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Local Government Reform – Consultation on Proposed Reforms  

Local government benefits all Western Australians. It is critical that local government works with: 
• a culture of openness to innovation and change 
• continuous focus on the effective delivery of services 
• respectful and constructive policy debate and democratic decision-making 
• an environment of transparency and accountability to ensure effective public engagement on important 

community decisions. 

Since first coming to office in 2017, the McGowan Government has already progressed reforms to improve specific 
aspects of local government performance. This includes new laws that work to improve transparency, cut red tape, and 
support jobs growth and economic development - ensuring that local government works for the benefit of local 
communities.   

Based on the significant volume of research and consultation undertaken over the past five years, the Minister for Local 
Government has now announced the most significant package of major reforms to local government in Western Australia 
since the Local Government Act 1995 was passed more than 25 years ago. The package is based on six major themes:  

1. Earlier intervention, effective regulation and stronger penalties 
2. Reducing red tape, increasing consistency and simplicity 
3. Greater transparency and accountability 
4. Stronger local democracy and community engagement 
5. Clear roles and responsibilities 
6. Improved financial management and reporting. 

A large focus on the new reform is oversight and intervention where there are significant problems arising within a local 
government. The introduction of new intermediate powers for intervention will increase the number of tools available to 
more quickly address problems and dysfunction within local governments. The proposed system for early intervention 
has been developed based on similar legislation in place in other jurisdictions, including Victoria and Queensland. 

This will deliver significant benefits for small business, residents and ratepayers, industry, elected members and 
professionals working in the sector.  

Local Government Reforms 

These reforms are based on extensive consultation undertaken over the last five years, and have been developed 
considering:  

• The Local Government Review Panel Final Report (mid 2020) 
• The City of Perth Inquiry Report (mid 2020) 
• Department of Local Government, Sport and Cultural Industries (DLGSC) consultation on Act Reform (2017-

2020) 
• The Victorian Local Government Act 2020 and other State Acts 
• The Parliament’s Select Committee Report into Local Government (late 2020) 
• Western Australian Local Government Association (WALGA) Submissions 
• Direct engagement with local governments 
• Correspondence and complaints 
• Miscellaneous past reports. 

 

Consultation 

Comments on these proposed reforms are invited. Comments can be made against each proposed reform in this 
document. For details on how to make a submission, please visit www.dlgsc.wa.gov.au/lgactreform 
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VOTING EXAMPLES 
 

First Past The Post 
Preferential 

Proportional Representation 
December 2021 

 

Introduction 
The following brief paper has been developed to highlight the practical application of each methodology 
for the main voting systems used in local government, namely First Past The Post, Preferential and 
Proportional Representation. 
 
An overall explanation is attached.   
 
In addition, a mythical voting distribution (the last sheet) is provided support the calculation for to 
highlight the pros and cons for each system ie; First Past The Post, Preferential and Proportional 
Representation for both a single and multi-position electorates.  The results for each are different.  For 
a manual count, distribution sheets are often used as this simplifies the analysis but it also shows what 
is happening. 
 
The voting distribution, whilst mythical, highlights a raft of issues and anomalies that have actually 
occurred in practice. 
 

Premise 
In this analysis there are five candidates Abby, Bernie, Chris, Dave and Eddie each who share 100 
votes.  The Voting distribution sheet shows where each candidates preferences flow right down to the 
last preference.  Notional Primary Votes are summarised as follows. 
 

Candidate Votes 
Abby 31 
Bernie 10 
Chris 10 
Dave 40 
Eddie 9 
Total 100 
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First Past The Post 
Winner Takes All 
 
For a One Position election Dave is elected with 40% of the vote.  On the surface this appears clear 
cut. 
 
For Three Positions Dave and Abby are elected. Eddie is eliminated. Draw by lots between Bernie and 
Chris for the remaining position 
 
Having candidates drawn by lots is hardly democratic.  This situation occurs not infrequently in practice.  
The lowest candidate Eddie also only misses by one vote and if there was some discrepancy in the 
acceptance of ballot papers could conceivably get over the line with 9 not 10% of the vote!!! 
 

