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Australian tradition of parliamentary inspiration from other jurisdictions 

Australia takes great pride in the fact that its federation was forged not by war or rebellion, but by discussion groups, called “conventions”, and by consultation with the people at the plebiscite and ballot boxes. Even though the participants of the constitutional conventions in the 1890s took considerable inspiration from the Westminster tradition, there was a quite conscious global search to identify the most appropriate elements of other systems of government for the new nation.  
At the Adelaide Convention in 1897, there were many references to the impact of international influence on the minds of those drafting the Constitution. The person who was to become the first Prime Minister,  recognising the concept of responsible government, indicated that he did not want his boots made in Germany, and that he did not want his Constitution made in Switzerland. He thought that British forms of government, as adopted and adapted, were the best fitting. His boots clearly had always been made in Britain. However, the person who was to become the first President of the Senate believed that it was possible to learn lessons from other countries, and pointed to federations in Germany, Switzerland, and America, and to a limited extent in Canada. He responded to the suggestion of only British “footwear”: ‘I want my boots made where I find they fit me best’. 
 Lao Tzu said that a long journey starts with a single step, and the boots chosen by Australia have done a lot of walking. Australia has been open to adopting successful procedures operating in other institutions that have come to light along the path of that walk. Initially, the choice related to a House of Representatives and a Senate, more along the Washington model. One of the early decisions of the Australian High Court (the Supreme Court) contained the reflection that probably the most striking achievement by the founders was the successful combination of British parliamentary government with American federalism. The American inspiration has led some to think that Australia, rather than being in the Westminster mould, is more appropriately characterised as “Washminster”.
Subsequently, Australian national procedural evolution has occurred inspired from within and by observation of the practices of other jurisdictions. The changes have been so far-reaching in many instances that the appropriate descriptive term would be “Ausminster” rather than “Westminster” or “Washminster”.
Establishment of the Parliamentary Studies Centre – Building on, and developing, tradition 
In what may be a further step down this procedural path, a Parliamentary Studies Centre (PSC) has been established in Australia. The House of Representatives and the Senate of Australia have joined together with   policy and governance/political science programs in the Australian National University to support the establishment within the university of the PSC.
The three main aims of the Parliamentary Studies Centre are:

· Research Output: To promote internationally-recognised parliamentary studies in Australia, the Asia Pacific region, and beyond.
· Research Network: To build linkages between researchers and parliamentary institutions in Australia, the region and beyond.
· Policy Network: To promote parliament in Australian public policy debate.

In pursuit of these aims, the PSC proposes to provide an international linkage centre, at which international researchers in the parliamentary field will work with Australian researchers interested in parliaments and legislative institutions in Australia at all levels and internationally, particularly in the Asia Pacific region. It will promote comparative parliamentary research across the Australian federation and comparative investigations of Australian experiences in the light of appropriate international developments (see the website: http://www.parliamentarystudies.anu.edu.au/ ).
Australian Research Council Grant

The Department supporting the Senate and the Department supporting the House of Representatives in Australia joined together with the Australian National University to apply for a linkage grant from the Australian Research Council (ARC). Funds available from the ARC will supplement contributions in cash and in kind from each of the three partners in the project.

The Strengthening Parliamentary Institutions Project: Examination of parliamentary capacity building

The principal theme of the project will be to examine causes of success and failure in parliamentary capacity-building stemming from attempts to modernise and strengthen legislatures. The partners in the project believe that the Australian Parliament has much to offer parliamentary scholars. Australia possesses a relatively stable constitutional environment. (That is not to say that there have not been some instances of constitutional excitement, such as led to the 1975 dismissal of a validly-elected Prime Minister by the Head of  State’s representative). There have been a number of variations attempted, such as:

· the combination of responsible government together with American federalism referred to earlier, 
· bicameralism, 
· strong party government, with a government by definition, able to control a majority in the House of Representatives,
· selection of Senators by a proportional representation (PR) voting system, and an increase in the number of Senators so as to make it extremely difficult for the government of the day to command a majority in the Senate,
· compulsory voting,
· public funding of political parties,
· an independent parliamentary administration,
· independent officers of the parliament exercising oversight functions such as the Auditor-General (working closely with the Public Accounts and Audit Committee and other parliamentary committees) and the Ombudsman, 
· procedural innovations such as the House Main Committee, in effect a second Chamber within the House, adapted and adopted by other jurisdictions such as the United Kingdom House of Commons and House of Lords, with concomitant increased opportunities for private Member participation..
The project will enable the Australian experience of parliamentary innovation to be placed within the wider context of international parliamentary capacity building. Three research streams are expected to flow, under the direction of a project Advisory Committee representing the ANU, the Senate and the House of Representatives Departments:

· A parliamentary fellowship stream to enable parliamentary staff, Members or former Members to articulate case studies of the Australian parliament’s institutional changes,
· An Australian parliamentary scholars stream to enable Australian parliamentary researchers to make use of the Centre’s resources to examine change processes in the national parliament and other Australian parliamentary institutions, and

· A stream of international parliamentary scholars to enable international researchers to make use of the Centre’s resources to place Australian developments in a wider comparative context of legislative studies. 

The Parliamentary Studies Centre will be responsible for academic and public communication of the results of the research. There will be a web-based series of discussion papers relating to interim findings. Appropriate papers will be published in one of the ANU-based academic journals. The project’s ongoing legacy will be three edited volumes in the series Strengthening Parliamentary Institutions.
One purpose of bringing the project to the attention of members of the Association of Secretaries-General of Parliaments is to flag the possibility of members playing some role in the third stream of the project outlined above. Many of the Association’s members are highly regarded in the international academic community, and on occasion are the most appropriate source of description and evaluation of developments in the international sphere. Reports of the project’s progress, including participation by ASGP members, will be notified at future Association meetings. 
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