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Although it is my view that this Standing Committee reflects primarily
the interests of the two major parties and has in the past not supported
electoral systems that reflect the democratic principle of "one vote, one
value", | will again propose to introduce Proportional Representation -
Party List instead. The current system is unfair and, in part, undemocratic.
In addition, it is largely responsible for the combative political culture in
Australia. Furthermore, it is a major hindrance to other important
governance system reforms. Ideally, for an Inquiry of this kind to be
effective it would need to be far more representative of the voting public
than this one. Nevertheless, having made submissions of this kind on at
least two previous occasions in the past 15 years | will again raise it in
the only forum available for this purpose. The changing circumstances,
low level of primary support for the two major parties in the recent
federal election and various encouraging statements by the new PM
have persuaded me to submit a new proposal.

Referring to your official letter to me dated 7 September 2022 , my
submission will be in four parts:

a. Iltem 7: Proportional Representation of the states and territories in the
Parliament, in the context of the democratic principle of "one vote" one
value"

b. Item 1: Reforms to political donations laws, particularly the
applicability of "real time" disclosure and a reduction of the disclosure
threshold to a fixed $1,000

c. ltem 4.: Encouraging increased electoral participation and lifting
enfranchisement of First Nations people.

d. Reducing the registration number of members required for
participation as a political party from 1500 to 500, the higher number
having been introduced quite recently presumably with the assumed
purpose of discouraging more political parties to be formed.
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Submitted by:

Klaas Woldring, Ph. D. (UNSW), MA (Syd), BA (UNISA-South Africa)
A/Prof. Southern Cross University, Lismore, NSW 2480 (retired)

Re: Item 7.

Federal Election 2022 outcome for the House of
Representatives again points to need for a major
electoral system change from Single Member District to
Proportional Representation - Party List.

Australian voters have turned their back on the Liberal Party, voted
strongly for Independent women and the Greens and, by doing so,
essentially said goodbye to the two-party system. However, further
reflection is needed as to what that means. The major parties are unlikely
to replace the Single Member Electoral District system (SMD) with a
much more democratic system. Although a positive election outcome for
the ALP, as the existing electoral system still delivered it majority
government in spite of a very low primary vote of 32.6%, it is further
proof that major electoral system change is in fact long overdue. The
result also still resulted in severe under-representation of the Greens in
the House of Representatives even though they have ended up with four
seats. Proportionally, they would have gained around 16 seats.

Still, this most unusual election outcome does not mean that the
electoral system has changed. The Oppositionist culture will continue, a
potential threat to unity and progress in Australia. However, this is not
the preferred way of the new PM Albanese either. His stated preference
is for cooperation, also for fairness and democratic representation. Here
is his opportunity. The Westminster legacy of Australia's inherited
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parliamentary and electoral systems is not really fit for purpose.
Certainly, the Greens and most, perhaps all of the Independents as well,
will now reflect on campaigning for a more democratic electoral system.
For nearly half the voters, culturally diverse, the system is of questionable
value. Therefore, it is high time to move away from the two-party
system and the electoral system that produces it. Governance and
political education have to be a prominent part of the longer-term
reforms, but the electoral system can be changed straight away. A new
electoral law can be developed right now, during this session even.

Few Australians appear to realise that pork barrelling is a direct result of
the current Single Member District electoral system. The excuse that
"everybody is doing it"- meaning both major parties - explains that in
part. With multi- member districts, which are typical of Proportional
Representation, it is just not doable. Similarly, "branch-stacking' would
also be too difficult. And gerrymandering (in the US) would be pointless.
There are several other major disadvantages with the existing SMD
system that can be resolved by a system change.

Currently, in an increasing number of seats, in fact most seats, the MP
does NOT represent the majority - and the minority is often also NOT
represented by the Opposition party either. It makes no sense to claim
that a local MP represents all voters in an electoral district while the
combative, oppositionist adversity of the two major parties is on display
daily! Overall, the SMD system results in a two-party adversarial culture,
very much the situation in several English-speaking countries that still
use this system, including the US. The few Independent MPs mostly
emerge by breaking away from a major party. Even the Greens, receiving
between 9% and 14% of the total vote, only have had one MP in the
federal Parliament, for two decades, until the 2022 election. Just recently
in the vital new energy debate prior to the Glasgow Conference

the Liberal National Party of Queensland, opposing environmental
legislation, virtually held the conservative Australian Coalition
Government to ransom. It did Australia no good whatsoever!

