
 

Review of 2014 Local Government Elections 

 

In relation to the Review of the 2014 local government elections and the associated 

discussion paper, the Electoral Reform Society of South Australia submits the following 

comments. 

 

The Society is very pleased that this Review is taking place.  We were concerned that 

with these elections held in November 2014 that there was not going to be a Review.  The 

Review was finally announced on 17 September – ten months after the elections. 

 

There is a need for a constructive debate on local government elections in this State, and 

this Review hopefully will provide a good starting point. 

 

In relation to the discussion paper, the issues raised and the questions asked, the Society 

makes the following comments. 

 

 

Voter Turnout in South Australia 

 

1. Would compulsory voting be a better option to improve voter turnout at Local 

Government elections? 

 

2. What other options could improve voter turnout at Local Government elections? 

 

The Society as a whole does not have a stance on compulsory versus voluntary voting.  

Our members are divided on this issue, while the Society itself prefers to concentrate on 

advocating for proportional representation to ensure that as many voters as possible who 

do vote find their votes actually electing a Councillor. 

 

There is no doubt that compulsory voting by its very definition would mean there is an 

improved voter turnout, but it would be a lazy way of achieving an increased turnout.  

The real issue is how to generate more interest in the community towards local 

government. 

 

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. 

 

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. 
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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 without even being opened.  Consideration needs to be given to having a 

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

 

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. 

 

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. 

 

There are 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. 

 

In trying to improve voter turnout at Local Government elections, it is necessary to be 

mindful of any changes in perception about Local Government.  If Local Government 

loses its planning role, or where there has been a very public dispute as happened with 

the Burnside Council (where in addition the results of the inquiry were not released), this 

does not enhance or encourage support for Local Government and less people may vote. 
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Electronic Voting in Local Government elections                                    

 

3. Do Councils support the introduction of electronic voting, despite the security risks 

and costs involved? 

 

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 this Society supports postal voting, we acknowledge that many younger voters no 

longer use the post, even to the point of not even bothering to check their post boxes.  

And with the gradual demise in the use of postal services, Australia Post is even 

considering whether to move away from daily postal deliveries.  This is a further reason 

for considering electronic voting. 

 

Property Franchise                                                                   

 

4. How could the Property Franchise entitlement be changed to best support and 

manage property franchisees? 

 

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 current method of needing to register 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. 

  

Caretaker Provisions 

 

5. How can the current Caretaker Period provisions be improved? 

 

The Society would be concerned about changing the current provisions as while there is 

merit in having a caretaker period, it is important that this does not conflict with good 

governance if straight-forward decision-making and continuing processes are brought to a 

standstill for any length of time.  There are also problems if the incoming Council, with 

new, inexperienced Councillors, is immediately faced with voting on urgent decisions 

that have been unduly delayed because of the caretaker provisions. 
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Concurrent Timing of State and Local Government Elections               

 

6. How could concurrent Local and State Government elections be held in a way that 

would both improve voter turnout and not significantly add to the costs to councils? 

 

The Society does not support concurrent Local and State Government elections. 

 

Currently State elections are fixed for every four years.  We believe that four years is too 

long a term for Local Government, 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 would 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. 

 

Access to Voters Roll 

 

7. Should all candidates have access to electronic copies of the voters roll? 

 

With postal voting, as all candidates are able to provide details directly to all voters when 

the ballot papers are posted to voters, ideally there should not be a need for further 

mailouts.  This would mean there is then not a need for any candidates to have access to 

electronic copies of the voters roll. 
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However it is not possible to restrict any further canvassing. And in any case, as further 

canvassing can create more interest which will assist with increasing the turnout, for 

equality and fairness so that all candidates have the same opportunity, the Society 

reluctantly agrees that all candidates should have access to electronic copies. 

 

 

Disclosure of Candidates’ residential address 

 

8. How would disclosure of a candidate’s residential suburb change representation and 

decision-making on Councils? 

 

9. How could voters identify whether a candidate resides in the Council area without 

compromising their safety? 

 

As already indicated, candidates should provide contact details with the information they 

provide for the ballot packs. However this does not necessarily need to be residential 

addresses.  It should be a decision made by each candidate.  

 

It should however be essential that the suburb is known so that voters can assess how 

well candidates may be able to represent the local area.  One example is the Mitcham 

Council where there a bushfire concerns in the Mitcham Hills and the councillors for this 

area need to live there and be aware of this – if not this could have a big influence on 

whether they would be elected. 

 

Disclosure of Candidate’s Political Party Membership or Affiliations 

 

10. How would disclosure of a candidate’s political party membership or affiliation 

change representation and decision making on councils? 

 

11. Where would information about a candidate’s political party membership or 

affiliation be published, or not be published and why? 

 

All candidates should provide details of all their interests, including membership of a 

political party (even if not registered) as well as interests in 

business/development/environmental groups.   

 

The Society is concerned that this could hasten the trend towards political parties taking 

over Local Government elections, or having an undue influence, as has happened in other 

States. 
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Any other comments or suggestions to improve the operations of elections and 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 those candidates getting their first preferences).  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 2014 Local Government elections there 

were seven single-member wards, 92 two-member wards, 26 three-member wards, and 

only 56 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% 

 

Two wards each electing two Councillors, one ward with three Councillors and also four 

area Councillors elected 

 

2014 – wards  23.3%    6 to 8 

 area  15.9%    9 

 total  19.7%       35.8% 

 

 

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

 

The Society was disappointed when 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. 
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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;  

 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 gives scant attention when nominations were announced for the 2014 Local 

Government elections.  In contrast, The Advertiser will every year list all 30,000 plus 

runners and walkers in the City-to-Bay. 

 

If South Australians are going to be encouraged to vote in Local Government election, 

information needs to be urgently provided on the candidates, starting with their 

nominations. 

 

Further issues 

 

There are a number of other issues that need to be considered in relation to local 

Government elections.  This includes allowing dual candidacy, filling casual vacancies 

by countback, and looking at improving the current Representation Review process.   The 

Electoral Reform Society would be prepared to provide comments on these issues at the 

appropriate time. 

 


