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Abstract

Compared with the stunning loss of seats by the Liberal Party, the Nationals
had a more successful 2025 election. They held all their seats in the House
of Representatives and two of three senators contesting were re-elected.
However, the steadiness of the Nationals raises larger questions—first, about
the party’s future. While the Nationals were able to hold their seats and
transition some of these to new MPs, they seem unable to expand. While in
2025 they showed more ambition than in 2022 there appear to be limited
prospects for growth for the Nationals—besides a strong result in Bendigo.
While holding 15-16 lower house seats ensures the Nationals’ continued
importance to Coalition hopes of forming government, guaranteeing
frontbench positions and policy influence, it does raise questions about their
claims to represent regional Australia while only holding about one-quarter
of regional seats in the Federal Parliament.

Keywords: National Party; political representation; rural and regional
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The Nationals held all the House of Representatives seats they were
defending. This differentiated them from their Coalition partners, who had
a devastating defeat in the 2025 federal election. Not only did the Nationals
hold all their lower house seats, but also, due to the Liberal Party’s significant
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losses, they increased their proportional strength within the Coalition. This
perhaps, at least in part, explains their bold negotiating style in the weeks
after the election. This included a one-week split in the Coalition. This
split was attributed by the Nationals to the Liberal Party’s unwillingness
to offer their continued commitment in four policy areas: the Regional
Australia Future Fund, divestiture powers, universal service obligations
for communications providers and nuclear power (see Nationals 2025b).
Compared with the Liberals, the Nationals had a solid election result.

A danger is that, while attention focuses on the Liberal Party’s need to
rebuild, particularly in Australia’s capital cities and with women voters, the
broader implications of the results of the 2025 election for the Nationals
will be underexamined. The Nationals’ leader, David Littleproud (2025),
has reflected that the ‘overall election result was disappointing’. Prominent
backbencher Colin Boyce called for Littleproud’s resignation after ‘what is
a monumental political disaster for conservative politics' (see Scully and
Holdsworth 2025). Clearly, the Nationals recognise that a Coalition defeat,
even if the Nationals held all their lower house seats, is still a defeat.

While questions about the Nationals’ survival have been quietened over
recent elections, a new question has emerged: have the Nationals reached a
ceiling in terms of their lower house representation? The party appears to
be here to stay as a force in federal politics with their steady election results;
however, this steadiness—only a movement in the range of one seat over the
past five elections—could also be seen as evidence of an electoral ceiling, the
implications of which are important for their ability to claim to ‘represent
the 9 million Australians who don’t live in capital cities’ (Senator Bridget
McKenzie, quoted in Gould and Boscaini 2025).

In exploring the Nationals’ 2025 election performance, this chapter is
structured in four parts. First, it outlines the Nationals' campaign: ‘the
Wombat Trail’. Second, consideration turns to the election results where
the Nationals were able to hold all their seats (except Senator Perin Davey in
New South Wales) and, in several cases, had swings towards them, yet at the
same time their inability to expand. The third part of the chapter explores the
implications of the results and raises two questions: are the Nationals under
an electoral ceiling and what does this mean for their claims to represent
regional Australia? In considering the latter question, this chapter engages
with the ‘constructivist turn’ in political representation (see Wolkenstein
2024) and, particularly, Michael Saward’s (2010) representative-claims
approach. There is a short conclusion that reflects on the next steps for
research on the Nationals given the 2025 federal election results.
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The campaign

The Nationals’ campaign has long been known as the “Wombat Trail’. This
comprises the leader of the Nationals and other senior figures in the party
making their way across rural, regional and remote Australia (see Ewart
2014). David Littleproud made this a feature of his campaign, travelling
with a small wooden wombat, which was displayed in many of his campaign
social media posts. As Littleproud posted on Instagram after the calling of
the election, along with a video of himself collecting the wooden wombat
and walking out of his office: ‘It's on. See you on the Wombat Trail.’
The symbolism is clear: the path for the Nationals is outside Australia’s
capital cities—the territory of the wombats.

