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Absent votes Votes cast by electors at a polling place outside their enrolled electoral 
division but still within their state or territory on polling day.  These 
votes may be cast at any polling place in that state or territory.

ACT Australian Capital Territory.

AEC Australian Electoral Commission – The independent statutory authority 
established in 1984 to maintain and update the Commonwealth 
electoral roll and conduct federal elections.

AEO Australian Electoral Officer – The AEC’s chief manager in each state 
and the Northern Territory. The returning officer for the Senate in each 
state and territory.

AFP Australian Federal Police.

Alternative vote Term used to describe the use of preferential voting in single member 
electorates.

Ballot The voting process by which a choice is made between candidates in 
an election; the vote itself.

Ballot paper A paper which shows the names of the candidates who are standing in 
an election and on which a vote is marked.

Bicameral legislature A parliament or law-making body consisting of two chambers or 
houses.

BSA Broadcasting Services Act 1992 (Cth).

Candidate A person who stands for election to parliament. Candidates can be 
nominated by political parties or stand as independents.

Caretaker government One of the conventions of Australian politics is that once an election is 
called, the government goes into ‘caretaker’ mode. Ministers continue 
to administer the Commonwealth, but are not able to make major 
policy decisions or appointments. The caretaker period continues after 
polling day until it is clear who will form the new government.

CDPP Commonwealth Director of Public Prosecutions.

Certified list The certified list is a copy of the electoral roll for a particular division. 
Polling officials place a mark against an elector’s name when the 
elector is issued with ballot papers to indicate that the elector has 
voted.

Close of rolls The latest time at which qualified persons might lodge an enrolment 
form to enrol or update their enrolment, in order that they be entitled 
to vote in a particular election.

Compulsory enrolment A legal obligation to enrol to vote at elections.

Compulsory voting A legal obligation to vote at elections.

Constituency See ‘Division’.
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Constitution The most basic set of rules by which a country or state is governed. 
In Australia, the Constitution was written in the 1890s, and sets out 
elements of the structure of Commonwealth Government. The 
Constitution can only be explicitly amended by referendum.

Court of Disputed 
Returns

A unique judicial body which is the sole recipient of legal challenges to 
the validity of federal election results. A candidate, elector or the AEC 
may dispute the validity of an election by a petition to the High Court 
sitting as the Court of Disputed Returns. The court has wide powers to 
resolve the matter.

Crimes Act Crimes Act 1914 (Cth).

Declaration of the polls A formal public announcement of the result of an election.

Declaration vote Votes that are sealed in an envelope bearing the voter’s particulars. 
These votes are cast when:

the voter’s name cannot be found on the certified list•	

the voter’s name is marked off the certified list as already having •	
voted; 

the voter is registered as a silent elector (i.e. his/her address does •	
not appear on the roll); or

the voter casts an absent, pre-poll or postal vote.•	

Division Geographical areas containing approximately equal numbers of voters 
as defined for electoral purposes. Australia is divided into voting 
districts or electorates which are known as divisions.  One member is 
elected from each division to the House of Representatives.

DRO Divisional Returning Officer – The AEC officer responsible for 
maintaining the roll and conducting the election in each division.

Early vote A vote cast in the lead-up to election day. They are cast by electors 
who will not be able to get to a polling place in their state or territory 
on election day. Postal and pre-poll votes are the two ways a voter can 
cast an early vote.

ECA Electoral Council of Australia – A consultative council of Electoral 
Commissioners from the electoral authorities of the Commonwealth, 
states and territories which considers matters which will facilitate or 
improve Australian electoral administration.

Electoral Act Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918 (Cth) – The legislation governing 
the Commonwealth electoral process.

Electoral roll See ‘Roll’.

Electorate See ‘Division’.

Election period The period commencing on the day of issue of the writ for the election 
and ending at the latest time on polling day at which an elector in 
Australia could enter a polling booth for the purpose of casting a vote 
in the election.

Electors People eligible to vote in an election.

Enrolment The act of having your name placed on the electoral roll.  Australian 
citizens over 18 years of age (with a few exceptions) must enrol to vote.
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EMB Electoral Management Body – The authority within a jurisdiction 
charged with administering the electoral process.

First past the post An election in which the candidate with the most votes is elected after 
one round of counting whether or not that person has more than half 
the votes counted. 

FMA Act Financial Management and Accountability Act 1997 (Cth).

Formal vote A ballot paper which has been correctly completed and accepted as 
valid. Only formal votes will be counted.

