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The Electoral Reform Society remains impressed by the amount of effort the Electoral Districts 

Boundaries Commission continues to make in an attempt to comply with the relevant legislation for 

electoral redistributions in this State, particularly in relation to the “electoral fairness criteria”, which 

this Society argues is an impossible task.   

 

Redistribution even appears to be fairer 

 

The 2016 Draft Order shows under the proposed boundaries, Liberals wining 25 seats and Labor 22 

seats.  As this result is based on how South Australians voted at the last State election where the 

Liberal Party won a notational two party preferred vote of 53%, it is pleasing that the proposed 

boundaries reflect this vote.  This certainly was not the situation after the last redistribution in 2012. 

 

However as indicated, because of the vagaries of single-member electorates, the Commission 

continues to have an impossible task. 

 

At the last two elections, only the Liberals have won seats with more than 70% of the two-party-

preferred vote, whereas Labor had more of these in 1997 and just one fewer in 2002.  Except for 

their wipeout year of 2006, the Liberals have also had more seats than Labor with majorities of 

between 10 and 20 per cent: only in 2010 were those numbers roughly the same (see Table 1) 

 

Table 1: Broad two-party-preferred support in individual seats 

  50-60% 60-70% >70% 

ALP 2014 16   7   - 

LIB 2014   8 11   5 

ALP 2010 16 10   - 

LIB 2010   6 11   4 

ALP 2006   8 13   9 

LIB 2006 12   2   3 

ALP 2002 14   7   2 

LIB 2002 11 10   3 

ALP 1997 10   6   5 

LIB 1997 12 11   3 

ALP 1993   9   1   - 

LIB 1993 13   9 15 

  

Labor has completely dominated the seats won with majorities of less than ten per cent at the last two 

elections, taking two-thirds or more of them, whereas these numbers were relatively evenly matched 

in both 1997 and 2002.  

 

Only in 1993 have the Liberals achieved a metropolitan support or seat majority under the boundary-

setting imperatives agreed upon at referendum in 1991.  The best they have done otherwise in terms 

of two-party-preferred support is 48.0%, for 11 seats out of 34 in 2014, and the best in terms of seats 

was 14 of 34 on the basis of 47.2% two-party-preferred support in 1997.  The inverse relationship 

between support levels and seats won in 1997 and 2014 strongly emphasises the importance of 

incumbency in single-member electorates. 

 



As highlighted by the 1985 and 2006 outcomes and the following elections in each case, a major 

metropolitan reverse for the Liberals sets the scene for a minority-support outcome if there is 

subsequent discontent with what electors perceive as a rampant government taking advantage of the 

opposition’s weakened parliamentary presence but not delivering expected policy outcomes.  

 

A closer comparative examination of two-party-preferred levels for Labor and the Liberals in 

individual seats at the four elections where there was some serious contest for government allows 

some of the changing patterns over time to be broadly quantified.  

 

Whereas levels of support were not far apart in each party’s strongest seats in 1997 and 2002 (though 

the Liberals had more of these), that pattern changed markedly in both 2010 and 2014.  Not only 

have the Liberals obtained far more seats with very large margins than previously (say, more than 

60% in two-party-preferred terms, where the excess almost doubled in 2014), but they have also 

opened up a 3-4% greater support gap in them on average.  A further imbalance among numbers and 

proportions of more contestable seats has led to a larger overall gap of 5-6% in seats leaning to the 

Liberals, compared with 1% or less in both 1997 and 2002. 

 

While this may reflect campaigning priority decisions to some degree, it demonstrates the 

potentially-savage effect of differential levels of support under a winner-take-all electoral method 

that takes no account of relative winning margins. 

 

Another phenomenon discernible from Table 2 is the degree to which Liberal-leaning seats have 

tended to have somewhat greater enrolments and numbers of formal votes.  The only year in which 

there is a smaller gap among formal votes in the seats with margins above 10% than overall is 2014 

but the difference is very small. 

