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The electoral structure for the election of councillors 

 

As the dividing of a council area into wards creates artificial divisions in an otherwise 

supposedly united area, this Society has consistently argued that councils should not 

be divided into wards. 

 

The Electoral Reform Society recommends that the Adelaide City Council (ACC) 

not be divided into wards and that all elected members of Council be elected across 

the whole City.  

 

This ensures the greatest choice possible of candidates is available to all voters and 

maximises the number of voters who find their votes actually electing the 

representatives of their choice. 

 

Discussion 

 

Dividing the City into wards has created problems.  It is extremely difficult to form 

wards which are uniform in character.  And with the development of more 

accommodation in the CBD, almost all wards 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. 

 

When Councillors are elected from the total City, they can be free from small 

sectional influence, and they can make decisions in the best interest of the whole City 

rather than from the view-point of a small ward. With no wards, Councillors are 

usually 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 ACC has two well recognised and distinct communities 

of interest – “Adelaide’s Square Mile” and “North Adelaide”. 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 “North Adelaide versus the Rest”, if the ACC is to be 

seen and considered as a uniform area, we submit that for unity the City Councillors 

should all be elected at large. 

 

In the past, one of the perceived disadvantages for at large elections had been the cost 

to candidates of canvassing the whole Council area. But with postal voting, and the 

posting of candidates’ material with the ballot papers, at least all electors receive 

written material. 

 

Proportional representation is the method of election for all council elections in South 

Australia.  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 for the ACC. 

This can be achieved by electing all members of the Council from across the whole of 

the ACC. 

 

In addition, it could well be with no wards, that with more positions to be filled and 

with more candidates, this may encourage voter turnout.   

 

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. 

 

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 above figures clearly show that with wards that a far greater proportion of those 

voting found that their votes were not successful in electing a Councillor.  That is, 

their votes were wasted.  In addition, the choice of candidates was also very much 

more limited. 

 

 



In summary, proportional representation with a single Council-wide electorate 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; and 

 this is the fairest method in ensuring that nearly all will find their votes 

electing someone and vote wastage is kept to a minimum.   

 

Given the role of an elected member of the ACC, as spelt out in Section 22 of the City 

of Adelaide Act 1998, and in particular S22 (a), (vi) is “to serve the overall public 

interest of the City of Adelaide”, all Councillors need to be elected from the Council 

as a whole. 

 

In 1998 there was an intensive review of the City of Adelaide Governance.  The 

Governance Review Advisory Group recommended that the ACC be elected at large, 

stating that “Representation without wards is advocated for reasons as varied as 

ensuring fair and adequate representation, to upholding fundamental democratic 

principles about equality of votes and taking wiser view points.”   

 

As this statement is still applicable, the Electoral Reform Society urges the 

Representative Review to recommend the election of all Councillors across the whole 

City, not just some of the Councillors. 

 

It is noted from the Council Representation Review Options Paper that all the other 

Australian capital cities list on page 21 have no wards (except Darwin). 

 

The number of councillors 

 

In the Representation Options Paper, of the examples given, the Electoral Reform 

Society prefers Example 9 with area councillors. 

 

If we were given a choice, the Society would slightly prefer Example 9.1 with eleven 

area councillors elected, mainly because this means there would be an odd number of 

councillors to be elected. 

 

Whenever an odd number of vacancies are being filled, a majority of votes will 

translate into a majority of Councillors because of the way in which the quota is 

defined.  With an even number of vacancies, half the places may be won with a 

minority of the vote – for instance, with eight to be elected, 45% guarantees four of 

the eight places, but 55% may not be enough for five of the eight places.  With seven 

to be elected, half the vote will deliver a majority of positions (four out of seven). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


