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CANBERRA ACT 2600

Dear Ms Forbes,

Subject: Submission on the use of party databases

i arm writing on behalf of Br Wayne Errington of Charles Sturt University and myself.
We would like to submit this covering letter along with two academic journal articles
we have written on the use and abuse of parly databases in political campaigning, as
weil as a set of reform ideas to improve their value fo political functionality.

1t is our view that party databases, in use at the 2004 federal elsction, are an invasive
and partisan campaign fool as their opseration is cumently constituted. They function
with political party exclusions to privacy laws, yet their use is not subject to freedom
of information requirements. We believa there are a number of ethical issues
cohcerning their use.

The enclosed articles with this submlssion have been published in the Australian
“Journal of Polifical Science and the Australian Journal of Professional and Applled "~
Ethics. They should be read in that order. The first article focuses an design and use -

of databases, as well as issues of privacy. The second article ouflines a saries of

reform proposals to make their operation more transparent. :

Itis our considered view that databases have the potential to be a positive feature of
the political process, however, as they are currently constituted their design and

- functionaiity serve as negatwes Thelr role in the 2004 federal elaction was important
in this respect.

We look forward to your respohse,

Regalrds, :

Peoter van Ongaslon
Lecturer in Political Science
Edith Cowan University

Enclosures (2)
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Austratian Journal of Political Science, : Garax Pusling
Vol. 39, No. 2, July, pp. 349-366

| | Electoral Databases: Big Brother or
Democracy Unbound?

PETER VAN ONSELEN
Edith Cowan University

AND

WAYNE BRRINGTON
Charles Sturt University

Modern political campaigning is becoming increasingly professionalised to the
extent that in Australia today the major parfies nse electoral databases to assist
with their campaigns, The electoral databases of the Coalition (Feedback) and
C the Australian Labor Party (Electrac) store information on the constdtuents of

' each House of Representatives seat. The information gathered'in the databases,

| : . * such as the policy preferences and party identification of individual vaters, are

| used by candidares for House scats to taflor comespondence to swinging voters,

| and to identify potentlal panty sapporters. Party organisations agpgregate the

! information in the databases and vse it to conduct polls and focus groups of

I ) swinging voters, and to teilor policy development and cempaign strategies.
Electors| databases have the potential to improve the level of commupication

; between ‘elected representatives and their constitoents. There are, howevér, a

! : mumber of ethical problems sssocated with their use. While the usefolness of
/ - the databases to the major political parties is undeniable, their use undertines the
|

|

trend in modemn campaigning towards targeting swinging voters at the expense
of the majority of the electorate. Considerable public resources are devored to
the smooth operation of the databases. They wonld be much Jess effective were
political parties not exempted from the Privacy Act. The use of personal
k . informatien eollected by members of parcliament by political parties should be
i o _ more closely regulated. Despite the wishes of the majox political parties 10 ksep
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their operation a secret, the advantages and disadvantages of the use of electoral
databases should be more widely debated

Introdnction

An essential element of the ongoing professionalisation of political campaigning in
Australia is the gathering aud management of information by political parties
through electoral databases. Elecrorsl databases facilitate the recording of infor-
mation about.voters for the purposes of enhancing the slectoral prospects of each
major party. While thete is no substitute for politicians with a sound knowledge of
their electorate, the rapid growth in jnformation technology in recent decades has
allowed parties to comprehensively record and store am enormous range of
information about voters, seats and policy preferences. Electoral databases have
thus become an increasingly important source of information for Australia’s two
major political parties. While only recently developed, the major parties’ respective
databases have become integral to the operation .of the offices of individual
Members of Parliantent (MPs), and to the ways in which the party organisations
target their campaigs commumication to swinging voters jn marginal seats. As well,
the databases identify potential party supporters who can be approached for
financial or other kinds of support to the candidate. This article outlines the design
and operation of the party datzbases, with more emphasis being placed on the -
Coalition parties’ system. Feedback, with references to the Australian Labor Party
(ALF) system Electrac made as pecessary. The article reveals the substantial °
jmpact that electoral databases have on political campaigning, particulatly in
marginal seats. .

The professicnalisation of political communication and election campaigng is a
global phenomenon. Panebiance (1988, 264) identified the rise of the ‘electoral-
professional” party, with its reduced ideological orientation and increased rele for
professional campaigners at the expense of the party membership. Indeed, the
professionalisation of some American campaigns stretches to the hiring of conaul-
tants for web-site design and database management (Shez-and Burton 2001, 208).
Professionalisation also impinges upon the relationship between politics] parties
and the state, with governing parties relying heavily on publicly funded comaugi-
cations units involved in ‘packaging’ policy (Pranklin 1594..7), such as Britain's
Central Office of Information.” ~~ - . ' )

Professiopalisation of politics in Australia incorporates both of these trends.
While the development ‘of political databases follows the logic of Panebianco’s
categorisation, a comparative Jack of resources' precludes Australia’s major parties
from hirving large numbers of full-time political campaigners. Australian parties
instead rely heavily on the resources provided by the partiament to members for the
operation of their offices and the funding of their campaigns. Both Australian
political parties” have thus developed relatively decentralised databases incorporated -
into the offices of individual MPs. ' _ .

Reliance on the provision of resources by the state to maintain the dominance of

! 'Whilst Australian major parties enjoy s substaptial resouzce advantage over competing minor
parties, their campaign resonrces are substantially Jowsr than those of political parties in the United’

. Siatcsl {Cogado 2000}




.- — PnA LD, 0 9306943 PG4

618 93706593

ELECTORAL DATABASES: BIG BROTHER OR DEMOCRACY UNBOUND? 351

the major parties is symptomatic of what Mair and Katz (1997} call the cartel party.
A logical extension of the notion of the electoral-professional party, the cartel party
‘brokers berween [a plural] civil society and the state’, but has a distinct set of
interests from the electorate (Mair and Katz 1997, 101). Cartel parties are
integrated into the state apparatus and collude with ostensibly competing parties to
toaintain their pesition vis-d-vis the electorate and to exclude new parties (Mair and
Katz 1997, 107-8). This article discusses a number of features of electoral
databases that are consistent with the notion of cartel parties, including the. .
censequences for representative democracy of campaigns directed towards swing-
ing voters and the use of public resources for partisan ends. The operation of
databases also reises a number of serious questions related to privacy. The article
concludes that the opeation of electoral datsbases is an important example of
professional political practice requiring greater attention from political scientists.
The drive to professionalise political practice in Australia was started by the
Australian Labor Party. At the State level, Don Dunstan's 1967-68 re-clection
campaign for Premier of Sonth Australia was the first to utilise advanced opinicn
polling and extensive -television advertising. Federally, similar techmiques were
successfully used by the then Whitlam Opposition at the 1972 election (Mills 19886,
2). Australisn parties incorporated techniques developed overseas, particularly in
the United States, into their own campaigns.? For example, then NSW ALP
Secretary Stephen Loosley visited Canada to inspect the direct mail system used by
the New Democratic Party (Mills 1986, 196). Stephen Mills’ pioneering work on
the prefessionalisation of Australizn campaigns traced the development of opinion
polling, focus groups,.targeted advertising and direct mail-outs.’ As illustrated
below, all these forms of professional political practice have been enhanced by the
power of information technology, in particular electoral databases. .
While both major parties have managed to develop advanced voter tracking
databases, minor parties such as the Australian Democrats and Australian Greens
have not While databases are especiaily useful to ‘catch-all’ parties seeking to
understand and communicate with as wide a demographic as possible (Kirchheimer
1966), minor parties can also benefit from identifying ideologically sympathetic

‘voters. However, minor parties lack both the resources and the critical mass of

sitting MPs to operate databases like those of the major parties. Their efforts at
database management are much less professional, ustally simple spreadsheets with

. lists of contacts that are significently less comprehensive than those the major

‘parties are able to muster. Without a2 minimum level of human capital, significant -
funding, and the resources of large numbers of parhamentary offices, developing
electoral databases is very difficult. - .
This article is based iz part on the observation of ¢lectoral databases during the
anthors’ employment in the offices of Members of Parfiament® interviews with
MPs from both parties and their staff, and secondary sources, including the training

" Tt is generafly recognised thar the United States has been some years ahead of other cobnlries in

the professiopalisation of campaigning, but that cooperation between parties in different countries
quickly closes the gap (see Butler and Ranney 1992, Less-Marchment 2001). .

