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Parliamentarians’ Staff and the Professionalisation of Australian Politics

This paper will trace the development of Commonwealth parliamentarians’ entitlement to staff with particular emphasis on the period from 1975 onwards and its relationship to changes in the role of parliamentarians.

In 1901, and then for nearly half a century, the Federal Member of Parliament had no staff of their own – either in Melbourne or isolated Canberra. What little support was available came from the officers of the Parliament. From 1944, at the time of the beginnings of the expansion of the Public Service, MPs had one staff member, usually described as the ‘electorate typist’, who assisted with electorate work. The key change came in 1975 when the Commonwealth government agreed that all members of parliament could employ another staff member. 

The expansion in the numbers and the diversification of parliamentarians’ staff was a reflection of the developing role of the parliamentarian. This in itself both reflected and was driven by social and economic change.

The process also has another dimension. Along with the expansion of tertiary education, modern communications and IT, it has had a role in the provision of better services to MPs, parties and public, including in policy-making. It has seen the rise of a class of parliamentary staffers from whom are drawn an increasing number of candidates for Federal and State parliaments. 

