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5. Enrolment, Turnout and  
Informal Voting

As the previous chapter discussed, adult Australian citizens enjoy a broad 
entitlement to vote at elections. That entitlement is not only a right, it is also a 
responsibility, due to Australia being one of only a small number of countries 
that enforces a compulsory voting regime. Three factors can, however, work 
against citizens being able to exercise this civic duty: first, getting onto the 
electoral roll; then getting a ballot paper (either at a polling booth or through 
the mail); and finally, making a formal vote. 

Closing the electoral roll

Ease of enrolment is an important element of access and equity for voters in the 
electoral process. Early closure of electoral rolls has the potential to impact in a 
negative way on such access, particularly for people who are in the process of 
moving location or are living in a remote area, and for young people wanting 
to enrol for the first time. Australia does not have fixed-date elections at the 
federal level. The prime minister is able to call an election, within a specified 
time frame, without notice. The writs for the election are issued shortly 
thereafter. In February 1983, Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser called an election 
for which the rolls closed ‘almost immediately’ after the announcement. The 
combination of an election being called with almost no warning and the sudden 
closure of the rolls meant that many citizens who would normally be eligible 
to vote were disenfranchised. As a result of this, the JSCER recommended that 
the rolls remain open for at least seven days following the formal announcement 
of an election. This seven-day period was duly brought into legislation in late 
1983. During the seven days, citizens were able to newly enrol or update their 
enrolment if they had moved address or changed their name. 

As a result of the Howard Coalition Government’s 2006 legislation, however, the 
electoral rolls closed for new enrolments at 8 pm on the day that writs were issued, 
and three business days after the issuing of the writs for enrolment changes. 
The Howard Government’s stated justification for this change was that it would 
enhance the integrity of the roll by preventing people from making fraudulent 
enrolments after an election is called. The government argued that by closing 
the roll earlier, the AEC would have additional time to verify new and updated 
enrolments. The government majority on the JSCEM recommended this change, 
with one of its arguments being that significant numbers of voters delayed 
updating their enrolment although legally required, waiting for the calling of 
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an election to be prompted into action. Labor members of the committee argued 
otherwise, stating that the proposed change would reintroduce the problems 
that had occurred with the sudden close of rolls in 1983, when many potential 
voters were turned away at polling booths because they had been deleted from 
the roll or were enrolled at the wrong address. 

A number of academics and human rights activists also mounted campaigns 
against this reform. For example, former Australian Electoral Commissioner 
Colin Hughes and Melbourne academic Brian Costar were vocal in opposing the 
change. Criticising the JSCEM arguments that the change would prevent fraud 
and ensure proper scrutiny of enrolments, Hughes and Costar argued that there 
was minimal evidence of fraud, and that the Australian National Audit Office 
had reviewed the roll and found it to have ‘high integrity’. They also noted that 
the AEC had confirmed that all enrolments were equally scrutinised, irrespective 
of timing.1 The Democratic Audit of Australia, based at The Australian National 
University, also promoted debate on the reform.2

At the 2004 election, during the seven-day period following the issuing of 
the writs, the AEC processed 78 816 new enrolments and 345 159 updated 
enrolments.3 A further 150 000 people applied after the seven-day period, but 
prior to the election, and therefore were prevented from being placed on the 
roll, or having their enrolment amended, in time for the election.4 The Howard 
Government provided the AEC with additional funding for a public awareness 
campaign to alert people to the earlier cut-off date. As a result, for the 2007 
election, there was a combined total of 279 469 new enrolments and enrolment 
updates between the calling of the election and the close of the roll5—a reduction 
of 34 per cent from the 2004 figures. 

The close of rolls for the 2010 general election was complicated by two court 
decisions that were handed down following the official close-of-rolls date. On 6 
August (just two weeks prior to the election), the High Court ruled (the Rowe 
decision) in a 4–3 decision that the provisions for the earlier close of rolls was 
unconstitutional.6 This required those people who had applied to be enrolled 
following the issuing of the writs, but within seven days of the issuing of writs 
(the pre–2006 period allowed), to be added to the roll. In addition, just eight 

1 Colin Hughes and Brian Costar. 2005. ‘Fiddling the Ballot Books.’ The Age, 3 November.
2 For example, see Marian Sawer. 2006. Damaging Democracy? Early Closure of Electoral Rolls. Canberra: 
Democratic Audit of Australia, The Australian National University.
3 AEC [Australian Electoral Commission]. 2004. ‘Over 13 Million Australians Have the Right to Vote in the 
2004 Federal Election.’ Media Release, 10 September. Canberra: Australian Electoral Commission.
4 Ian Campbell. 2006. ‘Senate Finance and Public Administration Legislation Committee Hearing.’ 7 March, 
Hansard. Canberra: Parliament of Australia, pp. 1–26.
5 AEC [Australian Electoral Commission]. 2008. Submission to the Inquiry by the Joint Standing Committee on 
Electoral Matters into the 2007 Federal Election. Canberra: Parliament of Australia. 
6 Rowe v Electoral Commissioner [2010] HCA 46.
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days before the election, and after pre-poll voting had commenced, the Federal 
Court ruled that electronically completed enrolment forms were acceptable, 
requiring further changes to the roll (the Getup! decision).7 To accommodate 
these rulings, supplementary rolls were created, with more than 57 000 electors 
being added to the roll for the election. 

Despite the confusion that had been created, and the administrative difficulties 
the AEC had in creating new rolls in the midst of an election period, these 
court decisions highlight the importance of having an independent arbitrator 
overseeing legislative reforms that are often driven by political self-interest. 
The Howard Government change to an earlier close of rolls is viewed as 
favouring the Coalition electorally, with groups more likely not to be enrolled, 
or correctly enrolled, at the calling of an election being the young, itinerant 
and Indigenous—all groups seen as more likely to vote Labor. The Australian 
Election Study figures from 2004 show that only 43 per cent of young people 
(under twenty-five years, the age cohort with the lowest proportion of eligible 
citizens enrolled) supported the Liberal and Nationals parties, while 49 per 
cent supported the left-wing parties (Labor, 32 per cent; Greens, 17 per cent).8  
A State Labor MP succinctly stated the argument to the author:

It is a travesty of our democratic system that the Commonwealth committee 
pushed these changes through. It is nothing more than a deliberate 
attempt by a Liberal conservative government to disenfranchise further 
all of those people who may be Labor voters.

