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10 January 2005 

Hon Mike Rann
Premier
GPO Box 2343
ADELAIDE SA 5001

Dear Mr Rann

Like many other organisations in this State, the Electoral Reform Society has been examining 
South Australia’s Strategic Plan.  Your Government is to be congratulated on a bold plan to 
take this State forward over the next 10 years and beyond.

This  Society is  particularly interested  in  three of  the targets  under  Objective  5:  Building 
Communities.   We  would  like  to  offer  our  suggestions  on  how  these  targets  could  be 
achieved.

1. Women in leadership
Increase the number of female members of Parliament to 50% within 10 years

To assist in achieving this target, this Society would like to see the quota-preferential 
method of proportional representation introduced as the method of electing the House 
of  Assembly.   And  some  changes  to  the  proportional  representation  method  of 
electing the Legislative Council, such as optional preferential voting, the removal of 
above-the-line voting, and the use of the Robson rotation.

Usually proportional representation methods, which allow voters a genuine choice of 
candidates, ensure a greater proportion of women are elected.

Surprisingly at  the  moment  34% of  the  members  of  the  House  of  Assembly are 
women  (where  single-member  electorates  exist)  compared  to  27% women  in  the 
Legislative Council.

Following the recent Federal election, South Australia is now the first State to ever 
have  a  majority  of  female  Senators  (8  out  of  12),  so  obviously  this  target  is 
achievable.

Hare-Clark.......fair and democratic



2. Political participation
Halve  the  number  of  informal  votes  as  a  percentage  of  total  votes  cast  in  State  
Government elections over the next 10 years. 

To assist in achieving this target, this Society would like to see optional preferential 
voting introduced.

The current level of informal voting is far too high. At the last State election it was 
3.1% for the House of Assembly (a total of 30,537 votes while the average size of 
each electorate is 22,246) and 5.4% for the Legislative Council (53,105 votes while 
the quota for electing each of the 11 members was 77,539).

An analysis of the informal vote at the last State election by the State Electoral Office 
found that 37% of those that voted informally for the House of Assembly and 42% of 
those that voted informally for the Legislative Council had been attempting to cast a 
formal  vote,  but were thwarted by the rules for a formal  vote.   If there had been 
optional preferential voting, the majority of these votes could have been included in 
the count.

Of particular and immediate concern is the requirement for a formal vote if a voter 
wants to vote below-the-line in Legislative Council elections.  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, requiring 72 preferences, for the New South Wales Senate 
election in 1974.  At the 2003 New South Wales Legislative Council election, where 
there were a record 284 candidates, marking 15 preferences below the line was 
enough for a formal vote.

It is not surprising that at the 2002 SA Legislative Council election, with having to 
mark at least 75 preferences if voting below-the-line, 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 was informal.  This is unacceptable. The rules for formality need 
to be altered immediately.  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.

3. Political participation
Increase voter participation in local government elections in South Australia to 50% 
within 10 years.

Recently this Society made a submission on the Local Government Elections Review. 
The following comments were made on this issue:

“How to increase participation

If voting remains voluntary, full optional preferential voting should be introduced to 
encourage voting even when a voter only wants to vote for one or a small number of  
candidates. Currently for a formal vote, it is necessary to mark as many preferences 
as candidates to be elected.  This discourages those who only want to vote for one 
candidate from voting.



With postal voting, candidates need to be encouraged to provide as much detail as  
possible about themselves and what they stand for.  With postal voting, each 
candidate should be allowed to provide the same amount of material to be posted to 
all electors with the ballot papers.  This could for example be one A4 or A5 page per 
candidate (depending on number of candidates standing for election), where the 
candidate could use both sides of the page to provide a photograph, personal details  
(must include contact details), details on policies, and any how-to-vote 
recommendations.  To encourage voter turnout, candidates need to provide as much 
information as possible so that voters can make an informed decision.

To increase voter turnout, Councils also need to be encouraged to organise candidate  
forums, so that voters have a chance to see how the candidates perform in front of the 
public and the opportunity to question the candidates.  To ensure impartiality,  
perhaps the Local Government Association, or the State Electoral Office, needs to be 
obliged to organise such meetings. Such meetings would also assist in generally  
lifting the public profile of Local Government.”

This Society looks forward to the outcomes of the Local Government Elections 
Review to see if any of these suggestions have been taken up.

The Society is prepared to expand on any of the points in this letter.  We would very much 
like to be involved in assisting with achieving these particular targets in South Australia’s 
Strategic Plan.

Yours sincerely

Deane Crabb
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