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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AMENDMENT (ELECTIONS) BILL 2009 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 11 August. 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [5.41 pm]: I rise to my feet with some amazement that we find 
ourselves dealing with this piece of legislation as a priority. Notwithstanding that there are certainly some 
priorities in reforming local government, I would have thought that this government�s priority would be in other 
areas such as child protection, endemic poverty, struggling rock lobster fishers, and protecting police and the 
community. I understand that we have to meet some time lines before the next local government election is held. 
I do not see why we are discussing this legislation as a matter of priority when the only real reason we are doing 
so is that the Western Australian Local Government Association wants it passed. That is a matter for the 
government; it has control of the business of the house. So we now find ourselves debating this bill. 

I would have thought that one of the biggest issues facing local government is not electoral reform but asset 
management. Asset management is probably the biggest issue that it currently faces. I hear very little debate, 
particularly from the sector, about asset management. As members will be aware, asset management is looking 
after the infrastructure that local governments have in place. If they do not have a decent revenue base, then, 
depending on the size of the assets that they have, they cannot afford to maintain those assets. Yet previous 
governments, including the former government of which I was a part, and this government, seem to want to feed 
that asset base, which will eventually bring enormous costs to the ratepayer and the taxpayer; in fact, it is double 
dipping. When we see swimming pools collapse, unviable local governments will be asking the state government 
to help them out, and that revenue that comes from the taxpayer will be put back in to support those local 
governments. 

Another issue of priority that we should be debating rather than this bill is general reform. We have heard an 
amazing amount of noise from the government about what we need to reform in local government and some 
conflicts in the messages that are sent to local government by this government. We still find ourselves debating 
electoral reform in this place. The West Australian of Thursday, 6 August 2009 reported � 

Announcing the Government�s plan to overhaul WA�s councils in February, Local Government 
Minister John Castrilli said he would legislate to force amalgamations if smaller and inefficient shires 
did not present plans for mergers by the end of this month.  

Why are we not discussing that legislation instead of discussing this legislation? There is no priority for this 
legislation. 

Hon Norman Moore: That�s actually got nothing to do with this bill at all.  

Hon JON FORD: The essence of my remarks is: why are we discussing the bill at all? The article continues � 

In March, Mr Barnett ruled out legislation to force amalgamations and said he expected a co-operative 
process would work.  

Recently we heard the Premier say that local governments with a population under 1 000 should amalgamate 
because they are unviable. Yet we find ourselves debating this bill today and yesterday because of a priority 
based on a local government election, which I am not convinced we will meet.  

Let us look at some of the arguments for this bill that were mentioned in the second reading speech. It stated � 

The effect of the bill will be the restoration of a system that is easy to understand and apply at the local 
level.  

� 

The sector�s concerns with the unpopular preferential proportional representation system are that it is 
complicated and difficult to understand; that it is time consuming, requiring new and additional 
resources to apply; and that it was hastily introduced without prior consultation. 

The government has to be kidding. I find it incredulous that those words are in the second reading speech as 
justification. If a local government, especially a chief executive officer, thinks that PPR is difficult and any 
electoral system is too complicated, the CEO should not be doing the job and nor should the council, and they 
should make way for somebody who can. That is the essence of it. A few local governments have complained to 
me about it. As a generalisation, typically these are struggling local governments. The viable ones, the ones that 
serve their local constituency well, might mention this to me�indeed, during my time as minister they 
mentioned it to me�but it was not top of their agenda. None of them used this argument. 
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Yesterday Hon Ed Dermer talked about the pros and cons of various electoral systems quite adequately; in fact, 
it is probably the best explanation of the pros and cons of PPR versus first-past-the-post that I have heard, so I 
will not go into that in any detail. One of the things that he talked about was the perception that somehow PPR is 
easier to rort and that it can cause the electorate to be biased or manipulated by political parties or people. He 
showed that all we need with first-past-the-post�the system that is supposed to be fairer and more just�is to 
add more candidates. That is an easy way to rort it. All local governments need to do is run a couple of stalking 
horses that put up their hand and say they are lefties, and the left-wing candidates are wiped out, leaving the 
right-wing candidates.  

Hon Ed Dermer: Either by design or by accident, if you alter the number of candidates, you are very likely to 
alter the actual election.  

Hon JON FORD: If it is too complicated for some of these people, in most cases, it will occur by accident. The 
second reading speech said that it is too complicated and hard to understand. 

Hon Adele Farina interjected. 

Hon JON FORD: That is right.  

Hon Ed Dermer: The problem with adding candidates is with first-past-the-post.  

Hon JON FORD: That is right. The other issue about first-past-the-post�I have been privy to some of the other 
members� speeches, and we will get to hear more about that�is that it is easy to manipulate yet it also 
disenfranchises a greater part of the electorate.  

Many members would not be in this house today if this house were operating under a preferential proportional 
representation system. The make-up of this house would be completely different in that circumstance. Nobody 
would argue that PPR as it applies to this house is a bad system. In my short time in this place, I have found that 
in most cases, except for now, it just about allows for a broader representation of people from the Western 
Australian electorate. Therefore, over the eight years that the Labor Party was in government, that system 
provided a broader community representation in this house. It actually forced the house to pay attention to other 
people�s views. As Hon Ed Dermer said in his contribution to this debate, all of a sudden people in very small 
constituencies will not have their voices heard. Members should remember that some of these constituencies are 
very small.  
Recently a councillor, somebody associated with the Labor Party, complained to me that I was to blame for him 
losing his seat in the local shire election. I pointed out to him that 18 votes probably would not have got him a 
seat on the council under any voting system. Even in that local authority with approximately 8 000 ratepayers, a 
little over 1 000 voted in that election. It was a very poor turnout.  

One of the arguments I heard from local government when this bill was introduced is that compulsory voting 
should be introduced into local government elections. They said that Parliament should make sure that more 
people participate in local government elections by introducing compulsory voting. Yesterday Hon Ed Dermer 
said his personal preference was for optional preferential voting. Maybe there is an argument for that at a local 
government level. I do not believe that optional preferential voting serves the community well. My fear is that if 
we applied that system to this place, we would have the same voter turnout as we have in local government. If 
we could have a 70 per cent, 80 per cent or even 100 per cent participation in local government elections, we 
would have much better local governments.  

We have some very small constituencies in local government. We have a bunch of unviable local governments 
with a crumbling asset base and we are still debating a bill to amend the election system for local government 
that does not need to be fixed right now. It is not a priority for local government. Considering all the issues 
facing local government, those people who argue that it is a priority for local government are fooling themselves 
or playing to a particular constituency. That is what I think some members are doing.  

One of the other arguments that has been raised is that PPR will somehow engender politics into local 
government and first-past-the-post will keep all the nasty politics and political parties out of local government. 
That is a crummy, insulting argument and members of this house should be offended by it. I cannot see anything 
wrong with politics being involved in local government. In fact, we cannot go anywhere without politics being 
played out. I learnt my politics in corporate Australia. A petrochemical or petroleum company is much more 
politically active, because that is the nature of big business and big money, than is this Parliament. Members 
think it is cut and thrust in this place, but it is not compared with the corporate world. I do not see anything 
wrong with having politics in the local parents and citizens club or the football club. The essence of politics is 
how we interact with each other. In our prayers in this place reference is made to people being social beings. 
People will always be attracted to people of like mind. The essence of that argument is that there is something 
wrong with party politics. If people want to participate in party politics, irrespective of whether it is under a PPR 
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or first-past-the-post system, they will embrace whatever system is in place. In WA it is discouraged, and that is 
fine.  