Formality rules The rules which determine whether or not a given vote will be 
accepted as formal (valid) and counted in an election.

Franchise The right to vote.

Full preferential voting A system of voting in which the elector is required to indicate an order 
of preference for all candidates on the ballot paper.

General postal voting Electors who consistently have difficulty getting to a polling place on 
polling day can register as a general postal voter. As soon as the DRO 
receives the ballot papers for an election, general postal voters are 
automatically sent postal ballot papers and certificate envelopes.

Group voting ticket See ‘Ticket voting’.

Hare-Clark Hare-Clark is a proportional representation system which is a type 
of the ‘single transferable vote’ method. Electors vote by showing 
preferences for individual candidates. There will be more than one 
vacancy to be filled per division, and to be elected, a candidate needs 
to receive a quota of votes. Each elector has a single vote, which 
can be transferred from candidate to candidate according to the 
preferences shown until all the vacancies are filled.

Harmonisation The adoption of uniform or consistent rules and laws across multiple 
jurisdictions. Harmonisation results in a unified regulatory environment 
in which participants benefit from clarity and simplicity.

House of Representatives The lower house of the federal Parliament of Australia, where Members 
are elected from single-member divisions.

How-to-vote cards Cards handed out to voters by party officials at polling places on 
election day showing how a party or candidate would like voters to fill 
in their ballot papers.

ICCPR International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

Informal vote A ballot paper which has been incorrectly completed or not filled in at 
all.  Informal votes are not counted in the election of a candidate.

International IDEA International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance – An 
intergovernmental think-tank on democracy and electoral matters.

IPU Inter-Parliamentary Union – An international organisation of 
parliaments of sovereign states which coordinates world-wide 
parliamentary dialogue.

IPU Declaration The IPU Declaration on Criteria for Free and Fair Elections.
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JSCEM Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters – JSCEM inquires into 
and reports on such matters relating to electoral laws and practices 
and their administration as may be referred to it by either House of the 
Parliament or a Minister.

JSCER Joint Select Committee on Electoral Reform – the predecessor to 
JSCEM.

Jurisdiction A political subdivision (e.g. federal, state, municipality) with the 
responsibility for creating and enforcing laws within its geographic 
boundaries.

Legislature The law-making body of a country or state.

NI Norfolk Island.

Marginal seat A term used after counting has been completed to describe a seat 
where the winning candidate received less than 56% of the two party 
preferred vote.

Mobile polling A polling process in which mobile teams bring the polling to the 
elector.  They visit electors in hospitals and nursing homes, prisons and 
remote locations to enable them to vote.

Multi-member electorate An electorate which has more than one representative. A proportional 
representation system usually applies.

NT Northern Territory.

NTR National Tally Room – The media centre where the progressive voting 
figures for divisions are displayed when the votes are being counted 
on election night.

Ordinary vote A vote cast by an elector on polling day at a polling place within the 
division for which the elector is enrolled.

Parliamentary democracy A system of government where the people exercise their political 
power by electing representatives to Parliament to make laws.

POI Proof of identity.

Political party A political party is an organisation with the object or activity of 
promoting candidates for election to Parliament. Also see ‘Registered 
political party’.

Poll Another word for an election.

Postal vote A method of voting through the post. Electors who for various reasons 
cannot attend a polling place in the state or territory for which they are 
enrolled on polling day can apply in writing for a postal vote. The DRO 
will then send them their ballot papers which must be posted back 
before the close of polling. See also ‘general postal voting’.

Pre-poll vote Votes cast at any AEC office or any pre-poll voting centre in the lead-
up to polling day.  Voters unable to vote in the division in which they 
are enrolled on election day are eligible to cast a pre-poll vote.
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Preferential voting A method of voting in which voters complete a ballot paper by placing 
numbers next to candidates on the ballot paper to indicate their order 
of preference. Voters may be required to number all the boxes to 
indicate all their preferences (‘full’ preferential), to number a mandated 
minimum number of boxes with their preferences (‘partial’ preferential), 
or to fill in at least one box to indicate their first preference, and more if 
they so wish (‘optional’ preferential).

Privacy Act Privacy Act 1988 (Cth).

Proportional 
representation

A system of voting designed to elect representatives in proportion to 
the amount of support each has in the electorate.

Provisional vote A provisional vote may be claimed by a person whose name cannot be 
found on the certified list of voters, or whose name is already marked 
off the roll but who claims not to have voted. The provisional voter’s 
name is checked at the AEC divisional office before the envelope 
containing the vote is included in the count.

