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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AMENDMENT (ELECTIONS) BILL 2009 

Second Reading 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [5.36 pm]: I had started my 
comments on the bill and expressed my concern about the lack of priority that the state government has in 
dealing with local government and the vast array of other issues that it probably needs to deal with in order of 
priority before changing the electoral system again. The proposals that have been put forward have obviously 
been welcomed by the Western Australian Local Government Association. I return to the minister’s second 
reading speech in this chamber. It states how the purpose of the bill is to replace the provisions of the preferential 
proportional representation system of voting in local government elections with provisions for a first-past-the-
post system, which existed prior to 2007 when it was changed by the then Labor government. The second 
reading speech goes on to state how the effect of the bill is the restoration of a system that is easy to understand 
and apply at the local level. This change will put Western Australia out of kilter with the rest of the country and 
also out of kilter with other tiers of government because of how votes are counted and how people vote. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: Who cares? Why do we have to be like the eastern states? 

Hon KATE DOUST: The minister asks who cares. I know the minister does not care about much at all. This bill 
is not about appeasing the peak body for local government, WALGA. It is not about appeasing councillors who 
are to be elected. This bill is really about the electors who will fill out their ballot papers. The difficulty is that it 
is not the electors who fill out the ballot papers who have been canvassed for their views on whether they want 
the system changed. Only the chief executive officers and councillors seem to have had input, and they are the 
direct beneficiaries of this proposed change to the system. The second reading speech does not provide any real 
or genuine reasons. It does not refer to any benefit to the community by introducing this change. It does not refer 
to improving the democratic processes for this tier of government. However, halfway through the second reading 
speech it states — 

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. 

I refer members back to the legislation that was introduced under the previous Labor government. I also refer 
them back to the very extensive and detailed Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs report, 
which I have already mentioned. The committee had 116 submissions presented to it. Only a handful of those 
came from private citizens. The bulk came from councils. The vast bulk of those submissions from councils were 
pretty much word for word. It was almost as if the submissions were photocopies of a submission that WALGA 
must have provided to them and it was just a case of their putting it on their letterhead. There was no great 
difference in the detail of those submissions. Of course, the committee received substantial submissions from 
WALGA and Local Government Managers Australia, which also provided evidence. I will talk about that in a 
moment.  

That change occurred after all those key organisations made extensive submissions to that committee, and there 
was a lot of discussion about their views. Some of their views about not wanting change at that point in time 
were quite interesting. There was a lot of comment in the local media from various chief executive officers, and I 
thought that it was interesting that CEOs would comment because their job is to manage the process, not to 
participate. It is a bit like some of the members of our fourth estate who want to be participants and players 
rather than observers and commentators. Although the CEOs’ job is to manage and ensure that everything goes 
according to requirements, they were making public comment that they wanted the system to change because the 
system that the previous government had proposed would allow a certain type of candidate. In fact, I know that 
the CEO of Victoria Park, the council in the area in which I live, made a specific comment about the types of 
candidates he did not want putting up their hand. They did not want single-issue candidates putting up their 
hands. I think that in a democratic society anyone who wants to put up their hand and step up to the line to 
nominate for local, state or federal government should be entitled to do so, regardless of their views. That is what 
democracy is about. However, a set of people in this tier of government want to manage the detail and the nature 
of individuals, and their views and beliefs of who should be on a council. I have concerns about that, and a 
number of CEOs on election night told me about how they would manage the individuals who were elected over 
that period, which was also very interesting.  

There was a lot of argy-bargy from the councils who said that they had not been consulted at length; it was the 
CEOs who were the most upset about this. What was very interesting—I look forward to hearing Hon Jon Ford’s 
comments about this in due course—was that when the Labor government introduced the change in the electoral 
system from first-past-the-post to the preferential proportional representation system, the councils en masse 
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moved a vote of no confidence in Hon Jon Ford as the minister. They said that he was a dreadful person to 
introduce this change and should be condemned, and all those sorts of things. But I will tell members what! 
When we had proposals from this state government, with Minister Castrilli talking about amalgamations and 
Premier Barnett saying that 39 councils would lose their role and place in local government and that councillors 
would be displaced and sacked and that CEOs would go, not once did we hear anyone from the Western 
Australian Local Government Association, or any council, condemning the current minister or Premier and their 
proposed reform of local government. WALGA is playing a very interesting political game in how it deals with 
the various governments. This is further demonstrated in the second reading speech, which reads — 

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.  

The minister goes on to say, “This government is responding to sector dissatisfaction with the preferential 
proportional representation system and its desire for the first-past-the-post system to be reinstated.”  

I will tell members what! WALGA must have a fair bit of clout because a lot of other community organisations 
would love this state government to have responded as swiftly and as effectively in introducing legislation to 
rectify their concerns and dissatisfaction. I know that notice has been given to debate a motion tomorrow about 
non-government organisations and their funding issues, and I am sure they would love it if the state government 
would sit up and pay attention to their concerns as swiftly as they did to WALGA. Mr President—Madam 
Deputy President; how swiftly we change in this place, not just the President but also the gender.  

WALGA has not only used its political clout with this state government to get this legislation introduced fairly 
quickly and to apply pressure to the government to get it processed through both chambers in time for this year’s 
election, but also it has not offered any genuine reasons for introducing this change other than its dissatisfaction. 
It is not the dissatisfaction of the electorate, because we have not heard from the electors; it is the dissatisfaction 
of the CEOs and officers, and members of Local Government Managers Australia. It is the people who have the 
responsibility for managing the processes—the bosses, if one likes. I should not say that as it is relates to my 
union background. They are the ones who are not satisfied and who are saying they are not happy with the way 
they have to manage the change. They want the change; it is not the electors. At the end of the day, the electors 
are the most important part of the democratic process.  

Hon Peter Collier: You will find that a lot of councillors agree with going back to first-past-the-post too.  

Hon KATE DOUST: At the end of the day, this is about the electors, not the councillors; it is about the people 
who will mark the ballot paper. I will come back to that issue later on. We have to be careful about this. We have 
seen this proposed reform happening, and we have also had a number of other issues that local government has 
been involved in. I alluded to some of those issues earlier and to the loss of the ratepayers’ income. We are 
starting to see what I would call a form of empire building in local government where regional councils are 
taking a much stronger role. That can be a positive thing if it is done well. Now we are seeing another tier 
coming along: a forum of regional councils that sits above that. During committee hearings of the inquiry into 
municipal waste management in Western Australia I was very interested to see that those people who are elected 
by the community to sit on local government, some of whom are then selected to sit on another tier of this forum 
of regional councils, do not see their ratepayers as being their prime responsibility or the key stakeholder; they 
see their regional councils or their local council as being the stakeholder. At the end of the day, it is the 
ratepayer, just as for us it is our constituents. That is where the emphasis should be. I was quite surprised to see 
that approach. I think that local government needs to be very careful about how it deals with this. Management in 
local government needs to be very aware of the type of attitude they are developing towards local government. 
Local government is a very important tier of government. It is big business; it has a high dollar turnover every 
year. At the end of day, it is ratepayers’ money that they are expending and allocating for various uses. They 
need to be very wary of and cautious with that. When they are making decisions about how people are to be 
elected to represent those ratepayers, they should be making decisions about the electoral system that benefits the 
electors, not necessarily the councillors, the CEOs or the officers, but what is in the best interests of the electors 
and of the democratic process for local government. I do not see that in the second reading speech. There is 
nothing in this second reading speech about the benefits to the Western Australian community at a local 
government level from introducing this change. All this is about is satisfying the management, the overseers of 
local government. It is a very political decision. I hope that in due course this government responds to and 
appeases other community groups in a similar manner. 
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I will talk more about the response from WALGA, because it has picked this up very quickly and is very keen 
for this to come through. I will go through some of the press clippings and some of the views that have been 
enunciated about this legislation. Obviously Bill Mitchell, as the association president, has been quite forthright 
and has had a very prominent role when dealing with electoral matters for local government. During the last 
round of electoral reform for local government he was prone to putting in some quite large advertisements in the 
newspaper denouncing the state government of the day for the decisions we were making, and kept pushing the 
line that if we did not stick with first-past-the-post it would allow the electoral system in local government to 
become politicised. I will talk about that a bit later.  

In June this year in the Denmark Bulletin—a very important newspaper for the south west—Mr Mitchell is 
quoted as saying that under the first-past-the-post system, candidates need only win the support of their local 
community, whereas under the proportional preferential voting system there is a greater focus on running mates 
and backroom deals that mostly suit the organised larger political parties. Having an interest in all tiers of 
government, I would occasionally wander along to election nights for various local councils to see how people 
had fared. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: To see if the Labor candidates had got up! 

Hon KATE DOUST: No; I am quite interested in these things. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: Of course! 

Hon KATE DOUST: I do not know about Hon Simon O’Brien, but I sit in on local council meetings on a 
regular basis just to see how they operate. I also meet with my chief executive officers and mayors and other 
councillors on a regular basis to keep up to date. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: Do you think you are the only one to do that? 

Hon KATE DOUST: I do not know what the minister does other than — 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Not much; that’s for sure! 

Hon KATE DOUST: Regardless of that, I was going to say that it is a furphy when we have multi-member 
candidates for wards. It is all very well when we have a single candidate in a single ward. That person may 
nominate and because nobody else contests the election they are, therefore, elected. In another case, two people 
may nominate in a small ward. But what happens in a multi-member ward? I know of examples in which four 
people run for a ward and it is not uncommon, even in the first-past-the-post system, for two of the candidates to 
pair up and work together; they organise and together run a campaign to ensure they are voted in over the other 
two candidates. That can happen under the system that this government is proposing to put back in place. I do 
not think that Mr Mitchell is very straight up about that. The Augusta Margaret River Mail of 20 May 2009 
states — 

Cr Mitchell said he hoped the common sense being demonstrated in the return to first-past-the-post 
would extend to changes to the WA Electoral Commission monopoly on postal voting to open the 
system to competition, including allowing Local Governments to manage the process. 

Not only is the Western Australian Local Government Association extending its influence to this government to 
change the electoral system, it also wants to take it further—it actually wants to manage the whole process. 
When the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs conducted its inquiry into the last round of 
electoral reform, questions were raised during that inquiry about who manages the process and who are the 
returning officers. Sometimes there can be an issue about who manages that aspect. There were also questions 
about postal voting, which has become more prevalent. I do not know if postal voting is used by every local 
council, perhaps the minister can find that out for me, but it is becoming more dominant — 

Hon Peter Collier: Postal voting? 

Hon KATE DOUST: Yes; I am not too sure if it is used by every council; I know it is often used more in the 
city than the country.  

Hon Adele Farina: It is used in country areas. 

Hon KATE DOUST: Is that in all of them? 

Hon Adele Farina: It is used in my area. 

Hon KATE DOUST: Yes.  

I refer again to Victoria Park and the ballot held for a couple of wards—it was not a full council election—a 
couple of elections ago. The ballot papers were sent to the wrong areas. They were supposed to have been 
managed but the ballots were sent to the wrong areas and there was a delay in getting that mistake rectified. In 
terms of economies of scale, I think that we should give the job to the people who know what they are doing at 
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the Electoral Commission. It is the best place because it has the most experience, the technology, the software 
and the databases to do the job. I do not think it is healthy for each council to manage the electoral process. I 
think that those issues need to be more broadly canvassed in the future.  

I picked up on the minister’s comments that some councillors support this legislation; however, others do not. I 
have heard mixed views. Some people have said, “Look, bring it on so we can get ourselves organised” but 
others have said, “Look, we really do not want this; it is not a democratic system; you can still rort the system 
and we should have broader community consultation.”  

In an article from the Fremantle Herald dated 25 July 2009, a couple of the local councillors are reported to have 
said that they — 

… want the Barnett government to drop moves to reinstate first-past-the-post voting. 

“Ramming through this fundamental change to voting at this late stage is outrageous and leaving it to 
this late stage undermines good governance,” … 

Hon Simon O’Brien: Who said that? 

