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10. The Size of Parliament

One of the concepts of the fairness of electoral systems is equality of 
representation—sometimes defined as ‘one vote, one value’. Another aspect of 
fairness is that citizens have reasonable access to their elected representatives. 
In 1983, the incoming Hawke Labor Government established the Joint Select 
Committee on Electoral Reform (JSCER) to progress Labor’s substantial electoral 
reform agenda. Following its first inquiry, the JSCER put forward equality of 
representation and accessibility as reasons why the size of parliament should be 
increased. On the first issue of representativeness, the committee argued that due 
to the constitutional guarantee of a minimum of five House of Representatives 
seats for each State, Tasmania’s seats were malapportioned in their favour, and 
an increase in the overall number of seats would dilute this disparity. On the 
second issue—accessibility of members—the committee noted that the number 
of voters had grown considerably since the last significant increase in seats, 
which had occurred in 1949. As a result, a decrease in voters per electorate was 
required so that members could more effectively serve their electorates. The 
parliament supported the committee’s view. 

The 1983 Federal Parliament increase in size

An interesting question in relation to the 1983 increase in the size of the House 
of Representatives, from 125 to 148 seats, is whether it had an impact on the 
representativeness of the House in proportional terms. While acknowledging 
that voting behaviour influences results, Table 10.1 indicates that there has been 
little, if any, impact on proportionality based on the increase in seats. Using 
Gallagher’s Least Squares Index (LSI), there was an average index score of 10.98 
for the six elections prior to the increase (1972–83), and a similar average score 
of 10.37 in the 10 elections since the change (1984–2010). This is understandable 
as the reform was primarily a correction for the growth in the number of 
voters enrolled in each electorate, rather than a change in the majoritarian, 
single-member voting system. Therefore, the single-member majority system, 
combined with the strong two-party system that exists across Australia, makes 
it difficult for the proportionality of the House to be significantly improved by 
providing opportunities for lesser parties that gain small but significant levels 
of support, such as, in the past, the Democrats and One Nation and, currently, 
the Greens.
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Table 10.1 Proportionality in the House of Representatives 

Election Major party 
support (%)

Gallagher’s Least 
Squares Index

1972 92.1 6.96

1974 94.2 6.08

1975 95.9 14.22

1977 87.8 15.16

1980 91.6 12.94

1983 93.1 10.54

1984 92.6 7.87

1987 91.9 10.57

1990 82.9 12.94

1993 89.2 9.08

1996 86.1 11.23

1998 79.6 11.34

2001 80.8 9.80

2004 84.3 9.00

2007 85.5 10.50

2010 81.6 11.32

Notes: The smaller the index figure, the more proportional is the result. Data in Appendix D. 

What is more significant in terms of the representative nature of the House is 
the increase in support for geographically dispersed minor parties, for whom 
winning seats is extremely difficult under the single-member electorate system. 
Table 10.1 shows the levels of support for the major parties (Labor and the 
Coalition) prior to and throughout the study period. Although major-party 
support has recovered in recent elections from its low of 79.6 per cent in 1998, 
it remains significantly lower than the levels experienced in the 1970s and 
1980s. This is largely a reflection of voting behaviour rather than the impact 
of reforms. As WA political scientist David Charnock notes, the impact of the 
increase in the number of seats has diminished over time as enrolment numbers 
have steadily increased. In comparison, Charnock argues that the redistribution 
methods introduced in 1983 are possibly a more significant factor in terms of 
any partisan bias from the reforms.1 

Section 24 of the Australian Constitution requires that for every seat in the House 
of Representatives there ‘shall be, as nearly as practicable, twice the number of 
senators’. An increase in the size of the House of Representatives requires an 
increase in the size of the Senate to retain the approximate 2:1 ratio. The 1983–

