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Plan

1. Why parliamentary inquiries matter

2. How parliamentary inquiries work

3. Making an effective submission

4. Giving evidence at a hearing

5. Committee report, government response



Part 1: Why inquiries matter



Asking questions of power



Bringing new information to light



Speaking without risk of retaliation



Committees can change law and 
regulation



They can even have constitutional 
ramifications

Unions NSW v New South Wales [2019]



Archetypal example: The Murphy 
Report



Part 2: How parliamentary inquiries 
work

Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters

Inquiry into the 2025 federal election



Part 3: Making an effective submission

1. Type up your thoughts

2. Send them to the email address listed on the 
inquiry’s webpage. 



Finding an inquiry



Know your inquiry



Know your inquiry

1 Due date



Know your inquiry

2 other matter
2 other matter



Know your inquiry

3 terms of reference



Terms of reference



Terms of reference



Terms of reference



Know your inquiry

4 membership



Know your inquiry

5 track inquiry



Know your inquiry

6 public hearings



Know your inquiry

7 submission

7 submission



Know your inquiry

8 other subs



Example topics

• Your experience voting (harassment, 
convenience, instructions, etc).

• Political parties in the postal vote process. 

• Mass spam texts.

• Misleading political advertising.



Your submission is a “source”

• An inquiry report is like a uni assignment

• What information can I give a busy person to:

– Prove my bona fides

– Help them answer the “question” posed by the 
terms of reference

– Prompt them to look at other submissions 
differently



What is useful?

• Personal experience 

• Alternative points of view

• Evidence/arguments that the committee can 
put to other witnesses

• Recommendations



Things to look out for

• Committee claims ownership of your 
submission

– Submission delayed for “right of reply”

• Hearings are sometimes held before 
submission due date

• Ask if you can make a late submission

• Parliamentary privilege – ONLY on their 
website



Part 4: Appearing at a hearing

Iron Man 2



Invitation

• Most submissions do not result in hearing 
invitations

• You’ll be given some notice of a time and date 
for the hearing

• Ask the Secretariat if there’s any questions

• You can almost certainly decline



Structure

• Chair will introduce the committee, your rights, 
illegal to lie, etc.

• Chance for opening statement.
– One from each organisation/expert appearing.

• Each committee member is entitled to a time 
block; chair will keep time.
– Any number of members may turn up.

– Any number of members may have questions.

– No guarantee that you’ll get questions from every 
party.



Opening statement

• Short (maximum 3 minutes)

• Flag what questions you’re interested in 
answering

• Flag any limitations/gaps in your expertise



What can you be asked?

• About your submission

• About your background and expertise 

• About your opinion on other submissions

• About your opinion on other topics the inquiry 
has covered. 



Sharing questions

• Tip: Can divide topics between colleagues 
beforehand.

– As a starting point only.

• Can piggyback on questions asked of other 
organisations (but read the room). 



Fielding difficult questions

• Take it on notice

• Entitled to give broader context

– If asked about motives, can talk about outcomes

– Don’t fall for “yes or no question”

• Entitled to not have an opinion

• You can decline questions outside the terms of 
reference 



Logistics

• Dress code

• Planning to use parliamentary privilege? 
Seek advice

• Appearing alone or with a colleague

• Appearing online or in person



Preparing

• Watch/read transcripts of earlier hearings

• Read other submissions

• What’s the simplest way to explain my ideas?

• What are some likely criticisms and concerns?



Follow up

• Check Hansard transcript.

• Answer any questions on notice.

– These might not come from the hearing.

• Provide supplementary information 
(if you like). 



Part 5: Report and response

• Most inquiries will end with a report.

– Findings

– Recommendations

• Some publish interim reports.

• Some never get a chance to report. 

• Reports depend on evidence received. 



Multipartisan committees don’t always 
make multipartisan recommendations

• Main report

• Dissenting report

• Additional comments



Government response

• Timeliness and level of detail is inconsistent. 

• Options include: Noted, supported, not 
supported, supported in part 



australiainstitute.org.au
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