
3 Political parties in Australia 
3.1 Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in your 
learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the content and concepts covered in this 
topic.

3.1.1 Australia’s system of government
As you have learnt in previous years of HASS, in Australia we have a form of government known as a 
representative democracy. This means that people elect representatives to sit in the parliament to make laws 
on their behalf. Members of parliament (MPs) are elected for a set period of time, so they have to be able to 
perform well enough to convince the voters to re-elect them after that period of time.

Our federal parliament is made up of the Governor-General, representing the British monarch, and two 
‘houses’ — the Senate (upper house) and the House of Representatives (lower house). Most MPs belong to 
an organisation known as a political party. The aim of each political party is to win a majority in the House 
of Representatives and form government. This means winning 76 or more of the 151 electorates (also called 
seats) in the lower house. Winning government enables the successful political party to run the country until 
the next election. The party’s leader becomes the prime minister, and other senior members of the party 
become government ministers.

Each government minister is responsible for a government department. These include health, defence, 
communications, immigration, social services, the environment, education or foreign affairs. Government 
employees and public servants in these departments then become responsible for carrying out the policies of 
the government, acting on the instructions of the minister.

Parliament, elections and opposing parties. Is governing Australia about more than arguing politicians?

Resources

eWorkbook Customisable worksheets for this topic

Video eLesson Federal elections (eles-2258)
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FIGURE 1  Political parties play a central role in the 
governing of Australia.
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  3.2  Australia’s political parties  

  3.2.1  The role of political parties 
 Political parties are groups of people who band together because they share the same views about issues they 
think are important. People join a political party because they support the party’s views. The main aim of a 
political party is to get its candidates elected so it can form government. 

 Political parties in Australia range from traditional organisations to special interest groups. They work hard to 
promote their ideas and encourage members of the public to join them. Their main aim is to have candidates 
elected to parliament. In this way they can aim to have laws passed that are consistent with their beliefs and 
values. Use the  Political parties  weblinks in the Resources tab to learn more. 

LEARNING INTENTION 

  By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to explain the role of political parties and independent 
representatives in the Australian system of government. 
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  FIGURE 1    Timeline: The founding of Australia’s major political parties  
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All political parties must be registered with the Australian 
Electoral Commission. There are two requirements for this 
registration:
 1. The aims of the party must be submitted.
 2. The party must have at least 500 eligible voters unless 

the party already has a member in parliament at the time 
it is formed.

3.2.2 Australian Labor Party
The Australian Labor Party (ALP) is the oldest 
political party in Australia. It was formed in 
the 1890s. Unemployment was high and living 
conditions were harsh, so workers relied on their 
trade unions for support and protection. The unions 
felt they would be more effective if they could gain 
a voice in parliament. For this reason they formed 
their own political party to put forward their own 
candidates for election. This background has meant 
that trade unions have always had strong links with 
the Labor Party.

The Labor Party platform is based on the belief that 
government has a responsibility to look after the 
people. Its main aims are to:

 • ensure wealth and power are shared evenly and 
fairly in society

 • make sure everyone who wants to work can 
�nd a job

 • abolish poverty and improve the living 
standards of all Australians

 • ensure that all Australians can obtain the 
education, housing and community services 
they need.

TABLE 1  Labor Party governments since World War II

Period of government Prime minister

Oct 1941 to Dec 1949 John Curtin: 1941–1945 (died Jul 1945)

Ben Chi�ey: 1945–1949

Dec 1972 to Nov 1975 Gough Whitlam

Mar 1983 to Mar 1996 Bob Hawke: 1983–Dec 1991

Paul Keating: Dec 1991–Mar 1996

Nov 2007 to Sep 2013 Kevin Rudd: Nov 2007–Jun 2010

Julia Gillard: Jun 2010–Jun 2013

Kevin Rudd: Jun 2013–Sep 2013

FIGURE 3  The Australian Labor Party 
was formed by trade unionists, seen here 
campaigning for the eight-hour working 
day.

Australian Electoral 
Commission    an 
independent body that 
organises and runs 
elections in Australia
eligible voters    Australian 
citizens who are over 18 
years old and are on the 
electoral roll, which is an 
of�cial register of voters

FIGURE 2  The logo of the Australian 
Labor Party: what do the colours and 
design suggest about the party?
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3.2.3 The Liberal Party of Australia
The Liberal Party of Australia was founded by Robert Menzies in 
1944 and �rst won government in the federal parliament in 1949. The 
Liberal party has since always formed a coalition government with 
the National Party.

The Liberal Party platform is individual freedom and free enterprise. 
Its main aims are to work towards:

 • a just and humane society in which the family and the role of law 
and justice are maintained

 • equal opportunity for all Australians; and the encouragement and 
facilitation of wealth so that all may enjoy the highest possible 
standards of living, health, education and social justice

 • a lean government that minimises interference in daily life and 
minimises taxes

 • a government that encourages private businesses and does not 
compete with them.

3.2.4 National Party of Australia
The Nationals were established as a federal party in 1920, originally 
as the Country Party. The Nationals have been able to form 
government on several occasions as the junior partner in coalition 
with the Liberal Party since 1949, and with other parties before that. 
When the National Party is in government with the Liberal Party, the 
leader of the National Party becomes deputy prime minister.

coalition    an alliance 
between two or more 
political parties, 
formed to improve 
their chances of 
winning an election or 
forming government

FIGURE 5  Robert Menzies

FIGURE 4  The logo of the Liberal 
Party: what do the colours and 
design suggest about the party?

TABLE 2  Liberal–National Party governments since World War II

Period of government Prime minister

Dec 1949 to Dec 1972 Robert Menzies: 1949–Jan 1966 (retired)

Harold Holt: Jan 1966–Dec1967 (died)

John McEwen (National Party): Dec 1967–Jan 1968

John Gorton: Jan 1968–Mar 1971

William McMahon: Mar 1971–Dec 1972

Nov 1975 to Mar 1983 Malcolm Fraser

Mar 1996 to Nov 2007 John Howard

Sep 2013– Tony Abbott: Sep 2013–Sep 2015

Malcolm Turnbull: Sep 2015–Aug 2018

Scott Morrison: Aug 2018–

TOPIC 3 Political parties in Australia  5

UNCORRECTED When the National Party is in government with the Liberal Party, the 

UNCORRECTED When the National Party is in government with the Liberal Party, the 
leader of the National Party becomes deputy prime minister.

UNCORRECTED leader of the National Party becomes deputy prime minister.

UNCORRECTED 

UNCORRECTED 

UNCORRECTED 

UNCORRECTED 

UNCORRECTED 

 Liberal–National Party governments since World War II

UNCORRECTED 

 Liberal–National Party governments since World War II

UNCORRECTED 

UNCORRECTED 

UNCORRECTED 

Period of government

UNCORRECTED 

Period of government

Dec 1949 to Dec 1972

UNCORRECTED 

Dec 1949 to Dec 1972

Nov 1975 to Mar 1983UNCORRECTED 

Nov 1975 to Mar 1983

PAGE National Party of Australia

PAGE National Party of Australia
The Nationals were established as a federal party in 1920, originally 

PAGE 
The Nationals were established as a federal party in 1920, originally 
as the Country Party. The Nationals have been able to form 

PAGE 
as the Country Party. The Nationals have been able to form 
government on several occasions as the junior partner in coalition 

PAGE 
government on several occasions as the junior partner in coalition 
with the Liberal Party since 1949, and with other parties before that. PAGE 
with the Liberal Party since 1949, and with other parties before that. 
When the National Party is in government with the Liberal Party, the PAGE 
When the National Party is in government with the Liberal Party, the 
leader of the National Party becomes deputy prime minister.PAGE 

leader of the National Party becomes deputy prime minister.

PROOFS
The Liberal Party platform is individual freedom and free enterprise. 

PROOFS
The Liberal Party platform is individual freedom and free enterprise. 

a just and humane society in which the family and the role of law 

PROOFS
a just and humane society in which the family and the role of law 

equal opportunity for all Australians; and the encouragement and 

PROOFSequal opportunity for all Australians; and the encouragement and 
facilitation of wealth so that all may enjoy the highest possible 

PROOFSfacilitation of wealth so that all may enjoy the highest possible 
standards of living, health, education and social justice

PROOFS
standards of living, health, education and social justice
a lean government that minimises interference in daily life and 

PROOFS
a lean government that minimises interference in daily life and 

a government that encourages private businesses and does not 

PROOFS
a government that encourages private businesses and does not 

National Party of AustraliaPROOFS

National Party of Australia



 The Nationals are dedicated to representing people who live, work 
or operate a business in regional Australia. The Nationals � ght for an 
equality of services, lifestyle and opportunity between the cities and 
the regions. Their main aims are to: 

     •  provide strong representation of local communities 
     •  ensure security for families through decent health, safety, social 

and economic welfare standards 
     •  promote individual achievement, free choice and a fair go 
     •  encourage investment, wealth generation and reward for private 

enterprise.   

