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Executive 
Summary
This report seeks to answer the question:
'What is the biggest opportunity facing Local
Government in South Australia in the next 
5 years?'

To answer this, the authors of this report
considered where Local Government (LG) in
South Australia differs to LG in other States.
A glaringly obvious difference was
mandatory voting.

Currently, South Australia and Western
Australia are the only States in which voting
in LG elections is not compulsory. The
associated voter turnout figures provide an
insightful comparison. In Victoria, where
voting is mandatory, more than 80% of
eligible people turnout to vote in LG
elections (Carey, 2020). In South Australia,
the voter turnout figure is an alarmingly low
33%.

This raises concern about the legitimacy of
council elections in South Australia and
whether the candidates being elected can
adequately represent their community when
they are being elected, at times, on a handful
of votes. 

This report recommends that making voting
in LG elections mandatory, is the greatest
opportunity facing the sector in the next 5
years.

To reach this conclusion, the authors
examined the literature around compulsory
voting, as this report is certainly not the first
time the idea has been mooted.

The literature is compelling. The Electoral
Commission of South Australia (ECSA),
shows just 37% of the population is aware
that a LG election is on this year (2022).
All too often it is minority groups who are
unaware of their right to vote, which
means their views go unheard and
unrepresented.

The Local Government Association of SA
(LGA) has continued to monitor
community attitudes to the introduction
of compulsory voting since 1985. There
have been numerous reports, studies and
recommendations into the issue with
varying results, but to date there has
been no move towards reform.

As part of the research into this report, an
online survey was sent to each of the
Emerging Leaders Program participants,
with the request to forward it onto their
Elected Members and executive staff.
Unfortunately, just 51 people completed
the survey so it cannot be used as a true
representation of views. However, it is
interesting to note that more than half of
the respondents were in favour of
compulsory voting.

Ultimately, this report suggests that LG in
South Australia has an opportunity to lead
the way, by introducing not just
mandatory voting but also online voting,
which would raise the profile of the
sector, encourage younger generations to
vote and improve inclusivity.
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There are several arguments for and
against implementing compulsory voting
in elections. Parallels can be drawn
between the federal and state tiers of
government, where the arguments to
maintain compulsory voting include the
legitimacy of votes, costs and resourcing
and politicising LG. 

This project also considers what efforts,
if any, have previously been made to
introduce mandatory voting in South
Australia and explores what alternatives
there are to increase voter turnout, if
compulsory voting is not the solution.

In SA voter
turnout for
LG
elections is
less than 

33%

The foundation of any democracy is fair
and transparent elections that offer a
mechanism for community members to
express and enact their values (OHCHR,
2022). But to accurately gauge
representation of community priorities, a
material percentage of voters from the
relevant population is necessary. While
voting is mandatory at the federal and
state levels of government, in South
Australia voting is not mandatory in Local
Government (LG) elections.

As a result, voter turnout in local
government elections is significantly
lower compared to other jurisdictions,
with less than one-third of eligible
electors casting a vote (Electoral
Commission of South Australia, 2022).  A
survey conducted as part of this project
shows a preference for mandatory voting
in LG elections from both Elected
Members and council executive staff. 

This report explores the impact
mandatory voting would have on local
government in South Australia, and
considers whether it could prove a
significant opportunity, or a costly
burden. This is achieved by first
examining the history of voting in LG
elections and discussing voting
discrepancies, not just in the different
tiers of government, but across the
states and territories. 

In Victoria, where voting in Local
Government elections is compulsory, the
average voter turnout in the 2020
elections was over 81% (Carey, 2020).

Introduction
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Demographic of Voters

Because of the complex relationship
between the House of Assembly Roll
(State) and the Council Supplementary
Roll (Local), as well as ward structures
(meaning depending on the number of
wards in a given council, there may be
multiple elections occurring
simultaneously in each council area)
many members of the public are
confused about their eligibility to vote,
even if they are aware an election is
occurring (see Annexure 1).

The Statistics

The Electoral Commission of South
Australia (ECSA) regulates State and LG
(council) elections in SA. Periodic council
elections are run every four years. Voter
turnout in LG elections is significantly
lower compared to other jurisdictions,
with less than one-third of eligible
electors casting a vote (based on 33%
average voter engagement in the 2014
and 2018 periodic elections, see Annexure
2). 

