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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AMENDMENT BILL 2006 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 27 September. 

MR G. SNOOK (Moore) [4.20 pm]:  I am not sure who on the other side - 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  The parliamentary secretary has been called away with an urgent family matter so I will be 
handling the bill for the government. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  I thank the Leader of the House.  The Liberal Party will not support portions of the Local 
Government Amendment Bill 2006.  We will support other portions.  I place that on the record from the outset.  
The opposition principally opposes clause 12, which we see as the most vital and important part of this bill in 
terms of the dramatic change that it will have on the voting system within local government.  The bill plans to 
totally alter the method of voting in local government from a first-past-the-post system to a proportional 
preferential system.  This move was brought in by the government, and is somewhat of a surprise, because there 
has been no consultation whatsoever on the alteration to the voting system of local government elections.  The 
Liberal Party supports the clauses that clarify that young people may be registered on the electoral roll at the age 
of 17, but they cannot vote until they are 18 years of age.  We do not see a problem with that.   

The other main part of the bill relating to the change of election date was outlined in three main sections of the 
parliamentary secretary’s second reading speech.  It is proposed that the election day for local government 
ordinary elections, which is traditionally the first Saturday in May, be altered to the third Saturday in October.  
Once again, we support that concept.  The last two examples that I highlighted were part of the consultation 
process that local government was involved with. 

As I said earlier, the most important change in this bill relates to the way in which people will cast their votes 
and the way the voting process is undertaken.  That has not been part of the consultation process.  I remember 
distinctly coming into this place and hearing the then Premier, Hon Geoff Gallop, elucidate on how his newly 
elected Labor government would be a government of inclusiveness, a government of consideration and, most 
importantly - I took note of this - a consultative government.  It would consult the community.  I assumed that on 
the retirement of the former Premier and the appointment of the new Premier of this state, the member for 
Willagee, Hon Alan Carpenter, we would see a continuation of that process - a government that is inclusive, 
considerate and consultative.  In this instance, consultation on this bill occurred on a couple of aspects.  The part 
that has really upset the industry, me personally and those of us who have had something to do with local 
government, and the Liberal Party as a whole, is the lack of consultation with industry on the proposal to change 
the electoral process.  Why did this occur?  Why was there a change?  One can assume that there was a whole 
raft of reasons.  It may have been an oversight or there may have been an agenda to get this bill through without 
wanting input from industry.   

Local government forms the third tier of the structure of government.  Local government is considered to be the 
government that is closest to the people.  Local government is always considered to be at the coalface of the 
community.  It is the first to face all the issues and the first to deal with them - issues of community facilities for 
health, sport, recreation and education.  They always come before local government in the first instance or, if 
not, in parallel with coming to the attention of the state government.  It would be fair to say that local 
government has the feel of the community.  Local government could easily claim that it is in touch with the 
community and the closest point of contact for the community. 

In 1995 the Local Government Act came into being after many years of consultation.  It was a long protracted 
process of consultation in which councils, individual councillors, staff and the association that represented local 
government at the time had plenty of opportunity to have input and contribute their views and comments on the 
proposed legislation.  Preferential voting was in place prior to the act coming into force.  That is the main issue 
in this proposed amendment bill before the house today that is of major concern to us.  That alteration occurred 
in 1995.  What happened?  The act altered the way in which voting was undertaken at the local government 
level.  The change was from preferential voting to first-past-the-post voting.  In effect, it was simple: the 
candidate who obtained the maximum number of votes in the first instance won the election and took up the 
position.  That system has been in place for all that time.  Local government, industry, the community and 
electors in the community who voluntarily take part in local government elections understand and clearly see the 
value of their vote and how the process works.  They simply choose the candidate that they prefer and indicate 
on the ballot paper that that person is their preferred candidate.  It is a simple system that has worked, is 
affordable, is not complicated and suits local government.  It suits local government simply because it does not 
allow an individual or an alliance of people to embark on a course of action that will affect the outcome of an 
election and that will allow the issues or policies of that individual or group to be reflected by the council 
because of a transfer of preferences.  If this legislation is passed, the system of voting that will be used in local 
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government elections will be one of proportional representation.  I concede that proportional representation is 
used by other states.  I looked up Victoria’s example of proportional representation.  I downloaded 11 pages 
from the slideshow that describes and outlines how the system works.  The system is complicated and 
convoluted.  A candidate must obtain a quota as a proportion of all votes cast.  People pass on preferences, and 
the system thereby gradually excludes other candidates until one candidate gets up.  It is not an easy or simple 
process.  If this legislation is passed, a considerable number of small rural councils will find it difficult to 
conduct elections with the resources and staff that they have at hand.  If this bill becomes law and every council 
is required to employ the proportional representation system of voting, some small councils will require the 
Electoral Commission to conduct their elections for them, which will come at a cost.  Elections are not cheap.  
Those members who have been involved in local government know that postal voting is not a cheap exercise; 
indeed, it costs thousands upon thousands of dollars.  All the councils in my constituency have indicated to me 
that they are totally opposed to this measure primarily because of the complexity of the system and the 
difficulties that they will experience in running the poll on election day.  They are also worried about the 
associated costs.  The council representatives with whom I have spoken have indicated to me that the costs 
involved could be in the vicinity of several thousands of dollars.  That is not on.  That is an unnecessary expense.  
The change of voting system will be of no benefit whatsoever.   

I want to read to the house some comments that were made by the Western Australian Local Government 
Association, which have been forwarded to me.  The document reads -  

The State Government has introduced amendments in Parliament to change the way Local Government 
elections are held from the current first-past-the-post system to proportional preferential - a system that 
has the potential to facilitate party political control of Councils.   
Last night the Association ran the first of its television advertisements opposing the change in election 
system and attempting to raise awareness that the State Government is trying to take control of local 
communities.   

These are WALGA’s concerns.  In the document Councillor Mitchell, the President of WALGA, states -  
“Why else would the State Government have introduced the legislation in such an underhanded way,” 
. . .   
“The Association had been consulted on all components of the legislation to amend the Local 
Government Act apart from the change to the voting system.  

WALGA was not consulted on the proposal to change the voting system.  In its view, that provision came out of 
left-field.  He goes on to say -  

“We were told about proposed election change by a phone call from the Minister’s staff just minutes 
before it was introduced and we received written advice from the Minister two days after the event.  

If that is correct, that is diabolical.  That is a breach of the trust, commitment and understanding between local 
government and the state.  Why would the state enter into a partnership agreement with local government with 
the intention, it would appear, of deliberately disregarding it?  He continues -  

“The process breaches both the State/Local Government Partnership Agreement . . .  

It also breaches the intergovernmental agreement.  He goes on to say -  
It shows that the state Government would rather control communities than consult with them.   

I get back to the key word, “consult”.  He continues -  

“We have to ensure that the community knows what the State Government is up to, that they want to 
control and silence local communities . . .  

“The Minister keeps saying that the system will provide more choice for voters but elections are about 
outcomes and under the proposed system most Councillors would eventually be aligned with either of 
the two major political parties as occurs in other states.  

In general terms, there is a minimum amount of party political involvement in Western Australian local 
government.  There is no question that there is a certain amount of party political involvement in a certain 
number of local authorities within the metropolitan area.  The passage of this bill will open up the whole system 
and allow it to become fully party affiliated.  I put the question: is that what we want for Western Australia’s 
local government system?  Will that provide the best outcome for local authorities, which are always seen to be 
the closest to the community and which reflect the community’s needs?  Generally, local authorities are driven 
by the community’s needs, not party policies, and I refer to parties from both ends of the political spectrum.  
This is not simply about the influence that will exerted if a certain party is in power; rather, it is about the 
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influence that could be exerted by parties across the political spectrum.  The minister keeps saying that the 
system will provide more choice for voters.  The document continues -  

“The change is contrary to the advice that the State Government’s own Local Government Advisory 
Board . . .  

The minister’s own Local Government Advisory Board states - 
Following consideration of this matter the Board decided that it did not support a change in the voting 
system.  The Board recommends that the FPP system of voting should remain.  This is based on the 
following reasons:   

•  An FPP election is easily understood by electors.   

It is not complicated, as I have outlined.  To continue - 

•  An FPP election can be counted more quickly; preferential voting is time consuming to count.   

That has been explained; it will be a complicated system.  It continues - 

•  An FPP election removes or minimises the ‘politics’ in election campaigns; preferential voting 
encourages alliances to be formed for the distribution of preferences, and facilitates increased 
party politics in local government elections.   

I have outlined that that is a highly likely outcome.  To continue - 

•  An FPP election removes or minimises the potential for ‘dummy’ candidates; under 
preferential voting the election process can be manipulated through the use of alliances or 
‘dummy’ candidates.   

Recommendation 2.5 to the minister reads - 

That the current provisions for the ‘first past the post’ system of voting be retained.   

That is the recommendation from the Local Government Advisory Board.  The minister determined that he 
would not take that advice.  WALGA goes on to state - 

“In all of State Parliament in WA there are only three independent members but even they have either 
been elected as members of one of the major parties or claimed allegiance to one of the parties in their 
election campaigns.”  

“Only three independents with links to major parties and another eight members representing minor 
parties is hardly a great example of preferential voting delivering more variety in representation.   

“Undoubtedly there are already party political elements in some sections of Local Government - 

That has been acknowledged.  To continue - 

but under the current system it is very difficult for parties to be able to vote in blocks and control 
councils.”   

That is generally the case in the majority of councils, particularly in the metropolitan area, but not all, as I have 
acknowledged.  On top of that, WALGA surveyed 144 local governments across the state.  Fifty-five per cent, or 
84 of the 144 councils, responded to the survey, which is a fairly strong indicator of the strength of opinion 
across local government.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  You have to be kidding.  Are you saying 55 per cent is a good result?   

Mr G. SNOOK:  Fifty-five per cent represents 84 out of 144 councils.  It will be interesting to see how the 
respondents that comprise that 55 per cent fared.  Key aspects of the responses from the people surveyed were, 
firstly, on compulsory voting - the survey covered more than one aspect - and 72 per cent of respondents said 
that compulsory voting should not apply to local government elections.  Secondly, 70 per cent of respondents 
said that postal elections should remain optional for local government.  Thirdly, 90 per cent of respondents said 
that first-past-the-post voting should be retained.   
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Do you mean 90 per cent of the 55 per cent.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  Yes, 90 per cent of the 55 per cent of respondents.   
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  That is just under half. 
Mr G. SNOOK:  Nine out of 10 respondents is an indication of the strength of feeling of those who responded.  
That gave WALGA a clear indication that there was no support, apart from a minimal amount, for first-past-the-
post voting to be removed and replaced by proportional representation.  The result is clear.  There is no doubt in 
the minds of the respondents that the status quo should remain.  It will be interesting to hear the views of other 
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members when they rise to give their account of the response they have had.  Not one approach to me has 
indicated support for the inclusion of the amendment to change the voting from first-past-the-post to proportional 
representation.  However, many approaches have been made to me urging me to hold the line and not support the 
amendment.  WALGA raised the prospect of proportional representation opening the way for rorting.  In other 
words, it says that it will create the potential for aligned groups to set up candidates - in some instances dummy 
candidates - and arrange preferences so that they flow to ensure that their candidate will be elected.  Essentially, 
that cannot occur under the first-past-the-post voting system.  When people try to do that there is very little 
impact.   
Mr M.P. Whitely:  You can split a vote.  If someone is running on an issue, he could run a candidate on a 
similar issue, split the vote and make sure the other candidate does not get voted in.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  That can happen.  The member for Bassendean must concede that when a group of people of a 
particular alliance or view want to be represented on a council they could stack the number of candidates to 
ensure that the candidate of their choice receives maximum preferences.  

