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9. Postal Voting

Australia’s major political parties regularly use their numbers in parliament to 
change electoral laws. Often such amendments are made in line with modern 
electoral administrative practice, with no obvious partisan benefits. There are, 
however, several occasions when either Labor or the Coalition ignore electoral 
‘best practice’ and fairness and use their powers over the Commonwealth 
Electoral Act 1918 to bring about a political advantage—either for a direct 
partisan advantage over opposition parties or when opposition numbers are 
needed for passage of the reforms, for mutual benefit and acting as a party cartel. 
Usually these reforms have at least the tacit support of the Australian Electoral 
Commission (AEC). There are times, however, when the Labor and Coalition 
parties’ cartel is united in opposing the AEC’s efforts to operate a fairer and 
more independent electoral administration regime. One such area of electoral 
management that has been subject to legislative reforms throughout the past 
30 years, since the major Commonwealth reforms of 1983, is the administration 
of postal voting application (PVA) forms. The Australian administration of this 
aspect of the voting process highlights the conflict between internationally 
accepted norms for fair elections and governing-party self-interest. 

In recent times postal voting has become more prominent in many modern 
democracies. It is seen as a way of encouraging and increasing voter turnout, 
especially among travellers, the elderly and the infirm. Postal voting therefore 
promotes fairer elections by increasing the opportunity for participation by all 
groups in society. Typically, as with other aspects of electoral administration, the 
electoral management body is responsible for providing postal vote application 
forms and processing applications; however, a search of the ACE Electoral 
Knowledge Network database did not reveal any instances where political 
parties are as intricately involved in the promotion and administration of the 
postal voting process as in Australia. In the United Kingdom, however, when 
postal voting rules were relaxed in 2001 (but not to the extent that allowed 
party involvement as in Australia), it was accompanied by significant fraud 
by Labour and Conservative candidates who saw the advantages in controlling 
postal ballots.1 

While there is little in the way of specific direction on this aspect of electoral 
administration, international best-practice literature consistently refers to the 
need for parties and candidates not to interfere with election processes. The 
handbook of electoral standards of the International Institute for Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA), while concentrating on polling-

1 Richard Mawrey. 2010. ‘Easy Voting Means Fraudulent Voting.’ Quadrant 54(4).
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day behaviour, also refers to the need for parties not to ‘handle any official 
election material’.2 The emphasis is on parties observing rather than being 
involved in the conduct of an election. 

It is also widely accepted that, to ensure free and fair elections, electoral 
management bodies should be independent, both of the government of 
the day and of any political partisan connections. In IDEA’s handbook on 
electoral management design, Wall et al. identify seven aspects of independent 
electoral management. Particularly pertinent to the discussion on postal voting 
applications are the three aspects of: institutional arrangements—is the electoral 
management body institutionally independent from the executive branch of 
government; implementation—does the electoral management body exercise 
full responsibility for implementation of election processes; and powers—does 
the electoral management body have powers to develop the electoral regulatory 
framework independently under the law? 

IDEA goes on to argue that the legitimacy of election results is enhanced if 
electoral authorities are perceived to be impartial and not subject to political 
interference or control.3 This argument stresses the importance of a ‘perception’ 
of independence, irrespective of the organisational framework that an electoral 
management body operates in. 

The increased use of postal voting

There has been a steady increase in the use of postal voting in Australian federal 
elections during the study period, from 2.83 per cent in 1993 to 6.15 per cent at 
the 2010 election.4 There have been a number of reasons for this increase. The 
1983 reforms to the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918 introduced a category 
of ‘general postal voter’; a 1990 amendment allowed employment reasons as 
grounds to apply for a postal vote; parties and candidates were allowed to 
include PVAs in their campaigning material following a 1998 amendment; and 
further amendments in 2000 and 2001 facilitated the electronic provision of 
postal voter information to parties. 

