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The Dem
ocratic 

Audit of 
Australia—

Testing 
the strength 
of Australian 
dem

ocracy

S
ince 2002, the D

em
ocratic A

udit of A
ustralia, at the A

ustralian N
ational U

niversity, 
has been conducting an audit to assess A

ustralia’s strengths and w
eaknesses 

as a dem
ocracy.

The A
udit has three specific aim

s:

1. 
C

ontributing to m
ethodology: to m

ake a m
ajor m

ethodological contribution 
to 

the 
assessm

ent 
of 

dem
ocracy—

particularly 
through 

incorporating 
disagreem

ents about ‘dem
ocracy’ into the research design;

2. 
B

enchm
arking: to provide benchm

arks for m
onitoring and international 

com
parisons—

our data can be used, for exam
ple, to track the progress of 

governm
ent reform

s as w
ell as to com

pare A
ustralia w

ith other countries;

3. 
P

rom
oting debate: to prom

ote public debate about dem
ocratic issues and how

 
Australia’s dem

ocratic arrangem
ents m

ight be im
proved. The Audit w

ebsite 
hosts lively debate and com

plem
ents the production of reports like this.

Background
The A

udit approach recognises that dem
ocracy is a com

plex notion; therefore 
w

e are applying a detailed set of A
udit questions already field-tested in various 

overseas countries. These questions w
ere pioneered in the U

nited K
ingdom

 
w

ith related studies in S
w

eden, then further developed under the auspices of 
the International Institute for D

em
ocracy and Electoral A

ssistance—
ID

EA
—

in 
S

tockholm
, w

hich recently arranged testing in eight countries including N
ew

 
Zealand. W

e have devised additional questions to take account of differing view
s 

PAGE vi
PAGE vii



PAGE viii
PAGE ix

about dem
ocracy and because A

ustralia is the first country w
ith a federal system

 
to undertake an A

udit.

Further Inform
ation

For further inform
ation about the A

udit, please see the A
udit w

ebsite at:

http://dem
ocratic.audit.anu.edu.au

Funding
The A

udit is supported by the A
ustralian R

esearch C
ouncil (D

P
0211016) and the 

A
ustralian N

ational U
niversity.

Executive sum
m

ary1

This audit directly addresses the controversial role m
oney plays in A

ustralian 
politics by asking the question: H

ow
 dem

ocratic is the w
ay political parties are 

funded in A
ustralia?

It identifies tw
o central problem

s w
ith the funding of Australian political parties: a 

lack of transparency, w
ith secrecy a hallm

ark of private funding, political spending 
and 

the 
use 

of 
parliam

entary 
entitlem

ents 
and 

governm
ent 

resources; 
and 

the political inequality that is m
aintained and perpetuated by Australian political 

finance. The distribution of private funds favours the C
oalition and ALP and so do 

election funding, parliam
entary entitlem

ents and state resources like governm
ent 

advertising. This is especially the case w
hen these parties hold governm

ent. The 
broader picture then is one of institutional rules designed to protect the joint interests 
of the m

ajor parties by arm
ing them

 w
ith far greater w

ar chests than m
inor parties 

and new
 com

petitors. W
hile electoral com

petition exists, it is largely confined to the 
m

ajor parties, w
ith players outside this cartel disabled by financial disadvantages. 

To address these problem
s and other deficiencies, 35 recom

m
endations are 

m
ade in four areas: private funding, public funding, governm

ent advertising and 
political expenditure.

Recom
m

endations in relation to the regulation of private funding

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 1: C
hanges enacted by the Electoral and R

eferendum
 

A
m

endm
ent (Electoral Integrity and O

ther M
easures) A

ct 2006 (C
th) that 

reduce disclosure obligations should be repealed.

1   The authors w
ish to thank M

arian S
aw

er, G
illian Evans, Verity A

rcher, Theo G
ouskos, D

avid G
rove, S

tephen S
em

pill, 
S

tephanie Younane, P
eter B

rent, all participants in the w
orkshop and those w

ho later em
ailed suggestions and 

com
m

ents based on the draft of this report.