Mr M.P. Whitely:  I do not concede that.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  Members opposite must ask themselves what will be the benefits of introducing proportional 
representation to council elections.  The minister claimed that it would provide voters with more choice.  How 
will it provide more choice?  The preferred candidate is the first choice.  Currently, if enough people support the 
view of a particular candidate, they vote accordingly, and the candidate who gets the greatest number of votes of 
first choice is elected.  There is no transfer of first, second or fourth preferences down the line.  In the bush, 
procedures in small councils are kept fairly simple and there is not always the degree of keenness to stand for 
council.  Some small rural councils, as the member for Wagin will agree, face difficulties given the economic 
problems in some country areas.  As a result, the potential loss of income that councillors can face through 
absences from their farm, business or general employment is a deterrent to becoming a local government 
member.  That situation paves the way for the prospect of alliances or party politics to enter the system.   

It is obvious that the minister is keen on this amendment, otherwise he would not have introduced it.  Why did 
the minister not want to consult industry about it?  Perhaps in his response the Leader of the House will let us 
know why the Minister for Local Government did not consult industry, yet he did consult it on all other aspects 
of the bill, and holds regular breakfast meetings with its representatives.   

Point of Order 
Mr J.J.M. BOWLER:  I draw to the attention of the house that I have taken over the progress of the bill, so the 
member should address his remarks to me. 

Debate Resumed 
Mr G. SNOOK:  Okay. 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  The minister has made it absolutely clear that there was thorough consultation. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  That’s rubbish!  What nonsense! 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  Members opposite may not want to hear the answer, but the issue is that the report that came 
back after that consultation did not recommend this model.  In this case, the minister has chosen, after 
considering the report, an alternative outcome to the one that was recommended.  That is also what the minister 
did with regard to the amalgamation of councils.  The same report made a recommendation about the 
amalgamation of councils.  The minister did not accept that.  Similarly in this area, with the procedures for 
election, there was wide consultation, and a report came back with a recommendation.  The minister has come 
forward with a proposal that is different from the one recommended in the report. 

Mr R.F. Johnson:  In other words, he took no notice of the consultation process.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  The minister has that power.  There is no question about that.  However, why would the 
Western Australian Local Government Association, the peak body, say it does not agree?  WALGA is a 
respectable body.  It meets regularly with the minister and a range of people in industry.  WALGA has said that 
on all other issues, the minister consults.  WALGA is very supportive of that process.  WALGA supports the 
intergovernmental agreement.  It supports the partnership agreement.  It does its bit.  It seems strange that 
WALGA would now say very adamantly, in television and newspaper advertisements, and in articles, that it has 
not been consulted.  I do not think WALGA would be difficult to get on with.  WALGA claims it sticks to its 
side of the bargain. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  It might be up to the politics of the executive of WALGA. 
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Mr G. SNOOK:  I do not want to go down that track.  We can argue backwards and forwards.  All I am doing is 
relaying what is public knowledge.  WALGA is a reputable and well respected organisation.  It has functioned 
for a long time across a range of governments.  It has done an excellent, and sometimes difficult, job in trying to 
balance the interests of the various sections of local government.  WALGA was formed when the Country Shire 
Councils Association, the Urban Councils Association and the Local Government Association finally got their 
act together and formed one body.  It was a pretty amazing result.  Under WALGA, those bodies now speak with 
one voice.  They are part of an agreement system.  They are part of a consultative process with the government.  
However, WALGA is now saying to me, and to the public, that there was no consultation on this issue. 

Mr R.F. Johnson:  A very important factor is that it is a non-political voice. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  That is right.   

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  The written record is that there was consultation.  I understand WALGA was not happy with 
the final stage of the consultation.  

Mr R.F. Johnson:  It was not happy that the minister ignored its point of view.   

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  There was wide consultation.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  Local government is a passionate issue.  We can feel that in this chamber.  However, the fact 
remains that it has claimed that there was no consultation on this issue.  I respect WALGA.  I also respect the 
minister.  The Leader of the House is saying that the minister has said that there was consultation.  WALGA is 
saying that there was not.  Perhaps there was not enough consultation.  This amendment is a considerable 
change.  We need to consider this bill very carefully.  There should be further consultation.  Before we move 
forward on this bill, we should get this matter clarified so that we can build some bridges and regain the respect 
between WALGA and the minister and get them back to having a good working arrangement.  Even though 
claims may be made about party politics, it is critical that this Parliament ensure that there is no drift away from 
WALGA reflecting an apolitical viewpoint.  WALGA represents the range of politics in local government.  
Therefore, we need to consider this matter carefully.  This is a significant change in the voting system for local 
government.  In 1995 it had taken local government goodness knows how many years to reach this point.  This 
bill is a bit like the Biosecurity and Agriculture Management Bill that is on the notice paper in that it has had a 
gestation period of many years - perhaps even back to our leader’s day as minister. 

Mr R.F. Johnson:  It was before then, was it not? 

Mr G. SNOOK:  It may have been.  That 1995 bill brought about significant change for local government.  At 
that time the voting system - which will now be changed again - was debated across the community and 
eventually in this place.  WALGA is claiming that it was given no notification that the voting change would 
happen.  WALGA did a survey.  However, it says that it was given no notification that this would be the format 
of the bill.  If that is what has occurred, that is not good enough.  That is not fair.  If WALGA, the peak body, 
was not aware that this would be in the bill, that is not reasonable.  That does not make for good decision 
making.  If this change were insignificant, it might be possible to argue that this is a matter of no great 
importance.  However, this is a matter of great significance.  If we are to go forward from here and have a good 
working relationship between the state government and local governments, we need to rebuild some of the 
confidence that WALGA feels it has lost.  It is important that we give consideration to this matter.  I will be 
giving further consideration to how we can do that during the debate on this bill.   

I turn now to consider another possible impact from this proposed change to the voting system.  Currently, a 
number of local government authorities are debating the issue of amalgamation.  They are mainly the so-called 
“donut” councils.  There are a number of them.  The Geraldton City Council and the Greenough City Council are 
not donut councils.  However, those two local government bodies will be holding a referendum, I believe just 
before Christmas, about whether to amalgamate.  They are getting closer to what many of us would believe is an 
obvious and ideal move.  I support that, although I have no personal interest in that matter other than my local 
government background.  The Northam Shire Council and the Northam Town Council are having discussions 
about what agreement they can come to.  Those are typical donut councils.  Northam is a fairly major regional 
centre.  The town council is surrounded by the shire council.  The Northam Shire Council offices are located in 
the town of Northam.  Those two councils are discussing a possible amalgamation on the basis of the first-past-
the-post voting legislation.  There has been a lot of concern on both sides of the debate about how the 
amalgamation of two donut councils might impact on the possible stacking of a council.  People who have long-
held and strong views about whether to amalgamate would be given a degree of comfort if they knew that they 
could not be out-voted or aligned against to such a point that they would become virtually disenfranchised.  That 
applies principally to people in rural areas rather than high-density urban areas.   
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Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  I will explain the voting system afterwards and how it will have the opposite effect to what 
you are saying.  I would love to meet with you during the dinner break to make sure that when you come back 
into the chamber you will be able to say that you were wrong.   

Mr T.K. Waldron:  The minister would need to meet with all the shires.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  The shires cannot work it out. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  The shires would need to be comfortable with the proposal.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  It is the exact opposite of what he is saying.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  The Minister for Resources and Assisting the Minister for State Development will have his 
opportunity to participate in this debate.  I will sit quietly and listen to him with interest.  I always like to hear the 
other view and see if there is merit in it.   

My experience in my council is that the people who have the smaller number of ratepayers have grave fears that 
they will be outstripped and outvoted by the area with the greater number of ratepayers.  

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Under what voting system?   

Mr G. SNOOK:  Under the one vote, one value system.  If the minister goes back in time, he will understand 
how the voting was different.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Previous local governments?   

Mr G. SNOOK:  Yes.  We have moved a long way forward, and that is in place.  Some people have an inherent 
uncertainty that if the system remains as it is, they will have a degree of comfort in knowing that an alliance 
cannot be put together to undertake preferential voting exchanges to allow candidates of that alliance’s viewpoint 
to actually stack the council.  They can trade preferences.  As I understand it, under this system there can be 
preference swaps to get the candidate of an alliance’s choice voted in.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Do you understand that fewer preferences have more weight than the higher preferences. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  I understand that.   

Mrs J. Hughes:  They can get people to run to get votes, and the same can happen.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  That does happen, but it does not have the same impact as a well-organised campaign of an 
alliance or a particular group, irrespective of whether it is the save the trees alliance or the knock down the town 
hall alliance.  We should keep politics out of it.  It is simply about people who have an issue; it can be done.  The 
transfer of votes and the preferential system build a greater chance of a council being elected that is stacked to 
that alliance’s preferred viewpoint.  That is what worries some people.   

I refer to the amalgamation of councils.  The minister may convince me otherwise when he speaks later and that 
will be okay; however, I refer to consultation, timing and how the message should be disseminated.  As the 
member for Wagin said, if the government did its job, there would not be the degree of concern that there is in 
the community.   

I refer to the detrimental impact that this bill will have on the amalgamation of some councils that are, 
principally, the doughnut councils.  We have come a long way to getting close to this situation.  The government 
will need to convince these councils that they are not at risk of, or exposed to, having a stacked council against 
them.  Members should bear in mind that they are the people on the periphery; they are the rural ratepayers and 
they see themselves as more exposed.  The Minister for Resources and Assisting the Minister for State 
Development heard the comments about amalgamation when he was Minister for Local Government; for 
example, if a particular council amalgamates with a council in the urban area, it will be on the outskirts, and its 
concern is that it will not get fair and decent representation.  I am sure the minister has heard these comments, 
regardless of whether they are right or wrong.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  The reality is the opposite.  People in the rural areas tend to vote more often that those in 
town and the fears of the rural voters are usually dispelled as time goes on.  That is what I found when I was the 
Minister for Local Government.   
Mr G. Snook:  The minister may have found that, but I have not experienced that in local government.  There 
has been no lessening of rural people’s concerns.  Isolated ratepayers who are distant from the urban centre feel 
more vulnerable.   
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  In the case of the ward system being taken away, history has shown that the fears of those 
in the previous smaller wards have not proved right.  Country people vote in numbers.   
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Mr G. SNOOK:  The one vote, one value system and the alignment under the act and the minister’s requirement 
to have an equal number of electors for each councillor have expanded the size of the wards.  In some cases 
councils have done away with wards because it has become too hard.  As a result, we have one big local 
government area and the people on the perimeter of it feel threatened.   
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  No, they do not.  History shows that those fears are unfounded.  If you go back to your 
electors, you will find out that you are wrong on that.   
Mr G. SNOOK:  I would not be espousing my concerns if I thought I was wrong. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  The councils in your area came to me and said they had these worries and history has 
proved them wrong.   
Mr G. SNOOK:  History is a longstanding thing.  It does not happen today or tomorrow.  We will see what 
happens.   
I am trying to explain to the house that if the government wants to encourage the amalgamation of the councils 
that see merit in doing so, this part of the bill will deter and disenchant some people.  They will not feel 
comfortable.  It is the job of the minister and the government to convince these people that what the Minister for 
Resources and Assisting the Minister for State Development is saying is totally the opposite.   

