
To the SELECT COMMITTEE ON MATTERS RELATED TO THE GENERAL 

ELECTION OF 20 MARCH 2010 

 

Inquire into and report upon matters related to the November 2010 Local 

Government Elections 

 

In relation to the Select Committee’s terms of reference dealing with the 2010 Local 

Government Elections, the Electoral Reform Society of South Australia submits the 

following comments: 

 

(a) the security and scrutiny for postal voting; 

 

The Electoral Reform Society has not received any comments from members or anyone 

else expressing concern.  We are not aware of any issues surrounding either security or 

scrutiny with postal voting for Local Government elections.   

 

In contrast, there are now always concerns with State and Federal elections that there is 

political interference as political parties and candidates are allowed to get involved with 

the applications for postal votes.  For South Australia’s Local Government elections 

where it is all postal voting, there can not be this outside interference and involvement. 

 

(b) the cost effectiveness of the postal voting system and alternatives to it; 

 

The Electoral Reform Society supports the continuation of postal voting.  Regardless of 

when Federal and State elections are held, postal voting helps to distinguish Local 

Government elections. 

 

The Society is concerned that the Select Committee is even considering the cost, as how 

do you put a price on democracy?   

 

More importantly, postal voting gives all Candidates the opportunity for them to provide 

directly to all voters details about themselves.  If the current process of postal voting and 

the associated ballot packs was changed, the number of people voting is likely to decline. 

 

If it is decided that there should be a mix of postal and attendance voting, consideration 

needs to be given to having polling places at both Council offices and shopping centres -  

that is, going to where people are rather than expect people to go to the usual polling 

places.  Before full postal voting was introduced, some Councils did set up polling places 

at shopping centres.   

 

These polling places should also be available over a period of several days. 

 

If attendance voting is re-introduced, the Society would prefer that attendance voting is 

not seen as an alternative, but supplements full postal voting. 
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If it is decided to move away from full postal voting, consideration should be given to 

whether electronic voting is possible.  While voluntary voting remains for Local 

Government elections, the use of electronic voting may well attract people who do not 

normally vote particularly young people. 

 

While voluntary voting is used for South Australia’s Local Government elections, there is 

the need to consider which method of voting is the most effective in getting people to 

vote.  While postal voting has been relatively effective in maintaining the turnout, there is 

the continual need to consider how to encourage more people to vote. 

 

There is a real concern with postal voting, that it appears that the postal voting material 

for Local Government elections is seen as nothing more than junk mail and immediately 

discarded with out even being opened.  Consideration needs to be given to having a 

dominant coloured envelope (perhaps red?) that has been well publicised beforehand. 

 

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. 

 

Candidate information, as included in the ballot pack, also needs to be provided on the 

internet.  If this includes any links to the websites for the candidates, it could well assist 

voters in their bid to find out more information so that they are able to make an informed 

decision about who to vote for. 

 

(c) the effectiveness of elector registration processes for non-resident electors; 

 

The Electoral Reform Society agrees with the property franchise as those who pay rates 

should be entitled to vote on who should be their representatives in the Local Council 

where they own property.  

 

The recently introduced method of registering as an eligible voter appears to be both 

onerous and unnecessary.  Each Council should be able to maintain a register of non-

resident owners which also shows who is eligible to vote.  It should not be necessary to 

re-enrol before each election. 
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(d) factors influencing voter turnout; 

 

The Electoral Reform Society supports optional preferential voting.  If full optional 

preferential voting was introduced for South Australia’s Local Government elections, it 

would increase voter turnout and decrease the number of informal votes.  If a voter only 

wants to express a preference for one candidate or preferences for less than the number to 

be elected, such a vote should not be dismissed as informal.   

 

The Society is aware that some people have not voted in Local Government elections 

when they would like to vote for one or two candidates but have no knowledge of any 

other candidates, but for a formal vote they are required to vote for at least three 

candidates.  Why should they bother voting if it is to be an informal vote? 

 

Introducing full optional preferential voting is not incompatible with proportional 

representation.  Allowing voters to express the views they actually have enhances the 

quality of our democratic participation.  

 

In New South Wales Local Government elections, even though the ballot paper asks for 

at least as many preferences as there are vacancies be marked, a vote is accepted as 

formal once there are at least half that many preferences, including possible duplications 

or omissions after the first. There is no reason why at least this level of flexibility should 

not be introduced in South Australia. 

 

For voters to be encouraged to vote, they need to see their votes actually electing 

candidates (and particularly the candidates getting their number one votes).  As the aim 

of proportional representation is to maximise effective representation, the current method 

of election certainly assists this encouragement. 

 

Unfortunately there are too many Local Government elections where there are only a 

small number of councillors to be elected.  At the 2010 Local Government elections there 

were nine single-member wards, 97 two-member wards, 28 three-member wards, and 

only 53 with more than three to be elected (ranging from four-member wards to eleven-

member at large council elections) [see Attachment 1]. 

