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Module 4

The term democracy means rule of the people; therefore a parliamentary democracy refers
to a system of government in which power is vested in the people who exercise their power through
elected representatives in Parliament. Sometimes we may take for granted the benefits we receive
under this system; however it is worth reflecting upon how lucky we are.

In Western Australia, we are fortunate to be protected by a number of safeguards, that ensure
our democracy remains intact. As a state we are covered by both a commonwealth and a Western
Australian Constitution. If the Western Australian democratic system were a car, then you could 
look upon both constitutions as air-bags and anti-locking brakes, both designed to minimise
any risk of us crashing headlong into either a dictatorship or civil unrest and anarchy. 

‘Who Drives Democracy?’ 

The road travelled to becoming a democracy in Western
Australia began in 1889 and empowered the legislature to
make laws for the ‘peace, order and good Government of
the colony of Western Australia’. 

Read the following provisions of the 

Western Australian Constitution 

over the next page and answer the 

following questions.

ACHCK094 The safeguards that protect Australia’s democratic system and society, including 
shared values and the right to dissent within the bounds of law.
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Western Australian Constitution

The Constitution of Western Australia comprises two Acts, the Constitution Act of 1889 and 
the Constitution Acts Amendment Act of 1899.

The Constitution Act empowers the legislature to make laws for the “peace, order and good 
government of the colony of Western Australia and its Dependencies”. 

The following are the main provisions of the Constitution:

 •  Executive power is constitutionally vested in the Governor but subject 

                 to the advice of the cabinet.

 

 •  The ministers comprising the cabinet are expected to hold office only 

                 while retaining the confidence of the lower house.

 

 •   At least one minister is to be drawn from the Legislative Council.

 

 •  To become law, all bills require the assent of the Governor.

 

 •  The Governor has the power to prorogue both houses and to dissolve                

                 the Legislative Assembly.

 

 •  The Governor does not have the power to dissolve the Legislative                           

                 Council.

Under section 46 of the Constitution Acts Amendment Act 1899, both houses 
have equal rights in respect of legislation. The exception is “money” bills, which can only 

be introduced or amended in the Legislative Assembly.
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To whom is executive power vested under the Western Australian Constitution, subject to the 

advice of cabinet?

Cabinet ministers are expected to hold office only while retaining the confidence of which house?

What is the minimum number of cabinet ministers to be drawn from the Legislative Council?

Bills will only become laws once they have gained assent from whom?

Which house of Parliament does the Governor not have the power to dissolve? 

Constitution Questions

4
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Let’s Agree to Disagree!

We mentioned earlier that both the state and commonwealth Constitutions are like air-bags and 
brakes, to keep democracy travelling upon the right path. However, let’s not forget the engine!  

Ultimately, it is up to all of us as citizens of Western Australia to drive democracy. Rather than 
being passive spectators or mere passengers, we all have a role in ensuring that our 
democracy is safeguarded along the road to the future. One way in which we can do this is by staying
informed about civics and citizenship and having an active voice in our own communities.
 
Some countries throughout the world deny their citizens the right to express their concerns, the 
right to vote and even lock people up if they criticise their governments. In Western Australia, our 
rights are protected under law, which gives us the freedom to criticise the government of the day. 
The Parliament of Western Australia sometimes experiences a variety of groups who will 
hold a protest, demonstration or public meeting in order to draw attention to an issue
they feel strongly about. When community groups, unions or other organisations do this, they may
also be seen as playing a role in safeguarding democracy. 

Dissent is the term used to refer to the action people take when publicly disagreeing with an 
official policy, decision or opinion. Western Australian citizens therefore have a right 
to show dissent, however, this is tempered by the responsibility to act lawfully within
this process. After all, it is only fair that if we feel strongly enough that a law or policy needs 
to be changed, that we respect the system that enables us to advocate for this change.