Mr Acting Speaker, I thought you may be dozing.   

The ACTING SPEAKER (Dr S.C. Thomas):  I am checking the standing orders to make sure all is in place.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  I hope that I am obeying them.   

The Liberal Party will support only sections of this bill.  I intend to move amendments to delete five clauses 
within the bill.  It is interesting that last Thursday a government amendment was put forward by the 
parliamentary secretary and clause 16 has appeared on the notice paper.  I will be interested to hear the 
government’s reason for this amendment.  It is, once again, an example of the inadequate drafting of the bill.  I 
proffer that we need more time if we are to regain the trust and credibility of the community.  I urge the house to 
take a line that will give us more time for consultation and more opportunity to defray those fears of local 
government and those people who have concerns about this bill.   

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  You are being reasonable, but the difficulty is that this bill has to be passed by Christmas. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  Why? 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  Otherwise the elections will be in May.  We need it to pass through this house within the 
next few weeks so that the Council can deal with it.  If we leave it any later, we could find that the elections will 
have to run next year in May.   

Mr G. SNOOK:  I see it as a perfect opportunity for us to get the negotiations right and to clear up the Western 
Australian Local Government Association’s fears and concerns.  It will give the government an opportunity to 
mend its relationship with WALGA and allow it to function as it should, and to counter WALGA’s claims that it 
has not had adequate time to consider the legislation.  WALGA is part of the government structure.  It is not just 
another organisation; it is part of the democratic process.  I urge the house to give fair and careful consideration 
to this bill.  If this bill is important, one year is nothing.  It is not about waiting another year.  The government 
has the weight of numbers, and this legislation will go through. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  It is not one year; it is two years. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  It is one more year.  I do not see adequate merit in the point made by the Leader of the House 
that this legislation must be passed before Christmas, because, otherwise, we will miss out on a year.  Local 
government has been around for a long time.  State government has been around for a long time; I hope it stays 
around for a long time, and I hope that local government stays around for a long time further.  To do the right 
thing, we need to be able to make sure that the government can counter the claims and concerns of local 
government.  I will be imploring the house that we give this adequate time.  

Mrs J. Hughes:  Can you assist me with this?  I can understand some of the issues that the country may have.  
However, some of the issues affect some of the larger councils, where you have multiple candidates - sometimes 
eight or 10.  Traditionally, you have only 26 to 35 per cent of electors coming out to vote, if you are lucky.  
Effectively, if you have a split vote of eight or more candidates, as few as four per cent out of the 33 per cent that 
are voting can get someone first past the post.  Effectively, this can come down to as few as 2 000 people over a 
large council getting someone first past the post.  Do you have a view on that? 

Mr G. SNOOK:  It is still their first choice.  Democracy is about choice. 

Mrs J. Hughes:  That is exactly what I am saying, because the other 31 per cent voted for someone else, so you 
have a very small window in which you are probably getting the most preferred of the least preferred.   
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Mr P.D. Omodei:  What about other the 84 per cent who are not voting? 

Mrs J. Hughes:  Exactly.  

Mr P.D. Omodei:  So, what’s your argument? 
Mrs J. Hughes:  The point is that the 33 per cent who are voting should elect the best candidate they are coming 
out to vote for, and not allow a small percentage to carry the numbers. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  Conversely, the same proportion of people will be voting for as many or more candidates if 
they know that they can do a trade on their preferences to be able to get their candidates of choice under the 
preferential system elected.  There is a capacity for them to stack the ballot paper and run dummy candidates.  
Mrs J. Hughes:  But they are stacked the other way.  That is exactly what I am telling you.  You can have eight 
candidates who say, “Let’s get 12 candidates running because then we can split the vote down so far that we can 
roll in with three per cent of the vote.” 

Several members interjected. 
The ACTING SPEAKER:  Order!   

Mrs J. Hughes:  You would have to argue that, in the face of democracy, situations like that are very far from 
democratic.  
Mr G. SNOOK:  The member has touched on a very important point about democracy.  It goes back to how the 
democratic process works.  We are not talking about a business, an individual or anything else; we are talking 
about the next level of government down, which is local government.  It is vital.  It must command the highest 
regard and respect under the system from the state government.  I am saying here in a fairly reasonable way that 
I do not think that respect has been passed on to WALGA and the industry, because they claim that there has not 
been adequate consultation.  Would they be lying?  Would they be telling porky pies?  Why would they make 
that claim?  They are vociferous enough about the issue to run huge advertisements at great expense to make 
their point to the broader community.  The vast majority of councils are opposed to this measure, and have 
indicated that.  They have had the choice to respond. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Less than half have indicated their opposition. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  They have had the choice to respond.  
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Less than half have opposed the measure. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  No; it is more than half.  Fifty-five per cent responded. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  When I went to primary school, 90 per cent of 55 per cent was less than half.  
Mrs J. Hughes:  Are we passing this legislation in order to appease councils or are we doing it so that the people 
who are voting get the best outcome? 
Mr G. SNOOK:  The member’s view may differ from mine but the view of this side of the house is that there 
should be choice and a democratic process that limits the political allegiances, alliances or groupings of 
influence on councils.  That should be our prime objective in this place.  Members will admit that local 
government works better when it is non-political.  The worst examples of local government are those that are 
highly politicised.  Inquiries have produced examples of that.  
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Member for Moore, you were involved in local government before you were elected to 
Parliament, as was the Leader of the Opposition.  You were elected under the old system, and now you are 
saying that that old system meant that there were no political parties in the system.  We’re going back to that 
system, and you’re complaining about it.  This legislation will bring it closer to that system than it is now.  

Mr G. SNOOK:  The minister is telling me that this legislation will not highly politicise the whole of local 
government.  

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  If you want to organise numbers, you can do it better under the current system than under 
the proposed new system. 

Mr G. SNOOK:  I disagree with that.  Members on this side of the house disagree with that. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Did it happen under the previous system, which we are basically going back to? 

Mr G. SNOOK:  Politics will never be eliminated.  I have conceded that it will not be eliminated.  I thought I 
was being reasonable.  I conceded that it cannot be eliminated, and that there is in certain councils a degree of 
political influence and a political system that works.  I understand that, but I am saying that those are the 
examples in which local government does not perform at its best.  If politics could be taken out of local 
government altogether it would be the best process.  We cannot do that, but it can be minimised, and that is the 
objective we should be aiming for.  That is a simple fact. 
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Mrs J. Hughes:  My suggestion to you is that the inference is that it is always about state politics interfering 
with local government.  I suggest that the local government has enough internal politics to create disunity.  

Mr G. SNOOK:  This is a classic example of state politics interfering in the process in an unfair and non-
consultative way, by way of direction and by way of what suits political parties, principally the Labor Party.  
That is how it looks to me and to the majority of councillors.  That is why members on this side of the house say 
that they do not want to see the system totally politicised.  It is wrong, wrong, wrong.  If we can minimise 
politics, that is what we should be doing.  I ask that this house support what I will be moving; that is, that we go 
back and give this legislation more time and more consideration.  If members opposite are dinkum about being a 
consultative government and admit having concerns about it, we should delay the legislation.  One year is 
nothing in a hundred years of local government. 

MR G.M. CASTRILLI (Bunbury) [5.19 pm]:  I support my colleague the member for Moore, and in doing so 
acknowledge his extensive experience in local government - 23 years, in fact.  The Local Government 
Amendment Bill 2006 contains some changes that I support.  One is the change of the date for local government 
elections from the first Saturday in May to the third Saturday in October.  This is a good amendment; I have no 
problem with it whatsoever.  It is reasonable.  As members know, local government elections are currently held 
in May each year, and newly elected councillors walk straight into a budget session, which usually starts in May 
or June.  However, some councils have done a lot of work on their budgets by this time, and that work 
sometimes starts in February, March or April.  When the new councillors walk in after the May elections, much 
of the ground work has already been done; they are just going along for the ride.  Deliberations have to be 
expeditious, but prudent, so that the annual rate can be set by the local authority and the rate notices can be sent 
to the ratepayers, which usually happens around July or early August.  At the moment newly elected councillors 
are put at a distinct disadvantage at budget time.  They are new to the game; I know that process well.  They are 
learning the ropes, so it is a baptism of fire.  Those of us in the chamber who have been in local government can 
attest to that.  It is really their introduction to the budget process.  It is a hefty first step in their careers as 
councillors in local government.  The six or seven months from the budget period to the October election does 
not make one an instant expert on the budget process.  We can all attest that sometimes that process can take a 
couple of years.  It involves not only the budget process, but also planning issues, coming to grips with building 
issues, and all the things that local governments have to deal with.  However, it is a start and we can all attest to 
that.   

The WA Local Government Association has requested the alterations to the bill, and that is the essence of this 
amendment.  It is good to see.  This government is acting on advice from experts in the field.  I also support the 
changes to the act that will ensure that electors are 18 years of age and older.  It makes one wonder why the 
government does not act upon the advice of the experts - in this case, the Western Australian Local Government 
Association - in the removal of the first-past-the-post voting system in local government elections.  This 
proposed amendment flies in the face of WALGA’s wishes.  This government has ignored not only WALGA’s 
wishes, but also the state and local government partnership agreement.  So much for consultation with local 
governments.  On many occasions in the past local governments have complained about the treatment they have 
received from this government.  Of course, this government has also ignored the intergovernmental agreement.  
Why have agreements if they ultimately mean absolutely nothing?  They will think it is just lip service or a con 
job.  Today we have discussed whether local governments have been consulted; from my point of view, they 
have not been consulted.  The majority of the Western Australian Local Government Association member 
councils wants the current situation to remain.  Ninety per cent of all member councils want the system to stay 
the same; not 49 per cent or 51 per cent.  The Local Government Advisory Board recommended the current 
system, and that was in the electoral reform report of November 1995.  In April 2006 the advisory board 
recommended and affirmed the same outcome; that is, that the current provisions for the first-past-the-post 
system be retained.  That system of voting should be retained for some very good reasons.  It is easily 
understood by electors, is uncomplicated and straightforward, and the person who polls the most votes is the one 
who deserves to win the position.  In a preferential system, the person receiving the highest number of first 
preference votes is not necessarily elected.  That does not reflect the spirit of the person casting the vote.  The 
votes in first-past-the-post elections are counted more quickly - we can all understand that it is easier - and there 
is a reduced margin for error.  Over the past several years, local governments across the state have made a 
concerted effort to adopt appropriate representation structures.  That is part of the efficiency drive.  Many local 
governments have seen fit to reduce the number of wards in their local government areas or, in some cases, have 
abolished the wards altogether.  In 2005 there were 45 local governments across the state with no wards.  The 
latest count for 2006 shows an increase to 53.  It is reasonable to conclude that this trend will continue as more 
and more local governments see the benefit of no-ward systems.  That is all the more reason for first-past-the-
post elections - for the ease of counting.  Members can imagine the length of time it would take to process 
preferential votes in local governments with a ward system in place, and with a multitude of candidates.  There is 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Tuesday, 24 October 2006] 

 p7483d-7507a 
Mr Gary Snook; Acting Speaker; Mr John Castrilli; Mr Terry Waldron; Mr Paul Omodei; Mr Rob Johnson 

 [10] 

no room for the time delays or errors in the twenty-first century.  Section 4.72 of the Local Government Act 
states - 

As soon as is practicable after voting has finished the returning officer is to arrange for the votes to be 
counted and ascertain the result of the election. 

