Ent

IRL
Draft report of the Cork, Tipp etc Border
Region 3 Ent

IRL Survey re advisory group on media mergers 1 Ent

IRL

OECD evaluation team on convention on 
combating bribery in international business 
transactions 1 Ent
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IRL

Consideration of the current campaign by
ICTU, SIPTU and UNITE into the employment 
and rights of Agency Workers 1 Ent

IRL

Consideration of a presentation by the 
Employment Working Group of the European 
Anti Poverty Network Ireland on the EU 
Commission's comments on Ireland's Second 
Progress Report on National Reform 1 Ent

IRL

Consideration of the Employment and Rights 
of Agency Workers in Ireland with 
Representatives of Chambers Ireland, CIF, IBEC 
and ISME. 1 Ent

IRL

Consideration of the Current Developments in 
Dublin City with the Dublin City Centre
Business Association. 1 Ent

IRL Presentation by Q102 small print in contracts 1 Ent
IRL Presentation by Irish Farmers' Association 1 Ent
IRL Presentation by the Small Firms Association 1 Ent

IRL

The numbers signing on the Live Register and 
the plans and preparations by Enterprise
Ireland, FAS and IDA Ireland to provide 
alternative employment 1 Ent

IRL

The Effect of Public Procurement Policy and
VAT Regulations on the Irish Print and
Packaging Industry 1 Ent

IRL

Managing Talent, Work-Life Balance,
Improving Leadership Development, Becoming 
a Learning Organisation and Measuring HR and 
Employee Performance 1 Ent

IRL
3 Grocery Monitor Reports published by the 
Competition Authority 1 Ent

IRL
Increases in Electricity and Gas Prices
Proposed by Energy Regulator 1 Ent

IRL
Promoting the display and sale of Irish made 
products in the Irish retail market 1 Ent

IRL

Workplace innovation and its potential to help 
Irish business build competitive advantage in a 
challenging economic environment. 1 Ent

IRL Where now for the Irish Economy 1 Ent
IRL Ethical Advertising 1 Ent
IRL Meeting with Irish Farmers' Association 1 Ent
IRL Solicitors undertakings 1 Justice
IRL Thornton Hall, consideration + presentation 3 Justice

IRL
Irish Council for Civil Liberties presentation on 
the 'Justice for Victims Initiative'. 1 Justice

IRL reply to IPU Questionnaire on gender issues 1 Justice
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IRL Discussion with Pavee Point Travelers Centre 1 Justice

JusticeIRL

Discussion with Equality Rights Alliance re 
implications of Budget '08 and that the
Equality Authority and Human Rights Comm be 
accountable to the Oireachtas 1

IRL
Maritime Analysis and Operations Centre: 
Motion. 2 Justice

IRL Overseas Missions motion 1 Justice
UK Existing housing and climate change 4 LG
UK Flooding 1 LG
UK Community cohesion and migration inquiry 12 LG
UK Planning skills inquiry 14 LG

UK
Refuse collection: waste reduction pilots 
inquiry - special report 3 LG

UK Balance of power central and local govt inquiry 15 LG
UK Provision of public toilets 8 LG
UK Supply of rented housing 4 LG
UK Coastal towns 2 LG
UK Olympic legacy inquiry 2 LG
UK New towns 3 LG
UK Regional committees 1 LG
UK Housing and the credit crunch 5 LG
UK Traditional retail markets 2 LG
UK Planning policy statement 6 town centres 1 LG
UK Dental services 10 Health
UK Health inequalities inquiry 15 Health
UK Modernising medical careers 5 Health
UK Care Services inquiry 2 Health
UK Foundation Trusts and Monitor inquiry 3 Health
UK Patient safety inquiry 2 Health
UK Neuropathology services 1 Health
UK Top up fees in NHS inquiry 3 Health
UK Evidence from the Secretary of State BERR 1 Ent
UK Dept BERR annual report and scrutiny of Dept 2 Ent

UK
Future of UK Manufacturing Govt Procurement 
special report 1 Ent

UK
Recent developments in trade opportunities 
India - one year on inquiries 2 Ent

UK Creating a higher value added economy inquiry 6 Ent
UK The UK Construction Industry 5 Ent
UK Export controls 3 Ent
UK Post office closure programme inquiry 4 Ent
UK Energy prices and policy 13 Ent
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UK
Europe moves east - impact on uk business 
special report 1 Ent