Preferential 
An absolute majority is required.  In multi position elections those that achieve an absolute majority 
distribute their excess at full value. 
 
For a One Position election Abby is elected.   
 
In this instance despite trailing Dave on first preferences Abby triumphs on a two-candidate preferred 
basis of 54% to 46%, reasonably comfortably.  This mirrors what happens at a State and Federal Level 
and most other local government jurisdictions and changes the selection compared with first past the 
post.   
 
Essentially Preferential Voting mirrors and is a short form of Exhaustive Ballot Voting where the elector 
casts a single vote for their chosen candidate. However, if no candidate is supported by an overall 
majority of votes, then the candidate with the fewest votes is eliminated and a further round of voting 
occurs. This process is repeated for as many rounds as necessary until one candidate has a majority. 
 
Because voters may have to cast votes several times, the exhaustive ballot is not used in large-scale 
public elections. Instead, it is usually used in elections involving, at most, a few hundred voters, such 
as the election of a prime minister or the presiding officer of an assembly. 
 
For Three Positions candidates elected in the following order - Abby, Chris and Bernie 
 
In this instance the highest ranked on first preferences misses out.  This shows how those on a “ticket” 
can have enormous influence and shows up a major flaw.  A number of years ago this system applied 
in Victorian Local Government but has now been replaced by Proportional Representation. 
 

Proportional Representation 
A quota is required.  A Quota is the (No of Votes / Number of vacancies plus 1) Plus 1.   In multi position 
elections those that achieve a quota distribute their excess at a reduced value. 
 
For a One Position election proportional representation is not applicable it is effectively a preferential 
system as the quota required is an absolute majority.  
 
For Three Positions Candidates are elected in the following order - Dave, Abby and Eddie.   
 
In this instance unlike other systems Eddie gets elected over Bernie and Chris, largely on the back of 
Dave’s distribution.  This system applies nationally for the Senate and also other jurisdictions such as 
the Tasmanian lower house and Tasmanian and Victorian and local government.  
 
A manual count can use distribution sheets but input into a computer program is often used given the 
nature of the calculations 
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Ticket Voting 
Ticket voting effectively describes the current How to Vote Cards that are distributed in State and 
Federal politics and on occasion Local Government.  If voters were mature enough to ignore them, as 
they are only advisory in nature, then the impact would be minimal, but as history shows they are 
effective.  They only work if the ballot papers are the same on all occasions.  There is also a potential 
advantage if a person draws the top spot on the ballot paper. 
 
However, if the ballot papers are randomly ordered the use of How to Vote Cards becomes redundant 
and would be confusing to the voter.  Tasmania use the Robson Rotation method of random order with 
the number of variations depending on the number of candidates.   They also have a law making it 
illegal to distribute how to vote cards at voting stations. 
 

Summary 
As a summary it is considered that for one vacancy elections Preferential Voting is the preferred 
democratic method but for multi position elections Proportional Representation should be used.  Both 
are in widespread use in Australia for these types of situations.  First past the post only has the 
advantages in that it may be more easier understood, simple and quick  .Use of randomly ordered ballot 
papers should also be used to reduce / eliminate the potential effect of “Ticket Voting.” 
 
 
Bill Boehm 
Chief Executive Officer 
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In multi-member wards and unsubdivided 
councils, the proportional representation system 
of vote counting is used to elect councillors.  
Under this system:

• All candidates must be given a preference by the 
voter.

• All first preference votes are counted for each 
candidate.

• To be elected, a candidate must receive a ‘quota’, 
which is calculated by dividing the total number 
of formal ballot papers by one more than the 
number of candidates to be elected, and adding 
one to the result.

Example      
Where four councillors are to be elected from 
5,000 formal votes:

The quota =  
5,000

   + 1 = 1,001
                         

(4 + 1)

VOTE COUNTING SYSTEMS – 
PREFERENTIAL AND PROPORTIONAL 
REPRESENTATION

Candidates in local government elections are 
elected under one of two vote counting systems, 
depending on the electoral structure of the 
particular council.