Hon KATE DOUST: Mr Brad Pettit. According the same article, Mr Pettit — 

… wants legislation held till after the election so the community can properly debate the pros and cons. 
If the government remains determined to implement the reform, it can do so afterwards, leaving voters 
and candidates plenty of time to ready themselves for the next poll. 

That is an issue. We are now at the point that local government nominations will, I think, close in the next few 
weeks and the ballot is due to be held in October. The time frame in which to get organised is getting quite tight. 
This article goes on to state that Mr Pettit — 

… says public servants in the WA local government department are also unhappy with the haste, 
fearing it could lead to mistakes. 

At the end of the article it states — 

Rushing the change could lead to serious errors in legislation: … or the department may be unable to 
action it in time,” … 

Some councillors are concerned, and I have also had a couple of letters from constituents, one of which I will 
read out later. It is a very interesting letter from a constituent about matters that he raised with his local council 
and the council’s lack of awareness about the proposed changes.  

Interestingly, the local government report on future sustainability has a section on electoral reform. I will go 
through that for members later. However, it is very interesting that they are quite happy to leave parts of electoral 
reform alone and not touch them at all. They are not interested in engaging on compulsory voting in government, 
which I think is an important issue; one that would provide for greater democracy in the system and perhaps 
encourage more people to participate, not just in terms of stepping up to become councillors, but a more active 
community engagement in determining who will represent the community as a councillor. Currently, in the 
voluntary system, we have a low voter turnout for local government elections. If members look at that report—I 
will refer to specific pages later—they will see the percentage of voter turnout electorate by electorate. I think 
that the turnout for the bulk of electorates is less than 30 per cent, which is quite low. We have very low numbers 
of voters determining who will be looking after a constituency base in a local area. The 2006 Joondalup local 
election is a very good example of that. Troy Pickard was elected mayor with something like 15.34 per cent of 
the vote, which is a very low percentage. That was under the first-past-the-post system. It does not necessarily 
mean that that electorate wanted him to be the mayor because a number of other people received votes. We have 
to remember that the PPR system currently in place has been used only once so there has not been time for it to 
bed down and for people to get used to it to see how effectively it works. Under the first-past-the-post system 
one person may be elected because he gets the most first votes. It does not mean he has the support of the 
majority of the community. I will talk about the Joondalup election later because it is important in light of the 
comments made by WALGA and by Minister Castrilli about the removal of political influence from local 
government—something that seems to be a real concern for WALGA and some of the key personnel involved in 
local government.  

I want to touch on the issue of amalgamation again. Interestingly, there is a push from local government for 
electoral reform, which would appease the CEOs and the concerns of some councillors, because at the end of the 
day first-past-the-post voting is of great benefit to an incumbent. It does not greatly benefit a new candidate, but 
it does benefit the incumbent. PPR is probably a fairer system. Interestingly, despite this push to rush through 
electoral reform before ballots are conducted this year, there is not a great push by WALGA to resolve the issues 
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that the state government wants to sort out; namely, amalgamations. Once again, Bill Mitchell is quoted in the 
Farm Weekly of 14 May 2009 as saying — 

… there is still time to consult the community and some councils already are planning to hold a 
referendum to coincide with local government elections in October. 

“It is still early days regarding amalgamations because we’re looking at 2011 when most final decisions 
will be made.” 

They are quite happy to string out the issues that are of importance to this government; namely, local 
government reform and more effective and sustainable local government. They are happy to string that out. But 
things that they want, such as electoral reform, have to be dealt with now so that they can manage, not just the 
individuals who will get elected, but in turn the decisions that will be made.  

Sitting suspended from 6.00 pm to 7.30 pm 

THE DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Max Trenorden): Members, for 23 years I said I would never do this, but 
I am here. We are on order of the day 14, with the Local Government Amendment (Elections) Bill 2009 to be 
read a second time. Kate Doust. 

Hon KATE DOUST: Thank you, Mr Deputy President; it is Hon Kate Doust. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Hon Kate Doust, sorry. I will get used to this at some stage. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I am sure in another 23 years, the Deputy President will adjust to the different manner and 
timing of things and the customs and practices of this chamber. I am sure you will pick up on that very well and 
we look forward to that, so thank you, Mr Deputy President. 

I will continue my remarks. I think before dinner I was talking about the Local Government Amendment 
(Elections) Bill 2009 in terms of priorities, the drivers behind it and the fact that the bill does not actually 
enunciate any real reason why the government would want to take the retrograde step of going back to the 
system that existed prior to 2007; that is, first-past-the-post, which, although it may favour incumbents and those 
people who have management of the local government system, does not necessarily do anything to encourage 
people to step forward. The first-past-the-post system does not necessarily provide a fair and equal playing field 
for a more diverse range of people to come in who want to nominate for local government. 

A number of issues could have been canvassed in this legislation if the government had taken the opportunity to 
do so, but it has not done so. I have already touched on the fact that the bill has not been expanded to address the 
issues of compulsory voting for this tier of government. I am sure that some of my colleagues will spend more 
time on that matter and the benefits that would ensue under such a system. It is something that some councillors 
have expressed views on. The government has not really talked about or put any pressure on the Western 
Australian Local Government Association, and WALGA does not seem to have enunciated what it will do under 
this proposed system to encourage more people to vote. A huge challenge ahead of local government down the 
track will be working out how to increase its currently very low voter turnout to bring it up to a more realistic 
level, and perhaps demonstrate more of a community engagement with local government and perhaps provide 
more clarity for the democratic processes that are necessary for these types of elections. That is a big challenge, 
and one that was noted by the new Mayor of Cockburn, Logan Howlett, in an article in the Cockburn Gazette on 
12 May this year in which he talked about the challenge in addressing how to get more people to vote. We would 
think that given most councils now have a postal system for voting that it would be easier for people to fill out a 
ballot paper and return it, but there are obviously barriers in the way. Therefore, I think that WALGA should be 
focusing on that, and that this state government should look to provide assistance, support and possibly 
education for the community so that it can engage with this very important level of government. It is a level of 
government that always talks about how it is the real grassroots level of government and that it has the only 
genuine level of engagement. I think it is interesting that local government has such a low voter turnout. What 
does that really say about local government’s level of engagement with the community?  

Another theme has been put forward by this government and WALGA as a reason for change. In fact, I was 
interested to see that parts of the second reading speech replicated the wording of a press release put out by 
Mr Bill Mitchell from WALGA about reducing the political influence of local government. It is very interesting 
that it says that first-past-the-post as the preferred electoral model for local government would reduce political 
influence and political parties. I think the wording used was “hijacking the local government system”, and I 
thought that was interesting because, as we know, a number of people have come up from that tier of 
government into both state and federal Parliaments over the years. I know that a number of them are currently 
sitting in both of our chambers in the Western Australian Parliament, so I thought: what are they aiming to do? 
Local government is politics even though it says it is apolitical. I think that we should acknowledge that in other 
states, it is a much more, perhaps, organised system in which political parties engage more actively in the 
selection and campaigning of candidates. I note that in Brisbane the current Lord Mayor is a Liberal; in fact, I 
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think he is the son of a former federal Liberal minister. I note that New South Wales has also had Labor or 
Independent members who have been mayors, so it can become a highly politicised role. However, in Western 
Australia although people reside in local governments who may be of one political persuasion or another, I do 
not think political parties have taken an active role in the preselection of candidates, in publicly endorsing or 
supporting candidates or openly or actively campaigning for individual candidates at a state level. I say that 
about the Labor Party because although there may have been arrangements going back to, say, the 1960s or 
1970s, I know that the Labor Party took a very active decision in, I think, the 1980s—Hon Ed Dermer might 
clarify this for me—whereby it actually said that the party would not publicly endorse any individual for local 
government, and it certainly does not organise campaigns. I know that this was an issue that we — 

Hon Ed Dermer: The last occasion that I am aware of would have been in the 1970s. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I thank the member for that. Therefore, that is something that the Labor Party has taken a 
very deliberate decision — 

Hon Liz Behjat: Who does David Michael work for? 

Hon KATE DOUST: David Michael works for me as my electorate officer. David Michael was a councillor 
long before he worked for me and even before I knew him. 

Hon Liz Behjat: I thought he worked for Bob Kucera—hello! 

Hon KATE DOUST: What I am trying to say to the member is that he was not preselected by the party; it was 
his own choice to run for council, just as it was the choice of the honourable member for South Metropolitan 
Region Hon Phil Edman and for a number of members in the Assembly. I have an extensive list of people who 
have come from local government. The member for Swan Hills, Mr Frank Alban, who was on, I think, the Swan 
council; the current Treasurer, Mr Troy Buswell, was on the Busselton council; John Castrilli, the Minister for 
Local Government, was also the Mayor of Bunbury; Mr Albert Jacob, the member for Ocean Reef; Mr Paul 
Miles, member for Wanneroo; and Mr Michael Sutherland were on local governments. We also have Hon Simon 
O’Brien who used to be on a council at some point early in his life, and I am sure he did very well and worked 
very hard. There are people in the Assembly from our side who have also been on a council, so it is not unusual, 
but I am trying to tell members that people do it off their own bat; it is not something — 

Hon Ed Dermer: It is not endorsed. 

Hon KATE DOUST: That is right; they are not endorsed candidates. I am sure that the Liberal Party would 
never have endorsed Hon Simon O’Brien as a candidate for local government, nor would it have campaigned 
openly for Hon Simon O’Brien, would it? 

Hon Simon O’Brien: No. 

Hon KATE DOUST: See, I am right! People make a choice; it is their own choice to do so. I am sure that the 
National Party would also not endorse — 

Hon Robin Chapple: I was a councillor. 

Hon KATE DOUST: Hon Robin Chapple was a councillor! Therefore, a lot of people have — 

Several members interjected. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I note that the Deputy President (Hon Max Trenorden) also has experience in local 
government. Many people engage at that level and it is valuable, but in this state people do not get endorsed by 
their political parties, nor are they openly campaigned for. What people choose to do in their own time is their 
own business. I say to Hon Liz Behjat that I have never had anything to do with the campaign of the person who 
works in my office. If he chooses to run again, that is his own business and he does it under his own steam, albeit 
that he is very decent young bloke. I wanted to go through some of those names to illustrate that in the current 
Parliament there are a number of people who have recently come from local government in their last term, or 
have experience. That is not to be denied, but the point I am trying to make is that they are not preselected by 
their individual parties, nor are they campaigned for openly. There is a different culture in Western Australia. It 
might be more structured in some of the other states, where people do run on political tickets, and there are 
fundraisers and party campaigns, and people know exactly where they line up. Western Australian local 
government has always tried to stay apolitical at the grassroots level. 

That is why I am surprised that this line is being run by both WALGA and the current minister, who is a former 
mayor himself and an active member of the Liberal Party, saying that we do not want to politicise local 
government. I am not sure whether that means that they want to open the area up so that people of diverse 
political views will become engaged and perhaps allow local government to become much broader in its thinking 
and open to new ideas or, on the flip side, that they want to restrict local government so that it becomes mono-
political, allowing only one persuasion of people to put their hand up for local government. It would be a tragedy 
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if that were to happen, because it would result in a very narrow focus for the community. Political parties in the 
state do not select, endorse or promote individual candidates for local government. That is the point I am trying 
to get across. It is an important point and a distinction that needs to be made in debate on this legislation. Given 
the distinction between Western Australia and other states, I do not understand the line that the minister is 
running as a reason for introducing this change. Already, people from a variety of political backgrounds put their 
hands up to enter local government. 

A large number of people enter local government who are of no definite party persuasion at all. They are there 
because it is the right thing for them to do. They may have a particular issue they want to take up, but they are 
not there because of a political view. We would not want to deter those people at all. It is very difficult for me to 
understand why the minister is saying that this particular electoral system will prevent parties from hijacking 
candidates, because I do not think that actually happens here in this state. I know that we have had these 
discussions from time to time. I have put forward what happens in my party. It may be different in the Liberal 
Party; I do not know. It may be that the Liberal Party actually does select candidates, endorse them, raise funds 
for them and campaign on their behalf. I do not know whether that happens. Maybe the minister is talking about 
what happens in his own party, and he should be clear on that if that is the case. 

