PERIODICAL REVIEW OF ELECTED REPRESENTATION

Submission from the Electoral Reform Society of South Australia, May 1998

As the dividing of a council area into wards creates artificial divisions in an otherwise supposedly united area, this Society submits that councils should not be divided into wards.

The Electoral Reform Society recommends that the City of Mitcham not be divided into wards and that the elected members of council be elected across the whole City. This would ensure the greatest choice possible of candidates is available to the voters and the greater the likelihood of all electors finding a representative of their liking. The voters in the City of Mitcham would be ensured of being adequately and fairly represented.

Discussion

Dividing the City into wards creates problems. It is usually extremely difficult to form wards which are uniform in character – almost all wards would consist of residential areas with some retail, and in some instances, even some light industry. Ward councillors have difficulties in adequately representing all interests (which are often competing) in their wards.

If councillors are elected from the total City, they would be free from small sectional influence, and the tendency would be for them to consider decisions in the best interest of the whole City rather than from the view-point of a small ward. With either no wards or very large wards, councillors are drawn from reasonably well dispersed areas, and from representative groups, and usually appear to be a satisfactory representation of the ratepayers.

The Society is aware that the City of Mitcham has two well recognised and distinct communities of interest – “Hills” and “Plains”. There do appear to be some advantages in having two wards, one for each of these areas. However, to avoid a “them and us” approach or “Hills versus Plains”, if the City of Mitcham is to be seen and considered as a uniform area, we submit that for unity the City councillors should be elected at large.

In the past, one of the perceived disadvantages for at large elections has been the cost to candidates of canvassing the whole Council area. With the introduction of postal voting, and the posting of candidates’ material with the ballot papers, at least all electors will receive written material.

This Society congratulates the City of Mitcham for again choosing proportional representation as the method of election at council elections. Proportional representation not only allows all electors the maximum choice, but ensures that nearly all who vote will find they are represented by the candidates of their choice. To get elected a candidate must win a quota of votes. This means in effect that each elected member represents the same number of electors.

Proportional representation works better the greater the number of vacancies to be filled per “electorate”. The higher the number of members to be elected, the greater the chances of an elector being represented by a person of their choice. This can be achieved by electing members of council from across the whole City of Mitcham.

In addition, it could well be with no wards, that with more positions to be filled and with more candidates, this would encourage voter turnout. The Society analysed the 1997 local government elections and found out that as the number of councillors to be elected increased, the number of the candidates also increased. A copy of our analysis is attached.
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