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Inquiry into the 2001 Federal Election

Comments from the Electoral Reform Society of South Australia, July 2002

Method of election

The Electoral Reform Society believes that the electoral system used to elect the House of Representatives needs to be changed from single-member electorates to the quota-preferential method of proportional representation with multi-member electorates.

The Proportional Representation Society of Australia has prepared an analysis of the 2001 Federal Election.  This analysis shows what could have resulted if a Hare-Clark form of quota-preferential proportional representation had been used.

A copy of this analysis is attached.

With single-member electorates, there were some marked discrepancies. At the 2001 election, in South Australia, the Liberal Party gained 75% of the seats with 46% of the vote, while in Tasmania, the ALP gained 100% of the seats with 47% of the vote.

Even more importantly than how the parties fared, is an analysis of how the voters fared in actually electing the candidates of their choice.  Unfortunately the figures are not yet publicly available from the Australian Electoral Commission to calculate this for the 2001 Federal Election.  However, at the 1998 Federal Election, only 54% of Australian voters found that their votes actually elected someone to the House of Representatives.  This Society believes that the figure for the 2001 Federal Election would be similar.

In contrast to the House of Representatives, the results of the 2001 Senate elections gives a much fairer result.  Not only were Senators elected to represent their parties or supporters in proportion to the votes received, but also it is estimated that over 85% of voters found their vote electing a Senator (at the 1998 elections, the figure was   87%).

It is hoped that the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters will take the opportunity  with the Inquiry into the 2001 Federal Election to consider some wholesale changes to the methods of electing both the House of Representatives and the Senate, rather than just reviewing some aspects.  A full review of Australia’s electoral system has not been done since the 1980’s by the then Joint Select Committee on Electoral Reform.

Above the line voting for the Senate

The Electoral Reform Society believes that above the line voting for the Senate needs to be abolished.  In its place, optional preferential voting should be introduced. While this Society would like to see voting fully optional (so that a vote for a single candidate is a formal vote), we appreciate the arguments for marking as many preferences as there are candidates to be elected.

Above the line voting is both cumbersome and confusing. And this is likely to become more so, following the next State election in New South Wales for the Legislative Council when voters will be able to mark more than one preference above the line for party lists.

Most voters are unaware what it means if they simply mark a ‘one’ above the line in terms of where their preferences may go. And yet voters should not be expected to take the alternative option of being compulsorily made to mark preferences against all candidates below the line.

If above the line voting is to be continued, then there needs to be more information on what this means.  Perhaps any party submitting a group voting ticket needs to be compulsorily made to advertise to show how preferences are to be distributed.  Simply urging their supporters to mark a number ‘one’ above the line with no explanation is unacceptable.

The Australian Electoral Commission is to be congratulated on putting the voting tickets on their website, and this obviously created considerable interest.

Under the Act (Section 216) a poster or a pamphlet showing the voting tickets must be prominently displayed at each polling booth.  This Society knows of no polling booth where the pamphlet could be described as prominently displayed, and at many polling places it appears the pamphlet was not available or the electoral officials were not aware of its existence. 

 In some instances, electoral officials referred any inquiries for the poster/pamphlet to those outside handing out how-to-vote cards (who invariably knew nothing either).  In one case, a voter was told that there was no list and when he argued that he had seen such a list previously, he was told that regulations had been changed so “that there was to be no such list any where in a polling booth.”  In another instance, another voter was already using the pamphlet, and there was a considerable wait.  The Society has also been told by one voter that he was shown the booklet, but when he noted that some groups had supplied two or even three distinct tickets and asked what this meant, the officer-in-charge stated that he had no idea.

If above the line voting is to continue, then there needs to be more information provided both to the electoral officials and to the voters.  Ideally this needs to be provided before election day and consideration on how to do this needs to be considered.

Other aspects with the method of electing the Senate

Unfortunately there are a number of other defects in the procedures for electing Senators, which have yet to be corrected.

We have already mentioned above that voting should be optional preferential.

The procedures to calculate transfer values and for transferring surplus votes need to be reviewed.  With the Senate count now computerised, the correct transfer values can be calculated.  The current formula using averaging distorts the proportionality of the voting with some votes increasing in value.

The Robson rotation needs to be used to decide the order of candidates on the ballot paper.  This method is now successfully used for both the Tasmanian House of Assembly and the ACT Legislative Assembly.

The method of filling Senate vacancies needs to be reviewed.  Before the new Senate started on July 1, 2002 eleven of the 72 Senators elected to represent the States were chosen by their State Parliaments (or in the case of Tasmania, appointed by the Governor).  This 15% were not elected by the Australian voters. It is little wonder that a previous Prime Minister referred to the Senate as an “unrepresented swill.”  To ensure that the voters decide and that the candidates elected have actually faced the voters, vacancies should be filled by countback – that is by recounting the votes, excluding the retiring Senator, so that the opinion of the voters as expressed at the election for the retiring Senator is used.

Election day

The Federal Election was held on November 10, 2001.  Unfortunately this clashed with one of the busiest days in Adelaide for the annual Christmas pageant with many country and interstate visitors, and yet there did not appear to be any extra effort made to assist in responding to people’s inquiries of where they could vote while they were waiting for the pageant (many families with children arrive to find good positions several hours before the pageant).  With the Electoral Reform Society listed in the Adelaide telephone directory, we took many calls (often out of hours) on this but even when we tried to find out where absentee votes could be cast particularly for those from interstate it was difficult to get a clear answer.

Ideally there should be a fixed election date, and one that does not clash with major events and school holidays, etc.

In addition there is merit in considering changing completely to postal voting (as now used for local government elections in South Australia and used in electing delegates to the Constitutional Convention on the Republic).

Such a change would do away with the need to arrange polling places, and the need to publicise where these are.  Currently when the “normal” polling place is not available and somewhere else needs to be arranged, there appears to be little extra advertising to advise voters where to go.  At the very least, polling places need to be listed in the Australian Electoral Commission guide.

This guide needs to be expanded to not only include polling places, but the list of candidates and even details on the candidates.  With the Constitutional Convention election, the Commission’s guide also included statements from candidates – this practice needs to be continued so that voters are more informed.

Publicity for this Inquiry

Concern is expressed about the lack of publicity for this Inquiry. Why is there never any mention in Federal Parliament that this Inquiry is to be held? Those interested in making a submission are left to rely on newspaper advertising (easily missed) or word of mouth (not always reliable). A mailing list needs to be developed to include all candidates at the election, and those who have made submissions to previous inquiries etc. The mailing list should also include all those who receive the Australian Electoral Commission's excellent publication, "Electoral Newsfile".

Several years ago, this Society made a submission to the Joint Standing Committee on Treaties and since then we keep receiving notification on any treaties or inquiries.  Despite making submissions to previous inquiries of the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, we have yet to make your mailing list.  Are you trying to limit the number of submissions the Committee receives?

C:\wordocs\Inquiry into the 2001 Federal Election.doc

