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Introduction and Overview

Thankyou for the opportunity to comment on the initiative to encourage 
citizens to engage more with government, and for governments to consult 
more with citizens.

Efforts to increase engagement of the population, not just electors but also 
organizations, minors and others, in parliamentary and departmental inquiries are 
always welcome as a means of improving our democracy.

Any dilution of existing mechanisms for, and privileges of, existing consultative 
processes would be tragic.

As someone who has made previous submissions to Senate inquiries1, I see the 
addition of a blog-like forum for citizens as a useful extension of existing 
processes, rather than something revolutionary.

However, I believe that the creation of such a forum is an opportunity not only to 
increase the number of people who engage with government inquiries, but more 
importantly, to modernize the way the government presents information to the 
public.

It is likely that our society would get better value for a similar investment by 
incrementally improving the quality of documents prepared by the government than 
by developing and maintaining an entirely new channel.  However, improvement to 
existing delivery mechanism might be a useful interim measure if the consultation 
blog software and processes are likely to take considerable time to implement.

I regard the current consultative process as another example of the excellent work 
AGIMO has been doing, and, while never a supporter of his political party, must 
give credit to the work of Gary Nairn, former Special Minister of State for his 
patronage of AGIMO's efforts, his contribution to improved use of information within 
government, as well as enhancements to the way the population can communicate 
to government.

In particular, I commend AGIMO's knowledge of, and commitment to, online 
service obligations including accessibility and security, as well as their commitment 
to production of well-formed documents that conform to open standards (such as 
W3C standard HTML that is WCAG AAA compliant), and hope these attitudes and 
capabilities are used when developing a consultation blog.

This submission starts with unstructured discussion of the proposed consultation 
blog with comparisons to existing consultation mechanisms, then provides detailed 
responses to each question from the discussion paper.



Existing Procedures

Strengths:
Important features of existing consultative methods used by parliamentary inquiries include the 
following:

• The ability to make submissions by paper, fax, and email;

• The ability for submitters to nominate:

• The amount of identifying information associated with submissions (anonymous, name 
only, or full details); and

• Whether the contents of the submission are published, or merely made available to 
the relevant committee;

• Light-touch moderation;

• Publication of submissions in a timely fashion after they are received, rather than after the 
closing date for submissions;

• The provision of parliamentary privilege to submissions once they are published, allowing 
later submissions to support, extend or rebut comments in earlier submissions;

• Good on-line notification of new inquiries by syndicated RSS feeds; and

• Recent introduction of the following procedures for those who have made electronic 
submissions:

• Personal notification that the report has been published; and

• Offering submitters a hard-copy of the committee report by post at no charge;

• Publication of submissions made to inquiries, even if there was no invitation to make 
submissions.2

To avoid harm to our democracy, any future inquiry using new consultative mechanisms must not 
remove or dilute the capabilities and rights provided by the above characteristics of existing 
processes. Indeed, new channels for consultation should extend these features to new media, 
merely improving the efficiency of service delivery.

The existing system makes no onerous demands of citizens, especially since announcements of 
new inquiries started being distributed via RSS.  Currently, the amount of time and effort needed to 
make a submission (a short plain-text email of one or two paragraphs urging support or rejection of 
a bill) is no more than is required for adding a comment to a blog-like application.  A simple email 
has the advantage over a blog-like comment because it is more likely to be reviewed by the author 
before transmission, and will therefore be of greater value to our society.



Weaknesses:
There a some aspects of existing consultation processes that should be addressed concurrently 
with introduction of any new delivery channel.

• Accessibility:

• Accessibility is very important, because disadvantaged persons have a greater need 
to communicate with government, yet face significant hurdles.

• Faxed and hand-written submissions are not published in non-raster text-based 
formats that would not only allow “cut and paste” for those who make later 
submissions or review the inquiry after it has finished, but also make these 
submissions available to those without graphical computer interfaces, including Braille 
mice and speech generation tools.  This would require use of optical character 
recognition technologies followed by human redaction.

