Attachment 1: Submission from the Victorian Local Governance Association

Introduction
The Victorian Local Governance Association (VLGA) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission
to the Inquiry into Civics and Electoral Participation by the Electoral Matters Committee.
The VLGA will respond to the inquiry terms of reference in general terms as this inquiry relate to state
parliamentary elections and the VLGA submission will be informed from its experiences of local
government elections and our limited experience in contacts with the Victorian Electoral Commission
(VEC). This submission focuses on three particular issues: voter turnout, informal votes and voter
education and engagement in the electoral participation process.

Voter turnout
In preparing this submission, the VLGA examined the voting statistics between the 2014 State election
and the 2016 local council elections. We would like to highlight the following for the Committee’s
attention:
•
•
•

•

•

•

The voter turnout for the 2014 State election was 93%, identical to the 2010 and the 2006 State
election turnouts when rounded off to the nearest whole percentage point i.
The percentage of informal votes cast for the 2014 State election was 5% for the lower house
and 3% for the upper house ii.
The voter turnout for the 2016 local government elections was 72% in all councils, comparable
to the 2012 and 2008 council election turnouts when rounded off to the nearest whole
percentage point (71% and 75% respectively) iii
There has been a sharp decline in voter turnout from 70% in 2008 down to 64% in 2012 and 61%
in 2016 in local government elections where attendance voting is required. Postal voting in
council elections resulted in similar voter turnouts – 76% in 2008, 73% in 2012 and 74% in
2016 iv.
The percentage of informal votes cast for the 2016 local government elections was 6%, with
attendance voting attracting higher rate of informal votes (8%) compared with postal voting
(6%) v.
There has been an upward trend in informal votes from 5% to 6% for all council elections
between 2008 and 2016. In particular, the percentage of informal votes for postal votes
increased from 4% in 2008 to 6% in 2016. 72 out of 78 councils used postal voting for their 2016
elections vi.

It can be seen from the above that there is already very good voter engagement at the State election
level, much higher than at the local government elections level. The VLGA therefore contends that
increasing electoral participation in local government elections would be beneficial and may well have
consequential benefits for electoral participation in State elections.
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Informal votes
In relation to strategies to reduce informal voting, the above statistics again do not suggest that informal
voting is a major cause of concern at the State election level. However, the 6% of informal votes at local
government elections do warrant further commentary.
The VEC analysed the informal vote in the 2016 local government elections, the first time it has done so,
in order to examine any trends among the informal votes. The VEC found that “68.8% of the informal
votes were cast by voters who expressed a clear preference, but their vote could not be counted because
of the formality rules in the (Local Government) Act” vii.
The VCE also demonstrated in its analysis that the average informal votes rose dramatically from 3.1%
where there were 2-5 candidates standing, through to 6.49% with 11-15 candidates standing, 10.02%
with 21-25 candidates and 14.65% with more than 25 candidates standing viii.
The VEC concluded that “the more candidates there were in an election, the higher the informal vote
tended to be. This can be measured by the correlation between the number of candidates and the
informal voting rate, which as +.828758 1. This has been a consistent pattern since at least the 2005
council elections” ix.
The VEC recommended that the Victorian Government gives “consideration of a remedy for the
increased level of unintentional information voting in elections with high number of candidates” x.
The VEC analysis of informal votes in the 2016 local government elections and subsequent conclusion
and recommendation provides considerable insight into strategies which may assist in addressing
informal votes at State elections.
The VLGA highlights to the Committee that the Local Government Act is currently been re-written, and
opportunities exist to potentially address the VEC’s recommendation above regarding informal votes.
Once again, the VLGA contends that changes to electoral participation at local government level will
have positive benefits for State elections.

Voter education and engagement
Victorian councils currently engage the VEC to run their local government elections. This is done via a
service agreement between a council and the VEC. The VLGA has been informed by the VEC that the
extent of community education and engagement during council elections is determined by councils in
their service agreements. The VEC, as the independent provider of election services, do not engage in
additional community education and engagement.
The VLGA respects the independent role of the VEC as the provider of election services and appreciates
the potential for misconception among community and citizens for the VEC to undertake community
education and engagement activities during election periods.

1

A correlation between +/- 0.5 – 1.0 is considered to be strong to very strong
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