Active citizenship is all about being actively engaged with the democratic process. 
Writing letters to editors in newspapers, placing a post on Facebook, or even ringing up
talk-back radio are all ways in which people are able to express their disapproval with a 
particular policy, bill or law. Another effective way to have your voice heard is to contact
your local member. You can do this by contacting her or his electorate office.
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Revision Question: 

If a government changes a policy after receiving widespread criticism from the

voters, would you see this decision as a sign of weakness, a lack of initial

consultation, or a sign of a healthy democracy? Please provide reasons for your

answer, in the space provided before sharing with the class.

Just for the Record!
Another important way in which democracy in Western Australia is protected is through the 
accurate recording of the discussions that take place within the Parliament of Western Australia.
This is achieved through having an expert collection of ‘Hansard’ reporters, whose job is to 
ensure that all debates and proceedings within Parliament are recorded fully and accurately. 

There are a number of ways in which Hansard reporters record what is said in Parliament. 
Previously the most common way to make an accurate account of discussions was to use 
shorthand; however in more recent times you will find most Hansard reporters will use a 
stenotype machine. This machine contains a disc, which is used to load the information onto 
a computer. All of these recordings, after being checked for accuracy, are then compiled into 
both weekly and annual books. The annual book is what is commonly referred to ‘Hansard’. 
These records can also be accessed through www.parliament.wa.gov.au.

                                                  

Hansard provides an important record of what is said by your representatives 
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Question without Notice:   How does having an accurate record of what is said in 

Parliament help safeguard and protect our democratic system and society?

Apart from Hansard reporters, another way in which our democratic system and society 
is safeguarded and protected is through the existence of external  reporters. 

These external reporters work for television, radio, newspapers or digital platforms and also 
have varying degrees of access to the Parliament of Western Australia. The Press Gallery
is the space reserved in each chamber for accredited journalists to observe parliamentary
proceedings. They also have access to a specific media room so that they can disseminate
information to their respective newsrooms. This access provides the journalists with the
opportunity to freely report upon what the government is doing, which in turn keeps
the general public informed.

Another way the members of Parliament and the government of the day are held
accountable is through the scheduling of regular press conferences upon the steps of
Parliament House. These press conferences give journalists a further opportunity to
question decisions, policies and proposed legislation. 

As mentioned earlier, some countries throughout the world deny their citizens the right to
express their concerns, the right to vote and even lock people up if they criticise their
governments. Another characteristic in some of these countries is the restriction upon the media
in openly reporting and commenting upon decisions made by the government. 

Question without Notice: 

Why is it important to have a free media as a safeguard for our democratic system?



8

We have already discussed in the previous module, the number of ways in which Western Australia’s 
democracy is safeguarded. However, perhaps the biggest safeguard we have rests with the 
parliamentary system we have adopted from the United Kingdom. This system is used throughout 
the Commonwealth and is arguably the most stable form of government around the world today.

What is “Rule of Law”? 

Rule of law is an integral principle in 
Western Australia’s Democracy.

 Rule of Law means:

 •    each citizen of Australia is equal   
      in the eyes of the law

 •    laws are transparent and available 
             to every citizen

 •    laws apply equally to all citizens – 
             the government and the governed

‘We’re All in This Together’. 
ACHCK090 The Key Features and Values of Australia’s System of Government.
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Principles of Western Australia’s Democracy
Western Australia has a Westminster-style of government, which is modeled on the British 
Parliament. It is called the Westminster system because the British Parliament is located
in Westminster, London.

This style of responsible, or accountable, government reflects early British law introduced into
the Swan River Colony in 1829. This means that any member of Parliament (MP) may question or 
criticize the government and demand that they clarify their decisions and actions. This ensures that
government ministers are responsible (accountable) for their actions, both to the Parliament
and to the people. 

Another important feature of Australia’s democracy is the separation of powers. The power
to make and manage law is divided between three groups - Parliament, Executive and Judiciary.
This avoids one group holding all of the power and  ensures each group works within their defined area 
of responsibility and keeps check on the actions of the others. This independence reduces
the risk of conflicts of interest and abuse of powers. 

By looking at the diagram below, explain the three powers, their roles and composition. 