UK Rover Group companies act investigation 1 Ent

EntUK
Strategic export controls and review of export 
control legislation 4

UK Waking up to India - draft report 2 Ent

UK
Jobs for the Girls 2 years on draft special 
report 1 Ent

UK Post Office network 4 Ent
UK Pub Companies inquiry 4 Ent
UK Role of regional development agencies 5 Ent

EntUK Post Office Card Account 2
UK Consumer Focus 1 Ent
UK Financial support forSMEs 1 Ent
UK Human Trafficking 10 Home Aff
UK Policing in the 21st century 17 Home Aff
UK A surveillance society 7 Home Aff
UK Domestic Violence 13 Home Aff
UK Managing Migration inquiry 12 Home Aff
UK OSCE Mission Kosovo 1 Home Aff
UK Covert conversation recording 1 Home Aff
UK Anti slavery international evidence 1 Home Aff
UK Immigration 1 Home Aff
UK Identity cards 3 Home Aff
UK Young black people and criminal justice 1 Home Aff
UK Olympic torch relay 1 Home Aff
UK informal meeting Mr Anthony Steen 1 Home Aff
UK Secondment of Sudanese diplomats to Ho 1 Home Aff
UK PACE codes 1 Home Aff
UK Gurkhas rights to settle in UK 2 Home Aff
UK Police and the Media 2 Home Aff
UK Policing of leak inquiries 1 Home Aff

NZ
Briefing local govt rates inquiry 
recommendations 1 LG

NZ Briefing on clean up of Mapua site 4 LG

NZ
Inquiry into the provision of ambulance 
services 5 Health

NZ Briefing on aspartame 6 Health
NZ Briefing on child cancer services delivery 1 Health
NZ Briefing on Meningococcal B vaccine 4 Health
NZ Inquiry Housing Affordability 9 Commerce

NZ
Inquiry valuation method of state owned 
enterprises 7 Commerce
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NZ Briefing Sustainable Development Prog 1
2

Commerce
CommerceNZ Briefing Public Trust

NZ Inquiry into franchise operations NZ 2 Commerce
NZ Briefing on NZ Post Mail postcodes 1 Commerce
NZ Inquiry 2007 local authority elections 4 Justice
NZ International treaty rights disabilities 4 Justice
Scot Housing consultation paper 1 LG
Scot SPP3 Housing (Revision 1 LG
Scot Mainstreaming equal opportunities 1 LG
Scot Social Housing 1 LG
Scot Homelessness Monitoring Group 1 LG
Scot Housing Support Services 1 LG
Scot Planning for housing: 1 LG
Scot Fuel Poverty 2 LG
Scot Local Income Tax 2 LG
Scot National Planning Framework 2 2 LG
Scot Implementation of digital TV switchover 3 LG
Scot Elections 2007 6 LG
Scot Child poverty 8 LG
Scot Planning application processes (Menie Estate 10 LG
Scot Pathways into sport inquiry 8 Health
Scot Health inequalities inquiry 6 Health

Scot

Scottish Government's consultation on
Glasgow 2014 - Delivering a Lasting Legacy for 
Scotland 2 Health

Scot Mainstreaming equal opportunities 1 Health

Scot
Mental health services for deaf and deafblind 
people 6 Health

Scot Telehealth 1 Health

Scot
Feedback from the joint seminar with the
STUC 1 Econ/En

Scot Tourism inquiry - Growing pains 16 Econ/En
Scot The black economy 1 Econ/En
Scot The Scottish Parliament & Business Exchange 1 Econ/En

Scot

The Impact of the Credit Crunch on the
Scottish Economy and the Scottish Housing 
Market 3 Econ/En

Scot
Modernisation of the emergency oil stock 
regime 1 Econ/En

Scot Inquiry into Scotland's energy future: 7 Econ/En

Scot
Enterprise network reform and transfer of 
functions 1 Econ/En

Scot National Planning Framework 2 2 Econ/En
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Scot
Seminar with the Scottish Trades Union
Congress 1 Econ/En

Scot

Review of the public policy framework 
encouraging export promotion, international 
trade and inward investment 1 Econ/En

Scot Local income tax 1 Econ/En

Scot

Update on the work of select committees in 
the House of Commons on the credit crisis and 
on banking reform 1 Econ/En