Let us not pretend that PPR or the first-past-the-post system has anything to do with that. I do not think that there 
is anything wrong with party politics. Unless there were Independents in this place, nobody in this place could 
argue that there is something wrong with party politics. We all participate in it and recognise the value in how it 
interacts with the constituency in WA. People understand that as a group of people they have shared values. The 
Liberal Party argues that the Labor Party is bound by its caucus. That is exactly right and we make no secret 
about that. It is said that Liberal Party members are not bound by policy views�they might talk about it�but 
the situation is that in this place they speak and vote as one, in the same way that members of the Labor Party do. 
At least the voters know where we stand. The notion of keeping politics out of local government is an invalid 
argument. There will always be politics in local government.  

The minister�s second reading speech states � 

Further, both the Western Australian Local Government Association and Local Government Managers 
Australia expressed disappointment that they were not given the opportunity to comment on the 
preferential proportional representation proposals within the communication and consultation time 
frame provided in the previous government�s state-local government partnership agreement.  

The Western Australian Local Government Association has also advised that a large majority of local 
governments surveyed supported the return to the first-past-the-post system for local government 
elections.  

If members were to quiz WALGA on how many local government authorities returned the survey, they would 
find it was not 100 per cent. A large number of local governments exercised their right to not respond to the 
survey. That is a fact. We heard that when a previous Minister for Local Government, Paul Omodei, introduced 
the first-past-the-post system, a complaint was made that he did not consult with local government. There was 
not nearly the amount of hoo-ha then that we get over PPR. That makes one wonder why there is so much hoo-
ha about PPR versus the first-past-the-post system. It comes down to the rhetorical argument that it is 
complicated and people will get confused. There was no evidence in the last election that there was confusion by 
the constituency. There might have been confusion by some of the incumbent councillors. However, when the 
department investigated the situation, it found that there was no evidence of any confusion. That comes back to 
the question: what is the justification for introducing this legislation? Why are we debating this bill when there 
are so many important challenges for local government? This bill is not a priority for local government in 
Western Australia; it is not a priority for ratepayers. In all the debate on the justification for this bill and in the 
minister�s second reading speech there is not a word about the ratepayers, the people we are supposed to be 
serving and local government is supposed to be serving. It is all about what WALGA sees as important for local 
government�the councillors and the individual local governments. WALGA�s idea of consultation is that it 
should occur only within its member groups.  

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm 

Hon JON FORD: The essence of my argument prior to dinner was that there is no justification for prioritising 
this bill, given the issues that are currently facing the state. Indeed, even if we could argue that local government 
was in need of important and serious reform�there is a good argument for it because everybody agrees that 
local government is in trouble�the least of local government�s worries is election reform. The current system 
works. There is no evidence from the independent umpire, which is the Department of Local Government, that 
there is any problem with the way the elections are currently running, but there is plenty of evidence that local 
government is in trouble. That evidence is from the same article in The West Australian of Thursday, 6 August 
2009 that I quoted before, which states � 

Premier Colin Barnett yesterday sounded the death knell for more than a quarter of WA�s local 
councils, warning that shires with a population under 1000 would not remain viable. 
Reigniting debate on the future of small shires weeks before the State Government�s deadline for 
council submissions on amalgamations, Mr Barnett said small shires were destined to �wither on the 
vine�. 
�If you�ve got councils that have only got fewer than a thousand people living in it, they are not going 
to be viable through this century,� he said. 
�There is nothing I can do about that, they will simply wither on the vine.� 
Mr Barnett�s comments came after claims yesterday that nearly half of WA�s 139 local councils had 
been deemed unsustainable � 
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Why the heck, even when the Premier himself agrees that there are very urgent issues in regard to serious local 
government reform, are we finding ourselves here in this place now debating the Local Government Amendment 
(Elections) Bill 2009? I have a theory on why we are doing it. We are doing it because the Barnett government, 
the government of the day sitting on the other side of the chamber, needs something to flag up to local 
governments, saying, �Look, we�re on your side. We�re actually helping you.� 

Hon Ed Dermer: Are reforms perhaps too difficult for the government, do you think? 

Hon JON FORD: The government cannot make up its mind. I do not even know who is running the reforms. 
Sometimes it appears to be the Minister for Local Government and sometimes it appears to be the Premier. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Weren�t there four councils that put a no-confidence motion in you last time you tried 
to change the Local Government Act? 

Hon JON FORD: I did not try to change it; I did. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Yes, you did, but do you remember the no-confidence motions against you when you 
did? 

Hon Kate Doust: It is interesting that they haven�t done it now that your government is going to see it done. 

Hon Peter Collier: I am listening! 

Hon JON FORD: I am welcoming the interjections! 

Hon Ed Dermer: I certainly did not mean to suggest that this bill is a reform. 

Hon JON FORD: It is not a reform; it is just turning back the clock. 

Hon Ed Dermer: It is quite the reverse of reform, isn�t it? 

Hon JON FORD: It is. In fact, the enactment of the current act was the reform. We are therefore going back for 
more of the same whilst ignoring the real issues that are facing local government.  

Minister McSweeney talked about local governments taking issue with a decision that I took on reform. The 
Labor Party encouraged local governments to reform and provided some funding, and I understand that the 
current government is doing that. We made it very clear that we were not interested in enforced amalgamations. 
No local governments talked to me about electoral reforms; they all talked about whether they were required to 
amalgamate and how many resources they were expending�they had limited resources, remembering that a 
great many of these local governments are unviable�to meet what they believed was the government�s 
requirement with reforms. This seems to reflect what some local governments are doing. Some local 
governments are ignoring the debate because they do not want to use their resources to commit to what may or 
may not be the government�s policy on serious reform. At first it was all about amalgamation and then it was not 
about amalgamation, and now if local governments have populations under 1 000, they should amalgamate if 
they are unviable. Why do we not have a bill on amalgamation? What is the government�s position?  

As I said before the dinner break, what is really missing in this debate is what is best for the ratepayers? As I 
said, there was nothing in the second reading speech about the most important stakeholder of all, the ratepayer. 

Hon Ken Baston: What about the electors?  

Hon JON FORD: Let us talk about electors. I have a bit of an issue with electors as well. There has always been 
an argument at local government level about whether an elector is an elector. I remember being stood up at a 
local government election because I was not a ratepayer. I leased my house from the company that I was 
working for but I was entitled to vote. We had a number of stand-up blues on polling booths, not limited to one 
local government election but a few, about whether I was entitled to vote. That is a serious debate. There are a 
lot more absentee representatives�that is, electors�who can vote at local government elections than there are 
represented in, say, state or commonwealth seats of Parliament. That is a valid point. It is valid no matter 
whether we have a PPR system or a first-past-the-post system. I will take the point. Be they electors or 
ratepayers, ratepayers have a strong stake. Many people who live in any of the wards, councils or local 
government areas want to have their say. How many members here could show a record of constituents 
wandering into their electorate office or searching them down�I am just talking about general everyday 
ratepayers�and saying, �What we need is a change to local government elections�? I bet that not one member 
could do so. Instead, these ratepayers come and talk to members about how they have ended up with rate notices 
that say such and such or pastoralists who ask why their rates have increased to ridiculously large amounts and 
ask how they can stay viable. Ratepayers come in and want to know why they are having problems building 
garden sheds in their backyards. They are the issues that matter to ratepayers.  