• The same considerations would apply to any submissions made in non-visual forms. 
While public hearings occur, and transcripts are provided, sound recordings (perhaps 
from the blind) should be permissible submission formats, including attachments to 
emails in formats such as MP3 or WAV.  Such submissions should be also be 
transcribed into text-based formats, while also available in sound-based formats to 
ensure that the speaker's intonation and intent is not lost.

• Terms of reference, submissions and final reports are not published in sound-based 
formats (such as MP3) that are suitable for many of the visually impaired.

• Metadata Management:

• While published submissions have recently included the addition by parliamentary 
staff of the title of the inquiry into the metadata fields, metadata that is included in 
original submissions (author, subject description, keywords, etc) are removed before 
publication, diminishing the discoverability, and therefore the effective use of these 
documents.

• There is, as yet, relatively poor metadata provided in the documents (particularly draft 
legislation) that should be used when preparing submissions.

• Document Linkages:

• In both introductory documentation (such as the terms of reference) and final reports 
of committees, there are usually no linkages between or within documents that would 
permit more effective usage.

• For example, the terms of references and introduction to the inquiry into the Northern 
Territory National Emergency Response Bill 2007, while mentioning the Little Children 
are Sacred report, did not contain an embedded link to the relevant document.

• Final reports do not have hot links to footnotes, submissions or other documentation, 
again decreasing the ability to make best use of the work.

• Different sections within government-produced documents usually lack “anchors” that 
allow linkage to specific points that would allow efficient referrals by submissions and 
other government reports.

• Departmental Inquiries:

• In general, interfaces to departmental inquiries are poor compared to parliamentary 
inquiries.

• In many cases, the URL to documents, especially submissions, change over time.

• Announcements are difficult to discover.  A whole-of-government approach, including 
aggregated RSS feeds and better search tools3 would provide great improvements.



Technical Aspects of AGIMO's Proposal
AGIMO outlined the challenges to administration of a blog-like consultation channel very well, 
including those relating to moderation and identification of contributors.

In general, AGIMO has shown technical expertise, initiative, and good awareness of regulatory 
requirements compared to many agencies (notably the National Office of the Information Economy, 
AGIMO's unlamented predecessor)4.  This gives me confidence that their preferred options, if 
developed in consultation with other expert agencies, (including the National Archives, the Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commissioner and the Defence Signals Directorate), would address 
all issues about requirements and implementation successfully.

I would hope that just as the document/content management system developed by AGIMO has 
been made freely available to all agencies as open source software, and even “white-branded” 
core components for use outside government, that any solutions developed are also made 
available to other agencies.

The development of any solution should also consider the following points:

• Provision of an API (Application Programming Interface) allowing extension and some 
automation by those both inside and outside government;

• Provision of export facilities so citizens can download threads;

• Ensuring that each contribution and government document has a permanent and easily-
discoverable URL5;

• The ability for people to request email alerts for

• New comments on threads;

• Inquiry announcements, changes of status, availability of final reports;

• Something analogous to “Google Alerts” that can be restricted by agency, or subject 
matter (as defined by a published metadata thesaurus, and in combination with 
advanced search operators6;

• A whole-of-government approach that links agencies and parliaments of all jurisdictions: 
federal, state and councils; as well as external references from peer-reviewed journals and 
international agencies such as the World Health Organization or the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change.

• Issues mentioned above in the section discussing weaknesses of current consultation 
mechanisms.

• It may be appropriate for agencies to add anchors to submissions that allow easy, accurate 
cross-references by later submissions.



Non-Technical Considerations
Many of the objectives of the initiative proposed through AGIMO can be achieved by existing 
parliamentary consultation mechanisms.  No matter what the technical advances, the key inhibitor 
to the success of consultations remains the awareness by the citizenry of their ability to contribute 
and their rights when making submissions.

Many people are unaware of existing RSS feeds, their right to make submissions to Senate 
inquiries of even one or two paragraphs (the length of a typical blog comment) by email, and that 
submissions get parliamentary privileges when published.

While companies, Australian or international7, have no right to vote yet make many submissions. 
Unenfranchized real persons (including temporary residents and minors) are hardly ever aware of 
their rights and privileges.