Scot
Effective use of police resources inquiry (in 
private 2 Justice

Scot Community policing inquiry 9 Justice
Scot Mainstreaming Equal Opportunities 1 Justice
Nl Road Safety 6 Env
Nl Giant's Causeway Section 44 5 Env
Nl Mourne National Park 1 Env
Ni All Ireland action plan for red squirrel 1 Env
Nl Briefing by Ulster Farmers Union 1 Env

Nl
Briefing by coalition of environmental 
protection 1 Env

Nl Briefing by Assoc of Preservation Trusts 1 Env
Nl Briefing by Criminal Justice Inspection 1 Env
Nl Giant's Causeway Visitors centre 1 Env
Nl Briefing National Trust Shifting Shores 1 Env
Nl Review of Public Administration 1 Env
Nl Evidence re prog of reform for Nl Planning 2 Env
Nl PPS 18 Renewable energy 3 Env
Nl Briefing by Participation Network Nl 1 Env
Nl Lough Neagh Incinerator 1 Env
Nl Briefing league against cruel sports 1 Env
Nl Briefing by British Wind Energy Assn 1 Env
Nl Briefing on Rose Energy Project 2 Env
Nl Briefing on active school travel 1 Env
Nl Briefing on compliance with EU Waste leg 1 Env
Nl Briefing on environmental crime section 1 Env
Nl Briefing by Firmus Energy 1 Env
Nl Briefing Better Regulation and Simplification 1 Env
Nl Briefing by rural community network 1 Env
Nl Briefing by rural development council 1 Env
Nl Briefing by safer electricity Armagh group 1 Env
Nl North South interconnector 1 Env
Nl Briefing on Environmental Governance 1 Env
Nl Briefing on PPS 5 1 Env
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Nl
Determination of fees for entertainment
licences 1 Env

Nl Planning Art 31 issue 1 Env
EnvNl Briefing disappointed landowners group 2

Nl Climate Change, academic briefing 1 Env
Nl Briefing by co on sustainable drainage systems 1 Env

Nl
Briefing by env health committee on 
community eco challenge 1 Env

Nl Inquiry Prevention of Suicide and Self Harm 9 Health
Nl Evidence Chief Economist Kinds and Fund 1 Health
Nl Evidence Alpha 5 Air Ambulance 1 Health
Nl Consultation Nl clinical excellence awards 1 Health

Nl
Minimum Standards for Regulated Care
Services 1 Health

Nl C Difficile 2 Health
Nl Departmental Stroke Strategy 1 Health
Nl Sexual Health Strategy 3 Health
Nl Perinatal Psychiatry Services 1 Health

Nl
Evidence re report of inquiry into deaths of 
madeleine and lauren o'neill 1 Health

Nl
Evidence Association of Spina Bifida and 
Hydrocephaly 1 Health

Nl
Evidence re PFI/PPP on Omagh and Ennisk 
hosptals 1 Health

Nl Consultation re Bamford review 1 Health
Nl Evidence Health Promotion Agency 1 Health
Nl Evidence Family Matters Strategy 1 Health
Nl Consultation on the future of tobacco control 1 Health

Nl
Evidence with Inst of PH on Depts proposals 
for health care reform 1 Health

Nl Evidence with NILGA re he reform 1 Health

Nl
Briefing on Independent Review of Autism 
services in Nl 1 Health

Nl

Evidence Belfast Health Care Trust re 
Ombudsman's report Complaint Belfast City 
Hospital 1 Health

Nl Hospital Car Parking Charges 1 Health
Nl Evidence session with Pro Life groups 1 Health
Nl Evidence session with pro Choice Groups 1 Health

Nl Evidence session on funding for Playboard 1 Health

Nl
Autistic Spectrum Disorder Strategic Action
Plan 1 Health

Nl
Evidence session with Trade Union 
Representatives on efficiency savings. 1 Health
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Nl
Evidence session on Ambulance Services in the
South West 1 Health

Nl
Evidence session on Homeopathy Services in 
Northern Ireland. 1 Health

Nl
Committee response to the Autism Spectrum 
Disorder Action Plan Consultation 1 Health