In 2025, the Wombat Trail comprised visits to seats the Nationals were
defending such as Cowper, which had faced a significant challenge from
Community Independent Caz Heise in 2022 and who was running again
in 2025 (see Gauja 2023; Hendriks and Reid 2023). In 2025, the Wombat
Trail also involved Littleproud spending significant time in five main target
seats for the Nationals: the newly created Bullwinkel in Western Australia,
Lingiari in the Northern Territory, formerly Nationals-held Calare in New
South Wales, Hunter in New South Wales and Bendigo in Victoria (the last
of which proved the closest the Nationals came to expanding their number of
seats). In addition to Littleproud, Victorian Senator Bridget McKenzie was
a prominent feature of the Nationals’ 2025 campaign, particularly in the
key target seat of Bendigo in her home State of Victoria.

The National Party campaign focused on a range of policies. These included
the Nationals’ traditional focus on local infrastructure projects and grants—
consistent with their slogan, “Think local. Vote National’. Second was the
Coalition’s plan to halve the fuel excise for 12 months—a significant cost-
saving for those living in regional Australia where there is a heavy reliance
on private transport and longer driving distances. Third was the plan for a
$20-billion Regional Australia Future Fund, which, it was argued, would
provide an annual $1 billion to be spent in regional Australia, including
on childcare, health care and infrastructure (Nationals 2025a). Fourth was
the Coalition’s policy to reduce energy prices through an East Coast gas
reserve. And finally, tax cuts announced by Peter Dutton at the Coalition’s
campaign launch.
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While the Nationals had been instrumental in driving the Coalition towards
a nuclear energy policy, this featured less prominently in the campaign.
Whether this was a result of strong campaigns against nuclear power or
because the Nationals thought focusing on other policy areas would be more
resonant in the seats they were contesting is unclear. What is clear is that
during the campaign the Coalition policy of building seven nuclear reactors
was not prominent in National Party election communications. However,
this should not be read as signalling a lack of commitment to nuclear energy
by the Nationals. Nuclear energy is one of the four policy commitments the
Nationals wanted from the Liberal Party in the discussions over the post-
election Coalition Agreement (see Nationals 2025b).

The election results

The House of Representatives

The Nationals held all the House of Representatives seats they were
defending; they went into the election with 15 and held them all. This
figure excludes Calare, which was won in 2022 by the Nationals’ Andrew
Gee, who subsequently left the party during the Forty-Seventh Parliament
and who contested the 2025 election as an Independent incumbent.
In these seats, the Nationals faced a variety of two-candidate-preferred
challengers ranging from the Labor Party in most of their seats (13 of 15), to
a Community Independent (in one seat) and Pauline Hanson’s One Nation
(one seat). Many Nationals seats are very safe and few incumbents were
under any real pressure in this election. Illustrative of this is the fact that
three Nationals seats were won on first preferences (Maranoa in Queensland,
Gippsland in Victoria and New England in New South Wales) and nine of
their 15 seats were won with more than 60 per cent of the two-candidate-
preferred vote. The only concern for the Nationals was the seat of Cowper,
with a strong Community Independent challenger from 2022, Caz Heise,
running against Pat Conaghan again in 2025. The result was a very small
swing to Conaghan (see Table 12.1).

Many Nationals MPs also had swings towards them in 2025, with the swings
provided in this chapter based on the ABC’s (2025) calculations, which
factored in the effects of redistributions since the 2022 election. Four had
positive first-preference swings (see Table 12.1). The swing to Sam Birrell
in the Victorian seat of Nicholls, centred on the city of Shepparton, was



12. THE NATIONALS ON THE WOMBAT TRAIL

largely the result of the absence of a Community Independent challenger in
2025 compared with 2022 when local businessman Rob Priestly mounted a
significant challenge to the Nationals (see Hendriks and Reid 2023). In two-
candidate-preferred terms, six Nationals had positive swings. However, in
more than half the seats the Nationals were defending (nine of 15) there
were two-candidate-preferred swings against them, the largest of which
was in the western NSW seat of Parkes, where long-time member Mark
Coulton was retiring.

Besides the swings to many Nationals MPs in an election that saw an overall
swing to the Labor government, the other notable point was the transition
to several new MPs in the Nationals’ ranks. Three new MPs replaced retiring
incumbents in, as mentioned earlier, Parkes and Lyne in New South Wales
and Hinkler in Queensland. Prominent in local government, the new MP
for Parkes, Jamie Chaffey, moved straight into the shadow assistant ministry
(NSW Nationals 2025). Also significantly, David Gillespie in Lyne was
replaced with Alison Penfold, increasing the representation of women in the
Nationals” lower house numbers (a point discussed in more detail below).