 

Proportional representation works better, the greater the number of members to be 

elected.  As the number to be elected increases, the quota for election reduces and more 

voters find their votes electing someone.  Also the number of candidates usually 

increases, and this greater choice also encourages people to vote. 

 

As an example, the following provides a comparison of recent elections for the Adelaide 

City Council, firstly with two-member wards, then changing to eight Councillors being 

elected from across the whole Council, and then back to two-member wards but with area 

Councillors as well: 
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Council  % of formal votes  Number of    Voter 

election  that did not elect  candidates people turnout 

   a Councillor*   could vote for   

 

Five wards each electing two Councillors 

 

1995   22.0%    3 to 5   38.1% 

1997   30.5%    4 to 6   41.8% 

 

Eight area Councillors elected 

 

2000    9.3%    14   39.9% 

2003    8.7%    28   40.9% 

 

Three wards each electing two Councillors and also five area Councillors elected 

 

2007 – wards  27.3%    6 to 8 

 area  12.5%    20 

 total  20.1%       31.9% 

 

2010 – wards  26.3%    5 to 7 

 area  14.9%    7 

 total  20.8%       31.7% 

 

(* after distribution of preferences to give “votes after final distribution”). 

 

The Society was disappointed that the Adelaide City Council changed from electing their 

councillors from across the whole area and introduced wards.  In addition to an increase 

in the wasted vote (votes that did not elect a councillor) and a reduced choice of 

candidates, it appears that this change has also had an effect on voter turnout. 

 

While residents within each Local Council need to decide how many Councillors should 

be in their Council, the Society argues that either all Councillors should be elected at 

large, or if it is decided there should be wards, these need to be sufficiently large 

(minimum of three-members but preferably larger), so that more voters find their votes 

electing a Councillor.  Our analyses of past elections have consistently shown that voters 

get more choice this way, as well as fewer votes being wasted. 

 

The Society’s preference would be for a single Council-wide electorate.  In our opinion 

this is the most democratic method that can possibly be used, as: 

 

 all entitled to vote have the same choice of candidates; 

 all have the opportunity to vote for these candidates; 

 there can be no manipulation of ward boundaries;  
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 this is the fairest method in ensuring that nearly all will find their votes 

electing someone and vote wastage is kept to a minimum, and 

 thus more people will be encouraged to vote.   

 

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. 

 

There is also the need for more publicity about Local Government elections.  

Unfortunately it is currently difficult to get the media interested.  In particular The 

Advertiser gave such scant attention when nominations closed for the 2010 Local 

Government elections, that the Society submitted the following letter to the Editor on 27 

September 2010: 

 

“No doubt "The Advertiser" will be among those commenting on the number who 

will vote at this year's Local Government elections. 

  

But when details on the record number of candidates nominating were released, 

why was there only a half page article and no listing of the 1,273 candidates? 

 

Contrast this with the special supplement listing all 30,989 runners and walkers 

in the City-to-Bay, or the two pages of the details on the Brownlow Medal count 

(repeated two days in a row). 

 

If South Australians are going to be encouraged to vote in this year's Local 

Government election, information needs to be urgently provided on the 

candidates, starting with their nominations.” 

 

It was disappointing but not surprising that this letter was not published by The 

Advertiser. 
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(e) possible provision for mayoral candidates to contest council positions; 

 

Dual candidacy should be allowed, though where a Candidate is elected as the principal 

member (this Society prefers the title of Council Chairperson rather than the more 

traditional term Mayor) this position needs to be taken. 

 

Where Councils have both at-large area Councillors and ward Councillors, dual 

candidacy should also be allowed, but Candidates elected at large need to take these 

positions and their name be excluded from the ward count. 

 

With preferential voting, dual candidacy is possible.  If a dual Candidate is elected in the 

first election, the votes for that person in the second election can be transferred to other 

Candidates where preferences are shown. 

 

(f) the length of council election terms;  

 

Members of the Electoral Reform Society have discussed this issue, and our preference is 

for three-year terms. 

 

We believe that four years is too long, giving an intolerable burden for conscientious 

Local Councillors.  Initially the Society was opposed to the extension of the term from 

two to three years, but we were pleasantly surprised that three years led to stability within 

most Councils and continuity of representation.  There was not a significant increase in 

resignations and the need to fill vacancies.  However, with the term now increased to four 

years, there appears to have been an increase in resignations over this longer term.  While 

using countback can reduce the cost of filling such vacancies, resignations and then new 

Councillors joining the Council may upset the stability of that Council’s governance 

arrangements. 

 

The Society also supports Local Government elections continuing to be held in spring.  

The main reason is that this is after the annual budget has been set, and so new Local 

Councillors have time to familiarise themselves before the next year’s budget is prepared.   

 

Spring elections will also mean these elections do not clash with State elections even 

when both happen to be in the same year.  State elections are now fixed in March every 

four years – though there are comments that this fixed date needs to be changed as there 

are now lengthy periods when Parliament is not meeting, there can still be a bushfire risk, 

and there is now too many other activities in March. 

