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9 October 2003

The Secretariat

Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Dear Ms Gell

The Electoral Reform Society wishes to make a few brief comments on the State Elections (One Vote, One Value) Bill.

The major fault with this Bill is that it presumes that all electorates return the same number of parliamentarians.  This is currently correct in South Australia, as under the State’s Constitution each electorate must have the same number of members, whether one or more members per electorate.  However, currently for both the ACT Legislative Assembly and the WA Legislative Council, the number of members varies from electorate to electorate.

Consideration needs to be given to altering this Bill, so that it refers to the quota of voters for each parliamentarian rather than for each electorate.

As the Bill currently stands, while each electorate must have the same number of voters, it would be possible to have 5 or 7 members from country electorates and only 3 from the city electorates.  This would not be much different to the current situation in WA!

While this Society’s preference is to have all electorates returning the same number of members, there may at times be the need for electorates of different sizes, and the Bill needs to allow for this.

Other aspects

“Community of interest”

The Bill highlights “community of interest” as the determinant in drawing electoral boundaries.  Here is SA, “community of interest” now comes after the “fairness criteria” when drawing electoral boundaries for the House of Assembly.  In making a redistribution, the SA Electoral Boundaries Commission must ensure, as far as practicable, that the electoral redistribution is fair to prospective candidates and groups of candidates, so that 
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if candidates of a particular group attract more than 50 per cent of the popular vote, including preferences, they will be elected in sufficient numbers to enable a government to be formed.  The “fairness criteria” takes precedence over any consideration of “community of interest”, even to the extent that “community of interest” can be ignored (a good example is the drawing of electoral boundaries in the Iron Triangle region of SA).

As this Society has continually argued that the “fairness criteria” is an impossible term of reference particularly when there are single-member electorates, if the passage of this Bill means that this criterion would have to be deleted as the major determinant of electoral boundaries, then this Bill would have our support!

“One vote, one value”

It is surprising that this title is being used. Something like “Equal number of voters” may have been more appropriate.

“One vote, one value” was a catch cry in SA in the 1960’s, but even then this Society campaigned against this term as misleading (see attached leaflet*).  Vote value is only reflected if the vote actually elects a candidate.

The Society’s stance has been vindicated in SA, as it has since been proven that electorates with equal numbers of voters does not necessarily give the party with over 50% of the two-party-preferred vote a majority of seats.  As a result, SA has moved on from just equal electorates to having redistributions after every election and the adoption of the “fairness criteria” (already discussed above).  Following the results of the 1997 and 2002 State elections, this is now being questioned and further changes are being suggested.  This Society has always argued that while there are single-member electorates, it is not possible to guarantee that a party with majority support will win a majority of seats.

If any clarification of these comments is required please let me know.

Yours sincerely

Deane Crabb

(* Initially the Electoral Reform Society was called the Proportional Representation Group of SA.  The name was changed in 1973 following the introduction of the list system of proportional representation for the SA Legislative Council in 1973.  As the list system differs markedly to the Hare-Clark method of proportional representation, advocated by the Group, it was decided that to avoid confusion the Group would change its name.) 