Executive 
sum

m
ary 1



PAGE x
PAGE xi

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 2: C
hanges enacted by the A

ct requiring third parties to 
lodge annual returns should be am

ended to require parties and associated 
entities to disclose details of political spending.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 3: C
hanges enacted by the A

ct that broadened the 
definition of ‘associated entity’ should be am

ended to include less form
al 

m
eans of influencing party activities and restricted to entities w

ielding a 
significant level of influence.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 
4: 

P
aym

ents 
at 

fundraisers 
and 

like 
events 

be  
deem

ed ‘gifts’.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 5: P
arties and associated entities subm

it ‘gift’ reports 
disclosing details of gifts received by them

.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 6: P
arties and associated entities should be required to 

m
ake m

ore frequent disclosure and especially during election periods.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 7: A
dequate resources m

ust be provided to electoral 
com

m
issions to enable them

 to effectively enforce disclosure obligations.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 
8: 

A
ll 

returns, 
or 

at 
least 

those 
of 

parties 
w

ith 
significant 

incom
e, 

be 
accom

panied 
by 

an 
auditor’s 

report 
verifying  

accuracy of returns.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 9: Large contributions should be taxed.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 10: C
ontributions from

 persons and com
panies holding 

contracts w
ith federal and S

tate governm
ents should be banned.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 
11: 

B
ans 

on 
contributions 

from
 

com
panies 

w
ith 

particularly strong interest in governm
ental actions should be investigated.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 
12: 

Foreign 
donations 

should 
be 

forfeited 
unless 

full disclosure is m
ade and consideration should be given to banning  

foreign donations.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 13: C
orporate political spending should be heavily taxed 

w
ith a view

 to eventually im
posing a ban on such spending.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 14: M
easures to im

prove the internal accountability 
of com

panies and trade unions should be considered and, if instituted, 
introduced sim

ultaneously.

Recom
m

endations in relation to the regulation of public funding

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 15: In order to receive election funding, parties and 
candidates should be required to docum

ent their actual expenditure.

• 
 R

ecom
m

endation 16: Failure to com
ply w

ith disclosure obligations should 
result in a deduction of election funding.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 17: In conjunction w
ith taxing large contributions, parties 

and candidates should only be allow
ed to receive donations below

 a 
specified am

ount as a condition of receiving election funding.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 18: If expenditure lim
its are not im

posed, parties and 
candidates should be required to cap their spending as a condition of 
receiving election funding.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 19: The possibility of requiring parties to dedicate som
e 

of their public funding to activities w
hich benefit the polity such as long-term

 
policy developm

ent, party building and encouraging political participation 
(as in other countries) should be investigated.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 
20: 

C
hanges 

enacted 
by 

Electoral 
and 

R
eferendum

 

A
m

endm
ent (Electoral Integrity and O

ther M
easures) A

ct 2006 (C
th) increasing 

and extending tax-deductibility for political donations should be repealed.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 21: A
n incom

e tax credits system
 like the C

anadian 
system

 should be considered.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 
22: 

There 
should 

be 
increased 

accountability 
and 

transparency in regard to the use of parliam
entary entitlem

ents including a 
concise, publicly-available docum

ent outlining all available benefits as w
ell 

as annual reports docum
enting M

P
s’ expenditure.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 23: N
ew

 guidelines should restrict M
P

s to using their 
printing and m

ail entitlem
ents only for parliam

entary or electorate business 
and not for party politics or electioneering.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 24: There should be regular independent scrutiny of the 
use of parliam

entary and public benefits including M
P

s’ adherence to the 
guidelines. A

udits and reports should be m
ade publicly available.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 25: C
onsideration should be given to greater restrictions 

on the use of parliam
entary entitlem

ents during election cam
paigns.
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Recom
m

endations in relation to the regulation of governm
ent advertising

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 26: There should be new
 guidelines prohibiting the 

m
isuse of governm

ent advertising for partisan purposes.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 27: There should be a m
echanism

 to m
onitor and enforce 

com
pliance w

ith guidelines on governm
ent advertising. C

onsideration should 
be given to the S

enate Finance and P
ublic A

dm
inistration C

om
m

ittee’s 
recom

m
endation that the A

uditor-G
eneral scrutinise the advertising content 

of governm
ent ad cam

paigns valued at $250 000 or m
ore.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 28: There should be annual reports on governm
ent 

advertising and public opinion research. These reports should docum
ent 

spending and also include evaluations and results for each cam
paign.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 29: C
onsideration should be given to im

posing ‘public 
interest’ licence requirem

ents on broadcasters so that they donate free tim
e 

for governm
ent advertising of a com

m
unity/public service nature.

Recom
m

endations in relation to the regulation of political expenditure

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 30: P
arties and candidates should be required to disclose 

details of their political expenditure.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 31: Expenditure lim
its for election cam

paigns should be 
re-introduced w

ith careful consideration to their design.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 32: P
olicing and enforcem

ent of such lim
its w

ould need 
to be undertaken m

ore com
prehensively than in the past w

hen lim
its w

ere 
w

idely ignored due to lack of enforcem
ent.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 33: O
verall cam

paign spending lim
its, if set at a reasonable 

level and enforced properly, w
ould force parties to lim

it their spending on 
paid advertising.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 34: Free air-tim
e should be w

idely available.