In single-member wards, votes are counted 
under the ‘full preferential’ system (also known as 
‘majority preferential’).  Under this system:

• all candidates must be given a preference by the 
voter for the vote to be counted

• all first preference votes are counted for each 
candidate.  If a candidate receives an ‘absolute 
majority’ of formal first preference votes, i.e. 
50 per cent of votes plus one, that candidate is 
elected

• if no candidate has an absolute majority, the 
candidate with the fewest first preference votes 
is excluded and the second preference votes 
from their ballot papers are transferred to the 
other candidates at full value

• if still no candidate has an absolute majority, the 
next candidate with fewest first preference votes 
is excluded and their second preference votes 
are transferred at full value

• this process continues until one candidate 
obtains an absolute majority and is declared 
elected

• a by-election is required when an extraordinary 
vacancy occurs and where the preferential 
system was used at the previous election.

The full preferential system is used for the House 
of Representatives at the federal level, the lower 
houses in Victoria, South Australia, Western 
Australia and the Northern Territory, and in many 
local government elections where a single member 
is to be elected.  It is designed to ensure that the 
elected candidate is acceptable to a majority of 
people who cast a valid vote.

• Each elected candidate's surplus votes (if any)
are transferred to the remaining candidates 
according to the preferences on the ballot 
papers.  Because it is not possible to tell which 
votes elected the candidate and which are 
surplus, all the elected candidate's votes are 
transferred, but at a value less than one.

• The value of the transferred votes is worked 
out by dividing the surplus by the total number 
of ballot papers for the candidate.  Each ballot 
paper transferred to another candidate has this 
value.

Example
If Candidate X receives 1,600 votes when the 
quota is 1,001, that candidate is elected and their 
surplus votes total 599. Their transfer value is:
  599   

= 0.3741,600

On transfer of the Candidate X’s votes, their 
1,600 ballot papers give 405 ballot papers to 
Candidate Y.  Candidate Y therefore receives  
151 votes (405 x 0.374).

• Any candidate who has gained the quota once 
the surplus votes have been transferred is 
elected.

87

CHAPTER 6

Representation
Electoral representation
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• If there are still vacancies to fill once the surplus 
votes have been distributed, the candidate with 
the lowest number of votes is excluded and 
their ballot papers are then transferred to the 
remaining candidates (at the value they were 
received) according to the preferences on them.

• A ‘countback’ is conducted to fill councillor 
extraordinary vacancies where proportional 
representation vote counting was used at 
the previous election.  Votes cast for the 
vacating councillor at the previous election are 
redistributed to remaining candidates, rather 
than a by-election being required.

A council with a mix of single and multi-member 
wards will use both vote counting systems 
depending on the individual ward structure.

Proportional representation aims to produce 
‘proportional’ election results, where councillors 
are elected in proportion to the votes cast.  It is 
used in the Senate and in the upper houses of 
New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia and 
Western Australia.

Other vote counting systems

There are a number of variations of the 
proportional representation system used in liberal 
democracies throughout the world.  Australia and 
a small number of other countries use the ‘single 
transferable vote’ system, which places emphasis 
on votes cast for individual candidates.  Western 
Europe generally uses other systems, which 
operate on the assumption that party lists are 
important to the electoral process – these however 
may not be suited to Victorian local government 
elections where political parties do not play a 
significant role.

Within Australia there are variations on how 
votes are counted.  Tasmania – where no 
single-member wards currently exist in local 
government – uses the ‘Hare-Clark’ variation of 
proportional representation in its state and local 
government elections.  A feature of this system 
is the requirement that the order of candidates 
on individual ballot papers is randomly selected 
(commonly known as the ‘Robson rotation’ 
system), which effectively renders ticket voting 
and candidate preferencing obsolete.  This system 

also has no ‘above the line’ voting (which occurs in 
the Senate and other state upper house elections), 
thus removing party control over how votes are 
distributed.