Table 12.1 Election results in Nationals-held seats, 2025 (per cent)

Electorate Nationals incumbent Primary vote | Two-candidate-
(swing from preferred vote
2022) (swing from 2022)
House of Representatives
New England, NSW | Barnaby Joyce 52.2 (+1.4) 67.1(+1.8)
Riverina, NSW Michael McCormack 40.3(-3.6) 62.6 (+2.9)
Cowper, NSW Pat Conaghan 379 (-1.6) 52.5 (+0.1)
Parkes, NSW Jamie Chaffey 39.9 (-9.0) 63.0 (-5.2)
Maranoa, Qld David Littleproud 53.2 (-3.1) 70.1(-2.0)
Page, NSW Kevin Hogan 44.7 (-0.8) 59.3 (-1.4)
Gippsland, Vic. Darren Chester 52.5(-1.6) 69.4 (-1.2)
Nicholls, Vic. Sam Birrell 46.3 (+21.9) 64.4 (-1.4)
Capricornia, Qld Michelle Landry 36.6 (-2.9) 55.8 (-0.8)
Flynn, Qld Colin Boyce 37.4 (+0.6) 60.2 (+6.4)
Wide Bay, Qld Llew O'Brien 39.1(-4.4) 576 (-3.7)
Dawson, Qld Andrew Willcox 41.7 (-1.6) 61.8 (+1.4)
Lyne, NSW Alison Penfold 36.2 (-7.3) 59.8 (-4.0)
Hinkler, Qld David Batt 38.0 (-4.1) 56.3 (-3.8)
Mallee, Vic. Anne Webster 49.7 (+0.6) 69.0 (+0.1)
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Electorate Nationals incumbent Primary vote | Two-candidate-
(swing from preferred vote
2022) (swing from 2022)
Senate
NSW Perin Davey Defeated
NT Jacinta Nampijinpa Price | Re-elected
Qld Susan McDonald Re-elected

Source: ABC (2025).

The Nationals demonstrated ambition in seeking to expand at the 2025
election. For example, in the 2022 election, the Nationals contested only
six House of Representatives seats that they did not already hold (see Gauja
2023: 227). In 2025, the Nationals fielded challengers in 12 electorates.
These included five of the six they contested unsuccessfully in 2022
(excluding Indi): Hunter, Richmond, Lingiari, Barker and Durack. The
Nationals significantly expanded their efforts in Western Australia, where, in
addition to Durack, they also contested the Liberal-held seats of O’Connor
and Forrest, and former WA Nationals leader Mia Davies ran in the newly
created seat of Bullwinkel. In South Australia, the Nationals contested the
Liberal-held seats of Barker and Grey. None of the National Party candidates
in any of the six seats they contested in Western Australia or South Australia
was in the final distribution of preferences. Their primary votes ranged
from 1.74 per cent in Barker to 15.77 per cent in Bullwinkel. These results
demonstrate the weakness of the National Party at the federal level in these
two States. In Queensland, the LNP sought to unseat former Nationals MP
and founder of Katter’s Australian Party, Bob Katter, but had a swing against
them in terms of both their primary and their two-candidate-preferred
votes. The final two seats, along with Bullwinkel, were where the Nationals
put most effort into the campaign: Calare in New South Wales and Bendigo
in Victoria.

Since Independent Peter Andren retired in 2007, the Nationals had
returned a member for Calare. It was held by John Cobb from 2007 to 2016
and, more recently, by former cabinet minister Andrew Gee. Following
the Nationals’ announcement of their opposition to a constitutionally
enshrined Indigenous Voice to Parliament, Gee resigned from the Nationals
to sit as an Independent. At the 2025 election, the Nationals sought to
win the seat back from Gee with high-profile former NSW State minister
Sam Farraway. While Farraway received more first-preference votes than
Gee (see Table 12.2), he was unable to win the seat for the Nationals,
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with Gee securing 56.8 per cent of the two-candidate-preferred vote (and
a22.2 per cent swing away from the Nationals). Gee’s re-election is evidence
of a perennial problem for the Nationals of MPs resigning from the party
and then holding their seats as Independents (for example, Bob Katter in
Kennedy) or former members running as Independents against National
Party incumbents (Tony Windsor in New England and Rob Oakeshott in
Lyne, both in New South Wales).

