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This submission deals mainly with Question 5, as formulated by the Parliamentary 
Steering Committee for the Constitutional Convention.  Some comments on the other 
Questions and other issues are provided after Question 5 has been discussed (page 10 
onwards).

5. (1) What should be the role of political parties in the Legislative Council and 
what should be the method of election to the Legislative Council?

(2) What should be the electoral system (including the fairness test) and 
method of election to the House of Assembly?

The main emphasis of the submission from the Electoral Reform Society is on 
question 5 and the method of election for both Houses of Parliament.

Elections should not be seen simply as contests, as often portrayed in the media 
particularly by media commentators.  Of more importance is achieving effective 
representation for all those that vote.  The wishes and interests of voters need to be 
paramount and a way found for as many of their votes to be effective as possible.

It is necessary to find the electoral system that achieves maximum effective 
representation for the electors.  Of all the methods of election (first-past-the-post, 
preferential, proportional representation, etc), the method of election that gives 
maximum effective representation (that is of ensuring as many voters as possible find 
their votes electing someone) is the quota-preferential method of proportional 
representation.  This method actually sets out consciously to minimise the extent of 
vote wastage.  

Quota-preferential proportional representation is widely regarded as the fairest 
electoral system.  All systems of proportional representation ensure that the elected 
body reflects the views of the voters in a broad sense.  Unlike single member systems, 
there are no “safe seats” where the election result is a forgone conclusion and hence 
all political parties can safely ignore the wishes of the voters.  Every seat is marginal 
and hence parties are generally more responsive to all voters.  Because the quota-



preferential system uses direct election, the voters have a choice of individual 
candidates (rather than just parties or groups).  Instead of just one member of each 
party being pre-selected, and many voters being faced with a choice of “the lesser of 
two evils”, each voter can typically choose from a range of candidates from each 
party.  This aspect further improves responsiveness to the voters in two ways, 
especially with the enhancements of the Hare-Clark system (filling casual vacancies 
by countback and using Robson Rotation for ballot papers).  

1. Voters can influence the policy direction of parties.  For example, if a 
candidate with strong views on a particular issue such as environmental policy 
is elected, this is likely to influence party policy. 

2. If a sitting member is not seen to be doing a good job of representing their 
constituents during a term of office, they run the risk of not being re-elected.

The quota-preferential method of proportional representation election should be used 
for electing both the Legislative Council and House of Assembly.

(1) What should be the role of political parties in the Legislative Council and   
what should be the method of election to the Legislative Council?

Role of political parties

Just as we want maximum representation, we want maximum choice of candidates. 
All should be entitled to stand for election to the Legislative Council regardless of 
their political beliefs and membership of political parties.

However, political parties should not be allowed to “hijack” the electoral process 
through such aspects as devising a ballot paper so that not all candidates are treated 
fairly and there is discrimination in favour of candidates from political parties. For 
example, in some jurisdictions independents and parties that only nominate one 
candidate are lumped together and placed last on the ballot paper.  Even for the 
Legislative Council, groups with more than one candidate are drawn by lot to gain the 
first positions on the ballot paper.  Groups with just one candidate only appear in the 
second half of the ballot paper.  Surely all groups have a right to be considered for the 
first position on the ballot paper, regardless of the number of candidates in the group?

Candidates within a political party also need to be treated equally and rather than 
some having the favoured position at the top of their party column, all need to have 
the chance to appear in each position within the party list – this can be done through 
the Robson rotation (discussed further on page 4). 

Method of election

While the current method of electing the Legislative Council needs to be retained, it 
needs to be upgraded to give voters more influence.  

Proportional representation in a single statewide electorate is the most democratic 
method that can possibly be used.
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• All South Australians have the same choice of candidates.
• All have the opportunity to vote for these candidates.
• There can be no manipulation of electoral boundaries.
• This is ideal for a house of review.   Local representation occurs in the 

House of Assembly.
• This is the fairest method in ensuring that nearly all will find their 

votes electing someone and vote wastage is kept to a minimum.  

At the last State elections, the quota-preferential method of proportional 
representation was used to elect 11 members of the Legislative Council, and as 
expected not only did the parties win seats in proportion to votes won, but also 92% 
of South Australian who voted formally saw their votes elect candidates.

