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March 16, 2021
Ms. Blandthorn MP
Chair, Public Accounts and Estimates Committee
Parliament of Victoria
Spring Street, East Melbourne, Victoria
Australia
3002
Ms. Blandthorn;
Thank you for the invitation to submit written evidence regarding the Public Accounts and
Estimates Committee’s inquiry into the Victorian Parliamentary Budget Officer.
Similar to our counterparts in the State of Victoria, the Canadian Parliamentary Budget Office
also operates within a Westminster tradition, is vested with a mandate for election costings,
and is relatively new (established in 2008). As such, our experiences may be of relevance to
your deliberations.
We availed ourselves of the opportunity to review many of the analytical, operational and
annual reports published on the Victorian PBO’s website. There were three challenges that
were highlighted in these documents with which our organization has similar direct experience.
These include: Information Access; Publication of Competing Election Costing Requests; and
Funding Adequacy. The following paragraphs touch on each in turn.
Information Access
The enabling legislation for the Canadian Parliamentary Budget Office provides for “free and
timely” access to data deemed necessary by the Parliamentary Budget Officer to fulfill his
mandate. Notwithstanding this, we continue to face challenges of obtaining necessary data in a
timely manner. 1
Importantly, we would note that there has been a secular improvement in data access since
inception of the Office. We attribute this to two factors. First, broader knowledge and
awareness of the Parliamentary Budget Officer’s mandate and the legislative obligations among
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the senior ranks of the public service. Second, a legislative amendment to our enabling
legislation that provided the Parliamentary Budget Officer recourse to the Speakers of the
House and Senate when the public service refuses or ignores an information request. 2
Introducing a similar recourse provision in Victoria could alleviate some of the concerns raised
regarding timely and relevant information access. To date, we have not filed a petition with the
Speakers of the House and Senate regarding information access issues. That said, we believe
that the existence of an explicit parliamentary mechanism to adjudicate disagreements
regarding information access has encouraged more thoughtful, timely engagement by the
public service.
Election Costings
In 2017, our legislative framework was expanded to include a mandate to cost election
proposals upon the request of a political party.3 Prior to this, there was no federal public sector
organization vested with a similar mandate, although governments did occasionally incorporate
the cost estimates presented in their preceding budget into a campaign platform.
We completed our first Election Proposal Costing (EPC) Exercise in 2019. It was generally
deemed by political parties, media and other stakeholders to be a boon to transparency and
political engagement. As part of our post-election review of our EPC Exercise, some
stakeholders noted that having a single authoritative source of credible cost estimates
enhanced the confidence in platform figures. 4 It ensured that consistent assumptions and
judgement were being used to generate cost estimates, regardless of the political party.
It may be appropriate in the Victorian context to consider explicitly vesting the PBO with a
legislative mandate to produce “official” election platform cost estimates. Alternatively, the
Committee could also consider requesting the public service and Parliamentary Budget Office
to generate a manual of costing practices that codify how proposals would be estimated. We
prepared something similar prior to the 2019 election, building on the example of the UK’s
Office for Budgetary Responsibility. 5,6
Funding Adequacy
The budget for our office is set annually by Parliament. Procedurally, each autumn we submit a
proposed budget to the Speakers of the House and the Senate for their approval. Following
this, the budgetary request is then incorporated in the Government’s overall appropriation bill
considered by Parliament in the spring.
. Parliament of Canada Act. Section 79.4(2). Parliament of Canada.
. Parliament of Canada Act. Section 79.21. Parliament of Canada.
4
. Evaluation of Election Proposal Costing 2019. Parliamentary Budget Office.
5
. Estimating the Financial Cost of Election Campaign Proposals. Parliamentary Budget Office.
6
. Policy Costings and Our Forecast. Office of Budgetary Responsibility.
2
3