Hon Peter Collier: How many came to see you in 2006 to ask about change?  
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Hon JON FORD: In fact, no normal run-of-the-mill electors came into my electorate office or my ministerial 
office. I had lots of representation from incumbent councillors. I went on an extensive tour of the state to try to 
meet as many local government people as I could, and, interestingly enough, in all the councils that I visited, 
with the exception of one group of local government representatives, none of them mentioned the reforms that 
we put into place as a major issue. The only people who were driving it were the Western Australian Local 
Government Association and direct WALGA board members. In fact, the no vote campaign against me, upon 
which I think Bill Mitchell claimed at the time that he had spent $700 000, was a debating point. People raised 
that and asked, �Why are we spending this amount of money? This is not an issue that we are interested in.� 
They were not interested in this matter so much; they were really worried about whether we were looking at 
compulsory or forced amalgamations. People also asked me how they could get their hands on the incentives for 
looking at improvements and efficiencies between local governments. Interestingly enough, the big issue that 
came up in local governments was how they could adopt the parish model, which is used widely in Britain. 
Therefore, although people were interested in the reform of local government, they certainly were not that fussed 
about the electoral reform, notwithstanding the waste of money that WALGA poured into a campaign against me 
and my government. Out of all that, WALGA was lucky to make 40 per cent�I think it was about 37 per cent�
of local governments pass a motion of no confidence. When I asked them why they passed the motion, they said 
that it just came across the table; they did not know what it was. WALGA recommended that they vote with it, 
and so they did. They asked: was that what it was about? In fact, a local government that I asked about the vote 
had given me a crate of oranges on my visit, but when I got back to my office I had a crate of oranges plus a 
letter about the vote of no confidence. I rang up and asked, �Why did you do this vote of no confidence?� 

Hon Kate Doust: Were you confused? 

Hon JON FORD: I was confused, but they were confused as well. 

Hon Ed Dermer: Does that suggest that WALGA is running the local council in that instance rather than the 
local council running WALGA? 

Hon JON FORD: No. I think they were busy with other important local government matters and this issue was 
dismissed around the table; they said, �Yeah, yeah, yeah�it�s from WALGA.� 

In conclusion�I am sure members are glad to hear that it is in conclusion�there is no justification for the Local 
Government Amendment (Elections) Bill 2009. There is no priority for this bill. If members say to a police 
officer that this is the most important priority for the Legislative Council of Western Australia to be dealing with, 
listen to what he or she says. I bet the officer would say something else is a priority. Talk to general ratepayers 
out there and hear what is important to them. Is this a priority for them? In fact, if members talk to most 
councillors about whether this bill is a priority for them, they will hear that it is not a priority for them. There are 
much more serious issues that ratepayers need addressed in regard to genuine local government reform before 
this matter. I ask members to reject this bill and let us get on with much more important business that needs the 
urgent attention of this house. 

HON JOCK FERGUSON (East Metropolitan) [7.44 pm]: I support the remarks that my colleagues have 
made over the past few days on the Local Government Amendment (Elections) Bill 2009. It is ridiculous that we 
have spent two days debating this bill. I agree with previous speakers that there are more important issues�I see 
Hon Peter Collier nodding his head in agreement that there are more important issues�that we should be 
debating rather than electoral reform within local government.  

This debate on the choice of an electoral system is one of the most important issues that faces any democracy. It 
is a choice that should be weighed up very carefully. As far as this proposal is concerned, inasmuch as it will 
enhance democracy it will be as useful in doing that as a crack in a glass eye. It is absolutely ridiculous that 
people would say that this proposal will in any way enhance the democratic process, because it will not. We have 
heard from various speakers that changing this system can play havoc with voters� wishes.  

First-past-the-post, as it is generally called, is used in places that were or still are predominantly British colonies, 
such as the United States of America, Canada and various other places. Let us not forget that bedrock of 
democracy Zimbabwe where the process of first-past-the-post applies. That country employs that process very 
well to meet its own ends. The first-past-the-post system used to be more widespread but many countries that 
used it have switched to other systems. The switch from a proportional representation voting system to first-past-
the-post is rare indeed. I cannot find any country on the planet that has switched from proportional representation 
to first-past-the-post. That must say something in itself.  

Obviously local elections will always struggle to mobilise the majority of the electorate to vote. In this 
environment people are more concerned about the economy, health and education. Those are the issues that we 
should be debating in this place, not whether the electoral system for local government should change. If we 
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accept that the voter turnout will still be low, if first-past-the-post is adopted it will make matters worse by 
effectively wasting a number of votes that are cast.  

Let us look at some countries in which the issue of democracy has been hard fought for. Australia has been 
involved in that fight and has assisted a number of countries to enable the population to exercise the democratic 
process and elect their government. Two or three countries spring to mind. One is Timor. The voting system of 
this fledgling nation is not first-past-the-post. The voting system in Iraq is not first-past-the-post. In Afghanistan 
the voting system is not first-past-the-post. These are countries that Australia has been heavily involved in, both 
economically and militarily, at great cost and great suffering to parts of the Australian community, yet there is a 
realisation that when a process is put in place for the population to vote for candidates they have not used the 
process of first-past-the-post.  

In the United Kingdom, which we could call the cradle of first-past-the-post, changes are being made. It is 
recognised that it is not a proper system of representation. I think within the United Kingdom the more 
progressive communities, such as Wales and of course Scotland, use not the first-past-the-post system, but 
proportional representation. In the cradle of first-past-the-post there is a recognition that it is not the appropriate 
way to go in certain areas. There is a multitude of voting systems in the United Kingdom. I understand that we 
have about six. Therefore, first-past-the-post is obviously not working in areas of the United Kingdom and they 
are in favour of a more democratic and inclusive system.  

This is bad legislation. It means that local government will not be truly representative of the community. It will 
disenfranchise a number of people. For example, resident groups and environmental groups in particular will not 
be able to have appropriate representation on local councils if the process of first-past-the-post is adopted. There 
will be no consistency in voting methods. We can but speculate, as Hon Jon Ford just said, about why this 
legislation is being introduced now. I have an opinion. I will not voice my opinion at this stage, but I will agree 
with some of the remarks that Hon Jon Ford made. As I have said, most countries that have changed their 
electoral system have done so in the direction of more proportional voting. There is not one example of a change 
in the opposite direction; that is, I cannot find any example of a change to first-past-the-post. As far as I am 
concerned, the legislation has the ability to exclude minorities from representation on local councils. 

An analysis has been done recently of how this proposal, if it were in place, would impact on this place. It is 
quite interesting to look at the results. As members know, the composition of this place is that the Liberal Party 
has 16 members, Labor has 11, the Nationals have five and the Greens (WA) have four. If this proposal were 
applied and voters made six ticks for the party of their choice, the result would be as follows: in the East 
Metropolitan Region, Labor would have won all six seats, with 41.1 per cent of the primary vote. There is not 
much wrong with that, but if we go on a bit further � 

Hon Norman Moore: You�re a smooth talker. 