Unfortunately there are a number of defects in the procedures for electing Legislative 
Councillors, which must be corrected.  In our view, the main defects are:

• full preferential voting, 
• political parties decide the order of their candidates on the ballot paper,
• Parliament, not the voters, decides who fills any casual vacancies,
• incorrect procedures in counting the votes, and
• lack of education and publicity about what it means if an elector votes 

above the line.
Each of these is discussed below, with suggestions made on how each of these defects 
can be alleviated.

• Full preferential voting

Voters have the choice of voting for a single party and accepting the party’s 
preferences (by voting above the line), or of voting full preferences (voting below the 
line).

Voting should be OPTIONAL preferential. Those who want to make their own 
choices should not be forced to mark preferences if they do not have any knowledge 
of some of the candidates.

At the 2002 election, there were 76 candidates, which meant for a formal vote, that at 
least 75 preferences had to be marked. This was a record for Australia, the previous 
highest number being 73 candidates nominated for the New South Wales Senate 
elections in 1974.  At the recent New South Wales Legislative Council elections, 
where there were a record 285 candidates, marking 15 preferences below the line was 
enough for a formal vote.

It is not surprising that at the 2002 election, with having to mark at least 75 
preferences if voting below the line, that 21% of voters who tried to do so ended up 
voting informally (Statistical Returns for the South Australian elections on February 
9, 2002, published by the State Electoral Office, page 38).  One in five votes cast 
below the line were informal.  This is unacceptable. The rules for formality need to 
be altered immediately.
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If a voter has a preference for only one candidate, or several candidates, then that 
voter should be allowed to vote accordingly, and not forced to give preferences to all 
candidates.  The more so when in practice, usually not very many preferences will be 
examined during the count as votes are being transferred from candidate to candidate.

Nothing particularly untoward occurs if voters are given perfect freedom, as occurs in 
Eire, Malta and the ACT.  In the ACT, ballot-papers instruct voters to mark at least as 
many squares as there are vacancies.  The level of exhausted votes may increase, but 
that is far more acceptable than unnecessarily rejecting the efforts of voters to cast a 
vote.
If optional preferential voting is introduced, there will also need to be an ongoing 
educational campaign to ensure that voters understand the preferential system, and 
voters are encouraged to indicate as many real preferences as possible.

• Political parties decide the order of their candidates on the ballot paper.

As indicated earlier, the Robson rotation should be used.  This is a process of rotating 
candidates names within a column so that favoured positions (top and bottom) are 
shared equally between all candidates.  This means candidates within each group or 
political party have to compete against each other for the votes from that party’s 
supporters.

An important advantage of the Robson rotation is that it makes for much greater 
accountability through the elimination of safe seats.  In places where the Robson 
rotation is used, Tasmania and the ACT , there is an obvious behavioural change 
among MPs and candidates in seeking contact with voters.

Another significant factor is the stabilising effect of the Robson rotation. Voters do 
not have to look outside their preferred party, and there are not disappointed 
candidates leaving parties in high dudgeon after a preselection mishap. Large parties 
benefit from sharing out their vote more evenly and raising the bar for others wishing 
to avoid exclusion.

• Parliament, not the voters, decides who fills any casual vacancies.

If the voters’ wishes - as expressed at the initial election for the vacating member - are 
to be reflected, the quota of votes that elected the vacating member should be 
recounted to ascertain whom the voters next preferred.

The countback method is important in maintaining the connection with voters, not 
only at election time but also throughout the term in case a vacancy occurs.

Countback also deals reasonably with all eventualities in practice, whereas party 
appointment methods go awry when independents are to be replaced or where parties 
have become defunct or have split in a number of directions.  Steele Hall’s Senatorial 
replacement after the Liberal Movement ceased to exist is an example of the potential 
manipulation that can occur, and there has more recently been speculation over what 
would have happened had Nick Xenophon’s health continued to deteriorate. 
Currently under the Constitution Act, there is no provision for filling a vacancy of an 
Independent or of a person who represented a party that now no longer exists.
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• Incorrect procedures in counting the votes.

Unfortunately under the current legislation, in calculating transfer values, rather than 
transferring proportions of the votes at their existing values, these values are 
averaged.  This can lead to distortions.