Parliament

Executive

Judiciary

EXECUTIVE

POWER TO PUT

LAW INTO ACTION

JUDICIARY

POWER TO MAKE

JUDGEMENTS ON 

POWER TO MAKE

AND CHANGE 

PARLIAMENT
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Australia is a representative democracy. This means that citizens over the age of 18 are eligible 
to vote (in both federal and state elections) to elect members of Parliament to makes laws on
their behalf. Citizens vote for people who they believe represent their ideas and interests. 

This principle of universal adult suffrage – whereby every Western Australian citizen over the 
age of 18 is eligible to vote has not always been so. As you may recall from our previous modules, 
women in our state were denied the vote until 1899. Although this situation was resolved
for non-Indigenous women, it took more than 60 years after this for Aboriginal Western 
Australians to achieve the same right to vote in 1962. 

Why is it important that all citizens over the age of 18 are eligible to vote?

‘That’s Highly Debatable’
A number of countries around the world have begun
implementing a process to lower the voting age to 16. 
Indonesia, Scotland, Germany, Switzerland, Northern 
Ireland, East Timor and Austria are just some of the 
countries that have already extended the right to vote
or are in the final stages of doing so.  

In Australia, a number of political parties also have this
policy as part of their platform. 
 
Those opposed to lowering the voting age argue

that citizens under the age of 18 years of age lack

the necessary life experience to make an informed

decision at the ballot box. 

Supporters argue that citizens under the age of 18 

already pay tax and undertake military service and

therefore should be granted the right to vote.  10
10
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Before arriving at a position 

on a particular issue, it is 

worthwhile to look at both 

sides of the argument!

Maintain the current voting age. Lower the current voting age.

Now in the table below, fill in all the reasons you can think of for maintaining the 

current voting age and all of the reasons you can think of for lowering the voting age.
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Now that you have explored the issue, with the assistance
of your teacher divide into groups of three and prepare and
participate in the following debating topic:

The voting age in Western Australia should be
 maintained at 18 years of age. 

As we have seen from the previous activity, very rarely are 
issues black and white. Sometimes, we find there are valid
points of view on both sides of an argument. Often, when we find 
this common ground it is due to having a shared set of values.

As a young adult, you will probably be able to identify
certain shared values within your own friendship groups and 
families. Shared values are important in helping to reinforce
a sense of inclusion and social cohesion of all groups.

Therefore it is not surprising to discover that in Western
Australia, we also have key values that underpin our 
democracy. Just as your cultural or religious group, or netball
or sporting team have shared values which enhance a 
sense of belonging, your country Australia does the same.  

These values are: FREEDOM, FAIRNESS, EQUALITY AND JUSTICE. 

18
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FREEDOM

e.g. Freedom of Speech

FAIRNESS

e.g. Treating people with honesty and respect

EQUALITY

e.g. Equality of women and men

JUSTICE

e.g. Social Justice

Learning Opportunity

Think about what these values mean to you and our Western Australian community. 

  •   How important is it to have an inclusive society, where all people are treated fairly? 

  •   Why is freedom of speech important to safeguarding our democracy?

  •   How do we ensure equality is upheld so that both women and men can have the 

      same opportunities? 

  •   Why is a commitment to the rule of law and Justice an important safeguard? 

After you reflect on the above questions with your class mates, complete the following diagram,
(examples have been provided). 

Key Values of 
Australia’s Democracy
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You have explored throughout this module the safeguards 
that protect Western Australia’s democratic system and how 
important our Parliament is in reflecting its key features and 
values. Our Parliament is a place where disparate groups 
and individuals come together with a shared commitment to 
participate in the democratic processes of Western Australia. 

Sure, as a democracy there are always going to
be differences of opinions, but to have an 
institution in which many voices can be heard is 
a testament to people like yourselves and those 
who have gone before us, who throughout history
continue to strive for positive social change.

As young Western Australian adults, you also play 
a crucial role in ensuring that the Parliament of 
Western Australia reflects your present needs 
and your aspirations for your future. So, from 
all the politicians of today, to you the voters of
tomorrow ‘see you in Parliament!’ 

Produced by the Parliamentary Education Office, Parliament of Western Australia. www.parliament.wa.gov.au Visit and Learn