  3.2.5  Australian  Greens   
 The Australian Greens party was formed in 1992. It grew out of the 
activism of environmental groups in the 1980s and based many of its 
principles on those of European green parties. Its main aims are to: 

     •  look after the environment and preserve the Earth’s resources for 
the future 

     •  ensure that everyone in our society is treated fairly and with 
respect 

     •  create a safe, harmonious world in which force is not used to 
solve differences 

     •  ensure that society is governed by the people, and not run by the 
wealthy and powerful.   

  3.2.6  Minor parties 
 In addition to the major parties, a number of smaller parties have existed in recent times. Often these parties 
are centred on an individual politician, whose name forms part of the party name, or a single issue. In some 
cases this party leader and founder has been elected to parliament as an independent and has used their pro� le 
as a means to establish a new party and attract other candidates to join them. Examples include: 

     •  Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party — founded by Queensland Senator Pauline Hanson in 1998. She was 
elected as a Liberal member of the House of Representatives in 1996 and founded her own party after 
having been expelled from the Liberal Party. She unsuccessfully stood for the Senate on several occasions 
prior to 2016. Hanson was elected to the Senate in 2016. 

     •  Palmer United Party/United Australia Party — founded by Queensland businessman Clive Palmer as 
Palmer United Party in 2013, with a name change in 2018. 

     •  Katter’s Australian Party — founded by Queensland member of the House of Representatives Bob Katter, 
who was elected to federal parliament in 1993 as a National Party member, left the party to sit as an 
independent in 2001, and founded Katter’s Australian Party in 2011. 

     •  The Nick Xenophon Team/Centre Alliance — founded by South Australian Senator Nick Xenophon in 
2013, who had been an independent member of the Senate since 2008. When Xenophon left the Senate to 
contest a seat in the 2018 South Australian state election, the party was renamed Centre Alliance, and no 
longer has any direct involvement with Nick Xenophon. 

     •  Derryn Hinch’s Justice Party — founded by media personality Derryn Hinch in 2016, with Hinch elected 
to the Senate in the federal election of that year. His party was successful in having three members elected 
to the Victorian upper house in 2018. 

     •  Jacqui Lambie Network — founded by Tasmanian Jacqui Lambie, who was � rst elected to the Senate 
as a member of the Palmer United Party in 2013. After leaving that party in 2014, she founded her own 
party in 2015. She was re-elected in the 2016 election, but had to resign in 2017 because she held dual 
Australian and British citizenship. Under the Australian Constitution, a member of parliament must be an 
Australian citizen and cannot hold dual citizenship with any other country.   

  FIGURE 7    The logo of the 
Australian Greens: what do the 
colours and design suggest about 
the party?  

  FIGURE 6     The logo of the 
Nationals: what do the colours and 
design suggest about the party?  
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There have been a number of other minor parties that have had members elected to the Senate, such as the 
Liberal Democratic Party, the Family First Party and the Motoring Enthusiast Party. The Senate voting system, 
discussed in the following sections, made it possible for representatives of minor parties to gain a seat in the 
Senate, by gaining preferences from a wide range of other candidates.

3.2.7 Independents
Members of parliament who do not belong to a political party are called independents. They can choose to vote 
with one of the major parties or with minor parties, or abstain from voting.

Within the parliament, government members sit on the benches to the right of the Speaker, while Opposition 
members sit to the left of the Speaker. Independents and minor party members sit on the benches in the 
middle, at the opposite end of the chamber to the Speaker. They are said to sit on the ‘cross-benches’, and so 
are known as ‘cross-bench members’ or ‘cross-benchers’.

It is dif�cult for independent members to be elected because they do not have a party structure and 
membership to support them. Independent senators are usually people with a high pro�le across their whole 
state. An independent attempting to be elected to the House of Representatives needs to gain strong local 
community support in the electorate.

TABLE 3  Registered political parties in Western Australia.

Animal Justice Party Liberal Democratic Party Socialist Alliance WA

Australian Christians National Party of Australia (WA) The Flux Party WA

Australian Labor Party (WA Branch) Pauline Hanson's One Nation The Greens WA

Daylight Savings Party Shooters, Fishers and Farmers 
Party (WA)

The Liberal Party of Australia (WA)

Health Australia Party Small Business Party Western Australia Party

*Current at 28 February 2020

Resources

Interactivity Timeline of Australian political parties (int-7039)

Weblinks Political parties: Australian Labor Party

Political parties: Liberal Party of Australia

Political parties: The Australian Greens

Political parties: The Nationals

3.2 ACTIVITIES

 1. Investigate which political parties contested the last federal and state elections in your local electorate.
 a. List the upper and lower house candidates for each house and their parties.
 b. Create a timeline to show the founding of each of the parties, based on the timeline in  FIGURE 1.
 c. Comment on what you found in a short written response. Civics and Citizenship concepts: Participation 
 2. Select one of the political parties described in this section and use the Political parties weblinks in the 

Resources tab to visit the party’s website and �nd answers to the following:
 a. What is your selected party’s vision for the future of Australia?
 b. Identify and explain six key policies that your selected party believes will help achieve this vision. 

 HASS skills: Questioning and researching  
 Civics and Citizenship concepts: Participation 
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3.2 EXERCISES

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au

Check your understanding

 1. Identify the purpose and features of a political party.
 2. De�ne the term coalition.
 3. Why is the trade union movement in�uential within the Labor Party?
 4. Explain what the Liberal Party and National Party have in common that has allowed them to form a coalition 

in the federal parliament for over 65 years.
 5. Outline the similarities and differences of the main aims of the Labor and Liberal parties.

Apply your understanding

 6. Outline the key policies of the Greens. In what ways are they different from the major parties?
 7. Explain why it is dif�cult for an independent to win a seat in parliament.
 8. Explain why the terms of prime ministers do not always coincide with the dates of elections and terms of 

governments.
 9. Why do you think so many minor parties are centred around an individual politician?
 10. Why are members of parliament who are members of minor parties generally referred to as 

‘cross-benchers’?
 11. Critically analyse FIGURE 3, which shows an 8-hour day protest.
 a. List what you observe in the image (for example consider the genders and numbers of participants and 

onlookers, the transport and clothes).
 b. Comment on what your observations might suggest about the protesters.
 12. Look carefully at FIGURE 5. Visit the online media gallery of Australian Parliament House to compare this 

portrait of Robert Menzies with the of�cial portraits of other Australian prime ministers. Comment on what 
you notice is similar and different among the members of this group.

For sample responses to every question go to www.jacplus.com.au 

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
<Text to come>

LEVEL 2
Questions 
<Text to come>

LEVEL 3
Questions 
<Text to come>
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3.3  The electoral process

3.3.1 Voting systems
We elect representatives to state and federal parliaments, as well as to local councils, to make laws and to take 
other decisions on our behalf. It is important that the voting system is as fair as possible because this ensures 
that the composition of parliament is a true representation of the voters’ wishes.

3.3.2 Principles of the Australian electoral system
The Australian electoral system is based on 
a number of key principles. These are:

 • universal suffrage and secret ballot
 • compulsory voting
 • �xed or maximum terms for 

parliament
 • one vote, one value
 • combinations of single-member and 

multi-member electorates
 • preferential voting and proportional 

representation.

Universal suffrage
Voting in all parliamentary elections 
in Australia is through universal adult 
suffrage or franchise. This means that all 
Australian citizens over the age of 18 have 
a right to vote. There are some exceptions 
to this. For example, anyone serving a 
prison term of three years or longer cannot 
vote while they are in prison, but can resume the right to vote once they are released.

We have not always had universal adult franchise in Australia. In the 1850s, colonial parliaments granted the 
franchise to white adult males over the age of 21. In 1902, the right to vote 
in elections for the Commonwealth Parliament was extended to white women 
over 21. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were excluded from 
voting until 1962. The legal voting age was lowered from 21 to 18 in 1973.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to
• explain the voting systems for the House of Representatives and Senate
• outline the main principles and features of the Australian electoral system
• describe how Australian voting processes help to uphold the main principles of the Australian electoral 

system.

Resources

Video eLesson What is parliament? (eles-2077)

FIGURE 1  Our democratic system is based on the principle 
that all Australian citizens over 18 vote to elect members of 
parliament.

suffrage or franchise    the right 
to vote
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The secret ballot
Australia was one of the �rst places in the world to 
introduce a secret ballot for voting. A secret ballot 
allows every voter to keep their vote private, so 
that no-one can force them to vote for a particular 
candidate. Before the introduction of the secret ballot, 
voters had to announce who they were voting for to an 
of�cial. This vote was then recorded beside their name, 
so everyone could see who everyone else voted for.

This system often led to the intimidation and bribery 
of voters. Most of the Australian colonial parliaments 
introduced the secret ballot in the 1850s. Under this 
system, voters �ll out their voting papers in private, 
fold them so no-one can see, and place them in a ballot 
box. Once in the box, there is no way of identifying 
one voting paper from another.

