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RE: Addendum to submission to Inquiry into the Parliamentary Budget Officer

Chair and Deputy Chair,

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this inquiry.
At the inquiry hearing, I presented a summary of my self-assessment of the operations and resourcing
of the Parliamentary Budget Officer since its inception in April 2018. My presentation pack included
more analysis than I presented and forms the basis of my submission to inform the inquiry on how
well the Parliamentary Budget Office is performing its functions, as well as analysis relating to its
operations and resourcing.
Further, based on PAEC members’ line of questioning during the hearing, I would also like to add to
my submission to better inform the inquiry around a number of themes that arose.
Finally, in attachment 1, I provide a summary of recommendations made to date to the committee
aimed at improving PBO operations and resourcing. These are all focused on legislative reform, and
with over 3 years’ experience in application of the legislation, they remain relevant to the
Parliamentary Budget Office to improve its operations and resourcing.

Comparison of PBOs in Australian jurisdictions
Attachment 2 provides a comparison of Parliamentary Budget Offices (PBO) in Australia, assessing
the functions and resourcing and performance of the Victorian PBO, the NSW PBO and the Australian
PBO.
In summary, it finds that in its inaugural election period, the Victorian PBO performed well compared
to its peers, delivering a higher number of functions and outputs. It did this despite proportionally less
funding to resources than the Australian PBO and proportionally similar funding to the temporary
NSW PBO, which did not need to consider ongoing capabilities.
The Victorian PBO achieved this outcome despite poorer information supply from its public sector
bodies than other jurisdictions, requiring it to identify alternative data sources and absorb reduced
efficiency to follow up its information requests. It also achieved this despite needing to cost against 3
budget and budget updates during the election period, which peers did not have to deal with.
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Comparison of the PBO post-election report to Labor’s Financial Statement 2018
Since the hearing, I have released my public awareness advice titled 2018 post-election report review –
Comparison with Labor’s Financial Statement on my website at pbo.vic.gov.au. I would like to draw the
committee’s attention to it as it speaks to the accuracy and credibility of the Parliamentary Budget
Office’s post-election election reporting.
For transparency of my outputs and to inform planning for the 2022 general election, I compared my
independent estimate of the election policy platform of the Australian Labor Party – Victorian Branch
(ALP) against Labor’s Financial Statement 2018 and the Victorian Budget 19/20.
In summary, it found that my post-election report – released on 24 January 2019 – was more
comprehensive in identifying all the ALP parliamentary leader’s publicly announced election policies
and estimating costs to the state budget than Labor’s Financial Statement 2018 – released on 22
November 2018. It also found that the Victorian Budget 19/20 – released in April 2019 – only included
a small proportion of major projects committed to in Labor’s Financial Statement 2018, lacking
transparency.

Public sector information supply
Background
My Report of PBO Operations 2018 raised a significant matter with the committee relating to public
sector information supply. In it, I:
▪

identified a strategic risk of maintaining the confidentiality of member of parliament requests when
seeking information and documents from the public sector.

▪

flagged the importance of confidentiality of my information requests to public sector body heads.

▪

highlighted that the barrier to establishing standing arrangements with public sector body heads
was collective negotiation through the Victorian Secretaries Board (VSB) which proposed all
information requests and copies of all responses go through portfolio departmental secretaries.

▪

highlighted challenges in obtaining information from the public sector.

Actions
Under my strategy to improve public sector information supply, I am pursuing the following initiatives
and activities:
1. Engage with public sector bodies to establish standing arrangements
-

For each initial request I make to a public sector body head, I make a personal contact and
offer the opportunity to enter into standing arrangements through an MoU.

-

When a public sector body that I have an existing relationship with seeks to engage outside
of Section 26 of the Act – such as to request more time or for a representative to engage
with the office for discussion – I draw their attention back to the opportunity to establish
standing arrangements to ensure that this can be accommodated without breaching the Act.

-

This approach has assisted me in signing 2 MoUs in addition to the initial 3 I signed in 2018.

2. Address barriers to PBO engagement with the public sector
-

As one of my first actions in establishing the Parliamentary Budget Office in 2018, I met with
Deputy Secretaries and executive teams of the portfolio departments to raise awareness of
the office and their ability to sign MoUs to foster productive working relationships for the
supply of information. My Report of PBO Operations 2018, provides detail on the issues I
encountered.
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-

From June 2019 through to December 2019, I met monthly with the Deputy Secretary DTF
to address barriers to establishing standing arrangements.