Hon JOCK FERGUSON: I know; I know. Of course, the other issue is that some people will vote for the 
candidate who is most attractive, if we are looking at first-past-the-post. I think in the East Metropolitan Region 
they voted number one for the most attractive candidate under proportional representation. In all seriousness, if 
this process were applied to the East Metropolitan Region, Labor would have won all six seats, with 41.1 per 
cent of the primary vote. In the North Metropolitan Region, the Liberal Party would have won all six seats, with 
46.29 per cent of the primary vote. In the South Metropolitan Region, Labor would have won all six seats, with 
40.61 per cent of the primary vote. In the Agricultural Region�this is pretty interesting�the National Party 
would have won all six seats, with 33.4 per cent of the primary vote. In the Mining and Pastoral Region, Labor 
would have won all six seats, with 34.1 per cent of the primary vote, and in the South West Region, the Liberals 
would have won six seats, with 39.41 per cent of the primary vote. That is quite an interesting exercise. What it 
would mean is that the Liberal Party would have 12 seats, the National Party six and Labor 18. Therefore, if it is 
a process in which the winner takes all, we would end up with a hung Parliament. That is unsatisfactory, it is 
unfair and it is undemocratic. If we do not believe that it should apply in this place because of the unfairness and 
the unreasonable way in which the balance would end up, why should we apply it in local government? 

Hon Peter Collier: Because they have multiple constituencies; that is why. 

Hon JOCK FERGUSON: If that is the best you can do, son, you had better practise. 

It is an undemocratic process, it is not fair, it marginalises people and it disenfranchises people. I would urge 
members to vote against this legislation. 

HON SALLY TALBOT (South West) [7.54 pm]: I will not take up much time of the house, although I have 
noticed that every time a member starts with those words, he or she then takes up the full 45 minutes. However, I 
give an undertaking that I do not plan to do that. My colleagues on this side of the house have summarised in 
detail and very adequately the basis of Labor�s opposition to this bill and the reason we will not support it. 
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Reform of the voting system for local government has been part of Labor�s platform for many years. It is not an 
easy thing to do. Reform of this nature has to be very carefully worked through and negotiated with the key 
stakeholders. Labor started doing that when we won office in 2001, and reform of the voting system was a 
considerable achievement for the Labor government. My personal opinion, which is reflected in the party 
platform, is that there is still a long way to go. However, we recognise the sensitivity and the resistance of people 
to change, and we were prepared to take it one step at a time. We took that very important first step towards a 
decent and fair voting system. 

No-one can be in any doubt about what the Labor Party stands for in the reform of local government, particularly 
the reform of the voting system. Sadly, that cannot be said for the Liberal Party, and it certainly cannot be said 
for this piece of legislation. My suspicion is that many people within the government have grave reservations 
about what this bill does. We are beginning to see the cracks appear on the other side, and I suspect that some of 
those cracks result from this legislation. We are certainly not hearing any commentary at all from the other side. 

Hon Kate Doust: They are silent. 

Hon SALLY TALBOT: They are absolutely silent.  

My colleagues on this side of the house have pointed out that we are spending a couple of days, and possibly the 
whole week, to get this bill through. We recognise on this side of this house that huge uncertainty has been 
created in local government by the way in which the government has chosen to progress this bill. It is causing 
some problems, and we do not want to add to those problems. We have given an undertaking to take this very 
seriously and to work with due speed to make sure that the uncertainty is resolved as soon as possible. 

There has been some commentary and speculation on this side of the house about why this bill has suddenly 
popped up to the top of the notice paper. We heard lots of comments just before the house adjourned for the 
winter recess about the need to progress the so-called mandatory sentencing bill, which somehow dropped off 
the list before we got up for the winter recess and mysteriously has not reappeared at the top of the list now that 
the house is sitting again. I have my suspicions about why this is the case. The truth is that, contrary to all my 
expectations, I found myself, as the shadow Minister for Environment, meeting with the Western Australian 
Local Government Association and having a very fruitful, friendly and cooperative discussion. I say that with a 
certain amount of surprise, because we on this side of the house have never counted WALGA as sympathetic to 
many of the points of view that we put forward on local government and many other issues. The truth is that the 
relationship between the government and WALGA is in tatters. This government has real problems with a group 
that it should have been able to count as one of its key stakeholders. The first stick of dynamite was lobbed by 
the Minister for Local Government, when he came out with his so-called reform agenda, which was not about 
reform, and certainly was not an agenda. It was a set of demands that the minister lobbed at local government. 
Enormous hurdles were put in the way of the capacity of local government to respond by the way the minister 
announced his plan. I understand that as recently as today�it may have been earlier in the week, but I only 
found out about it today�another period of grace has been given and the deadline for reform has been extended 
once again. This government is making it up as it goes along. I think it was my colleague Hon Kate Doust who 
introduced into this house the idea of �government by thought bubble�.  

Hon Kate Doust: Yes, and I would like to pop a few of them.  

Hon SALLY TALBOT: We will work very hard to burst as many of those thought bubbles as we can, but only 
in an attempt to understand what it is that the government wants. It is not very easy to see its agenda. The truth is 
the government does not stand for very much. Members opposite did not take any policies to the election. We are 
finding now that their whole policy agenda for the next four years is coming out in dribs and drabs. The 
characterisation of those dribs and drabs as government in thought bubbles is very apt. That was the first stick of 
dynamite that was lobbed into the relationship between this government and Western Australian Local 
Government Association.  

The second, of course, was the extraordinary moves on the waste levy, which I have pursued at some length and 
I can assure the house I will continue to pursue until we get some sort of logic and real politic into the whole 
debate about what on earth is happening with the waste levy. We have seen a steady commentary throughout the 
media, the journals relating to local government, and the business press in Western Australia about this truly 
dreadful state of the relationship between the state government and local government authorities. I can only think 
that, given this catastrophic collapse of the relationship, the only thing that the government could think of to do 
to start repairing that relationship was to give an undertaking to reverse the reforms�the progress that the Labor 
government had made in modernising and making fairer the local government electoral system. I can only think 
that is why we are spending this time getting this bill through this place.  
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Then we asked the government what it stands for, and the answer is a deafening silence because it does not stand 
for anything. Then we looked to the bill itself and asked for justification and why this bill was necessary in the 
first place. My colleague Hon Kate Doust went into some detail about that as lead speaker from the opposition 
side in her introductory remarks. She will be elaborating on many of those points as we move into committee 
stage later. I want to particularly note for anybody reading the debate in Hansard the contribution by Hon Ed 
Dermer, who gave us one of the most succinct and detailed accounts of what is wrong with the system that is 
proposed to be introduced and how far it is taking us away from fairness and equity; it does exactly the opposite. 
Hon Ed Dermer gave us some very good concrete examples of how that unfairness is manifest in the bill.  

When I went through the second reading speech, the thing that struck me was this emphasis on simplification, so 
I looked to some of the local government authorities in my electorate of the South West Region to see whether I 
could find any appetite there for this so-called simplification. I certainly did not find that there. What I found, 
instead, was a great deal of unhappiness and resentment about the implication that somehow we have to have a 
simpler form for those in local government because somehow local government is not able either to explain to its 
constituents, councillors and people who are actively involved in local government � 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Which councils were those in the south west?  