While some may consider that the method used to calculate transfer values and which 
votes to use in the subsequent transfers mere technicalities, it is important that the 
most appropriate counting procedures are in place to accurately reflect the wishes of 
the electors in determining who should be elected.  Incorrect procedures can lead to 
the wrong candidates being elected.

The WA Electoral Commission publication “Determining the result: Transferring 
surplus votes in the Western Australian Legislative Council”(published in 2002) is a 
useful document in setting out the various procedures that can be used.

This publication explains in some detail the current fault in the procedures used in our 
Legislative Council count in calculating the transfer value when all the ballot papers 
for the newly elected Legislative Councillor are examined.

The transfer value is currently calculated by dividing the elected member’s surplus by 
the number of ballot papers received by the elected candidate.  This value is 
calculated without regard to the previous value of these ballot papers, which could 
range downwards from full value (1.0), through various previous transfer values to as 
low as 0.01.  Hence some votes can actually increase in value and have an undue 
influence in the count.  So much for “one vote, one value”!

The Electoral Reform Society argues that instead of this averaging mechanism, there 
needs to be a weighted calculation on each bundle of votes at their previous values. 
This calculated transfer value is the elected person’s surplus divided by the total vote 
value (not total ballot papers) received by the elected candidate.  This figure would 
then be multiplied by the previous transfer values of each bundle.

In addition, to minimise the exhaustion of votes, any non-transferable papers should 
be placed fully within the elected candidate’s quota.

• Lack of education and publicity about what it means if an elector votes above 
the line.

The Electoral Reform Society would prefer that above the line voting was eliminated. 
It unnecessarily complicates the ballot paper.  If above the line voting is continued, all 
electors need to be provided in advance with details of where preferences flow if they 
vote for a particular group’s ticket.

There are at least two unintended consequences of group voting tickets, both of which 
are highly relevant to South Australia.

1. Voters may be rather shocked to learn of the consequences of what has been made 
of their votes. For example at the last Legislative Council election, the No Nuclear 
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Dump in SA Party voting ticket showed that preferences went to the Liberal Party 
before the ALP, SA Nuclear Free Future, Australian Greens or Australian 
Democrats.  In Western Australia, supporters of One Nation found that their votes 
gave the balance of power to the WA Greens at the expense of the Liberals at the 
Legislative Council elections of 2001 due to the preference distribution on the 
One Nation voting ticket.

2. When success is possible without all that many votes, front groups with catchy 
titles may be formed in an attempt to siphon votes in one direction or another. 
Again at the last State election, the Independent Conservative ticket ranked the 
ALP ahead of the Liberals while the Independent Dinkum Liberal immediately 
delivered preferences to the Liberal Party.

Some of the manipulation that occurred at the last State election with voting tickets 
was outlined in the January/February 2002 issue of “WEL Read”, the Women’s 
Electoral Lobby South Australian Newsletter.  There were two articles in particular 
“Finally, a plea for democracy, what you see isn’t necessarily what you get!” and 
“Secret Deals” that should be read.

This back-room dealing was described in 1996 by the then Democrats Leader Senator 
Kernot (in relation to the system of Senate above-the-line voting, though it equally 
applies to the SA Legislative Council) as 

"the darkest kind of auction which denies the democratic rights of people 
who vote, and entrenches it in the hands of a few party officials." 

This back-room dealing made solely for the purpose of manipulating the votes needs 
to be outlawed.  This can only be done by doing away with group voting tickets and 
above the line voting.

(2) What should be the electoral system (including the fairness test) and 
method of election to the House of Assembly? 

South Australia continues to be an example of the instability possible under the 
single-member electorate system currently used for election to the House of 
Assembly.

At the 1997 State Election for the House of Assembly, the Liberal Party was one seat 
short of a majority but was able to govern, usually with the support of the two 
Independents (McEwen and Williams) and one National Party member.

At the 2002 State election, the ALP was one seat short of a majority, but is now able 
to govern with the support of up to three Independents (Lewis, McEwen and Such).

This change of government has happened even though the support for the major 
parties remained virtually unchanged (Liberals 40.4 to 40.0%, ALP 35.2 to 36.3%). 
And just two seats changed hands at the last election, one of them – Adelaide - by not 
much more than what the donkey vote is worth.
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At the 2002 State election, 45.4% of South Australian voters found that their votes (or 
preferences) did not elect anyone to the House of Assembly – 430,000 people wasted 
their vote.  Of the past nine State elections, this is the worst election in terms of the 
proportion of voters who found their votes electing their Members of Parliament. 
Only 54.6% of South Australian voters found their votes being effective.