Preferential voting simply will not enhance that section of the act.  First-past-the-post elections remove, or at 
least minimise, party politics in election campaigns.  The preferential system encourages all kinds of allegiances, 
just for the purpose of the election.  First-past-the-post elections remove, or minimise, the potential for dummy 
candidates.  Preferential voting, on the other hand, encourages the misuse of the electoral process by some 
candidates who nominate just for the purpose of bolstering another candidate’s chances of success.  There has 
been absolutely no consultation with WALGA at this point; so much for the partnership agreement.  We all saw 
the big song and dance with the signing of the partnership agreement a few years ago.  The government said it 
would consult with WALGA on all major changes. 

Mr J.E. McGrath:  It is a myth. 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  Of course it is a myth; it is absolute rubbish.  Some members opposite were local 
government councillors, as I was.  The government of the day said it would consult with the peak body of local 
government.  What are the motives behind the proposed changes?  One can just speculate.  Under the proposed 
change voters will often be uncertain about which candidate will ultimately get their vote, which is not the case 
with the less complex first-past-the-post system.  The proposed system encourages the practice of ticket voting, 
which leads to deal making, factions, alliances and sweetheart deals.  Local government in WA is largely free of 
party politics, but I acknowledge that there are some interferences and influences along the way. 

Mr P.B. Watson:  Bunbury. 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  Yes, Bunbury.  I can tell the member for Albany a bit about Bunbury.  It is not under 
the control of block voting by groups of councillors, as determined by an external political party.  In my time in 
local government, in particular when I was the mayor for eight years, I made the point to the councillors that I 
absolutely abhorred party politics in local government.  I wanted local government to be free of politics.  I know 
the member for Albany understands where I am coming from.  If any member wants to look at my voting record 
in local government, they will not find any bias anywhere.  In actual fact, I think I voted more on the other side 
than on our “perceived” side. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Does that mean that the member for Bunbury is really a labourite?  Come over to this side.   

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  The minister will never know. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  We would rather have the member for Bunbury than the member for Albany. 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  Is that right? 

Mr P.B. Watson:  That is typical. 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  I think my father would have a lot to say about that. 

I make the point that any member opposite who understands where I have come from can talk to his or her 
people in the field in Bunbury.  They will all say that I made sure there was no party politics in local government 
in Bunbury.  That is the understanding.  I will explain why later.  Respect must be given to local communities to 
get the most effective voice.  That is where local government comes in.  It is the third tier of government.   

Any change to the current first-past-the-post system would mean that party politics would be a substitute for 
independent opinions.  That is what I think.  Of course there are many imperfections in local government, but it 
still remains the closest sphere of government to the people.  To suggest a change to preferential voting to bring 
the situation in line with the state and federal system is no excuse to tamper with a sound, uncomplicated system 
that has been in place in local government for the past 11 or 12 years.  There are no grounds for it whatsoever.  It 
does not deserve to be plunged into another politically manipulated system.  Local communities that engage in 
local decision-making processes do not deserve politicisation from any party.  Local government is not a 
political party.  Local government is not the upper house or the lower house of any state or any political party.  
Local government is local government.  It is there for the people and elected by the people.  There should be no 
politics whatsoever in it.  I fear that the Local Government Amendment Bill will introduce party politics into a 
system and corrupt that system in which the local people have a direct say in their own elections without third 
party interference.  Section 1.3(2) of the Local Government Act 1995 states - 

 This Act is intended to result in - 

 (a) better decision-making by local governments;  
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 (b) greater community participation in the decisions and affairs of local governments; 

 (c) greater accountability of local governments to their communities; and  

 (d) more efficient and effective local government.   

Whatever happens in local governments should enhance these aspects that I have just spoken about.  They 
should make it better, more efficient and more effective.  Preferential voting will not do that.  The first-past-the-
post system should not be meddled with.  Friends from the eastern states tell me that local government elections 
in Western Australia are totally different from local government elections on the east coast, which are more 
venomous, totally based on party politics and very acrimonious, and the advertising during campaigns is much 
more personal in its attack.  I do not think any of us want that in our local government.  I do not know about 
other members, but I certainly do not want all that stuff creeping into local government in Western Australia.   

The costs of running local governments would increase under the proposed system.  According to the Local 
Government Advisory Board’s report of 2006, the costs of running a council such as the City of Stirling will 
increase by about $6 500.  That might be small bikkies to the City of Stirling but there are smaller councils in 
Western Australia.  What about the cost to the smaller councils?  I acknowledge that the Western Australian 
Electoral Commission can assist with the voting process.  What about councils that conduct their own elections?  
How long would it take them?  What if they need the WA Electoral Commission to do it because of the 
complexity?  What would be the additional cost to them?  This will be another cost imposition on local 
government.  What if a vacancy occurs?  How would it be filled?  Would it be filled in a way that is similar to 
the present system for the upper house or the Senate?  What if the people down the line change their mind and do 
not want to be part of it?  Circumstances change, as we all know, in our local communities.  Members of the 
community will be denied the right to vote and to reflect their feelings on the situation pertaining at the time.  
We are talking about local issues for the local community, not some Senate or upper house or a situation that 
does not even have an effect on who governs.  We are talking about local government. 

I reiterate that 90 per cent of local governments want to retain the present system of first-past-the-post.  Even the 
Bunbury City Council has attacked the minister.  The headline on the front page of today’s Bunbury Herald is 
“Minister attacked - Council to consider no confidence motion”.  The article states - 

Bunbury City Council will consider declaring no confidence in Local Government Minister Jon Ford at 
its meeting tonight after the State Government proposed introducing preferential voting into local 
elections.   

I say to members and people who have been in local government - 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Why does politics come into it if we change the voting system? 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  Because it does. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  What about when you were a mayor?  You were voted in under the old system.  What was 
wrong with that? 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  I have three minutes left.  I look forward to the minister’s response later.  I was elected 
mayor under the first-past-the-post system. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  So you weren’t in local government very long? 
Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  I was in local government for 14 years.  For the second term of my election as mayor - 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  The first time you were elected under the old method. 
Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  I was elected under the preferential system when I got onto the council, not under a 
system of proportional representation. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Which gives you less control on a - 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  I say to the minister that when I first came onto council, I was elected with 57 per cent 
of the primary vote.  I did not have to go to preferences.  I was elected unopposed for my second term.  The 
second time I was mayor, I was elected under the first-past-the-post system with a 73.5 per cent primary vote.  I 
point that out to the minister. 
[Member’s time extended.] 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  Nobody, especially local governments in Western Australia, would consider moving a 
motion of no confidence in the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development. 

Mr G. Snook:  Who’s the mayor? 
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Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  We should not worry who the mayor is.  I am not interested in who the mayor is.  I am 
talking about the principle of the matter.  Local government is considering moving a motion of no confidence in 
the Minister for Local Government on issues in local government.  It just goes to show the depth of feeling on 
this issue of local governments.  This is a very, very big issue.  It is not some little issue that we can take 
advantage of, implement it and off we go. 

Mr R.F. Johnson:  Wasn’t he the Minister for Local Government for many years? 
Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  He was.  In April 2006 the Local Government Advisory Board recommended that the 
current provisions for the first-past-the-post system of voting be retained.  Unless I am wrong, the Local 
Government Advisory Board was hand-picked by the government to conduct the review.  The board 
recommended that the system be left as it was, yet this government does not even listen to what its own hand-
picked people are saying.  We have the issue of election of mayors and presidents - those who are directly 
elected and those who are elected by councillors.  How will this election process be carried out?  We have the 
unprecedented action of the Western Australian Local Government Association wagering a television campaign 
against what this government is trying to do.  I do not recall that happening too many times; indeed, I believe it 
may be unprecedented, although someone may be able to prove me wrong.  The Western Australian Local 
Government Association is conducting a major television campaign, which we have all seen, that is direct and to 
the point and that opposes the measures that the government is trying to put in place.  That is how strongly it 
feels about this issue.  As I said before, I do not mind the date for local government elections being changed 
from March to October, and I do not mind the clarification of the provisions about the age of those who can vote.  
However, why does the government not leave the voting system for local government elections alone?  At least 
one level of government should remain relatively free from political corruption and manipulation.  For God’s 
sake, I ask the government to allow the local community to continue to be free from political interference.  We 
all know that the local community is sceptical of politicians as it is.  Local government decisions should be made 
by the local community for the right reasons.  It should not be given to political parties that are seeking to 
infiltrate local government and control local issues.  So much for the government’s one vote, one value concept - 
what a joke!  For God’s sake, at least one level of government should remain relatively free from political 
interference.  Local government decision making must continue to relate to local issues.  No political party 
should interfere with local government, whether that political party be the Labor Party, the Liberal Party or the 
bloody National Party.  I withdraw that comment, Mr Acting Speaker.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Dr S.C. Thomas):  Thank you.  

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI:  It just slipped out; I am sorry.  

I implore the government to sit down and think about this issue.  All members recognise that local government is 
a very important third tier of government.  How many times have we heard it said that of all tiers of government, 
local government is the closest to the people?  It just rolls off one’s tongue like water off a duck’s back.  Given 
that local government is “closest to the people”, I ask the government to ensure that local decision making about 
community issues is kept free from political interference from both sides of the political fence.  Local 
governments in this state are not registered political parties.  They are free from politics.  The voting system 
proposed for local governments in this bill will politicise local governments.  I, for one, do not want local 
governments to be politicised by the Labor or Liberal Parties.  Local governments are important.  Some members 
may snigger; however, I sincerely believe that local governments are sacrosanct and should remain free from 
political interference.  I am not saying that local government is completely free from politics, because it is not.  
However, we should not hasten the process of political interference.   

This bill has seven pages, one of which is the contents page.  The second page of the bill includes the short title.  
The supplementary notice paper, which comprises six pages, is chock-a-block with amendments.  I say to all 
members of this house that local government is very dear to me and close to my heart.  I acknowledge that many 
members on the other side of the house feel the same way.  I hope that the government recognises my sincerity.  
If the government wants to go down this road, I ask it to stop, take a breath and sit down with local governments 
to convince them that what it is doing is right.  That is the least the government can do.  Give local governments 
a chance.  I ask the government to please take a breath.  Local government is important and should not be 
mucked around for political gain and purpose.   

MR T.K. WALDRON (Wagin - Deputy Leader of the National Party) [5.45 pm]:  Most aspects of the Local 
Government Amendment Bill 2006 have been covered by the members for Moore and Bunbury.  I will touch on 
a couple of points that they outlined before I provide an overall view.   

