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Submission to the Select Committee on the 2016 Election and Electoral Act 
Kim Huynh 

 

As an independent candidate in last year’s ACT election I appreciate the opportunity to 

make a submission to the Committee with a view to improving and advancing democracy in 

the nation’s capital.  

This submission focuses on A) the electoral landscape and then how to B) reform funding 

and donation laws, C) quell the furore over campaign signs and D) get more Canberrans 

engaged in and excited about local politics. 

 

A. The Electoral Landscape 

My assessment and recommendations are geared towards giving indies and micro parties a 

fighting chance. As it stands, they have next to none. 

To promote the independent cause is to promote diversity and democracy in the ACT, the 

only jurisdiction in Australia that’s governed entirely by established parties. The fact that 

none of ‘us’ indies came close to winning in 2016 has a lot to do with our lack of preparation 

and nous. 

However, another key factor is that only five seats are contested in each electorate. This 

means that a candidate has to get around 17% of the votes after preferences to win. Only a 

celebrity could reach this quota without major party support. 

After announcing his retirement last month, Electoral Commissioner Phillip Green suggested 

on ABC Radio Canberra that dividing the city into three electorates with nine seats would 

make for better accountability and representation in the Legislative Assembly. This would 

reduce the quota to a little over 10% and open the possibility of a significant parliamentary 

crossbench. 

Such a change has not been flagged for consideration by the Committee. 

Instead the committee has been asked to consider issues of donations, advertising and 

voter participation that, while worthy of review and reform, are unlikely by themselves to 

make any difference to electoral outcomes. 

 

B. Funding and Donations 

Recent changes to the regulation of electoral donations and public funding in the ACT make 

it very likely that the major parties and the Greens will profit from every election and that 

minor parties and independents will lose out. 

1. A quadrupling of public funding from $2 to $8 per vote to candidates who attract 4 

per cent or more of the primary vote meant that taxpayers had to contribute over 
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1.7 million dollars after last October’s election. Almost all of this went into party 

coffers: $750,000 to the ALP; $717,000 to the Libs; $200,000 to the Greens, $30,000 

to the Sex Party and $19,000 to me. By way of contrast, federal candidates receive 

about $2.60 a vote, in WA it’s $1.80 and in Victoria $1.50. There are no reporting 

requirements, spending guidelines or taxes paid on this electoral funding. 

2. Part of the justification for quadrupling the public funding was that it would reduce 

the chance of undue influence on candidates who rely on private donations. While 

this is a worthy goal, it’s not served by the major parties cooperating in early 2015 to 

lift the $10,000 cap on donations. 

3. At the same the Electoral Act was amended to remove the restriction on receiving 

donations from foreign entities; that is, people and organisations not enrolled in the 

ACT. It’s worth reversing this change given recent reports that politicians from the 

major parties in NSW and at the federal level have received millions of dollars from 

Chinese business people despite warnings from ASIO and foreign affairs officials. 

4. The decrease in the electoral expenditure cap from $60,000 to$40,000 also makes it 

more difficult for independent candidates. While parties can promote policies and 

initiatives using a collective fund of up to $2 million across 25 candidates, 

independents can hardly air a single TV advertisement without breaking the rules. 

This means that the parties have protected themselves against not only wealthy 

people like Clive Palmer who want to enter politics, but also grassroots crowdfunded 

candidates. A proposal has been placed before the committee to increase the 

expenditure cap for independents which is better than nothing, but not by much. 

As it stands, in the ACT the major parties extract far more money than they need or deserve 

from taxpayers, while also being totally unconstrained in their ability to accept funding from 

private sources within and beyond Canberra. The only restriction on electoral expenditure 

increases the advantage that the major parties have over everyone else. 

It makes it worse when the government asserts that these amendments were devised with a 

view to ‘levelling the playing field between the various parties and individual candidates and 

ensuring a transparent and accountable electoral system.’ 

The Assembly should substantially revise or reverse these four changes. This need not 

involve a loss of face. I envisage Andrew Barr and Alistair Coe standing together and saying 

something like this. 

Barr: We believe that parties are critical to the political process. They train new public 

figures and formulate policy. Our parties - the Australian Labor Party and the Liberal Party of 

Australia - have a great history of serving the people of the ACT and of Australia. But the 

political system works best when there is competition and innovation. The changes made to 

the electoral landscape have suppressed these qualities. 

Coe: As a sign of our commitment to Canberra and to good politics, we are reinstating limits 

to private funding that will make us exemplars of accountability and transparency. 

Moreover, we are reducing public funding to $3 per vote and lowering the threshold to 1.5% 
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so as to encourage as many people as possible to stand up, raise their voices and participate 

in the festival of democracy. 

Barr: Around the world we are seeing a revolt against the political establishment and politics 

as usual. Canberra is no exception with the 2016 election yielding Australia's first ever 

parliament with a majority of women along with a significant number of new and young 

MLAs from both major parties. The challenge in this context is to acknowledge, accept and 

indeed embrace calls for cooperation and change, which is exactly what we are doing today. 

 

C. Signs, Signs, Signs 

One of ACT Electoral Commission’s recommendations to the committee was that campaign 

signs be restricted to designated parts of arterial roads.  

There were in fact fewer formal complaints lodged about signs in 2016 (13) than there were 

in 2012 (28).  