Even though both the Liberals and ALP are now over-represented in the House of 
Assembly, 46% of Liberal supporters and 37% of ALP voters found that they voted 
for unsuccessful candidates.

Of the 14 country electorates, the ALP with 24% of the vote won only one seat, 
whereas the Liberals with 45% won ten seats.  In contrast, the ALP won all 13 
metropolitan electorates north and west of the City of Adelaide with only 50% of the 
vote. 

Given this type of result, how does either of the major parties hope to govern for all 
the people when their parliamentary representation is so badly geographically 
skewed?

This situation with 47 single-member electorates for the House of Assembly cannot 
be allowed to continue. South Australia cannot continue to have such an undemocratic 
electoral system, which delivers such unfair results.  This is possibly the most 
important of the questions to be discussed by the Constitutional Convention.

The Discussion Paper (page 47) raises the possibility of using the Hare-Clark system, 
as used for the Tasmanian House of Assembly, for the South Australian House of 
Assembly if the Legislative Council was to be abolished.

The Electoral Reform Society argues that this method should be used even if the 
Legislative Council is retained.

The Hare-Clark system involves the quota-preferential method of proportional 
representation with multi-member electorates.

If there were to be a similar number of members to the House of Assembly (currently 
47), the State could be divided into seven 7-member electorates (49 members), nine 5-
member electorates (45 members) or five 9-member electorates (45 members). 
Currently under the SA Constitution, all electorates must return the same number of 
members, thus the divergence from the present 47 members.

Unlike the Legislative Council that is elected at large, the House of Assembly with 
smaller electorates would still provide for active local representation while giving a 
much fairer result both in terms of voter representation and party representation than 
the current single-member electorate system.

The Electoral Reform Society has analysed the results of the 2002 election to show 
what the results may have been with seven 7-member electorates or nine 5-member 
electorates. [See Attachment 1:Voters miss out again.]  This analysis showed that 
with 7-member electorates the wasted vote was 11.2%, and this increased to 15.5% 
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with 5-member electorates.  Both were much superior to the 45.4% wasted votes with 
single-member electorates.

In discussing the Hare-Clark system, the Discussion Paper (page 47) highlights the 
advantages of the Robson rotation – rotating the order of candidates on the ballot 
paper to negate the so called donkey vote where voters may chose to vote straight 
down the ballot paper.  This rotation should be adopted for all elections, even in 
single-member electorates.

The experience in Tasmania of using the Hare-Clark system is generally of a stable 
situation with majority government but with fair representation of the various 
opposition parties.  In contrast, South Australia with single-member electorates has 
had more minority governments with independents holding the balance of power. 
Since 1950, South Australia has had six minority governments (1962, 1969, 1975, 
1989, 1997 and 2002) compared with Tasmania’s four (1959, 1969, 1989 and 1996).

Criteria for electoral redistributions

With a number of multi-member electorates, it is still necessary to draw electoral 
boundaries.  However consideration should be given to only having redistributions 
when the number of electors is above or below the designated margin by a significant 
amount and this occurs in a number of the multi-member electorates.  It should not be 
necessary to have a redistribution after every election.

It is also not necessary to continue with the fairness test as one of the criteria for 
redistributions. At the time of the 1991 referendum, the Electoral Reform Society was 
virtually the only organisation that campaigned against the fairness test.  We 
maintained that while there were single-member electorates, it was impossible to 
achieve the fairness test.  The 1997 and 2002 election results have vindicated our 
stand.

Top-up proposal for the House of Assembly

At some of the public meetings held to discuss the Constitutional Convention, Hon 
Peter Lewis as Chairman and Convenor, has suggested that a “top-up” system be used 
to elect the House of Assembly.  There would be 30 single-member electorates and 
possibly nine additional members selected by proportional representation.

In an article in “The Advertiser”, Greg Kelton argues that such a proposal would be “a 
recipe for political instability” (“When change is a mater of convention”, February 8, 
2003, page 21).  This Society agrees.  

