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ELECTORAL AMENDMENT BILL 2001 
Second Reading 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON CHRISTINE SHARP (South West) [4.36 pm]:  Prior to the afternoon tea suspension I said that the 
Greens (WA) are concerned that a referendum should not be used to block change.  Almost invariably, referenda 
are decided in the negative.  The Greens support the notion of electoral system change.  We are also concerned 
that a referendum should not be used when it is difficult for parties to affirm or to reach a position.  I reiterate: 
the Greens do not have a final position on referenda.   

This is not an issue that can be easily reduced to a simple yes/no formula in the way that the daylight saving 
issue can be presented.  The solution to this issue must be found in this Parliament.  After all, that is the role of 
this place.  The word “parliament” means to parley or speak, and there will be much talking about this issue.  We 
hope that an effective committee process will help all parties work through these issues genuinely to reach a final 
position that attracts some degree of support across this Parliament.   

The Greens are keen to see the Bill referred to the Standing Committee on Legislation after the second reading 
debate.  That inquiry should involve all parties represented in this Chamber.  It should also involve wide 
community consultation; that is, both metropolitan and regional Western Australians should be included in the 
process.  It should also focus on arriving at a satisfactory resolution to this complex but very important issue of 
achieving electoral reform.  

HON B.M. SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [4.39 pm]:  I will address the Electoral Amendment Bill briefly and 
register my utter disapproval of what is being proposed.  

Hon N.D. Griffiths:  You should be representing your electorate.   

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  I represent it very well.  I will focus very briefly on concepts that the Labor Party seems to 
have forgotten; that is, representative democracy and effective representation.  

Hon Nick Griffiths during the opening remarks of his second reading speech quoted Chief Justice Earl Warren of 
the Supreme Court of the United States of America, who delivered an opinion in 1964.  As the minister is fully 
aware, this is a very old case - it took place in 1964.  The case was Reynolds v Sims and, according to the 
minister, it was a landmark case.  It may interest the minister to know that our understanding of representative 
democracy has moved on slightly since 1964.   

I refer to a more recent case that was brought down - by a woman, I might add - in the Supreme Court of Canada 
in 1991.  I am sure members would agree that Western Australia has a lot more in common with Canada than the 
United States of America, not only in having dispersed, isolated communities and small, concentrated urban 
centres, but also in political and cultural history.  The judgment to which I wish to refer was brought down in 
1991 by Madam Justice McLachlin presiding in the Supreme Court of Canada. 

Hon N.D. Griffiths:  Do you have a reference for the case? 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  Yes, it is from the Commission on Government discussion paper No 3. 

Hon N.D. Griffiths:  What is the case reference? 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  I am not quoting; I am just speaking to it.  I will not quote directly.  

Hon N.D. Griffiths:  I am not talking about the fact that you are referring to notes; that is permissible.  I simply 
want to know the case citation so that I might have the opportunity of reading it myself.  

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  I do not know, I am sorry.  There is a reference to the Electoral Boundaries Commission Act 
81, DLR (4th)16.  Does that mean anything to the minister in legal language? 

Hon N.D. Griffiths:  I understand where I can find the reference. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  The case put forward by Madam Justice McLachlin is a modern case presented in a 
Canadian court.  I have said already that I think members would agree that Canadian democracy relates much 
more closely to the Western Australian model than does the United States model.  This judgment states that it “is 
not equality of voting power per se, but the right to ‘effective representation’”.  In my preparatory remarks I said 
I wanted to focus specifically on effective representation.  The judgment continues -  

Parity of voting power is of prime importance but is only one factor to be taken into account in ensuring 
effective representation.  The value of a citizen’s vote should not be unduly diluted, but absolute parity 
is impossible and in some circumstances undesirable . . .  
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Justice McLachlin goes on to say that, in her judgment, factors such as geography, community, history, 
community of interest and minority representation can be taken into account to ensure that legislative assemblies 
effectively represent the “diversity of our social mosaic”.  Hon Jim Scott might be interested in that terminology 
because the Greens (WA) often tend to a mosaic of considerations.   

Hon Ken Travers:  Is that a Commission on Government discussion paper? 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  Yes; discussion paper No 3.  In essence, it says that many factors other than simple numbers 
should be taken into account.   

This decision was reinforced in 1998 in the Electoral Boundaries Commission report, which states that applying 
a simple mathematical approach - which is what the Labor Party is doing - is not the answer.  The report of the 
Electoral Boundaries Commission 1998, states -  

Applying a simple mathematical approach of dividing the western Territory into electoral districts of 
equal populations will not answer the desire of northerners for a fair and effective government.  The 
task is more complex and must take into consideration geographic, historical, cultural and language 
factors, land claims areas and negotiations, self-government talks and the need for a balance between 
urban and rural areas. 

The Northwest Territories is very different from the provinces of Canada.  It is difficult to conclude that 
the same conditions that will provide effective representation for southern Saskatchewan or for Prince 
Edward Island will also provide effective representation for Holman or Fort Smith or Yellowknife.  The 
needs and demands of the larger centres may be heard more easily and be addressed more effectively 
simply because of the size of the population.  A small and isolated community has the same basic need 
for services, but because of its size and location may find its voice is lost, unless effective 
representation means something more than equal numbers. 

I see Hon Ken Travers is looking very puzzled.  I am referring to a report done on the Canadian situation, 
referring to the remoteness of the northern territories of Canada, where a lot of cultural groups and land areas 
under claim are similar to those in the northern parts of this State.  The bottom line is that effective 
representation means more than equal numbers.  