Over time, the AEC has adopted varying positions on the close-of-rolls issue. In 
a submission to the JSCEM in 2000, it noted that neither it nor the JSCEM had 
uncovered any organised or widespread attempt to defraud the roll through false 
enrolments in the previous 15 years. The AEC went on to state that the proposed 
early closure of the rolls would not improve the accuracy of the rolls for an 
election, and in fact the rolls would be less accurate, as electors would not have 
enough time to correct their enrolments or to apply for new enrolments. The 
AEC also stated that the change would have a negative impact on the franchise, 
that it would delay election results due to an anticipated rise in declaration 
voting, that it would have a particularly negative impact on young people 
seeking to vote for the first time, and that it would cause public confusion due 
to different systems operating at the State and Territory levels.

During questioning before the committee in 2005, the AEC reasserted the above 
position. At a hearing in March 2006, however, the newly appointed AEC 
Commissioner, Ian Campbell, stated that the earlier closure of the roll would 

7 Getup Ltd v Electoral Commissioner [2010] FCA 869. 
8 Clive Bean. 2005. ‘Young People’s Voting Patterns.’ Paper prepared for the Youth Electoral Study Workshop, 
Old Parliament House, Canberra, June.
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not create any difficulties and would actually ‘make our life easier’.9 Under new 
leadership, the AEC’s focus appeared to have switched from accuracy at election 
time to ongoing accuracy between elections; however, the current Commissioner, 
Ed Killesteyn, appears to be more circumspect with his comments on this issue. 

In 2010, the Rudd Labor Government had tried to reintroduce the seven-
day period between the issuing of the writs and the closing of the rolls, but 
was blocked by the Coalition’s opposition. Following the court decisions and 
the 2010 election, the Gillard Labor Government reintroduced legislation in 
November 2010. This was passed in May 2011, with the support of the Greens 
senators and Independent Senators Steve Fielding and Nick Xenophon. During 
the parliamentary debate, the Coalition continued to oppose the seven-day 
period, using arguments from the dissenting High Court judges, and in one case 
arguing that, in reference to the AEC’s advertising campaign, 100 000 people 
being left off the roll in 2007 was actually a positive outcome: 

In 2004 168,394 people missed the deadline of seven days after the writs 
were issued. Yet in 2007, when the deadline fell at 8 pm on the day the 
writs were issued, only 100,370 people missed the deadline.10

Automatic enrolment

There is growing concern as to the accuracy and completeness of electoral rolls 
in Australia. Although enrolment is compulsory for eligible Australians, an 
estimated 1.1–1.4 million people are not enrolled.11 In the Howard Government’s 
2006 reforms, more stringent ‘proof of identity’ requirements were introduced 
(arguably to prevent fraudulent enrolments) for people wishing to enrol or to 
change their enrolment. The new identification rules made it more difficult 
for the AEC to enrol people, even when the commission was aware of an 
enrolled person’s new address (for example, when the commission receives 
updates of motor vehicle registrations and rental agreements). Under current 
Commonwealth rules, the AEC may send an enrolment form to a person’s new 
address, but the person has to fill out, sign and return the form to the AEC 
before becoming enrolled. The AEC and State commissions operate ‘joint roll’ 
agreements, where information is shared to make enrolment easier for voters, 
but differing rules between jurisdictions can create confusion. 

9 Ian Campbell. 2006. ‘Senate Finance and Public Administration Legislation Committee Hearing.’ 7 March, 
Hansard.
10 Senator Mitch Fifield, Senate Hansard, 11 May 2011.
11 Australian National Audit Office. 2010. The Australian Electoral Commission’s Preparation for and Conduct 
of the 2007 Federal General Election. Report 28/10. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.
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An alternative to the current system is ‘automatic enrolment’ (also known as 
‘direct enrolment’ or ‘smart enrolment’), which takes advantage of modern 
technologies and database sharing, and is extensively used in many modern 
democracies, especially in Europe (see ACE Encyclopaedia). Under automatic 
enrolment a commission automatically enrols citizens when they turn eighteen 
years of age, and updates a person’s enrolment once it is notified by government 
agencies that a person has changed address. The person is then informed that 
they are enrolled and is asked whether they have any objection to this. This 
changes the emphasis, requiring the person to take action to un-enrol, rather 
than to enrol. 

Automatic enrolment would address, in particular, the relatively low enrolment 
of young people who tend to be highly mobile and either drop off the roll or 
never get on it. This, in turn, would give young people greater political voice. 
As with all attempts to achieve a more comprehensive roll, however, this might 
be seen as having partisan effects. Young people are less likely to vote for the 
conservative parties and more likely to vote for Labor or the Greens. In 2009, 
the NSW Parliament passed legislation for automatic enrolment, which was in 
place ahead of that State’s 2011 election. The Victorian Parliament passed similar 
legislation in 2010. Nearly 60 per cent of Australia’s voters live in these two 
states, and to avoid major disruption from having separate rolls for federal and 
State elections, it makes sense for the Federal Government to adopt automatic 
enrolment. 

During debates on the close of rolls and automatic enrolment issues, reference 
is often made to the integrity of the roll, with Coalition politicians arguing 
that sufficient time is needed to verify new enrolees to prevent fraudulent 
enrolment. The Coalition has also argued for the introduction of ‘proof of 
identity’ requirements on the same ‘integrity’ grounds. Another integrity 
issue, however, is the integrity of the election result, which requires the largest 
possible participation of eligible voters in an election. While the two sides of 
politics in Australia’s inherently two-party system see a partisan advantage 
in regulating enrolment, it will continue to be difficult for international best 
practice to be adopted in Australia. 