The growth in postal voting raises three important questions in regard to the 
integrity of elections. First, are there sufficient safeguards to ensure that postal 
votes (which are, by their nature, cast in an uncontrolled environment) have 
been made freely, without coercion or undue influence? Second, can election 

2 IDEA [Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance]. 2002. International Electoral Standards: Guidelines 
for Reviewing the Legal Framework of Elections. Stockholm: International IDEA, pp. 85–6.
3 Alan Wall et al. 2006. Electoral Management Design: The International IDEA Handbook. 
4 Senate figures. Prior to the 1993 election, postal voting was about 4–6 per cent; however, pre-poll voting 
was introduced for the 1993 election, resulting in a significant initial drop in the rate of postal voting. 
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officials have confidence that a postal vote has been cast by the person stated 
on the accompanying application forms (and has that person had a legitimate 
reason for applying for the postal vote)? Finally, because of the ability for 
political parties to be intricately involved in the distribution and collection of 
PVA forms, does this corrupt the process and increase the possibility of also 
disenfranchising some voters?5

In answer to the first two questions, it is impossible to ascertain or control the 
conditions in which postal voters cast their votes, and whether an application 
has been forged. With an accurate electoral roll, however, and the electronic 
availability of signatures from enrolment forms for crosschecking PVA signatures, 
there can be a good degree of confidence that identities are correct. The answer 
to the question of whether voters have legitimate reasons to lodge a postal vote 
is less clear. Schedule 2 of the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918 specifies several 
circumstances when an application for a postal vote may be made—namely, 
when the voter: will be outside the State or Territory; will not be within 8 km 
of a polling booth; will be travelling throughout polling hours; is ill, infirm 
or approaching childbirth (or caring for someone in these conditions); is in a 
hospital without polling facilities; has religious beliefs that preclude attending a 
polling booth; is in prison; is a silent elector; or has work conditions preventing 
attendance at a polling booth. In 2010, eligibility was further broadened to 
anyone who will be outside their electorate on polling day.6

As applicants only need to specify that they are eligible for a postal vote, 
without indicating the particular reason (at least, at the federal level), there is a 
relaxed onus of proof. Electoral commissions understandably do not investigate 
applicants’ eligibility in the middle of conducting an election, but a doubling 
of applicants in recent years suggests that more voters are using postal voting 
as a convenience rather than a necessity. If voters were required to provide the 
reason they were applying for a postal vote, it would not only strengthen the 
onus of proof, it would also provide the AEC with valuable data on how it could 
better adapt to voters’ needs.

Party involvement in postal voting

Part XV of the Act details the process of applying for a postal vote. As a result of 
the amendments in the past 30 years, political parties can now actively solicit for 
electors to lodge postal votes. Such solicitation is commonly carried out by the 
parliamentary representatives of the major parties, who can use both taxpayer-

5 Norm Kelly. 2011. ‘Australian Electoral Administration and Electoral Integrity.’ In Electoral Democracy: 
Australian Prospects, eds Tham, Costar and Orr. Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.
6 Schedule 8 of the Electoral and Referendum (Modernisation and Other Measures) Act 2010.
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funded and party resources, such as elector databases and printing allowances, 
to mail postal vote applications to enrolled voters. It is also standard practice 
for the mail-outs to include a return envelope to the member or party, which 
then forwards the application on to the AEC. AEC figures show that of all PVAs 
received indirectly from electors (that is, through party agents and others), 98.7 
per cent were forwarded by the Labor and Coalition parties (see Table 9.1). This 
is an indication that the governing or major parties have an advantage over less-
resourced parties in influencing electors. 

Table 9.1 PVAs Received by the AEC for the 2010 Election:  
Period Between Witness Signature and AEC Receipt of PVA 

Source Sent directly 
to the AEC

Sent via 
Labor

Sent via 
Nationals

Sent via 
Liberal1 Other

Same day 15 013 792 24 607 212

1 day later 36 619 6094 299 9222 228

2 days later 33 215 9572 594 13 896 237

3 days later 28 152 10 268 639 13 664 334

4 days later 22 955 10 793 773 13 433 305

5 days later 14 581 9529 758 10 962 270

6 days later 9214 7478 638 8987 257

7 days later 5884 5883 610 6942 219

8 days later 3391 4258 417 4309 92

9 days later 2020 2842 287 2964 57

10 days later 1616 2508 315 2636 67

11 days later 1399 2371 281 2429 39

12 days later 1120 2109 350 2360 18

13 days later 947 1914 314 2304 15

14+ days later 3996 6315 392 5016 50

Total 180 122 82 726 6691 99 371 2400

1 Includes Country Liberal Party 

Source: AEC submission to JSCEM, 21 February 2011, p. 84.

The AEC’s figures also show that 49 per cent of all PVAs are returned by electors 
directly to the AEC. This leaves more than 51 per cent being returned via a third 
party (usually Labor or the Coalition, as shown above). For the 2010 election, 
this amounted to more than 191 000 applications that were delayed in being 
received by the AEC due to them being sent on a circuitous route. This is a 
substantial number, roughly equivalent to two House of Representatives seats, 
and is an increase of more than 87 000 on 2007 figures.
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Over the past 20 years, the AEC has consistently criticised the practice of such 
overt party involvement in the conduct of an election. The AEC’s arguments 
include the following:

•	 There is a potential for voters to become confused, thinking that the parties 
are the ones who are responsible for postal voting, rather than the AEC.