I will move along, because I know that I have taken up quite a bit of time and that other members want to speak. 
The electoral system that is currently in place for local government has had only one real opportunity to be used, 
so we have not really had a chance to see how it plays out, what the pitfalls are and how well it works, because 
as soon as the government changed, WALGA put its hand up and said it does not like the electoral system and 
wants it changed back to the old system. We see here an electoral experiment that will not actually bode well for 
the general community and will not encourage a more diverse group of people to get involved in local 
government. It is important that we have a diversity of views, experience and skills at that level, because it is a 
very important tier of government. It makes very important decisions that affect people on a day-to-day basis and 
can sometimes be quite life changing. From time to time we all experience decisions made by local government 
around our own homes, whether they are good or bad. 

Hon Sue Ellery: Like the parking sign on my front verge. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I have one of those as well; I was not very happy about it. 

Some of the media releases put out by WALGA and some of the local council mayors have had the effect of 
muddying the waters and creating a bit of fear. I read an article by a female councillor of the City of Perth—I 
cannot remember her name—stating that she was concerned that if the first-past-the-post system was not 
reintroduced the current preferential proportional system would actually deter women from putting their hands 
up for council. I am not sure how she can think that. If there is an issue about women running for council, 
WALGA and the state government should be doing more to encourage women to step forward and engage with 
local government. I do not think it has anything to do with the voting system. 

This legislation should be about the people who elect the councillors, not about the councillors themselves. I 
think I have already talked about that. WALGA and the government have created confusion, because WALGA 
has said it is all about councillors, chief executive officers, the way things are operated, and keeping out that 
political bogeyman, or people who do not share the same ideas. They should be putting in place a system that is 
fair and equitable and that the electors understand. I do not think that most people who vote in local government 
elections worry too much about the electoral system—they want their person to get elected, and they want it to 
be fair and democratic.  

Among the issues we will raise during the committee stage are some concerns about some of the definitions—a 
couple of definitions in the bill have been amended—and about the manner in which ballot papers will be 
completed. We will raise those issues when the minister has some advisers present, so that they can provide the 
detail at the time. 

Hon Peter Collier: Do you have those definitions at the moment, or would you like to wait until the committee 
stage? 

Hon KATE DOUST: I think one relates to primary votes, and there are also concerns about the ticking of boxes. 
I would also like to get some information about the current status of any regulations that have been drafted for 
these amendments to the electoral system for local government. 

Given the timing of this legislation and how long the government has taken to progress it, another issue is that 
has been pushed out so far that it will be very difficult for the Western Australian Electoral Commission to get 
its house in order, carry out training of staff and get its information technology organised. I know that when we 
changed the system, even though the change took place months out from the council election, there were still 
concerns about how the Electoral Commission would get itself organised. If this legislation is not passed in time, 
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how will the commission cope? Will people be able to nominate appropriately? What sort of education program 
will be provided to the public so that they know what has changed and understand the implications of that 
change? What sort of additional cost impost will this legislation create for the Electoral Commission to get 
information out to regional and rural councils, and make any changes to software? There are some real concerns 
about the timeliness and the priority of this legislation. We must ask ourselves: why the rush, why the change? 
What is the real benefit to the community? Who will actually benefit? Is it the community, or the people who run 
and monitor councils? What do they get out of it? Those are the questions that we ask. We do not believe that 
reverting back to first-past-the-post is the way forward. We believe it is a retrograde step. I must say that we are 
seeing a pattern of retrograde steps with this government. There is no vision or forward thinking. There are a 
number of areas in which things seem to fall back into past practice and past habits. The government may have 
felt comfortable with things that occurred in the past. Again I refer to a number of issues happening in the energy 
portfolio of which Minister Collier is aware. Given that the Premier drives a lot of the activities in that area, 
again he takes a very retro-vision approach to the energy portfolio, and I am sure the honourable minister is 
seeking to change his approach on those issues. What I am saying is that the government is establishing a pattern 
of going back to the past, with which it feels comfortable, and of appeasing its supporters. It is a surprise that the 
government has acted as a lap-dog, if one likes, to the Western Australian Local Government Association in 
changing the electoral system without going out to the community and saying to it, “You’ve had one go at voting 
under the current form of electing councillors, which the former government found to be fair and democratic. 
What do you think? What’s your view?” I know that WALGA conducted a survey, but I would like to know 
whether it was a community survey or whether it was simply a survey of chief executive officers or selected 
elected councillors, because those people would have a vested interest in how the electoral system operates. 

I said earlier that I would come back to a letter that I received from a Mr Peter Ravine. He has raised a series of 
questions with his local council, which I see is not in my electorate. It is in the East Metropolitan Region, but I 
am sure that those members will not mind. He asked his council what it had done in the community to talk about 
the change, and he was told that a number of councils wanted the change and that WALGA had conducted a 
survey of the councils. Therefore, he went onto the website, but could not find the details of how the survey had 
been conducted. However, he says in the letter — 

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. 

That leads me to come back and ask: is this purely an initiative of the executive of WALGA to go back to the 
system that it felt comfortable with and under which it was able to exert a degree of control over its member 
councils through the electoral system, or is this something that went out to the public? Obviously, this is not 
something that went out to the public and, based on this letter, it certainly did not go out to the Shire of 
Mundaring. Therefore, I have concerns that other councils were also not consulted. Mr Ravine goes on to say 
that he does not feel that this matter should be decided by state Parliament on behalf of a “sector”, as it was 
referred to by the Minister for Local Government. I think he has a point there, and, as I said earlier, if only 
sectors of other interests in the community had the same degree of leverage with the state government, they 
might also be able to achieve some interesting outcomes for their members. 

I believe that this bill is deficient. It is really about satisfying a particular organisation in the local government 
arena. It is a bill that is being rushed through to try to achieve an outcome before this year’s round of local 
government elections. It does not afford real democracy. It does not provide any reasons for the change. I believe 
it will deny particular groups in the community the opportunity to participate in local government in this area. I 
am hoping that some of our other members will refer to the sustainability report, because quite a bit of work has 
been done and there are some interesting views on electoral reform in that report. When we go into committee, I 
might make some more comments on the original report of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public 
Affairs when it inquired into the last round of electoral reform. I think we need to perhaps look at the matters 
that were raised at that time to understand where we are going with this legislation. With those few words, I put 
the position that we will not support this bill, and I look forward to the opportunity at some later point of 
engaging with the minister and going through some of the finer points of the detail of the bill. 

HON ED DERMER (North Metropolitan) [7.55 pm]: Like my colleague Hon Kate Doust, I am opposed to the 
Local Government Amendment (Elections) Bill 2009. In explaining why, I will refer to the second reading 
speech of the minister. The minister explains the purpose of the bill, which is to replace the provisions of the 
preferential proportional representation system of voting for local government elections with provisions for a 
first-past-the-post system. The second reading speech also refers to ease of both understanding and application as 
the justification for using the first-past-the-post voting system. As mentioned by Hon Kate Doust, the second 
reading speech also refers to the fact that the Western Australian Local Government Association has advised that 
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a large majority of local governments surveyed supported the return to the first-past-the-post voting system. It 
did not make clear how that survey was conducted, but that is what was said in the second reading speech. 

Hon Kate Doust made clear in her speech her thoughts, with which I agree, that it is important, when we 
consider local government, that we remember what its purpose is, which is to serve the residents and ratepayers 
of those local governments. There may well be a situation in which the view of those who administer local 
governments is different from that of the ratepayers and residents, the service of whom is the purpose of local 
government.  

This evening I would like to deal with matters relating to electoral systems to illustrate why I have the strong 
view that first-past-the-post is the least effective voting system for representing people, for representing voters 
and for representing residents and ratepayers of local government, and that is why I am opposed to this bill. 

Hon Jon Ford: Can we ask questions afterwards? 

Hon ED DERMER: I would be delighted at any stage, Hon Jon Ford, to field questions, although with an eye to 
the clock. 

When we last debated this issue in this house, various Liberal members attributed the most extraordinary 
supposed benefits to the first-past-the-post voting system. It is interesting to note that the minister’s second 
reading speech of the bill as it is presented to this Parliament does not refer to those. However, I think it is 
important that we go back to them. The extraordinary attributions to the first-past-the-post voting system 
included the idea that somehow first-past-the-post voting would protect local government from political party or 
factional influence, and it would protect local government from manipulative electoral strategies—strategies 
designed to effect a political outcome by manipulating the voters. There was a suggestion that first-past-the-post 
voting would protect local government from the involvement of political parties or other factional groups that 
might arise and from manipulative electoral strategies. I think it was quite amazing. There was an assertion that 
first-past-the-post voting was the panacea for these perceived ills and that with first-past-the-post voting there 
would not be any political party involvement and there would not be the development of factions on local 
councils. First-past-the-post voting was given all these qualities, which I think are a total fiction. I do not think 
first-past-the-post voting has those qualities, and I will go on to demonstrate why. I think the linkage that was put 
forward between first-past-the-post voting and cures for these perceived ills was a false linkage. There was no 
linkage. Some people thought that if they asserted loudly and stridently enough that there was a linkage, others 
might start to believe it and assume that there was some substance to the idea that first-past-the-post voting was 
linked to protecting local government from the involvement of political parties or other factions that might form 
at the local government level. Hon Kate Doust made it very clear that, although there are members of the Labor 
Party, as there are members of the Liberal Party, involved in local government, the 1970s at least would be the 
most recent time that the Labor Party might have endorsed a candidate. Of course, if a member of a party is a 
local councillor but is unendorsed, that person still operates independently as a local councillor. The person is 
not bound to any caucus positions, which would be the case if he was an endorsed candidate. There is an 
important distinction between those two.  

The idea that somehow the first-past-the-post voting system would stop the development of cliques or factions in 
local councils or the involvement of political parties is a total nonsense. Previously, that was put forward as a 
justification for maintaining a first-past-the-post voting system and then, after preferential proportional 
representation had been introduced by the previous government, there were suggestions that the system should 
be changed back to first-past-the-post. All of those so-called attributes of first-past-the-post voting were quite 
wrong.  

I will illustrate why first-past-the-post voting is far more open to manipulative political strategies than either 
preferential or proportional representation systems. The current system for local government combines both 
preferential and proportional representation. First-past-the-post voting is where the successful candidate is the 
candidate who receives a larger number of votes than any other candidate. The only thing that can be said in 
favour of it is its simplicity. It is very simple and easy to understand, but that simplicity does not make it a good 
system. That system does not give each voter free choice and it is not an effective way for voters to elect their 
representative. It is a very simple system. First-past-the-post is the prototype electoral system. It is not surprising 
that countries such as the United States of America and the United Kingdom have first-past-the-post voting 
systems, because in many ways they, along with Switzerland, gave us that democratic legacy. They were the 
foundation states of modern democracy. They have a first-past-the-post voting system. Voting systems are 
usually quite conservative and are difficult to change once they have been put in place. As much as the United 
States and the United Kingdom deserve great credit for establishing modern democracy, their voting system is 
not something we would want to emulate. It is a primitive prototype system because the early democracies have 
adopted it. It is a simple one, but it has very serious disadvantages. Like most prototypes the first-past-the-post 
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voting system needs a great deal of improvement. We talked about the first-past-the-post voting system. If there 
is more than one candidate, the candidate with the most votes wins.  

The preferential voting system gives a person the opportunity to indicate that if the candidate who is their first 
choice is not ultimately one of the last two candidates being considered in the count, he or she can cast a second, 
third or fourth vote. Ultimately, that means that every voter can be part of that final decision between the last two 
candidates in the count following an election.  

