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Introduction 

YWCA Australia welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the 2013 Federal 

Election Inquiry.  

About us 

YWCA Australia is the national association of YWCAs in Australia and is part of the World 

YWCA movement. We are a women-led organisation that achieves positive change by 

providing advocacy, programs and services for women, families and communities. YWCAs 

undertake advocacy and deliver services and programs that develop the leadership and 

collective power of women and girls, support individuals, their families and communities at 

critical times, and promote gender equality and community strengthening.  
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Background  

Every Federal Election YWCA Australia runs a campaign aimed at young women to 

encourage enrolment, formal voting and informed voting. This work is part of our 

commitment to developing women’s leadership and women’s civic engagement.  

In 2013, 409 142 voters failed to have their ballot counted with an informal rate of 2.96% in 

the Senatei. The complexity and structure of the Senate ballot paper indubitably contributes 

to the unintentional informal voting rateii.  

In 2013, YWCA Australia held two election forums. We partnered with the YWCA of 

Canberra for a forum in Canberra, where over 60 people attended and we partnered with the 

YWCA of Perth for a Perth forum where over 20 people attended. The forums were designed 

as both candidates’ forums and election workshops –where an open and informative 

discussion on voting and the electoral system took place.  

During the voting workshops, we heard from women who voted above and below the line. 

Overwhelmingly, the reasons given for voting above the line were that it took too long, it was 

too hard and there was a concern that it could informalise their vote. These were reasons to 

not vote below the line rather than reasons to vote above the line. The reasons given for 

voting below the line were, overwhelmingly because people wanted to control the direction of 

their preferences.  

This submission is chiefly concerned with the Senate ballot paper and seeks to make 

recommendations for an electoral system which reflects voter intention and is genuinely 

proportionally representative. In putting together this submission, we surveyed 43 people (42 

women and 1 man) on the 2013 federal election. We acknowledge that this is a small group 

and we are not purporting that this survey is statistically reliable. The qualitative insight into 

every day voters is interesting and worthy of consideration in any electoral reform.  

Please note that all examples taken from our surveys are in the survey participants’ 

own words. 

Issues  

Senate Voting Requirements– An Obstacle to Voter Intention 

Several of our survey respondents expressed the view that below the line voting 

requirements were an impediment to determining their own preferences: 

“I wanted to vote below the line but the numbers of individuals was so vast I was 

concerned I would make a mistake and make my vote informal.” 

“I thought I was organised and I knew what I was doing when I got there with the form I 

wasn’t. I was also voting in an embassy outside of Australia so didn’t get any how to vote 

cards that might of helped.” 

“I felt compelled to vote below the line because I wanted control and ownership of my 

preferences but this wasn’t made easy by a big, confusing ballot paper. The likelihood of 

making a mistake also increased!” 

“Decided to go above the line to avoid making a mistake.” 





“I did think that there were too many choices, however, I’m not sure how to fix that 

problem. I don’t believe that making people pay more for nominating (as they’ve just 

done in South Aust; a 400% rise) is the right way to go bcos this is discriminatory.” 

“The form is out of control and I think leads to unintended consequences.” 

“Far too many candidates. Felt like a farce.” 

“I went online beforehand, filled out my preferences and received a printout –took it 

along- easy as”  

It has been shown that there is a strong correlation between number of candidates and vote 

informality in the House of Representativesiii. In 2013 NSW recorded the highest number of 

candidates for the Senate (110), the lowest below the line non-ticket usageiv and the second 

highest informal vote countv. 

In spite of this, only 21% of our survey respondents agreed that fewer parties and 

candidates was the answer to an improved Senate ballot paper. This was much lower than 

the support for other areas of reform in this area (see below).  

 

Preferences deals and flow 

Survey respondents expressed unease about the current preferential voting system. 

Respondents were chiefly concerned with the (lack of) transparency around preference 

deals and information, and the way in which the preference system works to distribute 

preferences: 

“I feel like my vote isn’t going to where I want it to go!” 

“Still a little unsure of how the seats are distributed.” 

“Would have been nice to know where preferences went.” 