PS Act Public Service Act 1999 (Cth).

Quota The proportion or number of votes needed by a candidate or party to 
be elected.

Redistribution A redistribution is the redrawing of the boundaries for the federal 
electoral divisions of a state or territory. The size of these divisions is 
determined by population. To ensure equitable representation, the 
boundaries must be redrawn periodically.

Referendum A proposal to alter the Constitution put to the vote. The Australian 
Constitution can only be altered by a majority of electors in a majority 
of states passing the proposed amendment.

Registered political party A registered political party is a political party with either a member 
in the Commonwealth Parliament or with a membership of at least 
500 electors which has become registered under Part XI of the 
Electoral Act.

Representative 
democracy

A representative democracy is a system of government in which the 
power is vested in the people, who exercise their power through 
elected representatives in parliament.

RMP Act Referendum (Machinery Provisions) Act 1984 (Cth).

Robson Rotation The Robson Rotation process is a specific way of printing candidate 
names on ballot papers. The names in each column of candidates 
are printed in different orders on consecutive ballot papers so that 
no candidate in a column has the advantage or disadvantage of 
appearing in the same position on every ballot paper.

Roll A list of all the people who are entitled to vote in an election.

Safe seat A term used after counting has been completed to describe a seat 
where the winning candidate received more than 60% of the two party 
preferred vote.

Savings clause Administrative rules which allow votes which would otherwise be ruled 
informal to be admitted to the count as formal votes where the voter 
may have made a unintentional mistake on their ballot paper.
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Scrutiny The process of checking and counting votes following the close of 
polling. Acceptability of votes is determined and the votes are sorted 
and counted to determine the outcome of the election.

Scrutineer An individual appointed by a candidate to ensure that voting, 
checking, sorting and counting are done fairly and accurately.

Seat See ‘Division’.

Secret ballot A vote made in secret.

Senate The upper house of the federal Parliament of Australia, which has 76 
Senators, 12 from each state and two from the ACT and the NT.

Silent elector An elector whose address is not shown on the roll because they 
believe that having their address on the roll will place their personal 
safety or that of members of their family at risk.

STV Single transferable vote – Under STV electoral systems, each elector’s 
vote can be transferred between candidates in the order of the 
elector’s preferences.

The territories The Australian Capital Territory and the Northern Territory. 

Third party Third parties are individuals or organisations that participate in 
campaigning but who are not seeking election.

Ticket voting Voters in multi-member electorates are given the option to adopt as 
their vote a preference order lodged by a particular party or group. A 
separate section at the top of the ballot is paper is provided for the 
elector to mark a single preference.  In the Australian Senate, this is 
also known as ‘above the line’ voting.

Two party preferred vote A classification of the voters cast in a division, state or nation according 
to their relative preferences for the government and opposition.

Unicameral A parliament or law-making body consisting of one chamber or house.

UN United Nations.

Vote The act of an elector in an election to indicate his or her choice.

Voting compartment A small compartment or cubicle at the polling place where people fill 
in their voting papers in secret at elections.

VTR Virtual Tally Room – The VTR is an internet application that provides 
progressively updated election results after the close of polls. The VTR 
is accessible to all internet users.

Writ A document commanding an electoral officer to hold an election or 
referendum.  The issue of a writ starts the electoral process.

YES Youth Electoral Study.
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Annex 2:	 Inter-Parliamentary Union – Declaration on 
Criteria for Free and Fair Elections 

The Inter-Parliamentary Council, 

Reaffirming the significance of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights which establish that the authority to govern shall be based on 
the will of the people as expressed in periodic and genuine elections, 

Acknowledging and endorsing the fundamental principles relating to periodic free and fair elections 
that have been recognized by States in universal and regional human rights instruments, including 
the right of everyone to take part in the government of his or her country directly or indirectly through 
freely chosen representatives, to vote in such elections by secret ballot, to have an equal opportunity 
to become a candidate for election, and to put forward his or her political views, individually or in 
association with others, 

Conscious of the fact that each State has the sovereign right, in accordance with the will of its 
people, freely to choose and develop its own political, social, economic and cultural systems without 
interference by other States in strict conformity with the United Nations Charter, 

Wishing to promote the establishment of democratic, pluralist systems of representative government 
throughout the world, 