However, public criticism of the proliferation of signs in the media was sustained and at 

times vociferous. Most of the criticism was directed at the sheer number of signs and their 

perceived unsightliness, along with the environmental cost of producing so much plastic.  

While I’m sympathetic to these concerns, placing further restrictions on signs would do little 

good and potentially harm our city’s political wellbeing. 

On the matter of visual pollution, much of the distaste for the signs was a product of 

political disillusionment in general. The results of the Brexit vote, the US presidential race 

and the federal election highlighted how eager people were to give the ‘up yours’ to the 

establishment. Moreover, widespread coverage of these events meant that by October 

many Canberrans were fed up with elections and all the doctored images and hackneyed 

slogans by the roadside. 

It’s far better to address this disillusionment than try to manage its symptoms by regulating 

signs and undercutting our freedom of political expression. 

This is a long-term and difficult challenge that involves enhancing education and 

participation. However, all of us can adjust our attitudes and behaviour in ways that make 

an immediate and positive difference.  

For those who are sick of election signs, there’s something to be said for sucking it up a bit 

more. After all, they’re only up for six weeks every four years and are then promptly 

removed. Canberrans are already relatively well insulated from in-your-face political 

advertising given the blackout period in the week leading up to the election and the 100m 

leafleteer buffer zone around polling booths.  

Campaign signs were not restricted to zones during the recent WA election and I don’t recall 

the sand gropers complaining about visual pollution. Many democracies around the world 

are awash with corflutes, flags, banners and public rallies at election time. They provide 

colour and vibrancy to festivals of democracy. And sadly, there’s no shortage of political 
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prisoners around the world who have fought and died for what our signs ultimately 

represent.  

Established parties are responsible for the growing disaffection towards election signs in the 

ACT. They produce the vast majority of them, most of which are bland and monotonous, 

some of which are negative and patronising. Big parties, like any big organisation, tend to be 

risk and creativity averse.  

However, there were a handful of signs from party candidates that showed some panache. 

Liberal Party MLA, Guilia Jones was successful once again in the all-important name 

recognition stakes with her simple and elegant ‘G’s (see Dr Andrew Hughes’ blog for 

examples and more analysis). Labor’s Mark Kulasingham should be commended for his witty 

play on words and his appearance: ‘Bold. Bald’. And on other end of the hair spectrum, Tara 

Cheyne used her blazing red bouffant as the basis for a striking poster.  

Taking all of this into account, I recommend maintaining the status quo when it comes to 

election signs and revisiting the regulation question after 2020. This will give the major 

parties and indeed everyone a chance to listen to the people and inject some quality 

content and personality into their political advertisements. Some candidates might even 

find a way to achieve more with less when it comes to signage. 

If signs are restricted to certain roads, consideration should be given to independents and 

micro parties. Otherwise large established parties will likely bombard the designated areas, 

leaving little if any space for small newcomers. This undemocratic situation could be 

mitigated by reserving zones for independents and micro parties. 

 

D. Participation 

The Committee inquiring into the 2016 ACT election has also been charged with reviewing 

participation and education.  

Elections ACT should be applauded for the fact that there was a record high turnout with 

over 88% of the eligible population casting a vote and a record low percentage of informal 

votes at 2.5%.   

However, voter turnout – especially where it’s compulsory – is not a clear indicator of how 

aware and engaged we are in the political process. To this end, the Electoral Commission 

cites a 2007 Commonwealth inquiry into electoral education which found that young 

Australians between the ages of 15 and 35 commonly have little interest in polls and 

politics.  

Get an election app and make it slick! For many people, young or otherwise, information 

and services that do not have apps are not worth knowing about.  

This year Canberrans have been able to vote for Lucy Sugerman via The Voice app. The 

technology is not in place for there to be a 2020 ACT election app that allows for such 

voting. However, it would be relatively easy to come up with one that provides information 

about enrolment, boundaries, the electoral system, booths and background information.  
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Importantly, the app or an associate app could provide a place for candidates to set out 

their policies, biographies, pictures, public appearances and audio and video messages.  

Whether voters are highly engaged or only tune for a few minutes before casting their 

ballot, an app would facilitate more informed and considered decision making. 

To make the app more enticing, prizes could be awarded to randomly selected users. Other 

whiz bang value-adding features could be devised by local IT developers. I imagine 

integrating augmented reality – an election Pokémon perhaps – and a sophisticated 

gamification component, both of which could get people excited about democracy on their 

doorsteps.  

The app should encourage user interaction, with one or two notable contributors being 

selected to perform an honorary act such as the ringing of a bell or blowing of a horn to 

mark the end of voting and the start of the count.  

Given that the ACT has been at the forefront of electronic voting, it should also be ambitious 

and innovative when it comes to an app.  

The American and UK elections seem so full of action and character. Australians should not 

simply follow what they do, but rather look to forge a distinctive and dynamic path forward. 

Canberra is about politics; let’s not try to hide or deny it. Instead, we should be relaxed, 

comfortable and cool about politics and make it work for us. 

Other than becoming a father, running for public office was the greatest thrill and honour of 

my life. It was at once immensely rewarding and taxing. I don’t think I could do it again. 

However, teaching hundreds of students a year, I believe that there are people out there 

who can do politics better than me. I ran not so much to win, but to encourage and inform 

them. I offer this submission to the Select Committee on the 2016 Election and Electoral Act 

with the same hope and purpose. 

 