“The system could be changed and still allow us to ensure our vote would go where we 

wanted it (to).” 

“I would have liked to know more about the preference system but otherwise I felt well-

informed.” 

 

  



Discussion  

The following options were put to respondents in the survey. We put forth this suite of 

options as a basis for your investigation and consideration in electoral reform.  

 

 

Optional Preferential Voting Above the Line 

Optional preferential voting above the line coupled with an abolition of predetermined 

preference deals would shift the focus on preferences from backroom deals to the polling 

booth and simplify the voting process for voters. By abolishing predetermined preferences 

and putting the voter in control of their preferences, the incentive to register micro parties for 

the purposes of so-called “preference harvesting” is diminished.   

60% of our survey respondents were in favour of this type of electoral reform.  

There is an argument that optional preferential voting for the Senate and compulsory 

preferential voting in the House of Representatives could lead to confusion and a possible 

spike in the informal vote countvi. This is a good example of why any electoral reform should 

be accompanied by a strong public education campaign.  

 

Reduce the Requirements of Below the Line Voting (Optional Preferential) 

Survey respondents said: 

 

“At first I knew. Yes. Yes. Them first. Then them. And them. But by the end it was really 

hard (to) figure out who to put next –they all held contrary views to my own.”  
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56% of our survey respondents supported reducing the below the line voting requirements. 

By reducing or loosening the requirement to number every candidate (still with an allowance 

of three sequential errors) below the line voting would both become simpler and more 

attractive. We believe there is a good case to retain the current structure of the ballot paper 

in order to avoid confusion for the voter and retain the choice between voting for parties or 

candidates. This reform could go hand in hand with optional preferential voting above the 

line.  

 

More Readily Available and Easy to Access Information on the Senate Preference Deals 

“I voted above the line for the first time ever. I knew where the preferences were going 

(by the party I voted for) and was happy. Impossible to research every single candidate 

so I relied on the judgement of the party I was putting number 1 to sort out the multitude 

of candidate I knew nothing about. Plus I was worried about making a mistake and 

therefore casting an informal vote.” 

“I went in relatively informed, but I regretted some of my preferencing later after I found 

out more information. It was a confusing ballot paper.” 

YWCA Australia is in favour of the abolition of group voting tickets or predetermined 

preference deals, however, in the event that predetermined preference deals are not 

abolished, information about the group voting tickets needs to be more readily available and 

accessible. We recognise that information is currently available at the polling booth and on 

the AEC website; however, there is a real and enduring gap in broader public understanding 

when it comes to both preferences and their system of distribution. Antony Green has stated 

“You could consult the preference tickets, but let me assure you, unless you really know how 

the Senate’s voting system works, this could be more misleading than helpful. It is also 

incredibly time consuming”vii.  Public education campaigns and effective avenues through 

which to communicate this information about group voting tickets and the system of 

preference distribution should be further investigated.  

 

Another option – this was not included in the scope of the survey: 

Implement the Robson Rotation System 

While respondents were not surveyed on this option, the adoption of the Robson Rotation 

system, where the order in which candidates appear within groups varies from ballot paper 

to ballot paper, would help overcome some of the challenges of a large and unwieldy Senate 

ballot paper.  

While the “donkey vote” or “linear vote” effect is debateable, an increase of around 1% in a 

candidate’s vote share is an accepted rule of thumbviii. The 2013 Senate election results 

once again reignited debate about the arbitrary electoral advantages and disadvantages of 

ballot paper positioning with the Liberal Democrats’ success in NSW largely attributed to 

their number 1 position on the ballotix. The Tasmanian review into the system stated 

“Robson Rotation significantly reduces the unfair advantage a candidate receives by being in 

a favoured position on a fixed ballot paper.”x 



 

 

 

More information  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide this submission. We would be happy to discuss any 
of the information provided in more detail. 
 
For more  information please contact: 
 
Hannah Gissane, Project Coordinator  
Alison Laird, Policy and Communications Coordinator  
Dr Caroline Lambert, Executive Officer  
 
YWCA Australia  
PO Box 1022 Dickson ACT 
Phone: (02) 6230 55150  
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