•	 Delays occur, due to applications not being returned directly to the AEC, 
resulting in possible disenfranchisement.

•	 Electors often receive more than one PVA, sometimes resulting in multiple 
applications being received by the AEC, adding to its administrative burden.

•	 There is unnecessary use of postal voting, increasing costs and delaying the 
finalisation of results.

•	 Political parties stockpile PVAs before sending them to the AEC, resulting 
in processing delays and, at times, disenfranchisement. Stockpiling is an 
offence under Section 197 of the Act.

•	 The secrecy and integrity of the ballot might be compromised, as votes are 
cast in an uncontrolled environment.

•	 Parties attempt to obscure the fact that the PVA is returned to a party address, 
by using terms such as ‘Returning Officer’.

•	 Party officials ‘correct’ details on PVAs before sending them to the AEC. 

Despite the AEC’s ongoing concerns, the JSCEM and successive governments 
have chosen to support the continued involvement of parties in the PVA process. 
At times, the JSCEM has shifted blame to the AEC for some of the problems, 
stating that it ‘is possible that some [voters] were disenfranchised as a result of 
administrative errors by the AEC’.7 The general thrust of JSCEM reports is that 
the parties are providing a public service in distributing PVA material—for 
example:

The Committee is of the view that distribution of PVAs by candidates 
provides an important and now well-established service to electors, and 
that it is important for candidates and political parties to be confident 
that a service initiated by them has been successfully concluded. 
The relatively high rate of return experienced in many electorates 
demonstrates the helpfulness and popularity of the service. Breaking 
with this practice at future elections may lead to significant voter 
inconvenience and possibly disenfranchisement.8

7 JSCEM [Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters]. 2000. The 1998 Federal Election: Report of the 
Inquiry into the Conduct of the 1998 Federal Election and Matters Related Thereto. Canberra: Commonwealth 
of Australia, p. 60.
8 JSCEM [Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters]. 2003. The 2001 Federal Election: Report of the 
Inquiry into the Conduct of the 2001 Federal Election and Matters Related Thereto. Canberra: Commonwealth 
of Australia, p. 149.
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This view was supported by both Labor and Liberal party members during a 
2008 JSCEM hearing:

We are liaising with a number of voters about their rights to vote. We are 
making sure that, if they have not got their postal ballot, they ring us—
they do not ring [the AEC]…Their relationship is with their political 
party, not the AEC.9 

The elector who has dealt with the party does not ring [the AEC], the 
elector rings us…These [PVAs] go out with big Labor Party and Liberal 
Party stamps on them. I do not think they are confused where this 
information is coming from.10 

Thanks to the parties, most voters, within a couple of days of the election 
being called, have got a PVA in their hot little hands. If the parties have 
no incentive to send that out they probably will not, therefore voters 
probably will not have the PVA in their hot little hands in that first week 
of the election.11 

Under the Commonwealth system, parties can, either accidentally or deliberately, 
delay a PVA from reaching the AEC, meaning that eligible voters might be 
prevented from casting a vote. During JSCEM’s inquiry into the 1998 election, 
the AEC identified 174 electors who were disenfranchised through apparent 
delays in parties returning PVAs. In reporting this, JSCEM attempted to spread 
the blame by stating in their report that:

It is not entirely clear from the evidence that the political parties are 
wholly responsible for the 174 disenfranchised postal voters. It is 
possible that some were disenfranchised as a result of administrative 
errors by the AEC. In the absence of further evidence, the Committee 
urges both the AEC and the political parties to improve their processing 
of postal vote application forms.12

The AEC has raised its concerns since at least 1993 about the delays created 
by parties stockpiling PVAs, and evidence in its 2008 submission to JSCEM 
suggests the practice is continuing, with a surge in the number of applications 
being received more than 14 days after the witness signature on the PVA (see 
Table 9.1). The proportion of all PVAs received was far higher for the parties 