ECSA (2022) data indicates only 37% of
the population in South Australia is aware
there is an LG election in 2022 (36% in
metropolitan areas, and 41% in the
regions). When asked whether they had
previously voted in LG elections, only 59%
indicated they had (59% in metropolitan
areas, and 60% in the regions). 

People indicated the key barriers to
voting were:  

1. People – I don’t know who to vote for
(candidate information is a significant
barrier).

2. Point – I don’t really care, and nothing  
 will change anyway.

3. Process – It’s too easy to miss the
mailer and actually the whole election
(young people are less engaged with
postal mail). 
 

Statistics and
Literature
Review

Women 
CALD groups 
First Nation Australians
Young people
People with a disability
Voters <60 years old 
Those who are not ratepayers but
eligible to vote
First time voters

Statistically, the demographics that are
under-represented in voter turnout also
tend to be minorities, including:

The concern with these statistics is that
the ECSA data reflects a direct
correlation between under representation
in voting and representation on the
elected council (candidates). 

Eligibility to Vote
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In 2007, the Minister for State/Local
Government Relations and the President
of the LGA commissioned Margaret
Wagstaff to undertake an Independent
Review of LG elections. The report found
there was still support for compulsory
voting (44.4% of those surveyed)
however, it was not a majority (Wagstaff,
2007).

In 2013, an Independent Review, headed
by former Local Government Minister
Greg Crafter, recommended compulsory
voting to be introduced for all council
elections to boost the credibility of LG.
However, at the LGA’s annual general
meeting in October 2013, councils voted
against compulsory voting, while regular
LGA public polling on the issue found
'roughly two thirds of people are opposed
to compulsory voting for council
elections' (Siebert, 2014). 

In 2014, The Advertiser conducted a
survey asking the SA population: 'Should
voting be made compulsory for Local
Government?' 36.8% said Yes and 63.2%
said No (The Advertiser, 2014). 

The 2019 discussion paper headed by the
Department of Planning, Transport and
Infrastructure on reforming LG in South
Australia noted that '... it is also not
proposed to move to compulsory
voting..." Enforcing compulsory voting in a
postal voting system is difficult and
resource intensive. This may be a reform
best explored at a time when online
voting is possible (Government of SA,
2019).

Investigations into introducing
Mandatory Voting in SA

Since 1985, the Local Government
Association of SA (LGA) has continued to
monitor community attitudes to the
introduction of compulsory voting in LG
elections. Eight independently conducted
surveys over the past 22 years,
commissioned by the LGA, have
consistently recorded a majority in favour
of maintaining voluntary voting. In recent
years (since 2001) the percentage has
been at or about 66% of those surveyed
(Government of SA, 2007). 

A survey of 2006 LG candidates found
some support for the introduction of
compulsory voting, but this was often
couched in terms of 'a last resort'
(Jaensch, 2007). While research
conducted by the LGA in December
2006 to identify attitudes towards LG
elections of residents in metropolitan
Adelaide and regional South Australia,
found that 67% had not voted in an
election (Wagstaff, 2007).

Based on data collected from the 2014
and 2018 periodic elections, women make
up only 32.4% of Elected Councillors and
only 28.0% of Mayors in SA (see
Annexures 5 and 7). Furthermore, only
27.5% of all Elected Councillors in SA are
under the age of 45, and only 18.6% of
Mayors (see Annexures 4 and 6).

When minorities are not represented on
the elected body, their views and
preferences are less likely to be
considered in strategic decisions.
Likewise, an electoral body which is not
diverse or balanced is inherently at risk of
a narrow scope of representation in
decision making. 

 

'Enforcing compulsory
voting in a postal voting
system is difficult and
resource intensive.'

8



Having an enrolment status against the
Commonwealth/State electoral roll
within an LG municipality will
automatically entitle a person to have a
voting franchise;
Owning or occupying property in an LG
rateable area will entitle the owner or
occupier to exercise a voting franchise
within that area (irrespective of whether
the person is an occupier);
Where the owner or occupier is a body
corporate, the legislation will generally
provide a process to where a natural
person can vote on the corporations’
behalf;
Where the owner or occupier owns or
lives within multiple properties within the
municipality, the legislation will provide
guidance on statutory limits for the
amount of voting franchise available to a
natural person;
Where the owner or occupier of a
rateable property resides in the same
municipality (as their rental property),
there will be a statutory limitation
allocated against that voting franchise;
and
There are differentiations between
various municipalities and their
legislature, with respect to automatic
enrolment on a voters' role, or if a manual
enrolment period is required at the start
of each election. 