 

While these divergences in numbers of formal votes are noticeable and persistent, they do not 

explain as much of the reason for continuing failure to convert majority Liberal-leaning support into 

government as do differential victory margins and the actual numbers of seats with very high 

margins (which are effectively wasted votes because they do not contribute anything extra towards 

the formation of government): frittering of support because a winning margin has to be sustained 

over a few hundred extra formal votes is nothing like the sum of opportunities lost because a support 

gap of 5-6% over total formal votes has opened up at the last two elections. 

 

The gap in average numbers of formal votes has risen by about 1,000 from the differences of 400-

600 in the earliest years under the new arrangements.  It was however more significant in 1997 and 

2002 because the levels of support in safe seats and those leaning to one party then were comparable 

rather than several percentage points apart. 

 

  



Table 2: Statewide measures of how two-party-preferred support has changed 

  

Seats ALP average LIB average 

average 

formal ALP 2PP 

2014           

LIB > 70% 5 5413.2 15866.0 21279.2 25.4 

LIB > 60% 16 7307.4 14674.3 21981.7 33.2 

LIB > 50% 24 8215.9 13826.5 22042.4 37.3 

ALP > 50% 23 12225.2 9028.7 21253.9 57.5 

ALP > 60% 7 13546.4 7688.0 21234.4 63.8 

2010           

LIB > 70% 4 5096.3 15349.8 20446.0 24.9 

LIB > 60% 15 6796.3 14066.9 20863.2 32.6 

LIB > 50% 20 7495.3 13423.1 20918.4 35.8 

ALP > 50% 27 12023.3 8802.7 20826.0 57.7 

ALP > 60% 10 12974.9 7424.9 20399.8 63.6 

2002           

LIB > 70% 3 5458.7 15002.7 20461.4 26.7 

LIB > 60% 13 6932.5 13486.5 20419.0 34.0 

LIB > 50% 24 7971.1 12362.1 20333.2 39.2 

ALP > 50% 23 11909.6 8091.9 20001.5 59.5 

ALP > 60% 9 13251.2 6635.8 19887.0 66.6 

ALP > 70% 2 14400.0 5904.0 20304.0 70.9 

1997           

LIB > 70% 3 5250.3 14490.7 19741.0 26.6 

LIB > 60% 14 6435.1 12768.9 19204.0 33.5 

LIB > 50% 26 7446.0 11778.2 19224.2 38.7 

ALP > 50% 21 11329.5 7246.0 18575.5 61.0 

ALP > 60% 11 12445.7 5941.8 18387.5 67.7 

ALP > 70% 5 13210.2 4955.2 18165.4 72.7 

  

Is equality of electorates now under threat? 

 

It is noted that to achieve this latest redistribution, that the Commission has manipulated to ensure 

most of the larger country electorates where the Liberal Party has its strongest support are well under 

the electoral quota of 25,000.  On the projected figures, there will be five electorates more than 7% 

under quota.  The Society is concerned that in particular both Frome (projected 8.5% under) and 

Flinders (8.1%) could well be more that the permissible 10% under the quota at the next State 

election.   

 

It is somewhat surprising that the Commission states that “Having slightly fewer electors in the 

larger electorates in the outlying districts allows for the needs of those electors to be better met” 

(page 29).  Equality of electors in each electorate is now generally accepted regardless of the 

geographical size of electorates.  At the Federal level, the AEC states on its website that “Electoral 

boundaries are drawn so that, as far as practicable, three and a half years after the redistribution has 

been completed, the enrolment in each electoral division should not vary from the state average by 

more than 3.5 per cent.” 

 

While the Commission has kept within the legislation, it has moved away from the generally 

accepted expectations of the community as a whole. 



 

Names of electorates 

 

While the Electoral Reform Society usually does not comment on names of electorates, generally we 

support non-geographical names being used as geographical names are often misleading.  For 

example, geographically the electorates of Cheltenham and Croydon could just as easily be called 

Woodville and Regency Park.  

 

Given that there have been some significant transfers of electors between electorates, it is interesting 

that the Commission has not made more changes in names.  The Commission is congratulated on 

changing Goyder to Narungga.  With the electorate of Mawson being expanded to include Kangaroo 

Island and the Fleurieu Peninsula, perhaps a more appropriate name for this electorate may now be 

Baudin after the French explorer who mapped and named much of this area, and also to reflect that 

this electorate is now significantly different from the old Mawson. 