9 Jon Sullivan MP. 2008. Official Committee Hansard. Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, Friday, 
27 June 2008. Canberra: Parliament of Australia, p. 11.
10 Scott Morrison MP. 2008. Official Committee Hansard. Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, 
Friday, 27 June 2008. Canberra: Parliament of Australia, p. 14.
11 Senator Simon Birmingham. 2008. Official Committee Hansard. Joint Standing Committee on Electoral 
Matters, Friday, 27 June 2008. Canberra: Parliament of Australia, p. 13.
12 JSCEM [Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters]. 2000. The 1998 Federal Election: Report of the 
Inquiry into the Conduct of the 1998 Federal Election and Matters Related Thereto, pp. 59–60.
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(Labor, 7.6 per cent; Liberal, 5.1 per cent) for this category (more than 14 days 
after signing) than for those sent directly to the AEC (2.2 per cent of all PVAs). 
This indicates delays from the double mailing involved in sending a PVA to 
the AEC via a party address, and possibly from the parties stockpiling PVAs 
prior to sending them to the AEC. In both cases, the possibility of voters being 
disenfranchised increases.

A test was conducted during the 2007 election period to gauge the service from 
the parties and their attitude to dealing with PVAs. The author received PVAs in 
the mail from the Labor and Liberal parties, as outlined below.

Labor 

The Labor package (see excerpt at Figure 9.1) was received in an envelope 
marked ‘Important Voter Information Enclosed—From Bob McMullan MP 
Federal Member for Fraser’. On one side of a folded A3-size pamphlet was 
the PVA and early voting information from the AEC. The other side contained 
party campaign material (including three photos of Bob McMullan and Labor 
mentioned 11 times). On three panels, reference is made to a ‘Postal Voting 
Hotline—6257 7575’. The number is that of McMullan’s campaign office. A 
reply-paid envelope was enclosed for the voter to send the PVA: it was addressed 
to Bob McMullan MP.

Figure 9.1 Labor Postal Voting Information Leaflet (excerpt)
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Figure 9.2 Liberal Postal Voting Information Leaflet (excerpt)

Liberal

The Liberal Party’s Senator Gary Humphries sent a personally addressed A4-
size campaign letter, at the end of which was the text: ‘PS: I enclose a postal vote 
application in case you are unable to vote on polling day.’ The enclosed PVA (see 
excerpt at Figure 9.2) was on a slightly larger than A4 folded pamphlet. The PVA 
and associated AEC information were displayed on seven of the eight panels, 
with the remaining panel containing party campaign material. At the bottom of 
one panel of AEC material was a message in large font: ‘Need more information? 
Ph (02) 6247 6444.’ This is Senator Humphries’ electorate office number.  
A reply-paid envelope was enclosed, addressed to the Canberra Liberals.

In both cases, the parties provided official AEC information, including the AEC’s 
phone number (in small font), while promoting their own phone numbers in a 
much larger font. To gauge how willing the parties were to give out AEC contact 
details, a call was made to each of the printed party numbers, asking for the 
address to send the PVA directly to the AEC. The responses were:

Labor: You want to send it straight to them, OK. It’s GPO Box 2867, 
Canberra City.
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Liberal: I’ll just grab it for you. Here it is. It’s GPO Box 2867, Canberra 
City.

A call was made to the AEC information line, also seeking their postal address:

AEC: What is your postcode?

Caller: 2602. 

AEC: So you’re in New South Wales. 

Caller: No, I’m in the ACT. 

AEC: There’s only one electorate in Canberra, isn’t there? 

Caller: [Explained that there are two electorates in the ACT.] 

After a pause, the postal address was given. The call took three minutes.  

These calls give the impression that the parties are better equipped to respond to 
electors’ inquiries. It appears, however, that the parties’ proficiency in dealing 
with PVA inquiries has developed in response to the fact that a significant 
number of electors probably believe that it is the parties’ responsibility to deal 
with these matters—a perception that is encouraged by the parties themselves. 
In terms of fairness and equity, it is apparent that the Coalition and Labor parties 
are the only ones that have the financial and database resources to engage in 
mass mail-outs to electors. 

With the incumbency benefit of having electronic databases of electors, these 
mail-outs can be designed in a personalised format. The databases and tracking 
systems that have been developed by the major parties also include information 
that indicates whether an elector is a possible party supporter. Although there 
is no evidence that this practice occurs, it is conceivable that a party might 
delay forwarding a completed PVA to the AEC if the elector is identified as 
a non-supporter. For example, in 2009 the Australian National Audit Office 
(ANAO) observed a political party lodging PVAs the day prior to a by-election—
too late for postal ballots to be issued—despite these being completed by the 
applicant and received by the party well before the election.13 The question is 
whether this was a case of party administration incompetency or deliberate 
disenfranchisement of non-party supporters. The ANAO recommended that all 
PVAs should be required to be delivered directly to the AEC. 

