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MOTION REQUIRING ABSOLUTE MAJORITY — EXPLANATION 

Statement 
HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral — Leader of the House) [5.04 pm]: I think I owe the house 
an explanation of the vote that occurred last night on a motion that required an absolute majority. I want to 
explain my understanding of the traditions, as it has been suggested to me that I had cut off pairs and that I had 
rejected a tradition of the house. I take that proposition seriously, as I suspect that of all the traditionalists and 
conservatives around the place, I am probably the most traditionalist and most conservative. I recognise how 
important tradition is and how important it is to maintain traditions. I am hardly going to trash the traditions of 
the house to get one extra hour of debate for committee reports. As somebody described it as the purgatory hour 
of the chamber, I am hardly likely to dispense with tradition to achieve that outcome! Let me explain, therefore, 
how I regard the tradition and how I believe it should operate. 

Pairs are a tradition in which oppositions provide governments with the capacity for government members to be 
absent from the chamber when a vote is taken, which then allows the opposition to also excuse members to 
maintain the balance. Pairs, therefore, maintain the relativities between the government and the opposition when 
a vote is taken. I have always believed that pairs are a gift, if members like, from the opposition to government. 
In opposition I, as Leader of the Opposition, gave a commitment to the then Leader of the House that I would not 
call off pairs without giving 24 hours’ notice. Members who were here in the last Parliament would know that 
we did call off pairs for a particular purpose, but I will not go into that matter right now. I have, therefore, 
always had the very strongly held view that I will not call off pairs without giving any notice. Actually a number 
of years ago I saw a Premier come into this house and ask the Whip to call off pairs. The Whip said no, for 
which I thought that Whip deserved a great deal of credit. 

Pairs are, therefore, to maintain the relativities between the two parties on a vote. There are two types of votes. 
There is a vote that requires a simple, ordinary majority, which is when pairs apply. If an ordinary majority is 
required, the party that gets the most votes wins; therefore, pairs maintain the relativity between the government 
and the opposition. The other type of vote is an absolute majority. An absolute majority vote, to be passed, 
requires an absolute majority of all members of the chamber. There are 36 members, so that requires half plus 
one—that is, 19 members. An absolute majority, therefore, requires 19 votes. It has nothing to do with 
relativities between the parties; it is in fact to do with getting 19 votes. It does not matter how many votes the 
other side gets, even if it gets only one, because the side that gets 19 has an absolute majority. There could be a 
pair arrangement during absolute majority voting, and that has happened to us a few times when members were 
not present in the chamber. The house could vote on a motion that requires an absolute majority and one side 
could win the vote but lose the motion because it did not get an absolute majority. If a pair arrangement applied 
to absolute majorities, therefore, there would probably very rarely be an absolute majority because members 
would be out of the chamber and there would not be the 19 members needed for the absolute majority. 

Hon Ken Travers: You would either get — 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Just let me finish; I have only a couple of minutes as I will be cut short tonight. 

Because this situation has very rarely happened, members do not remember how an absolute majority works. I 
have a strongly held view and done a lot of work over the years to make sure that pairs are absolutely sacrosanct 
when it comes to the requirements for a simple, ordinary vote because pairs maintain the relativities. Relativities 
have nothing whatsoever to do with absolute majorities; therefore, pairs need not apply. 

It was suggested last night that I had called off pairs. I simply said to my members, “You are required to be here 
because this side of the house needs half of the members plus one to vote. It doesn’t matter how many there are 
on the other side, we will not have an absolute majority if all the members are not here.” That is why I told 
members to stay here. I acknowledge that our Whip was unaware of this fundamental process that has not 
occurred in his time, nor has it occurred in the time of most members of this chamber. It is, therefore, a very rare 
event.  

If we were to require or, if members like, to have a tradition whereby pairs applied on a vote that requires an 
absolute majority, a government that might wish from time to time to have an absolute majority to do what it 
wants to do in the chamber—for example to suspend standing orders or to pass legislation that requires an 
absolute majority—would simply not have pair arrangements because it could not afford to have anybody out of 
the chamber. The government would not have pairs. Pairs would never, ever be given just in case the 
government needed an absolute majority some time or other down the track. That would be a crazy situation. I 
am just saying to the house and for the benefit of members that I apologise for what happened yesterday because 
some people feel that they were taken by surprise, and I can understand that. I understand it. So that there can be 
no doubt in the future, it is my view, and this is what I will apply while I am the Leader of the House, that pairs 
will always apply when a vote requires an ordinary majority or a simple majority, but pairs will not apply in the 
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event that a vote requires an absolute majority. That is, in a sense, giving notice that that is how it will happen in 
the future.  

The issue of absolute majorities is very interesting because in recent times most of the votes that have required 
an absolute majority have been agreed to by all members of the chamber; there has been no dispute. It is a very 
rare event that a division is taken on an absolute majority because, generally speaking, it is by consensus. 
Interestingly, one of the reasons that an absolute majority is required to change our temporary orders is that I 
asked for that requirement to be put in to provide for the house collectively to make decisions about whether we 
change those orders as we go along. 

Hon Ken Travers: With the intention of it being by agreement, if I remember, at the time. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I did not know yesterday, for example, that the opposition was going to oppose that 
motion. I could not believe that it would oppose a motion to do an extra hour of work on a particular bill. 

House adjourned at 5.11 pm 
__________ 

 

  
 