* For more recent stdies on professional politica] practice (polling and etaffing) in Ausmralia, see'.
Pefcley and Ward (2001) apd Gibson and Ward (2002).

.* Bmployment experience includes offices of both front and backbench members st both Stare and
Federal levels. Such expedence was derived across & number of Anstralian Swmtes. Our expetionce iz
therefore broad and varied in jis sampling. : i .
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and operation manuals of the Feedback database system. All documents were
obtained from sources other than the offices in which the authors were directly
empioyed. While the authors’ experience of Elecwrac is limited to secondary
descriptions, we are confident that the major parties use their datebases in
substantially similar ways.

" Electoral Databases: Not-So-Secret Weapons

Members of the public contacting the office of their local Member of Parliament
would expect their details and concerns 1o be takes down by office staff, and are
rarely surprised to be told that their name and address is in a comptitey in the MPs
office, How many such- citizens would realise, though, that the details of their

primarily at partisan political advantage? Both of Australia’s major polifical parties
have suech a database. :

In interview, Senator Robert Ray was not willing fo disclose the details of the

ALP database. However, he did acknowledge its immense value to ATP campuign-
ing, particularly in marginal seats:

Yes, we operate a database on constituents but T'm npt going to disclose whar it
does or how it functions. I'can say i1 is an enormnously valuable campaiga tool,
a5 I am sure Liberal Party persons would suggest theirs is, too. {Ray 2001y

The unwillingness of the major political parties to publicly diséuss their electoral
databases is nnderstandable. Well over a decade after their introduction, it is time
to shed some light on this cruejal develdpment in modem Australian politics. -
The introduction of the databases of both major parties has coincided with a
period in federal polities where a great deal of attention, by the parties and the
media, has begun to be paid to a refatively small oumber of swinging voters, to
complement the national campaign. The ALP’s database, Electrac, was developed
in the late 1980, as part of Labor’s ongoing efforts through jts National Secretary,
Bob Hogg, to ensuce that the ALP was capable of maintaining electoral advantage
through exploiting incumbency, something it had failed to do previously. Originally
entitled Polfile (Ward 1991, 160), the ALP's database was a first in Australian
politics. A database of voters was a logical element of more general moves to

centralise ALP campaignitig i the national secrétaras, After commercial disagres- " -

ments over ownership of the technology, the ALP switched to its current Elecirac
system after the 1993 election (Age 24 August 1996). ' ’

The development of the Liberal Party’s Feedback database was part of a national
review of the Coalition’s 1990 election campaign, In that election, it was generally

.recognised that the ALP had out-campaigned the Coalition in key marginal seats,

aliowing Labor to win the election witholit 2 majority of the two-party. preferred
vote.® A Liberal Party delegation led by Michael Wooldridge had smdied campaign
methods in Britain and the United States in 1088 (Australian Financial Review 24

March 1993). In the USA, the Republican Party led their opposition Democruts in’

* Camrprign directors from both major parties have heen similarly guarded about the details of their
databases. See Australian Financial Review 1 February 1993. )
¢ Coalitiom: 50.1%, AL 49.9% Two-party prefermed (AG&P Wehsite 20)

2005

- phone call to their MP then forms part of a sophisticated national database aimed - -
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the development of targeted campaigning.” Technical difficnlties, and the differ-
ences between the two political systems, prevented the wholesale importation of
Ametican campaign techniques (as well as the relevant software). This, along with
the federal structure: of the Liberal Party, saw it fall well behind the ALP in the
development of direct mail techniques. It was becoming increasingly clear, how-
ever, that the practice of identifying and targeting individunal voters was becoming
significantly easier with the increasing power of information technology.

The design and operation of electoral databases is fairly simple. Access to

camumercially available information, Austratian Electoral Commission (AEC) data,

and the telephone directory provides the raw material of names and addresses of
constituents. That is where the bard work begins. The purpose of the databages is
to provide parties with information about the policy and voting preferences of
individual voters, and to collate this information in- ways useful to political
campaigning, Their effectiveness, however, hinges upon the diligence with which -
individual offices enter data (a decentralised process with variable adherence on the
part of MPs), and the way in which the information stored in the database is utilised. -
by the party and individual candidates.

The Coalition’s Feedback program is automatically updared monthly <with
information from the ABC roll. This information is electronically provided, thereby
allowing casy integration into the database system.® This process takes account of
boundary redistributions, and it adds and removes constituents who enter and leave
the electorate (allowing welcome letters to new constituents for example). The -

electoral roll data contains every elector’s full name and address, telephone number

{(an optional entry on electoral enrolment fonms, although generally filled in), sex, .
date of birth, occupstion (an optional entry also generally filled jn) and mobile
phene number (an optional entry rarely entered).® AEC information is cross.

- checked with electronic White Pages to ensure telephone numbers match addresses.

For electors who have migrated to Australia, the electorsl 10le identifies their date
of naturalisation. This therehy allows the parties to target enrolled voters who are

- ‘new Australians” in direct mail-onts for example. An important featwe of the

database js the transfer of constituent details with the ARC updates, This often
allows Coglition members to have some briefing notes on new electors moving into
thexr electorate. Such information is not only valuable in relation to individual
record keeping, but it also helps the parties to track demographic changes.
Office staff can add to the basic electoral roll data in twe ways. Feedback

“employs a kind of shorthand known as ‘tagping’. Constituents are tagged based-om <~ -« v or e

information gathered through contact with the electorate office, local newspaper

_coverage (letters to the editor providing good information abont issues of interest

to particular voters), doorknocking snd telepkone canvassing. Feedback provides -
specific tags for voting information (to identify swinging voters, strong or weak

? The American databases now allow automated telenhone messages from candidates, with separate

messages for parry loyalists (cncouraging them to ;rote} and swinglng voters, Capadian political
parties have adopted similar practice (Marland 2003, 22). With compulsery voting and therefore lese

- emphasis on gering out the vote, Avstralians have not vet had this incopvenience inflicted upon them. | '

¥ Independent and miver party MPs are also provided this informarion for their slectorates; however,
in ita rew form, it is unwieldy and difficult to operate. _ L

® The electoral roll contains all persons enrolled to vote over the age of 18, The AEC continuously
waorks to update the electoral roll and perties hepefit fram this in their moothly electronic wpdates. The
electoral databases therefore camry ARC information on the entitery nf the wating nge pepulation.
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party identification), issues of concern, any history of party donation, ethnic
identity, and alternative contact detajls.