-

In October 2019, I wrote to the Secretary DPC and the Secretary DTF requesting their input
to improve public sector information supply and offered to attend the Victorian Secretaries
Board with a view to better understanding their concerns. I received no response to my
offer.

-

In January 2020, I engaged an independent consultant to interview public sector body heads
to determine barriers to signing an MoU with the PBO, as well as understand ways the PBO
could improve its approach to requesting information. The COVID-19 pandemic impacted
the timely completion of this engagement, however, in September 2020, I received the
report, albeit with less interviewees than planned. Attachment 3 provides the de-identified
executive summary of this report (for confidentiality reasons).

-

Since 2019, I have progressed a series of rolling meetings with public sector body heads
and their staff to engage with ways that the PBO help to improve information supply.

-

In June 2020, I was approached by the Deputy Secretary DTF to again progress a statewide MoU after meeting with the independent consultant. I advised that my strategic risk of
member of parliament request confidentiality remained and that a state-wide agreement
continued to be inappropriate as the terms proposed offered less legal coverage than
making requests under Section 26. I requested that DTF review the draft MoU for standing
arrangements between the PBO and DTF only. I also requested that other departments be
advised of their ability to negotiate individual MoU with the PBO. I provided the draft MoU
template again to the Deputy Secretary DTF.

-

In March 2021, the Deputy Secretary DTF proposed changes to the draft MoU. These move
the signing of an MoU between the PBO and DTF further apart as they:
a. appear to continue the proposal of one state-wide MoU
b. continue to propose arrangements that I advised where unacceptable in 2018 to
continued use of the PBO by members of parliament
c.

go well beyond the scope of an MoU for information supply

d. propose new constraints to the PBO that seek to further weaken the intent of the Act
e. propose cost-shifting to the PBO for the supply of information at the discretion of the
Secretary.
3. Reporting of public sector information supply performance
-

Prior to public release, I write to the Secretary DPC each year, summarising public sector
performance in relation to my information requests to ensure ‘no surprises’ and seek support
in improving public sector information supply.

-

In 2019-20, I implemented regular and routine individual reporting to public sector bodies of
their outstanding information request performance to improve attention and compliance.
This is undertaken manually by PBO officers.

-

In 2019-20, I expanded my assessment of information request performance from timeliness
and completeness to include usefulness of public sector responses. This was in responses
to some departments providing me with timely responses, but with little substance.

-

I have implemented improvements to my information request process and systems to
reduce the high administrative burden in reporting and following up late responses, partial
responses and responses that are not in compliance with the Act.
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Conclusion
Given that standing arrangements are designed to work in good faith to foster timely, informal and
efficient cooperative relationships and these proposed changes move significantly further from this
objective, I have abandoned further attempts to negotiate an MoU with DTF. The provisions in Section
26 of the Act provide a significantly better basis for requesting information than the terms that DTF
continue to propose.
I will, however, continue my strategy to improve public sector information supply through
strengthening good working relationships where possible. However, with 3 years’ effort and
experience, I support timely consideration of:
▪

the OECD’s 2018 access to information recommendations (Attachment 1)

▪

recommendation 2 in my 2018 Report of PBO Operations ‘to improve efficiency and
responsiveness, the Parliamentary Budget Officer Act 2017 (Vic) is amended to ensure the
Officer’s access to requested information from the public sector is timely and meets the needs of
the PBO’ (Attachment 1)

▪

recommendation 2 in the independent consultants discovery report on public sector information
supply (Attachment 3) that ‘failing achievement in reaching Memorandum of Understanding with
Heads of public bodies, that amendments to the legislation be proposed to ensure the purpose of
the Act, including
-

the legislated requirement for MoUs be agreed with Heads of public bodies to the exclusion
of control by central agencies or the Secretary’s Board

-

penalties for systematic non-compliance to the provision of timely and complete policy
costing information to the PBO.’