This suggests that any introduction of new technical capabilities would bring little benefit without an 
appropriate information campaign, through traditional media (TV and newspapers), as well as 
announcements through internet channels (government and non-government).  Promotion through 
non-government channels should be relatively easy with some consultation of relevant 
organizations, including non-profit sites (such as the ABC, GetUp, Australian Policy Online and 
OzPolitics Info), as well as commercial service providers such as online sites of newspapers or 
Crikey.

The right to make submissions to inquiries would be a suitable topic for citizenship tests and for 
secondary school curricula.

Many disadvantaged people have poor facilities for electronic communication with the government. 
Homeless people and the extremely poor would benefit from kiosks (for example in Centrelink or 
Post Offices) that allowed easy access to new consultation mechanisms.

There are some risks relating to the introduction of a very low barrier during consultation, especially 
if it possible to see them immediately without moderation:

• The comment may have errors because of insufficient review before the sender commits 
the message.  Such errors, including the omission of words such as “not” or “rarely” can 
lead to a markedly different sense in the submission from that intended.  This implies the 
need to provide a means for people to edit their own comments.

• A huge increase in the volume of submissions may diminish the attention given to higher-
quality submissions.

These risks can be mitigated by providing feedback mechanisms (without precluding the 
opportunity for extended responses) that allow rapid, yet detailed, opinions to be collected, using 
web-based forms that allow expression of opinion on individual points.

For example, legislation could allow feedback on a paragraph by paragraph using a scale from 
“strongly agree”, through “no opinion” to “strongly disagree”.  Such forms might also include text 
boxes, associated with each point, for free-form notes.  This approach might also help prepare 
quantitative reports to assist the committee, and for inclusion in their final report.

If quantitative reports are produced from forms, it would be important to adjust the figures to include 
opinions expressed in submissions that did not use such forms.

Unfortunately, I am skeptical that detailed quantitative reports about citizens' opinions would be 
welcomed by many politicians when the inquiry is merely a token rather than a true desire for 
consultation.  There are not a few inquiries where the final report glossed over the fact that an 
overwhelming majority of submissions held strong views that did not agree with the opinion of the 
executive and government.8

Consideration should be given to allow citizen comments not only in response to specific inquiries, 
but to issues that do not have a closing date and should be considered always “open”.  These 
might include the ability to comment on any piece of legislation, regulation, or running issues such 
as the quality of service provision by agencies.

The Queensland government website provides a means of not merely commenting on inquiries, but 
requesting that a new consultations or petitions are created.  I hope any Commonwealth initiative 
will provide similar capabilities.

http://ozpolitics.info/feeds


Responses to Questions in Discussion Paper

Page 12 Questions

Would you response to a government online consultation of interest to you, if you were 
aware of it?

• Yes.

• I have already responded to a number of parliamentary inquiries (see endnote 1).

Would you read the views of people published in the public discussion forum?

• Yes.

• I often read other submissions before I make my own.  This helps avoid extra effort if 
a point has already been made I agree with, but also raises issues that I feel need 
rebuttal.

Would you post your views in a public discussion associated with an online 
consultation?

• Yes.

• I consider that existing Senate inquiry mechanisms are indeed “online consultations” if 
you make submissions by email, and review other submissions and reports, and have 
made a number of submissions.

What proposed features of the discussion forum do you like or dislike?

• I agree with all proposed features..

• In particular, I welcome AGIMO's commitment to the online service obligations and 
standards compliance.

Would you participate in a notification system that allows you to be informed when 
reports and policies developed as part of the consultation process were made available?

• Yes.

• As noted elsewhere, I appreciate the way some recent Senate Committee inquiries 
have notified me of the completion of reports.

• I believe that people should be able to customize the alerts they receive based on 
keywords, whether they have made submissions or not.

What other features for the discussion forum would you like to see?

• The ability, as found in the Queenland site, for citizens to create new topics for 
discussion or even initiate (perhaps via “voting”) a new consultation.

• As discussed earlier, a form-based means of responding in granular manner, allowing 
quantitative reporting.

• Some ability to edit or withdraw previous submissions, with full version control 
capabilities, should be considered.  This might mainly apply to errors or the addition of 
extra information/appendices.  Edits might need to be confirmed by moderators, and 
should not be permitted after the close of inquiries that are open for a reasonable 
time.