Voter turnout

The level of voter turnout in democratic elections is an indicator of the health 
of a democracy. An election is the primary interaction between citizens and 
government, and a decline in turnout levels can undermine the legitimacy of 
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a democratic system.12 With compulsory enrolment and voting in place for all 
Australian jurisdictions, it could be expected that voter turnout would not be a 
significant issue. An assessment of turnout at the 75 general elections that have 
been conducted in Australia from 1983 to 2011 demonstrates this is the case, 
except in the Northern Territory. As Table 5.1 shows, turnout at NT elections 
is consistently more than 10 per cent lower than all other jurisdictions, which 
regularly have a voter turnout of more than 90 per cent. It is also important to 
note that turnout figures compare the number of people who actually voted 
with the number of people enrolled, and not with the number eligible to be 
enrolled, which will be a larger figure, thereby reducing the turnout rate. With 
otherwise consistently high rates under compulsory regimes, a drop of a few 
per cent can be a cause for concern. The figures therefore indicate that there is 
a serious issue to be addressed in the Northern Territory. 

Table 5.1 Turnout Rates, Australian Elections, 1983–2011

Jurisdiction
Turnout (%)

1983  ⟶  2011

Average 
turnout 

(%)

Common-
wealth

94 .6 - 94 .2 - 93 .8 - 95 .3 - 95 .8 - 95 .8 - 95 .0 - 94 .9 - 94 .3- 94 .8 -93 .2 94 .7

New South 
Wales

92 .5 - 93 .6 - 93 .6 - 93 .8 - 93 .1 - 91 .9 - 92 .6 - 92 .6 93 .0

Victoria 93 .2 - 92 .4 - 95 .1 - 94 .1 - 93 .2 - 93 .2 - 92 .7 - 93 .0 93 .4

Queensland 91 .7 - 91 .3 - 91 .2 - 91 .5 - 91 .4 - 92 .9 - 92 .6 - 91 .4 - 90 .5 - 90 .9 91 .5

Western 
Australia

89 .0 - 91 .4 - 90 .7 - 93 .5 - 90 .0 - 90 .6 - 89 .8 - 86 .5 90 .2

South 
Australia

93 .5 - 94 .4 - 93 .6 - 91 .8 - 93 .6 - 92 .3 - 92 .8 93 .1

Tasmania 94 .2 - 93 .1 - 95 .6 - 96 .0 - 95 .0 - 93 .7 - 95 .0 - 93 .9 94 .6

Australian 
Capital 
Territory

88 .8 - 90 .3 - 89 .5 - 92 .6 - 90 .9 - 92 .8 - 90 .4 90 .8

Northern 
Territory

81 .6 - 71 .2 - 81 .6 - 80 .7 - 79 .0 - 80 .6 - 80 .1 - 75 .7 78 .9

Sources: Various electoral commission reports and web sites.

12 Andrew Ellis, Maria Gratschew, Jon H. Pammett and Erin Thiessen. 2006. Engaging the Electorate: 
Initiatives to Promote Voter Turnout from Around the World—Including Voter Turnout Data from National 
Elections Worldwide 1945–2006. Stockholm: International IDEA, p. 12.
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Indigenous enrolment and turnout

A comparison between NT Assembly election turnout and voting in the 
Northern Territory at federal elections (Table 5.2) shows that turnout is 
consistently lower at assembly elections. There has, however, also been a notable 
drop in federal election turnout figures in the Northern Territory during the 
2000s (average 84.9 per cent), compared with the 1990s (average 89.4 per cent). 
The Northern Territory has the highest proportion of Indigenous people in 
Australia (31.6 per cent)—significantly higher than the second-highest ranking 
jurisdiction, Western Australia (3.8 per cent).13 One possibility for the drop in 
turnout at federal elections in the Northern Territory could be the abolition of 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Election Education and Information 
Service (ATSIEEIS).14 

Table 5.2 Northern Territory Voter Turnout, 1983–2010 (per cent)

Year Federal House of Representatives NT Assembly

1983 81 .4 81 .6

1984 85 .5 -

1987 79 .9 71 .2

1990 89 .4 81 .6

1993 88 .8 -

1994 - 80 .7

1996 89 .1 -

1997 - 79 .0

1998 90 .3 -

2001 86 .1 80 .6

2004 84 .3 -

2005 - 80 .1

2007 86 .5 -

2008 - 75 .7

2010 82 .7 -

Sources: AEC; Northern Territory Electoral Commission; Australian Government and Politics Database.

13 Australian Bureau of Statistics. 2007. ‘4705.0—Population Distribution, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians, 2006.’ Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics <http://www.abs.gov.au>
14 Although the ATSIEEIS was abolished in 1996, it can be argued that the positive impact of its programs 
remained for the 1998 election. 
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The ATSIEEIS program was concentrated in the federal electorate of Lingiari, 
which takes in all areas of the Northern Territory outside Darwin. Lingiari, 
established when the Northern Territory was split into two seats for the 2001 
federal election, has the highest concentration of Indigenous voters in the country 
(43.5 per cent). This is more than double the next highest concentration—18.2 
per cent in Kalgoorlie, Western Australia.15 Since Lingiari’s creation, it has 
recorded turnout figures of 80.6 per cent (2001), 77.7 per cent (2004), 81.3 per 
cent (2007) and 75.9 per cent (2010). Lingiari’s are the lowest turnout rates in 
Australia. 

Figure 5.1 Turnout at the 2005 NT Assembly General Election

Note: See Appendix B for electorate data.

An analysis of elector turnout at NT elections presents a similar story, and, with 
its smaller electorates (about 4000–5000 enrolled), provides a more nuanced 
understanding of the issue. Figure 5.1 shows the correlation between Indigenous 
population and voter turnout at the 2005 general election. The six electorates 
with the lowest Indigenous populations (average 6.6 per cent Indigenous)16 have 
an average turnout of 84.2 per cent, while turnout for the six highest Indigenous 

15 Paul Nelson. 2007. Electoral Division Rankings: Census 2006 First Release. Research Paper 12 2007–08. 
Canberra: Parliamentary Library, Parliament of Australia, p. 33.
16 Port Darwin, Wanguri, Nelson, Nightcliff, Fannie Bay and Casuarina.
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population electorates (average 70.7 per cent Indigenous)17 averages only 64.4 
per cent. The lowest voter turnout was in the Stuart electorate, with an 84.3 per 
cent Indigenous population and only 59.3 per cent turnout. Generally, voter 
turnout at by-elections tends to be lower than that for general elections, and at 
a by-election for the seat of Stuart in 2006, turnout was down to 53.9 per cent. 

