yuses of privilege

cost MPs respect

IT concerns most niem-
bers of Parliament that
MPs as a group arc not
held in very high regard.

Peter Shack, ‘the. Federal
‘Metnber . for  the  West

Ausiralian seat of Tangney,

and recently appeared over'

‘talkback radio program to ..

debaie  retrospecitve’  tax-
ation. In Westersr® Australia
&t the time the retrospective

tax Bsue-was supdsed .to be:

“pretiy  Hot™y. : ’

Certainly “there had bcen
some  extravagant  claims
made about it by both: sides.
Yet, after we opened:up the

' retrospective tax issiie, more

than haif. of our enquirers
preferred, in one way of
another, t6 Taise the ethics
of politicians and in particu-
lar the abuse of - parlia-
fgeentary privilege. .

Privilege particufaily ~ in
the sense of immubity from
the ordinary Taw of defama-
tion that was' dssimed” by
the Parliament at West-
minister in -order that -its
members might speak and
act without fear of reprisal
or hindrance, . )

Its only justification now
fs to enable the ordinary
patliamentarian  to  protect
the ordinary citizen against.
the might of government. It
cannot  be justified as a
weapon to be used in politi-
cal games. It should not he a
licence to stander.

In eight yearz [ can recall
no occasion on which I have

-felt it necessary to say any-

thing in the Parliament that
I was not prepared to say
outside it. I believe most
other members could make a
similar claim. ’

Yet a few members. safe
in their cowards castic will
heap calumny upon persons
associated with public  ai-
fairs in the hope that guilt
by association will attuch to
the opposing political party.

Bt is bad enough that MPs
should slander  each other,
but far worse that  they
;s_hmlld slander the lay pub-
ic.

An MP is a volunteer in a
blood sport; deplorabic  as
that circumstance may be, at
feast ‘he knows what he is
letting himself in for. An
MP i3 offered some pro-
tection, ineffective though it
is, By the standing orders;
an outsider, unless he is sub-
ject to a judicial process. has
no such protection. An MP
has the opportuniiy to rebutt
almost  immedintely  claims
‘made against himy obviousty
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not have becnf"necessary to
name individual citizens.

The purpose was to score
a political point and the
point makers did not care
about those “injured on the'-

sidelines.

. Privilege was 5ot used to

acilitate hie injury.
I, under these circum-

. Frotect the citizen' but' to

-stances, the victim of an op-

position witch hunt can find
no  champions on. the

‘Government _side’ of the

House, his-position is bleak.
I the Government then re-
3uircs the accused to stand
OWR or in any other- way
act-in & manner which thight
be taken by the uninformed
as an admission of guilt,
then his position is doubly.
bleak.

Goverpments of all politi-
cal peréuasions, in the intér-
ests  of ‘political . survival,
have a bad habit of tossing
the wounded or the. weakest
from the batk of the sled to
placate the wolves., Tt doesn’t
work; the -wolves comsume
the body and pursue the sled
in the hope of another. i

1f Governmentt; _are. pre-
pared to see their appoinfees
slandered and even add tq
their_troubles by immediate-
ty seeking 10 dissociale the
Government from the sian-
der victim it will. be increas-
ingly difficult to find public-
spirited men and women
who are willing to fill the
many public offices.

The thrcat‘% disclosure
does much to keep Govern-
ments, particularly demo-
cratic Governments, honest,
Privilege, along with a free
press fhus’ helps to control
the excess' of Government. T
is, however, a dangerom

tool in the hands of the

careless or the unscrupulous.

Any member who seeks
the protection of privilege
should ask himself . these
questions. First: Is it neces-
sary for me to raise this
maiter in  Parliament .{o
achieve my purpose, or have
I another means available to
me . such as a. complaint te
the police? . :

Second: Ts it necessarv to
identify a “guilty” party?
Third: Have I gone no fur-
ther than is necessary fo’
identify the wrong which
needs to be righted?

T suggest that on very few
occasions -  could these
questions be answered satis-
factorily,

Politicians  depend  on
popularity. The  ultimate
political sanction is unpopu~
larity. 1f the public under-
stand the nature and pur-
pose of privilege and con-
demn its misuse, then their
condemnation will also be
their protection. ’

MPs like other miembers
of the community may earn
regard by fair play, respect
of other’s rights and Ioyalty.
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Members of the

of Representatives and
the Senatc and sought
besmirch the characters
persons associated with
Government, who have

fence.

in  Parliament..
provide

alone’
standing orders
nGg one

| tal and TOSe

credit kept pointing

ready adequately

The events following the
Costigan Royal Commission

have seen miost flagrant
abuse of parliamentary
privilege.

Opposi-
_tion have stood in the House

of
the

g oL 8 October,
been charged with any of-

It was trial by accusation
The
no
ready opportunity for rebut-

defend the accused, althoush
the- Treasurer to hiv lasting
St
when he had the oppurtun-
ity, that there could iwf no
presumplion of wrong-doing.

Mo circumstances not -dls
described

in
[<e}
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an outsider has a6 such op-

portunity.

in the Costigan Report was
revealed, so the purpose can-
not have been to bting a
scandal to the public atten
tion so that it mvight be re-
raedied. And. in any case,
merely to bring a wrong

to public aiteatioa it would