It is important to highlight the background of this issue.  There are 144 local governments in Western Australia, 
more than 100 of which are situated outside the Perth metropolitan area.  Local governments across WA have 
approximately 1 400 elected members and 1.9 million constituents.  This bill is very important because it affects 
Western Australians across the board.  This issue is not to be taken lightly.  The bill aims to change the date of 
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local government ordinary elections from the first Saturday in May to the third Saturday in October.  This 
change was requested by WALGA to ensure that new councillors elected in October would have more time in an 
election year to familiarise themselves with local government and the budget processes prior to the adoption of 
the budget.  That is a good idea.  I support that provision.  That was the intent of the original bill.  Another 
provision in the bill will amend an anomaly in the Local Government Act 1995.  At the moment young people of 
17 years of age, who can be registered to be included on the electoral roll, can vote in local government 
elections.  This has not occurred in practice.  It is important that that anomaly be corrected to provide that they 
must be 18 years of age before they vote.  The National Party supports those provisions.  However, it will oppose 
the provision that removes the first-past-the-post system of voting and replaces it with the proportional 
preferential system, which is the voting system used in Legislative Council elections.   

The member for Kingsley talked about councils in Perth.  She must remember that WALGA represents all 
councils, no matter where they are.  I will refer to WALGA’s comments later.  The member for Balcatta made 
the comment that this bill has to be passed by a certain date otherwise it will not get through in time to allow the 
date of elections to be changed at the next election.  That is a fair comment.  However, it is also the reason that 
the provision to change the voting system was introduced at the death knock without consultation.  From what I 
have heard at zone meetings in my region and adjoining electorates, local councils were not consulted about this 
provision.  If the government had consulted them, some of them may have thought about it and given their 
support.  At the moment there is no support.  The government cannot deny that.   
Mr P.B. Watson:  Did you say there are none?   
Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I note that when the member for Moore spoke he said that not one council had 
approached him in support of that provision.  I, too, have not been approached by a council in support of that 
provision.  I do not speak for all councils across WA; however, the measure was not supported at the zone 
meeting in my region.  I travel from Bridgetown right through to the member for Albany’s electorate to meet 
with government agencies etc.  
Mr P.D. Omodei:  I hope you haven’t gone across my border!   
Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I sneak over to the east ward of Bridgetown.  I have to be careful.  I cannot get a cup of 
coffee in Bridgetown, because I cannot go into the Leader of the Opposition’s electorate without a passport!   

Mr C.J. Barnett:  You’ve already admitted that you’ve been to Toodyay.  

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  That was to check on the sheep!  I understand that the Western Australian Local 
Government Association was informed of the preferential system only five minutes before the bill was 
introduced.  If it was all a misunderstanding or whatever, why did that happen?  Does that happen usually in 
government?  I do not know because I have not been in government.  Is it usual for government to phone an 
interest group at the last minute and advise that a bill is to be introduced on which the government says it has 
consulted over a lengthy period and which, according to the consultation agreement, the affected parties are 
happy about?  The Minister for Resources and Assisting the Minister for State Development, who was the 
previous Minister for Local Government and Regional Development, did a good job consulting councils when he 
became minister.  People in country Western Australia might not always agree with government policy, but if the 
government consults them, they will always consider it.  Perhaps the new Minister for Local Government and 
Regional Development should have done that.  No-one knew about this amendment.  That is why local 
governments are so incensed.  In many cases, their anger is not so much about the actual change, but about the 
way it was done.  I cannot believe the government has sought to make this change.  I believe the only reason it is 
rushing through this legislation is that consultation would have borne out that this amendment is not acceptable 
to local government.  I have no doubt in my mind that it is linked to that.   

I will not go through all the details, other than to advise that the Local Government Advisory Board’s report on 
electoral reform recommended that the first-past-the-post voting system be retained.  When the Local 
Government Act 1995 was introduced in WA and the system of voting in local elections was changed from 
preferential to first-past-the-post, WALGA said that it was a simpler and more effective system.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  What year was that?   

Mr R.F. Johnson:  1995.   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I was not in politics then; I was doing other things.  First-past-the-post voting ensures 
that the person who wins is the person voters believe is the best candidate - the first choice - rather than the 
candidate who receives the most preferences from other candidates.  I do not claim to be an expert on voting 
systems such as proportional preferential or exhaustive preferential.  Unlike the other two speakers on this 
matter, I have not been in local government.  I do not know the intricacies of the different systems.  However, as 
a member of Parliament, I have learnt when to keep my ear to the ground and when to listen and take note of 
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what people say.  There is no doubt whatsoever that the community prefers the first-past-the-post system.  As 
members know, it is not compulsory to vote in council elections, and that puts a different slant on this issue.   

According to WALGA, preferential voting may mean that small interest groups can no longer retain the same 
level of representation in local government.  WALGA believes that preferential voting could see the election of 
party-specific councillors who would fail to represent the interests of ratepayers and who would focus on 
promoting the party line.  This has all been said before so I will not repeat it.  There is a real concern in the 
community that this bill is being rushed for that reason.  The government might feel that we are wrong in saying 
that.  If the government had consulted and explained its position, all the local governments might not be so 
strongly against the bill.  Local governments are absolutely ropable with the minister.  When government has an 
agreement with country WA, it has an agreement.  The government cannot say that it has a consultation 
agreement and then it does not want to consult.  

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Are you saying that country people say that their word is their honour?   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  Generally it is, although not all the time; it is like the rest of society.  One thing I know 
about country people is that if governments are honest with them and have a go at consulting, they will back 
them even if they do not always agree with them; they will argue the case.  As I have said before, when ministers 
have failed to attend public meetings etc - 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  If they say that is the way they will do it, that is the way they will do it; a bit like the 
member for Vasse when he promised to support the member for Kalgoorlie!   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  That is by the bye.  I think the member for Collie-Wellington is a fantastic member of 
Parliament.  He does a great job; he and I work in very well together.  He is under the pump at the moment.  
What will he do about daylight saving?   
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Is that the country way to do things? 
Several members interjected.   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I do not know; he did not say it on the radio this morning.  We can all pick out small 
issues.  When the Minister for Resources and Assisting the Minister for State Development first became the 
Minister for Local Government and Regional Development, he was smart because he visited all the local 
governments.  I applaud him for that and say well done.  Minister Ford has done some good things but in this 
case he is making a big blue.  The government is making a mistake.  The government should reconsider this 
issue because it is making a big blue and it will come back to bite it in the future.  I advise the government to 
reconsider the matter.   

If the minister visited all the local governments now, he would receive the sort of treatment I received at the 
Kojonup show on Saturday.  My electorate is opposed to daylight saving.  I am not as rampantly opposed to 
daylight saving as my constituents are; I have an open mind.  Without a word of a lie, I did not get my foot out 
the door before people were saying, “Tuck, I want to see you about daylight saving.”  If the Minister for 
Resources and Assisting the Minister for State Development went out there now as Minister for Local 
Government and Regional Development, that is exactly what he would face.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler interjected. 
Mr T.K. WALDRON:  The government has let them down and it needs to revisit the issue.   
The issue of consultation has been covered.  This proposed voting change will involve additional costs.  Many 
local government chief executive officers run their own local elections because first-past-the-post voting is a 
simple process.  Ian Craven of Dumbleyung, who has been in local government for years, indicated that if 
proportional representation is introduced, Dumbleyung will not be able to run its local elections.  There will be a 
cost.   
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Why not?   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  Because of the complexity of it and because local governments are not confident about 
it.   
Mr J.J.M. Bowler interjected. 

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I am repeating what they said to me.  They feel that whatever happens, they will get 
blamed for who is elected because of the complexity of proportional voting and because they do not know how 
to run it properly.   
Mrs J. Hughes:  That is not a good enough reason.  Easier is not necessarily better.  If we opted for something 
because it was easier, is that a good reason to do it?   
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Mr T.K. WALDRON:  That has been explained to me by a CEO who has been involved in local government 
for 37 years.  I do not know why the government is doing this.  I think I do but no-one has told me the real 
reason.   
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Under what method were you elected here?   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I think it is called exhaustive preferential voting.  We are talking about proportional 
representation and I think there is a difference.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Much of a difference?  There is more similarity than there is between the current system 
and this proposal.   

Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I think there is a difference, but the point is that this proposed system is much more 
different from the current system.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Do you concede that the two preferential systems are closer than first-past-the-post?   
Mr T.K. WALDRON:  I just said that, and I admitted that my knowledge of those two systems is not great.   
The argument about dummy candidates was raised, albeit the member for Bassendean made some good points on 
that and I take his points.  It has been highlighted to me by people in local government that dummy candidates 
will be used, although I do not see that happening now in the small centres in country WA.  It might happen in 
Albany, Bunbury or Perth.  Why change something that is working?  The government would probably like that 
to happen, and that is the whole point of this amendment.   
The strong representation made to me and fellow National Party members was that if Labor Party members had 
been to the zone meetings - we do not see Labor members at our zone meetings - they would have heard 100 per 
cent opposition to this amendment.  Therefore, if the government listens to the people as it says it does, at the 
very least, it must concede there was no consultation.  I cannot buy the government’s claim that consultation 
occurred.  If four or five people tell me there was no consultation, they might be saying that for a specific reason.  
However, when I hear across the board from the whole of local government that there was no consultation, that 
tells me something.  Not all their claims are based on furphies.  Perhaps there was a misunderstanding about the 
way consultation was done; nonetheless, they do not see it that way.  The government and the minister must deal 
with that as he goes about doing his work with local government.  The case has been put very well.  I support 
what has been said before and strongly voice the National Party’s opposition to this bill.  I strongly believe that if 
the government were smart, it would reconsider it.   
MR P.D. OMODEI (Warren-Blackwood - Leader of the Opposition) [5.58 pm]:  I would have liked to see 
the member for Collie-Wellington here because a small amount of sparring across the chamber would have been 
good.  However, I understand that a member of his family is not well, so we wish him the best and hope things 
turn out well for him.  The Minister for Resources and Assisting the Minister for State Development, who is 
dealing with the bill tonight, has some experience with local government.   

I have been involved in local government since about 1976, which makes it 30 years this year, through either 
direct contact with local government as a member of a council for many years or as the Minister for Local 
Government and Regional Development for eight years.  I must say that, in all my years, local government as a 
sphere of government in this state has always been well regarded both nationally and internationally.  I joined 
local government because the local council had doubled my rates, and I finished up as the Minister for Local 
Government.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Did you reduce them?   

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  I conducted an inquiry into valuations and rating.   

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.00 pm 
Mr P.D. OMODEI:  I am very disappointed that there are not more members in the chamber to listen to this 
compelling speech.  The Local Government Amendment Bill seeks to amend the Local Government Act to 
provide for the introduction of the proportional system of voting that is used by the Legislative Council.  That is 
what the explanatory memorandum states.  However, an amendment has been placed on the notice paper that 
will change that significantly.  

[Quorum formed.]  