It is an added concern in the context of the legitimacy of election results if low 
turnout figures are compounded by high levels of informal voting, resulting 
in a significant gap between the level of formal votes and the number of 
people eligible to vote. It can be anticipated that there would be a correlation 
between literacy levels in remote Indigenous populations and the number of 
informal votes, and there is a trend over time towards higher informality in 
high-Indigenous electorates. The average informality rate at the 2005 general 
election for the six low-Indigenous electorates was 3.3 per cent, compared with 
an average 5.3 per cent for the six high-Indigenous electorates. Another factor 
in high-Indigenous areas could be the number of candidates contesting seats. 
Results from the assembly seat of Stuart emphasise this. In 2005, when only 
two candidates stood, the informal rate was 4.6 per cent. The following year six 
candidates contested the Stuart by-election, and the informality rate increased 
to 13.6 per cent.

Abolition of ATSIEEIS

The abolition of the ATSIEEIS in 1996 is a good example of a government impacting 
directly on the ostensibly independent operations of an electoral management 
body, and potentially providing partisan advantages to the governing parties. 
The ATSIEEIS was a unit of the AEC that had been established in 1979 to 
target remote and urban Indigenous communities, with an ongoing focus on 
encouraging enrolment. In the nearly two decades for which it operated, the 
unit was seen as instrumental in improving the rates of Indigenous enrolment 
and voting, especially in remote areas. The value of ATSIEEIS was explained by 
one commissioner:

They used to rip these poor Indigenous people off the roll, send out an 
objection letter, wouldn’t matter if you couldn’t read the bloody thing, 
you’re off the roll. In the early ’80s they were ripping them off the roll. 
It was a shocker. Then ATSIEEIS came along and started rectifying a 
lot of the stuff to quite a meaningful extent, but then when ATSIEEIS 
stopped, the capacity to send people out with non-voters’ notices also 
stopped.

17 Stuart, Arnhem, Arafura, MacDonnell, Barkly and Nhulunbuy.
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It is argued that since the abolition of the unit, enrolment rates for Indigenous 
people have dropped markedly.18 This is seen as a distinct advantage for the 
Coalition, due to the high level of support for Labor in remote Indigenous 
communities. As one administrator stated:

The issues are: we’ve got a high Indigenous rate, we’ve got a lot of people 
living in remote areas, it’s a very young population, we’ve got a highly 
mobile population—so the more people you get on the roll, the more 
people you educate to participate in a meaningful way in elections. [It] 
would tend to advantage the ALP. That’s not the reason we do it. 

The Howard Government’s move to abolish this unit was the first time that the 
AEC had been given an explicit instruction about how it may spend its budget. 
This instruction therefore raises the issue of whether such an intervention is 
a challenge to the AEC’s independence. The impact of removing the ATSIEEIS 
program is summarised by two electoral commissioners as follows: 

Taking away ATSIEEIS’s program in ’97 had a significant impact on the 
delivery of education services and enrolment potential. In 10 years, you 
can actually see how it’s affecting the roll.

The best example of political interference in funding of electoral 
authorities is the fate of [ATSIEEIS]. It was a separate line item in the 
budget and they said, ‘No, we’re not giving you that any more, and 
you’re not allowed to spend any other part of your budget on it. If you 
do, we’ll take it off you.’ I think that’s entirely inappropriate and it 
should never have happened.

It was confirmed in interviews that if the AEC wished to reinstate a program 
such as the ATSIEEIS, it would not do so independently, but instead would 
make a request to the government to fund what is considered by the AEC as a 
politically sensitive program. As one administrator said:

If there’s sensitivity about it then you go through the minister’s office…
given that it was a program that was abolished by government then, 
yeah [it was politically sensitive]. No matter how independent you are, 
everybody is dependent upon somebody for money. 

The AEC’s dependence on government approval to undertake a program that 
could improve the accuracy and comprehensiveness of electoral rolls diminishes 
the independence of the electoral administration. That such a program was 

18 Warren Snowdon. 2004. ‘Senate Victory Used to Silence Voters.’ Media Release, 20 December. 
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considered politically sensitive indicates that decisions might not be made in 
the interests of best electoral practice, but in response to the political leanings 
of the government.

Following the 2007 federal change to a Labor government, the AEC received $13 
million in the 2009 Budget to establish the Indigenous Electoral Participation 
Program. The program has four objectives: electoral education, increased 
enrolment levels, increased election turnout, and reduced informal voting. This 
is a well-intentioned response to the declining participation rates shown above, 
but also will have electoral benefits for Labor. If an independent body could 
make budgetary decisions (as the AEC would have done if it had the power) 
then perceptions of partisanship would be removed. 

Administrative response to Indigenous 
enrolment and turnout

As discussed above, the manner in which Indigenous voter enrolment and 
turnout are dealt with by administrators and legislators provides a good 
insight into the drivers of reform—that is, whether reforms are driven by the 
interests of governing parties or are based on accepted norms for good electoral 
management. Interviews in jurisdictions with high proportions of Indigenous 
people consistently identified Indigenous enrolment and turnout as major and 
ongoing issues. This is especially so in remote areas with low accessibility, which 
are among those most likely to have high proportions of Indigenous people. 
A 2003 JSCEM report noted that the AEC, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Commission and the Labor Party had all expressed concerns about the 
under-enrolment of Indigenous people. The Labor submission to the inquiry 
estimated that Indigenous enrolment was only 54 per cent of those eligible, 
compared with 95 per cent of non-Indigenous Australians.19 JSCEM stated in its 
2003 report that it would pursue this issue, but the committee’s report into the 
2004 election did not refer to it. 