Feedback allows voters to be tagged according to their interest in over 300
issues. These tags may mark a geheral interest in heath, or a particular interest in
the cost of private health insurance. Tags can also be created to account for local
issues (about problems with particular roads or propesed developments) or new
issues as they arise (such as the debate over stem celle). Feedback has over 150
generic forms of tags. These tags are easily viewed by office staff as icons as soon
as they open the constituent’s file on the database, and thus provide an jnstant
: picture of the person with whom they are dealing. Hidden tags allow MPs to make
| notes about constituents that are not accessible by the central database. Seamless

opetation of the database adds both an anra of professiopalism to the office, as well
a8 a personal touch to dealings with constituents, : :
: The second way of-adding to a constitment’s profile is to retain detailed
" infermation about any contact with the office. Contact. with the office may come
[ through a letter'® addressing a parficular concemn, or as ‘off the record’ as an
[ . aponymous telephone call to complain about 2 particular action of the government.
' In both cases the political staffer is likely 1o be capable of adding information on
‘ to the constituents’ file. Staff are trained to log all written correspondence into
‘Feedback*' In the case of anonymous callers unwilling to give their names, the use
‘ . of caller ID telephone technology (elthough not universaily available), allows
: : staffers to identify the nunber the constituent is calling fom, and if that number
! is a home line it can be cross checked with the Feedback system.
| A summary of the new contacts is added to the database, so that the frequency
and namre of contacts are tracked. These general tags build up a picture .of
: individual veters and their suitability for party communication. It is these data thar
! interest the party organisation, and can be used by individual MPs to tailor letters
0 smell groups of voters. This method is both cheaper and more effective than an
“electorate-wide mail-out, as discussed below. If a letter needs to be composed 1o .
the constituent, of to another party on the comstituent's behalf, this is done from
; within the database, so that the letter stays on the constituent’s electromic file.
| However these attachments are tnable to be downloaded by the central cOmplter.
| Thus, the party organisation only teceives a summary of the issue involved -as
b . contained in the fags or other notes. :
l o : Feedback also allows the.compilation of a cormmunity database, which contains

+ details' on commumnity groups,- businesses' and schools in the electorate. This. o - w e oesienct

database is linked to the main database by connecting the files on individual
members 10 the organisation listed in the cormunity database. This allows
identification of voters based on issues of potential interest (eg Chamber of
. Commerce members), identification of poteatial donors, and & list of school or
! community groups within the electorate who can be sent government information
packages -about such events as ANZAC Day, or relevant government health and
community programs. In particular, MPs can direct these organisations towards

** Email correspondetice. is significantly. loss likely to generate a response from an MP, since much
i . : of itis generated Girough mass lists from outside the electorate. T .
! - 11t is interesting to nore that training cousses on database operation are wsnally funded npder the
. Padiagentary Entilements :Act and supporting Act's provisions for staff training, This represents a
i questionable nsage of public resources for narty nelivical guin




T LW

cau Lo T LA TOPHA NG DI 437UbRYS E. DDB

618 93706393

ELRCTORAL DATABASES: BIG BROTHER OR. DEMOCRACY UNBOUND? 355

grants programs aimed at community groups for purposes such as regional
developmert, commupity and communications infrastructure. However, privacy
laws prevent community and public organisations from handing our lists of
members, making the compilation of the community databsse difficult. Ror this
reason political electorate staff are expécted to scour the local pewspapers for
constituent affiliations to community organisations.

A well-organived office—it is hard to estimate what proportion of MPs’ offices
fir this description, probably less than half—incorporates the database into all
stages of copstitnent contact, As soon as the telephons rings or a letter is received,
the first response of the staffer s to find the constituent’s details in the database.
The basic information (pame, address, date of birth, other members of the
household) is generally supplied by the Australian Electoral Comumission from the
electoral -rell.*? If that comstituent has contacted the office in the past, or been
canvassed by telephome (even'if when living in another electorate), the staffer can
see some basic information about the constituent. This includes such things as
politica] affiliation or leaning, their occupation, membership of community organi-
sations, and the issues in which they have shown interest in the past. The design
‘of the major pamies’ databases differs at this point but the goal is the same—to
gather as much information as possible about voters in a form useable to both the
individual member and the party organisation. A well-ttegrated electorate office
information management system will also lnclude data about wesk or swinging
booths in the electorate, and a breakdown of Census Collection Districts.!* The
latter allows demographic information to be gathered from the census about
particular areas withm the clectorate. As well, since the Census CoHection Districis
provide the bagis for the geographic breakdown of all Commonwealth statistical
data collection, such information as areas of high and low unemployment can be
tracked. : ’

Feedback is designed to be operated in individual member electorates (members
and candidates must purchase their own copy of the software). The Jiniting factor
is that Feedback allows for logged entries that do not throw back to the central
system—thereby protecting members’ interests by allowing them to freely enter
information they may not want their name or their offices name linked to inside the
party, such as unkind descriptions of troublesome constituents. With preselection
contests often bitter affairs, there is an incentive for MPs mostly to 1ag their

+ constituents in the section that does pot feed back to the central system. This limits - _
~ the Jeve] and quality-of information' gathered by-the-central office. Further,where -~ -- - - -

sitting members are defested at pre-selection, they and their staff often remave
Feedback information from the system prior to the ensuing general election. This
removal of information can ejther occur simply where information has been added
in the sealed section not available to the central pasty or, with risk of central perty

1* Ceruinly, MPs in safe seats are Jess inclined to make full use of database wchnologies than are

margina] scat MPs. This has been the authors’ observations as well as being indicated in interviews.
" This information is not completely reliable. MPs have been known to Teceive anzry phone calis
from constituents baromsed 1o receive letiers of congramilation on their 90th birthday when they =xe
only in their fifties, :

¥ Census Colleetion Districts are the smallsst geographic areas for which the Avstralian Buresu of
Starigtics complles statistics. While their boundaries do not always cointide with electoral boundaries,
they are & useful meang of identifuing statinfica]l petherne mirhis of -
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zeprisal, by removing information prior to a central downlead and update, thereby
wiping previous entries and replacing them with the newly vacated information.

An example of these latter approaches eccurred following the pre-selection batle
for the Liberal held seat of Wentworth prior to the 2001 Federdl election. The

sitting member Andrew Thompson was defeated at pre-selection by former Wool- ‘

lahra Mayor and State Party President Peter King. Thompson’s office immediately

- began de-logging infomnation from both the central and local sections of the

Feedback information. King thereby not only had little to no Feedback information
for the 2001 election, bur his office had to begin the task of re-eatering such
information from scratch after the election (Confidential interview 2002).

The decentralised natuse of the Feedback database is therefore a source of

- wealmess for the Coalition. Whilst the design principle of the sealed section would

likely have been to protect constiency privacy where appropriate, Feedback
training mentals do not recommend such protection. Instead, it has become a
method of recording information the electorate office would rarher pot share with
the central party for. strategic reasens. New members of parliament, more familiar
with information technology and likely to have worked with their party’s database
in the past, arz more inclined 1o use Feedback, Some do so withour muck

- enthusiasm, however, believing that office resources can be better utilised. In

future, even with the majority of MPs' offices using their database systemnatically
as described above, cach party will have significant gaps in their database. For

. example, where a Senator provides a presence for a party in an Opposition marginal

seat,!> the public s less likely to contact a Senator’s office than their local MER,
himating the comprehensiveness of the party’s pictute of that seat, The decentralised
nature of the system also adds to the potential for technical problems. If an office’s
database is, through crash or theft, unavaflable for any length of time, thars is little
the central office can do to assist in the compilation of data while the office is
off-Line (Blaemire 2001).

Further, members in their final term are valikely to be motivated to make

comprehensive entries in the database. Blectoral Commission data can become out

of date very quickly. Constant updating of the database is essential given that as
many as 4B.2% of electors in any one seat changed their address from 1996-2001
{ABS 2001). Thus, electorate-specific information is Tost if a constituent leaves the

electorate (even though the gemeric ABC information about each constituent will .

follow them to their new address), Thus, new members often begin their carsers

» with httle information on their electorate database even f their hand-over from the v
previous member is comprehensive. A new member in this situation has & strong -

incentive to have their office comprehensively oriented towards quickly building up

their database. After each Federal election, the Feedback State Audit comprehen-

sively reviews the -efforts of each office in providing information through the
datsbase. Offices which are below the average in their identification of issnes and
voting preferences are strongly encouraged by the Government Members Secretar-
fat (GMS)* to improve their use of the system. :

% Major parties term such zepresentation ‘duty Senatorship'. ,
¥ The GMS 35 a *sub-nnir of the Chief ‘Whip's office designed to assist goverament backbenchers”

.(Dffice of the Special Minister of Stats 2003). The mamner jn which it assists govenument

backbenchers inclndes training conrses for Feedback, shell press releases, shell fiers, and form letters

for slectorate dismiharian Tr A 3 Dlasly ro tho £ Trebow goruiuucal's Ifolla Ume.