1 David Charnock. 1994. ‘Electoral Bias in Australia 1980–1993: The Impact of the 1983 Electoral 
Amendments.’ Australian Journal of Political Science 29(3): 498–9.
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84 reforms therefore included an increase in the size of the Senate from 64 to 76 
seats. As the Senate is based on a proportional representation voting system, an 
increase in seat magnitude has the potential to impact on the ability of minor 
parties to win seats, and therefore on the proportionality of representation. The 
increase in seats resulted in a reduction in the quota required to win a State 
Senate seat in an ordinary half-Senate election from 16.7 per cent (for five seats) 
to 14.3 per cent (six seats). For the less-common full-Senate elections, the quota 
reduced from 9.1 per cent (10 seats) to 7.7 per cent (12 seats). The impacts of this 
change on proportionality are shown in Table 10.2.

Table 10.2 Proportionality in the Senate

Election Major party 
support (%)

Gallagher’s Least 
Squares Index

1970 80.4 3.18

19741 91.2 4.23

19751 92.6 3.34

1977 82.3 8.49

1980 85.7 2.05

19831 85.5 3.94

19842 81.7 5.71

19873 84.8 2.93

1990 85.4 5.01

1993 87.3 3.54

1996 80.2 5.53

1998 75.0 7.24

2001 76.1 8.45

2004 80.1 8.33

2007 80.2 6.05

2010 73.7 6.30

1 Full-Senate election: 10 seats per State. 

2 Seven senators elected from each State to increase the overall size of the Senate to 76. 

3 Full-Senate election: 12 seats per State.

Note: Data in Appendix E.

It can be seen from these figures that proportionality has actually decreased since 
1983, although there was greater proportionality in the only double-dissolution 
election since the increase in seats—2.93 in 1987—than the average of 3.84 in 
the three double-dissolutions in the decade prior to the change (in 1974, 1975 
and 1983). The most obvious impact has been the decreased proportionality 
in the five most recent elections (1998–2007)—a period that has also seen the 
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highest non–major-party vote in history. The voting figures suggest that the 
increased disproportionality is a combination of the major parties becoming 
more over-represented and some minor parties winning significant support 
without winning seats. In fairness terms, the reduced quotas required to win 
Senate seats improve the ability for the Senate to be more representative of 
voters’ choices; however, while the reform is an improvement on the fairness 
of election outcomes, voter behaviour (that is, who voters actually choose) has 
resulted in less proportional results. 

As for the reasons behind the increase in the size of the parliament, current ACT 
Electoral Commissioner, Phillip Green, noted in 1986 that a major concern of the 
JSCER was how an increase in the Senate size would impact on the possibility of 
a major party having control of the Senate. Green suggests that the committee 
might have preferred to increase the Senate to 88 (14 senators per State, plus 
four from the Territories) to maintain the pattern of each State electing an odd 
number of senators at half-Senate elections (seen by some as advantageous for 
the major parties). Such an increase was, however, considered to be too extreme, 
especially with the 2:1 requirement for the House of Representatives.2 

Green goes on to argue that the real impetus for reform came from the National 
Party, which had suggested the increase to the JSCER as a way to consolidate 
and possibly expand their House of Representatives seats in rural Australia. 
Meanwhile, the Labor Party thought such an increase might be a way to reduce 
the impact of the Democrats, who had gained the balance of power in the Senate 
in 1981. The reforms were passed by Labor with National Party support, with 
the Liberals and Democrats opposing the measure.

The Tasmanian case: reform for political 
advantage

Tasmania’s Parliamentary Reform Act 1998 was the culmination of almost two 
decades of public debate on reducing the size of the legislative assembly. From 
the early 1980s—virtually from the time the Greens first won representation in 
the Tasmanian Parliament in 1982—there had been suggestions that the house 
of assembly should be reduced in size from 35 members. Associated with this 
debate were calls for a complementary reduction in the size of the 19-member 
legislative council, in keeping with the tradition of having the upper house 
roughly half the size of the lower house. Table 10.3 details the various attempts 
to bring about change during this period. It is interesting to note that the Greens 

2 Phillip Green. 1986. ‘The Australian Labor Party and the Commonwealth Electoral System 1972–1986.’ 
Unpublished Litt. B. sub-thesis. Canberra, p. 96.
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held the balance of power in the assembly from 1989 to 1992, and again from 
1996 to 1998. It can be seen in the table that it was during this second period 
of balance of power, when the Liberal Party was in minority government, that 
efforts to reduce the size of the assembly increased. 