Compulsory voting
Compulsory voting is not required by the Australian 
Constitution, and was only introduced in Australia 
in 1924. Now, voting for federal, state and territory 
parliaments is compulsory for all eligible citizens over 
the age of 18. In some states, voting is also compulsory 
for local council elections. Failure to vote can result in 
a �ne if the voter does not have a reasonable excuse, 
such as serious illness on the day of the election.

Voters in federal elections can vote anywhere in 
their state on election day, but there are also processes in place to help people who cannot vote in person in 
their own state on election day. To assist those who may have dif�culty voting on election day, a number of 
alternative methods are available. Collectively, the following are known as 'declaration votes' because the voter 
is required to declare their eligibility to vote by signing their name and adding their address details on an 
envelope that holds their completed ballot paper. 

(a) (b)

FIGURE 2  Many countries now use a secret ballot, but types of ballot boxes vary. What are the most 
signi�cant differences between these ballot boxes from Indonesia (a) and Ukraine (b) with the type used in 
Australia (FIGURE 1)?

FIGURE 3  All registered voters in an electorate 
have their names and addresses recorded in the 
electoral roll.
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 • Pre-poll vote: Early voting centres are open in all electorates, often up to three weeks before the election 
day. If a voter knows that he or she will be away from their home electorate on election day, it is possible 
to take advantage of this method.

 • Postal votes: Voters can apply for postal votes, which allow them to receive ballot papers before the 
election and to post them to the appropriate electoral of�ce. Envelopes containing these votes are opened 
face down to preserve the secrecy of the vote.

 • Absentee vote: It is possible to vote interstate or overseas if you have not been able to organise early 
voting or postal voting before travelling. If you are interstate for a federal election, you can complete an 
absentee vote at speci�c polling stations that have been designated interstate voting centres.  These polling 
places have access to the electoral rolls and ballot papers from every electorate for the election. Overseas, 
some large Australian embassies or consulates also facilitate absentee voting. 

3.3.3 Features of the Australian electoral system

Electoral rolls
All Australian citizens are required to register to vote when they turn 18. This can be done either online or by 
obtaining an enrolment form from an of�ce of the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC). The AEC is the 
of�cial body responsible for the conduct of federal elections. It also maintains a record of all registered voters, 
known as the electoral roll.

This record is updated regularly to allow for new voters to be added, changes of voter addresses to be recorded, 
and names to be removed when voters die. You can enrol to vote any time after turning 16, although you will 
not be able to vote until you have turned 18. Failure to enrol to vote can result in a �ne.

Rules about parliamentary terms
Federal parliament

The Australian Constitution requires that elections for the House of Representatives be held at least every three 
years. They can be held before three years have elapsed — usually because the prime minister at the time 
chooses to hold an early election.

The Senate also has elections every three years, but the rules are different from those in the House of 
Representatives. All senators are elected for six years (apart from the senators from the ACT and Northern 
Territory, who are elected only for three-year terms), so normally only half the senators have to face election 
every three years. The exception occurs when a double dissolution is called. In these circumstances all 76 
senators face re-election. Some of the states have similar arrangements for their upper houses, with only half 
the members facing election at a time.

State parliaments

All of the state and territory parliaments are required to hold elections at least every four years. Each state has 
its own rules for holding these elections. For example, in Western Australia the state parliament has a �xed 
term, with an election held on the second Saturday in March every four years. In some other states, an early 
election can be called before the maximum term if the state government chooses to do so.

DISCUSSION

A voter's name and details are included on the envelope that holds a declaration vote.

Why is this done?

What are the potential problems with this system?

Suggest ways that the AEC might prevent this system from compromising the secret ballot.

Visit the AEC website to see what measures are put in place to ensure declaration votes are kept secret. Evaluate 
the measures that are put in place to protect voter's choices.
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One vote, one value
Each person has only one vote for each house of 
parliament, so all voters are equal. However, the 
numbers of representatives and senators elected to 
parliament differ because of provisions written into 
the Australian Constitution at federation.

House of Representatives

As far as possible, all federal electorates for the 
House of Representatives have a similar number of 
voters. This is to ensure that all votes have as close 
as possible to equal value throughout Australia. 
It also means that each state has a different 
number of electorates, according to population. 
The average number of voters is around 95 000 
in each electorate, with some anomalies. Because 
the Constitution allows for a minimum of �ve 
electorates in any state, Tasmanian electorates 
have about 70 000 voters each, as Tasmania has 
the lowest population of the states. The Northern 
Territory is divided into two electorates, while the 
Australian Capital Territory has three electorates. 
Population differences mean that each ACT 
electorate has an average of around 85 000 voters, 
while the Northern Territory electorates average 
around 60 000 voters. FIGURE 5 shows the number of 
electorates in each state and territory.

The Senate

One of the original functions of the Senate was 
to protect the interests of the six states. The 
representatives of the less populated states were 
concerned that they could be out-voted in the House 
of Representatives by the combined members from 
Victoria and New South Wales. For this reason, the 
Senate has an equal number of members from each 
state. Currently this stands at 12 per state, with two 
from each of the two territories, making a total of 
76. The principle of one vote, one value does not 
apply to the Senate. Consequently, New South Wales 
with almost 7.9 million people has the same number 
of senators as Tasmania, which has a population of 
just over 520 000.

Combinations of single-member and multi-member electorates
The Commonwealth, state and territory parliaments use a variety of methods to determine the way in which 
the voters are represented. The House of Representatives has 151 members, with each member representing a 
single electorate or seat.

(a)

(b)

FIGURE 4  The Western Australian Legislative 
Assembly (lower house) (a) and Legislative Council 
(upper house) (b) chambers.
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FIGURE 5  Population per state and seats in the House of Representatives (2017 electorate redistribution) 
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The Senate has a different form of representation. Each state and territory is a single electorate for the purpose 
of electing senators, so all senators effectively represent the entire state or territory rather than a smaller 
electorate. Each state is effectively a multi-member electorate as it has 12 senators representing it at any given 
time.

Resources

Interactivity Population and the House of Representatives (int-5654)
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SOURCE 6  In House of Representatives elections, 
voters are required to number every square next to the 
candidates’ names.
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3.3.4 Voting systems in Australia
The type of voting system used in Australian 
elections depends on whether the election 
involves single-member electorates or multi-
member electorates. When an election occurs 
in a single-member electorate, a system known 
as preferential voting is used. In multi-member 
electorates, proportional representation voting 
is used.

Preferential voting

A preferential system of voting is used for 
members of the House of Representatives, and 
state houses of parliament with single-member 
electorates. This means that voters are usually 
required to vote for the candidates in order of 
preference. The voter places the number 1 in 
the square next to their preferred candidate, 
the number 2 next to their second preference, 
and so on down the ballot paper. In House of 
Representatives elections, voters are expected 
to place a number in every square. (The 
process for counting preferences is discussed in 
subtopic 3.4.)

Proportional representation

Proportional representation is the system of 
voting used in all elections for multi-member 
electorates in Australia. It is also used for the 
Senate. In most cases, voters are required to 
number their preferences on the ballot paper. 
The votes are divided up in such a way as 
to elect the required number of successful 
candidates based on the proportion of the total 
vote given to each party.

The counting method is quite complex, but 
the end result is that the members elected 
will usually come from a variety of different 
political parties, including some parties with a 
relatively small share of the total vote.

Candidates are grouped on the ballot paper 
according to the party they represent. The 
possibility of being elected with a relatively 
small share of the vote has usually resulted 
in a large number of small parties nominating 
candidates for the Senate. This has meant that 
Senate ballot papers in recent elections in some states have had as many as 100 candidates. (See FIGURE 8 to 
compare the sizes of ballot papers in some elections.)
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With the number of candidates increasing over the years, it became very dif�cult for voters to mark all the 
squares without the risk of missing a number or mistakenly using a number twice. In order to deal with 
this problem, a system of ‘above-the-line’ voting was introduced to Senate elections in 1984. This meant 
that instead of placing a number in every square, voters simply had to place the number 1 above the group 
representing the political party they preferred.

Voting rules for the Senate changed again following the 2013 election in which minor parties were able to get 
candidates elected to the Senate with a very small percentage of the primary vote. (See the Did You Know? 
box below). This so-called gaming of the system was seen as undemocratic, and the calls for reform resulted 
in a new system of voting for the Senate being introduced in the July 2016 election. Voters are now given the 
option of numbering at least six boxes above the line for the parties of their choice, or at least 12 boxes below 
the line for the individual candidates of their choice. The sample Senate voting papers in FIGURES 9 and 10 
show the two different methods of voting.

3.3.5 Federal election day
The procedure for voting in a federal election is shown in FIGURE 10.

DID YOU KNOW?