Proportional representation means what it suggests. Candidates are elected to positions in proportion to the vote 
received. Members should be familiar with proportional representation because that is the form by which we are 
elected to this chamber. I do not think the system for this chamber is an ideal system, but that is getting into a 
more technical field. I would recommend the Hare-Clark system that is used in the Tasmanian Legislative 
Assembly. That is a discussion for another day.  

It is important for members to understand the three terms—first-past-the-post and preferential and proportional 
representation. The current system for local government in Western Australia combines both preferential and 
proportional representation. On occasions where there is a single vacancy for, say, a mayor—obviously we do 
not have proportional representation when only one person is being elected—the preferential system applies. 
Where there is more than one vacancy, the proportional representation system applies. Proportional 
representation also entails the passing on of preferences. Candidates who achieve a quota, or their share of the 
votes needed to elect one candidate, pass on their surplus by way of preferences. Those who have been 
unsuccessful and are eliminated pass on their voting strength by way of preference. They are the three systems.  

Obviously, when there are two candidates for a single vacancy there is absolutely no difference in the system, 
whether it is first-past-the-post or preferential. There cannot be proportional representation if there is only one 
vacancy. In the case of three candidates for a single vacancy position, it is possible to elect a candidate with a 
little over one-third of the vote. For example, 33.4 per cent of the voters can elect one candidate when there are 
three candidates for a single vacancy position. It would mean that almost two-thirds of the voters who went to 
the trouble to cast a vote in that election would be unrepresented. In a sense, almost two-thirds of the votes are 
wasted.  

The mathematics continues. If there are four candidates for a single vacancy, a little over a quarter of the vote—
25.1 per cent—can elect the candidate. Almost three-quarters of the voters are unrepresented and almost three-
quarters of the votes are wasted. If there are 10 candidates, a little over one-tenth of the vote—10.1 per cent—
can elect the candidate, which leaves almost 90 per cent of the voters who participate unrepresented and almost 
90 per cent of the votes wasted. It is a primitive form of voting and for that reason it should not be encouraged 
but replaced.  

Members might say that I have quoted extreme examples by referring to 10 candidates, in which case one of the 
candidates is elected with just over one-tenth of the vote. It would happen only if the vote was evenly distributed 
amongst the other nine candidates. There are recent examples of what occurred in Western Australian local 
government elections for which the first-past-the-post system was in place. It was brought in under the guidance 
of Hon Paul Omodei, the then Minister for Local Government, at short notice and without consultation—that is, 
consultation that was obvious to the public. It was replaced by the excellent preferential proportional system by 
the previous government. In the first-past-the-post time, there was an election for the Mayor of Joondalup, to 
which Hon Kate Doust referred. She seemed to have the precise figures. I recall that there were more than 10 
candidates and the mayor was elected with a modest proportion of the vote. It may mean that, under a 
preferential system the same person may have been elected as the mayor. We do not know. The large majority of 
voters for that election did not have their vote count. In a subsequent election the mayor was re-elected. The 
point is that with a large number of candidates—which happened in a recent Western Australian local 
government election in an important municipality—under the first-past-the-post system, that type of result can be 
achieved; that is, the vote of only a small number of voters can result in the mayor’s election, and a large number 
of voters can have their vote wasted and remain unrepresented.  

I believe that a lot of the instability in Pacific Island nations, for example, is directly related to those nations 
having a first-past-the-post voting system. We read reports about those nations having large numbers of 
candidates for elections, and with the first-past-the-post voting system candidates are often elected with very 
small percentages. Those candidates may go into Parliament with a very small percentage, but they might not 
hold onto that percentage at the next election. If a person is elected into Parliament with 15 per cent of the vote, 
there is a higher probability that that person will not be re-elected than if he or she had been elected with 50 per 
cent, plus one of the vote. It is inherently unstable. There is a lack of party discipline. Candidates, once elected to 
Parliament, often trade themselves—I think to say “to the highest bidder” is not putting it too lightly for the 
prime ministerial selection. Candidates also, once elected to Parliament, often shift their party allegiance, and 
votes of no confidence follow. It has now reached the absurd situation in which some countries have placed 
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periods of prohibition on votes of no confidence. In my view, that affects the relationship between the executive 
government and the Parliament. It also affects the requirement of the executive government to maintain 
confidence, which is very close to the heart and soul of the Westminster system.  

How did Australia get to adopt a system of preferential voting? This goes back to an example that I shared with 
the house in some detail when this matter was before us in the last Parliament. It goes back to a by-election that 
was held for the federal electorate of Swan. In that by-election, the Labor Party candidate was successful with a 
little over one-third of the vote, the Nationalist Party candidate was unsuccessful with a little under one-third of 
the vote, and the Country Party candidate was also unsuccessful with a little under one-third of the vote. Clearly 
almost two-thirds of the voters in the electorate of Swan at that time were conservatively inclined—they were 
attracted to either the Nationalist Party or the Country Party—but they were not represented because of this 
aberration that is inherit in the first-past-the-post voting system. The Labor candidate, who had a little over one-
third of the vote, was elected. The little over one-third of the voters who had voted for him were represented, but  
almost two-thirds of the voters were not represented, which meant that almost two-thirds of the votes were 
wasted.  

A preferential voting system gives people an extra chance to make their vote count. A person who is presented 
with four candidates can still choose the candidate of his first choice and vote for that candidate with confidence. 
That is because even if he is one of only a small number of people who vote for that candidate, he knows that by 
way of preference he will have a say in the ultimate decision in that election. That is what the preferential system 
is all about. If that system had applied for that Swan by-election, conservative voters could have chosen whether 
they preferred the Country Party or the Nationalist Party candidate. They would not have had to try to guess 
which candidate was the most likely to beat the Labor candidate. They could have voted for the candidate they 
liked best, and by way of preference they would have ensured that a conservative candidate was elected, as was 
the will of the majority of the people in Swan. That Swan by-election precipitated the change that brought in 
preferential voting for the House of Representatives in the Australian Parliament.  

In a sense, the result of a preferential voting system is that the consensus candidate is elected—that is, the 
candidate who is the most acceptable to the majority, or the candidate who is the least unacceptable to the 
majority. I know that is a double negative, but it illustrates the point that through the preferential system people 
can ensure that they cast a vote for a candidate who is acceptable to them and put the least acceptable candidate 
last. This is the great strength of the preferential voting system. It adds to political stability. It is, therefore, the 
reverse of the Pacific Islands situation that I described earlier. We have seen around the world efforts to copy our 
preferential voting system. I think some of those efforts are less efficient and ultimately unsuccessful. The most 
obvious example is the run-off system for presidential elections. The system that I first read about is the one in 
France—I think the French may have initiated this system, and others have copied it. In the French elections, all 
the candidates run. The two candidates who gain the highest vote in the first round then run in the second round. 
However, that means that people are required to vote twice. If France had a preferential voting system, people 
could cast a preferential vote without having to vote a second time. The presidential election in France that led to 
Jacques Chirac being re-elected is a good illustration of the weakness of that run-off system in comparison with 
our preferential voting system. In that election, there was a large number of left candidates. However, none of 
the left candidates ended up being one of the top two. The conservative candidate, Jacques Chirac, was one of 
the top two candidates. The other candidate who won through the first round was Le Pen from the far-right 
nationalist party. People in France who were of a left persuasion then demonstrated in the streets and articulated 
their dilemma by saying “Vote for the crook rather than the fascist”. That was the choice that they faced. 
Because there was a broad spread of left candidates, it meant that none of the left candidates was in the top two.  

In Australia, the normal situation is that we end up with a choice between Liberal and Labor. We had the 
example recently in Fremantle where the Greens enjoyed the benefit of preferences and a Greens candidate was 
elected to Parliament. The situation in France illustrates the weakness of the run-off system in comparison with 
the preferential system, because it generated a centre-right candidate and a far-right candidate, which left anyone 
to the left of the spectrum without a consensus candidate to whom they could direct their preferences. That 
shows that not only is the preferential system more efficient than a run-off system, but also it is more likely to 
generate a representative result.  

I remember many years ago talking to a gentleman who had migrated from the United Kingdom and was 
handing out how-to-vote cards for the Australian Liberal Party. He explained to me that when he was in Britain, 
his first choice had always been the British Liberal Party. This gentleman understood from his life experience the 
superiority of a preferential system compared with a first-past-the-post system. That is because in Britain his 
order of preference would have been British Liberal, British Conservative and British Labour. However, in only 
a very small number of geographical areas is a candidate from the British Liberal Party likely to be one of the 
two candidates with the highest vote and, therefore, one of the last two candidates involved in the count. 
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Therefore, this man, who had lived all his life in Britain and had been a supporter of the British Liberal Party, 
had never voted for the British Liberal Party because he had always been in the terrible dilemma that if he voted 
for the British Liberal Party, his vote would be wasted. 

Hon Peter Collier: No. The Liberal Democrats in England have representation in the Commons. 

Hon ED DERMER: If a person happens to live in an area in which the British Liberal Party as it was then—it is 
some time since I spoke to this gentleman, and it is now the Liberal Democratic Party—is strongly represented, 
he has the privilege of voting for the party of his choice. However, if a person happens to live in an area in which 
the main contest will be between the Tories and the Labour Party, and if that person wants to vote British Liberal 
but does not want to see the Labour Party elected, that person will be facing the dilemma of voting for the party 
he wishes to vote for and running the risk that he will be wasting his vote, or voting for the party that is his 
second preference. This gentleman had voted conservative all his life, even though it was not his first choice, 
because he was always in a geographical area in which he could see that the candidate from the British Liberal 
Party was not going to be one of the final two candidates. So a person who was living in the mother nation of the 
Westminster system—the United Kingdom—was prevented by the first-past-the-post voting system from voting 
for the party of his first choice. The great benefit of the preferential voting system is that a person can vote for 
the party of his first choice and know that by way of preference his vote will not be wasted. 

I have a personal view, which is possibly different from my party’s view, that the most fair and democratic 
system is optional preferential voting. I think that a person should have the right to choose the candidate of his 
first choice. Under that system, even if the person believes that the candidate of his first choice will probably not 
be successful, the person also knows that his vote will not be wasted, because he will still have a say by way of 
preference in the ultimate choice between the last two candidates in the race. In the same way, it is not fair to 
compel a person to vote for a candidate whom he does not like. 

Hon Peter Collier: But some people face a moral dilemma in having to vote for a party that in effect they do not 
want, because that is what they do by default under a preferential system. That is the way it works. 

Hon ED DERMER: Yes, so under compulsory preferential voting, they then forgo their right to vote at all if 
they really do not want to choose either of the two most successful candidates. Optional preferential voting 
would enable them to cast a vote for the party of their choice and, should they wish to, exercise the right that 
preferential voting gives them. However, that is just a personal view. It is related to the general subject, but not 
to the bill in front of us. I will not go too far into that. 

Proportional representation is there to represent the proportionate interest and support amongst the voters of a 
given area. We all understand that in the North Metropolitan Region, three of the six members returned at the 
last election were Liberal Party members. In rough proportion, that result would suggest that about half of the 
electorate ultimately preferred the Liberal Party—some through primary votes, some through preferences 
achieved from votes that were originally cast as primary votes for other candidates. That is fair enough. There 
were two Labor Party members returned in that region at the last election; at the previous election, the number 
was three members out of seven. Our friends the Greens (WA)—I regard everyone here as a friend; I do not 
mean in any way to suggest some sort of bias!—returned one member out of the six, which would be roughly in 
keeping with the proportion of the support they enjoy. In my Address-in-Reply speech, I went into some detail to 
explain why I think it is very important to have a house of Parliament elected by proportional representation, to 
allow those interests to be represented. 

To return to the model I referred to earlier, in a preferential vote for a single vacancy, the candidate to be elected 
needs 50 per cent plus one. I know that that is not quite true with optional preferential voting in place, but that 
would be the result of people actively excluding themselves from the vote by not casting a preference all the way 
through; that is their choice. In a preferential system such as the current system for the Legislative Assembly, 
when there is a single vacancy, the successful candidate needs 50 per cent plus one, so that at least 50 per cent 
plus one of the voters are represented; their votes are not wasted. As I explained earlier, if there are two 
candidates and one is elected with just over a third of the votes, almost two-thirds of the votes are wasted. If 
there are four candidates, someone could be elected with just over a quarter of the votes, and almost three-
quarters of the votes would be wasted. 