2,008
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Government and Opposition

While both parties’ databases bave the same goal-—maximising the precision with-
which candidates and leaders can communicate with swinging voters— their data-
bases are slightly different. Tn the case of the ALP, the database system is run as
a collective; candidates need to access the system through a sitting Senator. The
weakness of this system is that Senators rarely devoie their time to unwinnable -
seats; the unwinnable seat candidate is therefore Jargely prohibited from enjoying
the benefits of the system.

The overall structure through which the databases are organised differs between
the parties and also depends on whether or not a party enjoys the resources of
government. Databases undoubted]y afford advantages to incumbents, since elec-
tions tend to be determined by the extent of incumbent marginal seat transfer.
While Opposition candidates may have access to their party’s database, preselec-
tion generally takes piace only a matter of months before an election. In any event,
constituents are more likely to take their concemns about a specific problem
{especially one that pertains to a governtent department) 1o an MP rather than an
Opposition candidate. MPs are also in a better position to integrate their office staff
with the database than are Opposition candidates who rely to an overwhelming
degree on unpaid volunteers. Opposition MPs are also largely precluded from
significant database entry. Shadow Ministers only receive one additional staffer on
top of their electorate staff and therefore use their slectorate staff to assist with
portfolio issues. Backbench Opposition MPs are expected to devote staff to
neighbouring imarginal seats; again detracting from their capacity to devote time to
the party database. Each of these examples illustrates the imits of human capital
svailable fo effectively utilise the party database from Opposition. Tt is particularly
important in Opposition for the coordination between individual candidates and the
central office to run smoothly, since candidates withour the resources of an MP’s
office are heavily reliant on outside assistance to campaign effectively.

Both parties allow access to the databases to preselected candidates (including

- those in upwinnable seats) as well as sitting members. While ownership of Electrac

is compuisory for Labor Caucns members,” the decision on whether or ot to «ooov v o - - . .

" purchase Feedback is left to Coalition Members and candidates. Tt is in the interests .
of the party, however, for the maximum gumber of candidates and mmembers to
operate the systemn. The Coalition therefore Iowers the effective cost of Feedbark

by charging successful candidates for the software again after the election. There
are a number of reasons for this: boundary changes may increase the importance

- of the information within a particular area; electors may move and the AEC
information transfers a particular-elector into a marginal or safe seat of the party;
demographic changes may see the seat in question shift to marginal seat statrs;
Senate votes are needed to assist in securing the number three Senate ticket
position; it encourages the local party crganisational wing to continne to use
Feedback for either State or local government elections, again as a means of
‘boosting the parties presence in a particular area. Nevertheless, the start-up cost as

.. well as the ongoing cost to receive updates are sigoificant (over $1,000 for a copy

' Though compulsory, the purchasing of Electrac is not a financial busden for ALP MPs, es the costs

of the pirchage are penerally anversd by sleataral offina smbitamants,

... fox gandidates 1o énsure that some information is gompiled even in safe ALP seats . L
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. of the software'®) and therefore an inhibiting factor in the decision to' purchase
' cither database for non-partiamentary representatives unassisted by state funding
‘ mechanisms. : .

Feedback became fully operational just in time for the 1996 campaign. The
Coalition has therefore enjoyed the use of government resources in the compilation
of its database, and in turning the database to political advantage. The government,
by definition, has s nuwerical advantage jn that it occupies more seats {and usnally
more marginal seats) than the opposition, providing additional staff (including
Ministerial staff) and resources to enhance the database. The government can also
make nse of Ministerial staff to conuibute towards maintenance of the datsbase.
This raises the potential danger of Ministerial information on constituents being
‘downloaded into party databases for partisap gain. -

Both Feedback and Electrac are open for use by both State and Federal MPs,
Differences between State and Federal operation of datsbases are primarily driven
by the party’s incumbency at the time. As highlighted in the previous section,
! g - incwmbent governments have far greater capacity to effectively operate the database
‘ system. In the present political environment the Coalition usage of Feedback is

centrally organised by the GMS, while the ALP operates its database cut of the
‘ various State party headguarters. Given that individual MPs operate the party
! database out of their electorate office, the incumbent MP {State or Federal) drives
| * the gathering of information. Candidates in either sphere look to garner database
|

information from party MPs whose electorates overlap with theirs. For example, a
Federal candidate’s electorate may overlap with that of a Staze MP of the same - .
| party. Failing such fortune, candidates are Timited to information compiled by the
' previous candidate or MP (likely to be out of date), information compiled by a local
‘ Senator, or infexmation retained on the files of electors that have moved joro the
area from a party held seat,
" Feedback is a private company owned and operated by the Liberal Party, with
an independent staff, however one that can only offer adequate assistance with the
use of the GMS. The Feedback organisation provides training in database manage-
ment and telephone support to Coalition staff. This support is cnrrently mostly :
provided by the Government Members Secietarial. There is thus a good deal of =~
public subsidy involved in the maintenance and-effective operation of political
party databages, particulady by the Federal Coalition. As well as giving the
governinent an advantage ever the Opposition, the level of resources tequired To

politica] environmont favouring minor parties in ways ‘outlined by Marsh (1295).
| "' . As mentioned eatlier, minor parties are unlikely to be able to facilitate electoral
datzbases along the efficient lines run by the major parties. They lack the
‘ o patliamentary representation, resources (State and party), human capital and inter-
state party collusion to do so. Pethaps most importantly, single-member electorates
[ for the House remain a critical barrier. Minor parties have essentially proven to be
! parties of the Upper House, benefiting from the proportional Tepresentation ticket-
C based electoral system. .

Members that have managed to be elected without Feedback, often in marginal

seats, are sceptical of the valve it adds. The new crop of party members, combined .

b ' U 1 Aq with et twaining nf Feedhmel, i cost san be kv Ly dee vt VGG allUWATCe.

make the databases-effective helps to entrench the two-party system, despite-a -~ <=~ oo e
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with MPs in the lower and upper houses with centra) party experience 2s part of
fheir pre-parliamentary backgrounds, are likely to be more supportive of the new
systems."” A permenemt factor that political databases need fo overcome is the

‘inertia of members in safe seats, While their want to maintsin a solid margin for

the purposes of both preselection and to avoid the seat slipping toward the
Opposition is always present, such members are generally more sceptical about
Feedback, The role of the GMS in motivating such offices in their usage of
Feedback is therefore important. '

The Target: Id'enﬁfying Swinging Voters

Databases are used both by individual members and party orgapisations in their
campaigns. Just as electora] databases are integrated into the operation of sach
MF’s office, at the State and national levels databases are becoming increasingly
important to the medem rolling clection campaign. While a number of strategies
such ag polling, focus groups and market testing of campaign messages are used by
central offices to develop 2 political communication strategy (Johnsen 2001, 89), .
databases are invaluable in the development and efficient use of such methods. For
Instance, databases assist in the identification of swinging voters used In focus

_ groups and market testing.

The strategy was summarised in the 2002 Peedback review of the previous
parliamentary term: 'informing voters of Federal Government initiatives in an area
where you [the MP] hkave these identified they have -anp interest These mail-outs
may be small in number but will have a big impact in the long run’ (Feedback
Audit Summary 2002). Since its inception, Feedback has identified over 500,000
Federal voting preferences, of which over 203,000 were identified as swinging
voters, and 75,500 as soft (weak or parsuadable major party voters) or minor party
voters. Se, on average, each Coalition user (an MP or candidate) identified 2,204
swinging voters in their electorate (Feedback Audit Summary 2002). :

Once these swinging voters are identifled, they are further broken down accord-

- ing ro the issues with which they have been tagged on the database. For example, . . . .. ... .

an MP may have identified about 100 swinging voters who have indiceted a strong
interest in the aged-care portfolio. When the government (or Opposition) makes a
pelicy announcement in that area, the GMS will send to each MP a generic letier

quilining the advantages of the palicy. The MP can then send the information only

to those constituents identified as both swinging voters and interested i that

. particular issue, gaining the maximum pessible value from the postal allowance and

other resources expended. Further, constituents not interested in that particular jssue
are not izritated by superfluous mail from their local MP. This strategy forms parz
of the continnous campaigning in which the major Zgolitjcal parties currently
engage, serving as one aspect of incumbency advantage.? It is also symptomatic of
the. electoral-professional party model identified by Panebianco (19%8).