In Victoria, where the Nationals hold three seats in the House of
Representatives, there was heavy investment in challenging incumbent
Labor backbench MP Lisa Chesters in the regional seat of Bendigo. The
National Party preselected prominent local businessman Andrew Lethlean
and senior Nationals Littleproud and McKenzie campaigned in the seat.
While unable to defeat the incumbent, the Nationals outperformed the
Liberal candidate in a three-cornered contest and managed to secure a large,
9.8 per cent swing against Labor in two-candidate-preferred terms (factoring
in the redistribution since 2022), reducing Labor’s margin to 2,983 votes.
This result was a highlight for the Nationals, with McKenzie (2025)
referring to the ‘remarkable 10 per cent shift away from the government in
Bendigo, where Labor’s neglect of the regions has been acutely felt'.

Table 12.2 Election results in Nationals-contested seats, 2025 (per cent)

Electorate Nationals candidate Primary vote | Two-candidate-
(swing from preferred vote
2022) (swing from 2022)
House of Representatives
Bullwinkel, WA Mia Davies 15.8 (+14.4) -
Bendigo, Vic. Andrew Lethlean 29.7 (+28.8) 48.6 (+9.8)
Calare, NSW Sam Farraway 29.7 (-18.0) 43.2 (-22.2)
Hunter, NSW Sue Gilroy 18.2 (-6.5) -
Richmond, NSW Kimberly Hone 24.6 (+1.2) 40.0 (-1.8)
Lingiari, NT Lisa Siebert (CLP) 31.0(-3.5) 419 (-6.5)
Kennedy, Qld Annette Swaine 23.8 (-4.4) 34.2(-2.7)
Barker, SA Jonathan Pietzsch 7 (-0.6) -
Grey, SA Peter Borda 1(+3.1) -
Durack, WA Bailey Kempton 13.6 (+4.2) -
Forrest, WA Cam Parsons 4.8 (+4.8) -
O’Connor, WA Heidi Tempra 12.8 (+12.8) -
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Electorate Nationals candidate Primary vote | Two-candidate-
(swing from preferred vote
2022) (swing from 2022)
Senate
Vic. Glenn Arnold Not elected
SA Monique Crossling Not elected
Emma Azzopardi Not elected
WA Paul Brown Not elected
Jeremy Miles Not elected

Source: ABC (2025).

The Senate

In the Senate, the Nationals are largely constrained by Coalition agreements
in New South Wales and Victoria and the merged party in Queensland
(more on this below). In Queensland, shadow minister Susan McDonald was
re-clected as the Nationals have second spot on the LNP ticket. However,
the party’s biggest disappointment in the election was the defeat of deputy
leader Perin Davey. Due to the NSW Coalition Agreement, the Nationals
were placed in third position on the Coalition joint ticket at the 2025
election (Davey, in Oriti 2025) and, due to the loss of support for the
Liberal Party, the joint ticket could only secure two seats in the State—
both Liberals. Davey (in Oriti 2025) reflected that she was ‘shattered’ by
the result.

Jacinta Nampijinpa Price was re-elected for the CLP in the Northern
Territory. However, days after the election, Price announced she would no
longer sit within the Nationals party room in Canberra and would be joining
the Liberal Party—a move that attracted significant criticism from Nationals
MPs and senators who saw it in terms of disloyalty. Bridget McKenzie, while
accepting it was a decision for Senator Price, commented: ‘Loyalty is a rare
commodity in politics but it’s an essential one, and out in the bush, it’s
worth everything’ (quoted in Aidone 2025). Lower-profile LNP (Nationals)
MP Michelle Landry saw it in similar terms: “We're all very upset that she’s
decided to move over to the Liberals and I just think that there’s a lack of
loyalty there’ (quoted in Aidone 2025). Consequently, in the Forty-Eighth
Parliament, the Nationals will have only four senators compared with the
six they had in the previous parliament: Bridget McKenzie (Victoria),
Ross Cadell (New South Wales), Matt Canavan (Queensland) and Susan
McDonald (Queensland).
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The Nationals were unable to win any new Senate seats. Glenn Arnold was in
the unwinnable fourth spot on the joint Coalition ticket in Victoria. As part
of the Victorian Coalition Agreement, it appears the Nationals are only
given a winnable position (second) every second election. In South Australia
and Western Australia, where the Nationals run separately from the Liberal
Party in the Senate, they received very low first-preference votes—5,695
votes (0.5 per cent) and 58,043 votes (3.6 per cent), respectively—and were
unable to secure any Senate seats.