When Ricky Muir of the Motoring Enthusiast Party was elected to the Senate in the 2013 election, he won only 
0.51 per cent of the primary vote. John Madigan of the Democratic Labour Party won his Senate seat with just 
2.3 per cent of the primary vote. These results led for calls to reform the Senate voting and preference system 
to prevent ‘micro-parties' being elected. The reforms came into effect before the next election in 2016, at which 
Muir and Madigan both failed to retain their seats. 

FIGURE 7 To come
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FIGURE 8 Voting below the line: voters must number at least 12 Senate candidates when choosing to 
vote below the line. 

FIGURE 9  Voting above the line: voters can accept the preferences decided by political parties by 
voting above the line. Under this option, they must number at least six parties.
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DISCUSS

Polling booths are open on federal election day until 6 pm local time. If an election is held when the eastern 
states have daylight savings, that means that Western Australian voters can still vote up to 3 hours after the 
eastern state polls have closed. This means that they have access to early predictions and exit poll information 
(surveys conducted outside polling booths asking who people voted for) from the east before they vote.

Discuss whether you think having access to this kind of information might in�uence your vote, or the vote of 
Western Australians in general. Civics and Citizenship concepts: Participation         
 General capability: Critical and creative thinking

3.3 ACTIVITIES

1. Using internet resources, research and provide a brief summary of the electoral system for Western Australia.
a. What is the name of the lower house, and what voting system is used in this house?
b. How many seats are there in the lower house, and are they single-member or multi-member electorates?
c. What is the name of the upper house, and what voting system is used in this house?
d. How many seats are there in the upper house, and are they  

single-member or multi-member electorates?  HASS skills: Questioning and researching
2. The Australian Constitution does not make voting compulsory. Compulsory voting was introduced by the 

federal parliament in 1924. Most other countries with parliamentary systems similar to Australia’s have 
voluntary voting. These include Great Britain, New Zealand, the United States and Canada. Over the years 
many people in Australia have argued that it is undemocratic to force people to vote, and that Australia 
should switch to voluntary voting.
a. Working in groups of four or �ve, use the internet to research the arguments  

both in favour of and against compulsory voting.  HASS skills: Questioning and researching
b. Discuss these arguments within your group and decide where your group stands on the issue (in favour, 

against or undecided).  HASS skills: Analysing
c. Each group should then present its �ndings to the  

rest of the class.  HASS skills: Communicating and reflecting
d. How easy was it to come to a consensus in your group? In what ways did the different values and beliefs in 

the group lead to different perspectives?  General capability: Personal and social capability
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Pre-polling

• If you cannot vote at a polling place on election day, you can pre-poll vote or
   postal vote in the days before the election. Polling of�cials also visit nursing
   homes and hospitals.
• People with vision impairments can vote through a special telephone
   voting service. 

Polling
places

• On the Saturday of the election, go to your local polling place to vote.
• Polling places (usually local schools or halls) open from 8 am until 6 pm
   (local time).

How-to-
vote

cards

• Candidates’ supporters hand out lea�ets outside the polling place to tell you
    how they would like you to allocate your preferences. By law, these have to
   be given out 6 metres or more from a polling booth entrance or gate.
• You do not have to take or follow how-to-vote cards.

Electoral
roll

• In the polling place, a polling clerk asks your name and checks your address
details in the electoral roll. 

• The clerk asks you if you have already voted. 
• Your name is marked off the roll and you are given the two ballot papers
  (white for the Senate and green for the House of Representatives).

Ballot
 papers

• Take your ballot papers to a booth and �ll them in with the pencil provided. 

Ballot box • Fold the ballot papers and place them in the correct ballot boxes.
   (Polling of�cials are there to make sure the right paper goes in the right box.)

  FIGURE 7    Voting in a federal election  

   3.3  EXERCISES   

 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au 

   Check your understanding 

     1.  What is the meaning of the term  universal adult suffrage ? 
     2.  What is the electoral roll? How do people get their name and other details included in the electoral roll? 
     3.  Identify two houses of parliament in Australia that have single-member electorates. 

 Learning pathways    

  LEVEL 1 
  Questions  
<Text to come> 

  LEVEL 2 
  Questions  
<Text to come> 

  LEVEL 3 
  Questions  
<Text to come> 
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3.4  Forming a government

3.4.1 Counting the votes
After all the polling places close at 6 pm on federal election day, counting of the 
votes commences immediately. The votes are counted at each polling place in an 
electorate and then added up for the electorate as a whole. When the votes for all 
electorates are eventually counted, it will be clear which candidates have won each 
electorate. The political party that wins at least 76 of the 151 seats in the House of 
Representatives will be declared the winner of the election and will form government 
for the next three years.

The vote count is usually carried out by the same 
electoral staff who have managed the election 
process at the polling place that day. House of 
Representatives votes are counted before Senate 
votes.

Counting House of Representatives 
votes
The ballot boxes are opened and the green ballot 
papers are spread onto tables. The polling clerks 
then sort the ballots according to �rst-preferences 
votes, and count them as they go. Any informal 
votes are put to one side and not included in the 
count.

4. Identify two houses of parliament in Australia that have multi-member electorates.
5. What are how-to-vote cards?

Apply your understanding

6. What is the importance of the secret ballot?
7. Explain two ways in which you can vote if you are not going to be in your home electorate on election day.
8. Why is it important to have a maximum period of time between parliamentary elections?
9. Explain how the method of electing members to the House of Representatives upholds the principle of one 

vote, one value. Why is this not the case with the Senate?
10. Explain the difference between preferential voting and proportional representation.
11. Examine FIGURE 1 carefully. Outline the features of the voting process that assist in keeping the contents of 

the vote secret.
12. Consider the dif�culties that people with disabilities might experience on polling day. Explain what strategies 

you would put in place to ensure all eligible Australians could cast their vote.
13. In Australia, voters �ll out our ballot papers in pencil. Explain why this might not be the case in all 

democracies, and consider whether you think this is appropriate in Australia.
14. In some places, including some states in the USA, voting is completed electronically at the polling booth. 

Explain what the bene�ts and drawbacks of a digital voting process might be.

For sample responses to every question go to www.jacplus.com.au 

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to outline the processes of vote counting used in an Australian 
federal election, and explain how a government is formed.

FIGURE 1  Polling of�cials empty ballot boxes in 
readiness to count the votes.

informal vote    a ballot 
paper that has not been 
�lled out correctly and 
therefore will not be 
counted
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As well as the polling of�cials, each candidate is 
permitted to have at least one scrutineer present 
for the count. Scrutineers are usually members of 
the candidate’s political party. They are required to 
�ll out a form before the polling place closes, and 
to wear an identi�cation badge while in the polling 
place.

A scrutineer will carefully watch the count to make 
sure it is conducted fairly and properly. They have 
the right to challenge any aspect of the count. For 
example, if a vote is declared informal because the 
voter appears to have made a mistake in completing 
the form, a scrutineer may challenge that decision if 
they disagree with the polling of�cial.

When �rst preferences have been counted, the 
results are phoned through to the Divisional 
Returning Of�cer (DRO). This is the of�cial 
in charge of the voting process for the whole 
electorate. The DRO then enters the results for 
each polling place in the electorate on the AEC’s 
computerised election-management system. This 
system tallies the votes for all electorates across 
Australia and keeps a running total of seats won 
by each party. The media also have access to 
these results, and a number of TV channels run 
special election-night programs with updates and 
commentary on the progress of the count.

In order to be elected, a candidate has to have the 
absolute majority of votes. This means having 
50 per cent of the votes, plus one. For example, 
if there are 100 000 formal votes cast in an 
electorate, a candidate must have 50 001 votes to 
win. If one candidate has this number of �rst-preference votes, then they are declared elected. If no candidate 
has that number of �rst-preference votes, then other preferences on ballot papers have to be counted. The 
process for doing so is illustrated in FIGURE 4.

As you can see from the example in FIGURE 4, none of the candidates has an absolute 
majority of 50 001, so preference votes have to be counted. This is done by excluding 
the candidate with the fewest �rst-preference votes. In this case, that candidate is 
Kali, with 14 000 votes. Her votes are counted again, according to her voters’ second-
preference votes. In this case, 13 500 of those who gave Kali their �rst preference 
gave their second preference to Stefan. The other 500 of Kali’s second-preference 
votes were split between Jane and Quentin as shown. This distribution of second-
preference votes was enough to give Stefan an absolute majority. If there had been 
no clear winner after Kali’s second-preference votes had been distributed, Quentin’s 
votes would have been distributed in the same way — and so on until there was a 
clear winner.

FIGURE 2  The counting of votes is watched carefully 
by scrutineers representing each candidate.

FIGURE 3  Television channels present detailed 
coverage of vote counting on election night.

scrutineer    a 
representative of a 
parliamentary candidate 
who attends the 
counting of votes to 
ensure the count is fair

formal vote    a ballot 
paper that has been 
�lled out correctly
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 Counting Senate votes 
 The proportional representation system used in the Senate is far more complex because it has to elect six 
senators from each state. Each state operates as one electorate for this purpose. You will notice that candidates 
on the Senate ballot paper are grouped according to the parties they represent. This is based on the expectation 
that most voters will support a party rather than individual senators in the election. In below-the-line voting, 
� rst preference is usually given to the � rst candidate in a group, second preference to the second candidate, 
and so on to the end of that group before moving to the next group. 