With only a small number of top-up seats, there is no guarantee that the outcome will 
be anywhere near proportional.  And more importantly, the Electoral Reform Society 
notes that such a proposal would offer voters very little additional influence.

Top-up systems continue the problems of single-member electorates while adding the 
problems of having a list system of proportional representation.  In addition there 
becomes two classes of politicians, with associated problems such as how to fill 
vacancies.
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The Electoral Reform Society is totally opposed to top-up systems.

Fortunately such a proposal would need a referendum to change the constitution, as 
currently it is entrenched that each electorate must return the same number of 
members.

There is no need to consider a top-up proposal, when Australia, and particularly in 
Tasmania, has a long history of successfully using the quota-preferential method of 
proportional representation.

With a top-up system, it is necessary to use a method of proportional representation 
for the additional members.  However, list methods of the d'Hondt type should not be 
contemplated because they are vastly inferior to the quota-preferential methods 
already in use in Australia.

Such list methods are inadequate because they are indirect and inherently non-
preferential, wasting lots of votes through chance allocation of the last places, and 
arbitrary factors such as pre-set elimination thresholds.  Whenever averaging 
techniques are applied to allocate seats, no limit is placed on the total number of 
wasted votes.  Further, the ACT debacles of 1989 and 1992 clearly showed the pitfalls 
of having an arbitrary elimination threshold, and of trying to incorporate a preferential 
element into elections of this type in an effort to improve fairness.

If we are trying to foster a sense of genuine participation in the political process, 
voters should not find they are being artificially restricted to voting for groups when 
electing MPs.  Voting directly for individuals is a highly valued custom in Australia, 
enshrined in the Australian Constitution, and this needs to continue in South 
Australia.  Arrangements that deny voters such a fundamental right will quite rightly 
provoke hostility.
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Other questions and issues.  (Numbering as for the questions as listed in the 
Constitutional Convention Discussion Paper)

1. Should South Australia have a system of initiative and referendum   
(Citizen Initiated Referenda) and, if so, in what form and how should it 
operate? 

In the event of CIR being adopted, it will be necessary to avoid abuse by and of 
minorities.  An independent commission should be established to consider all 
proposals in conjunction with statutory guidelines, which could include:

• a requirement that they be positive and add to existing rights or duties; 
• a prohibition of referenda specifically on sanctions / penalties 
under Acts; and 
• compliance with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
international treaties signed by Australia, and equal opportunity 
legislation.  

The commission could then conduct public discussion through written proposals for 
comment and public meetings, and make recommendations to Parliament, which 
could still determine the details of any legislation.

2. What is the optimum number of parliamentarians in each House of   
Parliament necessary for responsible government and representative 
democracy in the Westminster system operating in South Australia?

The optimum number is dependent on the electoral system chosen to elect the 
parliamentarians (this is discussed in Question 5).  For a representative democracy, 
there needs to be sufficient members from each electorate so that voters have a real 
choice of candidates, and there is a healthy local debate when voters are choosing 
their representatives.

House of Assembly

If multi-member electorates are used for electing the House of Assembly, given the 
current constitutional requirement that all electorates must return the same number of 
members, there needs to be some variation from the current 47 members so that this 
requirement is met.

While this Society preference is for 7 seven-member electorates (a total of 49 
members), other acceptable variations could be –

• 6 seven-member electorates (42 members), 
• 9 five-member electorates (45), 

• 5 nine-member electorates (45), or even 
• 11 five-member electorates (55) or 11 four-member electorates (44) if the 

Federal Boundaries for the House of Representatives were chosen so that each 
House of Representatives electorate was one multi-member electorate. [It 
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needs to be noted that if there is an even number of members elected from a 
multi-member electorate, it is difficult for a majority of electors to elect a 
majority of members, whereas this occurs when an odd number of members 
are elected.  The Society tends to argue for an odd number of members in 
multi-member electorates.]

In an article in “The Adelaide Review” (January 2003, “Making the most of the 
coming Constitutional Convention”, page 5), Dr Geoffrey Partington, one of the panel 
of experts who prepared the Discussion Paper, suggests that the State be divided into 
about 23 three-member electorates.  

