
 
 

 
1 

 

2020 

 

 

THE LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY 

FOR THE 

AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY 

 

 

 

 

GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO 

SPECIAL REPORT OF THE ELECTORAL COMMISSION: IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC ON THE 2020 ACT LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY ELECTION 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Presented by 
Mr Gordon Ramsay MLA 

Attorney-General 
  



 
 

 
2 

 

Introduction 

In preparation for the 2020 ACT Legislative Assembly Election, the Electoral Commission has 
developed a special report titled Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the 2020 ACT 
Legislative Assembly Election (the Special Report), to advise the Assembly on how the 2020 
ACT election, due to be held on 17 October 2020, can be conducted in a safe manner.  The 
report was provided to the Speaker of the Legislative Assembly on 25 May 2020 and 
presented to the Legislative Assembly on 4 June 2020. 

The Special Report seeks the agreement of the Legislative Assembly to support the 
expansion of the early voting system through legislative amendments to the Electoral Act 
1992 (Electoral Act), and the provision of additional funding of $2.5 million in operating costs 
in order to facilitate expanded early voting. 

The Special Report concludes that increasing opportunities for early voting, together with 
targeted preventative health measures at voting locations, is the most appropriate and 
adaptive risk mitigated election model under the uncertain conditions posed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Special Report proposes a number of measures to support public health and safety and 
the health and safety of electoral staff/volunteers while maintaining the integrity of the 
election process including: 

a) 15 early voting centres, open between 8am and 8pm daily for 20 days across the 
ACT (as opposed to the standard five early voting centres from 9am to 5pm and 
extended hours on the final Friday); 

b) voting locations on polling day to be available in the same locations where early 
voting centres had been located during the early voting period, but no other voting 
centres would open;  

c) targeted preventative health measures at each voting location to address concerns 
of the health and safety of the community and electoral staff by spreading the 
voter load across all voting locations over the duration of the polling period rather 
than a single polling day; and  

d) a robust and persistent communication plan. 

  

Summary 

The Special Report provides a number of measures around an expanded early voting model 
and enhanced hygiene.  The government supports a range of the proposed measures 
including: 

a) a significantly expanded number of early voting centres with extended voting 
hours;   

b) implementation of targeted preventative health measures at each voting location 
to address concerns of the health and safety of the community and electoral staff; 
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c) the potential to establish selected periods of preferential access to the early voting 
centres for those community members considered at risk such as the elderly; 

d) increase in electronic votes taken at early voting centres and a consequential 
decrease in the use of ballot paper and therefore number of ballot papers needed 
to be sorted and counted. 
 

However, the ACT Government does not support the proposal to limit the number of voting 
locations on election day to 15, noting that there had been around 80 voting locations in 
previous elections.  There is a risk from this approach of creating long lines and excessive 
wait times on election day if the take up of early voting is lower than hoped for.  The 
Government also is concerned about the equitable access to voting locations for vulnerable 
members of the community, particularly those with limited mobility.  It considers this 
element of the intended delivery model to represent an unacceptable risk to electoral 
integrity and public health. 
 
The Government will introduce the COVID-19 Emergency Response Legislation Amendment 
Bill 2020 (No.2) to amend the Electoral Act 1992 consistent with the Government’s position 
outlined in this response. 
 

Government Response 

The ACT Government welcomes the Electoral Commission’s considered measures to 
maintain public health and the safety of electoral staff and volunteers over the election 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.   
 
A risk assessment for the proposed election delivery model has been undertaken by the ACT 
Health Directorate. The risk of holding an election using the proposed model is considered 
low in the context of no evidence of community transmission of COVID-19 in the ACT.  As 
such, the Government supports the Electoral Commission’s proposal to deliver the election 
within existing legislated timeframes while applying measures to reduce the concentrations 
of close contact between electors and elections staff/volunteers, and enhanced hygiene 
measures to reduce contamination risk. 
 
Expanded early voting 

The Government supports the intended delivery model with respect to a significantly 
expanded number of early voting locations, and a communications and advertising campaign 
to inform the community.  The Government agrees that this delivery model will support the 
public health protection objectives to spread the number of electors across multiple early 
voting locations – albeit the expected level of take up of early voting is unclear. 
 