Self-initiated reports
I would like to reiterate to the committee that I do not have the legislative authority to prepare reports
of my own volitation. Consequently, although it is an important OECD principle for PBOs, I do not
prepare reports of my own volition.
Within my legislative mandate, I prepare public awareness advice as advisory services under Section
47 of the Parliamentary Budget Officer Act 2017 (Vic). This requires members of parliament to request
the advice that I prepare under this program with the expectation of public release. This allows me to
respond to requests for advice of interest to multiple members of parliament. It also reduces the
potential for disadvantage between members requesting the same or similar advice individually that
they may wish to subsequently publicly release.
For transparency, I publish my proposed public awareness program in my Operational Plan each year
and acquit my progress in preparing these.
I also release interim outputs on my website that I prepare to be able to deliver policy costings and
advice to members. These are not prepared of my volition, but in service of member requests, and I
release them in support of transparency where confidentiality provisions with the Act do not preclude
their release.
I support the committee’s consideration of the OECD’s 2018 recommendation ‘to strengthen its
independence and align with international norms, the PBO’s legislation should clearly include
provisions for it to undertake and publish work at its own initiative’.
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Attachment 1 - Summary of recommendations made to PAEC
1. To strengthen confidentiality for members of parliament, the Parliamentary Budget Officer Act
2017 (Vic) is amended to introduce confidentiality requirements on public sector bodies and public
sector body heads when dealing with the Officer’s requests for information and documents.
2. To improve efficiency and responsiveness, the Parliamentary Budget Officer Act 2017 (Vic) is
amended to ensure the Officer’s access to requested information from the public sector is timely
and meets the needs of the PBO.
3. To remove impacts to the PBO and the wider public sector, the Public Accounts and Estimates
Committee investigates options to remove inefficiencies associated with multiple budget updates
during an election year, prior to the next state general election.
4. To avoid multiple versions of election policy costing information being in the public domain, the
Parliamentary Budget Officer Act 2017 (Vic) is amended to restrict the public sector from
releasing election policy costings.
5. To improve oversight, the Parliamentary Budget Officer Act 2017 (Vic) is amended to require the
Officer to report on all Parliamentary Budget Office operations relating to election policy costing
activities—from the election costing period through to post-election reporting.
6. To increase independence, the Parliamentary Budget Officer Act 2017 (Vic) is amended to
determine Parliamentary Budget Office funding in consultation with the Public Accounts and
Estimates Committee, is indexed annually to maintain resource capacity for the ongoing delivery
of services to members of parliament, with additional funding provided in an election year.
7. To strengthen foundations for the future, the Public Accounts and Estimates Committee notes the
OECD Independent Fiscal Institutions Review of the Victorian Parliamentary Budget Office
(March 2019) and responds to recommendations:
▪

▪

Mandate
-

1. To strengthen its independence and align with international norms, the PBO’s legislation
should clearly include provisions for it to undertake and publish work at its own initiative.

-

2. Consideration should be given to expanding the PBO’s mandate to include independent
oversight functions relating to the budget process and to consider requests from
parliamentary committees.

-

3. In line with the goal of levelling the playing field between the government of the day and
political parties seeking to form government, and to underpin the role of the PBO as an
independent and non-partisan assessor, the PBO should be the sole provider of election
costings for all parties

Resources
-

▪

4. To protect its resources from political pressure, the PBO’s budget should be determined
in consultation with PAEC, taking into account the PBO’s operational plan, similar to other
independent bodies. The PBO should also be guaranteed additional resources during
election years.

Access to information
-

5. To ensure full access to public sector information, the PBO’s legislation should more
clearly define ‘information and documents’ and the circumstances under which a
stakeholder might provide a nil response due to a request being ‘not practicable’. There
should also be consequences for systemic non-compliance with information requests.
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-

6. To ensure that the PBO can deliver on its mandate to provide independent and
confidential policy costings and advice, there should be provisions to ensure that public
sector bodies deal with the PBO’s information requests in a confidential manner.

In addition, the independent consultant’s September 2020 discovery report on public sector
information supply made the following recommendations:
8. That comparative information on the throughput and performance (timeliness, completeness and
usefulness) of public body responses to requests for costing information be made available as
transparently as is possible through the PBO technology internet portal.
9. Failing achievement in reaching Memoranda of Understanding with Heads of public bodies, that
amendments to the legislation be proposed to ensure the purpose of the Act, including:
-

the legislated requirement for MOUs to be agreed with Heads of public bodies to the
exclusion of control by central agencies or the Secretary’s Board

-

penalties for systematic non-compliance to the provision of timely and complete policy
costing information to the PBO.
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Attachment 2 – Comparison of PBOs in Australia
Attached as a separate document titled, ‘Comparison of Parliamentary Budget Offices in Australia –
Victorian, New South Wales and Australian jurisdictions’, Victorian Parliamentary Budget Office, 2021.