There are also variations within Australia on how 
many boxes need to be filled on ballot papers by 
voters.  Western Australia uses ‘first past the post’ 
counting in local government elections.  Voters 
place an indication against only one candidate 
– preferences are not required.  In Queensland 
state and single-member local government ward 
elections, ‘option preferential voting’ is used.  
Voters may mark numbers against as many 
candidates’ names on ballot papers as they like.

Both ‘first past the post’ and optional preferential 
voting have advantages in that voting is simplified 
and informality is reduced, however both can 
result in candidates being elected with very little 
support across the whole electorate.

Having two systems to elect councillors may 
confuse candidates (but not necessarily be of 
concern to voters).  Under a uniform vote counting 
system, all councillors would be elected by either 
preferential or proportional representation 
systems.  This may have particular relevance to 
those councils with both single and multi-member 
wards where both preferential and proportional 
representation is mandated, and councillors are 
elected under different voting rules and with 
differing levels of support.

Filling extraordinary vacancies

The countback system is a recognised 
system of filling vacancies under proportional 
representation.  It uses the votes cast at the general 
election to ascertain which of the remaining 
candidates was most supported by the voters 
who voted for the vacating councillor.  It is used 
in Victorian and Tasmanian local government, but 
not in New South Wales or South Australian local 
government, where proportional representation              
is used.

Previously elected councillors are excluded from 
the countback.  If a vacancy cannot be filled by 
countback – for example there are no remaining 
unelected candidates – a by-election is conducted.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTORAL REVIEW DISCUSSION PAPER88

Representation
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VOTING EXAMPLES

First Past the Post

Preferential

Proportional Representation

December 2021
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First PastThe Post

Candidate % No Votes Distrib Subtotal

Ist Preference Votes
Abby A 31.0% 31
Bernie B 10.0% 10
Chris C 10.0% 10
Dave D 40.0% 40
Eddie E 9.0% 9
Total 100

One Position - Dave is elected.

Three Positions - Dave and Abby are elected. Eddie is eliminated. Draw by lots between Bernie and 
Chris for the remaining position

Summary

Highest three elected.  If a tie draw by lots
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Preferential Voting

Candidate % No Votes Distrib Subtotal

Ist Preference Votes
Abby A 31.0% 31
Bernie B 10.0% 10
Chris C 10.0% 10
Dave D 40.0% 40
Eddie E 9.0% 9
Total 100
Target 51
No Absolute Majority.  Distribute Lowest Candidate Eddy

Abby A 31 4 35
Bernie B 10 3 13
Chris C 10 2 12
Dave D 40 0 40
Eddie E 9 -9 0
Total 100 0 100
No Absolute Majority.  Distribute Lowest Candidate Chris

Abby A 35 8 43
Bernie B 13 4 17
Chris C 12 -12 0
Dave D 40 0 40
Eddie E 0 0 0
Total 100 0 100
No Absolute Majority.  Distribute Lowest Candidate Bernie

Abby A 43 15 58
Bernie B 17 -17 0
Chris C 0 0 0
Dave D 40 2 42
Eddie E 0 0 0
Total 100 0 100

Abby A 31 -31 0
Bernie B 10 9 19
Chris C 10 18 28
Dave D 40 1 41
Eddie E 9 3 12
Total 100 0 100

Abby A 0 0 0
Bernie B 19 8 27
Chris C 28 4 32

Target is an absolute majority  (No of votes / (no of vacancies +1) plus 1
If no absolute majority after the first count eliminate lowest candidate  and distribute their preference's.  If no 
one has an absolute majority continue process until one is elected. Once one is elected redistribute first elected 
back to original votes and repeat process till next elected.  Continue process until all positions are filled.  On all 
occasions votes are transferred at a value of 1.