Table 10.3 Reduction in Size of Tasmanian Parliament: Reform Process 

Year Reform action Proposal and outcome Election outcome (assembly) 
Liberal–Labor–Greens

1982 General election 19–14–1 (Independent 
Green) (+ 1 Democrats)

1983 Advisory Committee—
Ogilvie Report (1984)

Recommends against 
any reduction

1986 General election 19–14–2 (Independent 
Greens)

1989 General election 17–13–5

1992 General election 19–11–5

1993 Liberal government 
legislation 

Recommends bicameral 
parliament with 
reduction from 35 to 
30 MHAs. Proposal 
lapses

1994 Board of inquiry—
Morling Report

Recommends against 
a reduction but, if 
size is to be reduced, 
it should be a 
unicameral parliament 
of 44: four x seven-
member electorates; 
16 x single-member 
electorates

1995 Labor opposition 
legislation 

Recommends bicameral 
parliament of 25 MHAs 
and 15 MLCs. Proposal 
lapses

1996 General election 16–14–4
(+ 1 Independent)

1997 Tasmanian Chamber 
of Commerce and 
Industry proposal

Recommends 
unicameral parliament 
of 40: five x five-
member electorates; 
15 single-member 
electorates

1997 Commonwealth–State 
inquiry—Nixon Report

Recommends 
unicameral parliament 
of 27: three x nine-
member electorates
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Year Reform action Proposal and outcome Election outcome (assembly) 
Liberal–Labor–Greens

1997 Liberal government 
proposes referendum

Recommends 
unicameral parliament 
of 40: four x seven-
member electorates; 
12 single-member 
electorates. Proposal 
lapses

1997–98 Various attempts at 
reducing the size of 
parliament

Nixon Report not 
supported; Liberal 
government wants 
28 MHAs, based on 
Morling Report, Labor 
opposition wants 25 
MHAs

May 1998 Labor opposition 
introduces Bill; Liberal 
Premier Rundle recalls 
parliament in July to 
debate Bill 

Proposal for bicameral 
parliament: 25 MHAs 
and 15 MLCs. Bill 
passes in two days 
with Labor and Liberal 
support

1998 General election 
Assembly size reduced to 25 members

10–14–1 

2002 General election 7–14–4 

2006 General election 7–14–4 

2010 General election 10–10–5 

Note: Greens were first elected in 1982. 

The reduction in assembly electorates in 1998 from seven to five members 
increased the required quota from 12.5 per cent to 16.7 per cent, making it 
far more difficult for minor parties such as the Greens to win seats. This was 
evident in the election held a month after the reform was implemented, in which 
the Greens managed to retain only one of their four seats. In the subsequent 
elections of 2002 and 2006, however, the Greens recovered to win four seats on 
both occasions. Political commentary at the time of the reform made it clear that 
the change was primarily designed by the two major parties to remove, or at 
least reduce, the influence of the Greens. Comments from interviewees support 
this popular view. Comments from Tasmanian politicians included:

[NK: Was that simply a matter of diminishing the role of the Greens?]

Yep, that’s my view—to increase the quota from about 11 per cent to 16. 
It worked the first time and didn’t work the second. It was politically 
expedient at the time.
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The real reason was that some idiot had told [Premier] Rundle and 
[Opposition Leader] Bacon that this would be the way to make it very 
difficult for the Greens to win seats. We’ve got a ridiculously small 
parliament. It’s not working. It hasn’t got the numbers to work.