• Tools to make tagging easier, in particular, user-friendly means to add tags from 
government thesauri, such as those used in the AGLS, and prompting for other 
DublinCore metadata.



• A later implementation might provide a portable application (perhaps JAVA-based) 
that could be used off-line with downloaded parts of the consultation blog, to prepare a 
bundle for later uploading.  This would allow better participation by people who 
frequent internet cafes and do not have a domestic internet connection.

• Rendering of submissions and reference documents into a range of formats, 
especially for accessibility considerations, with clear indication of whether a particular 
rendering has been altered from the original, and which rendering is considered 
authoritative.

• Re-renderings should be conformant to open and accepted standards, for example, 
HTML should be pre-processed by validators available through the World Wide Web 
Consortium.

• Checksums/hashes (e.g. MD5) should be published so downloaded items can be 
verified.

• For some domains, a “wiki” is more appropriate than a blog.

• Form-based responses should not only be available online, but using FDF/XML 
responses available through PDF forms (that do not need PDF editing capabilities).

• Rules for ePermance of all documents and contributions should conform to the 
records management requirements defined by National Archives of Australia, and in 
line with NAA's DIRKS or updated versions.

• Renderings of reference documents should provide linkages to responses.  For 
example, a rendering of the Australian Government Consultation Blog Discussion 
Paper could have an annotation that links to a table with links to specific parts of all 
responses tagged as relevant to a particular question.

Would you expect to see other responses (submitted via email, post, or survey) 
published on the consultation blog website?

• Yes.  I consider integration regardless of channel to be an essential feature.

Would you expect to see other responses published in full in a consultation report? 

• A qualified no, but I would expect

• Permanent links to all responses, including rendering in a variety of formats 
(although for different types of submissions, different formats would be regarded 
as authoritative, and tags should easily identify the authoritative rendering)

• The ability to download (as files that can standalone and operate off-line) all 
documents relating to a particular consultation as a “zip file” or “tarball”.

• The ability to nominate only particular renderings for download (somebody might 
choose HTML formats rather than PDF or plain text, a blind person may choose 
only audio formats).

• The ability to nominate download of a subset of documents, for example 
documents produced by the government, contributions by particular authors, and 
permanent links to online copies of other documents.

If your response to an online consultation affected the policy outcome would you expect 
to be recognized?

• Yes.

• This is similar to the footnotes that identify particular submissions that relate to “dot 
points” in final reports by parliamentary committees.

• This is important as it is analogous to registers of lobbyists, and understand degrees 
of influence.

• This may be useful for those later seeking a political career, employment within a 
particular department, or a position as an aide.  It may help justify appointment of one 
person over another.

http://www.naa.gov.au/
http://naa.gov.au/records-management/index.aspx
http://mediawiki.org/
http://validator.w3.org/
http://validator.w3.org/


Page 13 Questions

Would you “tell a friend” about consultations or comments post to an online 
consultation forum of interest to you?

• Yes.

• I have already informed others about senate inquiries, and urged them successfully to 
make their own submissions.

• I have published alerts of inquiries, preliminary thoughts, and reviews of other 
submissions to parliamentary inquiries on my blog Balneus,9, and include the RSS 
feed to current inquiries in my sidebar.

• These alerts and reviews are also publicized as my blog posts are aggregated in 
OzPolitics.info and Blogotariat.

Page 14 Questions

Would you add your own classification, labels or tags to online consultations using 
descriptive words that are meaningful to you?

• A qualified yes.  

• Keywords should be selected from an official thesaurus (such as the DublinCore 
metadata and the AGLS as defined by National Archives of Australia , or a populated 
reference models from the AGA which would allow translation across different 
versions when the reference models change.

• I would be prepared to define anchors within my own contributions, ideally 
consistent with any conventions as defined by AGIMO.

• I would expect to be able to add other metadata tags, including the DublinCore 
tags for Description/Summary.

