
Voters Should Get the Government They Vote For

- By Iain Evans
It is unbelievable that in South Australia, one of the world’s best democracies, we are debating whether the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote should form government. 

But in South Australia in 2010 this is the question that people are asking- ‘Should the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote form government?’

If communication into my electorate office is anything to go by the overwhelming majority of South Australians believe that the answer to the question is yes.

The state wide two-party preferred vote is called the “popular vote” and three of the last six state elections have seen governments formed by the party that won less than 50 per cent of the state wide two-party preferred vote, that is, less than 50 per cent of the popular vote.
In 1989 the Liberal Party won 52 per cent of the state wide two-party preferred vote. Labor formed government winning more seats with less votes.
In 2002 the Liberal Party won 50.9 per cent of the state wide two-party preferred vote. Labor formed government with the support of an Independent.

In 2010 the Liberal Party won 51.6 per cent of the state wide two-party preferred vote. Labor formed government by winning more seats with less votes.
In each election the majority of South Australian voters got the Government they did not vote for.

In response to the 1989 election result the Parliament made changes to the state electoral system requiring a redistribution of electoral boundaries after every election in an attempt to ensure that the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote forms government.

The formal words in the Act are;

In making an electoral redistribution the Commission must ensure, as far as practicable, that the electoral redistribution is fair to prospective candidates and groups of candidates so that, if candidates of a particular group attract more than 50 per cent of the popular vote (determined by aggregating votes cast throughout the State and allocating preferences to the necessary extent), they will be elected in sufficient numbers to enable a government to be formed.

These words are significant as they show that the Parliament has already adopted a very important principle. If the candidates of a particular party attract more than 50 per cent of the popular vote they will be elected in sufficient numbers to enable a government to be formed. 
In other words, the Parliament has adopted a principle that the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote- the popular vote- should form government.

It’s time to review the electoral system and change it so that there is a guarantee that the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote forms government.
One option is to implement a ‘top-up system’. Under this system the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote but not the majority of seats in the Lower House (the current requirement to form government) is given the right to top up the number of Members of Parliament required to give them the majority of seats in the Lower House, thus, controlling the Lower House and forming government.

These ‘top-up’ Members of Parliament would be nominated on a list prior to the election and selected in order depending on how many extra votes are needed. This way, voters are aware of the possible ‘top-up’ MPs before they cast their vote.
Another option is for the party who wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote (but not the majority of seats) to have certain cabinet members with more votes on the floor of the Parliament. This way, rather than topping up the number of Members of Parliament (which would mean added expenses to the tax payer) the number of votes is topped up. This has the same result in guaranteeing Government to the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote.

There are other advantages in adopting a system that guarantees the party that wins the popular vote wins government. First, a Liberal vote in a safe Liberal seat has the same value as a Liberal vote in a safe Labor seat and a Labor vote in a safe Labor seat has the same value as a Labor vote in a safe Liberal seat. Hence, the parties would need to campaign across the whole state to secure votes rather than focussing solely on the marginal seats. All votes state wide become equal in value.
Secondly, Governments would need to change government spending patterns. They would not be able to pork barrel marginal seats and ignore other seats as votes in all seats across the state would have equal value. 

This would fundamentally change government and campaigning in South Australia. Importantly, it would guarantee that the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote would form government.

The current system of having an independent boundaries commission that redistributes electoral boundaries and determine the new boundaries after every election is well intentioned and should be maintained but is not foolproof.
Can we really expect the independent boundaries commission to be able to guess how the voters who voted at this election will vote in four years time at the next election? The issues, the personalities, the politics, the economy, the political climate, the voters in each electorate and the electoral boundaries will be different.

How can we really expect the boundaries commission to look into a crystal ball to determine how voters will vote in four years time and redistribute electoral boundaries to achieve the principle that the Parliament wants- the party that wins the majority of the state wide two-party preferred vote forms government. I acknowledge that the boundaries commission have used their best endeavours to achieve what the Parliament has requested of them. 
I am not suggesting the system I outline is perfect but neither is the current system. The question is will a new system be fairer for voters? 

Implementing changes guaranteeing that the party that wins the popular vote wins government would mean the majority of voters would get the government they vote for- there can’t be anything fairer than that.