A number of reasons have been suggested to explain low Indigenous turnout. 
Kate Alport and Lisa Hill cite antipathy, largely brought about by a lack of 
efficacy in terms of the relevance and impact of votes in determining election 
outcomes. They argue that the lack of enforcement of compulsory voting in 
remote areas is another key factor.20 It is important to note that seats with 

19 The ALP estimated 140 000 enrolled out of a possible 260 000 Indigenous people. Australian Labor Party. 
2002. Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters Inquiry into the 2001 Federal Election: Submission by the 
Australian Labor Party. Submission no. 153. Canberra: Parliament of Australia.
20 Kate Alport and Lisa Hill. 2008. ‘Voting Attitudes and Behaviour Among Aboriginal Peoples: Reports 
from 29 Anangu Women.’ Refereed paper delivered at the Australian Political Studies Association Conference, 
Brisbane, 6–9 July, p. 3. 
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high Indigenous populations tend to be safe Labor seats. For example, the six 
high-Indigenous NT seats referred to earlier are held by Labor with margins of 
62–76 per cent of the two-party preferred vote. There is therefore no electoral 
advantage for Country Liberal Party governments to encourage greater levels of 
Indigenous enrolment and participation, and in fact there is a disadvantage. One 
electoral administrator expressed a view on this issue:

I said here’s where we think we should be going with mobile polling 
places, what do you think? Well, the conservative side of politics don’t 
like that idea, but they’re not going to come out and say ‘we don’t want 
to see these people voting’. 

Aspects of the Howard Government’s 2006 reforms—especially the earlier 
close of rolls and the need for proof-of-identity for enrolment and provisional 
voting—were seen as additional barriers to higher levels of participation among 
Indigenous people. As Alport and Hill point out, ‘[m]any Aboriginal people 
do not carry a wallet, therefore there is nowhere to keep any cards and they 
are easily lost’.21 Furthermore, because these are such safe seats, there is little 
incentive for Labor governments to take action to encourage participation. 

Low voter turnout can also be a reflection of protest against government 
authority and can further explain low participation for this social group. This 
view was supported by one interviewee:

You would have to work out how much of it was the abolition of the 
[ATSIEEIS] program and people going around, and how much was a 
general disillusionment with a particular section of the community with 
the government of the day. And certainly in the first six to eight years of 
[the Howard] government there’s been quite a bit of tension between the 
Indigenous community and the government.

NT Assembly elections: time frame

As shown in Table 5.2, voter turnout for NT Assembly elections is consistently 
and significantly lower than that for federal elections in the Northern Territory. 
A reason for this difference appears to be the short election campaign period 
between the calling of an assembly election and polling day. The Territory’s 
Electoral Act 2004 (Section 28, amended in 2009) requires that polling day 
must be 19 days after the issuing of the writ. This is the shortest timetable in 
operation in Australia and, as a result, all procedural aspects of NT elections 

21 Alport and Hill go on to suggest, however, that photo identity cards could be useful to encourage 
enrolment and turnout, as a form of civic engagement.
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need to meet tight deadlines. For example, rolls close two days after election 
writs are issued, nominations close a further two days later, and postal and 
mobile voting commences three days after that.

In addition to the short timetable for campaigns, until 2009 elections could 
be called at any time after the first three years of an assembly first sitting, 
enabling the chief minister to call an election with little warning. Together, 
these two factors would make it logistically difficult to conduct an election 
in any jurisdiction, but this is especially so in the Northern Territory, which 
has a large geographic area of dispersed settlement. The previous 18-day time 
frame was more than a week shorter than other Australian jurisdictions without 
fixed election dates. As one administrator noted in an interview, ‘the ALP in 
opposition were very critical of the cramped timetable…certainly a government 
of any colour prefers to have control’.

The Minter Ellison report commissioned by the Labor government in 2003 was 
opposed to this short election period and recommended extending the timetable 
to 33 days. In addition, the NT Electoral Commissioner recommended that either 
fixed-date elections be introduced or the election time frame be lengthened by 
at least seven days.22 It is evident that the short election campaign period can 
impact on voter turnout. Problems include accessing people in remote areas for 
enrolment, especially when they might have only one chance to vote at a mobile 
polling booth less than two weeks later, and having enough time for postal voters 
to receive and return their completed ballot papers. In some instances, election 
dates are known well in advance based on comments from the government. 
The 2008 general election, however, held on 9 August was considered to be a 
‘snap’ election, with the announcement made only 19 days earlier. Turnout at 
the election was 75.65 per cent—the lowest for more than 20 years. 

In 2009, the NT Government amended the Electoral Act, introducing fixed dates 
for future elections; however, the government extended the election period 
by only a day, from 18 to 19 days, to fit in with a timeline based on a five-
day working week. The government’s argument for not extending the period 
further was that with the introduction of fixed-date elections, people will have 
more warning. It does not, however, address the logistical issues of printing and 
distributing ballot papers, issuing postal voting papers, and voters not knowing 
the full field of candidates until, in some cases, a couple of days prior to voting.

22 Northern Territory Electoral Commission. 2007. 2005 Legislative Assembly General Election Report: Part 
1 of 2. Darwin: Northern Territory Electoral Commission.



Directions in Australian Electoral Reform 

74

Informal voting

Any level of informal voting diminishes the legitimacy of election results 
and alienates voters through disaffection. The pattern and extent of informal 
voting provide insight into the health of an electoral system on a number of 
levels. Informal voting can be either deliberate (when voters choose not to 
make their vote count, for example, to make a protest) or accidental (as when 
voters inadvertently make a numbering mistake). Both deliberate and accidental 
informal voting are concerns for electoral administrators, the former because 
it signifies citizens’ disconnection and disillusionment with the democratic 
system, and the latter because it indicates that voters do not understand the 
voting method, or that the process is too confusing or burdensome. Accidental 
informal voters are disenfranchised because the system has failed to provide an 
adequately simple method of voting. 

In their study of informal voting in the 1987 and 1990 elections, McAllister 
et al. note that among established liberal democracies, Australia has one of 
the highest rates of informal voting.23 Their study identified Australia’s social 
structure as being a key determinant of informal voting. In particular, ethnicity 
is a significant indicator of informal voting levels, with a lack of English language 
proficiency increasing the likelihood of informal voting. In recent years, the 
AEC has published a number of reports assessing informal voting rates. The 
reports on the 2001 and 2004 elections24 support McAllister et al.’s argument 
that proficiency in English is a significant determinant of informal voting. In 
addition, Gina Dario identifies two other important factors that influence levels 
of informal voting: the use of optional preferential voting at the State level (for 
New South Wales and Queensland) and the number of candidates contesting an 
election. These factors are discussed in relation to federal, State and Territory 
elections.