Hon SALLY TALBOT: I hope that Hon Robyn McSweeney is preparing her speech to contribute to this 
debate, because it will truly be fascinating. I am sure my colleagues on this side of the house will join me in 
hoping that she will make some sort of contribution that will explain what she seems to be trying to indicate. I 
have no idea what the minister is talking about, and I suspect she does not either. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: I asked you which council in the south west � 

Hon SALLY TALBOT: I do not know whether the minister has a copy of this letter but I am very happy to 
send her a copy when I have finished with it; in fact, I am happy to table it. It may be that they did not include 
Hon Robyn McSweeney because perhaps they were not aware that she was one of their local members. I can 
only speculate about that. The justification for this bill is that it is supposed to simplify the local system because 
somehow local government cannot cope with anything that is supposed to be remotely complicated. That is 
insulting and simply a misrepresentation of the third tier of government in Australia. 

Before I move on to talk about that reaction from local government in the south west, I just want to remark that 
listening to Hon Jock Ferguson directed me to a website about the Scottish voting system. I found some figures 
there. I hope to be able to replicate those numbers in Western Australian terms, because I suspect it would not be 
too hard to do. Certainly, the move to reform the local government voting system in Scotland has produced a 
piece of very telling research. My understanding is that it relates at least broadly to the kinds of figures that we 
used to see in Western Australia before the Labor government reformed the system to what it is currently. The 
figures relate to the number of seats won compared with the percentage of votes taken. I concede that these are 
Scottish figures but I think they translate quite well to Western Australia. It does not matter which party it is, but 
in one case a party had 46 per cent of the vote and returned 94 per cent of the seats, in another case 47 per cent of 
the votes returned 72 per cent of the seats, and in two cases 27 per cent of the votes returned respectively 42 and 
41 per cent of the seats. On top of that is the issue that is of great concern to our colleagues in the Greens 
(WA)�that is, that minority parties with a significant share of the vote end up with a big fat nothing under the 
first-past-the-post system. I do not need to go further than that. My colleagues on this side of the house have 
elaborated on all these points in some detail. I refer anybody who is interested in following the debate to all those 
contributions.  
I come now to a letter I received from Paddi Creevey, the Mayor of Mandurah, which is one of the biggest local 
authorities outside the metropolitan area. The letter is addressed to the Minister for Local Government, Hon John 
Castrilli. It is headed �WA electoral reform � Proposed reintroduction of �First Past the Post��. It reads � 

Dear Minister 
� 
I understand that you intend to change the recently introduced �Proportional Preferential� voting system 
for Western Australian Local Government elections, in favour of the previously used �First Past the 
Post� system of voting. I also understand that this is to take place prior to the 2009 Local Government 
Elections in October.  

The City of Mandurah does not support the reintroduction of the �First Past the Post� system. The City�s 
view is that Local Government voting should be consistent with State and Commonwealth systems. 
Neither the �First Past the Post� nor the �Proportional Preferential� method align with the system used in 
State and Commonwealth Lower House elections i.e. the �Exhaustive Preferential� system. 
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The point is that what the City of Mandurah is asking for is what government members would call a more 
complicated form of voting. The local government was not happy with us, but they surely are not happy with the 
government, because they want to be treated as an equal with the other two tiers of government. The letter 
continues � 

We consider that the �Exhaustive Preferential� method of voting, which preceded the 1995 introduction 
of �First Past the Post� in WA � 

It of course was introduced by the previous Liberal government � 
was the most appropriate model, as it aligned with State and Federal election models, and ensured that 
the preferences of voters for all candidates were considered. 

I must say, in parenthesis, that that is the one point�I think Hon Jon Ford also referred to it�on which I 
disagree with Hon Ed Dermer. I think optional preferential voting does not give the same true reflection of the 
spread of preferences. Although I do understand that it is tempting to exempt voters from casting a vote for a 
candidate that they would not usually consider voting for, I still think that, if we must have a system that applies 
to all elections, the system we have at the moment of exhaustive preferential is the one I personally would 
always advocate. The letter continues � 

You may recall that in October 2005, the previous Western Australian Government initiated a review to 
be undertaken by the Local Government Advisory Board into structural and electoral reform in WA 
Local Government. In April 2006, the LGAB provided its report to the WA Government � Ensuring 
the Future Sustainability of Communities. Among its electoral reform recommendations, the report 
proposed that �the current provisions for the first past the post system of voting be retained.�  

So much for some of the accusations coming from the government that we did not consult about our changes. It 
is shown here to be simply untrue. The letter continues � 

Whilst the LGAB�s report recommended retaining the �First Past the Post� system, its recommendation 
was not conclusive. The report�s accompanying discussion paper noted that �most analyses of electoral 
systems suggest that a �First Past the Post� system is only appropriate for a one-vacancy election where 
there are only two candidates.�  

The LGAB discussion paper noted that where an election has three or more candidates, a candidate 
receiving less than 50% of the vote � under the �First Past the Post� system � can be elected. This in 
turn suggested that it would not be necessary for candidates to have policies that are supported by a 
wide range of the electorate, and that it may therefore be easier for single-issue candidates to be elected 
under the �First Past the Post� system.  

There is little evidence to support the claim that the �First Past the Post� system does not lead to vote 
wastage. As noted by the LGAB�s discussion paper, in an election with one vacancy and three 
candidates, a candidate could win the election with only 35% of total votes. In elections with more than 
three candidates per vacancy, an even lower percentage of votes would be required to elect a candidate.  

The City of Mandurah considers it imperative that successful local government election candidates 
enjoy majority support � 

He emphasises �majority support� �  

within their local community, rather than only a narrow voter support base as is required under the 
�First Past the Post� system.  

These people are not Labor stooges; they are criticising what we did but they are arguing that it should go 
further. They are certainly not arguing that we should retreat to the previous system, which system only 
exacerbates the very problems that this extremely thoughtful analysis highlights.  

Hon Peter Collier interjected. 

Hon SALLY TALBOT: I hope Hon Peter Collier is also preparing to contribute to this debate. We are 
genuinely looking forward to hearing what members opposite have to say. The letter continues � 

Local government will never achieve the same level of credibility and standing as State and Federal 
Governments whilst its method of election remains different.  

I must say, again in parenthesis, that it might even produce some support among local government, particularly 
the big, sophisticated well-resourced local governments such as the City of Mandurah, for compulsory voting for 
local governments. Those of us who have spent many decades listening to Gough Whitlam explain his preferred 
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model at considerable length will know that there are some very strong arguments in favour of compulsory 
voting for local government, as there are for state and federal governments. The letter continues � 

To return to the previous �First Past the Post� system would be an admission that Local Government 
elections lack the integrity and status of State and Federal elections, and therefore do not deserve to be 
taken seriously by voters.  

I understand that you � 

The letter is to the minister,�  

recently formed a joint State and Local Government Committee to consider the 39 recommendations 
made in WALGA�s Systemic Sustainability Study. I urge you and your new Committee to consider the 
ongoing sustainability and relevance of Western Australian Local Government, and to not �wind back 
the clock� by reintroducing the �First Past the Post� voting system. Western Australian Councils deserve 
to be treated equitably as the third level of Government in Australia; however this cannot occur whilst 
our electoral system remains apart, and our relevance is undermined by our non-compulsory voting 
status. 

