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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 in South 

Australia should not be divided into wards. 

 

The Electoral Reform Society recommends that the City of Marion not be divided 

into wards and that all elected members of Council be elected across the whole 

Council area.  

 

This ensures that 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 Council into wards has created problems.  It is difficult to form wards 

which are uniform in character - almost all wards consist of residential areas with 

some retail, and 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. 

 

As has been shown in the Representation Review Options Paper, changes in 

population also means that when there are wards as at present there is an ongoing 

need to continually readjust the ward boundaries.  This can lead to instability.  

Currently Woodlands Ward is very much above and Coastal Ward very much below 

the average ward enrolment. 

 

If the Marion City Council is to be seen and considered as a uniform area, we submit 

that for unity the Council’s councillors should 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 local government 

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 City of 

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

whole of the Council area. 

 

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 Council changed after the 2009 Representation 

Review from electing their councillors in three-member wards to two-member wards.  

We felt it was a backward step for the following reasons (which were submitted at 

that time): 

 

a. The quota of votes needed to be elected will now be 33.3% of the vote 

compared to 25% previously.  This means that more voters will find their 

votes wasted (ie not electing anyone). 
b. At the 2006 South Australian local government elections, there were an 

average of four (3.9) candidates when there were two- member wards and five 

(5.2) candidates when there were three-member wards.  This means there 

was less choice of candidates. 
c. Also at the 2006 local government elections, there were 22% of two-member 

wards where there were only two candidates and 14% of three-member wards 

where there were only three candidates.  There were less elections when 

there were two-member wards. 
 

Given the above comments, it is now useful to consider and compare recent City of 

Marion elections. 

 

 

Council  % of formal votes  Number of     

election  that did not elect  candidates people  

   a Councillor*   could vote for   

 

Four wards each electing three Councillors 

 

2000   19.5%    4 to 5 (average 4.25)   

2003   21.0%    5 to 10 (6.75)   

2006   20.9%    5 to 8 (6.5) 

 

Six wards each electing two Councillors 

 

2010   28.7%    4 to 6 (5.2)  

 

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



 

These figures clearly show that with the smaller wards at the 2010 elections that a far 

greater proportion of those voting found that their votes were not successful in 

electing a Councillor.  Approximately there was an increase of 8% of those who voted 

who found that their votes were wasted.   

 

In addition, for Marion the choice of candidates was slightly less in 2010, but we do 

concede there were elections in every ward.  Across all councils there was still an 

average of four candidates (4.1) in two-member wards and five (5.4) in three-member 

wards.  In 2010, there were no elections in 14% of the two-member wards (two or less 

candidates) and in 11% of the three-member wards (only three candidates in these). 

 

While perhaps there should now not be a change from two-member wards until after 

at least one more election, it is clear that two-member wards are even worse than 

three-member wards in terms of wasted votes and this will certainly not encourage 

any increase in turnout of voters. 

 

Both three- and two-member wards have been found wanting, with two-member 

wards performing worse than three-member wards. 

 

It is now time for the City of Marion to change by abolishing wards and electing the 

Council as a whole as suggested by Professor Dean Jaensch. 

 

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.   
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