 If a voter votes above the line for a particular party, the vote will then be interpreted as giving the voting 
preferences in exactly the same way. This means that the � rst candidate gets all the � rst-preference votes for 
that party, while the other candidates only get second- or third-preference votes. In a preferential system like 
that used in the lower house, this would be a problem because a candidate needs to have a certain number of 
� rst-preference votes to stay in the count. The Senate vote-counting system is quite different, however, so this 
is not an issue. 

First preference votes

37 000

34 000

15 000

14 000

13 500 of Kali’s votes go to
Stefan 

37 000 + 13 500 =
50 500 votes 

(50 001 = target to win)

400 of Kali’s votes go
to Jane  

34 000 + 400 = 
34 400 votes

100 of Kali’s votes
go to Quentin  

15 000 + 100 = 
15 100 votes

Kali received the fewest
�rst preference votes,so

her votes are redistributed
based on the second

preferences of the voters.

STEFAN

JANE

QUENTIN

KALI

House of Representatives

Absolute majority needed =   + 1 = 50 001––––––––
 2

100 000

Formal votes received: 100 000

Second preference votes

  FIGURE 4    Counting preferences in the House of Representatives seats  
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To be elected to the Senate, a candidate has to achieve a quota of votes. If a candidate gains more �rst-
preference votes than is required to meet the quota, those surplus votes are distributed to the candidates who 
have gained second preferences in the votes for the candidate who won on �rst preferences. Usually that will 
be the candidate in the same group on the ballot paper whose name appears immediately below the candidate 
who won on �rst preferences. If the �rst candidate within a group gains more than two quotas worth of votes, 
the second person within that group will usually also be elected even though they might not have received any 
�rst-preference votes. To be elected, a candidate has to achieve a whole quota — either in �rst-preference votes 
or in the surplus passed on because of second preferences.

If a candidate requires a quota of 300 001 and gains 350 000 �rst-preference votes, that candidate effectively 
has a second quota to pass on. Because it is not possible to guarantee that all voters will have given their 
second preference to the second candidate in the group, we cannot just choose any votes to pass on. Instead, 
we pass on a proportion of all votes — known as the transfer value — representing the ratio of surplus votes 
to the total number of votes received by the �rst candidate. This means that we divide the surplus above the 
quota by the total number of �rst-preference votes received by the �rst candidate.

Look at the example in FIGURE 5. A quota is calculated by dividing the number of formal votes by the number 
of vacancies plus 1, and then adding 1 to the result. In Australian Senate elections, this usually means dividing 
the number of formal votes by 7 before adding 1 to the result. In FIGURE 5, Ying gets a quota on �rst-preference 
votes. Her surplus votes are passed on to other candidates in the order in which second preferences appear 
on her ballot papers. This means that all the second preferences are passed on at the transfer value. This is 
calculated by dividing Ying’s surplus votes (49 999) by the total of her �rst-preference votes (350 000). This 
gives a transfer value of 0.143.

Once these votes are distributed, Anna has a quota and 2290 surplus votes. These will be passed on at a 
transfer value calculated by dividing her surplus (2290) by her original �rst-preference total (298 000), which 
would give a value of 0.008.

Once all the surplus votes have been passed on, if there are not enough candidates with full quotas to �ll all the 
vacancies, the candidate with the fewest �rst preferences (Peter) is excluded. His preference votes are passed 
on at full value to those candidates who have not gained a quota. This process continues until the required 
number have quotas, and all vacancies are �lled.

In recent Senate elections in most states, it has been fairly common for the major 
party candidates listed �rst in their group to receive two quotas, with some votes left 
over. As a result, the �rst two candidates standing for the ALP and for the Liberal–
National coalition tend to �ll the �rst four vacancies. It has also been common for the 
Greens, as the most popular of the minor parties, to have the �rst candidate in their 
group gain one quota in their own right. This provides the �fth of the six candidates 
required. Consequently, there are a number of candidates who have a portion of a 
quota but none with a whole quota. How is this issue resolved?

Once all quotas have been allocated, the system becomes similar to that used in the 
House of Representatives vote count. The candidate with the fewest �rst-preference 
votes is excluded, and the candidate’s second preferences allocated to those other 
candidates who have not already gained a quota. This often means that the sixth 
successful candidate may not be known for some time after the election. It often 
happens that an independent, or a member of a very small party, is elected to the 
sixth seat in some states.

quota    in the Senate, 
refers to the share of 
votes required to be 
elected. It is calculated 
using the total number 
of votes cast and the 
number of vacancies to 
be �lled.

transfer value    the 
proportion of an elected 
candidate's votes 
that are passed to 
remaining candidates 
in a senate vote. This 
represents the ratio of 
surplus votes to the 
total number of votes 
received by the elected 
candidate.
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First preference votes Other preference votes

350 000

298 000

250 000

50 000

12 minor
parties and
independents
with 96 000
votes each

Senate (half Senate election) 

Quota needed for election = ––––––––
  6 + 1

 + 1 = 300 0012 100 000

The 9996 of Ying’s second preference votes were equally
divided between the 12 other candidates, each received 833
(833 × 0.143 = 119 votes each).
None of these candidates have achieved a quota.

3 of Ying’s voters chose Peter as their second preference.
Peter does not have quota yet, so he is not elected yet.

10 000 of Ying’s voters chose Tony as their second preference.
10 000 (× 0.143) = 1430 votes to Tony 
250 000 �rst preference votes + 1430 second preference
votes = 251 430
(Tony does not have quota yet, so he is not elected yet.) 

30 000 of Ying’s voters chose Anna as their second preference.
30 000 × 0.143 = 4290 added votes to Anna
298 000 �rst preference votes + 4290 second preference votes = 302 290
Anna is elected, with 2290 votes over quota, which are distributed.
2290 (surplus) ÷ 298 000 (�rst preference vote) = 0.008 transfer value

Ying is elected from �rst preferences — she has 49 999 votes over
the quota. These extra votes are redistributed to the other candidates,

based on Ying’s voters’ second preferences.

ANNA

YING

PETER

TONY

Other
candidates

Formal votes received: 100 000

  FIGURE 5    Counting preferences in Senate seats  

Resources

Weblinks   Counting votes in the House of Representatives  

  Counting votes in the Senate  

  Polling place offences  
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3.4.2 Forming the federal government
Winning the vote in a lower house electorate gives the successful candidate a seat in the House of 
Representatives. Government is formed in Australia on the principle of parliamentary majority in this house. 
This means that the party with the majority of seats in the House of Representatives forms the government, and 
its leader becomes prime minister. In government, the winning party has the power to make laws for governing 
the country.

An election will result in either the re-election of the existing government for another three-year term, or 
the defeat of the government and the election of the Opposition to form a new government. If the party in 
government retains power, its leader remains prime minister and the government continues as before. If the 
government is defeated, the leader of the Opposition prepares to take over as prime minister. The outgoing 
prime minister will usually visit the Governor-General to resign early in the week following election day. The 
newly elected prime minister then visits the Governor-General to be sworn in.

Once counting is complete for all electorates and the result is �nalised, government ministers will be appointed 
and will in turn be sworn into of�ce by the Governor-General. From this point the new government takes 
control and has three years.

The Opposition

The major party that fails to win enough seats in the House of Representatives to form government becomes 
the Opposition. Senior members of the Opposition become shadow ministers. For each minister in the 
government, there is a corresponding shadow minister in the Opposition. A shadow minister is expected to 
scrutinise the activities of the relevant minister, and will often publicly criticise that minister’s performance. 
This is one way in which ministers and the government remain accountable to the people. If the Opposition 
then wins the next election, usually shadow ministers become ministers and the Opposition leader becomes 
prime minister.

3.4.3 Hung parliament
When the two major parties have the same number of seats in the House of Representatives following 
an election, there is said to be a ‘hung parliament’. This means that neither side is in a position to form 
government on its own. Minor party representatives or independents will decide to support one side or the 
other, and this will lead to that party forming government.

After the 2010 federal election, neither major party had a majority of seats in the lower house. Each won 72 
seats, making a total of 144 out of the then 150 seats in the House of Representatives. The remaining six seats 
were won by independents and representatives of minor parties. It then became necessary for the leader of the 
Coalition, Tony Abbott, and the leader of the Labor Party, Julia Gillard, to negotiate with these cross-benchers 
to convince them to support their respective parties. Either side had to gain the 
support of at least four of the six members to have a majority of votes in the lower 
house and therefore form government. It took 17 days from the date of the election 
before the necessary four members agreed to support the Labor Party, which then 
returned to power. Julia Gillard retained her position as prime minister.