There is a legislative mechanism that
imposes a position and regulates
mandatory/optional voting within LG.

The care and protection of LG sits with the
responsibility of the states; it is state
legislature that dictates the rules and
regulations concerning mandatory voting for
LG elections. However, the rules that
regulate the governance of LG elections and
its voting franchise differ from state to state
(and is further distinguished between
respective capital city councils). 

Whilst it is noted that Queensland
(Government of QLD, 2022), Victoria
(Vic.gov.au, 2022) and New South Wales
(Nicholls, 2017) all exercise legislative
requirements imposing mandatory voting
for their LG elections, the voting franchise is
substantially different between each state. 

While most states have adopted a
property-based voting franchise, there are
significant distinctions between
corporation-based voting entitlements and
how they interact with multiple entitlements
against one franchise (for property owners
who own various properties or are directors
of corporations with the one municipality). 

There are some common consistencies
between each state with respect to LG
voting entitlements: 

Interstate
Models
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The below table details the various voting entitlements against the whole of percentage voting
turnout as seen in the last general election. 

[1] R Chapman, J Power, R Wettenhall and J Halligan (eds), Local Government Systems of Australia (Australian Government Publishing Service,
1981) 705, 711 18
[2] Local Government Act 1993 (NSW) S286
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In Queensland, the legislature clearly
dictates that: ‘Voting at Queensland LG
elections is compulsory for electors’
(Queensland, 2022)

In Victoria section 40(1) of the Local
Government Act 1989 makes it compulsory
for a person who is enrolled on the voters’
roll as a resident under section 12 to vote at
any election for their ward in which they
ordinarily reside. 

In Tasmania, Section 256 of the Local
Government Act 1993 (Tas) provides that at
any given election a voter has no more than
two votes. Currently, Tasmania has
introduced mandatory voting for LG
elections, which is likely to increase the
voting turnout (Foletta, 2022). 

In New South Wales, there is a requirement
to vote based on an individual’s identifiable
franchise against various voting rolls. There
are three rolls; the roll of non-resident
owners of rateable land, the roll of occupiers
and ratepaying lessees and the residential
roll. Those persons listed on the residential
roll must vote at a contested election unless
provided with an exemption (Government of
NSW, 2022). 

of eligible
people
turned out
to vote in
the last
Victorian
Local
Government
elections.

81%
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The risk of politicising LG;
Cost; and
The legitimacy of the current voting
mechanism.

Better representation of the community;
Improving the standing of elected
candidates; and
Increasing awareness of the contribution
of councils beyond rates, rubbish and
roads. 

Concerns around the impact of mandatory
voting include:

 
Feedback gathered in the survey raised
concerns about the relevance of postal and
in-person voting and supported a move
towards an electronic system. Concerns
were raised over voter fatigue due to State
and Federal mandatory elections. Cost was
regarded as the greatest disadvantage. This
in particular could be an issue for smaller
regional councils if it became an expectation
that councils will incur the costs associated
with the election process, such as staffing,
advertising, postal, freight and operations. 

Three key trends emerged from the benefits
of compulsory voting. These included:

Positive outcomes associated with benefits
listed above included raising the profile of
LG, improving awareness of local issues and
increasing voter turnout. 

To better understand the current sentiment
towards mandatory voting in South
Australia, a short survey was sent out to
Elected Members and council executive
staff (see result extracts at Annexure 8). The
decision was made not to send the survey
to the general public, because the issue has
been previously canvassed in LGA surveys
and newspaper polls (The Advertiser
Sunday Mail, 2014). 

The response was somewhat limited in that
only 51 people completed the survey.
However the respondents were fairly evenly
distributed, with 43% of responses from
Elected Members and 56% from executive
staff. It is important to also note that
responses were from LG areas across South
Australia, including both metropolitan and
regional councils.

Overall, 61% of participants in the survey
described the current system for LG
elections as somewhat effective, 25% found
it ineffective and only 14% described it as
effective. 

There were three key trends identified that
influenced the respondents’ view about the
current system. These included the quality
of Elected Members attracted and elected,
low voter turnout and the current
mechanisms in place for voting. 

Almost 60% were in favour of making voting
compulsory in LG elections. 17 executive
members and 12 Elected Members were in
favour of mandatory voting at an LG level.

Data Analysis
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To better determine if voting in LG elections
should be compulsory a larger sample size is
required. 