Women’s representation in the National Party

Of the 15 House of Representatives seats held by the Nationals going into
the 2025 election, only two had women incumbents (Michelle Landry in
Capricornia in Queensland and Anne Webster in Mallee in Victoria) and
one a woman candidate (Alison Penfold in Lyne, NSW). While this was an
increase from 2022 as Penfold was selected to replace David Gillespie in
Lyne, following the election, only 20 per cent of Nationals MPs are women.
The figure is higher in the Senate at 50 per cent (two of four) following
the defection of Price and the defeat of Davey and includes the Nationals’
Senate Leader, Bridget McKenzie. In the Forty-Seventh Parliament, 67 per
cent of Nationals senators were women (four of six), including McKenzie
as Senate Leader and Davey as the party’s deputy leader. Following the
defeat of Davey in the 2025 election, the deputy leadership of the Nationals
moved to a man (Kevin Hogan), reducing the representation of women in

the party’s leadership group.

In terms of House of Representatives candidates in unheld seats, six of the
12 were women (50 per cent); this is a marked increase on 2022 when
only four women in total were selected by the Nationals for the House
of Representatives, including the two incumbents, Landry and Webster
(Gauja 2023: 227). This is a significant development in terms of greater
representation of women in the National Party’s parliamentary team.
However, it also reflects a well-known barrier to increasing women’s
representation: when women are selected, even in increasing numbers,
they tend to be selected in less winnable seats. Hopefully, as incumbent
male MPs retire, more women will be selected to replace them and, as the
Nationals tend to hold quite safe seats, this will be an important pathway to
increasing the representation of women within the Nationals in the House
of Representatives.

267



268

LANDSLIDE

Compared with the 2022 election, Bridget McKenzie played a prominent
role in the Nationals’ 2025 campaign and arguably has as high if not a
higher national profile than the party’s leader, David Littleproud. Senator
Price, before her decision to sit with the Liberal Party, was another high-
profile woman in the National Party. Her comments during the campaign
to ‘make Australia great again’ received significant attention in the national
media for their resonance with the campaign politics of US President
Donald Trump (see Truu 2025; Chapter 4, this volume) and were seen to
hurt the Coalition’s campaign.

Coalition agreements

Following the election, the federal Coalition Agreement between the Liberal
Party and the National Party received significant attention. However, the
range of National Party House of Representatives candidates and the results
in the Senate demonstrate the importance of State-level Coalition agreements
and arrangements. In Western Australia (Durack and O’Connor) and South
Australia (Barker), the Nationals challenged three incumbent Liberal MPs
and ran separately in the Senate, whereas in New South Wales and Victoria,
there was more collaboration, with the Nationals not challenging any sitting
Liberals and running a joint ticket in the Senate. In Queensland and the
Northern Territory, where the parties are united in one organisation at the
subnational level, there were clearly no electoral challenges between the parties.

The convention for many years now has been that CLP senators from the
Northern Territory sit in the Nationals’ party room in Canberra. While
they are not bound by this convention, it is the expectation. However, the
LNP in Queensland is different. The issue is that at the State level there
is one party (the LNP) but at the federal level there are two. While the
Liberal Party and the Nationals are almost always in Coalition and meet
in a joint party room, they retain two distinct identities at the federal level
and have separate party rooms. For the Federal Parliament, Queensland’s
electorates have been divided between those who will sit in the Nationals’
party room and those who will sit in the Liberals’ party room in Canberra.
The example of Ian Macfarlane, who attempted to move from the Liberals
to the Nationals but was blocked by the LNP executive, shows that LNP
MPs cannot choose in which party room they sit.