• I would expect consultation software to maintain cross-references of other implicit 
metadata (such as links to other documents, internal to the consultation system, or to 
external sites), document type, audience, collections, next/previous, etc.

http://www.naa.gov.au/
http://blogotariat.com/
http://ozpolitics.info/feeds
http://balneus.wordpress.com/


Page 15 Questions

Would you register to participate in the consultation blog forum?

• Yes.

• I would expect submissions by other channels such as emails including attachments 
to be integrated, if required, perhaps by a PGP/GPG signature, or digital signing with 
a government-issued certificate and ideally integrated with Gatekeeper.

• I would hope that, on a submission by submission basis, to nominate whether a 
contribution is linked to a registration, or whether this attribution is only available to 
parliamentary staff and invisible to the public or only visible to other registered users.

If you registered, would you provide real contact information?

• Qualified Yes.

• As noted elsewhere, I would like fine-grained control, on a submission basis, the 
degree of visibility of such information.

• In particular, some contributions would use an “account” that is not associated with 
real contact information, especially for sensitive contributions that require 
parliamentary privilege.  This is analogous to anonymous submissions to 
parliamentary inquiries.

What content would you consider to be inappropriate if posted to the consultation blog 
forum?

• Any content that is currently considered inappropriate for publication with 
parliamentary inquiries.

• Any content that is inconsistent with National Privacy Principles (NPPs), especially 
relating to medical information about individuals.

Is the ability to discuss the consultation in the forum a feature you would use?

• Yes.

• A good example might be criticism of restrictive terms of reference or consultations 
that are open for an unreasonable short time.

Page 16 Questions

Should posts to the consultation blog discussion forum be moderated before they are 
published?

• Qualified Yes.

• Some contributors should not be moderated, including those from parliamentarians, 
judges and official submissions by other agencies.

• Some organizations acting as contributors may register to be vetted so they can be 
exempted from moderation, including respected organizations (such as UN agencies, 
high-level government officers from other nations, the OECD, universities, bar 
associations and highly respected academics).

• Other unaffiliated individuals and organizations, based upon a good record of previous 
submissions, may apply for, or be offered exemption from moderation but remain 
unmoderated until “signing” a form that acknowledges their desire to be unmoderated.

http://www.gatekeeper.gov.au/gatekeeper


Would you accept posts being automatically scanned for malicious or inappropriate 
content?

• Qualified yes.

• Scanning rules should be published, and a means of appeal should be available, 
especially if Bayesian filtering is used.

• It is appropriate to have different levels of scanning, with less offensive material 
receiving manual review more quickly.

• Different inquiries should have different scanning levels.  For example, with an inquiry 
into censorship or development of policy with regards to currently illegal activities, 
then scanning levels should be relaxed.  If the inquiry, for example, investigates 
language appropriate for broadcasters at different times of day, then examples of 
possibly offensive language are appropriate within submissions.

• The rules should be reviewed by appropriate agencies, such as an Ombudsman.

Is it important that posts to the discussion forum are published as quickly as possible?

• Yes.

• Again, this may vary with the inquiry.  Those relating to censorship rules, for example, 
may require greater delays, except for those that have been certified as exempt from 
moderation.

• Again, publication delays should be reviewed by non-partisan committees, audit 
offices or an Ombudsman.

• The publication delay should be sensitive to the period that a consultation is “open”. 
For example, a consultation that is only open a few days should have submissions 
published very quickly, and be given more human resources for any moderation.

Should people who register, and who demonstrate their interest by their participation in 
the forum, be invited to help moderate the forum?

• Yes.

• Moderation should also be possible via email, without necessarily logging in to the 
consultation channel.

• Rules for the ability to moderate should be similar to those for unmoderated users.

• An appeal mechanism should be available if the ability to moderate is downgraded.

• Some may be invited to moderate consultations not on an inquiry by inquiry basis, but 
on topic, for example, anything relating to particular keywords or a particular agency.



Are the moderation guidelines at Appendix A suitable to use to moderate the forum?

• Qualified Yes.

• Links to respected external sites (such as those suggested for unmoderated usage, 
e.g. UN agencies or ABC Online), regulated media (e.g. The Age) or peer-reviewed 
sites (e.g. Internet Engineering Task Force or Public Library of Science) should be 
allowed and except from moderation/scanning.  Similarly email addresses of 
government contacts, companies or respected organizations should be included in 
“whitelists”.

