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Introduction

The Assembly Rules provide for a system to be put in place to monitor replies to questions including both questions for oral reply and those for written reply. The Rules further identify in what circumstances and after what periods of time questions appearing on the Question Paper must be endorsed as “Unanswered”.

Rule 136 provides as follows:

(1) The Speaker must in consultation with the Rules Committee establish a system to monitor and report regularly to the House on questions that have been endorsed as unanswered on the Question Paper in terms of Rules 143(2), 144(5) and 146(3).

(2) The Leader of Government Business must be informed of any steps taken in respect of any member of the executive in giving effect to the monitoring of replies and the application of Rules 143 to 146.

Proposal

(1) The Speaker submits a written report every quarter to the Rules Committee on questions endorsed on the Question Paper as “Unanswered” in terms of the Rules, the period of time over which they have appeared as endorsed, the responsible Ministers and any communication sent or received by the Speaker in that regard. 

(2) The Rules Committee sets up a permanent subcommittee which must meet at least quarterly to receive and consider the Speaker's reports. 

(3) The subcommittee would be composed of the number of members and party representation as determined by the Rules Committee, like the Subcommittee on Review of Assembly Rules (Rule 198).  

(4) The subcommittee could additionally be chaired by the Deputy Speaker or other designated presiding officer and also include in its membership the Leader of Government Business or a designated representative.

(5) The subcommittee would receive and engage with the Speaker's report and invite relevant Ministers to respond on why questions to them have been endorsed as “Unanswered”. 

(6) The subcommittee would then be required to report within a specified time (perhaps 3 weeks) to the Rules Committee on its findings in each case and any recommendations to address identified challenges or concerns. The subcommittee's report should specifically include information on responses it has received from the executive.

(7) The Rules Committee would meet at an early date to consider the subcommittee's report and it would then, in accordance with Rule 136, report to the House on the outcome of the monitoring process, including any findings and recommendations with a view to strengthening effective executive accountability to the Assembly. 

(8) Appropriate recommendations could be developed by the Rules Committee, responding to the circumstances in any particular case.
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