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  This bill will also change the ordinary local government election date from the first 
Saturday in May to the third Saturday in October.  The bill also clarifies that persons registered on the electoral 
roll and aged 17 are not able to vote in a local government election until they are aged 18.  The Liberal Party 
supports the change to the ordinary local government election date.  It also supports the change to the electoral 
roll.  However, we do not support the change to a proportional system of voting.  That change was not signalled 
to local government in Western Australia.  In all my time in this place I have never seen such an act of treachery 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Tuesday, 24 October 2006] 

 p7483d-7507a 
Mr Gary Snook; Acting Speaker; Mr John Castrilli; Mr Terry Waldron; Mr Paul Omodei; Mr Rob Johnson 

 [16] 

or bastardry.  I have also represented local government as the Minister for Local Government.  This amendment 
is a disgrace to the government.  Local governments, and their peak body, the Western Australian Local 
Government Association, have made it very clear that they are opposed to a proportional system of voting.  It is 
unprecedented that the WA Local Government Association has had to resort to newspaper and television 
advertisements to get its message across to this government.  As has been mentioned by one of my colleagues, 
this is a seven-page bill.  It was introduced into the Parliament on 27 September 2006.  We have had the usual 
three weeks’ notice.  However, today, or last night, an amendment was placed on the notice paper that will 
change the bill significantly.  Indeed, six pages of amendments are proposed to be made to a seven-page bill.  
The amendment proposes to delete schedule 4.1 on page 5 of the bill and substitute proposed divisions 1 to 3.  
Division 1 deals with the counting of the votes.  Division 2 deals with one office elections.  That goes for a 
couple of pages.  Division 3 deals with elections for two or more councillors.  How many members opposite 
have actually read the amendments on the notice paper?   

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  I have. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Does the Leader of the House understand them clearly? 
Mr J.C. Kobelke:  The point is that when the bill was first introduced, this was proposed to be done by way of 
regulation.  That was made clear.  We are now putting this in the bill rather than doing it by way of regulation.   

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  That is not correct.  Schedule 4.1 of the bill states in clause 1 that the Legislative Council 
electoral system is to be used.   

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  Yes, and that was to be done by way of regulation.   
Mr P.D. OMODEI:  The most important part of this legislation is how the votes will be counted.  We know, and 
I know in particular from when I was the Minister for Local Government, that under the new Local Government 
Act, it was proposed that a proportional preferential system be used.  That legislation was the first rewrite in 100 
years of the Local Government Act 1960.  When we went through that process - the Minister for Resources and 
Assisting the Minister for State Development should note this - there were about 45 meetings around the state on 
that issue.  Those changes were first proposed during the time of a Labor government.  When we came into 
government in 1993, that process was revisited.  It culminated in a meeting at the Burswood hotel with about 800 
delegates from local governments around the state.  All those issues were workshopped.  It was decided at that 
stage that given that voting in local government elections was voluntary, the first-past-the-post system would be 
the best and most uncomplicated system to use.  That system served local government very well in the period 
between 1995 and 2006.  People may argue that that system of voting may be affected by running multiple 
candidates, or by watering down the vote, or whatever, and that people may be elected on a very low percentage 
of the vote.  That is the very issue that you raised, Madam Acting Speaker (Mrs J. Hughes).  I know from my 
time in politics and in local government that there is no perfect system of voting.  I remember clearly from when 
I was the Minister for Local Government that a local government election was conducted in the Ngaanyatjarra 
council when there was a split of the Warburton Town Council and the Wiluna -  

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  It was a split of Wiluna. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Yes, to create the new council.  That was under the old, exhaustive preferential voting 
system.  Two tickets were run at that election - a pastoral ticket and an Aboriginal ticket.  It was so well 
orchestrated that two or three people on the Aboriginal ticket never even voted for themselves.  They voted for 
their preferred candidate.  They got their person up first, and through the preferential voting system, every 
person on that ticket was elected.  There is no doubt that the system can be rorted.  All I want to say about this 
legislation -  

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Would you say that is rorting?  That is not quite the right word, is it? 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Did I say rorting? 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Yes, rorting, as though those people were rorting by having -  

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  Let me rephrase that.  With an orchestrated campaign or plan, one can affect the outcome 
of an election quite significantly.   

This government has let local government down badly, because it has introduced this bill without consultation.  
If the government had said to local government, “We are going to do this whether you like it or not”, at least the 
government would have told local government what it was going to do.  However, the government has brought 
in this bill without telling local government.  It is a disgraceful thing to do to a sphere of government that is so 
important to the good governance of Western Australia.  The member for Bunbury talked about the agreement 
that was drawn up by the then government - it might have been Geoff Gallop - under the state-local government 
consultation protocol.  Under the protocol there was to be a 12-week consultation on proposals that affect local 
government.  There was no proposal for change to the voting system, so obviously there was no compliance with 
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the protocol.  One has to ask why the government would have a state-local government protocol agreement if it 
is not going to adhere to it.  What does the government have to hide?  Why is it that a piece of legislation - a 
seven-page bill - is brought into this Parliament and on the same day that it is to be debated a six-page 
amendment is placed on the notice paper?  That defies logic by any measure. 

I wonder how many Labor members of Parliament were privy to the fact that this amendment was to be brought 
in.  It is the most important part of the bill as far as local government is concerned.  There are two important 
parts, I must say.  The change of the election process to October is also very important to local government.  
Everyone agrees with that and members on this side espouse the reasons that it is a good thing to have an 
election in October rather than in May.  We can argue to and fro about that issue as well, because obviously, 
with the turnover of any government, whether state, federal or local government, there is a requirement for the 
government to be across the budget.  There are staff to be considered, and the turnover of councillors.  That is 
why there is a four-year term with elections every two years.  That ensures there are still significant numbers of 
experienced councillors on the council.  People have to rely on briefings and obviously on electing people who 
are competent to understand budgets and how they work. 

I will not dwell too long on this piece of legislation, but I want members of the Labor Party to look at the 
Western Australian Local Government Association information page on its web site.  There is a three-page 
proposition that talks about myth busters, changes in the local government election date, the government 
attempting to align the voting system between federal, state and local governments, and proportional preferential 
voting as part of ALP policy.  This is very serious.  This is the final plank of Attorney General Hon Jim 
McGinty’s proposal for electoral reform in Western Australia.  It is part and parcel of the one vote, one value 
system.  This is the final plank that will entrench the Labor Party in Western Australian politics from top to 
bottom.  I have to say that if I look at the one vote, one value system and the burden it places on country 
members as compared with city members - and I have been spending more time in the city recently than in the 
past - I can see that if I had a 21 000-person seat in the metropolitan area, I could run that seat on a Saturday 
afternoon with no trouble whatever.  When I go out into country areas of WA - over the weekend I was in the 
Kimberley, the south west and the wheatbelt - I see the huge numbers of councils, schools and community 
organisations that a country member has to service.  When that is compared with a metropolitan member who 
has one or two local governments and maybe one or two schools in his electorate, one sees it is just so 
inequitable. 

I remind the government that when the one vote, one value system was introduced and the High Court challenge 
occurred, it talked about fair representation rather than equal representation.  There has to be a significant 
loading, and we will certainly revisit that in government.  I do not think people from regional Western Australia 
are getting fair representation in the Parliament and certainly they will not get it under the new one vote, one 
value system. 

This is the final plank.  This will mean that if someone is not a member of a political party, it will be very hard 
for that person to become a member of a local council.  If people do not have an organisation behind them that 
understands the proportional preferential voting system, they will not get elected to council.  It is as simple as 
that.  This is an absolute disgrace.  There has been no clamour by local government or people in this state to 
introduce proportional preferential voting in local government.  We have to ask: why is this happening?  With 
the elections in 2007, this legislation will allow the Labor Party to entrench itself in local government right 
across the state and it will enhance its chances of winning both the federal election - it will probably have less 
impact in that case - and the state election. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  How is that?  Where do you draw that link?  Are you saying current members in local 
government affect and influence state results? 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  No.  I am saying quite the opposite.  Under the current local government system, party 
politics is not overt.  The minister would have to agree with that. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  I agree with that. 

Mr P.D. OMODEI:  I visited every single local government in Western Australia when I was minister; some I 
visited 10 times, some of them for the wrong reasons!  At the moment there is some politics in local government.  
Members have mentioned that in some city councils, councillors are known as the “blue team” and the “pink 
team”.  Even in those “blue” and “pink” councils, as they have been described, the politics is not overt.  It is not 
out there right in people’s faces.  However, this bill has been designed specifically to allow organised parties, in 
particular political parties, to influence the outcome of local government elections and thereby, once politicised, 
impact on the outcomes of state and federal elections.  Do not tell me that that is not the plan because only blind 
Freddy could not see that that is happening in this case. 
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The insult to people who run local government in Western Australia is that the government did not consult.  In 
all my time in public life, I have never seen a peak industry body have to run a campaign to bring a matter like 
this to the attention of the government.  Given the way this legislation has been introduced into the Parliament 
and the amendments brought in at the eleventh hour, this bill should not be debated today.  We have had a major 
change, a major addition, to a piece of legislation that was brought in only today.  We are supposed to have three 
weeks to look at any significant changes to legislation.  That is why the system exists whereby a bill is brought 
in and read a first and second time and then there is a three-week delay.  It goes to the Legislative Council and 
there is then another three-week period to allow for consideration.  That is why the Westminster system of 
Parliament works.  There are checks and balances in the legislation and there is a review system in the 
Legislative Council, where the bill can be analysed. 

The bill proposes to amend section 4.69, to allow for the introduction of proportional representation to replace 
first-past-the-post voting.  I refer to the Local Government Advisory Board, whose members are appointed by 
the government.  I think the chairman was there when I was the minister.  This was its conclusion in relation to 
the voting system - 

Following consideration of this matter the Board decided that it did not support a change in the voting 
system.  The Board recommends that the FPP system of voting should remain.  This is based on the 
following reasons: 

Madam Acting Speaker (Mrs J. Hughes), I am sure that you, as a very avid follower of this subject, will be 
listening with great interest.  The dot points are as follows - 

•  An FFP - 

First-past-the- post - 

  election is easily understood by electors. 

•  An FPP election can be counted more quickly; preferential voting is time consuming to count. 

Proportional preferential voting is even harder to count.  Members should bear in mind that the Local 
Government Advisory Board is making these points.  To continue - 

•  An FPP election removes or minimises the ‘politics’ in election campaigns; preferential voting 
encourages alliances to be formed for the distribution of preferences, and facilitates increased 
party politics in local government elections. 

•  An FPP election removes or minimises the potential for ‘dummy’ candidates; under 
preferential voting the election process can be manipulated through the use of alliances or 
‘dummy’ candidates. 

Recommendation 2.5 states - 

 That the current provisions for ‘first past the post’ system of voting be retained.   
It is a pretty clear indication of why the first-past-the-post system of voting actually works.  It is much harder for 
a first-past-the-post system of voting to be rorted than a proportional preferential voting system.  There are few 
members in this Parliament who understand proportional preferential voting, let alone the majority of people in 
the community.  How does a person who is not a member of a political party organise a team? 
[Member’s time extended.] 
Mr P.D. OMODEI:  The situation is that the government has perpetrated on local government a dastardly deed.  
It is something every member of the Labor Party should question himself or herself about.  I repeat: why is an 
organisation that is normally compliant with the government of the day and has a good relationship with the 
government of the day, the opposition and other political parties being forced into this situation?  The member 
for Bunbury mentioned the Bunbury situation in which the council is to consider a no-confidence motion.  We 
know that the current mayor of that council is a former Minister for Local Government; namely, Hon David 
Smith.  He said the following in an article in the local press -  
 The Government’s own advisory body on electoral reform recommended to retain the system in 

November. 
 Bunbury Mayor David Smith said the council should support the association’s argument that there had 

been inadequate consultation but he did not have a problem with a preferential voting system. 
Clearly, he is saying that he does not have a problem with preferential voting.  I do not know what he thinks 
about proportional preferential voting.  The article continues - 
 Dardanup shire president Brad Day said his council was “dumbfounded” by the amendment and 

believed the system encouraged party politics. 
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 “With party politics you can sway a vote by three people getting together and getting one person in by 
putting preferences across to that person,” he said. 