Hon Ken Travers:  What did they come up with in terms of boundaries at the end of that process in Canada? 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  They had vote weighting.  I do not know the specifics of the boundaries.   

Many members in this Chamber would know that I have a rural background or origin; I certainly grew up in the 
country.  I am concentrating on effective representation to plead with the Labor Party and those people in the 
city to hear the voice of rural people.  Because they live in isolated and smaller communities, it is essential that 
they have a voice in this Parliament.  The northern areas of this State, which are inherently important to our 
prosperity, need a voice.   

Not only do we have the Canadian finding, but we can also move to a commonsense decision that was made in 
the European Parliament.  As we know, masses of people live in Europe, but a commonsense approach has been 
taken in the European Parliament so that the thinking of effective representation is not connected only to a set of 
numbers carried over into the representation.  A document that I have reads - 

In the European Parliament vote weighting is considered very important to ensure that the larger 
countries do not dominate the smaller. 

It is all very well for Hon Ken Travers to smile, but it seems that the Labor Party is satisfied to bring in electoral 
change that means the louder voices in the city will dominate the quieter voices in the country. 

Hon N.D. Griffiths:  We believe in democracy; you do not. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  We are concerned about minorities and the unique culture of this State.  The passage of this 
Bill will mean that minor groups with cultural interests will not be represented.  The document continues - 

For instance currently it takes 829 000 Germans to elect a member to the Parliament, 681 000 Britons, 
399 000 Portuguese and only 70 000 citizens from Luxembourg are required to elect each of their six 
members of the European Parliament.   

We know that Luxembourg is one of the smallest countries in Europe.  It continues - 

This principle has been reinforced in the Treaty of Nice signed in February 2001 which reallocates seats 
to allow for new member countries.  In the new Parliament the dominance of the larger countries is 
further reduced eg. it will now require 822 000 Britons to elect one member to the Parliament but only 
75 800 Maltese. 
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We are clearly faced with models that exist around the world.  If we want to follow the American model, which 
is 40 years old, out of date and has nothing to do with effective representation, we can do that, or we can 
consider more up-to-date models that protect minorities. 

It is interesting to note that the Labor Party uses vote weighting to ensure that all voices are heard when it 
preselects members of Parliament.  I do not have a document that states the position for Western Australian, but I 
was able to find a 1999 members’ handbook from the Australian Labor Party in Victoria.  That document says 
very clearly that there is vote weighting.  It reads - 

The use of proportional representation to elect FEA delegates to State Conference and members of 
POSC - 

That is an acronym for Public Office Selection Committee -  

. . . ensures that all of the interests represented by the ALP in Victoria have a say in the selection of 
Labor candidates. 

I know that is the case here in Western Australia.  The Labor Government’s own party has vote weighting for its 
members.  The document continues - 

Eligible local ALP members voting in a local plebiscite and the members of the POSC are each 
accorded 50% of the final candidate selection decision by a vote weighting process. 

All I can say is that this exercise by the Labor Party is a cynical move away from the democratic principles of 
providing all Western Australians with fair and effective government.  If they are calling it electoral reform, I 
would ask them to go back to the origins of the meaning of reform and perhaps look at the Latin or French for 
the word “reform”.  The French word “réforme” means the removal of abuses, especially political.  This Bill will 
entrench abuses of the electoral system.  It allows numbers to crush the minority view. 

Hon Ken Travers:  Doesn’t vote weighting apply in the Liberal Party? 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  It does, and we do not deny that.  It is a consideration of people who live in the country. 

Hon E.R.J. Dermer:  Why should people in Rockingham have less say than people in Mandurah? 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Because the member does not deserve a say. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  Why should people in Rockingham have to pay - 

Hon Ken Travers:  That is a red herring Hon Barbara Scott is introducing into the debate. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  It is not at all. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!   

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  Is the member referring to vote weighting in the country for political parties? 

Hon E.R.J. Dermer:  Why should people in Rockingham have less say than people in Mandurah? 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  It may well be that there are fewer people - 

Hon E.R.J. Dermer:  It is because of the malapportionment of the unfair voting system. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  Why should people in Rockingham have less say than people in Mandurah? 

Hon E.R.J. Dermer:  Yes. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  I do not know that they have. 

Hon E.R.J. Dermer:  Why should people in Rockingham have less say than people in Mandurah? 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  Perhaps Hon Barbara Scott will address the Chair.  

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  Yes, Mr President.  I will return to the bottom line which is that this proposed electoral 
reform is an absolute disgrace.  I do not believe that it is reform.  It entrenches abuses into the electoral system.  
It does not enforce the modern-day rulings in the examples of other models I have presented that are used for the 
Canadian and European Parliaments. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  You are following the great tradition of members on your side of the House who voted 
against votes for women.  You are continuing the same line with the political legacy of your predecessors.  They 
were always arguing against democracy.   

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  The minister will come to order. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  I am not sure that votes for women has anything to do with this Bill.  We are talking about 
votes for minority groups and people being crushed by numbers. 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 20 September 2001] 

 p4084c-4087a 
Hon Dr Chrissy Sharp; Hon Barbara Scott; President 

 [4] 

I asked the Labor Party to consider the fairness of the introduction of this Bill in the light of modern day rulings.  
The Labor Party is hinging its argument on a 1964 American ruling which is irrelevant to the Western Australian 
position.  I suggest it looks at the models that apply in Canada and Europe as good models which ensure fair 
representation.  I suggest we put the question to the people and let them decide in a referendum.  I oppose the 
Bill. 
Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon B.K. Donaldson. 
 