Proportional representation has the reverse effect. Most PR systems are based on calculating a quota to be 
elected, which is the number of vacancies plus one. If two people are being elected by PR, it means that the 
quota to elect one of those people is just over a third in most—and in my view, the best—PR systems. Just over 
two-thirds of voters will have their vote participate in electing a candidate for the position. It might not be their 
first preference; it might be the preference that they cast after casting a first preference for the other candidate 
who is already elected, or one of the candidates who are eliminated in the count. For two-thirds of the people, the 
product of their vote will be one of their representatives. If three people are being elected by PR, just over three-
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quarters of the people will achieve something for their vote; they will get someone elected. If two people are 
elected by PR, two-thirds of the electorate will play some role in electing the candidates; if three are elected by 
PR, three-quarters of the voters will play some role in electing the candidates; and if four are elected by PR, 
four-fifths of voters will be involved in electing one of the candidates. Proportional representation works like 
that.  

In the same way that the first-past-the-post system wastes votes and results in a large number of electors not 
being represented, the advantage of proportional representation over a preferential system for a single vacancy is 
that there is an ever-increasing proportion of voters with some representation. That number proportionately 
increases as the number of candidates elected by PR increases. What was implemented in the last Parliament—
under the guidance in this house of Hon Jon Ford, who put the case very well—is a terrific system; it is far more 
effective in representing people and that, at the end of the day, is what democracy is all about. As my colleague 
Hon Kate Doust said, to back away from it is a very retrograde step.  

There is no evidence to suggest that PR in any way generates a local council that is more influenced by political 
parties or other types of factions that form within local councils from time to time. Often those types of contests 
would be harder to live with than our party system. For example, I am not going to try to swing Hon Ken 
Baston’s vote by using psychological warfare; we know that he is elected as a Liberal Party member and I am 
elected as a Labor Party member. However, sadly, in some local government areas, that is what can occur 
because of the fact that councillors are independents. At the end of the day, the voters get to choose whether they 
are electing people in groups, if they know about them. The other advantage of formal parties over the sorts of 
informal factions that can form in local governments is that at least people know by and large, through our party 
label, what they are voting for. 

If we look at Western Australian local government prior to Mr Omodei bringing in first-past-the-post voting, and 
the period of first-past-the-post voting between when Mr Omodei brought it in and when the previous 
government reformed the system by removing that very crude prototype first-past-the-post voting system, I do 
not think there is any evidence to suggest that local government in Western Australia was any more party 
oriented or factionally bound with preferential or preferential proportional voting than it was during the first-
past-the-post period. A good friend of mine, Mr John Taplin, is president of the Electoral Reform Society of 
Western Australia. He was the first to point out to me that the idea that the first-past-the-post voting system 
somehow generates a non-party situation in local government is absolute nonsense. We have only to look at the 
example of the United Kingdom, which has first-past-the-post voting at Westminster and local councils. It is 
common practice for local councils to be organised along party political lines in the United Kingdom. There is a 
very long history in the UK that clearly associates first-past-the-post voting with party politics in local 
government. The idea that first-past-the-post voting is somehow not associated with party politics is a nonsense, 
and there is certainly no evidence to show that Western Australian local governments were any more party 
politically influenced in the periods prior to or after first-past-the-post voting. 

It has been suggested by some that preferential systems can be manipulated. It is certainly the case in preferential 
systems that among candidates, groups and parties at all levels—Parliament, local government or other 
institutions involved in elections—preferences are exchanged. Candidates and parties come together, saying, 
“I’ll put out a how-to-vote card recommending you high on my preference list if you put one out recommending 
me.” That influences the outcomes of elections, but it is better than the sort of manipulation that can occur under 
the first-past-the-post system for the reason that the voter ultimately does not have to follow the how-to-vote 
card and can decide whether to follow the card or follow his own preferences. I am quite regularly involved in 
scrutineering for elections, generally federal elections, and, intuitively, I am getting the sense that a larger 
proportion of voters in Australia—it would be interesting to see a thorough study of this—are tending to make 
their own preference decisions, rather than following how-to-vote cards. I think that comes with a greater 
understanding of what the preferential system means, as people watch more television broadcasts of election 
results and see very close results that hinge on preferences. Understanding follows, and people make their own 
active decisions. How-to-vote cards are a recommendation, but their ability to in any way manipulate the system 
is minimal. It is very minimal compared with the way that first-past-the-post voting can be exposed to 
manipulation. I will give an example of the way that first-past-the-post voting can be very simply manipulated. If 
I am contesting an election with Hon Ken Baston, and there is only the two of us, it will not matter what the 
system is as the one who gets the most votes will win. However, if there is a third candidate for a single vacancy, 
under the first-past-the-post system the third candidate becomes in a sense a distracter—distracting votes away 
from Hon Ken Baston and I to the third candidate. If I was an evil manipulator, which I certainly hope that I am 
not, I would ask Hon Peter Collier to help me win by him running with exactly the same policies as Hon Ken 
Baston, and split the vote. This happens often in jurisdictions where first-past-the-post occurs. It is a far more 
damaging manipulation of the system than anything that can be achieved with preferential voting.  
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A good example in recent history would be the American election in 2000. I am not suggesting that the reason 
that Ralph Nader ran was to help George Bush get elected, but it did have that effect because people who voted 
for Ralph Nader and who, based on political philosophy, would probably have cast a preference for Al Gore if 
they had our system were not able to do so. Rather than the outcome of that very important election depending 
on voters making decisions based on the merits of all the candidates who chose to run—including the privilege 
of voting, if they preferred, for a candidate who was unlikely to be in the final two in the final analysis of the 
election outcome—when they chose to vote for Ralph Nader, they sacrificed their capacity to have a vote in the 
final analysis between George Bush and Al Gore. I do not have any evidence to suggest that that was some sort 
of conspiracy between George Bush and Ralph Nader; I do not think that was the case, but I know Ralph Nader 
was —  

Hon Peter Collier: In 1992 the same thing happened with Clinton and George W. Bush’s father.  

Hon ED DERMER: Was Anderson the gentleman who ran as an Independent? 

Hon Peter Collier: In 1992, Bush got 39 per cent of the vote, Clinton 42 and the Independent candidate got 
19 per cent.  

Hon ED DERMER: I cannot remember the details, but the more recent one in 2000 I remember clearly. There 
was an earlier example of another Independent gentleman who took votes away from the Republicans. All of 
these examples are tremendous illustrations—probably by accident in those three examples—of where the vote 
was won by the candidate who did not have the consensus of the population because of the effect of who else 
was in the race. It was just wrong. A preferential system means that a person can vote for the candidate of his 
choice and still have his vote count in the final analysis. That is taken away from voters in first-past-the-post 
voting.  

Hon Robin Chapple made another reference to history in 1933, which, as I understand it, was a coalition decision 
in the German Reichstag where no party had an absolute majority. The German main conservative party put 
forward an extremely unfortunate choice for Chancellor of the Weimar Republic. That was combined with the 
basic vote for the National Socialist party. I think we are getting a little off the point. The American presidential 
examples are clearer.  

Hon Peter Collier: In 1933 they did not even get close to a majority.  

Hon ED DERMER: I just remember that Hitler’s party and the mainline conservative parties combined to make 
him Chancellor in 1933.  

Hon Peter Collier: That was proportional, though; that was not preferential.  

Hon ED DERMER: Okay. But I think we are getting off the point. The Nader example and the earlier American 
presidential examples show that when there is a first-past-the-post voting system and two candidates, either by 
accident or by design, are similar in policy, it can generate a result in which a candidate with mathematically a 
little over a third of the vote can ultimately prevail in the election and almost two-thirds of the votes are wasted 
and those voters are not able to have their view prevail.  

I think any reasonable analysis of the first-past-the-post voting system shows that it is one that is subject to 
dreadful undemocratic outcomes—sometimes probably by design, sometimes by accident. It is far more 
seriously open to manipulation than any preferential system. The safety of a preferential system is that the way in 
which preferences are cast is ultimately in the hands of the voters. There is no realistic association between 
preferences or proportionality and party politics. It is self-evident that there is not a desire to have that in local 
government because, to my knowledge, both major parties do not endorse candidates for local government 
elections because they probably assume that people would rather choose someone who is independent at the 
local government level. That is fine; ultimately people can decide. But if we go down the road of having a first-
past-the-post voting system, great numbers of people who, in a non-compulsory election, go to the trouble to 
vote can have their vote wasted. There only needs to be three candidates for a single-vacancy position to have 
almost two-thirds of the vote wasted. That proportion goes up as the number of candidates goes up. This is not 
my theoretical musings and my looking at possibilities with arithmetic. Hon Kate Doust pointed out an example 
from recent times in which a mayor was elected with a very modest minority of the vote, not through any fault of 
the mayor concerned—in more recent times he was re-elected—but purely and simply because lots of people 
wanted to be the mayor of Joondalup. There were many candidates. Notionally, and in outcome, with first-past-
the-post voting, a person can be elected with a very small proportion of the vote.  

Thank you, Deputy President, for your patience in listening to me. I extend the same appreciation to each of my 
colleagues around the chamber. I hope that looking at the logic is persuasive and people will understand that 
stepping back to a first-past-the-post voting system is just that—it is a backward step. For that reason, I ask 
members to vote against the bill.  
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HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [8.38 pm]: The Greens (WA) will not be supporting this 
legislation. Like the speaker before me, we will be endeavouring to encourage members on the other side not to 
support it either. There has been a lot of discussion already that has articulated the problems with the first-past-
the-post voting system. I hope to discuss that a bit later. In summary, one of the issues that we need to go back to 
is that local government elections were originally decided by first-past-the-post. In 2007 the Labor government 
changed the method of appointment in local government elections from first-past-the-post to preferential, and 
now the Liberal government want to go back to first-past-the-post.  

As a member of local government and a supporter of other candidates at different times, I have been on the 
hustings, mainly in Port Hedland, during local government elections. All parties will say that local government 
elections are apolitical. I stood for election in Port Hedland on behalf of the Hedland running club and was 
endorsed by the Hedland running club. Once upon a time I was fairly fit; not so these days. Having said that, 
there are a lot of community groups running for different reasons in local government. I always found it amazing 
that on the hustings on polling day we would have Alan Eggleston, John van Uden, Tom Helm—a number of 
members of political parties—out there specifically handing out how-to-vote cards for their preferred candidate. 
It was apolitical. As an anecdote I need to point out that in one election Greg Kneale, who was the secretary of 
the Liberal Party in the Pilbara, rolled up at one of these polling places wearing a red shirt and Tom Helm rolled 
up wearing a blue shirt. So that the public who were voting did not get confused, they actually changed shirts on 
the hustings so that they could at least be wearing the shirt that reflected the colour of their political allegiance. 
However, politics was still not recognised as having a part in local government. I think that has been the one 
thing that has set Western Australian local government elections apart from the other states. We know there are 
people who get elected who have political allegiances, but the elections are not political. Therefore, I do not 
think that the argument can ever be had that by going back to first-past-the-post we will actually enhance or 
diminish political involvement in elections. They are there, they are subtle, and they are under the covers.  

Another thing we have to remember is that under first-past-the-post, politics comes to play in the broadest sense, 
not Labor, Liberal or Green, in that we actually have candidates being asked not to stand, because by 
diminishing the number of candidates who stand for local government under first-past-the-post, it is much easier 
for somebody to get elected than if there is a large field. Therefore, a person who is standing on a social justice 
platform when a number of other candidates are standing on a social justice platform will usually have some 
pressure to withdraw his or her nomination on the basis that he or she is splitting the vote and therefore will not 
get elected. It actually diminishes the potential for people to be involved in the democratic process. Proportional 
preferential and preferential voting both encourage wide community participation; all sorts of people can enter 
into that debate and seek to represent the views of their community and, with a bit of luck, if they are one of the 
preferred candidates, be elected.  