Recognizing that the establishment and strengthening of democratic processes and institutions 
is the common responsibility of governments, the electorate and organized political forces, that 
periodic and genuine elections are a necessary and indispensable element of sustained efforts to 
protect the rights and interests of the governed and that, as a matter of practical experience, the 
right of everyone to take part in the government of his or her country is a crucial factor in the effective 
enjoyment by all of human rights and fundamental freedoms, 

Welcoming the expanding role of the United Nations, the Inter-Parliamentary Union, regional 
organizations and parliamentary assemblies, and international and national non-governmental 
organizations in providing electoral assistance at the request of governments, 

Therefore adopts the following Declaration on Free and Fair Elections, and urges Governments and 
Parliaments throughout the world to be guided by the principles and standards set out therein:

1.	 Free and Fair Elections 

In any State the authority of the government can only derive from the will of the people as expressed 
in genuine, free and fair elections held at regular intervals on the basis of universal, equal and secret 
suffrage.

2.	 Voting and Elections Rights 

(1)	 Every adult citizen has the right to vote in elections, on a non-discriminatory basis. 

(2)	 Every adult citizen has the right to access to an effective, impartial and non-discriminatory 
procedure for the registration of voters. 

(3)	 No eligible citizen shall be denied the right to vote or disqualified from registration as 
a voter, otherwise than in accordance with objectively verifiable criteria prescribed by 
law, and  provided that such measures are consistent with the State’s obligations under 
international law. 
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(4)	 Every individual who is denied the right to vote or to be registered as a voter shall be 
entitled to appeal to a jurisdiction competent to review such decisions and to correct errors 
promptly and effectively. 

(5)	 Every voter has the right to equal and effective access to a polling station in order to 
exercise his or her right to vote. 

(6)	 Every voter is entitled to exercise his or her right equally with others and to have his or her 
vote accorded equivalent weight to that of others. 

(7)	 The right to vote in secret is absolute and shall not be restricted in any manner whatsoever.

3.	 Candidature, Party and Campaign Rights and Responsibilities 

(1)	 Everyone has the right to take part in the government of their country and shall have an 
equal opportunity to become a candidate for election. The criteria for participation in 
government shall be determined in accordance with national constitutions and laws and 
shall not be inconsistent with the State’s international obligations. 

(2)	 Everyone has the right to join, or together with others to establish, a political party or 
organization for the purpose of competing in an election. 

(3)	 Everyone individually and together with others has the right: 

To express political opinions without interference;•	

To seek, receive and impart information and to make an informed choice;•	

To move freely within the country in order to campaign for election;•	

To campaign on an equal basis with other political parties, including the party forming •	
the existing government.

(4)	 Every candidate for election and every political party shall have an equal opportunity of 
access to the media, particularly the mass communications media, in order to put forward 
their political views. 

(5)	 The right of candidates to security with respect to their lives and property shall be 
recognized and protected. 

(6)	 Every individual and every political party has the right to the protection of the law and to a 
remedy for violation of political and electoral rights. 

(7)	 The above rights may only be subject to such restrictions of an exceptional nature which 
are in accordance with law and reasonably necessary in a democratic society in the interests 
of national security or public order (ordre public), the protection of public health or morals 
or the protection of the rights and freedoms of others and provided they are consistent 
with States’ obligations under international law. Permissible restrictions on candidature, 
the creation and activity of political parties and campaign rights shall not be applied so as 
to violate the principle of non-discrimination on grounds of race, colour, sex, language, 
religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. 

(8)	 Every individual or political party whose candidature, party or campaign rights are denied 
or restricted shall be entitled to appeal to a jurisdiction competent to review such decisions 
and to correct errors promptly and effectively. 

(9)	 Candidature, party and campaign rights carry responsibilities to the community. In particular, 
no candidate or political party shall engage in violence. 

(10)	 Every candidate and political party competing in an election shall respect the rights and 
freedoms of others. 
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(11)	 Every candidate and political party competing in an election shall accept the outcome of a 
free and fair election.