I do hope that this is not the first time that honourable members sitting opposite have heard this letter. It was sent 
to the Minister for Local Government on 25 March, and coming from a local government of the status of the City 
of Mandurah, I would hope that this letter had been circulated for discussion, at least in the party room, even if 
the strong views expressed here were subsequently discounted, which appears to be the case. The letter 
continues � 

The City has a different view to WALGA�s position on this issue, and I will write separately to advise 
WALGA of our views. We believe that the relative simplicity of the �First Past the Post� system is 
influencing many Councils� preference, and that many WA Local Governments � particularly small 
Councils in rural and remote areas � are compromising the integrity of the voting process by opting for 
a �quick and easy solution� over the principle of ensuring that newly elected Councillors enjoy majority 
support within their local community. 

When I first read this, I misread it; it reads, �In the interim Minister, I urge you �� and I wondered whether the 
Minister for Local Government was an interim minister; but then I thought maybe he was not! The letter 
continues � 

In the interim Minister, I urge you to reassess your position on the �First Past the Post� voting system, 
and to reassert Local Government�s relevance as the third tier of Australian Government by introducing 
the �Exhaustive Preferential� system of voting. I would greatly appreciate any opportunity to meet with 
you to discuss this issue further.  

It is signed by Paddi Creevey, the mayor of Mandurah. 

That, beyond any doubt, gives lie to the theory that all local governments want a simpler system because it 
somehow befits their less capable status. This is a very sophisticated argument and one that the Labor Party will 
certainly consider very seriously. 

There is another point of view that I want to share with members. Hon Kate Doust has already quoted some 
portions of a letter that I presume was sent to all members by Mr Peter Ravine, who lives in Greenmount. He has 
had some dealings with the Mundaring Shire Council, and he found that that council certainly did not subscribe 
to the so-called survey that the Western Australian Local Government Association claims to have carried out. 
His letter states � 

The Minister for Local Government said that the main reason for making the change was that the WA 
Local Government Association had asked for it. By now, WALGA has itself become a well entrenched 
vested interest. It claims to have carried out a survey of WA local government councils and had found 
that a large majority of councils had wanted the change. I searched the internet for details showing how 
that survey had been conducted, but did not find any. What I did find was evidence of intense WALGA 
lobbying. I asked the Mundaring Shire Council if it had passed a motion in support of �first past the post 
voting� but was advised that the council had not been consulted. 

I do not know who Mr Peter Ravine is; there is no way that he can be counted as a Labor Party stooge. As I say, 
I assume that this letter went to everyone. It is a very well thought out letter. I will finish by quoting the end of 
his letter. It states � 

I believe that it should be up to the electorate to decide how local government elections are conducted, 
by referendum if needed. WALGA should not have carried out � that survey, if it can, in fact, be 
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shown to have done so. The matter should not be decided by State Parliament on behalf of a �sector�, as 
it was referred to by the Minister for Local Government. 

I appreciate that Government Members might feel a sense of loyalty towards the Minister, and might 
feel obliged to support the Bill, but the Legislative Council should have an over-riding duty to act fairly 
and justly, and to show that it is not merely a State Government rubber stamp. 

With those words, I will let the debate proceed.  

HON MATT BENSON-LIDHOLM (Agricultural) [8.20 pm]: Like my colleagues before me, I welcome the 
opportunity to speak on the Local Government Amendment (Elections) Bill 2009, albeit briefly. I echo the 
sentiments of Hon Jock Ferguson, who said that there are many more important matters that the house could be 
dealing with at this time. Obviously by making that comment he intended to point to the flawed nature of this 
bill. I completely disagree with the intent of the bill. Sadly, the result of the vote will be to support the bill, 
despite the excellent contributions of a number of members on this side of the house. I acknowledge the 
contributions of Hon Sally Talbot, Hon Kate Doust, Hon Ed Dermer and Hon Robin Chapple, and all other 
speakers for that matter.  

My comments stem from the fact, as has been pointed out already, that local government in Australia is the third 
tier of government. I acknowledge Hon Ken Baston, who was conveniently forgotten about last night. He is a 
former member of the Western Australian Local Government Association. I put on record the enormous 
contributions to local government in Western Australia that all members of this house have made. The 
importance of local government and of the need to closely scrutinise this bill has been outlined by members on 
this side. I make note in particular of some of the observations that some members made. Hon Kate Doust spoke 
about the role of WALGA in particular. She made special mention of the fact that the legislation should be about 
the people who elect the councillors rather than the councillors themselves. I believe that that view is contrary to 
the view of WALGA and the government of the day. Hon Kate Doust also focussed on the need to put in place a 
fair and equitable system of voting that electors can understand. I put it to all members that Australia began its 
association with a form of preferential voting in the 1890s. That system came into full effect in 1918 and at the 
federal level in 1919. This is not something that is new to Australians; it is something to which we have all 
grown accustomed over the years. To suggest that people cannot understand at least the intent of preferential 
voting in some form is nonsense. 

Hon Ed Dermer made a very strong contribution, which we have all come to expect. His knowledge of voting 
systems is excellent and he made a compelling case for implementing some form of preferential voting. I must 
agree with him about optional preferential voting, for which I have a personal liking. Hon Robin Chapple 
reiterated Hon Kate Doust�s remarks by suggesting that the proposed first-past-the-post system is not the system 
that voters want but is what local government managers across Western Australia are seeking. I put it to 
members that that is the basis of the thrust by this government to pass this bill.  

I said that I would keep my comments brief. Therefore, I will simply put on the public record a few personal 
observations. I do not wish to go over old ground, but I believe that I must mention some things tonight. I asked 
the government why there is an urgency for change. Where is the mandate for the significant changes that the 
minister has proposed? To a certain extent I can understand the push towards the amalgamation of councils. 
There seems to be a crisis in the bush of economic sustainability. I can fully understand why a conservative 
government would go down that path. That is not necessarily a huge issue, although the implementation of that 
plan leaves a lot to be desired. Changing the preferential voting system or a type of preferential voting system, be 
it proportional preferential voting or whatever else, is something that I cannot accept because it makes no sense. 
It is the continued Americanisation of Australian society. I suggest to members opposite that the first-past-the-
post system, certainly in terms of our levels of government, is very much an un-Australian system. I say that 
basically because our system has evolved over the past 100 years or so. It is democratic, it is fair, it is equitable 
and, as I will indicate a little later, it gives people some sort of ownership of the people whom they elect, rather 
than leaving ownership to some 15, 20 or 25 per cent and the other 75 to 80 per cent disenfranchised. 