• Links to sites that are not generally exempt from moderation should have the page or 
document of the link scanned for appropriateness, and if not included as a hot link, the 
full URL should be displayed, even if not included within a HREF anchor.

• As an example of borderline-inappropriate material because it might be considered 
inflammatory or racist, I would nominate Submission 17 by “Australia for Australians” 
to the Australian Citizenship Amendment (Citizenship Testing) Bill 2007 inquiry.

• Some inclusion of commercial information is appropriate, for example of particular 
drugs, or as examples of advanced safety (or unsafe) features. I would consider 
information such as that making the bulk of the Israeli Defence Industries submission 
to the Senate inquiry regarding the Cluster Munitions (Prohibition) Bill to be borderline.

• Infringement of intellectual property rights presents particular problems.  

• Intellectual property that is pure entertainment (e.g. music or novels) is easily 
regarded as prohibited.  

• The jurisdiction of the intellectual property is another consideration.  

• Some consultations may relate to whether intellectual property rights are 
appropriate or whether there is “prior art”, suggesting submissions or links 
relating to intellectual property should have relaxed restrictions.

Should other ways to moderate the forum be considered?

• Yes, particularly “whitelists” and “blacklists” as part of automated scanning processes, 
including forum-by-forum whitelists under control of relevant moderators that override 
default blacklists for that particular forum.

Page 17 Questions

Would concerns about your privacy prevent you from using the consultation blog 
discussion forum?

• Qualified Yes.

• Review of designs and implementations, including periodical review by the ANAO, the 
DSD and the Privacy Commissioner, with any of them able to demand particular 
requirements, veto particular characteristics, and “pull the plug”, would enable greater 
confidence.

• Particular fora or subjects would demand greater privacy assurance.

• Individual contributions should be able to be flagged for more private treatment than 
the default for a user, including visibility only to certain users or agencies (e.g. medical 
agencies). Individual contributors should allowing flagging that indicates if the extra 
privacy is required by the contributor, and/or whether the privacy concerns relate to 
content about third parties.  

http://ietf,org
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/citizenship_testing/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/citizenship_testing/submissions/sub17.pdf
http://plos.org/
http://theage.com.au/
http://abc.net.au/


What other privacy concerns regarding the consultation blog do you have?

• There are some contributions that would require greater assurance of privacy, and 
might prompt me to make an anonymous contributions

• Those that include “whistleblower” content

• Those on particular topics, for example technical comments relating to 
decriminalization or criminalization of substances or activities.

• The degree of protection offered within particular consultation fora, if different from 
other fora, should be clearly indicated.

• Generally, opinions of the Privacy Commissioner would allay concerns, especially if 
there was an annotation on particularly sensitive inquiries.

Page 18 Questions

Would concerns about security prevent you from using the consultation blog discussion 
forum?

• Qualified Yes.

• Review of designs and implementations, including periodical review by the ANAO and 
the DSD, with either of them able to demand particular requirements, veto particular 
characteristics, and “pull the plug”, would enable greater confidence.

• Particular fora or subjects would demand greater security measures and assurance. 
For example, a consultation or submission may discuss security flaws in software, or 
process flaws for protection of persons, national infrastructure or other items covered 
by the Protective Services Manual (PSM) from the Attorney General.

• For some consultations, or as requested for particular contributions or users, extra 
security should be available, including extra encryption of the transmission channel 
and provision of decryption keys only to certain readers (e.g. only to ANAO, the 
Ombudsman, particular parliamentarians, or classes of persons governed by a 
professional code of ethics and obligations such as doctors, priests and lawyers).

What other security concerns regarding the consultation blog do you have?

• See answers to other questions involving security and privacy.

• All parts of the consultation blog should at least satisfy all “DSD recommends...” parts 
of ACSI-33, with those areas and submissions of higher sensitivity clearly indicated to 
users, and appropriately handled.