4.	 The Rights and Responsibilities of States 

(1)	 States should take the necessary legislative steps and other measures, in accordance 
with their constitutional processes, to guarantee the rights and institutional framework for 
periodic and genuine, free and fair elections, in accordance with their obligations under 
international law. In particular, States should: 

Establish an effective, impartial and non-discriminatory procedure for the registration •	
of voters; 

Establish clear criteria for the registration of voters, such as age, citizenship and •	
residence, and ensure that such provisions are applied without distinction of any kind; 

Provide for the formation and free functioning of political parties, possibly regulate •	
the funding of political parties and electoral campaigns, ensure the separation of party 
and State, and establish the conditions for competition in legislative elections on an 
equitable basis; 

Initiate or facilitate national programmes of civic education, to ensure that the population •	
are familiar with election procedures and issues; 

(2)	 In addition, States should take the necessary policy and institutional steps to ensure the 
progressive achievement and consolidation of democratic goals, including through the 
establishment of a neutral, impartial or balanced mechanism for the management of 
elections. In so doing, they should, among other matters: 

Ensure that those responsible for the various aspects of the election are trained and act •	
impartially, and that coherent voting procedures are established and made known to the 
voting public; 

Ensure the registration of voters, updating of electoral rolls and balloting procedures, •	
with the assistance of national and international observers as appropriate; 

Encourage parties, candidates and the media to accept and adopt a Code of Conduct to •	
govern the election campaign and the polling period; 

Ensure the integrity of the ballot through appropriate measures to prevent multiple •	
voting or voting by those not entitled thereto; 

Ensure the integrity of the process for counting votes.•	

(3)	 States shall respect and ensure the human rights of all individuals within their territory 
and subject to their jurisdiction. In time of elections, the State and its organs should 
therefore ensure : 

That freedom of movement, assembly, association and expression are respected, •	
particularly in the context of political rallies and meetings; 

That parties and candidates are free to communicate their views to the electorate, and •	
that they enjoy equality of access to State and public-service media; 

That the necessary steps are taken to guarantee non-partisan coverage in State and •	
public-service media. 

(4)	 In order that elections shall be fair, States should take the necessary measures to ensure that 
parties and candidates enjoy reasonable opportunities to present their electoral platform. 

(5)	 States should take all necessary and appropriate measures to ensure that the principle of 
the secret ballot is respected, and that voters are able to cast their ballots freely, without 
fear or intimidation. 
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(6)	 Furthermore, State authorities should ensure that the ballot is conducted so as to avoid 
fraud or other illegality, that the security and the integrity of the process is maintained, 
and that ballot counting is undertaken by trained personnel, subject to monitoring and/or 
impartial verification. 

(7)	 States should take all necessary and appropriate measures to ensure the transparency of the 
entire electoral process including, for example, through the presence of party agents and 
duly accredited observers. 

(8)	 States should take the necessary measures to ensure that parties, candidates and 
supporters enjoy equal security, and that State authorities take the necessary steps to 
prevent electoral violence. 

(9)	 States should ensure that violations of human rights and complaints relating to the electoral 
process are determined promptly within the timeframe of the electoral process and 
effectively by an independent and impartial authority, such as an electoral commission or 
the courts.
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Annex 3: Key Elements of Commonwealth, State and 
Territory Franchise Arrangements

Jurisdictions

Requirement for citizenship?

Yes All

Allows certain ‘British subjects’ to vote

If names were on roll as at  
25 January 1984

Commonwealth, New South 
Wales, Victoria, Tasmania, 
Australian Capital Territory, 
Northern Territory

If names were on a state or Commonwealth roll 
within the period  
26 October 1983 and 25 January 1984

Western Australia,  
South Australia

If names were on roll as at 25 January 1984, or 
eligible for the Queensland State electoral roll 
on 31 December 1991

Queensland

Prisoners excluded when serving...

Any sentence of imprisonment Queensland, Western Australia

Twelve months or more New South Wales

Three years or more Commonwealth, Tasmania, 
Northern Territory

Five years or more Victoria

No exclusion for prisoners South Australia, Australian 
Capital Territory

Persons of unsound mind excluded?

Yes All

Australians living abroad...

may enrol to vote as an ’eligible overseas 
elector’ within three years of leaving Australia, 
if they intend to resume living in Australia 
within six years of leaving. Enrolment under this 
provision is initially granted for a period of six 
years.1169

All states and territories provide 
that an elector may remain 
on the roll and vote if he/she 
maintains his/her enrolment as 
an ‘eligible overseas elector’ 
under the Commonwealth 
Electoral  
Act 1918.

1169	 If an ‘eligible overseas elector’ will not be returning to Australia at the end of the 6 year period, but he/she maintains an 
intention to resume living in Australia, his/her ‘eligible overseas elector status may be extended on an annual basis.
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Annex 5: House of Representatives Sample Ballot Paper
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ANNEX  6

Annex 6: Senate Sample Ballot Papers
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