
Hon Dr Sally Talbot MLC  
Chair of the WA Legislative Council Standing Committee on Legislation  
Parliament House  
4 Harvest Terrace, West Perth WA 6005  
   
Dear Dr Talbot  
   
Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission concerning the Electoral Amendment 
Bill 2020.  
   
In February 2019, all State MPs received a letter written by me and a number of colleagues 
with expertise in democratic practice. In that letter, we argued that the Electoral Act 1907, 
as it currently stands, “does not ensure the crucial democratic principles of fairness, 
integrity, and transparency in the electoral process in this State. It is in urgent need of 
reform”. We listed four issues that needed attention: malapportionment in the Legislative 
Council; the system of ticket voting in the Legislative Council which leads to ‘preference 
harvesting’ and makes it difficult for voters to control their preferences; the involvement of 
candidates and political parties in postal voting; and the timing and threshold for disclosing 
political donations.   
  
The Electoral Amendment Bill 2020 addresses the last of these four issues. It also contains 
additional reforms introducing expenditure caps for election campaigns, and the banning of 
foreign donations.   
  
The introduction of expenditure caps is particularly welcome. Good democratic practice 
requires elections in which community and interest groups, candidates and political parties, 
all have the opportunity to both express themselves and to be heard. While it is vital that all 
have a right to political expression, it is equally important that one or two interests, with 
greater financial means, are not able to overwhelm and drown out other voices. Public 
funding has given some assurance that political parties have the resources to compete on a 
roughly level playing field, but we also need to minimise the risk of election spending by a 
small number of associated entities having undue influence over political debate, without 
unduly restricting their constitutional freedom of political communication. The Bill’s 
expenditure limits would appear to provide an appropriate balance of these competing 
needs.  
  
Trust in government and democracy has declined in recent years, in Australia and 
internationally. The potentially corrupting influence of political donations on politics and 
government is partly to blame1. It needs to be countered through increased transparency, 
so that the public (often through the media) can know who is donating funds to whom, and 
in a timely fashion. The Bill’s proposed reduction in the declaration threshold to $1000 
brings WA into line with the situation in NSW, Victoria and Queensland and is a sensible 
move. Similarly, the ban on foreign donations lessens the chances of unwelcome and 
unwarranted intrusions into WA election campaigns and politics.  
   
                                                           
1 See D. Wood and J. Daley, A Crisis of Trust: The Rise of Protest Politics in Australia, March 2018, Grattan 
Institute. Available at: https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/902-a-crisis-of-trust.pdf  

https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/902-a-crisis-of-trust.pdf


In addition, the Bill proposes that political parties and associated entities be required to 
submit quarterly returns disclosing donations and gifts, rather than the current annual 
reporting cycle. The Bill also proposes reducing the post-election disclosure reporting period 
from 15 weeks to 12 weeks. While both proposals are a welcome improvement on current 
practice, they do not really go far enough, especially concerning election donations. Ongoing 
or ‘real time’ disclosures are quite possible – Queensland has legislated for this. Other 
States have much shorter reporting periods than WA – in South Australia, parties are 
required to disclose donations over the gift threshold every seven days, while for NSW and 
Victoria the reporting period is 21 days2. Transparency requires that the public, the media or 
any person wishing to scrutinise donations, has the opportunity to do so at the time, rather 
than much later when votes have already been cast or a controversy has died down.  
  
Nevertheless, despite these limitations, I welcome the Bill’s proposed reforms as an 
excellent first step towards what I hope is a broader agenda to improve our State’s electoral 
system.  
  
Yours sincerely  
  
Professor John Phillimore  
Executive Director, John Curtin Institute of Public Policy  
Curtin University 
 
1 October 2020 
 

                                                           
2 For a brief comparison of Australian jurisdictions on several dimensions relating to donations thrsholds and 
reporting, see C. Chivers, D. Wood and K. Griffiths, ‘Time for the federal government to catch up on political 
donations reform’, Grattan Institute, 14 August 2018, available at: https://grattan.edu.au/news/time-for-the-
federal-government-to-catch-up-on-political-donations-reform/  
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