
 

 T H E   E L E C T O R A L   R E F O R M   S O C I E T Y 

 O F   S O U T H   A U S T R A L I A 

    http://effectivevoting.wordpress.com/ 

President: Secretary: 

Mr Graham Pratt Mr Deane Crabb 

1/83 Main Road               11 Yapinga Street 

McLaren VALE SA 5171               South Plympton SA 5038 

Mob: 0408 083 530 Mob: 0419 799 166 

Email: gpratt76@gmail.com Ph: 08 8297 6441 (h) 

 08 8297 2299 (w) 

 Email: dfcrabb@senet.com.au 

 

31 October 2019 

 

Office for Local Government 

GPO Box 1533 

ADELAIDE SA 5001 

(Email: DPTI.LocalGovernmentReform@sa.gov.au) 

 

To whom it may concern 

 

Reforming Local Government in South Australia 

 

The Electoral Reform Society of South Australia is strongly opposed to the proposal in the Discussion 

Paper to change from using proportional representation as the method of electing local government 

and to replace it with the bottoms-up method. 

 

This submission elaborates on why the Society opposes this proposal. 

 

In addition, comments are made on most of the other proposals under Reform Area 3, Efficient and 

Transparent Local Government Representation. 

 

The Society would be available to further elaborate on this submission, and in particular the 

Society’s opposition to changing from proportional representation. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Deane Crabb 
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 T H E   E L E C T O R A L   R E F O R M   S O C I E T Y 

 O F   S O U T H   A U S T R A L I A 

 

 

Reforming Local Government in South Australia 

 

 

The Electoral Reform Society of South Australia is strongly opposed to the proposal in the Discussion 

Paper to change from using proportional representation as the method of electing local government 

and to replace it with the bottoms-up method (or exclusion method as it is referred to in the 

Discussion Paper). 

 

South Australia has a proud history in its use of proportional representation for local government 

elections. 

 

On 30th October 1840, there was an election of the members of the Municipal Corporation for the 

City of Adelaide.  Not only was this the first local government election in Australia, but it was also the 

first public election in the world using proportional representation principles. 

 

More recently, in 1984, the Local Government Act Amendment Act (No. 3), 1984 removed first past 

the post as the voting system and provided councils with a choice of two voting systems – either the  

bottoms-up method (then called “optional preferential” as there only needed to be a minimum of 

one preference numbered) or proportional representation. 

 

As the Electoral Reform Society of South Australia advocates proportional representation as the 

method of election for all representative bodies, the Society was very pleased at that time when as a 

result of its efforts, all local councils were given a choice of being able to use proportional 

representation as the method of voting for their elected representatives. 

 

The Society continued to make submissions directly to various councils when they were reviewing 
their ward boundaries and the method of election, as well as to various State Government working 
parties.  The Society was rewarded for its efforts by the increase in the number of councils changing 
to proportional representation.   
 
When councils were first given the opportunity to choose which electoral system to use, if they 
failed to choose, the bottoms-up had to be used by default.  When councils were first allowed to 
choose which electoral system to use, fewer than 20% chose proportional representation, but by the 
time of the 1995 elections a majority of councils had explicitly chosen proportional representation.  
The 1986 Local Government Election Review Working Party also endorsed proportional 
representation. 
 
Eventually in 1999, the then Olsen Liberal Government discontinued the use of bottoms-up method.  
Since then, proportional representation has been the sole method of election for all local 
government elections in South Australia.  This has not only allowed all electors the maximum choice 
but has ensured that nearly all who vote have found that they are represented by the candidates of 
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their choice. To be elected a candidate must win a quota of votes.  This means in effect that each 
elected member represents the same number of electors. 
 

It is now disappointing that it is proposed to re-introduce the bottoms-up method.  This had been 

found wanting when previously used as far inferior to proportional representation, the current 

method used.   

 

One of the major concerns is that the bottoms-up method of election pays no regard to the 

surpluses of the successful candidates and it is entirely possible that majorities of electors will not be 

reflected in the composition of the council.  If one candidate accumulates a large proportion of the 

vote, none of their preferences will play a role in electing other candidates.  This can then mean that 

candidates with very little support could also be elected. 

 

While proportional representation may involve a more complex counting process and can take 

longer to finalised, as it is a “fair” system (the Discussion Paper’s description) it should continue to 

be used.  The Society agrees that it is critical that the process is fair. 

 

The bottoms-up method may be a simpler, faster method of counting but it is also a cruder, unfair 

method and it will not necessarily lead to a result that reflects the wishes of the electors.  And this is 

what the limited exercise by the Electoral Commission SA showed with one in six counts producing a 

more accurate result. 

 

Given that currently in South Australia there are four-year terms for local government, one could 

also question the need for a faster result.  Surely it is far more important to get an accurate and fair 

result so that the council and the public know that for the next four years this is what their electors 

wanted.  There are also various software packages, even from the Electoral Commissions in other 

States, that could be used or modified to speed up the count. 

 

The Electoral Reform Society of South Australia strongly recommends that proportional 

representation continues to be used for local government elections. 

 

  



 

REFORM AREA 3  

EFFICIENT AND TRANSPARENT LOCAL GOVERNMENT REPRESENTATION  

SUMMARY OF REFORM PROPOSALS 

 

In the remainder of this submission, the Society has attempted to comment where it was felt 

relevant on the 20 reform proposals listed under Reform Area 3: Efficient and Transparent Local 

Government Representation in the Discussion Paper (as listed on pages 66 to 67). 