The Electoral Commission is encouraged to engage with the ACT Government with respect to 
the specific locations of early voting locations.  As was the case with previous elections, 
schools are not appropriate to be early voting locations due to the interface between 
children and the general public.   
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Enhanced health and safety protocols 

The government supports the implementation of health and safety protocols including: 
a) ensuring physical distancing requirements are adhered to; 

b) there is access to alcohol-based hand sanitiser to support hand hygiene; and  

c) frequently touched surfaces are cleaned regularly.  
 

Elements of the intended delivery model requiring augmentation  

The special report outlines the Electoral Commission’s plan to only operate 15 voting 
locations on election day.  This would be a very substantial decrease on the number of 
voting locations usually operating on election day (typically around 80).   
 
The Government does not support this element of the intended delivery model.  There is a 
risk that operating this reduced number of voting locations will lead to excessive demand on 
election day if the communications and advertising campaign is not successful in changing 
the behaviour of electors with respect to early voting.  Furthermore, the Government has 
concerns around the equitable access to voting locations for mobility impaired electors if 
their normal nearby voting location is not in operation for the 2020 Election. 
 
In the 2016 Federal Election only 31% of electors voted early.  Assuming similar trends in the 
ACT the Electoral Commission would need to run a communications and advertising 
campaign of significant scale to encourage most electors to cast their vote early. Such a 
campaign would typically require a behaviour change communications strategy, market 
testing, television, radio and digital advertising, direct mail to all households and extensive 
media and public relations for traditional and social media.  The key risk is that such a 
campaign has not been previously undertaken and as such it is unclear how effective it will 
be at changing electors’ behaviour. 
 
Long lines and excessive wait times to cast a vote on election day at a limited number of 
locations represents both risks to public health and risks to electoral integrity.  The 
Government recognises that these risks are not extreme but given the significance of 
electoral integrity to the community it is appropriate to apply a low tolerance for any 
unnecessary risks. 
 
The Government has received advice that the risks to electoral integrity and public health 
can be reduced further from expansion of the number of voting locations on election day.  
As such, the Government will engage with the Electoral Commission on their willingness to 
adjust the intended delivery model to expand the number of voting locations.  The 
Government will also consider the merits of a potential government amendment to the 
COVID-19 Emergency Response Legislation Amendment Bill 2020 (No.2) to amend the 
Electoral Act 1992 to require the Commissioner to appoint 80 voting locations on polling 
day, unless a lower number is declared by the Attorney-General.  If required, this change 
would only apply to the 2020 election. 
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In terms of logistics, the Government continues to support the use of ACT government 
schools as voting locations on election day.  While additional cleaning will be required before 
and after the election day this can be accommodated. 
 
Special Report Recommendations 

The Electoral Commission’s Special Report makes four explicit recommendations which are 
outlined below with an accompanying Government response. 

 

Recommendation 1 

Recommendation: Note the assumed enduring impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
related community restrictions on the planning and conduct of the 2020 ACT Legislative 
Assembly election.  

Government response: The Government notes the recommendation and considers that 
operating a greater number of voting locations on election day, rather than the 15 proposed 
in the Special Report, would support social distancing.   

 

Recommendation 2 

Recommendation: Note the intended delivery model of the election by the Commission as 
the most appropriate option to mitigate the assumed ongoing health and safety risks to the 
ACT community and electoral staff.  

Government response: The Government notes the Electoral Commission’s intended delivery 
model, and suggests augmentations as outlined in this response. 

 

Recommendation 3 

Recommendation: Amend the Electoral Act 1992 to facilitate all electors being eligible to 
vote early under the intended risk mitigated model.  

Government response: Agreed. The Government will introduce the COVID-19 Emergency 
Response Legislation Amendment Bill 2020 (No.2) to amend the Electoral Act 1992 to allow 
early voting for all electors. 

 

Recommendation 4 

Recommendation: Agree to provide additional funding to the Commission as verified by 
Treasury to enable the delivery of the election under the intended risk mitigated model.  

Government Response: Agreed-in-principle.  The Government recognises the need for 
additional funding to deliver the 2020 Election in a COVID-19 safe way.  However, it is 
expected that the proposed additional funding envelope will need to be updated as a result 
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of the Government’s position on additional voting locations on election day.  Elections ACT 
is encouraged to engage early with Treasury to agree the cost estimates. 