Nl Seagate technologies closure 2 Ent
Nl Varney Review Nl tax policy 4 Ent
Nl US/NI Investment Conference 5 Ent
Nl Giant's Causeway Visitor Centre 5 Ent
Nl Renewables Obligations 7 Ent
Nl West Belfast Partnership Board 1 Ent
Nl All Island Grid Study 1 Ent
Nl Future Together Initiative 1 Ent
Nl Briefing Institute of Directors 1 Ent
Nl Regional Innovation Strategy Draft Action Plan 2 Ent

Nl
Cross Cutting - Ag Committee Inq re renewable 
energy and alternative land use 1 Ent

Nl Research Paper on Innovation 1 Ent
Nl Inquiry Credit Unions 9 Ent
Nl Inquiry Innovation 1 Ent

Nl
Start a business program - briefing from 
Officials/Invest Nl 2 Ent

Nl Briefing Federation of Small Businesses 1 Ent
Nl Rising Energy Prices 7 Ent
Nl Tackling Fuel Poverty 1 Ent

Nl
Briefing Enterprise Equity Fund Management 
(Nl) Ltd 1 Ent

Nl Rose Energy Power Plant 2 Ent
Nl Briefing from Firmus Energy 1 Ent
Nl Briefing from NIE Energy 1 Ent
Nl Briefings Credit Unions 2 Ent

Nl
Briefing from Construction and Property
Steering Group 2 Ent
Briefing on evaluation of Strategic Energy

Nl Framework 2 Ent

Nl
Briefing on Equality Impact Assessments on 
Telecoms Proj 1 Ent

Nl Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy 2 Ent
Nl Draft social economy enterprise strategy 2 Ent
Nl Tourism Branding Strategy 1 Ent
Nl Tourism Signature Projects 1 Ent
Nl Bio energy strategy 1 Ent
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Nl Inter Trade Ireland Briefing 1 Ent
Nl Matrix - Nl Science Industry Panel 1 Ent
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Appendix 10: Public Body activities, all committees all parliaments 2008

Pari Public Body Matter
Agenda
appearances Committee

IRL Fire Services 1
1

ENV
ENVIRL Board membership An Bord Pleanala

IRL Environmental Protection Agency Matters 1 ENV
IRL Mayo County Council Development Plan 2 ENV

IRL
Discussion with Representatives of the Health Information 
and Quality Authority (HIQA). 1 HEALTH

IRL
Discussion with Representatives of the NRB Pensions
Group and others incl. D/Health re NRB pensions 4 HEALTH

IRL
Discussions/Meetings with Minister, Minister of State, 
Department of Health and/or HSE 6 HEALTH

IRL Annual Report of Enterprise Ireland 1 ENT
IRL 2006 Annual Report of the Dublin City Enterprise Board 1 ENT

IRL

Consideration of the 2006 Annual Report and the 2005 - 
2008 Strategy Statement of the Department of Enterprise, 
Trade and Employment 1 ENT

IRL

Consideration of the 2006 Annual Report and the 2005 - 
2007 Strategy Statement of the Labour Relations 
Commission 1

1

ENT

IRL
Consideration of the 2007 Annual Report and the 2006- 
2008 Strategy Statement of the Competition Authority ENT

IRL Presentation by National Consumer Agency 1 ENT
IRL Presentation by FAS 1 ENT
IRL Presentation by Chief Scientific advisor 1 ENT
IRL PIAB Annual report 1 ENT
IRL Pres by Govt alcohol advisory group 1 JUSTICE

IRL
report on Annual Output Statements, Value for Money and 
Policy Reviews. 1 JUSTICE

IRL Discussion with the Ombudsman for the Defence Forces. 1 JUSTICE
IRL Discussion with DPP on policy for giving reasons 1 JUSTICE
IRL Annual Output Statement Dept of Justice etc 1 JUSTICE
UK Homes and communities agency 3 LG
UK National Housing and Planning advice unit 2 LG
UK Ordnance survey draft report special report 1 LG

UK
Modernisation committee inquiry annual departmental 
debates 1 LG

UK Department of LG annual report 1 LG
UK Dept autumn performance report 2 LG
UK Tenant Services Authority 2 LG
UK Dept annual report 2008 4 LG
UK Government Equalities Office annual report 08 1 LG
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UK Local Authority Investments 2