 

 3.1 Change the timing of periodic council elections to the year following a state election.  

 

While the Society has no objections to this proposal, the Society is concerned about the suggested 

way to get there with a five-year term which is far too long.  An alternative would be to have three 

three-year terms 2022 to 2025, 2025 to 2028, and 2028 to 2031 so that the 2031 election would be a 

year after the 2030 State election. 

 

All of this assumes that four-year terms are to continue.  The Society 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 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.  Already since last year’s elections, there have been resignations 

requiring supplementary elections in at least six councils. 

 

3.2 Enable ECSA to provide ballot papers electronically.  

 

Agree as this will assist in making sure electors receive ballot papers if they do not receive these 

through the post.   

 

One of the Society’s members has commented “It is now some time since I have received voting 

papers for my rural properties which no longer have postal services, yet I receive rate notices 

regularly - surely paying rates entitles one to vote.” 

 

3.3 Clarify that councils are responsible for information sessions about the role of a council member, 

and that ECSA is responsible for election promotion.  

 

Agree – this clarifies roles. 

 

3.4 Require councils to undertake specific activities to inform property franchise holders of their 

need to self-enrol, OR re-introduce the automatic enrolment of property franchise holders.  

 

This certainly needs addressing.  As it should not be necessary to re-enrol before each election, the 

Society supports the automatic inclusion on the electoral roll of property franchise holders. 

 

3.5 Require ECSA to receive all nominations and publish candidate profiles.  

 

Agree as this should be considered as part of election promotion. 

 



3.6 Remove the term limit on holding the office of Lord Mayor.  

 

Agree, as there are no limits on other mayors.  It should ultimately be left up to the electors to decide 

at an election if a person has been Lord Mayor for too long. 

 

3.7 Require candidates to ‘tick a box’ stating whether they live in the area they are contesting.  

 

Agree as this information allows electors to assess how well candidates may be able to represent the 

local area. 

 

3.8 Require candidates to state whether they are a member of a political party or any association or 

body formed for political purposes, or have been within the past 12 months.  

 

Agree.  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 and other 

relevant groups.  However, 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. 

 

3.9 Require ECSA to host all information on donations received by candidates.  

 

Agree. 

 

3.10 Require candidates to report to ECSA any single donations above a prescribed amount (for 

example, $2,000) within five business days of receipt.  

 

Agree. 

 

3.11 Enable all candidates to request an electronic copy of the voters roll from the relevant council.  

 

While the Discussion Paper suggests significant penalties for use of the roll for any purpose other than 

campaigning, the Society is concerned that this may still happen.  With postal voting, information on 

candidates is already provided to electors.  It may be better to re-assess what material can be provided 

with the ballot paper. 

 

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 so electors can contact them for more information about their candidacy), details on 

policies, and any how-to-vote recommendations.  To encourage voter turnout, candidates need to 

provide as much information as possible so that electors can make informed decisions. 

 

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 electors in their bid to find out 

more information so that they are able to make informed decisions about who to vote for. 

  

This should mean there is no need to provide electronic copies of the roll.  
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3.12 Remove the requirement for councils to make a ‘designated decision’ within their caretaker 

policies on the use of council resources, in favour of a statement within general caretaker 

responsibilities that council resources must not be used to advantage particular candidates.  

 

No comment. 

 

3.13 Extend the voting period by one week to better allow for postal delays.  

 

Given the situation with the current postal service, perhaps this should be extended for two weeks? 

 

3.14 Change the counting method to the ‘exclusion method’.  

 

Definitely NO.  See the first part of this submission. 

 

3.15 If a vacancy on a council is created within 12 months of a periodic election, allow this to be filled 

through a ‘countback’ of candidates.  

 

It is pleasing to see that it is proposed to use a ‘countback’ method as this allows the wishes of the 

electors as expressed at the general election to be considered.  However, it is difficult to see how this 

would work fairly if the bottoms-up method is used. 

 

If proportional representation continues to be used, the ‘countback’ method is an effective way of 

continuing to ensure the wishes of the electors are met by examining the quota of votes for the retiring 

member to see who the electors next preferred.  This method is successfully used to fill vacancies for 

MPs in the Tasmanian House of Assembly where Hare-Clark proportional representation is used. 

 

3.16 Extend the period of time in which a vacancy does not need to be filled to 12 months before a 

periodic election.   

and 

3.17 Enable councils without wards, and with at least nine members, to ‘carry’ two vacancies.  

 

For both proposals, if recounts are properly used, then there is no need to carry vacancies. 

 

If proportional representation continues to be used and the results are obtained electronically with the 

use of the appropriate software, then the recount becomes a simple, quick procedure. 

 

3.18 Simplify representation reviews, and make public consultation requirements more flexible.   

and 

3.19 Transfer the responsibility for representation reviews to the Local Government Boundaries 

Commission.  

 

Agree that there must be changes with representation reviews. 

 

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 a 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 
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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. 

 

In at least one instance, the Adelaide City Council took a different approach with 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 their own 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 a truly independent 

representation review process.  Otherwise, what is the point of having this process? 

 

The Society supports the proposal for the Local Government Boundaries Commission to undertake the 

periodical representation reviews. 

 

The Society is not entirely sure what changes in processes are suggested and seek further clarification 

on proposal 3.18. 

 

3.20 Suspend council members running for State Parliament for the duration of the election campaign. 

 

Support. 

 

Other issues 

 

While the discussion paper does mention voter turnout and electronic voting, no proposals have been 

made. 

 

There are also several other issues that have not yet been addressed including timing of elections (is 

spring the best time of the year?) and dual candidacy (should candidates be able to contest both 

mayoral and councillor elections concurrently?).  During last year’s local government election there 

was also the issue around candidate statements and alleged ‘interference’ from the Electoral 

Commission SA, as well as a call to ban couples/siblings from contesting positions in the same council. 