An interesting fact I suggest to members is that countries in Europe�as has already been pointed out by Hon 
Jock Ferguson�North America and indeed the Pacific have seen the light and the benefits of this uniquely 
Australian idea and are moving towards forms of preferential voting. I will not go over any old ground in this 
respect, but I will say that the main advantage of our preferential voting system is that it affords voters the 
opportunity to have informed knowledge and to form an opinion of all those who are up for election. Obviously 
it is then incumbent on people who are standing for election in any context to let voters know the policies they 
are standing for. I suggest to members that this represents a more ideal system than a system that results in 10, 
15 or 20 per cent of the vote cast for one particular person. Sure that person then represents a certain proportion, 
but in terms of the system that results in people voted to office at the federal and state levels, it makes a mockery 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Wednesday, 12 August 2009] 

 p5750a-5764a 
Hon Jon Ford; Hon Jock Ferguson; Hon Dr Sally Talbot; Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm; Hon Peter Collier; Hon 

Norman Moore 

 [12] 

of the notion of fair and democratic election. As opposed to the first-past-the-post system, no vote should 
necessarily be wasted. I understand, having made my comment about optional preferential voting, that that may 
well be the case, but it does give some sort of leeway to which the government might like to give some 
consideration. 

People in Australia have made a meaningful and considered contribution whenever a vote is cast using the 
preferential voting system. I know, as everybody else knows, that some people treat that system with disdain, but 
they are no doubt the same people who would treat any system with contempt. 

Returning to the urgency for change, I ask: has the minister considered the enormous costs involved in changing 
to a first-past-the-post system? I also ask: is it not correct that cost savings are integral to the government�s push 
towards amalgamation? If that is true, why engage in a change that is going to bring enormous costs and huge 
time factors to the consideration of this Parliament and also to the operations of local governments? I would 
think, rather, that the flawed decision to return to a first-past-the-post system contradicts the government�s cost-
saving initiative. Why? Is it because the changes are highly time consuming and expensive or because the 
Western Australian Local Government Association and local government managers want an easy ride? 

The reality is simply this: I suggest the minister has created a huge amount of confusion and concern in the local 
government sector with the various changes that have been suggested. I would also say that the reality is that 
state and federal governments are elected under the preferential system. I do not see why local governments 
should necessarily be any different. Why confuse the electorate? There should be consistency in voting across all 
levels of government. Indeed, the preferential system or some form of preferential system was introduced to 
produce a more democratic process than the first-past-the-post system. Those are the origins of this system and, 
as I said, it is very much an Australian sort of a model. 

When debate took place back in 2006 on the changes to the voting system, a little more than half the councils 
canvassed around the state were in support of the preferential system, and it was not canvassing that focused 
simply on WALGA. I must mention that the minister�s second reading speech was a rather poor effort. It did not 
provide one piece of intellectual argument for why we should move from some form of preferential or 
proportional-preferential system to a first-past-the-post system. His argument about local governments� concerns 
that it is complicated and difficult to understand really beggars belief. Is he saying that those people who vote in 
local government elections are different from, and not as smart as, people who might vote in state and federal 
elections? I certainly hope not. The community understands preferential voting. It might not understand the pure 
mechanics of preferential voting but it certainly understands the intent, which is that if someone cannot be a part 
of that 10, 15 or 20 per cent, he or she at least has a say in the next best alternative. That point needs to be made 
in this context. 

Furthermore, the minister stated that preferential voting or a form thereof is time-consuming, requiring new and 
additional resources to apply. The reality is that every local government has free software available to it that will 
enable computerised counting and distribution of preferences, so that argument falls by the wayside as well. 
Also, the minister stated in the second reading speech that regulations will indicate how the ballot paper can be 
marked. Have the regulations been produced? Will the ballot paper, if marked with numbers, ticks, crosses and 
the like, actually change the impact of the bill and the way in which the bill will work? We saw some issues with 
respect to that with the daylight saving referendum.  

In conclusion, I wish to make three or four points. Where is the mandate for change? It is ill-considered and ill-
timed. This house should be debating many other issues at this time. I do not believe that politicisation in relation 
to local government has even been an issue in Australia. It could, however, be an issue if first-past-the-post is 
introduced. The point I will make is that obviously money can buy seats. In very small electorates or councils, 
that is obviously an outcome and if people do not believe that cannot happen, they are living in cloud-cuckoo-
land. It can happen and it does happen. With preferential voting systems�this is the single most important point 
to be made tonight�ultimately, only a candidate with the support of an absolute majority wins. That is the crux 
of our argument on this side of the house. Do we really want to disenfranchise up to 70 per cent, 80 per cent or 
more of the voters at the local government level? I do not think we do. I do not believe that members opposite do 
either. I urge members to vote no to this bill.  

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan � Minister for Energy) [8.33 pm] � in reply: I thank 
members for their contributions. A number of issues have been canvassed during this debate. I do not intend to 
go over them all. I will make a few comments about the most common issues that were raised, particularly those 
relating to the merits behind the electoral systems. Before I do that, I will address some individual points that 
were raised by some members. Hon Kate Doust made some very good points on the issue and stuck to the 
legislation itself. With regard to postal votes, 60 local governments from a variety of urban and rural local 
councils used postal votes in 2007. The Electoral Commissioner has stated that there is sufficient time for this 
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bill to be passed before the local government elections in October. They were the only two issues that members 
raised asking for an immediate response. I will go through and talk about the merits or otherwise of particular 
voting systems in a moment. I say at the outset that the government will not be supporting Hon Robin Chapple�s 
two amendments that he has put forward. We feel that it is unworkable and impractical to change the voting 
system every two years, which is essentially what we have in the � 

Hon Kate Doust: Well, that is what you have done this time! 

Hon PETER COLLIER: No, sorry, this is � 

Hon Kate Doust: You have; it has been less than two years. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Have a look at the amendment. 

Certainly, with regard to the review of the provisions, this really is not a new policy area. We have used the first-
past-the-post system for the past 10 years. After listening to some of the rubbish I have had to listen to over the 
past two days, it is almost as if we are going back to the dark ages. 

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm: That is an absurd statement from a member of your standing. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: With all due respect, there were some very, very valid points made in this debate. 
Some very valid points were made. I say to Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm that some of the nonsense that was 
brought up over the past two days has been totally irrelevant to the bill. 

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm: That is disgraceful. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I am sorry that the member feels that way, but if he had been sitting on this side for 
the past two days he would know exactly what I am talking about. 

I will go through the electoral systems. One of the issues raised was what justification do we have for changing 
back to the first-past-the-post system. A couple of people were saying that it was simply because of the Western 
Australian Local Government Association and the chief executive officers, which is abject nonsense. I must say 
that WALGA does represent the local councils and they represent the local constituents and that is the important 
thing that needs to be remembered. If we do not listen to WALGA, which is the prime representative body for 
local councils, who will we listen to? In 2006 after the electoral system was changed, WALGA did a survey and 
105 of 139 councils responded, 102 of which objected to the changes. What I am saying is that it is not just 
WALGA and the chief executive officers; WALGA is representative of local governments and that needs to be 
remembered in this instance. WALGA is the representative body.  

With regard to the priority of the bill; yes, it is a priority and for evident reasons. The government wants this 
electoral system, as does WALGA, for the upcoming elections. That is the priority. We have sufficient time to 
pass this bill for the new system to be embedded within the electoral system for the upcoming local government 
elections.  

Hon Adele Farina: To influence the outcome of those elections. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Why would it influence the outcome of the elections? 