Informal voting at federal elections

The high levels of informal voting in Senate elections were identified as a concern 
by the JSCER, which published the results of two informal voting surveys in its 
first report in 1983. These surveys—of the Senate elections in 1977 (Australia 
wide) and 1983 (14 selected divisions)—showed that more than 50 per cent 
of all informal Senate votes were a result of incorrect numbering caused by 

23 Ian McAllister, Toni Makkai and Chris Patterson. 1992. Informal Voting in the 1987 and 1990 Australian 
Federal Elections. Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service.
24 Rod Medew. 2003. Informal Vote Survey, House of Representatives, 2001 Election. Research Report no. 
1. Canberra: Australian Electoral Commission; Gina Dario. 2005. Analysis of Informal Voting During the 2004 
House of Representatives Election. Research Report no. 7. Canberra: Australian Electoral Commission.
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either a break in the sequence or duplicating numbers. A further 25 per cent of 
informal votes resulted from voters not numbering all the squares. The Hawke 
Government’s introduction of above-the-line Senate voting, which was used 
by more than 85 per cent of voters at the 1984 election, was instrumental in 
lowering the rate of informal voting for the Senate (see Table 5.3). 

Table 5.3 Senate and House of Representatives Informal Voting Rates  
(per cent)

1980 1983 1984 1987 1990 1993 1996 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010

Senate 9 .7 9 .9 4 .7 4 .0 3 .4 2 .6 3 .5 3 .2 3 .9 3 .8 2 .6 3 .7

HoR 2 .4 2 .1 6 .3 4 .9 3 .2 3 .0 3 .2 3 .8 4 .8 5 .2 4 .0 5 .6

The relaxation of the requirement to number all boxes for those voting below 
the line was another intervention that further lowered the informal rate. From 
1984, Senate ballot papers were formal if they clearly identified a sequence of 
preferences against at least 90 per cent of the candidates listed. For example, 
where there are 50 candidates on the ballot paper, numbering the ballot paper 
from 1 to at least 45 constitutes a formal vote. 

While the 1983 reforms were successful in lowering the Senate informal rate, 
informal rates for the House of Representatives increased markedly following 
the same reforms. The AEC identified in its 1988 report that first preferences 
were clearly indicated in more than 62 per cent of all informal House of 
Representatives votes cast in the 1987 election. A relaxation of the rules to allow 
these votes to be added to the count would have reduced the informal rate from 
4.9 per cent to 1.9 per cent.

Table 5.4 Informal Voting Rates: 2004 House of Representatives Election

No . of 
candidates No . ofseats Highest rate (%) Lowest rate (%) Average rate 

(%)

4 3 5 .53 3 .61 4 .31

5 18 9 .11 2 .87 4 .44

6 29 9 .24 2 .76 4 .68

7 39 9 .10 2 .77 4 .89

8 30 11 .71 3 .40 5 .64

9 18 8 .43 4 .22 5 .70

10 6 7 .45 4 .49 5 .81

11 5 8 .53 5 .89 6 .64

12 1 7 .41 7 .41 7 .41

13 0 - - -

14 1 11 .83 11 .83 11 .83

Total 150 11 .83 2 .76 5 .19
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As previously mentioned, the number of candidates contesting an election is 
a determinant of informal voting. The 2004 election figures show a positive 
correlation between candidate numbers and informal votes, with a steady 
increase in the informal rate as the number of candidates increases (Table 5.4). 
An examination of the highest and lowest informal rates for each category 
(of number of candidates) highlights the influence of other factors, such as 
ethnicity. For example, the high rate of 11.71 per cent of informal votes with 
eight candidates contesting occurred in the seat of Reid, an inner metropolitan 
electorate in Sydney. Reid has the highest proportion of people born overseas of 
all Australian electorates (49.5 per cent), and the second-highest proportion of 
people from non–English-speaking countries (35.5 per cent).25 This relationship 
is further illustrated in Table 5.5, which presents electorates with the highest 
informal rates per candidate by location and ethnicity. 

Table 5.5 2004 House of Representatives High Informal Rates: Ethnicity

No . of candidates Highest informal rate 
(%) Electorate NESC ranking

4 5 .53 Throsby 62

5 9 .11 Fowler 8

6 9 .24 Prospect 12

7 9 .10 Watson 1

8 11 .71 Reid 2

9 8 .43 Kingsford Smith 25

10 7 .45 Lindsay 65

11 8 .53 Parramatta 16

12 7 .41 Dobell 124

13 - - -

14 11 .83 Greenway 48

Note: NESC = born in a non–English-speaking country. Ranking is of 150 electorates; 1 indicates the 
highest proportion of NESC.

Of the 10 seats with the highest rates of informal voting per number of 
candidates, more than two-thirds (seven) are ranked in the top third of 
electorates for numbers of people born in non–English-speaking countries. 
It is also significant that all of these 10 electorates are in New South Wales, 
where an optional preferential voting system is used at State-level elections. In 
an assessment of informal votes in New South Wales, Dario found that 35.65 
per cent were made informal by the voter numbering ‘1’ only, with a further 
10.71 per cent of voters having incorrectly used a tick or cross. In all, 46.36 per 
cent or more than 116 000 voters in the State attempted to vote correctly but 

25 Paul Nelson. 2007. Electoral Division Rankings: Census 2006 First Release.



5 . Enrolment, Turnout and Informal Voting

77

were accidentally disenfranchised.26 All of these votes would be formal under 
State election voting rules. It is important to note that the informal rate at the 
2003 NSW Legislative Assembly election was 2.6 per cent—less than half of 
the 6.1 per cent the State recorded at the 2004 Federal House of Representatives 
election in New South Wales. This disparity is further evidence that confusion 
about different voting rules and making voting unduly burdensome contribute 
to informal voting. 

