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Message

To: The Conmittee Secretary
Joint Standing Comittee

on El ectoral Matters
Par | i amnent House

Canberra ACT 2600
Australia

Dear Sir,

This submission is in response to the JSCEMs invitation for public coment as
part of its Inquiry into the Conduct of the 2001 Federal Election

1. My Voting Story

| amenrolled to vote at the sanme address as ny parents in Australia (ny | ast
address of residence).

They very pronptly and diligently contact nme as soon as the announcenent for an
election is made. They then arrange for the local electoral office to forward
ne an application for a postal vote.

This usually takes around 2 weeks to arrive.

| conplete the fornms, get everything w tnessed by another Australian and send it
all back as quickly as possible. Then | nust again wait for the actual voting
papers to arrive.

Once again, they nust be filled in, witnessed by another Australian and post
nmar ked before the end of el ection day.

| followed this process for the federal election |ast year, sending in ny
application papers before the end of Septenber.

Miuch to ny annoyance mny voting papers did not arrive until approximtely 1 week
AFTER the Novenber 10 election!!!!!

Terribly useful !
| was particularly interested in contributing to this election, as foreign

policy never has such significance to you as when you viewit in action from
abr oad.



| was denied the opportunity to exercise ny right to vote by an anti quated and
inefficient system It is also possible that | nmay be fined for failing to
submt my vote, or struck off the role as a consequence.

How nany ot hers had the sanme experience or gave up because it is all too hard?

2. My view of the situation

The ABS tells us that around 850 000 Australians reside abroad. | think there
are significantly nore, as | know many whom are not registered with their
Consul ar of Enmbassy servi ces.

Anyway, based on this figure, nore than 4.4 %of the entire population of the
country are overseas for any given election

| suspect that the majority are not registered to vote; don?t know how to be
elegible to vote; don?t know HONto vote from overseas; or can?t be bothered
when they find out how nuch drama is involved with voting from overseas.

This nunber is equivalent to the popul ation of approxinmtely four (4) Federa

El ectorates and yet we remain unrepresented and di senfranchi sed as Australians
and voters.

The laws require the Government to make every reasonable effort to notify

el ectors of an inpending election. They nust give sufficient time for people to
register to vote and then give theminformation about how, where and when to

vot e.

Yet NO effort is nmade to notify the huge percentage of the popul ati on whom
happen to be overseas. Consul ates and Enbassies will co-ordinate delivery of
voting papers, but ONLY after you have contacted themto tell themthat you want
to vote.

In tinmes past, when communi cati on processes were | ess sophisticated, this

om ssion may have been able to be justified, but in this electronic age, it
hardly seenms reasonable. The advent of the intenet age neans that it is easy to
keep up to date with news, issues and opinion across the gl obe.

Let?s put the figures into perspective and conpare this nunmber of Australian
abroad with other popul ations at ?hone?.

850 000 Australians abroad is approxi mately equal to:
- Doubl e the entire indigenous popul ation (430K)

- The conbi ned popul ation of the ACT, Tasmani a and Northern Territory (300K,
500K & 200K);

- Half the popul ation of Brisbane (1.6M
- 80% of the population of Adelaide (1.1M; or
- Y of the popul ation of Ml bourne (3.4M
(figures courtesy of the ABS, Dec. 2001)

| magi ne the response if a Governnent decided to ?leave out? any of the above
gr oups!

?Ch, by-the-way Brisbane - we?re only going to let half of you vote!!?



3. Possi bl e Sol uti ons

Qoviously the task of tracking the novenents of every Australian who | eaves the
country is not realistic. And yet this does not exclude the devel opnment of a
nunber of relatively sinple and efficient nmethods of nmonitoring this popul ation
and engagi ng themeffectively in voting.

3.1 Enbassies and Consuls around the gl obe need to be formally required to
support Australians abroad through active efforts to register and notify them of
significant events such as el ections.

3.2 On-line voting is an obvious solution. The prevel ance of persona
conputers, portable |laptops and internet cafes, along with the abundance of free
uni versal enmil address services neans that the majority of Australians abroad
have cheap and easy access to the internet.

| have a friend who enailed ne froman internet café in a renote village in
Canbodi a | ast year ! There are very few locations remaining in the world where
the internet has not ventured.

Expats should be able to register and vote on-line; as well as be notified of
i mpendi ng el ections by email.

An additional benefit of on-line voting would be the capacity to set up voting
papers such that informal voting becomes a thing of the past. This is also a
servi ce which could be available to Australians at hone, elinmnating much of the
| abour intensive processes involved with paper and postal voting.

3.3 A nunber of other countries recognise the value of their travelling
citizens and ensure they have acive representation in their hone governnents and
parliaments. Utimately, Australians |living abroad deserve their own MP, whose
role it would be to keep theminfornmed of devel opments at hone, as well as to
represent their interests abroad and on the honme front.

Every experience | have had with Governnent O fices during ny absences from
Australia has left me feeling like | amsonme kind of traitor, crimnal or ?non-
person? when abroad.

Australians venture abroad for a range of reasons:

- short and long termtravel;

- study;

- research

- busi ness and professional opportunities; and
- personal relationships with foreigners.

For many of us, the way we are treated by our own country during our absences
has a significant influence on our decisions to return home.

The skills, know edge, experience and cross-cultural resources which these
peopl e obtain while away fromhone is of incalculable value to Australia and her
future. Not to nmention the financial contribution they could bring back to
Australian shores.

Wiile we fail to harness this energy and enable it to contribute to the
evol ution of Australian society, all Australians are poorer and we risk | osing
it to the benefit of other countries indefinetely.