3.4.4 Minority government
It can sometimes occur that a government has fewer seats than the Opposition but is 
able to govern because it has the support of enough cross-benchers to win important 
votes in the House of Representatives. In this case it is said to be a minority 
government. In order to remain in power, a minority government has to be able to 
gather enough votes to support its spending decisions, and to retain the ‘con�dence’ 

hung parliament    when 
the two major parties in 
a lower house have the 
same number of seats, 
so neither can form a 
government

minority government    a 
government formed by 
a party with fewer seats 
than the opposition, 
but with the support of 
enough cross-benchers 
to provide a majority in 
votes
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of the House. The �rst of these is known as ‘guaranteeing supply’, and the second involves having enough 
votes to survive a motion of no con�dence that might be moved by the Opposition.

After the 2016 election, the Coalition government led by Malcolm Turnbull won 76 seats, Labor won 69, 
and there were 5 cross-benchers. In August 2018 the Liberal Party voted for leadership change, and Scott 
Morrison replaced Malcolm Turnbull as Prime Minister. Turnbull resigned from parliament, and in the ensuing 
by-election Dr Kerryn Phelps, an independent, was elected to replace him as representative for the New South 
Wales electorate of Wentworth. In November 2018, Liberal member Julia Banks resigned from that party and 
chose to complete the remainder of her parliamentary term as an independent. This meant that the Coalition 
government was reduced to 74 members, with the combined Labor and cross-bench members at 76 members, 
a situation of minority government. Enough of the cross-benchers were prepared to guarantee con�dence and 
supply for the government to survive, but would not necessarily agree to support all government legislation.

3.4 ACTIVITY

Using internet resources, investigate the most recent Senate results for Western Australia and answer the 
following:
 a. How many quotas did the highest placed candidate receive?
 b. How many major party candidates were elected from the passing on of surplus votes above a quota?
 c. Name any independents or minor party candidates elected.
 d. How many �rst-preference votes did these independents or minor party candidates receive?
 e. What was the �nal party-by-party breakdown of the six successful candidates? 

 HASS skills: Questioning and researching

DISCUSSION

A party with fewer seats, but with the support of cross-benchers, can form a minority government in the 
Westminster system. In your view, is this a more or less democratic way to form a government than allowing the 
party with the most seats to become the government — even if they don't have more than half of the seats? 
  HASS skills: Evaluating 
  Civics and Citizenship concepts: The Westminster system
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3.4 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au

Check your understanding

 1. What is the role of scrutineers during the counting of votes?
 2. How is the result in each polling place communicated to the AEC’s computerised election-management 

system?
 3. What is required to achieve an absolute majority of votes for a House of Representatives seat?
 4. Outline how each of the following roles is determined following a federal election.
 a. Government
 b. Opposition
 c. Prime minister
 d. Leader of the Opposition
 e. Ministers
 f.  Shadow ministers
 5. Identify the difference between a hung parliament and minority government.
 6. Explain what is meant by each of the following terms:
 a. guaranteeing supply
 b. guaranteeing con�dence.
 7. How is a quota calculated for election to the Senate?
 8. Why are votes above a quota passed on at a transfer value?

Apply your understanding

 9. Explain why preferences are important in counting House of Representatives votes.
 10. Who would win the seat in the following scenario?

First preference votes were recorded for a House of Representatives seat at an election:

Candidate Votes

Ahmed 32 000

Michael 21 000

Jan 29 000

Tran 8000

 • Voters who gave �rst preferences to Jan gave 18 000 second preferences to Ahmed and 11 000 second 
preferences to Michael.

 • Voters who gave �rst preferences to Michael gave 8000 second preferences to Ahmed and 13 000 second 
preferences to Jan.

 • Voters who gave �rst preferences to Tran gave 3000 second preferences to Ahmed and 5000 second 
preferences to Jan.

 11. Explain the method for calculating the transfer value of Senate votes.
 12. There are many rules that people have to follow on election day, especially if they are handing out how-to-

vote cards or working as scrutineers. Visit the Australian Electoral Commission's Polling places offences 
weblink in the Resources tab. 

 a. Suggest why is it illegal for a scrutineer to chat to their colleagues about how they are voting while they are 
in a polling place.

 b. Suggest why scrutineers have to wear identifying badges.
 c. List reasons why it might be illegal to leave how-to-vote cards inside your polling booth.

For sample responses to every question go to www.jacplus.com.au 

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
<Text to come>

LEVEL 2
Questions 
<Text to come>

LEVEL 3
Questions 
<Text to come>
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3.5  Prime minister and Cabinet

3.5.1 Policy making in Australian politics
Once the government has been elected, it is charged with the responsibility of running the country. Part of this 
responsibility is the development and implementation of policy — the rules and regulations which become the 
laws by which all Australian citizens must live. The policy-making process in Australian politics is complex. 
All members of parliament have a role to play in this process, although some individuals hold more in�uence 
than others.

Backbenchers
The House of Representatives is colloquially divided into backbenchers and frontbenchers. Traditionally 
backbenchers are young and inexperienced members of parliament who occupy the back seats of the House of 
Representatives. They are involved in parliamentary debate, can serve on parliamentary committees and can 
suggest amendments to bills. Backbenchers can also suggest their own bills, which may or may not have the 
support of their party. Known as private members’ bills, this form of policy making is rare and these bills are 
often unsuccessful. The Commonwealth Electoral Bill 1924 (which introduced compulsory voting to Australia) 
and the Euthanasia Laws Bill 1996 (which outlawed euthanasia) are two notable exceptions.

Frontbenchers and Cabinet
Members of parliament with an allocated portfolio are referred to as frontbenchers — because they occupy 
the front rows of the House of Representatives. Frontbenchers are usually more senior party members and 
so they can have a signi�cant in�uence on policy decisions. Frontbenchers are also members of Cabinet, a 
council of senior members of parliament who are speci�cally chosen to assist the prime minister with policy 
decisions and other executive functions. Interestingly, the Cabinet is not mentioned in the Constitution and 
each government is free to determine its speci�c functions. As a result, the sitting 
prime minister has a signi�cant in�uence on how the Cabinet works. Furthermore, 
the prime minister is free to shuf�e the roles of Cabinet members if he or she feels 
such a change is necessary.

A properly functioning Cabinet should direct government policy and make decisions 
regarding the most important national concerns. During the private and con�dential 
meetings of Cabinet, issues and policies are discussed and votes conducted. Once 
a Cabinet vote has been cast, the �nal verdict must be supported by all members of 
Cabinet, regardless of personal opinion. This is known as Cabinet solidarity.

The prime minister
The �nal decision-making power in Australian politics is often left with the prime 
minister. Although the Governor-General can also make important decisions (mainly 
procedural in nature), the prime minister can develop his or her own policies, 
sometimes in contrast to the views expressed by the prime minister’s Cabinet 
members. Prime ministerial policies still need to follow the same pathways as 
regular bills, and in this way the power of the prime minister is kept in check.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to outline the roles of the prime minister and Cabinet in policy 
development and law making.

policy    the intended 
actions or methods 
by which a political 
party will achieve their 
goals when they are in 
government

private members’ 
bills    bills that are 
proposed by members 
of the House of 
Representatives on 
their own behalf rather 
than on behalf of the 
government

portfolio    an area of 
responsibility given to a 
minister, such as health, 
education or defence
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3.5.2 Shaping Australian policy and law

The role of prime ministers and ministers setting the policy agenda
Winning an election gives a government the right and responsibility to set the policy agenda for Australia. This 
is known as a mandate. Governments are free to decide on which areas they will focus their policy decisions. 
While all government responsibilities must be carefully administered and regulated, individual prime ministers 
and their parties may choose to focus on particular aspects. Pressure groups and 
members of the public can also help set the policy agenda by attempting to in�uence 
their local members and other politicians. When successful, this in�uence can both 
contribute to the development of new policy and result in the amendment or even 
complete withdrawal of other policy decisions.

FIGURE 1  The House of Representatives. Notice the long front bench where Cabinet members usually sit. The 
prime minister and leader of the Opposition sit on opposite sides of the large table in the middle of the chamber.

CASE STUDY: EDUCATION POLICY DEVELOPMENT

One method of developing government policy is to set up a review of existing practices, invite submissions 
from interested parties and the general public, and then have the review panel make recommendations to assist 
in the development of policy. Although the provision of education has been a state government responsibility 
since federation, the Commonwealth government has provided additional funding to both government and non-
government schools since the 1960s. This means that there is a federal minister responsible for education, and 
that each state has its own minister for education.

Different funding models have been attempted over the years, with advocates for government schools, 
independent schools and Catholic schools all arguing for increased funding for their particular sectors. Different 

mandate    the authority 
to act or make 
decisions on behalf of a 
group of other people
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federal governments have used various models, based on 
different policy approaches. By the time of the election of 
the Rudd Labor government in 2007, no real evaluation 
of funding models had occurred since the 1970s, so the 
government set up a panel in 2010 to review the issue and 
make recommendations about educational funding and other 
educational policy issues. 