Table 5.6 2010 House of Representatives: 10 Highest Informal Rates

Informal rate 
(%) Electorate

Number 
‘1’ only 

(% of total 
informal)

Ticks and 
crosses 

(% of total 
informal)

No . of 
candidates

NESC 
ranking

14 .06 Blaxland 29 .6 12 .0 8 3

12 .83 Fowler 36 .8 20 .9 4 8

12 .80 Watson 38 .6 16 .7 4 1

11 .16 Chifley 31 .4 14 .5 7 18

10 .84 McMahona 34 .1 22 .5 4 12

10 .35 Werriwa 33 .5 18 .8 3 26

10 .27 Greenway 23 .9 8 .6 11 48

9 .82 Barton 42 .8 16 .6 3 7

8 .80 Reid 39 .7 14 .1 5 2

8 .65 Parramatta 31 .5 14 .8 7 16

a formerly Prospect

Note: NESC = born in a non–English-speaking country. Ranking is of 150 electorates; 1 indicates the 
highest proportion of NESC.

Analysis of informal voting at the 2010 election reaffirms the influence of 
ethnicity and having a different voting system at the State level. Of the 150 
House of Representatives seats, the 10 highest levels of informal voting were 
in contiguous electorates in western metropolitan Sydney, New South Wales 
(see Table 5.6). All of these seats also ranked in the top third of voters from 
non–English-speaking countries. The number of candidates contesting appears 
to have less influence in the 2010 election, with half of these seats having 
only three or four candidates. In analysis conducted by the AEC, it is shown 
that more than half of informal voters in these seats had shown a clear first 

26 Gina Dario. 2005. Analysis of Informal Voting During the 2004 House of Representatives Election,  
pp. 15–16.
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preference on their ballot paper, by marking a ‘1’ only, or using a tick or cross.27 
This equates to nearly 48 000 voters being accidentally disenfranchised in these 
10 electorates. 

Proposals to introduce optional preferential voting have lacked support at 
the federal level. Parliamentarians have raised concerns about the potential 
impacts of relaxing the rules to allow ‘1 only’ votes or votes using ticks and 
crosses. Concerns are largely based on the difficulty in discouraging voters 
from intentionally voting this way. The JSCEM report on the 1990 election 
highlighted this difficulty, with the committee stating that a change to the rules 
would encourage optional preferential voting, as well as ‘Langer’-style voting.28 
The concern that a change to optional preferential voting would become a de 
facto first-past-the-post voting system has been confirmed by the experience of 
Queensland elections since optional preferential voting was introduced in that 
State. 

In Queensland, a significant unforeseen impact of the reform to optional 
preferential voting is the change in how political parties run their campaigns. 
Prior to the 2001 election, the major parties advocated filling out all preferences. 
From 2001, however, parties have increasingly advised voters to ‘just vote one’, 
with all major parties now advocating this option on their how-to-vote material. 
As a result, approximately two-thirds of voters—63.03 per cent—used the ‘1 
only’ option at the 2006 election. This is confirming that the system is turning 
into a de facto first-past-the-post system, where seats are determined by a 
minority of votes and voters are not appropriately informed of their options. 
Consequently, while the reform is an improvement on fairness in regard to ease 
of voting, voters’ ability to make an informed choice is diminished due to the 
limited information provided in parties’ how-to-vote material. 

Informal voting at State and Territory levels

Analysis of informal voting at State and Territory elections provides an insight 
into the impacts of the voting systems in use. Using data for the lower house 
(or single house in unicameral systems) from the past three elections (Table 5.7), 
it is evident that the optional preferential voting system in place in New South 
Wales and Queensland consistently produces lower rates of voting informality. 

27 AEC [Australian Electoral Commission]. 2011. Analysis of Informal Voting: House of Representatives, 2010 
Federal Election. Research Report no. 12, 29 March. Canberra: Australian Electoral Commission, p. 30.
28 JSCEM [Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters]. 1991. 1990 Federal Election: Report from the 
Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters. Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, pp. 
41–2. Langer-style voting was promoted by Albert Langer so that voters could avoid directing preferences to 
one major party over the other by duplicating a number in their preferences—for example, by numbering the 
ballot paper 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 5. 
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Table 5.7 State and Territory Informal Rates: Lower/Single Houses

Jurisdiction Voting 
system

Informal voting rate (%) 

1996 ⟶ 2007

Average 
informal 
rate (%)

System 
average 

(%)

New South Wales OPV 2 .51          2 .62          2 .77 2 .63 2 .37

Queensland OPV 2 .27          1 .99          2 .08 2 .11

Victoria FPV 3 .02          3 .42          4 .56 3 .67 4 .26

Western Australia FPV 4 .39          4 .54          5 .24 4 .72

Northern Territory FPV 5 .17          4 .27          3 .75 4 .40

South Australia FPV-Ticket 4 .04          3 .12          3 .60 3 .59 3 .59

Tasmania Hare-Clark 3 .91          4 .87          4 .49 4 .42 4 .04

Australian Capital 
Territory

Hare-Cark 4 .32          3 .97          2 .68 3 .66

Notes: OPV = optional preferential voting; FPV = full preferential voting; FPV-Ticket = a ‘1 only’ vote is 
formal, with full preferences distributed according to a ticket lodged by the candidate.

South Australia is the only Australian jurisdiction that uses ticket voting as 
an option for single-member electorates. Where voters make a ‘1 only’ vote, 
preferences flow according to a ticket lodged by the candidate of their first (and 
only) choice. This could partially explain why South Australia’s informal rate is 
lower than the other jurisdictions with full preferential voting. Ticket voting, 
however, makes up less than 5 per cent of all votes in SA Assembly elections, 
so its effect on informal voting cannot be substantial. The two jurisdictions 
operating under the Hare-Clark system of proportional representation, with no 
ticket voting, also record relatively high levels of informality. At the federal 
level, the average House of Representatives informal rate over the same period 
is 4.2 per cent—in line with other jurisdictions with full preferential voting. 

Table 5.8 Informal Voting: Queensland State Elections

1983 1986 1989 1992 1995 1998 2001 2004 2006 2009

1 .47 2 .17 3 .00 2 .25 1 .75 1 .45 2 .27 1 .99 2 .08 1 .94

Sources: Electoral Commission of Queensland; Australian Government and Politics Database.