The Liberal arguments for the proposal and our arguments against it are in many ways set out in the second 
reading speech, which went on to identify a number of the issues that were considered to be important in the 
minister’s decision to return to first-past-the-post. In some of the studies conducted about the last local 
government election, it was referred to as being a complicated method. That method is the method used to elect 
us to this chamber. We also need to be aware that if we introduce a system of voting that is different from the 
normal elections at both federal and state level, we will enhance invalid voting in both state and federal elections 
because people will not understand the principle that applies in state and federal elections in terms of preference 
because we will confuse them by going back to local government, which then has no preference. 

Hon Peter Collier: I do not think there is any evidence.  

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Certainly, many of the studies that I have read by the Electoral Commission and 
others would indicate that. 

Hon Peter Collier: But over the past decade the informal votes at the federal level have actually increased. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: The interesting thing was in the reports that we have before us, we need to remember 
that there was only 2.1 per cent informal votes in the last election. The minister reported that it was one of the 
lowest informal votes going in a local government election, which certainly indicated the introduction of the 
preferential voting system resulted in a lower informal vote than there had been in existence beforehand. 

Hon Ed Dermer: It stands to reason that having a different system whereby you vote in a different way from 
one election to the other is going to add to the likelihood of someone mistakenly using the wrong system for the 
wrong vote. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I have talked to a few local government members who are really rather concerned that 
we are rushing towards this in 10 weeks’ time with no clear understanding yet of the programs that we will 
utilise with processes—they have not been developed yet—and we have to remember that we are well into the 
process of that, and I will talk more on that in a minute. 
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Let us go back to dealing with the report produced by the Department of Local Government and Regional 
Development after the 2000 local government election to assess the operational success of that election. It stated 
that the rate of informal votes was 1.2 per cent and this rate indicates that any elector misunderstanding on how 
to complete the ballot paper using the system was minimal. In a circular to local government mayors and 
presidents dated 28 December, the then Minister for Local Government, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich, described the 
1.2 per cent informal vote as not a high rate for optional voting elections. 

It is clear that the vast majority of voters had no problems understanding or applying the preferential system. It is 
only those incumbent members who felt threatened by a large number of new potential candidates and/or 
councillors entering the fray through that process that has caused WALGA and indeed some local government 
managers to wish to go back to first-past-the-post voting. We reject the notion that first-past-the-post is easier to 
understand and apply at the local level because, like any voting system, it is open to manipulation. There is not a 
voting system around that cannot be manipulated. I have seen it in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Commission elections, in local government elections, and in conventional state and federal elections. It will be 
manipulated to fit if that is at all possible. It should not happen but it does.  

We have to remember, as I already said, that the voters who vote in local government elections will be the same 
voters who vote in state or federal elections. I suggest that it is beholden on the government to ensure that there 
is some uniformity between all the voting systems so that we actually keep the public informed. By introducing 
this retrograde step, back to the future, of first-past-the-post voting, we will inexorably confuse the voters even 
further, and that might come back to bite us by increasing the informal vote in both state and federal elections.  

The notion that the preferential voting system was introduced hastily and without consultation, as stated by the 
minister, is wrong. The bill that introduced the preferential system was referred to the Standing Committee on 
Environment and Public Affairs on 23 November 2006. The committee had more than four months in which to 
complete its review, and interested parties were given more than two months to make their submissions. Have 
we had any such review in this process? No. The bill, however, has been rushed through the other house and has 
sat languishing. If it were such an important piece of legislation, why was it not progressed into this chamber in a 
timely manner, so that we could have time to debate it? It is now being rushed through with the imperative that 
we need to have it in place in 10 weeks’ time. The key issue in terms of process is that we know that we must get 
the Governor’s assent, and then the Electoral Commission must go back and determine some of the processes. 

I will provide some time lines if members think we are rushing this. The Electoral Commission website states 
that on 8 August 2009 the Electoral Commissioner had to appoint a person as the returning officer for local 
government. That person does not know which process will be used. It also states that the chief executive officer 
is to give statewide public notice of the time and date of the closure of enrolments, which is to be on 12 August 
2009. I just point out that today is the eleventh, and we still do not know the process we will be dealing with. 
The chief executive officer of the Electoral Commission is to give notice of the time and date of closing for 
enrolments in a process that he is not yet aware of. The returning officer training takes place at the end of this 
week, on 17 August. The returning officers will be trained in a process in which they do not know what they will 
be dealing with, because the legislation has not been passed and has not had royal assent. Advertising may be 
given for nominations on 26 August, again for a process that we are not aware of. The Electoral Commission 
must do a number of other things as well. It must develop a software package for its own use in the election, 
again without knowing the process for which it is developing it. That software package must also go to the 
Department of Local Government for further distribution to local governments that will be using the process, but 
they cannot do that at this stage because they do not know what the system is. Ballot paper templates must be 
created. This is done at the central level. They do not know at the moment what form of ballot papers they will 
be preparing. It is crucial that local government, which in our view is the fundamental arm of government—local 
government by local people—has a process that is well informed, that the community is fully across and that has 
the ability to engage the community. Local governments will be presented within the next 10 weeks with either 
the old system, of which they have some knowledge, or a new system. 

Hon Peter Collier: It is what they want. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: In response to an interjection, I would suggest that it is not what the voters want; it is 
what the local government managers want. 

It is stated that first-past-the-post voting removes the influence of party politics on local government. There is no 
proof that this will be the case and, as I have already articulated, it is my view that such influence is exerted 
politically or regionally in both forms of voting. In April 2007 the Standing Committee on Environment and 
Public Affairs expressly rejected the idea that preferential voting would allow party politics to play a role in local 
government. The committee found no supporting evidence for the claims that party political involvement, 
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factions or alliances, or single-issue candidates getting elected will increase as a result of the proposed change to 
the electoral system as contained in the bill. This refers to the introduction of preferential voting. 

WALGA wants first-past-the-post voting, and the government is responding to WALGA’s request. The interests 
of all relevant stakeholders should be considered in this evaluation, rather than just those of WALGA or the local 
government managers. It is not proper to have a government body dictate the method of its own appointment. It 
should be widely considered, as was done before, by extensive review through the committee system. 
Constituents should choose how their representatives are appointed. There has been no opportunity for 
community consultation on this change. 

First-past-the-post voting allows a person to be elected without the support of the majority of voters. This goes 
against the fundamental concepts of democracy. The Greens (WA) are firmly embedded in the idea of a 
democracy. Anything that is antidemocratic does not sit well with us, and first-past-the-post is antidemocratic. It 
may also create a situation in which a successful candidate feels less inclined to properly represent his or her 
constituents because the majority of those constituents did not even vote for him or her. There is less 
representation of the public and of the community through first-past-the-post. All other elections in which 
Western Australians vote use the preferential system. Every other state in Australia uses the preferential system 
for local and state elections. Having first-past-the-post local government elections will make Western Australia 
the only state in Australia to make any use of the first-past-the-post voting method. When the minister says that 
Western Australia needs first-past-the-post voting at local government level because it is easy to understand, he 
is saying that Western Australia is the only state that has trouble understanding the preferential system. I would 
suggest that, with the education of voters that has gone on at both the state and federal level, that is a nonsense. 
We have increased our participation in and understanding of the voting system; the electors have become more 
engaged and now quite clearly understand preferential voting. Local government is also already expending 
significant amounts of money on the amalgamation process, and the first-past-the-post system represents an 
additional unnecessary waste of time and energy. The election system was changed only two years ago and has 
been used in only one election. It is a total waste of resources, in our view, to change the method back so quickly 
when the current method has not been tested. We propose to introduce some amendments during the committee 
stage, and I will speak to those amendments at that point. 

Before I deal with the voting system, I want to go back and remind members of the Greens’ view of local 
government, and why we are so passionate that a democratic system remain in local government. The Greens 
(WA) endorse local government as the most important of the three tiers of the Westminster system. A socially 
progressive grassroots government is for the people and by the people. We believe that the constituents should 
ensure the right of local government to express their will in the electorate. In that sense, the Greens are the only 
party that supports local government recognition within the commonwealth Constitution and in a future Western 
Australian Constitution, and that it be given an enhanced role and revenue base. 

It is now important to understand why first-past-the-post systems do not work. We need to go back to what my 
colleague touched on earlier on—the United Kingdom general election of 2005. If Britain did not have first-past-
the-post—it has tried on a number of occasions to remove that process, but it cannot meet the 60 per cent 
majority required in a referendum to do so—there would not be a Labour government in England; it would be a 
conservative government. In 2005, Labour got 35.4 per cent of the vote, the Conservative Party got 35.7 per cent 
of the vote and the Liberal Democrats got 22.9 per cent of the vote. Unfortunately, because of first-past-the-post, 
Labour ended up with 286 seats, which represents 54.1 per cent of the vote; the Conservatives ended up with 194 
seats, which represents 36.7 per cent of the vote; and the Liberal Democrats got 47 seats, which represents 8.9 
per cent of the vote. If the Liberal Democrats’ vote, which is a conservative vote, had been allowed to flow via 
preferences to the Conservative Party, Labour would have lost 100 seats. That is the problem that extends from 
first-past-the-post voting. 

In my view, it is overly simplistic and quite disingenuous to say that first-past-the-post voting is a democratic 
system. What is wrong with this proposed system? Similar to my colleague, I will give the house an example. 
The biggest problem is the number of votes that are excluded under first-past-the-post. The franchise is removed 
from people; their votes do not count. If they do not count, these people slowly withdraw from the voting system 
because they cannot be bothered. They think, “My vote didn’t count for anything. I’m not bothering next time.” 

Let us imagine we have four candidates: candidates A, B, C and D. Candidate A gets 35 per cent of the vote, 
candidate B gets 30 per cent, candidate C gets 20 per cent and candidate D gets 15 per cent. Under first-past-the-
post, candidate A, with 35 per cent of the vote, would be elected, despite having only just over one-third of the 
vote. Thus, nearly two-thirds of the population of that constituency effectively have no say in the election. They 
have been involved but have no say. The method is unfair. So what are the alternatives? There are a number, but 
the one that we prefer, similar to Hon Ed Dermer, is optional preferential voting, which is a crossover between 
pure preferential and first-past-the-post. 
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However, I will concentrate on the current method of preferential voting, which I believe in this instance has the 
greatest advantage. Let us go back to candidates A, B, C and D. At the end of the first count, candidate D, with 
only 15 per cent of the vote, is eliminated. If candidate D generally shared similar policies or his voters shared 
similar policies to those of candidate C, it is possible to envision the majority giving their second-choice vote to 
candidate C. If we assume that 13 per cent of the 15 per cent ranked candidate C as their second choice, with the 
remaining two per cent going to candidate B, the results would look like this: candidate A would still be sitting 
on 35 per cent, candidate B on 32 per cent and candidate C on 33 per cent. As we can see, candidate C is now the 
second placed candidate, whereas candidate B is eliminated. If we then assume that 18 per cent of candidate B’s 
32 per cent voted for candidate C as their second or third choice, and 14 per cent went for candidate A, we get 
the final result, which is that candidate A would get 49 per cent of the vote and candidate C would get 51 per 
cent of the vote. Candidate C would be elected, and candidate A, who had had the highest vote initially at 35 per 
cent, would be excluded. This is a simple example of the election process. 

Candidate C won the election by being the preferred candidate. He did not have the highest primary vote, but he 
was the preferred candidate of the electors. That is the importance of preferential voting. With the failure to 
ensure representation of over 50 per cent, the plurality, relative majority or first-past-the-post idea ignores the 
fact that the candidate, or candidates, with the largest number of votes does not necessarily gain a spot with any 
predetermined percentage of votes. All that is required is for the winner’s total votes to be higher than the rivals’ 
total votes. As we have seen, if we end up with 10 candidates, we could get to a situation in which someone with 
12 per cent of the primary vote is elected, yet every other candidate could stand against him. That is dramatically 
democratically unfair. It is unfair on the voters and it is unfair on the candidates. 