 The review panel was chaired by businessman David Gonski. 
It received over 7000 submissions, consulted with over 70 
education groups, and visited 39 different schools across all 
states. The panel completed its report late in 2011, and the 
government announced its policy response in early 2012. The 
key theme of the Gonski report was the need to allocate school 
funding on the basis of need, and the government set up a 
funding model which it believed would achieve this aim. The 
issue then became one of providing enough money to meet the 
needs.  

 With the election of the Coalition government in 2013, the incoming government committed to the principles 
of the Gonski review, but issues arose in relation to the proportion of funds provided by the federal and state 
governments. By 2017, it was clear that the original aims of the Gonski review were not being met, so Gonski 
was commissioned to conduct a second review to provide advice to government on changes to education 
funding policy. This report was presented in 2018 and has provided the basis for education funding policy by 
both the Coalition and Labor, although there has been disagreement over the detailed implementation of the 
recommendations of the review.  

 Although political considerations have in� uenced the actions taken by different political parties, the use of an 
independent review to help develop government policy remains a useful approach for governments to adopt. It 
allows for input from a wide variety of different groups and individuals from across society, and so can provide 
government with ideas that re� ect community wishes. 

 In December 2019, the Australian state and federal education ministers all signed the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) 
Declaration, which set two goals for education in Australia. 

 Goal 1. The Australian education system promotes excellence and equity. 

 Goal 2. All young Australians become: 
•  confident and creative individuals 
•  successful life-long learners 
•  active and informed members of the community.   

 The declaration also included a series of actions that the governments commited to working towards. 

Review of Funding 
for Schooling 
Final Report  |  December 2011

FPO

FIGURE 2    Funding for all schools is a 
shared responsibility of state and federal 
governments.  
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Parliamentary debate
Although the exact function of both houses of the Australian parliament differ, their general purpose remains 
the same — to debate issues of national signi�cance and the laws proposed to deal with these issues. Within 
the walls of parliament, our elected representatives debate the merit of proposed legislation. Members of the 
ruling party, the Opposition and members of minor parties all participate in these discussions. Question Time 
is a designated part of the parliamentary schedule during which all members of parliament can pose questions 
to other members and ministers. Members of the Opposition are free to question the government but often MPs 
ask members of their own party questions instead. Designed to provide an opportunity for ministers to promote 
their opinions or policies, these questions are known as ‘Dorothy Dixers’.

Through these questions and debates, government decisions are scrutinised and the power of the ruling party 
is closely monitored. The role of the Opposition party, and that of the leader of the Opposition in particular, 
is crucial as they have the most opportunity to ensure the accountability of the prime minister and Cabinet. 
This includes maintaining a close watch on the spending of public money and the administrative actions of the 
government.

DISCUSS

What does 'having a mandate' really mean?

Consider the following issues.
 1. Should a government pass a bill or develop a policy that the majority of Australians disagree with?
 2. Should a government be able to not pass a private member's bill if the majority of Australians want the bill to 

become law?
 3. How does a government know what the majority of people want in between elections?
 4. Imagine Western Australia has a Labor state government and the federal government is a Liberal–National 

Party coalition. State and federal governments share a lot of responsibilities, but both governments will have 
very different policies. Who should have the authority to implement their policies over the other? 
 HASS skills: Evaluating Civics and Citizenship concepts: Democracy

3.5 ACTIVITIES

 1. Question Time is regularly televised, and can also be watched online. View a Question Time session from 
the House of representatives from a recent federal parliament sitting. As you watch, make notes about the 
following:

 a. How would you describe the behaviour of the politicians present? List �ve adjectives that describe the way 
they act and speak.

 b. Members of the House do not have to attend all sessions of parliament. Do all of the representatives seem 
to be present? What proportion do you estimate are missing?

 c. Based on what you have seen of Question Time, describe what you consider to be appropriate and 
inappropriate behaviour for a political representative in parliament. 
 HASS skills: Evaluating 
 Civics and Citizenship concepts: Rights and responsibilities 
 General capability: Ethical understanding

Resources

Weblinks Alice Spring (Mparntwe) Declaration 2019

Through Growth to Achievement 2018

Review of funding for schooling (The Gonski Report) 2011
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3.5 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to your learnON 
title at www.jacplus.com.au

Check your understanding

1. What are three roles or responsibilities of parliamentary backbenchers?
2. Who is �nal decision-making power in Australian politics often left with?
3. During the private and con�dential meetings of Cabinet, issues and policies are discussed and votes 

conducted.
a. Once a Cabinet vote has been cast, who needs to support the �nal verdict?
b. What is this known as?

4. Young or inexperienced members of parliament occupy the back seats of the House of Representatives 
 and the more senior party members occupy the front seats of the House of Representatives. Why is this 
so?

5. What is the role of Question Time in Parliament?
6. Identify two sources of in�uence in the development of government policies.

Apply your understanding

6. Do you believe that the Cabinet has any real power in the decision-making process in Australian politics? 
Justify your response.

7. Should the power of the prime minister be restricted? Discuss the positive and negative implications of the 
prime minister having a large amount of individual power.

8. Outline three advantages of setting up a review panel to provide recommendations in relation to policy 
development.

9. De�ne ‘parliamentary scrutiny' and explain why it is a signi�cant part of our political system.
10. Extend your understanding of how policy is developed.

a. Research and compare recent reports on education in Australia. (See the Alice Spring (Mparntwe) 
Declaration 2019, Through Growth to Achievement and Review of funding for schooling (The Gonski 
Report) 2011 weblinks in the Resources tab.)

b. If you were asked to join a panel to advise the prime minister and education ministers on how to improve 
education in Australia, what would your three main recommendations be?  Write a report outlining your 
recommendations. 

For sample responses to every question go to www.jacplus.com.au 

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
<Text to come>

LEVEL 2
Questions 
<Text to come>

LEVEL 3
Questions 
<Text to come>

2. Members of parliament speak in the chamber under the protection of parliamentary privilege.
a. Investigate what this term means and what it covers.
b. Find examples of when it has been used to discuss issues that would have led to legal action outside of 

parliament.
c. List the bene�ts and potential problems of parliamentary privilege.  

From your perspective, do you think it is an important feature of  
our political system to protect?  HASS skills: Questioning and researching, Analysing  
 General capability: Ethical understanding
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  3.6   Thinking Big research project: Founding a 
political party 
 Scenario 
 For most of the last 70 years, Australia has had two major political groupings — the Australian Labor Party on 
one side, and the coalition of the Liberal and National parties on the other. Over 80 per cent of voters would 
vote for one side or the other. Support for the major parties has been falling in recent years, with minor parties 
gaining greater support. 

 Imagine you have decided to establish your own political party. What would be your core beliefs? How would 
you like to improve Australia? What speci� c policies would you propose to achieve your aims?  

 Task 
 Prepare a policy document for your new political party, outlining your beliefs, policy priorities and vision for 
Australia. 

 Your policy document should include: 
     •  your basic beliefs — the principles upon which your party is based 
     •  your policy priorities — the most important things you want to achieve 
     •  policy positions on all major areas of government activity — health, education, taxation, defence, 

pensions and social services, immigration, the environment, wages and employment, sport, the arts, 
Indigenous affairs, trade, and any others you particularly wish to address.   
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Process
 • Open the ProjectsPLUS application in the Resources for this topic. Click on the Start new project button 

to enter the project due date and set up your project group if you wish. You may work individually or in 
pairs, depending on your teacher’s preference. Save your settings and the project will be launched.

 • Navigate to the Research forum, where you will �nd starter topics loaded to guide your research. 
You can add further topics to the Research forum if you wish. In the Media centre you will �nd an 
assessment rubric and some useful weblinks.

 • Use the weblinks to start your research.
 • Examine a selection of existing party platforms to get an idea of the type of statements usually 

included in the basic beliefs or philosophy of a political party. These are usually very broad principles 
rather than speci�c policies for action.

 • These principles should be followed by policy priorities. These are the things you think are most 
important to make Australia a better place — the changes you would like to make.

 • Next consider a broad range of government activity areas. Provide ideas for how these areas should be 
run, and ways in which they can be improved. For example, how would you improve the health system, 
or the welfare and pension system?

 • Add your research notes to the relevant topic pages in the Research forum. When you have completed 
your research, you can print out the Research report in the Research forum to easily view all the 
information you have gathered, if you wish.

 • Prepare your policy document, clearly outlining the beliefs, policy priorities and policy positions of your 
party. Be sure to give your party a name!

 • Review your work thoroughly, checking for correct spelling and grammar. When you are happy with 
your work, present your party policy to the class and submit your policy document to your teacher for 
assessment.