The weakness of gathering information from contact initiated by the constituent
is that, while this provides the party with issues, depth of concern, and organisa-

¥ New MPs are increasingly likely to have experience in the parly buteauctacy (van Onselen 2000).
 The nse of such letters embarrassed former ALP Member for Eden-Monare, Jim Snow, when their
contents made the Jocal media. He bad sent quite different letters o supporters of the local tmber
industry and conservationiss hefars the 1900 Alarbion (4 Heam Fi fud Floviore B hfvusds 15907
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tional affiliation, it is unusvel for such contact to revesl voting preferences. For
example, an ALP voter is unlikely to reveal their voting preference when seeking
assigtance from their Jocal Coalition MP. Instead, voting preferences are mmore
systematically gathered through telephone canvassing or door-knocking.? It is for
this reason that, while the parties have a significant numbet of voters identified by
issue, this identification does not readily translate into party identification. MPs are
able to use isgue-besed knowledge o design issue-based direct mail-outs. However,

- awareness of swinging voter status is significantly more valuable in targeting a

P 013

mail-out becanse costs can be reduced.? It should be noted that, where sithng - .

members are concerned, the issue of cost is primarily one of the taxpayer-funded-

mail-outs. The costs jncumred are a combinaton of printing, postage and the
time-consuming tasks of mail-out preparation. The first two forms of costs are

caried by taxpayer-finded allowances, MPs are conscions of keeping such costs -

within a reasopable frame to avoid unwanted attention at Sepate Betimates
hearings. It is the third cost of mail-out preparation that engages the office staff of

‘&b MP, thereby limiting the alternative functions that they could be perfopming. Op
all accounts, the MP has an inferest using the database to keep costs fo a minimum. .

Informetion from the databases also allows telephone canvagsing to be targeted
towards filling in gaps in the database rather than wasting calls on voters Who
already identify with a political party. Party pollsters are also provided with
Feedback information so s to gain better data through the conducting of their
polls. A strong ALP tag will ensure that the constituent receives no contact fom

the Liberal member or candidate (and therefore probably reinforce such voters’

Legative perceptions of the party).™ Strong Liberal voters, on the other hand, are
tazgeted for requests for donations, party membership, and volumteer help. This
aspect of the database is yet to be fully realised. After being elected as Federal
Treasurer of the Liberal Party, Malcolm Turmbull publicly spoke of the party’s need
to engage Liberal voters for political donations. Turnbul] suggested that this is
becoming increasingly importapt jn the face of the ‘equalling out’ of big business
domations to the two major parties {Sydney Moming Herald 3 December 2001).
. Similarly, once constituents with strong party identification are excluded, door-
knocking the remainder of the electorate becomes a more realistic goal for the
candidate. When 2n area is chosen for doorknocking, if possible on the basis of its
high proportion of swinging voters, the database can provide, for each household,

a number of issues for discussion, as well as pointers for fruitful small-talk such .
*as club membership or cecupation, The system can print ont the list of honseholds -

on one side of the road at a time, providing the tmember or candidate with 2 list
of any contacts to the office the constituent has made, or any issue of concemn they

* Voter preferences can also be discovered through the postal-vote 4pplication system, whereby both -

major parties send out postal vote application forms, Major parties, with a redsopable degree of
accursey, fan assume that clectors choose wo fill in the postal form of the paxty for which they intend
0 vole. '

-2 The Feedback manual for MPs aiso highlights the \.ra]ue. of identifying swingers forlxe-elecﬁon '

prospacts. At the 1998 Federal election, MPs with Jess than 3,000 swinging voters identified in thejr

electorate suffered a 5% swing against them, where MPs with aver 3,000 swinging vorers tagged only

monszed a 1.9% swing against them (Feadback MP Training Mameal 2000),
# A 'small number of other constituents will be tazged as ‘0o furure contact’ becanse they have proved
to be unreasonable in _their dealings with the office, or In porsonal deating with the member or

sandidate,
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have been identified as having. In such sitvations. members typically doorknock
with the assistance of office staff or volunteers. The helper is thereby able to record
constituent particulars while the local mewmber freely engages in discussion. The
constiment is likely to be umaware that the contént of their discussion will he
logged inte a party database which will follow them as long as they remain on the
electoral roll. .

Targeted Communication and the Nature of Political Representation

While electoral databases undoubtedly assist in the professicnalisation of marginal
seat campaigning, these comparatively unknown informsation systems raise a range
of questions about marginal seat campaigning, and its advantages and disadvan-
tages for the operation of democracy. There i3 a clear potential for database
technology to assist parties and governments in-manipulating the electorate, raising
the prospect of representitive democracy being inverted, increasing the power of
the Tulers over the mled, and marking the trie ascendamce of a cartelised party
system (Mair and Katz 1997, 115). Do databases contribute to the marginalisation
of large numbers .of voters on the basis that they can be identified as strongly
supporting a political party? Does the targeting of campaigns towsrds swinging
voters skew public policy towards the wants of a iny minority of the electorate,
making ‘disenchanted spectators’ {(Johnson 2001, xvi} of the majority? These
questions strike at the very heart of representative democracy.

P Cl4

- Whether or not one’ approves of the use of the database to fajlor political

communication depends largely on one’s view of what political leadership is all
abolt in a democracy. A major party candidate for office has an enormous amount
of information ebout voters: their position and strength of conviction on & range of
igsues, oocupation, membership of political and community organisations. Leaving

aside the ethical considerations of the use of the information in the databases

(discussed below), the question of the way in which it should be used depends on
whether representative democracy is-better served through MPs who closely reflect

_ the views of their electorate, or through politicians who seek to lead public opinion

toward more effective and fairer policies. Applying these well-kmown ‘delegate’.

and ‘trustee’ models of representation to Awustralia, Hugh Emy (1974, 482)
commented that, despite many politicians from both major parties styling them-
selves as delegates, the most common type of representation in Austzalian politics

national level. Contemporary smdies of representation im Australis have closely
followed the typology established by Emy (see eg Sawer and Zappala 2001, 5).
Clearly, databases assist politicians in achieving this balance of local and national
concerns. As described above, candidates for individual seats can highlight those
aspects of party policy of most interest to voters in their seat.

v is what he called the ‘politics™ This is the term Bmy used to describe the attempt - -
" to balance local representation with the need of the party. to.win office at the

Electoral databases Jend themselves to either model of representation. On the one -

* hand, political parties have 2 wealth of quantitative and qualitative information on

public opinien with which to assist in the formulation of policies” On the other
hand, the system is designed fo assist the major par!ics in skewing political