 

There is also the possibility of clashing with Federal elections.  However this is still 

difficult to plan for, while Federal elections are not fixed.  While there has been some 

support for fixed Federal elections (including from this Society), it does not yet appear to 

be on the agenda of the main political parties.  Eventually Federal elections will be fixed, 

and it will then be necessary to consider whether the timing of Local Government 

elections needs to be altered again. 
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(g) any other relevant matters. 

 

The Electoral Reform Society wishes to raise two issues that it would like the Select 

Committee to consider – the Representation Review process, and the filling of casual 

vacancies. 

 

Representation Review process 

 

While there are Councils that are elected at large, the only way under the current 

legislation to consider moving to at large elections or at least larger wards, is for a 

Council to undertake the Representation Review process as set out in the Local 

Government Act 1999. 

 

In making submissions and presentations to various Councils when they are undertaking 

Representation Reviews, the Electoral Reform Society’s experience is that the process 

can sometimes be a sham. 

 

Often the Council has decided what the outcome is to be, and the prepared discussion 

paper reflects this decision.  There is then a community consultation process, but with the 

decision already made there is usually only slight attention paid to written submissions 

and polite disinterest at presentations made at Council meetings.  While the Society has 

cynically become used to this attitude, many local ratepayers (either as part of a 

residents’ group or as individuals) come away disappointed and disillusioned, and 

probably never get involved again in Local Government, including voting in Local 

Government elections. 

 

To its credit, the Adelaide City Council took a different approach to its 2006 

Representation Review, though unfortunately the outcome was the same. 

 

To prepare the required representation options paper, the Adelaide City Council appointed 

a Representation Review Panel comprising three eminent, independent people.  And there 

was a very comprehensive review process with public meetings and 24 written submissions 

received.  And yet the Council rejected the recommendation of the Review Panel. 

 

By ignoring the recommendation, the Adelaide City Council also made a mockery of the 

Representation Review process.  Why appoint an independent Review Panel and hold 

extensive consultations, when the findings of both the Panel and the consultations were 

disregarded? 

 

It would appear from the Representation Reviews, and particularly the 2006 Adelaide City 

Council Representation Review, that the final decision should not be made by Councils, but 

someone separate from the Councils who will accept the recommendations and findings of 

the independent Representation Review process.  Otherwise, what is the point of having 

this process? 
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As it is the Representation Review that sets the number of Councillors to be elected and the 

basis of the election, the Select Committee needs to consider how this process can be 

improved so as to increase voter participation and representation, and to ensure that there is 

an open and accountable process that is also independent of the Council where the decision 

is being made. 

  

Filling casual vacancies 

 

There are a number of options for filling casual vacancies.  While each Council should be 

allowed to choose whether to hold by-elections or use countbacks, the Electoral Reform 

Society supports the use countback to fill all casual vacancies, except where there are no 

candidates left in the count or where the remaining candidates do not now wish to be 

considered.   

 

Countbacks are used to fill vacancies for Local Government in both Victoria and 

Tasmania.  Only those candidates who contested the original election and who indicate 

that they wish to contest the casual vacancy will be considered in this process.  If there 

are no such candidates then a supplementary election is required.  Details on the 

procedures used in Victoria can be found at 

http://www.tallyroom.vic.gov.au/files/CountbackVotingSystem.pdf. 

The advantages of countback are that it is simpler, quicker and cheaper than holding a 

supplementary election.  With the adoption of four year terms, an increasing number of 

elected members are not completing their terms, and holding supplementary elections is 

an additional financial burden on stretched council budgets. 

More importantly, by using countback it is the voters who have lost their representative 

who effectively choose the replacement councillor, based on how they voted when they 

first elected their representative.  It is thus seen as maintaining the wishes of all those 

who voted at the last council election. 

Countbacks are based on democratic principles, particularly for maintaining the mandate 

as chosen by the voters at the last election.  In fact holding a supplementary election, in 

effect can allow voters to make a new judgement about the members of the current 

council during their set term, and can alter the balance within a council. 

As in Victoria, vacancies occurring in the last six months of a Council’s term could 

remain unfilled. 

 

http://www.tallyroom.vic.gov.au/files/CountbackVotingSystem.pdf
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Concluding remarks 

 

At the end of the Society’s previous submission to the Select Committee in relation to the 

2010 State election, we said the following: 

 

 “The Electoral Reform Society is pleased that this Select Committee has been 

 established. 

 

 At the Federal level, there is a Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, 

 and after every Federal election it conducts an inquiry into all aspects of that 

 election.  Hopefully this Select Committee will develop into a similar committee 

 for State elections.” 

 

For the “Select Committee on Matters related to the General Election of 20 March 2010” 

to now be considering the 2010 Local Government elections shows that there is a need 

for a State Parliamentary Committee that can consider all electoral matters in South 

Australia.  If it is possible, this could also be a Joint Standing Committee. 

 