The arrangements, however, are not just about conflict or collaboration but
also, in the Senate, about the ordering of joint tickets. As mentioned above,
in Victoria the Nationals appear to be given a winnable spot every second
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election (not in 2025, with Glenn Arnold in the fourth position). On the
NSW joint Senate ticket, in one election the Nationals are second and in
the next third and so forth. In 2025 they were third, costing Perin Davey
her seat because of the loss of support for the Coalition (see Davey, in Oriti
2025). The position of the Nationals is stronger in Queensland, where they
have the second spot each election, basically guaranteeing a National Party
senator is elected at every half-Senate election; spots on the Senate ticket are
allocated based on with which party Senate candidates will sit in Canberra.
More research on these State-level Coalition agreements would much enrich
our understanding of these arrangements and their effects on not only State
but also federal politics.

Implications of the results

Are the Nationals facing an electoral ceiling?

From the increased number of National Party candidates in 2025 compared
with 2022, there is evidently an appetite for expansion within the Nationals.
However, as shown in Table 12.3, the Nationals seem unable to move
beyond 15-16 seats. In fact, while the Nationals dipped as low as 10 seats
in 2007, they have not been able to regain their high of 18 seats, which
they won in 1996. Some might see their 2007 low, and the ability to return
between 15 and 16 MPs each election since 2013, as an electoral floor. The
consistency of the Nationals’ numbers and their ability to hold their seats
raise important questions about how the Nationals, particularly compared
with the Liberal Party, can keep their seats so safe from electoral challenge.
There are potentially multiple explanations for this, including the National
Party’s organisation on the ground, all of which require further exploration.

A second interpretation of the consistent numbers of National Party MPs
focuses less on an electoral floor and instead asks whether the Nationals
are operating under an electoral ceiling. Further, while recognising that
the Nationals have never held all rural and regional seats, what might the
party be able to do to broaden their support across regional Australia?
The result in Bendigo is important in this regard as it demonstrates that
there is potential for the Nationals to expand into new territory where they
can select a high-profile, locally prominent candidate and invest significant
financial resources and the time of leading Nationals figures. However,
there still seems to be something preventing the Nationals from appealing
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to a broader regional audience considering their poor performances in their
other target seats—Bullwinkel, Hunter and Lingiari—and their inability to
take back Calare from Andrew Gee.

Table 12.3 Nationals seats won in federal elections, 1996-2025

1996 | 1998 | 2001 | 2004 | 2007 | 2010 | 2013 | 2016 | 2019 | 2022 | 2025
18 16 13 12 10 12 15 16 16 16 15

Source: The author’s calculations.

While the Nationals may eventually win back Calare, like they did Lyne from
Rob Oakeshott, the question remains why is the party unable to expand their
presence across rural and regional Australia? The Nationals now hold only
32 per cent of the electorates designated as rural by the AEC and only 12.5
per cent of provincial electorates (those outside capital cities but mostly in
provincial cities). Taken together, the Nationals hold only 15 of the 62 House
of Representatives seats outside capital cities (see Table 12.4). The Nationals
hold no federal seats in Western Australia, where there are three rural
electorates (the Nationals ran in all three in 2025); South Australia, where
there are also three rural electorates (the Nationals ran in two in 2025, but
not in Centre Alliance—held Mayo); or the Northern Territory, where there is
one rural electorate currently held by the Labor Party’s Marion Scrymgour.

Table 12.4 Rural and provincial electorates by party held, 2025

Total | Nationals | Liberal | Labor | Independents and

Party | Party minor parties
Rural electorates 38 12 13 9 4
Provincial electorates 24 3 6 15 0
Total 62 15 19 24 4

Source: The author’s calculations based on AEC profiles (see AEC 2025a).

The Nationals’ representative claim-making

Central to the Nationals’ claims to represent regional Australians is that they
only hold rural or provincial (regional) seats. Yet, they hold only 24.2 per
cent of rural and provincial seats and, as discussed earlier, they appear to be
unable to expand into new territory. So, what does this mean for their claims
to represent regional Australia—the ‘9 million Australians who don'’t live in
capital cities’ (McKenzie, quoted in Gould and Boscaini 2025)? Such claims
were central to the Nationals’ campaign and are, indeed, fundamental to

their identity as a party (see Reid et al. 2024).
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Itis important to stress here that this is not to question the Nationals’ sincerity
in their claims. Nor does this chapter make any attempt to evaluate in any
‘objective’ or policy sense whether the Nationals do or do not represent
regional Australians or do or do not represent regional Australians well.
This is important to make clear. This chapter, engaging with the broader
‘constructivist turn’ in political representation, and in particular Michael
Saward’s (2006, 2010) representative-claims approach, rather focuses on
an understanding of representation as claim-based, constitutive of political
identities and dynamic.