The Electoral Reform Society would prefer that there were more members to be 
elected from each multi-member electorate.  With three to be elected, the quota for 
election is 25% plus one vote.  This means that up to 25% of electors could still find 
that their votes do not elect anyone, and across the State this could mean not only a 
sizable number of electors are not represented, but there could also be considerable 
distortion between votes and seats for each political party.

During the 1920’s, proportional representation was used to elect the New South 
Wales Legislative Assembly with five-member districts in the metropolitan areas and 
three-member districts on the country.  It was found that quite large groups of voters 
were left without proper representation in several country districts.

Legislative Council

If the Legislative Council continues to be elected with the State as one electorate, and 
with half of the members elected each time, the current arrangement of electing 11 
each time is appropriate (quota to be elected is 8.3%), though this could be reduced to 
9 without dramatically altering representation (quota increases to 10%).  Any smaller 
number than 9 would be starting to reduce the ability of the Council to function 
effectively.

If the whole Legislative Council is to be elected at each election, but still with the 
State as one electorate, the size of the Council could probably be reduced to as low as 
15 (quota 6.25%), though the Electoral Reform Society’s preference would be for 21 
(quota 4.5%). In New South Wales, 21 members are elected in each Legislative 
Council election.

3. What should be the role and function of each of the Houses of Parliament?  

In the Constitutional Convention Discussion Paper, a number of proposals are made. 
The Electoral Reform Society offers comments on some of these proposals.

Provision of greater resources to Parliament

Support.  There also needs to be more resources provided to the Committees.
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An independent speaker

Support. But rather than elected, this Society suggests that consideration be given to 
the Speaker not being a parliamentarian but a person from outside the Parliament. 
The Speaker, as an appointed position, would need to be approved by a significant 
proportion of the House of Assembly. The person appointed needs to have 
considerable skills in chairing meetings, and in particular being impartial.  The person 
appointed as Speaker would not even have a casting vote, and would not participate in 
the debates.  

Currently with the Speaker also being a parliamentarian, this means that those that 
elected the Speaker find that they do not have the same representation (for example, 
the Speaker does not ask questions during question time).  Given the relative small 
number of MPs in the House of Assembly, South Australia does not have the luxury 
of having a spare MP who can act as an independent Speaker.

Should the Legislative Council be abolished?

If it is proposed that the Legislative Council be abolished, this should NOT be 
allowed until the quota-preferential method of proportional representation is 
introduced for the House of Assembly.  This Society supports the example on page 47 
of the Discussion Paper – for the Hare-Clark system for the House of Assembly. 

It is incorrect to state that the House of Assembly is “based on democratic principles 
of representation” (page 27 of Discussion Paper).  And it is necessary to ensure that 
there is a continuation of the method used to elect the Legislative Council to reflect 
“the mix of political interest in the wider community” (page 28 of Discussion Paper).  

How can the Legislative Council be enhanced as a house of review?

Some of the suggestions made by members of the Electoral Reform Society include:

• allowing Legislative Councillors to be involved in Budget Estimates;
• allowing Legislative Councillors to have “electorate” offices away from 

Parliament House;
• no members of the Legislative Council to be appointed as Ministers, but

• allowing all Ministers to be questioned by the Legislative Council;
• giving greater resources to committees;
• tapping into available community expertise through the formation of working 

parties to advance fact-finding and public debate; and
• encouraging the placement of imminent proposed amendments to legislation on 

the internet.

Should there continue to be double terms in the Legislative Council?

On balance, the Electoral Reform Society believes that all members of the Legislative 
Council should be elected at every election.  With the change to fixed four year terms 
for the House of Assembly, eight-year terms for Legislative Councillors is far too 
long.
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One of the original purposes of only half the Council being elected each time was to 
allow for some stability. However, it is usual for more than half the Legislative 
Councillors to stand for re-election with most of these actually re-elected. At the 2002 
election, seven of the 11 members stood for re-election with six elected.  At the 1997 
election, eight members were re-elected.

With proportional representation now used to elect the members of the Legislative 
Council, there is an acceptable recount mechanism that can be used to fill any 
vacancies during the term.  Such a recount would be preferable to the current method 
of making appointments to fill vacancies in the Council, which is criticised for a 
number of reasons:

• does not necessarily meet the wishes of the electors, 
• can allow political parties to endorse candidates that the voters may not 

necessarily chose, and 
• there are problems if the vacating member is an Independent or from a party that 

is not registered, no longer exists or has merged with another group.
4. What measures should be adopted to improve the accountability,   
transparency and functioning of government?