As I said, the United Kingdom continues to have the first-past-the-post system, and it also applies in local 
government elections in Wales and England. However, we need to know that Scotland and Wales have now 
opted for proportional representation. As I said earlier when we were talking about the biggest problem of first-
past-the-post, in the original election process before he became chancellor, Hitler never had more than 30 per 
cent of the popular vote, with all the other candidates standing against him being opposed to his philosophies. 

Hon Max Trenorden: Nor did Allende. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: No, that is right. Sixty-three per cent of the other candidates or philosophies basically 
were unanimous, though divided through various candidates, against Hitler. We would not have had that 
situation and he would not have gained the chancellery and been able to change the system had it not been for 
first-past-the-post. 

I go back to the report of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs. 

Hon Peter Collier: Germany had proportional voting under Hitler, not first-past-the-post. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: No, before he became chancellor, it was first-past-the-post. 

Hon Peter Collier: No, it wasn’t. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: It was a hybrid system. 

Hon Peter Collier: No, it was proportional voting. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Yes, but how it worked was that the other candidates were all opposed to him, and 
because he got the primary vote, he got elected. The minister can go back and check. 

Hon Peter Collier: I’ll have a chat to you about it later. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Yes. We need to go back to the eighth report of the Standing Committee on 
Environment and Public Affairs, which was on the Local Government Amendment Bill (No. 2) 2006. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: That’s a good report. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I am glad that Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich has entered the chamber and is listening to my 
comments about that committee. The members of that committee were Hon Louise Pratt, Hon Bruce Donaldson, 
Hon Kate Doust, Hon Paul Llewellyn and Hon Robyn McSweeney. That report came up with a number of 
important points. I refer to paragraph 5.28, under the heading “Arguments for and against retaining plurality 
voting”, which states — 

A number of individual submissions in support of the Bill maintain that plurality voting is undemocratic 
because Councillors can be elected with only minority support. 

I want to quote a paragraph from a submission from Mr Gordon Payne, which stated the following, according to 
the report — 
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The quality and responsiveness of our local government councillors is influenced by the degree of 
involvement by their electors. Electing local councils who have majority support from these voters is 
the first step. 

That goes back to that very point I was making; that is, if a person is not supported by the majority, why bother 
representing the majority? The report further states — 

5.42 The Committee noted the following extract from the evidence by the LGAB’s Chairman, 
Charlie Gregorini, which touches on the issue of acceptance: 

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON: We often hear that the word “change” is the most feared word 
in our vocabulary. Do you think there is certain fear throughout local government on this 
issue, or is there a genuine feeling that the first-past-the-post system has been accepted by the 
electors or do you think the fear is because no-one likes change? 

Mr Gregorini: The first-past-the-post system has been very much accepted by councillors and 
staff. I do not think the general electorate would care how votes are counted, Mr Donaldson. 
Similarly, it surprises me that you as politicians do not have a say when your own seats will be 
redistributed. However, after nine years with the advisory board, the people who are having 
the most say about leaving the system as it is are those who actually benefit from it; namely, 
the councillors and staff of local government in Western Australia. It sometimes makes me 
wonder why that tier should be the one that has the say in retaining the status quo: It is the 
only level of government that can do that. 

In its report the committee keeps coming back to the Western Australian Local Government Association’s 
statement. I do not think in any way, shape or form that can be justified, because it is based on simplicity. On the 
issue of cost WALGA’s evidence to the committee stated — 

The other issue we have with proportional preferential voting is the lack of cost efficiency. The 
first-past-the-post system is very cost efficient. It is very easy and simple for councils to run. In 
most instances councils run their own election process, particularly those in the country. The 
Western Australian Electoral Commission ran at the last local government elections, I think, 
24 postal voting processes out of the 28 metropolitan councils at some cost to local councils. It 
ranged up to in excess of a quarter of a million dollars. Local government needs to run an 
election process every two years. Our inquiries through the Western Australian Electoral 
Commission indicate that if proportional preferential voting is introduced, an increase of 
around 20 per cent on those figures would be the order of the day. The experience in South 
Australia when local government changed to proportional preferential voting in one fell swoop 
was that every council went across to the Electoral Commission to assist them in processing 
and counting their votes.  

I do not know whether having the Western Australian Electoral Commission involved in the process, which it 
currently is because of postal voting, is an argument for not having local government elections by preferential 
voting. It is more than acceptable for the Electoral Commission to be involved in the process. It is an astute body 
that carries out the functions very well in a professional manner. We now have postal voting in most elections. 
The argument was fallacious then and it is even more fallacious now.  

The Greens will not support a first-past-the-post voting system. We never have and never will. I would like the 
minister or the Leader of the House to identify the progress of this legislation and indicate the way that 
WALGA, the local government authorities and the Western Australian Electoral Commission will deal with this 
change in a 10-week period when, by the time the bill receives royal assent, the process of training returning 
officers for an election system will already have started, even though we do not know how it will perform.  

Mr Deputy President (Hon Michael Mischin), thank you for allowing me to speak on this bill. I urge members of 
the National and Liberal Parties to clearly consider what they are doing if they bring back this voting system.  

HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH (East Metropolitan) [9.15 pm]: I rise to express my concerns with the Local 
Government Amendment (Elections) Bill 2009. Members on the Labor side of this chamber will be opposing 
this legislation. It should come as no surprise that that is exactly what we intend to do. After all, we were very 
supportive of the preferential proportional representation system of elections in local government. It is hard to 
understand how local government can have certainty and get bedded down to get on with the job of governing at 
a local level when the current government chooses to play ping-pong with its electoral system. Local government 
has been under enormous pressure over some time and they were settling down. They were aware that a reform 
program had been ongoing for some time. They accepted the challenges associated with that. A couple of years 
ago they had changes to their electoral system and accepted that. For some reason this government is 
ideologically hell-bent on undoing the reforms of the previous government to local government elections and, 
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instead, is going back to the past. I have sympathy for local governments because I have not heard a compelling 
argument that we should be undoing the reforms that were put in place by the previous government.  

It is quite clear that the purpose of the bill is to replace the provisions of the preferential proportional 
representation system of voting for local government elections with the first-past-the-post system. It is fair to say 
that in a developed and advanced nation, with the exception of the United States, which has a first-past-the-post 
system, it is hard to believe that we are considering reintroducing a simplistic system of voting, one that is 
inconsistent with that voting system that currently operates at a federal and state level. It is taking local 
government back to a far more inferior system of voting. Nevertheless, this is what this government has chosen 
to do.  

According to the government the reason for this bill is to restore a system that is easy to understand and can be 
applied at a local level. Just because something is easy to understand does not necessarily mean it is the best 
thing. It also by implication would lead one to believe that people in local government do not have the capacity 
to be able to count within an alternative voting system. Therefore, one way to appease them is to give them 
something that is simple and that they can master. I have much more confidence in local government than that. 
They are by and large very capable. They have already demonstrated that they were well and truly capable of 
dealing with the proportional preferential voting system, which was introduced a couple of years ago.  

The minister’s second reading speech clearly states that since the previous government’s introduction of PPR the 
local government sector has been constantly expressing a strong desire to revert to the provisions of the first-
past-the-post system that was previously in place. That is not the case. Certainly I have not had any complaints 
and I would be surprised if there had been many complaints. I think the government is just using that as a 
justification for making the decision to go down this path. I do not think there is any appetite for this change at 
the constituency level; that is, the consumers of local government services—the ratepayers. When I was Minister 
for Local Government and this issue was running hot and our government was deciding which way to go on this 
issue, we were very keen to ensure that we moved to what we thought was a more democratic system of 
representation. That is why we moved to a proportional preferential system of voting. I can tell members that as 
the Minister for Local Government, I could count on the fingers of one hand the number of ratepayers who 
raised this question. Frankly, ratepayers use a system other than first past the post when they vote at a federal 
election and when they vote at a state election. They do not have any difficulty in understanding the first-past-
the-post voting system. I cannot get my head around the argument that the first-past-the-post system is so 
complex that the users of this voting system do not understand what they are doing and we therefore need to 
revert to a simpler system.  

The Minister for Local Government has had a fairly interesting relationship with the local government sector. I 
understand, for example, that the relationship between the minister and the Western Australian Local 
Government Association has not been very positive. In fact, it has been a bit strained. The WA Local 
Government Association has spent a lot of time and money on putting together a systemic sustainability study 
report for local government in Western Australia. I remember that SSS report very well. That report, which was 
funded by WAGLA and its members, set out the future direction for local government in Western Australia. It is 
fair to say that the previous government was fairly supportive of the direction in which WALGA was going with 
the SSS report. I think it is fair to say also that had we remained in office, we would have continued to provide 
that support, because we believe that the model that was being looked at would have led to greater sustainability 
in local government, without the slashing of local government authorities, and without causing mayhem in the 
local government sector. However, that was not to be. A new government came in, and it had a new plan. As the 
Leader of the House often reminds us, when we are in government, it is our job to govern. That is what this 
government is doing, and I have no problem with that. However, I think the way in which the Minister for Local 
Government interacted with WALGA in the early stages of his ministry has not been conducive to establishing a 
positive relationship with local governments. The minister said boldly that he was going to force local 
governments to amalgamate and to do this, that and the other. That was not well received. The minister might as 
well have taken that SSS report and thrown it on the ground and stomped on it, because basically what he was 
saying was that all the hard work that local governments and WALGA have been doing does not matter; at the 
end of the day, he is the minister, he will tell local governments what to do and they will have to do as he says. 
They will be forced to amalgamate, because that is his wish, and that is what will happen. Of course, it did not 
take very long for local governments to react to that. In fact, they reacted in a very negative way. They indicated 
that they did not want to be forced to do anything they did not want to do. They certainly did not want to be told 
what to do by a minister who has effectively been on the block for only five minutes.  

I think it is fair to say that even though the minister has been the mayor of a council in the south west of the 
state, his former colleagues in local government thought it smacked of arrogance for him to say that he knows 
what is best for local government. Defining what is best should be based not on the minister’s limited experience 
as the mayor of a council, but on broad analysis and consultation with the local government sector. As we can 
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imagine, the minister’s comments got right up the nose of most of the local government mayors and councillors. 
They were horrified that this fellow was calling the shots and was expecting them to jump when he said jump. 
That does not make for good relationships in this business. Of course, once a minister has established bad—or 
less than good—relationships in this business, clearly some pressure may be placed on that minister to make 
amends. It may well be that the minister has been feeling some pressure to give something back to WALGA and 
the mayors and the councillors, as a gesture of goodwill, by saying, “I know we started off on a bad footing and 
our relationship is a bit shaky, but I can give you something that will help to patch things up”. That peace token 
is not the forced amalgamations that the minister was proposing, and which local governments absolutely hated, 
but is in the form of the Local Government Amendment (Elections) Bill 2009.  

The minister states in his second reading speech that — 

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; . . . 

Further, both the Western Australian Local Government Association and Local Government Managers 
Australia expressed disappointment . . .  

To be disappointed about something does not necessarily mean one wants to get rid of it. It may well mean that it 
needs a little adapting or adjusting, but to be disappointed does not mean that one finds something absolutely 
abhorrent and does not want it at any cost. It is fairly obvious that this legislation is a peace token to the local 
government sector. It really is disappointing that the minister has chosen to introduce this legislation. 

I also put on public record that I am absolutely amazed that here we are, nearly a year into this government’s 
term of office, and there are many pressing issues — 

Hon Simon O’Brien: You’re rambling on; you’re saying nothing. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I can assure the minister that this is one of my better speeches! 

I have to say—what was I saying? 

Several members interjected. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The member was talking about rabbits; I was not talking about rabbits! 

Hon Simon O’Brien: You’re wasting the house’s time. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: This is very important. I am sure that in the minds of the people who elected 
this government, there are many things that would be deemed much more important to their day-to-day lives 
than the handling of a change to the local government voting system, which is really of interest only to people in 
local government. It is really of little or no interest to the broader community. 