13 Australian National Audit Office. 2010a. The Auditor-General Audit Report No. 28 2009–10 Performance 
Audit: The Australian Electoral Commission’s Preparation for and Conduct of the 2007 Federal General Election. 
Canberra: Australian National Audit Office, p. 154.
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Australian Electoral Commission action

Despite continuing evidence of voters being disenfranchised due to the delays 
in parties returning PVAs to the AEC, the AEC has been reluctant to initiate 
prosecutions against the parties.14 This reluctance might be due in part to 
the AEC’s need to keep the parties ‘on side’, as the parties’ support is needed 
if legislative change is to occur. While the AEC is limited by its legislation, 
the recent history of the PVA issue indicates that the AEC does not operate 
as an independent body, and that it falls short in terms of IDEA’s criteria on 
institutional arrangements, implementation and powers. 

The fact that the AEC in its submission to JSCEM in 2008 did not argue for 
the removal of political party PVAs suggests that the commission is aware 
of the political realities and has chosen not to fight the main issue, instead 
concentrating on administrative problems related to this political involvement 
in the election process. In particular, the AEC reiterated its previous concerns 
that political party PVAs were delayed in reaching the AEC, due to them being 
sent to a party address for forwarding. The AEC provided a simple solution 
to this problem, suggesting that the Commonwealth Act could be amended 
by adding a provision that already exists for postal voting applications in the 
Australian Capital Territory. The Australian Capital Territory’s Electoral Act 
provides for an offence to induce a person ‘to return the completed form to an 
address that is not an address authorised by the Commissioner’ (Section 143[2] 
of the Electoral Act 1992 [ACT]). The JSCEM, however, chose to reject the 
AEC’s recommendation, stating that delays were ‘relatively minor’ and ‘may be 
influenced by other factors’.15 The JSCEM’s report did not explain what ‘other 
factors’ might be involved. 

The JSCEM’s 2009 report into the conduct of the 2007 election also identified 
that the receipt of political party PVAs resulted in multiple voting in ‘quite a 
few’ cases, where voters used a postal vote and then voted again on election day. 
This was particularly common with voters from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds. This seemingly critical aspect of the impacts of political 
party involvement in the PVA process is not discussed in any greater detail 
anywhere in the committee’s report; however, the parties’ knowledge of which 
electors have applied for a postal vote allows for possible electoral fraud. If a 

14 JSCEM [Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters]. 2000. The 1998 Federal Election: Report of the 
Inquiry into the Conduct of the 1998 Federal Election and Matters Related Thereto, pp. 59–60; JSCEM [Joint 
Standing Committee on Electoral Matters]. 2003. The 2001 Federal Election: Report of the Inquiry into the 
Conduct of the 2001 Federal Election and Matters Related Thereto, pp. 147–8. 
15 JSCEM [Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters]. 2009. Report on the Conduct of the 2007 Federal 
Election and Matters Related Thereto. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, p. 213.
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party official is aware that someone is unlikely to attend a polling booth (in 
this case, because they have applied for a postal vote), it becomes easier to 
fraudulently vote for them at a polling station on election day.

An added advantage for parties in government is the ability to send out PVAs 
(with campaigning material) to coincide with the announcement of the election 
date. As Australia does not have fixed dates for its general elections, it is the 
prime minister who recommends the election date to the governor-general. 
This provides a strategic advantage for governing parties to plan their election 
campaigns and book their advertising, while opposition and minor parties need 
to be prepared for several possibilities. According to the author’s sources, in 
2007, with Labor in opposition, it took three days after Prime Minister John 
Howard announced the election date to send out their PVAs. In 2010, with 
Labor in government, PVAs were sent out on Friday 16 July, prior to the formal 
announcement of the election the following day. The Liberal Party had mailed 
90 per cent of their PVAs by the Sunday night. 

As stated earlier, a search of an international electoral law database failed to find 
other instances of party involvement in the PVA process. This does not mean 
that there are not cases where this does occur, simply that an initial search has 
failed to identify examples. It does appear, however, that where the availability 
of postal voting increases, through the relaxation of rules for attending a polling 
booth, parties see benefits in increasing and influencing the use of postal voting. 
This has been evident in the increase in postal voting in Australia since the 
1980s. 

More recently in the United Kingdom, electoral laws have been amended to 
allow postal voting ‘on demand’, leading a British electoral commissioner to 
state that postal voting on demand is ‘lethal to the democratic process’.16 The 
British reforms have led to a significant increase in electoral offences and other 
allegations of fraud. 