It is even worse than that.  The amendments on the notice paper that indicate how the votes will be distributed 
are very confusing for any voter.  A compulsory voting system in which one can vote above or below the line in 
a Legislative Council or Senate-type election is a totally different situation.  Whether one likes preferential or 
proportional preferential voting, the main argument is that a bill that was introduced three weeks ago is before 
the Parliament.  Obviously local government had the knowledge that the bill would change the time of elections 
from May to October.  It supported that; however, it was obviously shocked when it became apparent that the 
voting system would be changed.  Amendments to the bill to remove schedule 1 and replace it with proposed 
divisions 1 to 3, which comprise six pages, have been placed on the notice paper at the eleventh hour.  The 
opposition has no objection to the change to the election date or the clarification of persons registered on the 
electoral role.  However, it has a serious concern, given the concern expressed by local government, about the 
change to the counting of votes.  If the Labor Party passes this legislation, which flies in the face of local 
government opinion in almost every Western Australian local authority, it will do a great disservice to local 
government.  This measure will damage the relationship between the state and local governments for a long time 
to come.  I implore members opposite to listen very carefully to the arguments that have been pitched by 
members on this side of the house and the arguments put forward by the Western Australian Local Government 
Association.  If necessary, it should delay its proposal for a year and send the bill to a committee.  It will provide 
a consultation process, through the committee system, and then the government will be in a position to say that it 
has listened to local government.  If this government proceeds with that part of the legislation that introduces 
proportional preferential voting, it will forever be condemned by local government and nobody in local 
government will ever trust the government again.   
MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [7.26 pm]:  Like previous speakers, I have no problem with that part of the 
Local Government Amendment Bill 2006 that relates to the change in the time of local government elections.  A 
few years ago I was approached by the City of Joondalup on this very point.  It put to me the difficulties of 
having elections in May because the council’s budget is brought down in August.  Often the newly-elected 
councillors do not have the experience and are not aware of the budget procedure.  They are thrown in at the 
deep end.  It makes a lot of sense to move local government elections to October.  I wholeheartedly support that 
measure.  There will be no argument about the timing of local government elections from the opposition.  It will 
have bipartisan support from members in this house and the other house, as well as from the public.  We know 
that the Western Australian Local Government Association supports it.  Certainly all the local governments I 
have spoken to support that change.   
The government had the opportunity to bring in a bill that would be supported by everyone.  There is no problem 
with that part of the bill that states that people must be 18 to vote.  We can see the rationale behind that 
provision.   
However, the government will have difficulty with the part of the bill in which it is foisting its ideology on the 
people of Western Australia.  Who spoke to the Minister for Resources and Assisting the Minister for State 
Development or his colleague in the upper house and said, “We want this voting system”?   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  It is Labor Party policy.   

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  It is its ideology.  I want to know who is the outside influence.  WALGA certainly was 
not involved.  Did members of the public say they desperately need this system of voting?  The minister’s 
silence shows that he has no answer, because there is no answer.  Nobody told the government; that is what it 
wants.  It is foisting its ideology, which is a rorting of the voting system, on the people of Western Australia in 
the same way as it foisted the so-called one vote, one value system on Western Australians.  I have a reasonable 
amount of experience in local government.  Members may be aware that I was the mayor of a London borough, 
and I served on that council for eight years.  That borough had 66 councillors, which is one fewer than the 
number of members in this house.  Boroughs are like a mini-state Parliament.  They have jurisdiction over public 
housing, education, local government - 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  Police.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  They have a fair bit of jurisdiction over police, but not total jurisdiction.  They have a role 
to play in the police and fire and emergency services. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  What was the population of the borough?   

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  It was a large number - I will come back to the minister on that point.  The boroughs do 
not have the authority or power to bring in capital punishment or any laws in relation to criminal offences, but 
they have a lot of power.  Those councils in the London boroughs - there were and still are 32 - were run on 
political grounds.  There were councillors from the Conservative Party, the Labour Party and the so-called 
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Liberal Party.  The Liberal Party basically comprised the likes of pinko Labour people really, but they did quite 
well in the end, mainly on environmental issues and because of the poll tax that Margaret Thatcher foisted on 
people, which quite frankly was her downfall.  However, councillors in London boroughs knew exactly their 
position.  They knew that they were standing as a Conservative, Labour or Liberal councillor.  The UK Liberals 
are not to be confused with the Liberals of Australia by any stretch of the imagination.  A councillor could stand 
as an Independent, but Independents were very rarely elected, because the party machines were behind local 
elections and I suppose there was a lot of power in those local authorities.  When we migrated to Western 
Australia, I promised my wife that I would not get involved in local government and politics.   

Mr P.B. Watson:  What a shame! 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I know.  I lied.  I did not mean to.  I first stood for my local authority, the former 
Wanneroo council.  I was reluctant to stand as a candidate for council there.  I had been in Western Australia for 
more than a couple of years; I became an Australian citizen first.  There was a problem with Wanneroo council.  
I was a member of the residents association, which was having problems with certain people on Wanneroo 
council.  I am not talking about the present Wanneroo council; I am talking about the previous Wanneroo 
council.  I believe that two or three of the councillors ended up in prison.  I was reluctantly coerced into standing 
for election as a councillor because the residents association was desperate to get rid of a certain councillor in my 
ward.  I stood for election and was lucky; I won.  That is probably because I was a cleanskin, had no baggage 
and there were no rumours, innuendo or stories going around about me being a corrupt councillor or involved in 
anything at all corrupt.  I can put my hand on my heart and say that I have never done anything like that.  That is 
probably why I was elected.  By the following year I was one of only a few councillors who was not being 
investigated.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  What year were you elected? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I was elected in May 2001.  By May 2002 I became the mayor.  Sorry - 

Mr P.B. Watson:  I was going to say that you must have been moonlighting! 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Was it 1991? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Yes, 1991.  Time goes so quickly when one is having fun!  I was elected in May 1991. 

Mr P.B. Watson:  Was that another lie? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No.  In May 1991 I was elected to the Wanneroo council and the following May I was 
elected mayor, because I was one of the few councillors not being investigated by the Kyle inquiry and then later 
by the royal commission, which was called by our party - not the Labor Party.  I was mayor for a year but in the 
meantime I had joined the Liberal Party and was offered preselection as a candidate to run for the state seat of 
Whitfords against Pam Beggs. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Could we have got you if we had made an offer? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No; the Labor Party would never have got me.  I would never in a million years join the 
Labor Party.  If the member for Murchison-Eyre were a small business person, I do not believe that he would 
have joined the Labor Party either; nor would the member for Mindarie.  I think that if we had offered my good 
friend the member for Victoria Park a safe Liberal seat, he may have been convinced to stand as a candidate for 
the Liberal Party.   

Several members interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I think there are other members who would have joined the Liberal Party if they had been 
guaranteed a safe seat.  However, we cannot give safe seats to people; it is not the way things work.  However, I 
must tell members that I was astounded when I saw the way the election system in Western Australia worked.  I 
was used to the first-past-the-post system.  It worked fine in England.  In all the time that Tony Blair has been 
Prime Minister, despite the numbers available to him in both houses of Parliament in England, he has never 
sought to change the first-past-the-post system.  Why is that?  It is because it suits him.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Is that the system in the boroughs in local government? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Absolutely. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Where you have Liberal and Labour in the first-past-the-post system? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Yes, people vote for a candidate. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  I just wanted to know. 
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Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  People vote for only one candidate; or there is a three-member ward in a local authority 
in the UK, and people vote for three members.  They can vote for two Conservatives and one Labour, if they 
want to.  That is the voters’ choice.  What does the Labor Party in Western Australia offer people?  It does not 
even give them the right to not vote for somebody they do not want.  There may be the name on the ballot paper 
of someone whom people cannot stand, who they believe may be corrupt or who is a letch towards women or 
whatever, but the Labor Party forces people to vote for that person.   

Mr B.S. Wyatt:  It is the same with a proportional system.   

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  If people do not fill in every box in the preferential system, their vote is invalid.  That is 
what occurs in the state and federal systems.  I do not agree with it.  If this government were really dinkum and 
serious about giving voters a choice, it would be concerned, as I am and as I know you are, Madam Acting 
Speaker (Mrs J. Hughes), that only a small percentage of people actually vote in local elections.  About 65 per 
cent of people in the UK voted in local elections because voting was voluntary.  Sometimes the same number of 
people voted in the national election.  There are no state governments in the UK; there is only the national 
government and local governments.  That is why local governments have more autonomy and more power in 
some areas.  However, Western Australia has a preferential voting system.  I have to tell members that about five 
or six other people stood for election to the Wanneroo council at the same time as I stood.  I did not fully 
understand the preferential voting system.  I was used to ticking a box against the candidate or two candidates, 
depending on the number of vacancies in the ward, that I wanted to elect.  However, my eyes were opened in 
Western Australia because I saw the Labor Party machinery crank into gear at the first election at which I stood 
as a candidate.   

Mr G. Snook interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No, I did not, as he was not in my area.  However, there were plenty of Labor influences 
there.  If my colleagues who represent seats in the current Cities of Joondalup and Wanneroo were honest and 
came out and said so, they would tell the house that the Labor Party has a big machine for local elections, aided 
and abetted by the unions.  Labor members go out to election booths and make sure that all their union members 
are told who to vote for.  That is what happens.  Labor members know that and I know that.  If the Labor Party 
thinks that people believe the myth that politics does not play a role in local government elections, they are 
living in cloud-cuckoo-land.  I do not believe they are.  I think they are just arrogant.  This is the most arrogant 
government I have ever come across.  It is foisting on the people of Western Australia this system of voting 
which they have not asked for and to which the Western Australian Local Government Association is totally 
opposed.  Every member on the opposition side of the house is totally opposed to it.  Government members 
cannot tell me the name of anybody who supports it or anybody who is  asking for it.  Is the Minister for 
Electoral Affairs behind this system?  The government got its gay and lesbian legislation up, it got its social 
agenda up, and it got its so-called one vote, one value legislation up.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Do you oppose it? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I did oppose it. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  No reform? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I opposed certain aspects of it.  I do not believe in discrimination but there are certain 
areas I oppose. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  But you are a little bit discriminatory? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No.  I will tell the member for Murchison-Eyre about it some time.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  It’s like being a little bit pregnant. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No, I do not go too far.  That comment brings to mind the classic case of why we have 
the Lesbian and Gay Pride Parade.  Gays and lesbians have everything they want.  Why do they continue to 
flaunt themselves and their way of life in front of other human beings?   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  It is not compulsory. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I know that the member for Murchison-Eyre would like to make it compulsory.  The 
Attorney General said he would love to.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  That would go down well in Coolgardie in the member for Murchison-Eyre’s electorate! 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Absolutely!   