2 The question of the role of opinion polls in | pobicy development is highly contested. Scs Jaoobs and
Blopice (::ooo), Efazien wt o {SO02Y,
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communication (if not the policy formulation process) toward the views of a
smaller and smaller number of electors. A positive way of putting the larter point
is that public resources are not wasted trying to persuade voters who have no
intention of chang;mg their vote, It m:,gbl: be said that the down-side of this type of
conpmunication is that election campaigns are increasingly being fought over the
votes of a smaller and smaller sumber of electors. Indesd, the guidelines for the use
of Feedback sugpest a rule of thumb for the entry of information about a
constituent: *Always ask yourself while tagging infermation “Is this mformation
- going 10 be useful in a campaign?” * (Feedback Candidate Training Manuat 2000). .
! ' However, databases. may assist to allay concerns abomt the representation of
‘oppressed groups' (Phillips 2001, 30), since they are largely compiled from
contact with self-selected constittents who invariably bave some sort of problem
with govemment services. Instead, the database marginalises voters wedded to the
i ’ major parties.
As suggested by the names Feedback and Electrac, the purpose of political
databases are to allow communication between politicians and the electorate, and
\ to track voter interests. The fact thar these databases have been invented to serve
! the interests of political parties should not blind us to the possibility that they may |
:r serve a wider public good, particularly in the efficient way they transmit infor-
: mation berween MPs and thousands of constituents. The number of swingisg and
‘ weakly identifying voters has been steadily increasing simce the 1960s. In 1867,
only 11% of voters failed to zdcnnfy with one of the major political parties, That
| pumber had increased to 30% im 1990 (Chaples 1997, 358). Further, while the
| acfual number of swinging voters {or those weakly identifying with parties) in each
I seat may be relatively smafl, finding out exactly who they are is not easy. Voters
: : may be reluctamt to tag themnselves ag strongly identifying with an opposition
| political party to that of the MP’s office. This limits the number of constituents
| . totally excluded from consideration by candidates through the database. While the -
aumber of swmgmg voters actively targeted by marginal seats campmgns is
relatively small in order to save on mailing costs, these people serve as proxies for
many other voters with suml:u' conceras, who may have had no contact with their
MP’s office. '
The targeting of politiczl commmumication ar the electorate level serves to
complement the message of the ceniral party machine, where the majority of
resources (in media advertising) are spent. This point is underlined by another.. .
- -contemporary trend  congistent -with Panebianco’s {1988, 254) electoral-professiomnal: <~
meodel of parties, the emphasis on the party leader. Indeed, with media coverage of
politics increasingly centred upon the activities of party leaders, the tightly targeted
messages described above are becoming more importent. As much time as the
present Prime Minister spends talking to radic talkback callers, he can only speak
: personally to a Limited number of voters. This impersopal trend in political
P : campaigning thus finds its polar opposite in the targeted, pe.rsonal political
! . . communication facilitated by political databases.
! Datsbases also provide the aggregation of electorate-wide data so that the most
.important issues for the electorate can be readily identified. This system aillows the
early identification of burgeoning issues, such as voter concern about particular,
legislation or local issues. This information is of interest to the party organisation
and parliamentary leadership as they make judgements about the popularity. of
policy and Jegislative proposals. Again, this efficient dissexination of information




Jl

TWARTL0UD T LAY

S

47 ELU = AKX Neoo bib Y4706kRY
68 93706593

ELECTORAL DATABASES: BIG BROTHER OR DEMOCRACY UNBOUND? 363

serves to improve the functioning of representative democracy. Targeting political
comrnunication towards specific groups (by sending lettexs on yonth issues to
young people, seniors’ issues to seniors, etc.) simply makes that comumunication
more relevant to the rampl.e;nt There is a danger, however, that it discourages a
more rounded view of citizen’s interests. From the point of view of an individual
elector (where tagged), the databases ensure that their MP retains a list of issues
in which the constituent is interested, as well as a record of correspondence. This
allows MPs to attain 2 compreheusive and accurate pictwre of public opinion in
their elactorate, instead of relying on a gut feeling. Thus, despite their tendency 1o

P 0IB

allow political partles to ignore a substantial section of the electorate (those with.

strong party algnment) in formulating their political communication, there are a
number of positives for represemtative democracy to come from the development of
political daxabases

The Use and Abuse of Information

In sddition to these wider questions sbout representative democracy, the use of -

political databages raises ethical and legal guestions regerding the handling of
information by political parties. Because political pasties are private organisations,
apd because the major parties have no interest in public scrutiny of their databases,
Electrac and Feedback have come under remarkably Hitle scretiny from parliament
and the media. The very fact that private information, such as a health problem,
becomes a small cog in a political campaign would no doubt upset many people

were they made aware of it Indesd, fear of media coverage of a Big Brother-style .

datsbase ensures the subject is not publicly discussed by the parties. For example,
instructions for Feedback include ‘ensur[ing] that constituents camot read the
computer screen if Feedback is open’ (Feedback Candidate Training Manual 2000).
Each of the major parties jn Australia uses a siogle database at State and Federal
level. Compared 10 the United States, where the decentralised major political
parties, as well as private campaigns for ballot inftiatives, have ensured the

development of a lively political database mdustry, Australia’s market js much, | .

smaller. Public consciousness of the databases is thersfore likely to remain low.

When constituents contact an MP, ar€ they dealing with an officer of the '

patliament, or a member of a political party? In ordes for their MP to assist in a

- problem with, for example, a child support case, a member of the public may band .

‘over inforindtion they would préfer i kept piivate. In théir role s a Member of =~ 7. 7' 7

Parliament représenting a particular citizen, the politician (or their staff) contacts
the bureaucracy (say, the Child Support Agency) or the relevant Minister's office?s

" to discuss the constient’s problem. In order to provide the highest level of

assistance, as much detail as possible is gathered about the problem. Jnst how much
of this detail is recorded on the database, and how much of that information is

. downloaded to the central comptiter, will vary from office to office, and from case

to case. Of course, party organisations are only interested in the raw data about
voters, such as their level of interest in a range of issues. Nevertheless, the potential
for abuse of this jnformation is clear. S

* A number of companies promete datahases to assist in political campsigning in the Umted States.
See, for example, Aristotle International (2004).
% Some govemnment dcpan:nmntu have .m.f.‘.‘ a.ssxgned to dr.a.lmg with such enguiries from MPs.
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" Commonwealth privacy legislation is designed to prevent the misuse of personal
informatton by private organisations (Privacy Amendment {Private Sector) Act
2000). Such legislation mitigates against the collection of information without an
individual's consent (amongst other limitations). Political parties, however, are

" exempt from such legislative requirements where their activities are ‘in connection
with an election, a referendum, or other participation in the political process’

(Privacy Amendment (Private Sector) Act 2000). In effect, therefore, party data- -

bases can collect, Jog and use information in such & way, were the database not
controlled by a political pajty, as to contravene the Privacy Amendment (Private
Sector) Act 2000. Political party exemption from the aforementioned Aet has been
described in the legal community a3 *a surprise” given it had ‘never previcusly been
raised during the exrensive consultations over the legislaton’ (Dixon 2001).
Paradoxically, because political parties are private organisations they are exempt
from Freedom of Information Searches, So in effect parties can log information
about voters without their consent, yet they catmot be made to disclose what
information has in fact been Jogged, Closer attention should be paid.to the apparent

conflict of interest in political parties determining where and when they receive -

exemptions to privacy legislation C
One obvious reason why political parties rarely publicly discuss the databases is
" their effort to keep the operation of the system secret from their respective
opposing parties (even though the two systems are quite similar). Both major
parties would alse be cognisant of the need to maintain secrecy to avoid the
know-how of datsbase operations falling' into the hands of parties outside the
two-party system. Further, increased knowledge of databases waould likely lead to
. increasing serutiny of their operations. Such scrutiny has the danger of altering or
Hmiting their usage, thereby removing the currént advantage the major parties have
over minor parties and independents. This sort of ‘collusion of secrecy’ is am
illustration of the carte]l party theory identified by Mair and Katz (1997). Apart
from the strictures of party secrecy, though, there appears to be little thought given
by either party organisation to the ethical ramifications. of the handling of personal

_ informatien. Party databases are a powerful and invasive political tool. Public

opinion surveys both within Anstralia and overseas consistently show that an
everwhelming majority of citizens are concerned about invasion of privacy (Dixon
2001). Suzveys also consistently indicate high levels of voter distrust rowards
poiiticians. The exemption of political parties from privacy logislation does not

Conchsion

Electoral databases are one jmportant form of a growing professionalisation of
‘political practice in Australia. The integration of databases info the offices of sitting
MPs, and the inability of minor parties to develop a system apywhere near as
sophisticated as those of the major parties, strongly points towards the cartelisation
" of the Australian party 'system. The operation of political databases is thus
becoming . increasingly central to the means by which Australians are represented
by the major political parties. In essencs, electoral databases allow the major parties
to treat voters who strongly identify with either major party with contempt. There
is some debate within political parties as to whether the gemeral shift towards
targeting marginal seats is corrosive of the sound consistent pational communi-

PoOd

+ exempt them from-public scrutiny of the way they handle private information. -
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cation required to maintain a solid nationwide primary vote. However, the sheer .

effectiveness of the marginal seats stategies of both parties (particularly while in
government) in receént decades ensures that tools such as alectoral databases are an
entrenched part of the management of political campaigns.