1

LG

LGUK
Govt Equalities Office Dept annual report and accounts
0708

UK Care Quality Commission 2 HEALTH
UK NHS next stage review inquiry 5 HEALTH
UK Women and work commission 1 BUS/ENT
UK Committee on arms export controls 6 BUS/ENT
UK The work of the Office of Fair Trading special report 1 BUS/ENT
UK UK Trade and Investment annual report and accounts 1 BUS/ENT
UK Companies House Inquiry 4 BUS/ENT
UK Funding the Nuclear decommissioning authority 3 BUS/ENT
UK OFCOM annual report 0809 1 BUS/ENT
UK Evidence from the Secretary of State BERR 1 BUS/ENT
UK Dept BERR annual report and scrutiny of Dept 2 BUS/ENT
UK Border and Immigration agency 1 HOME AFF
UK Serious organised crime agency 1 HOME AFF
UK Work of the Home Office 2008 2 HOME AFF
UK Monitoring the UK Border Agency 2 HOME AFF
UK Police Authorities 1 HOME AFF
NZ Office of the Auditor-General proposed workplan 2008/09 1 LG
NZ Briefing Dept Local Govt aspects of annual report 2 LG

NZ
Briefing from Sector Accountability and Funding
Directorate of the Ministry of Health 1 HEALTH

NZ
Briefing from Auditor General re management of conflicts 
of interest 1 HEALTH

NZ Draft annual plan of the C&AG 1 HEALTH
NZ TV NZ Charter 5 COMMERCE
NZ Briefing from NZ Post 3 COMMERCE
NZ Legal Services Agency 3 JUSTICE
SCOT Overview of local authority audits 2007 1 LG
SCOT Review of SPCB supported bodies 1 LG
SCOT Single Outcome Agreements 3 LG
SCOT Future of SportScotland 2 HEALTH
SCOT Chief Medical Officer for Scotland 1 HEALTH
SCOT Inquiry - Establishment of an Energy Technologies Institute 6 ECON/EN

SCOT
Establishment by the Scottish Government of a national 
economic forum 1 ECON/EN

SCOT Scottish Enterprise 1 ECON/EN
SCOT Scottish Council of Economic Advisers 3 ECON/EN
SCOT The work of the Regulatory Review Group 1 ECON/EN
Nl Briefing by Planning Service 1 ENV
Nl Department briefing on Marine Legislation Policy Paper 2 ENV
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Nl Briefing by Nl Marine Task Force 1
3

ENV
ENVNl Department briefing PPS 14

Nl Monthly/quarterly monitoring 2 ENV
Nl Briefing by Nl Commissioner for Children etc 1 ENV
Nl Ministerial Briefing RPA and LG Boundaries Bill 1 ENV
Nl Department briefing re MOT and DVA loss of data 1 ENV
Nl Department Briefing Carbon Reduction Commitment 1 ENV
Nl Department briefing river basin mgt 1 ENV
Nl Ministerial Briefing 1 ENV
Nl Ulster Fed of rambling clubs - briefing by dept 1 ENV
Nl Department Briefing complaint Yellow Line Coach 1 ENV

Nl
Department Briefing input to UK Radioactive Discharges 
strategy 1 ENV

Nl Department briefing PPS 4 1 ENV
Nl Evidence Strategic Investment Board 1 HEALTH
Nl Dept Brief on Agenda for Change 1 HEALTH
Nl Department Brief Flospital Acquired Infections 1 HEALTH
Nl Human Fertilization and Embryology Bill Dept Briefing 1 HEALTH
Nl Evidence from Minister for Health SS and Pub Safety 2 HEALTH
Nl Evidence from Mental Health and Learning Disability Board 1 HEALTH
Nl Evidence from the Mental Health Commission 1 HEALTH

HEALTHNl
Evidence session with the Minister for Health Social
Services & Public Safety 1

Nl Evidence session with Departmental Officials. 1 HEALTH

Nl
Evidence session with Departmental officials about a 
complaint by Mr and Mrs Bennett. 1 HEALTH

Nl Maternal Deaths at Antrim Area Hospital 1 HEALTH

Nl
Briefing on dioxin contamination in animal feed from the 
Food Standards Agency 1 HEALTH

Nl Performance Management in the healthcare system 1 HEALTH
Nl Draft regional innovation strategy action plan 3 ENTERP
Nl Monthly/Quarterly Monitoring (Dept Performance) 6 ENTERP
Nl DETI and Invest Nl draft corporate action plans 4 ENTERP
Nl Consumer Council briefings/work progs 3 ENTERP
Nl Briefing Nl Energy Agency 1 ENTERP
Nl Report from Committee Visit to Enterprise Nl 1 ENTERP
Nl Review of Sustainable Energy Agencies 3 ENTERP