What is Proportional Representation and why should Australia adopt this
electoral system?
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Many voters in Australia are not familiar with the Proportional
Representation - Party List (PR - PL) system. There is another PR system,
named Hare-Clark, which is used in Tasmania, the Senate, the ACT and
some State Upper Houses. It was introduced by the ALP for the Senate
in 1948. The Hare-Clark system involves a lot of (initially entirely
compulsory) preferencing which voters have mostly resented. With the
Party List systems, used in 85 countries, voters have generally one vote
only. However, they have a choice of several parties. All participating
parties have a threshold entry though. They have to gain between 3%
and 5% of the vote to be able to be represented in Parliament. This is
done to prevent too many parties from participating. The PR -

PL electoral districts are always Multi-Member instead of Single Member
as in the UK and Australia. The actual number can vary greatly. The
adversarial political culture in Australia is often toxic, negative and clearly
increasingly rejected by voters. PR - PL systems don't lend themselves to
pork-barrelling, branch-stacking and gerrymandering. Coalitions,
following elections, guarantee democratic majority government. PR - PL
provides a much more meaningful choice than the Single Member
District electoral system. It also does away with the bizarre, misleading
notion that there are only two sides of politics. The result of this is
polarisation. It becomes a duty almost to continually criticise the other
major party. In PR - PL countries there is no official Opposition. In the
legislatures MPs are usually seated in the round.

The existing SMD system does not at all guarantee that a Government
reflects the wish of an overall majority. There are several examples of this
in SMD countries. In theory, small majorities in all seats for one major
party could even result in lack of representation or severe under -
representation of the other major party which would make a mockery of
the notion "one vote, one value". Even with more common situations
where the two major parties are relatively evenly represented the
factions of these two major parties play a major role. It is in fact the
majority faction of the governing major party that dominates the
Government. What this means is that the country is governed by a
minority Government. | suggest that Australia was governed by a
minority coalition of the Liberal and National Parties from 2013 to 2022.
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Similarly, the ALP Government frequently has been represented by the
dominant right-wing faction of that party, again, in practice also minority
Government. In contrast, with Proportional Representation the equal
values on the votes guarantee that a post-election coalition of the
participating parties do represent a majority of the voters. Therefore,
democratic government is achieved thereby.

Knowledge about alternative electoral systems in Australia is very
sketchy. Both at high-schools and universities students receive little or
no education about such alternatives. The videos by John Cleese on the
subject are highly recommended as educational tools. Proportional
results mean that parties which receive an overall percentage of the total
vote, will gain that percentage of seats in the Parliament, essentially a
fair and democratic outcome. Therefore, parties altogether operate in a
very different political culture. Instead of the adversarial culture of the
two-party system parties need to cooperate to reach a majority backed
government. Governments are normally post-election coalitions, NOT
"hung parliaments” as often claimed in Australia. The SMD system is
used in most English-speaking countries, except in New Zealand and the
new South Africa, which both changed to Proportional Representation -
PL in the 1990s. Ireland uses the Hare-Clark system.

Proportional Representation is of course very suited to a culturally
diverse society like Australia. Countries with PR - PL show excellent
representation for women as well. It would seem entirely logical for the
the new Cross Bench in the House of Representatives, comprising of
Greens and several Independent women MPs, to have much to gain by
campaigning for Proportional Representation. Even so, the ALP currently
has achieved majority Government in spite of a primary vote of 32.6%
resulting in 77 seats. They can govern without the approval of the large
Cross Bench. This is the direct result of the current system.

Naturally, as long as Australia has federal states, an economic cost that is
increasingly difficult to defend, State Assemblies could and should adopt
Proportional Representation. Tasmania already did this in 1907 (Hare-
Clark) but its example was not followed elsewhere.
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Some people argue that the introduction of PR - PL, to replace SMD,
could be regarded as unconstitutional and/or would require a
Referendum to effect such a change. That is highly unlikely. The
Government may decide to introduce it after a positive Referendum as
happened in New Zealand in 1992; however, this is NOT a requirement.
The drafters of the 1901 Australian Constitution were content for the
Parliament to make most of the decisions as to how it should be
elected. In several clauses where the electoral system is mentioned the
Constitution states that the Parliament is to legislate to organise
elections. This can be seen in the sections regarding the Senate, 7, 9, 10,
13 and 15 (amended in 1977 following abuse of “Conventions" about
replacing retiring Senators). And for the House of Reps 24, 25, 26, 27, 29,
30, 31, 33 and 34. It is frequently stated there "until the Parliament
decides otherwise". Remember also that political parties were not even
mentioned at all until 1977 after the constitutional drama in 1975.