• While rich documents are more useful, opening documents from minimally authorized 
users may expose readers to malicious code, whether by intent or inexperience of the 
author, including JavaScript, PDF code, and especially macros in Microsoft Office 
Documents.  AGIMO and the DSD can make useful suggestions for removing such 
code, or transforming documents of certain documents into safe forms, particularly 
from less privileged users.  Microsoft Word documents, for example, should always be 
available as a stripped HTML or ISO (OpenOffice) format with macros removed.

• I would be more comfortable if only server-side cookies are used if wherever practical, 
rather than client-side cookies.  Client-side cookies should only be valid for that 
particular session.

• Any session security should be careful not to confuse different users browsing from 
the same IP address (especially common when browsers are running on unix hosts), 
but hopefully, would support the use of multiple tabs within the same browser 
(opening a link in a new tab, and being able to enter information in both tabs).

• Generally, opinions of the Privacy Commissioner, the Audit Office and the DSD would 
allay concerns, especially if there was an annotation on particularly sensitive inquiries 
and regular audits.

http://www.dsd.gov.au/library/infosec/acsi33.html


Summary of General Points

• Existing mechanisms to engage with parliamentary committees are quite good 
given recent improvements.

• Any new consultation mechanisms should be:

• Supplementary to existing processes rather than replacements, and

• Provide similar rights and privileges to existing processes.

• Processes for public consultation by departments and agencies are relatively poor 
compared to parliamentary inquiries.  These agencies should be encouraged to 
use any tools developed by AGIMO.

• The main inhibitor to citizen engagement with government inquiries is not the tool 
or process used to invite or collect submissions, but awareness by citizens of their 
rights and privileges.

• Major stumbling blocks to effective use material relating to public consultation are:

• Poor use of anchors and hyperlinks within and between documents making 
navigation difficult;

• Poor metadata management making document discovery difficult;

• Poor linkage to relevant material across agencies and international 
institutions.

• Requirements specifications and solutions developed by AGIMO in consultation 
with other expert agencies are highly likely to satisfy any reasonable concern of 
the public.  Such agencies would include:

• The Parliamentary Library

• National Archives of Australia

• Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission

• Privacy Commissioner

• Defence Signals Directorate

• The easier it is to make a submission, the more likely there will be errors, and the 
greater the need for a means of correcting or withdrawing comments.

• A form-based tool, allowing granular codifiable responses, would be easy for 
citizens, as well as easy to consolidate and allow quantitative summaries, easing 
the burden on bodies producing final reports.

• Citizen feedback should not be limited to specific inquiries, but allow comment on 
general and standing issues.



Notes

1 My own contributions include
• Human Services (Enhanced Services Delivery) Bill 2007   (aka “Access Card”):  Submission 14 

which may have prompted questions from the committee to the DSD resulting in their response 
Submission 59.

• Australian Citizenship Amendment (Citizenship Testing) Bill 2007  : my Submission 9 was cited a 
few times, with one entire paragraph of the majority report a direct quote from my submission.

• Other shorter submissions with general expressions of support or opposition include Submission 
27 to the Northern Territory National Emergency Response Bill 2007 & Related Bills inquiry, and 
Submission 11 to the Cluster Munitions (Prohibition) Bill 2006 inquiry (again cited in the final 
report)

• Submissions to departmental inquiries at accesscard.gov.au and hreoc.gov.au

2 A notable example of this is the inquiry Northern Territory National Emergency Response Bill 2007 & 
Related Bills which received about 150 submissions, almost overnight, without an explicit invitation.

3 An improved search facility should include at least all of the advanced operators available from the 
Google search engine, including quotation of phrases, exclusion, near, date ranges, links-to, etc. 
Additionally, DublinCore metadata (keywords from AGLS thesauri, audience, etc) should for use as 
operands with the advanced operators.

4 The only weaknesses I have seen in deliverables from AGIMO are obvious omissions from the AGA 
(Australian Government Architecture) v1.0, when compared with the US FEA that was used a basis for 
the AGA:
• The lack of an XML schema similar to FEA XML, and from that, a populated XML document that 

included each dot point from the reference models.  AGIMO should have been able to provide this 
with minimal effort.

• The near-empty BRM (Business Reference Model), although this was probably due to the inability of 
other agencies to provide details of their missions and services to AGIMO.  I am pleased to receive 
feedback from AGIMO that v1.7, soon to be released will have undergone some expansion.