In addition, the timing of the survey, which
as previously mentioned was sent (and in
some cases completed) just prior to and
during caretaker period, could have swayed
opinions of those Elected Members who
have chosen to no longer stand for council. 

of survey
respondents
were in
favour of
mandatory
voting in
Local
Government
elections.

60%

All respondents suggested that it would be
the role of the Electoral Commission of SA
to conduct the elections and enforce
penalties for voting non-compliance. 

76% stated that ratepayers, renters and
business owners should have the right to
vote in LG elections. 14% believed only
ratepayers should have the right. 

A suggestion was made that non-citizens
who live in the council area should also be
able to vote as this could increase voter
turnout if permanent residents and people
on visas were also eligible to vote. 

To increase voter turnout, two main
suggestions were prevalent. The first was to
change the mechanism to current voting
systems by moving to electronic voting. This
however raises concerns around
cybersecurity and fraud. The second factor
was there needs to be a stronger focus on
publicity. Other suggestions included
incentivising voting by means of reduced
council rates or offering prizes. 

It was suggested that there should be a limit
on the number of elected members per
council and they should also be more active
in the community. 

Limitations of the Survey

It must be recognised that only a small
sample size of executive staff and Elected
Members completed the survey. This is
somewhat disappointing as the authors of
the report sent the survey link to all of the
Emerging Leaders Program participants and
asked them to forward it to both the Elected
Members and the executive staff, which
should have resulted in a much greater
number of responses. 

It is possible the low response rate is due to
the imminence of the 2022 LG elections and
current workloads did not allow for any
additional time to complete the survey. 
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The counter argument then becomes that
resources must be allocated for the
enforcement of compulsory voting –
meaning resource allocation is merely
shifted from candidates to regulator. 

Partisan Advantage

Partisan advantage is possibly the most
substantial argument for compulsory
voting. Partisan advantage occurs when
voters steadfastly support a particular
issue or candidate, without logical or
rational reasoning (for example, in
support of a friend of family member). In
Local Government elections this is of
particular concern, where there is a
material likelihood of a candidate
receiving support from friends or family
members who are eligible to vote in the
council area.  

The Implications

There are several arguments for and
against implementing compulsory voting
in Local Government (LG) elections.
Parallels can easily be drawn between the
federal and state tiers of government,
where the arguments to maintain
compulsory voting include the following:

Considering the Full Electorate

There is an argument that candidates
must consider the total electorate in
policy formulation and strategic
decisions. Compulsory voting encourages
policies and decisions which holistically
address the spectrum of elector values,
because all voters have to be appealed to
by candidates in order to be elected. 

Legitimacy

Candidates elected by a compulsory vote
more accurately reflect the will of the
electorate. In a voluntary system, the
turnout could (and does) vary
significantly from council to council, from
ward to ward, from candidate to
candidate. 

Resource Implications

Candidates can concentrate their
campaigning energies on issues rather
than encouraging voters to attend a
polling place, or complete a postal vote.

Discussion

Arguments supporting
Introduction of Mandatory
Voting

Consistency – aligning LG with the
other two tiers of government, as well
as the majority of states.     
Engagement – increased voter
turnout and interest in the operation
of LG leading to more engaged and
informed communities. 

There was a consistent trend in the
arguments supporting the introduction of
mandated voting across all spheres of
research undertaken including:
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Availability of resources – while there
is one federal government, and six
states plus two territories, there are
68 councils in SA alone. Therefore, the
resources required to implement and
regulate compulsory voting in LG
elections would be significant, on an
already burdened system. 

Politicising LG elections – the concern
that mandatory voting may lead to
domination by pre-selected members
of registered political parties using LG
as a platform, rather than ratepayers
seeking to represent the interests of
their ward of council area without
political bias. 

Resistance to voting – similar to other
States, there is the potential for
donkey votes and other forms of
protest against mandated voting. 

Resourcing – candidates and
councillors can concentrate on policy
issues and community outcomes,
rather than encouraging people to
vote in an election. 
Representation – the outcome of an
election is a more legitimate and
inclusive representation of the
community’s will.

Identified Issues

Eligibility to vote with complex voting
structures – because in LG elections
eligibility is not merely determined by
residential address, and voters could
potentially have more than one
election in which they are eligible to
vote (as a result of the relationship
between the House of Assembly Roll,
Council Supplementary Roll, and ward
structures) the facilitation and
regulation of LG elections is currently
overseen by ECSA, with support from
67 of the 68 SA councils (excluding
Roxby Downs). This creates an
extremely complex system, with
numerous parties involved in the
process (including council staff whose
core business and expertise is not in
elections specifically) creating
significant potential for concern
around validity of results. 