The introduction of optional preferential voting in Queensland for the 1992 
election appears to have had little impact on the rate of informal voting, 
which has already been at a low level since the 1980s (see Table 5.8). Optional 
preferential voting is usually expected to reduce rates of informal voting (as 
discussed above in the Victorian case study). There are two reasons this has 
not occurred in Queensland. First, the rate of informal voting was already low 
prior to the change; second, voters fill out only one ballot paper on election day, 
removing the confusion experienced by voters in bicameral jurisdictions. 
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Another interesting aspect of the State and Territory figures is the decreased 
rate of informal voting when electronic ballots are used in the Australian Capital 
Territory, which has been partly a result of the introduction and increasing use 
of electronic voting. The use of electronic voting can have significant democratic 
benefits, including increased accessibility for people with a disability and 
voters living in remote areas. It also enables more rapid and accurate counting 
of votes. Electronic voting was introduced as a trial for the 2001 ACT general 
election. The almost accidental initiation of the reform process that occurred 
for the introduction of electronic voting provides insight into the importance 
of personal relationships in achieving reforms, especially when there are no 
apparent partisan advantages to the reform. The Australian Capital Territory’s 
Electoral Commissioner described the process as follows: 

Electronic voting and counting was a huge coup…The main reason we 
succeeded was that after the 1998 election we had to do a recount in 
Molonglo, when we had three or four votes difference between two 
candidates and we did a full recount, and actually worked out we got 
it wrong the first time around. I was wanting to do something that was 
more accurate and Kate Carnell got in as chief minister at that election. 

At the declaration of the poll, we started talking about electronic voting 
and counting. I said I would love to do electronic voting and counting 
but it’s going to cost a bomb. I can’t imagine you would be prepared to 
pay that. She said, ‘Yes, we would—do it.’ 

Table 5.9 Use of Electronic Voting and Informality Rates in the Australian 
Capital Territory

Election Paper votes Informal rate (%) Electronic votes Informal rate (%)

2001 182 162 4 .3 16 559 0 .6

2004 181 580 2 .9 28 169 1 .1

2008 176 199 4 .1 43 820 2 .6

Sources: ACT Electoral Commission, 2002, 2005, 2009.

At the 2004 election, 13.4 per cent of all votes were lodged electronically—an 
increase from 8.3 per cent at the 2001 election. The 2008 election saw a further 
increase in electronic votes to 19.9 per cent of all votes. While the electronic 
voting system allows voters to make an informal vote, accidental informal 
voting is almost entirely eliminated, as the system issues a warning to the voter 
that their vote will be informal if they continue. The impact of electronic voting 
can be seen in the reduced level of informal voting in the past three elections 
compared with votes cast by paper ballots (Table 5.9). 
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The reduction of informal voting has democratic implications for voters: with 
unintentional informal voting being virtually eliminated, fewer voters are 
accidentally disenfranchised. It has been suggested by Elections ACT that the 
particularly low level of informal electronic voting in 2001 (0.6 per cent) was 
due to electronic voters in 2001 being a self-selecting sample of voters who 
opted to use the new system, who were possibly more committed to lodging a 
formal vote than other voters. In 2004, electronic voting was the more common 
form of voting at booths where this was possible; the informal rate in the 2004 
election therefore more accurately reflects the impact of electronic voting on the 
general population. The level of informal electronic voting at the 2008 election 
was significantly higher than in previous elections. Part of the reason was that 
about one-quarter of the informal votes (295 of 1152) were due to barcodes 
being discarded by electors prior to their votes being lodged. This could be 
intentional informal voting or, more likely, a problem with inadequate voter 
education. 

Reducing the level of informal voting

It can be seen from the examples in this chapter that there are several 
mechanisms available to reduce the relatively high levels of informal voting in 
many Australian jurisdictions. While shifting from a bicameral parliament to a 
unicameral system simply to reduce the informal rate by a couple of per cent 
would understandably be viewed as an extreme measure, easier solutions are 
readily available to legislators. 

First, a move from full to optional preferential voting would not only reduce the 
informal rate, but also quash the argument that voters should not be compelled 
to number all boxes when they are also compelled to vote. Positions on optional 
preferential voting tend to be based on political pragmatism. In brief, although 
Labor governments introduced optional preferential voting in New South 
Wales and Queensland, the party currently supports full preferential voting 
because it means they receive the majority of preferences from Greens voters, 
ahead of the Coalition. Under an optional system, many of these votes would 
likely be exhausted prior to reaching the Labor candidate. Interestingly, the 
Coalition also supports full preferential voting as it allows Liberal and Nationals 
candidates to support each other in contests against Labor candidates. Some 
Coalition members, however, are now supporting optional preferential voting as 
a means of limiting the preference flow from the Greens to Labor. 

JSCEM’s report on the 2010 federal election provides interesting political 
arguments for reducing informal voting. While the Labor members were opposed 
to optional preferential voting, they did support a saving provision (which 
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currently exists in SA state elections) where ‘1 only’ votes would be directed in 
a way determined by the ‘1’ candidate/party. This is incorrectly called a saving 
provision, which implies an accidental mistake made by the voter filling out the 
ballot paper. It actually enables the candidate/party to capture first-preference 
votes and direct them to other candidates in a way that might go against a 
voter’s wishes. The Coalition committee members were strongly opposed to this 
recommendation.

A simpler and more effective solution would be to have a genuine saving 
provision that captures ‘1 only’ votes, with those votes exhausted once the 
candidate is eliminated. To prevent elections becoming pseudo first-past-the-
post contests, candidates and parties could be prohibited from advocating ‘1 
only’ voting in their campaigning material. This would be a fairer outcome, as 
it would not be subverting informal voters’ preferences to candidates/parties. 

The use of electronic voting in the Australian Capital Territory has clearly shown 
its value in reducing the rate of informal voting. While electoral commissioners 
around Australia have shown genuine interest in implementing similar systems, 
their difficulty, as with many innovations, is in getting legislative reforms 
to allow this to be used. The ACT jurisdiction has an ideal geographic and 
demographic profile to implement electronic voting, with a small, well-educated 
population situated in the northern half of the Territory. Ideally, the computer 
hardware could be used for trials in other jurisdictions, as a step towards more 
widespread implementation. 