None of the remaining candidates  has an absolute majority.  Now redistribute lowest candidate's 
preferences (Eddy) to the  remaining  candidates

Abby  has an absolute majority and is elected.  Now start again and redistribute Abby's preferences t 
the remaining candidates
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Preferential Voting

Candidate % No Votes Distrib Subtotal

Dave D 41 0 41
Eddy E 12 -12 0
Total 100 0 100

Abby A 0 0 0
Bernie B 27 -27 0
Chris C 32 19 51
Dave D 41 5 46
Eddy E 0 0 0
Total 100 -3 97

Abby A 31 -31 0
Bernie B 10 27 37
Chris C 10 -10 0
Dave D 40 4 44
Eddie E 9 10 19
Total 100 0 100

Abby A 0 0 0
Bernie B 37 17 54
Chris C 0 0 0
Dave D 44 2 46
Eddie E 19 -19 0
Total 100 0 100

Three Positions - Candidates elected in the following order - Abby, Chris and Bernie

None of the remaining candidates  has an absolute majority.  Now redistribute lowest candidate's 
preferences Bernie) to the  remaining  candidates

One Position - Abby is elected

Chris  has an absolute majority and is elected.  Now start again and redistribute Abby's and Chris's 
preferences to the remaining candidates

None of the remaining candidates  has an absolute majority.  Now redistribute lowest candidate's 
preferences Eddie) to the  remaining  candidates

Bernie  has an absolute majority and is elected.

Summary
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Proportional Representation

Candidate Quota No Ballot 
Papers

Transfer 
Ballot Papers

Transfer 
Value

Actual Votes Subtotal

Ist Preference Votes
Abby A 1.192 31
Bernie B 0.385 10
Chris C 0.385 10
Dave D 1.538 40
Eddie E 9
Total 100
Target 26

0.350

Abby A Elected 31 0 0.000 31.000
Bernie B Continuing 10 8 2.800 12.800
Chris C Continuing 10 6 2.100 12.100
Dave D Elected 40 -40 -14.000 26.000
Eddie E Continuing 9 26 9.100 18.100
Total 100 0 0.000 100.000

0.161

Abby A Elected 31.000 -31 -5.000 26.000
Bernie B Continuing 12.800 9 1.452 14.252
Chris C Continuing 12.100 19 3.065 15.165
Dave D Elected 26.000 0 0.000 26.000
Eddie E Continuing 18.100 3 0.484 18.584
Total 100.000 0.000 0.000 100.000

Initial Bernie 
Transfer

Bernie via 
Dave 

Transfer

Bernie via Abby 
Transfer

Abby A Elected 26.000 0 0.000 26.000
Bernie B Elliminated 14.252 0 -2.800 -1.452 10.000
Chris C Continuing 15.165 4 1.750 1.129 18.044
Dave D Elected 26.000 0 0.000 26.000
Eddie E Continuing 18.584 6 1.050 0.323 19.956
Total 100.000 10 0.000 0.000 100.000

Summary
One Position - Not Applicable

Three Positions - Candidates elected in the following order - Dave, Abby and Eddie

Target is the (number of votes divided by the no of vacancies  plus 1) plus 1 ignoring decimals (Quota)
If no one has a quota eliminate lowest candidate and distribute their preferences to other candidates. Prefereces are transfered 
at a value of 1. Once a person reaches a quota and is elected distibute that persons excess votes to continuing candidates at a 
transfer value in proportion to the number of first preference that thet received.  Repeat proccess as required for continuing 
candidates until a quota is achieved. If a quota is not achieved, but all continuing candidates have been eliminated, then that 
person is elected

Distribute Daves at a Transfer Value>>>>

Dave  & Abby have reached a quota and are elected. Now redistribute Dave's amd Abbys's excess  preferences to all 
other candidates at a transfer value based on their  votes in excess over the quota

No one of the continuing candidates  has reached a quota so the lowest (Bernie) is eliminated. Now redistribute 
Bernie's preferences to all other continuing candidates at a transfer value of 1 plus those transfered votes that 
Bernie  received from Dave and Abby  in the previous distribution at their respectve transfer values

Eddie is now then highest ranked candidate and Chris is now ellimated.  As a result notwithstanding that Eddie has 
not achived a quota he is  elected as the last remaining candidate

Distribute Abby's at a Transfer Value>>>>
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