The impact of the reduction in size of the assembly can be observed using 
Gallagher’s Least Squares Index, as illustrated in Table 10.4. The proportionality 
index for the five general elections prior to the reform averaged 4.14, while the 
average increased to 5.65 at the four elections since the reform. This indicates 
that the reform has had a negative impact on representation. 

Table 10.4 Tasmanian Legislative Assembly: Gallagher’s Least Squares Index 

Election Gallagher’s Least 
Squares Index

1982 6.71

1986 4.25

1989 3.02

1992 2.82

1996 3.88

1998 9.93

2002 3.79

2006 5.73

2010 3.14

Note: Data in Appendix F.

While voter behaviour will also have an impact on proportionality, an increase 
in the quota makes it more likely that such negative impacts will occur. 
Furthermore, as noted in an interviewee’s comment earlier, this partisan-driven 
reform has reduced the capacity of the parliament to effectively carry out its 
functions of legislative review and executive scrutiny, and to act as a channel 
for community participation—a result of the 26 per cent overall decrease in the 
size of the parliament from 54 to 40 members. 

The Australian Capital Territory

Since the inception of the ACT Assembly, there has been regular debate on its 
size. Partisan advantage is at the heart of these debates on whether, and to what 
level, the size of the assembly should be increased. A 1998 governance inquiry, 
the Pettit Review, recommended that the assembly be increased from 17 to 21 
members. Democratic arguments put forward in support of an increase included 
that ‘an increase in the size of the Assembly is important just to provide a 
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greater pool of people for the Ministry and the non-executive element’.3 In 
the following year, an assembly committee inquiry recommended against an 
increase, noting that the proposed change was unpopular with the public. 
Proposals to increase the size of the assembly—implying more politicians and 
therefore increased costs—always tend to be unpopular with the wider public, 
and the tone of the committee report indicates concern for a voter backlash if 
such an increase occurred.

The dominance of partisan advantage is more clearly expressed in a dissenting 
report from a 2002 inquiry: ‘It is painfully obvious that Members who support 
this minor increase [to 21 members] do so from an ill-conceived intention to 
protect personal and party interests.’4 The Australian Democrats, Greens and 
the Liberal Party all supported a model of 21 members (three electorates of 
seven members). Labor, however, supported an increase to 25 members (five 
electorates of five members). There is a clear advantage for Independents and 
minor parties such as the Greens and Democrats in having electorates with a 
greater magnitude, as this increases proportionality and improves their chances 
of winning seats. Labor sees advantages in having five-member electorates. The 
political reasons for this were explained by one interviewee:

Labor thinks it has a much better chance of getting three out of five seats 
than it has of getting four out of seven seats, so it thought it had a better 
chance of getting majority government with a five-by-five than three-
by-seven and the Liberals probably thought that, more so, and thought 
that’s why they’d rather have three-by-seven. The Greens and Democrats 
would prefer seven than five because they’re more likely to get seats so 
that’s where it potentially bogged down, because they couldn’t agree.

Due to the constraints of the Commonwealth self-government legislation, 
any increase in the size of the assembly needs to be approved by the Federal 
Government. This was a restriction for the Stanhope Labor Government. Despite 
enjoying an absolute majority in the assembly from 2004 to 2008, the Stanhope 
Government was unable to get support from the Liberal federal minister, 
possibly due to the Liberal Party’s concerns that an increase could advantage 
Labor. The recommendation of the 1998 Pettit Review, and the acknowledgment 
that the current size of the assembly creates logistical problems for cabinet and 
committee structures, appears to be overlooked in the concern about partisan 
advantage.

3 Philip Pettit, Tim Keady and Bill Blick. 1998. Review of the Governance of the Australian Capital Territory. 
Canberra: Chief Minister’s Department, p. 39.
4 Standing Committee on Legal Affairs. 2002. The Appropriateness of the Size of the Legislative Assembly for 
the ACT and Options for Changing the Number of Members, Electorates and Any Other Related Matter. Report 
no. 4. Canberra: Legislative Assembly for the Australian Capital Territory, p. 63.