This is the arrogance of this government.  It is portraying its arrogance in this legislation today.  As I said, the 
opposition has no problem with changing the election date.  However, as my colleagues have asked: how 
appalling and incompetent can this government be?  It brought into the Parliament a bill barely three weeks ago 
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so that it could sit on the table of the house for the required amount of time; and today, the first available day for 
dealing with the legislation, it has standing in its name on the notice paper virtually the same number of pages of 
amendments to the bill as the number of pages to the bill itself.  It is not the opposition amending the 
government’s bill; it is the government amending the government’s bill.  How incompetent can this government 
be?  The government said that the amendments could all be made by regulation.  It should have left it at that.  
Why is the government desperate to pass this bill through this house as quickly as possible?  The reason should 
be that it wants to ensure that local elections take place at the appropriate time.  There would be support for that.  
I challenge the minister to tell me - because he is the person dealing with the bill in this house - who has 
approached him or his colleagues and said that he desperately wants this system of voting as contained in this 
bill.  I do not want the minister to look up at the ceiling; I want him to look me in the eyes. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Ask the minister. 
Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The minister is representing him in this house.  We have a minister representing a 
minister from the other place who cannot answer a simple question.  He is effectively saying that he cannot 
answer the question because he does not know the answer.  Does the minister not think that it is incumbent on 
him, as the minister dealing with this very contentious legislation in this chamber, to know the answer?  Does the 
minister think that it is a very professional way to behave?  The minister just sits there.  I can understand that he 
is dumbfounded because he cannot think of a good response.  He is normally quite quick, either on his feet or 
sitting down.  In this instance he knows that what I am saying is right.  The little pinko group within the Labor 
Party has decided to extend its social reform. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Do you want an answer or not? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The minister would not answer; he said that he could not answer. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  You said that when you were mayor of a London borough you were proud that you did not 
want to change the voting system, which was first-past-the-post.  You said that for years it was dominated by 
politics.  Is that right? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  That is the way things work in the UK. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  I just wanted to make sure that I had it right. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Did the minister not understand that? 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  I wanted to get it right.  You said that the first-past-the-post system in London was 
dominated by politics. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Because that was the way things operated in the UK. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  I want that in Hansard and I will use that later on. 
Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  When I came to Western Australia, I was told that politics did not play a part in local 
government.  I thought that was a refreshing change.  I do not wish to diminish the role of local government, but 
it is very often referred to as just being responsible for keeping parks and gardens clean and collecting garbage.  
Local government is not responsible for education, public housing or certain areas of health, although it is 
getting a little bit more involved in some areas of health.   
Mr P.D. Omodei:  Has the minister looked at the amendment; has he read it?  How many CEOs of local 
government would understand it? 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Are you saying that CEOs cannot understand it?  I have great admiration for the ones I have 
met and I know they can understand it. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  So have I, but I have got halfway through it and I have been struggling. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  You might struggle, but I do not think they will. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I am sure it will be explained in great detail.  I await that time.  The minister might even 
be able to answer some of the questions I have put.  He has not been able to do that up to now.  He came back 
with a question about London boroughs!  He answered a question by asking a question.  How incompetent is 
that?  I have more respect for the minister.  He is letting himself done badly tonight - he really is. 

The point I was making was that when I came to Western Australia and started looking at how local councils 
operated, I became quite interested. 

Mr P.B. Watson interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  She has forgiven me for that.  She allowed me to go back on my promise.  I was joking 
before.  My wife has been very supportive all our married life in whatever I have done.  However, she said that if 
I tried for preselection for a seat in Canberra she would leave me.  She said that she had not come halfway 
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around the world for me to fly - I could use another word but I will not - to Canberra and live over there most of 
the time.  She would not stand for that.  I told her that there was no way I would do that because I loved my 
family too much.   

I seek an extension of time because I have been interjected on quite a lot and I need to make a few more points. 

[Member’s time extended.] 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  As I said, I looked intensely at how local authorities worked and what their duties and 
obligations were and what services they provided.  My first impression was that the system was quite good 
because there was no politics - there was no equivalent of Labour Party or Conservative Party involvement.  I 
thought that was what local authorities should be like.  I do not believe that they should be politically motivated.  
They should deal with the day-to-day concerns of residents.  I say “residents” as opposed to voters because they 
should ensure that parks are kept clean, the reticulation works and they are properly planted.  They should ensure 
that the roads are kept clean and that rubbish is collected properly.  They are also responsible for sporting and 
recreational facilities.  I think they do a fantastic job.  Whether it is the City of Joondalup, Wanneroo or Stirling, 
it does not matter.  The metropolitan authorities probably have it a bit easier because they have a much bigger 
rate base to be able to offer those sorts of fantastic facilities.  As Madam Acting Speaker (Mrs J. Hughes) would 
know, the City of Joondalup has numerous sporting facilities.  There are many tennis courts in different parts of 
the city that people can play on.  There are numerous ovals for people to play football, cricket, soccer or 
whatever.  That is fantastic.  That is a great role for local authorities.  That is what people pay their rates for. 
During the first election I stood for I was astounded by some of the deals that were done.  People were always 
phoning me because they did not know where I was coming from.  I do not think that I was a member of the 
Liberal Party at that time; I joined soon after.  If I had been a member of the Liberal Party, I certainly did not 
advertise the fact.  I was not an active member. 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  Were you a member at the time? 
Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I cannot remember. 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  When did you become a member? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  It is nothing to do with the minister.  I stood for the local election and I told the house 
why.  I did not stand as a Liberal and I did not try to do a preferential deal with other Liberals. 
Mr P.B. Watson:  Wasn’t it with One Nation? 
Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No.  The member should not be stupid.  I will talk about One Nation one day, but we are 
talking about local government elections at the moment.  I was elected because I laid my chest bare; I told people 
exactly what I stood for.  I told them my history.  To be honest, because there are an enormous number of people 
with an English background who live in the City of Joondalup, I think they respected me.  They did not respect 
certain people who had previously been councillors.  Some of those councillors later went to prison for things 
they had done.  Word gets around pretty quickly.  I think that having nothing to be ashamed of helped me to get 
elected.  I later became the mayor.  I was still the mayor when I became a member of this house in 1993.  I was 
the mayor for about four months.  To avoid a by-election, I did not resign.  Of course, people have to resign 
these days.  In those days a person did not have to.  I was a member of Parliament and the Mayor of Wanneroo - 
as it then was - for four months.  There certainly was not any corruption when I was the mayor.  People have 
only to ask the officers of the City of Joondalup who were there at the time.  A lot of them said that it was the 
best year that the municipality had because I did not bring politics into it.  I would not allow politics as the 
mayor. 
When I ceased being the mayor, my eldest son said that he was quite interested in going into local government.  
He saw what I had done here and in the UK.  He quite liked the local aspect.  He has no interest in becoming a 
member of this place.  He quite liked the thought of playing a part in the local council because he is very 
community minded.  I told him to stand for a council seat.  He did.  However, it was a preferential system and he 
did not win.  Why did he not win?  Because the Labor Party set out to put him last.  This was confirmed to me by 
John Hollywood.  John Hollywood stood perennially for council.  As members would know, he is a very 
important member of the Labor Party in the Moore division.  I am sure the minister knows him.  He is quite an 
influential person.  I know that Madam Acting Speaker knows him, as does the member for Joondalup.  I know 
that members in the other place know him.  He is an absolutely dyed in the wool Labor person.  I do not have a 
problem with that.  He and I get on quite well.  He stood for election, as did my son.  He was a young married 
bloke with young children.  He was in business and had a lot to offer the local authority, the City of Wanneroo as 
it then was.  The Labor Party machinery came into play and my son was put last on its how-to-vote card.  John 
Hollywood gave his preferences not to my son - I do not think he was a member of the Labor Party at the time - 
but to a very dubious character who I believe was facing corruption charges of some sort.  I asked John 
Hollywood why on earth he would put that person - I will not name him - before my son, who had done nothing 
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and was not even a member of the Liberal Party at the time.  John Hollywood used to live on my street.  He said, 
“I know, Rob.  The trouble is that Jim McKiernan did the ticket.”  All members will know former senator Jim 
McKiernan, one of the biggest players in the northern suburbs in those days.  A senator was working on a ticket 
for a local government election.  How low can the Labor Party get?  Liberal Party senators do not work on local 
government elections.  Do members opposite believe they do? 

Mr R.C. Kucera:  Didn’t you watch the news tonight? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No, I did not. 

Mr G.M. Castrilli:  Obviously it’s a common occurrence. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  It must be part of the job description for Labor senators: they must help out in local 
government elections to ensure that they get Labor people elected to local government.  That is absolutely 
disgraceful, and Labor members should stand condemned for it; they should be ashamed of themselves for being 
part of the arrogance that their party has shown to the people of Western Australia by foisting on them a system -  

Several members interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mrs J. Hughes):  Order, members!  The member for Hillarys has the call. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Yes, and I have only four minutes left in which to speak and I will not get another 
extension of time, so members should be quiet.  For those members who did not hear my comments, John 
Hollywood told me that Jim McKiernan, Jackie Watkins’ husband, who was a senator at the time, worked out the 
voting pattern on the how-to-vote cards when John Hollywood stood for the local election in May 1993.  The 
ticket gave his preferences to somebody who I think had been charged with certain offences but who had not had 
his day in court so he could still stand for election, and not to my eldest son, who had done nothing wrong.  As I 
have said, I do not think he was even a member of the Liberal Party at the time.  That is how the Labor Party 
works.  I was disgusted with that.  I asked John Hollywood how he could give his preferences to that person 
when he knew that person’s background and he knew what the person had been charged with.  He had not had 
his day in court so he could still stand for election.  I could not believe it.  That is how the Labor Party works.  
Why are Labor members so keen on the preferential system for state elections?  They are keen on it because they 
know it will favour them.  They will do a deal with the Greens (WA) - they will do a deal with the devil - simply 
to get their members elected.  I will tell members what is wrong with their system and what is right with the first-
past-the-post system.  I would prefer that compulsory voting for local elections with a first-past-the-post system 
be introduced. 

Mr J.B. D’Orazio:  You move it and I’ll second it. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I think there should be voluntary voting in every system.  However, there is compulsory 
voting at a state and federal level.  If the government wants to introduce it in local elections, it should do so; then 
it could keep the first-past-the-post system.  However, it should not foist its ideology on the people of Western 
Australia with this crap voting system that it wants to introduce.  That is what it is doing.  A first-past-the-post 
system will mean that people will vote only for the person they want to vote for.  Under this system, they might 
vote for somebody who might be a crook, who might have all sorts of bad habits, who might be involved in all 
sorts of terrible things or who might be connected to the bogy of One Nation.  They will be forced to vote for 
those types of people even if it is their last vote.  I do not want to vote for somebody I do not like.  I want to vote 
for the person I think will do a good job, whether it be in federal, state or local elections.  The government 
should be ashamed of itself.  It is an absolute disgrace.  It will foist upon the people of Western Australia a 
system of voting that can be rorted.  It is hell-bent on suiting itself, but this system will not suit the people of 
Western Australia.  Most Western Australians will not understand the voting system.  Not one person has said to 
the government that he or she wants this system of voting.  This has come from within the pinko, lefto, commo 
division of the Labor Party, which wants to foist yet again its ideology on the people of Western Australia.  The 
Labor Party will stand condemned for this legislation.  If the bill passes through both houses - the government 
can rely on its mates in the Greens to get it through - the Liberal Party will change it when we get into 
government. 

Debate adjourned, on motion by Mr J.J.M. Bowler (Minister for Resources and Assisting the Minister for 
State Development). 
 