I will not go into other legislation that could have passed through the house as a higher priority than this bill, but 
I will go on to general issues such as the state of the economy. When we look at some of the latest indicators of 
the state of the economy, it is clear that there are many policy areas on which this government should be 
focusing. For example, unemployment is up, with something like 68 000 people without jobs in this state. The 
Minister for Training is having a lovely yawn because he finds it all so very tiring. This is very important; there 
are 68 000 people out of work and we have not heard a peep from the government about it. We hardly ever hear 
a peep from the Minister for Training about how he is going to deal with these issues, yet this government 
chooses to make the Local Government Amendment (Elections) Bill 2009 a key priority. I am not out of order; I 
am quite within my rights to speak about what the priorities of this government should be. I say to the minister 
that he has got his priorities wrong. 

Hon Peter Collier: You’re only there until Eric gets the boot! And that’s not long, I can tell you! 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I did not have to forge my way in here; here we go again. 

Hon Peter Collier: So predictable. How long do you reckon you’ve got? Once he’s gone, you’re finished. You 
know that, don’t you? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I do not know; the minister is telling the story. 

Hon Peter Collier: You’ve got no talent and no credibility. You’ve got nothing. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The minister should not tell me that I do not have any credibility; I have never 
been under investigation. I will stake my credibility against the minister’s credibility anytime. 
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The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Michael Mischin): Order, members! Member, please proceed and please 
keep the speech relevant. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I want to go back over some of the history of the introduction of the preferential 
proportional voting system. The government actually passed that legislation when it made amendments to the 
Local Government Act in April 2007 to change the voting system from first-past-the-post to the preferential 
system and the proportional representation system for elections with multiple vacancies. The implementation of 
the new system was well on track. When I took over the portfolio, there were genuine concerns being voiced by 
members within the sector. 

Hon Peter Collier interjected. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I did not hear the minister. 

Hon Peter Collier: You decimated education; they were thinking, “Oh, no; here she comes. Now we’ve had it.” 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The minister without portfolio should talk; what a pathetic example of humanity 
he is. What an absolutely pathetic example the minister is. Fewer than two portfolios—10 TAFE colleges; that is 
it for him. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Order, members! I would appreciate it if members could allow the speech to 
continue, and for the speech to be kept relevant to the bill. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: I will try to not take interjections; I will not respond. I will deal with them 
through you, Mr Deputy President; otherwise, it could get very, very nasty! 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Please proceed. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: There were some genuine concerns raised about the new system. We worked 
with the Electoral Commission and developed new software. The new software was targeted at making sure that 
the count went efficiently on the night, and the Electoral Commission did a really good job, together with the 
representative from the department. They went out to local governments, metropolitan and regional, and actually 
taught representatives how to use the new system. I was very surprised that when the election took place in 2007, 
the responses we got from the ground about the effectiveness of the new system were very positive indeed. 

There is some pressure to finalise this legislation for the upcoming local government elections, which is probably 
why the government has made it a priority. Local governments had a number of concerns at the last election. 
One of the things that kept popping up was that under the proportional preferential voting system there would be 
a lower voter turnout and that there would not be sufficient numbers of women elected to local government. 
There were concerns that not enough Indigenous people would be elected. Some of those concerns were 
genuinely held, but given that the local government sector had always had a first-past-the-post system of 
voting — 

Hon Ed Dermer: The first-past-the-post voting system was brought into local governments by Paul Omodei. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The honourable member is right. 

They had certainly got used to that system; they liked it, it was simple and it could be easily accommodated. 
They were indicating their concerns about problems that they thought would arise under the new system. 
However, after the elections were held, it was quite clear that the new system had, in fact, worked very well.  

The local government department actually completed an election report on the outcome. It was very interesting 
to see that the outcome at that time was very positive indeed. For example, during that election there were the 
highest number of electors and voters on record. I do not know whether that is coincidental, but I would like to 
think it was because of the proportional preferential voting system. In fact 1.3 million electors chose to vote in 
the local government elections the last time they were held. Of the candidates, 1 158 were in fact women. There 
had certainly been no reduction in the number of women at that election—it was the same as it had been for the 
2005 election. The number of women who participated in that election as candidates actually held. In terms of 
final turnout figures, the WA Electoral Commission at the time estimated that it was about 35 per cent. That was 
also the same as it had been for 2005. The male to female ratio of elected members was 29 per cent to 71 per 
cent. Once again that was the same as had been recorded in 2005.  

The reason I am going through this is because there seems to be some view that the first-past-the-post system 
actually leads to better outcomes in terms of some of these indicators. That is really not borne out by the facts of 
this case.  

Eighteen candidates identified themselves as being Indigenous, and they were elected. I do not know how many 
Indigenous people ran as candidates, but clearly the need for Indigenous involvement not only in local 
government but also in all levels of government is very, very important. When I was minister, one of the things 
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that I was passionate about was to make sure that as a part of self-determination, as a part of better understanding 
some of the challenges particularly in the more remote communities with high Indigenous populations, those 
people were in the best position to know their own needs. The best way of obtaining that sort of feedback or 
information is to have them sitting directly at the table involved in the decision-making process and making sure 
that they are there as the voice on behalf of the people that they represent. At that time I was certainly very, very 
pleased that the number of Indigenous candidates and the number of elected Indigenous people was the highest 
on record. Once again, I do not know—maybe it was an exceptional election, maybe it was just an aberration, 
maybe it did not have much to do with the voting system, but for all of those people who were concerned that 
women would not be elected, that the number of Indigenous people would be reduced and so on, the point is that 
it simply did not eventuate. It was a very, very good outcome.  

I mentioned that software was developed to count votes using the new system. It was very surprising because 
during the count the system was faultless. It was a real credit to the then Director General of the Department of 
Local Government and Regional Development, Cheryl Gwilliam. She was outstanding in the way that she took 
charge of the whole process and worked so closely with the WA Electoral Commission to ensure that any bumps 
were ironed out. The WA Electoral Commission was confident that the logistical issues causing a very small 
number of delays during that count were addressed. The number of informal votes was not particularly high; in 
fact they were quite low. It is fair to say that on technical grounds it is very hard to make a case to change from 
the proportional preferential system of voting back to the first-past-the-post voting system. It may be of some 
political convenience to do that, but certainly there is no technical reason for why that should be the case. I am 
very, very disappointed that the government is going down this path.  

I do not know how much consultation the government has been involved in. Clearly the government has 
communicated with the Minister for Local Government. It may have communicated with the Local Government 
Managers Association—I am sure it has—but I am not sure how broad the communications have been between 
the government and other representatives. I know that back in 2006, for example, prior to the development of the 
changes to the proportional preferential system of voting, the minister, who was then Hon Jon Ford, had worked 
very hard to make sure that he consulted government specifically about introducing the proportional preferential 
voting system for local government elections. At that time the Local Government Advisory Board was given the 
terms of reference by the former Minister for Local Government and Regional Development. That was started by 
John Bowler, who was then the minister, under our government. In October 2005 he consulted specifically about 
changing the local government voting system from the first-past-the-post system to a proportional preferential 
representation voting system. In October 2005, the then minister wrote to the WA Local Government 
Association, Local Government Managers Australia, all the mayors, all the presidents, the chief executive 
officers of local government, and the members of Parliament to advise them of the consultation process. It was 
indeed a very extensive consultation process. The Local Government Advisory Board conducted 10 public 
consultation hearings throughout the state that included consultation on this specific reform.  

These things do not come cheap; none of this comes cheap. The extensive consultation process costs money, the 
development of new counting systems costs money and the drafting of legislation costs money. Every single 
aspect of a legislative reform program has cost implications. It is just incredible that two years after the 
introduction of a new voting system into local government, we find this government basically undoing all of that 
work with scant regard for the costs involved in order to pursue their ideologically driven intent to introduce a 
first-past-the-post voting system.  

We are not in good economic times; many government services have been cut back by this government. Many, 
many areas of spending have been reduced because, clearly, our economy is nowhere near where it was in, let us 
say, September 2007. We had that incredible rate of growth in the last quarter of 2007; 14 per cent growth 
compared with China’s 10 per cent—what a phenomenal achievement that was! We are no longer there. We 
have considerably less than that, and all the things and activities that cost money to bring about those reforms in 
2007 when we introduced proportional preferential representation voting—all those resources that were spent—
have been simply tossed out and disregarded by this government without any consideration for the economic 
times that we find ourselves in. This is simply something that is being driven by pure ideology.  

I want to continue quickly to explain the rest of the consultation process that was undertaken because not only 
did we do those things that were outlined, but also hearings were conducted via the Westlink satellite broadcast 
and in total 212 people attended meetings directly. Also, the minister released the Local Government Advisory 
Board report and recommendations on the consultative process entitled “Local Government Structural and 
Electoral Reform in Western Australia: Ensuring the Future Sustainability of Communities”. He released that to 
the wider community and local government for a further round of consultation. While the minister was 
conducting his own consultations at that time, the Local Government Advisory Board was also doing its 
consultations and received 106 submissions on the proposal to change from the first-past-the-post system to a 
proportional preferential representation voting system. A number of the 69 submissions that the Local 
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Government Advisory Board received from local government were naturally in favour of the proposed change to 
a proportional preferential representation voting system and, of course, some of them were not. I guess in some 
ways there is still some division within the sector about whether one or the other is the best way to go. Certainly, 
we on the Labor side of this seating arrangement believe that a proportional preferential system is the better way 
to go. I will not canvass that because Hon Ed Dermer has canvassed it extensively. We have canvassed the actual 
mechanics of the difference between those two voting systems time and again because this is not the first time 
that we have had this legislation in this place. I hope that it is probably not the last time that we have this 
legislation in this place either because I do not believe that this voting system best suits the people in the state; it 
certainly does not serve the constituency of local government. Although it may serve the purposes of some 
individuals, whether they be employees of the Western Australian Local Government Association or Local 
Government Managers Australia people, I do not know, but we on this side of the house have some considerable 
difficulty with it.  

When we look at the history of this legislation and at the amount of work that has gone into this issue, and 
certainly from the time that I have been involved with it—it dates back to 2006 when we started to do some work 
on the local government amendment bill—it has had a very, very interesting history indeed. I am disappointed 
that we see this legislation in this place yet again. I make the point once more that I do not remember this matter 
being an election commitment for this government. We all know that the speed at which the election was called 
meant that very important policy areas were not put forward in election commitments by the now government. It 
is very disappointing that this was not made public in the lead-up to the last election; it was not seen as a priority 
and here we have it as being of some significant importance to local government. I must say that, for example in 
the 100-day plan, there was a commitment that there would be a review of the activities of lobbyists and, in fact, 
that legislation would be brought into this Parliament for the way government would deal with the lobbyists. 

THE DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Michael Mischin): I hesitate to interrupt, but is that relevant to the merits 
of this bill? 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: Yes, I have to say it is because the point that I am making is that that was a 100-
day commitment made by the government that it would introduce legislation into Parliament to deal with the 
question of lobbyists. It was to be part of the first 100 days of this government. That legislation has not been 
introduced, whereas this Local Government Amendment (Elections) Bill, which is not noted, recorded or 
promised anywhere, has all of a sudden taken priority and pride of place in this house. Quite frankly, I think that 
the government has got its priorities wrong and on the question of whether I think this is relevant, yes, I think it 
is very, very relevant. I think anybody who understands anything about politics knows that the priorities of 
government should be reflected in an accurate way in the government’s agenda, and this falls well short of any 
government plan or agenda thus far. Therefore, having said those few words, we will not be supporting this 
legislation. 

THE DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm): I give the call to Hon Jon Ford. 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [9.59 pm]: Thank you, Mr Deputy President. 

Hon Norman Moore: Why don’t you move that the debate be adjourned? 

THE DEPUTY PRESIDENT: I will leave that up to the honourable member. I note that there is simply two 
minutes left. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