Nl
Outcome of DETI budget, Programme for Government and 
Investments Strategy 1 ENTERP

Nl Post Offices Change/Closures 2 ENTERP
Nl Foreign direct investment and Innovation - DETI briefing 1 ENTERP
Nl Briefing from Utility Regulator 1 ENTERP
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Nl Briefing DETI Nl Better Regulation Report 06/07 1 ENTERP
ENTERPNl Briefing from Nl Tourist Board draft corporate plan 1

Nl Briefing DETI Titanic Signature Project 1 ENTERP
Nl Briefing from DETI and INI on audit of enterprise support 1 ENTERP
Nl Briefing from DETI on refreshed social economy strategy 1 ENTERP

Nl
Telecoms Industry next gen network services DETI briefing 
written 1 ENTERP

Nl DETI Briefing on Tourism strategic framework for action 1 ENTERP

Nl
RPA and Transfer of DETI functions to local govt - briefing 
paper from DETI 2 ENTERP

Nl
Briefings re Regulator's Review of the Electricity Tariff 
Setting Process 1 ENTERP

Nl Briefing Min for Enterprise Trade and Investment 1 ENTERP

Nl
Briefing from OFCOM roll out of next generation 
broadband 1 ENTERP

Nl Briefing on proposed review of Invest Nl 1 ENTERP

Nl
Response to Utility Regulator consultation on Sustainable 
Development 1 ENTERP
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Appendix 11: Staffing of Committees

Houses of the Oireachtas

Ireland has a total secretariat of 50.8 staff for committees consisting of

1 Director of Committees (counted as 0.5 since Director is also responsible for 

Communications)

2 Deputy Directors (overall senior coordinators of committee support)

17.2 committee clerk level staff

6.5 higher executive level staff 

24.6 executive and clerical level staff.

All staff below committee clerk level are pooled across the secretariat.

These staff service 20 committees, providing an average allocation of staff per 

committee of 2.54. In many cases, the committee clerks service more than one 

committee.

UK House of Commons

The UK House of Commons342 has approximately 183 committee support staff 

(excluding the Scrutiny Unit) as follows:

Principal Clerks (SCS)* 5

Deputy Principal Clerks (SC Band 1) 26

Senior Clerks (A2) 22

Assistant Clerks (A3) 8

Business Manager (Bl)** 1

Operations Manager (B1) 1

Senior Committee Assistants (B1) 3

Senior Committee Assistants (B2) 22

Committee Assistants (C) 36

Committee Support Assistants (Dl) 13

NAO Audit Officers on secondment 4

M2 Information sourced from UK House of Commons sessional returns 2009-10 p 224. Available from 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm20101 l/csession/1/001 ,pdf Information 
supplemented/clarified by email with relevant House of Commons officials.
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Inquiry Managers (A2) 2

Inquiry Managers (Bl) 8

Committee Specialists/ Legal Specialists (Bl)*** 22

Media Officers (Bl) 6

Secretaries (C) 4

Sandwich Student 1

183

These staff support approximately 34 Committees providing for an average of about 5.4 

staff per committee.343

New Zealand
New Zealand has a total committee staff of 50344. This consists of:

1 Clerk-Assistant (overall manager of the Select Committee Office)

4 Senior Parliamentary Officers (manage several committee secretariats and the Office's 

operational business)

13 Clerks of Committee

13 report writers (research and draft most committee reports)

13 committee support (manage committee papers, arrange meetings and public hearings) 

1 editor (edits all draft reports)

5 admin/clerical staff

These staff support 13 committees providing for an average of 3.85 staff per committee. 

They are generally organised in teams of 3 person secretariats.

Scotland

Scotland has a total committee staff of 47 (excluding the Financial Scrutiny Unit) as 

follows:

Grade 7 (Head of Committee Office) - 1

343 This may in fact be a slight understatement as it was indicated to the author by a UK House of 
Commons official that they normally quote 6.5 staff per committee on average.
344 Source: email from the NZ parliament

295



Grade 6 (Clerk Team leader) - 9 

Grade 5 (Clerk Team leader) - 3 

Grade 5 (Senior Assistant Clerk) - 8 

Grade 5 (European Officer) - 1 

Grade 4 (Assistant Clerk) - 13 

Grade 2 (Committee Assistant) - 12

These staff service 12 committees providing an overall average of 3.9 staff per 

committee.

Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland has a total committee staff of 5 7345 made up of 

1 Head of Committees (made up from aggregating two Clerks Assistants at 0.5 each)

13 Clerks

16 Assistant Clerks

14 Clerical Supervisors 

13 Clerical Officers

These staff support 13 Committees and are generally organised in teams of 4 per 

committee (Clerk, Assistant Clerk, Clerical Supervisor and Clerical Officer). The 

overall average is 4.4 per committee.

Scrutiny Units

The UK House of Commons and the Scottish Parliament both have specialist scrutiny 

units to support committee work. The Scottish Unit supports financial scrutiny 

specifically and the UK unit supports financial and legislative scrutiny.

UK House of Commons Scrutiny Unit

(The following information is reproduced from the UK House of Commons Sessional 

Return, (2009/2010)346

345 Source: email from the NI Assembly
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The Scrutiny Unit of the Committee Directorate provides specialist help to select 

committees, mainly but not exclusively in financial scrutiny and the scrutiny of 

draft legislation. It provides staff members for joint committees undertaking pre

legislative scrutiny of draft bills and supports the evidence taking role of public 

bill committees. It has particular expertise in public expenditure, accountancy 

and the law, but also does other work for committees as resources permit, 

including assisting select committees with on-line consultations. The Unit 

carried out 74 tasks for 20 committees in Session 2009-10.* The Unit also 

contributed to the Joint Committee on Tax Law Rewrite Bills. The numbers and 

grades of staff in the Unit as at 12 April 2010 were:

1 Deputy Principal Clerk (SCS Band 1)

1 Senior Clerk (A2)

1 Deputy Head of Finance (shared with the Environmental Audit Committee) 

(A2)

4 Specialists on secondment:

1 Financial Analyst on secondment from the Department of Communities and

Local Government

(A2)

1 Financial Analyst on secondment from the Ministry of Justice (A2)

2 Financial Analysts on secondment from the National Audit Office (A2)

1 Statistician on loan from the House of Commons Library (A2)

2 Legal Specialists (Bl)

1 Senior Committee Assistant (B2)

2 Committee Assistants (C)

1 Team Manager (part-time) (C)

2 Committee Support Assistants (1 part-time) (Dl)

1 Office Support Assistant (D2)

*“Tasks” in this context range in scale from managing entire inquiries by a joint 

committee to one-off pieces of analysis for a select committee.

346 http://www.publicarions.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011 /csession/1/001 .pdf. 224-225
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A number of things are worth noting: Firstly, that there is little hierarchical structure 

within the unit which works more as groups of specialists in mutual cooperation and 

secondly, that it is a cooperative enterprise involving a broad range of specialist 

knowledge and skills of seconded staff inputs from government departments, the 

National Audit Office, the House of Commons library/research service and the House of 

Commons administration. The unit also provides ‘surge capacity’ for select committees 

where they are overstretched and has access to ‘interns’ on 3 month assignments from 

research councils.347

Scotland Financial Scrutiny Unit (FSU)

This was created in September 2009 as ‘a centre of expertise which will increase the 

Parliament’s capacity to analyze Government spending proposals, and importantly, 

enable Parliament to cost and evaluate alternative spending proposals to those set out by 

the Government’ for:

• Analysis of costings of Government policy and legislation

• Estimates of costings of alternative spending proposals

• Detailed analysis of the Scottish Government’s budget documents

• Working closely with the committees’ budget advisers to provide further 

analysis of budget portfolios

• Monitoring and tracking different aspects of Government expenditure

• Provision of resources, such as budget spreadsheets, to allow further analysis to 

be carried out directly

• Short briefings on specific topics of particular interest to committees and the 

wider parliament.348

It has a staff of 7 and is made up of (pre-existing) staff from the Scottish Parliament 

research service, committee secretariat, and from Audit Scotland. The unit works mainly 

with the Finance and Economy, Energy and Tourism Committees and also assists 

individual members in costing policy proposals.349

347 Information conveyed to the author in conversation with the Head of the Unit on 27/8/10
348 http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/nmCentre/news/news-09/pa09-049.htm
'4,) Information conveyed to the author by Scottish Parliament committee staff in con\ ersation on 
21/7/2010.
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