The position of the ALP in relation to electoral system appears to be
reflected in the National Platform, as amended in 2021.

Labor does not currently support changing our electoral system to
proportional representation. However, in its 2021 National Platform it
has committed to several policies that are claimed aim to improve the
quality and fairness of Australian elections. These include:

. The creation of a single national electoral roll capable of
serving the needs of states and territories.

« Introducing truth in political advertising laws.

« Labor will review the current rules about the voting rights of
Australians living abroad, recognising that they may retain
strong links with Australia.

« Minimise the disproportionate influence of vested interests in
the democratic process by supporting an effective and
practical public funding system of elections and limiting the
level of federal campaign expenditure, through the
introduction of spending caps.

The 2021 Platform also states:



Inquiry into the 2022 federal election
Submission 219

“Labor believes in the democratic value of one vote one value and will
continue to advance steps to ensure all citizens are fairly represented
regardless of where they live.”— Page 71, National Platform.

The ALP National Platform has stressed that is favours FAIRNESS of
Australia's electoral system. Bravo, but what is it going to do about the
obvious lack of fairness in the current Single Member District system??
Both major parties need to reflect on the advantages of providing
Australia with a superior electoral system that will be far more important
than looking after their own short-sighted interests. Both major parties
may have to trade in a small number of MPs in Parliaments should PR -
PL be adopted but their standing in prioritising the overall interest of the
country above their own may well count for much more!

b. Item 1: Reforms to political donations laws, particularly the
applicability of "real time" disclosure and a reduction of the disclosure
threshold to a fixed $1,000

Elections in Australians generally favour those parties who manage to
attract financial support, and thereby serve their interests. In the 2022
federal election and earlier ones the United Australian Party of Clive
Palmer demonstrated this trend, although in that case quite
unsuccessfully. Nevertheless, the people should know who funds
elections and why. | support the proposed disclosure threshold fully.

c. ltem 4: Encouraging increased electoral participation and lifting
enfranchisement of First Nations people.

To increase participation education in governance and political issues
needs to be improved at all levels. PR - PL will favour smaller population
groups and participation. The Indigenous people, representing around
3% of the population, would benefit from this system. Of course, it is
quite conceivable that others, non-Indigenous voters, also vote for them
if they were to campaign as such. A minimum guaranteed level of
representation could be provided - of say five.
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d. Reducing the registration number of members required for
participation as a political party from 1500 to 500, the higher number
having been introduced quite recently presumably with the assumed
purpose of discouraging more political parties to be formed.

This item is not on the official list of issues to be discussed by the Joint
Committee On Electoral Matters. Obviously, this is not an issue for the
major parties having jointly introduced this increase themselves.
However, we have to ask the right question as to why the number of
small parties has increased dramatically in the last 30 years or so, in spite
of the nearly zero chance of getting an MP elected. My answer would be
the growing dissatisfaction with the two-major-party dominance! The
increase to 1500 members obviously makes this desire for alternative
representation even less achievable!

SOME CONCLUSIONS

Australia has now a reached a stage in its development of governance
systems that requires major reforms. Especially, now that the Queen has
passed away and a new debate on the Republic can be expected, the
need to get its house in order is beyond question. Apart from the
electoral system there are other major issues such as the replacement of
federation, a new Constitution, the democratisation of industrial
relations, amongst others, that leads to the question: What Kind of
Republic? All this points to the unquestionable priority of the electoral
system issue.

Altogether 90 countries use the PR system, 85 of them are Party List
systems. Only one has temporarily moved to away from it - then
returned to it PR (Italy). Of course, there can be some problems with it,
essentially the formation of a post-election coalition can take time.

But the end result is democratic, representative majority Government
and a cooperative political culture. This is exactly what the current PM is
looking for. We need more effective participation in our legislatures, not
less. The period of the two-major party domination needs to end in
Australia and replaced by a superior democratic system.
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END OF SUBMISSION





