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SUBMISSION TO

 The Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Inquiry into an Australian Republic

28 February 2004

From:

Robert F. Dancer 
Norwood  

South Australia

I am in favour of Australia becoming a republic with an Australian head of state. This should be achieved democratically (via amendment to the Australian constitution) and I would wish to aim for completion of the process within ten years. 

In my view the current reference to the British monarch in the selection and appointment of Governors of the Australian States should be transferred to the head of the Australian republic acting on his own volition. In all other matters the head of the Australian republic should act on the advice of his or her government (ie in Executive Council). 

Some basic arguments as to why it is inappropriate for Australia to share a monarch with the U.K. 

· Firstly, I submit that contemporaneous monarch of the U.K. is unable to give sufficient consideration to reigning over Australia because of his/her paramount responsibility to reign over the U.K - amongst his/her additional responsibilities for other independent realms. To support my view I cite two pieces of evidence: (i) the monarch lives in the U.K., acts substantially at the behest of the British government, and (ii) has needed to delegate his/her responsibilities to surrogate, Vice Regal personages (known here colloquially as Australian 'heads of state'). 

· Secondly, the monarch of the U.K., Australia (and other realms), I submit, has massive and insoluble conflicts of interest. Clearly the duty of the monarch is to look to the best interests of his/her subjects and by extension the best interests of their national institutions (such as are represented by national governments and commercial institutions). This is undoubtedly impossible when the monarch must attempt to simultaneously defend, preserve and advance the multiple diverse, and inevitably often opposed, interests of several sovereign and independent nations. 

· Thirdly, I submit that the monarch of the U.K., Australia (and other realms) is, culturally foreign to and religiously incompatible with an increasingly large proportion of Australian citizens, namely those of non-English (and possibly more important non-European) family background. There is no prospect of this one-hundred-and-fifty year old trend reversing. This established fact is leading to a broad schism between the monarch and his/her subjects.

Since the beginning of the previous attempt to alter the Australian constitution to create a republic demographic trends in the Australian electorate have the potential to alter the balance concerning the issue of the republic. Hence it seems to me eminently fair to, and I submit that we should, give all those new electors that have been enrolled since that time a chance to have their collective voice heard. 

Whilst attempting, in my submission, to concentrate on positive arguments for a republic, it is essential that I touch on the conduct of the previous attempt, if only to avoid its more ludicrous aspects and processes biased against the republic. 

The structure of the previous attempt caused it to become an undignified fracas, open to political game playing and underhanded manipulation. In short, via machinations of the monarchist faction successfully split the majority republican camp, in so doing defeating the democratic process. In my view the source of that manipulation was the underhanded design of the process by which delegates were too hurriedly chosen, and the grandstanding and chaotic operation of the convention, including displays of self-indulgent pique not easily swallowed by the average elector. (Indeed the processes of the convention and subsequent referendum were quite farcical, and dragged the whole business into some disrepute, finally resulting in the complete failure of the constitutional question at the hands of a disillusioned electorate.) 

Partly in consequence of the previous mess I submit that on the next occasion it is planned to put the republic question to the Australian people, the public extravaganza of a convention (used previously to identify options for constitutional alteration) should be wholly discarded. It should be replaced with a more considered thoughtful approach based in a true desire to ascertain the view of the electors. 

In support of my position against the current constitutional monarchy I offer as further evidence: (i) the unacceptable failure rate of Australian governors general selected by the Prime Minister. (Very briefly I regard Casey, Hasluck, Cowan, Stephen, Hayden, Deane and Jeffery as varying in performance from tolerable to outstanding successes, whilst the failures - and dangerous failures at that - were clearly Kerr and Hollingsworth. Two obvious mistakes in nine attempts, giving a 22% failure rate, is unacceptable in my view); and (ii) The Prime Minister should be denied a cosy personal choice of the next governor general (or whatever our equivalent head of state is termed). The PM's personal and idiosyncratic selection should be replaced with election from amongst a gathering of exclusive nominations by ballot of all members of State, Territory and Federal parliaments. 

I also submit that on the next occasion it is planned to put the republic question to the Australian people, the frivolous public circus used previously to identify options for constitutional alteration should be wholly discarded. To support this position I offer as evidence

I envisage that when the committee determines it is timely for another attempt to create the republic, I submit that a much simplified committee process should be adopted. This would directly identify to the government and the general populace a set of alternative constitutional models for the head of state and options required for constitutional alteration. This could be achieved by appointing a parliamentary steering committee (much like your own) to consult widely with the public in reaching conclusions for fair options and associated questions to be put to the electorate in referendums. (There might also be advantages in terms of public acceptance if such a committee were permitted to sit for a period of years so as to familiarize the electorate with what is happening and to exhaust its appetite for input.) Once the committee has reported to the parliament and the options have thereafter been determined and publicised they should be taken onto the agenda of responsible government for conclusive action, guided by the inevitable further public debate. Enabling referendums can then legitimately follow this process.  
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