Hon Adele Farina: That is the whole point of changing. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will get on to the actual merits of the electoral system in a moment. I am just going 
through the points that have been raised.  
Most speakers identified issues about the three electoral systems, and I will now talk about why the government 
feels that it is necessary to revert to the first-past-the-post system. The first-past-the-post system has very real 
merit at the most local level of government�it really does. I heard some very interesting scenarios about which 
system is best. The first-past-the-post system has been used universally�it really has. Most liberal democratic 
countries throughout the world ad infinitum have used first-past-the-post in one shape or form. Two of the 
greatest examples of liberal democracies in our lifetime still use the first-past-the-post system�namely, Great 
Britain and the United States. They have very stable, identifiable democratic structures that operate very 
successfully. I am not for a moment suggesting that we should move to the first-past-the-post system for electing 
our federal government. I am not an advocate for first-past-the-post. Our preferential system at that level of 
government is very successful and serves a very real purpose.  

Hon Ed Dermer: Why is there a difference? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will explain that. The member probably will not agree with me.  

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm: There is a good chance after what you said earlier.  
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Hon PETER COLLIER: What did I say?  

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm: I am referring to the comments you made earlier and on which I interjected. Keep 
going because I�m interested to hear how you will differentiate.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: I will clarify something about the member�s interjection earlier. I said that most of the 
contributions that have been made to this debate were valid, but some rubbish has been thrown up over the past 
few days.  
The preferential system provides an opportunity to have the most preferred candidate to win; that is, 50 per cent, 
plus one. That is one of the reasons that system is overwhelmingly embraced by the Australian public. It 
provides an avenue for some people who know that they will never get their candidate elected to at least have a 
bit of an influence at that highest level of the decision-making process. At that level, the party structure is more 
profoundly embedded within our political system than ever. That is a very real consequence of our electoral 
system. It is the same with the proportional system of voting in the upper house, or the house of review, at both 
the federal and state levels. The party structure is alive and kicking.  

It was only in 2006 that for the first time in the Australian Parliament a member was elected from another party 
other than the two major parties�not an Independent, but a member of the Greens�and that was the result of a 
by-election. The preferential and proportional systems of voting lend themselves to the party structure. They feed 
off each other. Parties do deals and exchange processes and that is the reason we have those electoral systems at 
that level. I make that perfectly clear.  

Hon Ed Dermer: Candidates who are not party members can also do deals on preferences.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Of course they can. The vast majority of representation in our federal and state 
jurisdictions is party oriented. They belong to one of the two major parties. 

Hon Ed Dermer: I hope you are not suggesting that local government deserves a lesser voting system than the 
state or federal Parliaments.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Not at all.  

Hon Ed Dermer: It certainly sounds like it. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: If the member would let me finish, I will explain it. 

The local level is, dare I say, the most grassroots and raw level of representation that we can have. Nothing 
ignites passions more in our community than at the local level. Members are aware of that. All members need to 
do to verify that is to look at the dozens of people who turn up to local government council meetings, month in 
and month out. How many people do we see in the public gallery in this place? We do not get people here. At the 
local level passions are ignited like none other, because local issues are dealt with at that level. Local people like 
to feel that they have a say through the people who represent them at the local level, not the party machines that 
will do their little deals and manufacture outcomes to suit the party machine. 

Hon Kate Doust: Is that what you do with the councils in the northern suburbs? Is that what you did in 
Joondalup?  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Not at all. 

Hon Kate Doust: The mayor of Joondalup is very proud of the Liberal member in the apparatchik of the party.  

Hon PETER COLLIER: Hon Kate Doust should not be making comment on local government.  

Local government is the most raw level of government. That is where there is representation that represents local 
interests. If people are so passionately inclined about a tree that has been cut down that should not have been, or 
a road that needs speed humps or lights need to be erected in a couple of streets, they can ignite their passions 
and get their local representative elected. The process of voting in local government elections is voluntary and 
ratepayers can go en masse and get their person up. That process is unavailable to them if the party machines 
start moving. As a totally committed representative of the Liberal Party in the state legislature, I advise members 
that the situation is that at the local level people do not want those party machines. They want to be able to elect 
the person who most represents them at the local level. The most effective electoral system that we can have to 
do that and create that outcome is first-past-the-post. 

Hon Adele Farina: Why? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Because there is no exchange of preferences. The voters will go along and elect 
someone who they feel really represents them on a particular issue. 
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Hon Robin Chapple: Ninety per cent of those people will not get to vote�their vote will not be counted. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: No, they will all get a vote. This brings me back to what I said yesterday when I 
responded to an interjection. I have talked to many councillors in the past couple of years since the changes to 
the electoral system. That includes the North Metropolitan Region, and it includes councillors from the City of 
Stirling. They are not supportive of the changes. I can assure the house of that. They like the idea that they can 
be elected as Fred Smith or Joan Green, or whatever it might be, and not as someone who just happens to be a 
part of the political process. That is a valid enough explanation as far as I am concerned. I think we will have to 
agree to disagree. 

There are a couple of other matters. I am not advocating first-past-the-post at the national level, and I am not 
advocating first-past-the-post at the state level. However, I feel that at the local level it is the most appropriate 
form of representation. That is what the government feels, that is what local government feels, that is what the 
Western Australian Local Government Association feels and that is what the councillors feel. Those councillors 
are representative of their constituents, so, as a direct result of that, we have listened to them and said, �Yes, we 
have listened to your voices, and we will take steps to correct the change that came about in 2006.� I think that 
just about covers it. I am not sure whether anyone raised anything that needs to be responded to. 

Hon Kate Doust: What was that�responses to � 

Hon PETER COLLIER: To any questions that members had. 

Hon Kate Doust: You�re supposed to keep notes, aren�t you? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I have plenty of notes, but that is the problem. 

Hon Kate Doust: I did raise some specific matters in my speech, but the minister can deal with those in 
committee. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: That is right. That was with regard to definitions et cetera. As I said, I appreciate the 
contributions. I appreciate that we will not see eye to eye on this issue. The government is committed to this 
change in the electoral system. We feel that the legislation makes the necessary changes to ensure that the people 
who should be heard at the local level can be heard through the most appropriate electoral system in this 
instance, and that is first-past-the-post. With that, I support the second reading of the bill.  

Question put and a division taken with the following result � 
Ayes (18) 

Hon Liz Behjat Hon Brian Ellis Hon Alyssa Hayden Hon Helen Morton 
Hon Jim Chown Hon Donna Faragher Hon Col Holt Hon Max Trenorden 
Hon Peter Collier Hon Philip Gardiner Hon Robyn McSweeney Hon Ken Baston (Teller) 
Hon Mia Davies Hon Nick Goiran Hon Michael Mischin  
Hon Phil Edman Hon Nigel Hallett Hon Norman Moore  

Noes (13) 

Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm Hon Sue Ellery Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich Hon Ed Dermer (Teller) 
Hon Helen Bullock Hon Adele Farina Hon Sally Talbot  
Hon Robin Chapple Hon Jock Ferguson Hon Giz Watson  
Hon Kate Doust Hon Jon Ford Hon Alison Xamon  

            

Pairs 

 Hon Simon O'Brien Hon Ken Travers 
 Hon Wendy Duncan Hon Lynn MacLaren 

Question thus passed. 

Bill read a second time.  

As to Committee Stage 

On motion without notice by Hon Norman Moore (Leader of the House), resolved � 

That the committee stage of the bill be made an order of the day for a later stage of this day�s sitting. 

[Continued below.] 
 