Recent developments 

In 2010, the Rudd Labor Government proposed several changes to postal voting 
regulations.17 Several of these could be considered relatively non-contentious, 
such as allowing for the electronic lodgement of PVAs. In addition, the Rudd 
Government was not suggesting that political parties be removed from the 
postal voting process entirely, but did put forward amendments to require 

16 Stuart Wilks-Heeg. 2008. Purity of Elections in the UK: Causes for Concern. York: The Joseph Rowntree 
Reform Trust Limited.
17 The Electoral and Referendum Amendment (Modernisation and Other Measures) Bill 2010.
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PVAs to be returned directly to the AEC—as had been recommended by the 
AEC (repeatedly) and the ANAO—and to prohibit written material from being 
attached to PVAs. These two reforms were, however, opposed by the Liberal–
Nationals Coalition. In opposing these reforms, the Coalition argued that 

it strongly suspects that this has been done in a cynical attempt to 
undermine the extremely successful Postal Voting processes of the 
Coalition parties. Even a simple reading of the voter returns shows that 
the Coalition consistently polls higher with postal votes than with any 
other type of declaration vote.18

Opposition Shadow Minister Andrew Robb argued in a similar vein, and chose 
to ignore the AEC’s and ANAO’s arguments:

This is a totally cynical move and the motives of the Labor Party on these 
aspects of the bills need to be very seriously questioned…which appear 
to have no merit other than that of being an attack on the coalition…it is 
very clear that without any arguments, good or bad, being advanced in 
support of it, the Labor government has sought to sneak this measure in.

These arguments highlight the political nature of the postal voting issue, and 
suggest that both sides of politics might be more interested in the political 
advantage that can be gained from the regulation of postal voting, rather than 
issues of fairness and equity. The Bill was debated in June 2010, and the Labor 
government (coincidentally, the first day of the Gillard Labor Government) 
agreed to the removal of these provisions, arguing that it would forgo these 
reforms for the sake of achieving the other measures contained in the legislation. 
As Independent Senator Nick Xenophon stated, ‘this is an opportunity lost’. 
Following the passing of the legislation, the AEC again recommended that PVAs 
be required to be returned directly to the AEC. 

The fact that Labor and the Coalition combine application forms with their 
own campaigning literature is indicative of the political advantage in being the 
source of ‘official’ information. By requiring these applications to be sent to 
a party office rather than directly to the AEC, the parties are provided with 
information that is added to their databases on individual constituents (which, 
incidentally, constituents are not able to access, due to the parties’ exemption 
under the Privacy Act 1988). Political parties are not altruistic by nature; there is 
a political advantage in undertaking this work. With the knowledge of the date 

18 Senate Finance and Public Administration Legislation Committee. 2010. Report into the Electoral and 
Referendum Amendment (How-to-Vote Cards and Other Measures) Bill 2010 and the Electoral and Referendum 
Amendment (Modernisation and Other Measures) Bill 2010. Canberra: Parliament of Australia.
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they lodge PVAs with the AEC, parties are able to calculate when electors will 
receive their ballot papers and will send party campaign material to coincide 
with this. 

There is strong and ongoing evidence in Australia that political parties’ 
involvement in the PVA process leads to delays in the AEC sending out ballot 
papers. This inevitably means that some intending electors will miss out on 
making a vote. This, combined with the stated instances of multiple voting, 
might easily lead to a British-style scandal in a tight contest at a future election. 
What is assured is that while political parties continue to be allowed to be 
involved in the postal voting process, the integrity of Australia’s ‘independent’ 
electoral administration is undermined.

In addition, there is significant waste of human and physical resources. For the 
2007 general election, MPs and senators printed 16.5 million PVAs, which is 2.9 
million more PVA forms than the number of voters enrolled for the election. At 
least 97.6 per cent of these forms were not used. In two cases, MPs printed four 
times as many PVAs as the number of people enrolled in their electorates.19

Finally, it should be remembered that Section 219 of the Commonwealth Electoral 
Act 1918 states that ‘[a] candidate shall not in any way take part in the conduct 
of an election’. While this part of the Act relates to ‘The Polling’, meaning 
election-day activities, why should postal voting, which is part of the polling, 
be treated any differently? 

19 Australian National Audit Office. 2009. Auditor-General Report no. 3 2009–10 Audit Report: Administration 
of Parliamentarians’ Entitlements by the Department of Finance and Regulation. Canberra: Australian National 
Audit Office, pp. 147–8.