" On balance, the positive elements of clectoral databases, chiefly a systematised
flow of information between vaters and their representatives, have the potential to
outweigh the negative elements. However, it is too easy for the party central offices
10 ‘view private comrespondence between an MP and a constituent. Attention

tiierefore needs to be drawn to the problem of MPs gathering personal information -

shout their consfituents, which is in tirn used for party political gain. There is no
ethical fraining for staffers using the datsbases, and political party exclusion from
recent privacy legislation amendments that would otherwise outlaw such systems is
a concerning legislative development that requires grealer attention.

Electoral databases would be much less effective were there not considerable -

public resources devoted to their smooth operation, both in MPs' offices and the
backip provided by the Governument Members Secretariat. Without AEC electron-
ically provided electoral rolls and fmonthly updates, it is unlikely the major parties
would be abie to operate the databases efficiently enough to mainfain their present
level of effectiveness. These aspects of their operation alone justify preater public
scrutiny of electoral databages It is therefore essential that the operation of
electoral databases is more extensively discussed, and that a set of principles be

developed by the parliament to ensure that privacy is respected. At a minimum, the

public is entitled to know about the collection and intrusion inte their parsonal data
by political parties. Once the public is aware of the operation of party databases,
the wider mamifications of their use, and their consequences for the development of
the two-party sysiem, can be debated. Without such a debate, the malign aspects
of electoral databases will overshadow their undoubted potential to improve the
, Hlow of information between electors and their represeptatives.
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1. Introdnction

A paper that appeared in an earlier volome of this journal (van Onselen 2003),
examined, the fonctioning of political databages. It analysed the lack. of public

" accountability in their operation, as well as the implications their usage has on
nights to privacy, concluding thar a need for operational reform existed As they are

. currently constituied, political databases operaie as a ‘repository” of information
oD constituents that parties can draw on in their campaigning. Not upsarprisingly
the major political parties that cperate these systems have been upwilling to
canvass reforms, or even improved pracnnes in fhe.u nse. This bowever in.no way

redices the need for reform. - e e

As the system stands, political parties, classed as priva.l:e organisations under
- Australian Jaw, operate datahases ip a way that is only legal hecanse politicsl
partes are exempted from privacy laws that outlaw simillar systemsramongst
private organisations such as telemarketing Companiés, STiER comipanies Hiave been
" banned from operating consumer databases without the Inowledge or consent of
the individuals whose details are logged The compilation of such information is
deemed to be a viclation of an individeal's pnvacy Political parties are exempted
from such limitations where their activities are 'in connection with an election, a
referendum, or other participation in the political process® (Prwa.c)' Amendment
{Private Sector} Act 2000). Yet unlike requests for information held by the public
service, citizens canmot obtain Freedom of Information’ searches on their files
within electarate offices, ncluding database records. As the legiglators, it is the
pelitical paries themeelves that make each of the zbove mulings. As such they
stand as the judge, jury and accused with rcspectto this igsue. .

This situation fs desperately in need of reforin. Withont reform the potential
‘benefis of political databases as a tool for imgmoving communication with
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s discnssion paper outlines some-

be Tost in a seaof negatvity. Tht
expediently.

constituents will
ractical measures for reform that peed to be iqlp]cmcmed

d: Why Reform Tyatabases? ) -
ases opersle is essentiall. There : %

; A thorough Teview of the way political datab:

i a difference between e mere collection of information for the purpose ¥
of correspondence, and database sorage, which can, through Lochnolngy, be i
L ransformed into a sophisticated method of commumeatng vk votels. This-

' gistinction is pardculatly important when one ONSIAETS b, partisan nature of the -

[ prasent poideal databases and the sase with which informatien can be wansferred .
 yepwein MPs” offices and cenral party offices. Tbere ar2 erhical issues CONCETRINE "’

the manner ip which i o o

by Backgroun

formation is logged, stored and shared.”*

£ a voter acking system which does nothave WARSPRIEDCY

. and guality controls is sn ethical jzsme in itself. At present, te, lack of controls OR

" snformation is of concern- The whim of staffets of MPs can dictate what manper ¢
j individual’s name. Guidelines are required to. -

[ o inforznation is stoted against a3
mich can be stored, perhaps remgving.parsona]

t 1ymit the ope of information W

E information. from the process. The 1ack of accountability and ethics surrounding

' political databases 15 POt concepmally difficvlt 10 remedy. The problem is.the

[ 12ck of political will ap the part of the Wa)0T P i iscnes The problemh.

¥ Accountability is needed svem i it dimipishes the cffectiveness of the systems.

g the following reforms and - -

for partisan ‘advantage. We therefore recomomend
irement to ensure hat the public imterest is

copsiderations 85 & minimun: Fequir
meimained by the use of these powerful systems.

Taxpayer frmding [

3. Reforming Databases: What™s Weeded?

Disclosure N . .
Public discussion of political databases (mmﬁé{f—'ﬁy‘fpbmd:p_@'_@_-«; L
| ratber than the government) has beed reswicted for a rmber of & ons.. Geting e
© politicians to discuss. fheiy party’s database on e ecord is very Gifficult They -
: ,fe.q:r"-sensa.ti.onal.mediq___;p}:mge-‘-*‘of the spectre of Big "Brmha_r: They ate also’
paranoid about revoaling theit campaign secrets toutber.parsis; There Have bEED .
2 bavdful of exarnples of public comment by politicians mdpohUCﬂ%pérnﬁvM"“
(for exammple MP ot Parrzmatta Ross Cameron and formér Federal Director of
{he Libera) Pary Lynton Crosby). However the need. to oaintain secrecy for .
tschnological advantags coupled with the Tisky ethical imphicadons of moch
daabase activities, which might stix up pu 1ic calls for reform, results in 8 Jow -
Jevel of public comment by those that operate the technology, - o
Electoral databases are 2 powerful and ipvasive politcal todk. As mentioned,
politicsl parties are exempied from privacy législation designed to prevent the
misuse of personal ipformation. Informason Bandling s subject © privacy .
1es that databases cumendy are not

B . copsideratons 2nd Freedorm of Information T
designed to prevent the misuse of persongl
I
33

Commanwealh privacy 1egislation is
information bY private organisahions (Privacy Amendment (Privaie Sector) Act

B3

i '"ummuuw” .
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2000). All citizens must be free 1o take their concerns about government policy to

[
|
]
f
’ their local MP confident in the knowledge thay their private detzils will not be ugsed . withour:
i for partisan advaniage. The personal details of slectors should not be available 1o details
l-‘ - the cenra] offices of political parties, We should all have the right 1o, L.now what : . o Tnatlers.
lf' ot elected representanives have on file abont us. t amendr
: Freedom of Information requests shovld be able to be administered on party . e The
‘ - dambases, a1 the least by the individual on whom information is carded. This o "Otmgb_
i i- would force MPs to secount for their entries first, and secondly it wonld act as have hac
! ‘ a check oo inaccorate enties. Defamation laws shonld apply to such entdes as to entes
oppesed o privilege as exists in Parfiament. This again would force MPs and theit ' done sul
[ staff 10 be aware of the narure of what they compile. This issue again 1mpmges s only wo
i upon the question of whether MPs are public or private entisies. ;fD:of;jlt
‘ One pbesibility is that the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) enrolment . ... datzbase
) forms could carry 4 “yes’ and ‘no” box for electors 1o £l in allowing or excluding )
y the Jocel MP from viewing their AEC data? Such a section would necessaxily _ L Fa
I K - cany a short explapatory set of information as to the impact of & ‘yes’ or ‘no’ Eg:izaj

! g selection (or aliemnatively an opt-our clause). Alternatively there could be a simple - . o
: - box that conld be marked 1o exclude the reprezenting MP from cbtaining the AEC . BPpos or
information. Again the explanatory information would nesd to be provided. This : const