5 I have noted, in particular at pm.gov.au website, documents have moved so they are no longer easily 
discoverable (even before the change of government), or have been deleted entirely.  In most of these 
cases, I have been able to retrieve the documents through the WayBack Machine (archive.org).  Will 
Pandora be available if parts of the consultation blog are moved?

6 This would be particularly useful for special-interest groups who can often produce excellent submissions, 
and also making it easier to create announcements (or keyword-filtered RSS feeds) on their own 
websites.  It is probable that this would lead to even greater engagement with the inquiry, by more people 
contributing to submissions by the interest group or as individuals.

7 The Israeli Defence Industries response (Submission 3) to the inquiry on the Cluster Munitions 
(Prohibition) Bill 2006 was little more than promotional material for their M85 product with a cover note.

8 The following are good examples, from the limited number of inquiries I have reviewed in detail:
• The Cluster Munitions (Prohibition) Bill 2006, a private members bill from the Australian Democrats, 

was supported by most submissions.  This was not explicitly stated in the report of the committee.

• Despite no explicit call for submissions on the bill prompted by the Anderson-Wild Little Children Are 
Sacred report, the vast majority of over 150 submissions were extremely critical of the bill, and cited 
the differences between the recommendations in the Anderson-Wild report and the bills that claimed 
to respond to it.  Strangely, the final report did not highlight these responses, and only mention the 
Little Children are Sacred report in the introductory section.

http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/fapa_ctte/access_card/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/fadt_ctte/cluster_bill_2006/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/fadt_ctte/cluster_bill_2006/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/fadt_ctte/cluster_bill_2006/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/fadt_ctte/cluster_bill_2006/submissions/sub03.pdf
http://archive.org/
http://www.pm.gov.au/
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/nt_emergency/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/nt_emergency/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/fadt_ctte/cluster_bill_2006/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/fadt_ctte/cluster_bill_2006/submissions/sub11.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/nt_emergency/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/nt_emergency/submissions/sub27.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/nt_emergency/submissions/sub27.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/citizenship_testing/submissions/sub09.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/citizenship_testing/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/fapa_ctte/access_card/submissions/sub59.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/fapa_ctte/access_card/submissions/sub14.pdf


• In Submission 20 (from the Victorian Immigrant and Refugee Women's Coalition) to the Australian 
Citizenship Amendment (Citizenship Testing) Bill 2007 inquiry notes that while 70% of 148 published 
submissions to the departmental inquiry were opposed to the premises of the bill, the departmental 
summary report from the consultation process, does not highlight such fundamental questions, nor 
that the concept of a test was opposed by 68% of organizations (14% “unclear”, 18% in favor). Did 
the summary report misrepresent the “big picture” from the submissions?

 
9 Examples of discussions of inquiries include

• A special page on parliamentary submissions that provides a quick guide to making submissions, 
indicates they need only be a short email, links to relevant pages at aph.gov.au, and provides 
examples of my own submissions of various lengths and final reports.

• Announcements of particular inquiries, usually with a few preliminary thoughts and encouraging 
others to contribute, such as my 2007-06-15 post ”Citizenship Testing Bill Open For Comments”. 
Sometimes blog posts raise a “last call”  for others to make submissions just before the closing date.

• Notes about submissions by others, before the closing date, to assist those yet to make 
submissions, such as my 2007-07-05 post "Review of Citizenship Testing Bill Submissions".

http://balneus.wordpress.com/2007/07/05/review-of-citizenship-testing-bill-submissions/
http://balneus.wordpress.com/2007/06/15/citizenship-testing-bill-open-for-comments/
http://balneus.wordpress.com/parl-submissions
http://www.minister.immi.gov.au/media/responses/citizenship-test/summary_report_citizen_test_paper.pdf
http://www.minister.immi.gov.au/media/responses/citizenship-test/summary_report_citizen_test_paper.pdf
http://www.minister.immi.gov.au/media/responses/citizenship-test/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/citizenship_testing/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/citizenship_testing/index.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/legcon_ctte/citizenship_testing/submissions/sub20.pdf
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