This claim-making approach focuses on the importance of relevant
audiences in assessing claims to represent, with the central question being
whether they are aware of and then whether they accept or reject claims
to represent (see Saward 2010). While the representative-claims approach
moves away from elections as the arbiter of representation—"We need to
move away from the idea that representation is first and foremost a given,
factual product of elections, rather than a precarious and curious sort of
claim about a dynamic relationship’ (Saward 2006: 298)—it is contended
here that elections provide one means for assessing the reception of claims
to represent.

For the Nationals, it would be fair to argue that regional Australians are
a key audience. So, the fact the Nationals seem unable to expand their
electoral success with more regional Australians does appear to suggest
that many regional Australians lack either awareness or acceptance of the
Nationals’ claims to represent them. There is always a supply dimension
here—party offerings—and this is partly the result of State-level Coalition
agreements, as discussed above. However, that the Nationals were unable to
gain any new seats in the 2025 election at the same time as competing in
more seats than in 2022 does suggest that, for whatever reasons, their claims
to represent in 2025 were not accepted by many regional Australians.

This naturally goes to the heart of the challenge to claim to represent
such a diverse people as regional Australians: people ranging from those
who live in Wollongong or Townsville to those in remote parts of Western
Australia and the Northern Territory, and every type of rural, regional and
remote community in between. Again, the point here is not to make any
assessment of the sincerity of the efforts of the Nationals or the effects of
their policies or actions in pursuing their understanding of the interests
of regional Australians. But, rather, to ask the question: why are so many
regional Australians voting not for the Nationals but for the Liberal

271



272

LANDSLIDE

Party, the Labor Party or for Independents and minor parties? The level
of support for the Nationals among regional Australians and its causes are
central questions for the Nationals moving forward. Indeed, exploring these
questions will be crucial if the Nationals wish to move beyond what appears
to be an electoral ceiling.

Conclusion

The aftermath of the 2025 election has proven tumultuous for the Coalition.
The first split in the Coalition since the late 1980s (albeit only for a week),
the defection of Senator Jacinta Nampijinpa Price and the challenge by
Senator Matt Canavan to the leadership of David Littleproud—with the
aim of putting pressure on the Coalition’s commitment to net-zero by 2050
(see Coorey 2025)—highlight the wounds from the Coalition’s defeat.
While the Nationals fared better than their Liberal partners in holding on to
their seats—a consistency that requires further examination—this chapter
suggests that this should not distract from the serious questions for the
Nationals and their claimed role as the representatives of regional Australians.

Building on these reflections on the 2025 election, the Nationals are an
excellent case for a range of future research. Much more academic study of
the Nationals is needed and would perhaps help to answer the questions
posed in this chapter, particularly in terms of their organisation both
centrally and in their electorates, the views of regional Australians on
the Nationals, the party’s claims to represent regional Australians and the
reasons many regional Australians do not vote for the Nationals. Beyond
the views of audiences, more research is also needed to understand the
claims to represent of the Nationals and the understandings of Nationals
MPs and senators of regional Australia, its interests and its values.

This chapter, in reflecting on the Nationals’ results in the 2025 federal
election, has raised two questions. First, what is the potential for growth
for the Nationals in the federal parliament and, second, what are the
implications of their current numbers for their claims to represent regional
Australians? Due to their ability to hold their seats, the Nationals will remain
an important part of any Coalition attempt to form government, ensuring
continued access to power and influence over policy. However, while
not evaluating whether the Nationals, in their actions, represent regional
Australians, this chapter has drawn attention to important questions about
the reception of the Nationals’ claims to represent regional Australians.



12. THE NATIONALS ON THE WOMBAT TRAIL

These questions emerge when considering the election results using Saward’s
representative-claims approach, within the broader ‘constructivist turn’ in
studies of political representation. Whether or not the Nationals reflect
on these questions, the party remains a fascinating case for the study of
contemporary political representation and party organisation in Australia.
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