B . tefomm may cripple the database system and if 50 woild therefore be nnlikely 1o - non—m;t
i be adopted.® At the very least we would suggest an explapatory noté is needed, 'f‘p;n ¢
‘ : making electors aware of the forwarding -of their mformauun o The local MP and :E;Ee;
: . the implications this has in voter tracking. =
Partes should be required 1o disclose the nsage of their database as an . m.ih;
aspect of the electoral retums process. Tust as party donations need to be publicly - L ds t
disclosed, so 100 should dstabace management, Within this structure there shonld ]':o storat
| , pexhiaps be a msximum level of issue cotrespondence one individual can receive wrner o —= —ughich @
[l 7T as aresulrof database information. This testrictiontould-take the' form-ofHmited T jrmay
‘_ . polling they receive as a result of database information, limits to the amount of about &
- direct mail they get, or it could be determined according to preferences they malke Freedor
~ when enrolling. Such reform would aveid individual electors being over)y pestered AR -

l - -~ by politi¢dl parties. Databases could. also.be organised. so.that cottedpondence .. s o DL TR

‘- differentials between electors cannot reach beyoiid a certiin point. Such Teform e . misuse
. could be mplcmentcd 10 avoid exclusion or over inclusion in the political protess Lt - MPsor
_ * 5 0CCUS NOW betwsen safe and ma.rgmal seats, stmng of marginal voes. © - employ:
l Information Sechrity . : - -:; A : o Rempﬂ
Whoever enters the informarion on an individuat consntuen‘l: shou]d ha\ae Pu‘
: their staff details recorded against the eatry. This weéuld apply to new entries and where:;
i . Zmending of prtwmus entriee, This practice, widely used m the pnvate Sector, . ad\:anm.
[l - " would enhance accountability. As the systems ‘carréntly stand, there is no method @Sls;jc-
] ? to trace who amended information against an individual electors records. - : :Zn;vef
: MPs should not be able to forward voter information to third parties, inchiding £ORCEITE

the ceptral patty and supporting candidates i a different tier of government . i B unwillin
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without be consent of the elector. Elector information can include highly personal

: ) . : detgils such as unemployment particulars or family and. community services
! : . matless. Such acuvity shavld be considersd & violation of the Privacy Acl and
! o amendments, and the MP should be held 10 account for such actions.

. The onset of databases has called into further quékiion the practice of pestal
voting being administered through the political partiet. This is an issue the AEC
have had with the current process for some time.* Given that itis possible for parties-

- to enter voter preferences into databases, and thal the recording of information is
done subjectively, this practice should be fully put in the hands of the AEC. Not
only wonld this lower costs because only one body™would be 1eleasing the postal |
vote forms, rather than both major parties in each seat as'occurs at the present, '
it would also prevent misuse of the information s is cumently possible with
datahase entry. :

i 3 ' For example, currenty electors choosing to request a postal-vore from one
political party or the other can be tagged as leaning towards that party in their -
_ voting intentions. Itis assumed by parties that otherwise they would have requested
.. & postal vote from the other major party. This assumption is even moere strongly
considered to be the case where electors request & postal vote from a major party
. non-incumbent candidate rather than the opposing party’s sitting local MP. Quite
. apart from the fact such practice goes against the principle of the secret ballot and
independent operation of voting systems, it may &lso be that many electors are
bemyg inaccuraiely tagged as idemnnifying with one or other of the major partiss.

" There also needs to be better and more uniform training for the databese
systéms, pardeularly in the ethics of bandling private information. Grester care
needs to be taken on the entry of information. Inaccuxate entries with open dccess
I s s e eee v T0StoTed infoTmation can mount a series of claims against a persen on the database .-
‘ gs . which not ouly may itnot be reasonablé o openly relay for partisan advantage, but
it may not be true either. Individuals must have a right to know what informarion
about them is stored on e datsbases, As mentionsd, making databases subject to
_'Fraedom of Information requests would facilitate ﬂusﬁeed.

- There should be severe penalties for misuse of Gambase sof:ware Pnt s:mp]y,
- misuse of such sofrware ip tantsmount to electoral fznd and privacy violadons.
* MPs or staffers who partaks in such vialations should be heavily fined, have thmr
empldyment terminated, or-even be removed from paﬂmment

Removing Parhsan Aﬂvantxge

Publie fundmtr of database training and cparation should anly continve
where the systems are. pubhcly accountable. Publicly funded systems should not
advantage only incumbent MPs and the governing party: One reform that would -
assist this wonld be for information to amomatically transfer 10 a centrat database -
to which all politicians have access, This would ensure files are objective, and -
Temove partisan reference. This would give voters more confidence (hat their
_ ] p concerhs were being Taised In the public, not the partisan, interest. Major party
; ’ : wnwilimgness to perform soch a function would at least force the parties to
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.1 Fara thargugh revicw of the upa(zﬁuﬁ of the dawsbase systems see'\rm ,Onse]e.n'
' journal, or vap Onselen & Exminglon (2004). '
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: grestex accountability structires in place as to the entry of information,

acknowledze the information they compile is for partisah-not representative . X
purpases as a primary consideration. At the least this would spark further debate - 2;;;2:
2z to their partisan vsage. ' ' o _ "
These reforms 10 disclosure, information secumity and partisan advantage Referen
_ would brng regulation of politcal daiabases in line with widely -accepted Resuchamy
principles of data handling for the public sector. s ' L. Beoan
. . N Tersey.
Conclusion - S Dixes, T. ¢
' . ' - . Aricles
‘With the Tajor political parties having no interest in The reform of database L
systems, only a grovndswell of public interest in the issne of handling of private Ministarial
information by political parties will encourage parliament to act. Polideal party . Simma, M
exclusion from privacy. laws applying to private orgapisations, combined with . Unwin:
private organisation (ncinding polirical parties) proiection from Freedom of Van Cmscl
‘Information searches, is & sitnation Jacking the sort of check apd balanee the . TheAn
wider Antsmralian political system podes itself on. The fact voling i compulsory. ’ Van Onsel
combined with fres exchangs of voter dara between political parties and the AEC, . . . Austra
means that voter information is being put in the bands of polifical parties whether Ot
ctizens Like it or not. T . Van Onse
. . . . Damh
Tn this paper we bave proposed a method whexeby voters would st the least
be informed of this consequence when enrolling to vote, and a1 best bé afforded )
1he opportunity to thoese whether such information be forwarded to the MPs that
represent them. Given the furore over the Anstralia Card proposal in the 1980%s,
if informed of the parade of poblic access 10 information obtained by private
" orgamisations without public semmtiny, jt eould be expectzd thet citizens wold be
. larmed at the npfettered access to personal information political parties have.
_ Political parties should be forced 10 accovnt for theix information boldings. There L
e chowd-be-strict ethical raining for staffers and MPs operaring this-software; s e
it should be formalised through independent anthoriiies whom themselves can
access the datwbases in question.. Further, the access to infermation .on’ yoiers
 should be Lizited to Jocal offices, not the central party, and citizens;should be o
. allgwed access to what information iS being stored on' them. These$Bonld 2150 DE. v oo s Eatin o e

_ This paper has proposed methods by which their operation co ld ‘be made
more accountable and reasopable, via reforms to disciosure, informaton secuzity
and partisan advantage, .

@oom fomtis

e
* Tho Sont Ausmalian Electorss Compission curently offer a similar elector option, howeves
confldental interviews with. major party MFs have indicated seate MPs age passed on elsctor
i.n_ﬁmmﬁnm bry their feders) colleagnes through AEC recorded information, whers pé ench opt out
clause £xiss. o ' L

1 Tin, Sovth Ausmralimn optinn wes instigated prior to the devel i of pasty ddisbiases,
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Feschtalive ) 4 A senior momber of the ABC oxprexsed such concams to 0 &t a paper presentation (van Onzelen

ther debate - & Euioglon 2003) &t the Aumrslssian Politice) Stwdics Conference 2003,
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