The main measure that needs to be taken is to adopt a fair and democratic electoral 
system that ensures that there are no artificially-large parliamentary majorities and as 
few safe seats as possible, so that voters are not taken for granted, and MPs become 
accountable to their electors.

Currently with single-member electorates for the House of Assembly, a sizable 
majority are considered safe seats, where the sitting Members know they will virtually 
be automatically re-elected regardless of their performance as an MP.  Following the 
2002 election, 30 of the 47 seats are classified as safe as the swing to lose on a two-
party preferred basis is greater than 6%.  Similarly in the Legislative Council, those 
major party candidates who win pre-selection at the top of their party’s list know they 
will also be elected.  Those in safe seats only need to worry about party pre-selection 
– they do not need to be accountable to the electors as a whole.

In areas where support for one major party fluctuates between a low of 20% and a high 
of around 40%, large numbers of voters may go through their entire adult years without 
ever having voted for their local member.  What incentive is there for either the 
dominant or less significant party to throw extra resources into the servicing of such 
electorates when the same attention to a handful of marginal seats could mean the 
difference between government and opposition for four years? 

From the voter's viewpoint, the preponderance of safe seats only serves to breed 
disaffection as it often appears to individuals that little can be done about the state of 
affairs, which they regard as completely unsatisfactory.  Consequently on the few 
occasions when controversy has flared over the preselection outcome in a safe seat and a 
rejected or prominent candidate has nominated as an Independent, it is not surprising that 
large numbers of voters have seized perhaps their only chance in a life-time to create a 
marginal seat where they can feel that attention will be paid to their wishes. 
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On election day, voters in at least three-quarters of the electorates who are dissatisfied 
with their current member will go to their polling places knowing full well that there will 
not be anything they can do about it.  In these circumstances it is little wonder that the 
electorate is becoming increasingly cynical about the entrenched position of local 
members and that there is an increasing protest vote.  It is also quite logical for those 
aspiring to government to focus campaign activity on the few marginal seats and aim 
advertising at the small groups of swinging voters who will determine the fate of those 
seats.

There should not be limited terms for MPs.  This issue has typically arisen only in 
single-member electorates in circumstances where incumbents are unlikely to be sent 
packing by the voters because a lot of seats are extraordinarily safe and there is a very 
little chance of being removed through the ballot box.  Limited terms for MPs also 
restrict choice of candidates and rob the polity of the benefits of experience.  

Once there is a fair and democratic electoral system, which provides an effective 
mechanism through which voters are able to turf out those who do not provide enough 
value, there is no need for an artificial restraint on who can stand for parliament.

Other issues

The Electoral Reform Society does not believe that the existing media in South 
Australia does an adequate job of reporting on what goes on in Parliament.  Part of the 
accountability of Parliament is knowing what is going on – who can be bothered to 
read Hansard, Parliamentary papers or the Government Gazette, outmoded and user-
unfriendly publications that they are.  It is currently quite hard to get copies of bills 
and reports or other Parliamentary papers unless you have access to a tame MP.  The 
State Information Service is seriously limited and often unable to help – they usually 
do not have what you want, sometimes not even recent Acts.  Going to Parliament 
House to get information is daunting with all the security – you certainly feel 
intimidated and unwelcomed.

Hansard and the Government Gazette could continue as necessary formal documents 
but with reduced numbers printed and on the internet for everyone to access, free-of-
charge and with good search facilities (this is essential).

Parliament needs to consider running its own information service, particularly when it 
is in session.  This could include:

• a regular (weekly) column in the print media (local councils already do this);
• a regular (weekly) radio program;
• a regular (weekly) TV segment;

• a website summarising what is going on each week and referring to publicly 
available documents containing details;

• all bills and reports published on a website at time of introduction and in hard 
copy soon afterwards;

• a weekly newsletter distributed through public libraries, local councils, 
community centres, and through email and postal mailing lists.
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Parliamentary committees also need to be covered as the work of these committees is 
often as valuable as the business in the two Houses.

The ABC “Order in the House” program summarising Federal Parliament is a good 
example of what is needed for the SA Parliament, but of course in a much-expanded 
format.
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