Resources

ProjectsPLUS Thinking Big research project: Founding a political party (pro-0197)
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 3.7  Review
3.7.1 Key knowledge summary

3.2 Australia’s political parties
 • Political parties are groups of people who share similar opinions and values. Parties compete at election 

time, each hoping to win enough seats in parliament to form government.
 • Major political parties include the Australian Labor Party, The Liberal Party of Australia, the National 

Party and the Australian Greens.
 • Many minor parties have participated in the political process in recent years. These are often centred on 

one high-pro�le individual.
 • In some electorates, independent members have been elected, usually with a high local pro�le and strong 

local community support.
 • Minor party members and independent members are not part of the government or Opposition, and sit on 

the cross-benches in both the Senate and the House of Representatives.

3.3 The electoral process
 • The Australian electoral system is based on the principles of universal adult suffrage, secret ballot, 

compulsory voting, regular elections, and preferential and proportional voting systems based on single-
member and multi-member electorates.

 • Our systems of voting are designed to re�ect the will of the voters. This happens through preferential 
voting, which ensures that the candidate who is preferred by the majority of voters is likely to be elected. 
Proportional representation is also designed to return candidates who have the greatest support from the 
greatest number of voters.

 • Elections in Australia occur on a Saturday. Voting takes place in polling centres, where individuals present 
in person, identify themselves, receive ballot papers, �ll in their preferences on these papers and place 
them in the designated ballot boxes.

3.4 Forming a government
 • Counting of votes commences immediately after polling centres close on election day.
 • Counting of House of Representatives votes occur �rst, with results communicated to Divisional 

Returning Of�cers to be totalled for each electorate. If a candidate fails to gain more than 50 per cent of 
�rst preference votes, preferences from other candidates are distributed until a candidate achieves more 
than 50 per cent.

 • Television channels often run programs on election night, providing viewers with updates on the progress 
of the vote count.

 • Senate vote counting follows the counting of lower house votes. This can be a long process, as 
preferences have to be distributed amongst all those candidates who have not achieved a quota on �rst 
preferences.

 • Following the vote count, a party or coalition of parties that wins a majority in the House of 
Representatives becomes the government, its leader becomes Prime Minister, and its leading members 
become government ministers.

 • The largest party not elected to government becomes the Opposition, its leader is leader of the Opposition, 
and other leading members become shadow ministers.

3.5 Prime minister and Cabinet
 • The prime minister and Cabinet have an important role to play in developing policies and making 

decisions on behalf of Australians. Different areas are divided into portfolios, which are managed by 
frontbenchers (senior members of parliament).

 • Backbenchers also have a role to play in policy development as they will often be approached directly by 
voters with concerns on particular issues.

 • Governments often set up inquiries and policy reviews to examine areas of interest or concern, in order to 
gain public feedback on an issue, and to receive recommendations for future action.
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3.7.2 Key terms

3.7.3 Re�ection
Complete the following to re�ect on your learning.

Resources

eWorkbook Re�ection (doc)

Crossword (doc)

Interactivity Choosing a government crossword (int-5435)

Revisit the inquiry question posed in the Overview:

Parliament, elections and opposing parties. Is governing Australia about more than arguing politicians?

1. Now that you have completed this topic, what is your view on the question? Discuss with a partner. Has your 
learning in this topic changed your view? If so, how?

2. Write a paragraph in response to the inquiry question, outlining your views.

Australian Electoral Commission    an independent body that organises and runs elections in Australia
coalition    an alliance between two or more political parties, formed to improve their chances of winning an election or forming 
government

eligible voters    Australian citizens who are over 18 years old and are on the electoral roll, which is an of�cial register of voters

formal vote    a ballot paper that has been �lled out correctly

informal vote    a ballot paper that has not been �lled out correctly and therefore will not be counted

hung parliament    when the two major parties in a lower house have the same number of seats, so neither can form a 
government

mandate    the authority to act or make decisions on behalf of a group of other people

minority government    a government formed by a party with fewer seats than the opposition, but with the support of enough 
cross-benchers to provide a majority in votes

policy    the intended actions or methods by which a political party will achieve their goals when they are in government

portfolio    an area of responsibility given to a minister, such as health, education or defence

private members’ bills    bills that are proposed by members of the House of Representatives on their own behalf rather than on 
behalf of the government

quota    in the Senate, refers to the share of votes required to be elected. It is calculated using the total number of votes cast and 
the number of vacancies to be �lled.

scrutineer    a representative of a parliamentary candidate who attends the counting of votes to ensure the count is fair

suffrage or franchise    the right to vote
transfer value    the proportion of an elected candidate's votes that are passed to remaining candidates in a senate vote. This 
represents the ratio of surplus votes to the total number of votes received by the elected candidate.
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 3.7  Review exercises
Multiple-choice

 1. Which is the youngest of the major Australian political parties?
 A. The Labor Party
 B. The Greens
 C. The National Party
 D. The Liberal Party
 2. Which party is primarily concerned with the needs of people living in regional Australia?
 A. The Labor Party
 B. The Greens
 C. The National Party
 D. The Liberal Party
 3. What term describes members of parliament who do not represent a political party?
 A. Backbenchers
 B. Frontbenchers
 C. Cabinet Ministers
 D. Independents
 4. How is the winner of a federal election decided?
 A. Whichever party holds the majority of seats in the lower house
 B. Whichever party holds the majority of seats in the upper house
 C. Whichever party holds the majority of seats in the lower and upper houses combined
 D. Whichever party receives the most primary votes
 5. Australia was one of the �rst countries in the world to introduce what kind of voting?
 A. Electronic
 B. Postal
 C. Secret
 D. Absentee
 6. _______________ representation is used in the Senate.
 A. Equal
 B. Individual
 C. Electorate
 D. Proportional
 7. What is the name of the organisation that administers the registration of political parties?
 A. The House of Representatives
 B. The Federal Election Commission
 C. The Electoral Committee
 D. The Australian Electoral Commission
 8. What are the consequences of failing to vote on an election day? Select all possible answers from the 

options below.
 A. You may be �ned.
 B. You may be removed from the country.
 C. There are no consequences.
 D. You do not have a chance to have a say in electing a government.
 E. You will not be eligible to vote in future elections.
 9. Senate electorates are de�ned by ___________________________.
 A. the number of Australian citizens.
 B. the number of voters.
 C. state or territory boundaries.
 D. equal amount of geographical land.
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 10. How many senators represent Western Australia in federal parliament?
 A. 16
 B. 2
 C. It depends on the size of the population.
 D. 12

Short answer

 11. Explain one reason why Australian political parties might form a coalition.
 12. Does preferential voting make it easy for an independent to win a seat in the House of Representatives? 

Explain your answer with examples.
 13. Outline the ways that an enrolled voter in Australia can vote in a federal election if they are travelling 

interstate.
 14. Imagine you wanted to start your own political party. Outline the criteria you would have to ful�l in order 

to do this.
 15. It is very dif�cult for independent candidates or members of minor parties to be elected into the House of 

Representatives. Suggest why this is the case.
 16. Explain how cross-benchers can have an in�uence over the government.
 17. Imagine that you wanted to run as a candidate for the House of Representatives.
 A. Explain two advantages and two disadvantages of running as a candidate for a major party.
 B. Explain two advantages and two disadvantages of running as an independent candidate.
 18. Compulsory voting is one of the core principles of the Australian political system. How might Australian 

elections be different if voting was voluntary?
 19. Many parliaments in Australia have a �xed term of government. Do you think this is a good idea, or should 

governments be able to call early elections? Justify your view with at least two supporting arguments.
 20. Explain one way in which you, as a member of the public, can in�uence a government’s policy agenda.
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RESOURCE SUMMARY   Resources

Below is a full list of rich resources available online for this topic. These resources are designed to bring ideas to life, to promote 
deep and lasting learning and to support the different learning needs of each individual.

3.1 Overview

eWorkbook
 • Customisable worksheets for this topic
Video eLesson
 • Federal elections (eles-2258)

3.2 Australian workplace participants

Interactivity
 • Timeline of Australian political parties (int-7039)
Weblink
 • Political parties: Australian Labor Party
 • Political parties: Liberal Party of Australia
 • Political parties: The Australian Greens
 • Political parties: The Nationals

3.3 The electoral process

Video eLesson
 • What is parliament? (eles-2077)
Interactivity
 • Population and the House of Representatives (int-5654)

3.4 Connecting with the world

Video eLesson
 • Lesson introduction (eles-1234)

Weblink
 • Counting votes in the House of Representatives
 • Counting votes in the Senate
 • Polling place offences

3.5 Prime minister and Cabinet

Weblink
 • Alice Spring (Mparntwe) Declaration 2019
 • Through Growth to Achievement 2018
 • Review of funding for schooling (The Gonski Report) 

2011

3.6 Thinking Big research project: 
Founding a political party

ProjectsPLUS
 • Thinking Big research project: Founding a political party 
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3.7 Review

eWorkbook
 • Re�ection (doc-XXXX)
 • Crossword (doc-XXXX)
Interactivity
 • Choosing a government crossword (int-5435)
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