While introducing compulsory voting
would indeed solve many issues around
ensuring a fair and equitable system of
representation at the local tier of
government, it is not without its issues or
complexities. 

The major issues identified include:
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The Electoral Commission has this year
required all candidates to disclose their
party affiliations as a matter of
transparency ahead of polling day on
November 12. Of the 18 greater Adelaide
councils, 172 of the 560 candidates
belong to political parties: 77 Labor, 67
Liberal, 4 Liberal Democrats, 19 Greens, 3
Animal Justice Party and 2 Family First. 11
candidates have cancelled their
memberships within the past year (Jones,
2022). 

Concerns around the cost of introducing
compulsory voting could also be
mitigated if the reform included a shift
away from postal voting, or polling booths,
and instead introducing electronic voting
as a means of polling in local government
elections. 

As we do more of our business using a
number of electronic mediums (from
eftpos to electronic banking, ATMs, and
online purchases) why should we not also
vote electronically? This is consistent,
and would align with, the Electoral
Commission’s current shift to using an
online portal for candidate nominations,
publication of candidate profiles, and
lodging of disclosure returns from the
2022 election. It is further claimed that, if
electronic voting was used, election
results would be known much earlier than
is presently the case and would be
cheaper than the present arrangements. 

Interstate analysis confirms that the
introduction of mandatory voting
increases voter turnout by not less than
20%. Given this is not an immaterial
increase, it could be argued that
mandatory voting would not address the
issue considered in this report. 

However, while introducing mandatory
voting would indeed significantly increase
voter turnout in LG elections, and would
therefore also increase representation of
minority voices in councils, it is perhaps
not a reform that can happen in isolation. 

The entire voting system for LG elections
should be examined and the current,
archaic system that leaves councils as an
all too often forgotten anomaly when it
comes to elections, needs to be replaced
with a modern voting system that would
raise the profile of the sector and
therefore its candidates. 

The argument that mandatory voting
would politicise LG is largely redundant,
with a recent article in The Advertiser
revealing that currently one in three
candidates standing in the LG elections
for suburban councils belongs to a major
political party (Jones, 2022). 

Summary and
Recommendations
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It is interesting to note that voter turnout
in LG elections is significantly higher in
many country and remote councils
(ECSA, 2022). This is likely because
community members see a direct
correlation between their elected
members and the town in which they
reside, while in larger metropolitan
councils, even the council name is in
some occasions relatively obscure. 

Based on the data analysed, the authors
of this report recommend a three-
pronged approach to reforming LG
elections would be the most beneficial
being: combining mandatory voting (1)
with electronic voting (2) and greater
visibility of council’s direct positive
impact on communities (3). 

It is considered that this would achieve
the desired objectives of the report
subject, whilst also mitigating the
identified potential issues with
implementing mandatory voting. This
opportunity is unique to SA at the current
time, given the stage of electronic
business, the Electoral Commissions’
current updated processes, and the
spotlight of the Local Government Act
reform. 

It would provide easy access to voting
for those electors who live in remote
locations and who have some
difficulty getting to a polling place
(including disabled voters and
elderly).
It would provide a service to electors
to vote from home or at work during a
time convenient to the elector. 
The application could be designed to
minimise informal voting and include
clear prompts to ensure eligibility
requirements are met. 
The results would be electronically
calculated. 
There would in time be a reduction in
polling place staff, minimising
resourcing burden on councils. 
Be produced in a range of languages
and for sight and hearing impaired,
attracting more voters 

Advantages

Disadvantages

The security of the Internet as a vehicle
for critical transactions such as voting in
government elections is still an issue that
has not been satisfactorily resolved. 

The recent Optus cybersecurity breach
where customers’ driver’s licence and
Medicare numbers were stolen, along with
other key identity items, highlights the
risk involved in any storage of personal
details online. 

There is also potential for certain
demographics of the population to
struggle with an entirely online system,
and would require a transition period
where hard copy ballot voting could still
be accommodated in person at councils
or via post as an intermediate step. 

Recommendations

'... voter turnout is
significantly higher
in many country
and remote
councils.'
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Appendices
Annexure 1 
Council enrolment data as at 25 February 2022 
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*Number of councillors does not include elected mayors.
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Annexure 2 

Source: Data included in annexures 2 - 7. (17)
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23



Annexure 4 

Annexure 5 
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Annexure 8
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