• 
R

ecom
m

endation 35: C
om

m
ercial broadcasters should be required by 

legislation (as in the U
S

) to provide broadcast tim
e for election advertising at 

the low
est possible rate, to counter the current situation w

here candidates 
and parties are reportedly paying unusually exorbitant rates.
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M
oney plays a controversial role in A

ustralian politics. P
olitical donations often 

spark claim
s of secret contributions leading to corruption. These claim

s are 
occasionally accom

panied by allegations that corporations or trade unions have 
undue influence over political parties through the funds they provide. P

ublic 
funding of political parties also attracts its share of criticism

. P
arliam

entary 
entitlem

ents have been condem
ned as rorts allow

ing politicians to feather their 
nests w

hile governm
ent advertising has been portrayed as w

asteful and unfair. A
t 

the base of these concerns appears to be a com
m

on fear that A
ustralian politics 

has the trappings of a dem
ocracy that m

ask an oligarchy w
here political pow

er 
rests w

ith only a few
, richer and m

ore pow
erful citizens.

It is these concerns that form
 the focus of this report. It directly addresses them

 
by asking the question: how

 dem
ocratic is the w

ay political parties are funded 
in A

ustralia? The answ
er to this question w

ill, of course, depend on w
hat is 

m
eant by ‘dem

ocratic’, a contested concept w
ith no agreed definition. W

hile not 
oblivious to such disagreem

ents, this report w
ill draw

 on the understanding of 
dem

ocracy that inform
s the D

em
ocratic A

udit of A
ustralia. This understanding is 

constituted by four principles:

• 
popular control over public decision-m

aking;

• 
political equality in exercising that control;

• 
the principle of deliberative dem

ocracy; and

• 
the principle of hum

an rights and civil liberties. 2

2   These principles are stated in M
arian S

aw
er, 2005, ‘A

udit Values: R
eflecting the com

plexity of representative 
dem

ocracy’, D
em

ocratic A
udit of A

ustralia, <http://dem
ocraticaudit.anu.edu.au>. The principles of popular control over 

public decision-m
aking and political equality in exercising that control are draw

n from
 the ID

EA
 audit fram

ew
ork, see 

D
avid B

eetham
, et al., 2002, The International ID

EA
 H

andbook on D
em

ocracy A
ssessm

ent, S
tockholm

, ID
EA

.

1. M
oney, 

politics and the 
law

: Q
uestions 

for Australian 
dem

ocracy
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Each of these principles gives rise to com
plex questions concerning the role of 

m
oney in politics. At the outset, they im

ply that political parties have key dem
ocratic 

functions. Forem
ost, they play a representative function. A

 healthy party-system
 

should represent the diverse strands of opinion existing in A
ustralia. S

uch a system
 

w
ould offer genuine electoral choice in the sense that the party platform

s cater to 
the different preferences of A

ustralian voters. S
econd, parties perform

 an agenda-
setting function in stim

ulating and generating ideas for A
ustralian politics. The 

richness of ideas inform
ing A

ustralian politics w
ill depend heavily on how

 vigorous 
the parties are in prom

oting new
 ideas and, in particular, the priority they place on 

policy developm
ent and research. Third, parties perform

 a participation function as 
they offer a vehicle for political participation through m

em
bership, m

eetings and 
prom

oting public discourse. Fourth, parties perform
 a governance function. This 

function largely relates to parties w
ho succeed in having elected representatives. 

The party elected to governm
ent clearly perform

s a governance function but other 
parliam

entary parties also participate in governance through the legislative process, 
scrutiny of the governm

ent and general public debate. 3

The representative and governance functions of political parties can be traced to 
the principles of popular control over public decision-m

aking and political equality 
in exercising that control. The agenda-setting function of parties flow

s naturally 
from

 the principle of deliberative dem
ocracy. The participation function, on the 

other hand, is m
ost connected w

ith the principles of civil liberties and hum
an 

rights, m
ost notably, the freedom

 of political association. In order to perform
 

these functions effectively, political parties m
ust be properly funded. D

em
ocratic 

principles therefore m
andate the adequate funding of political parties. 

This, how
ever, is not the only im

plication of such principles. The very necessity 
of funding poses serious dangers from

 a dem
ocratic perspective. Take, firstly, 

popular control over public decision-m
aking; a principle for structuring the 

relationship betw
een citizens and their public officials. It requires, for instance, 

elections that result in governm
ent being form

ed by a party (or parties) that enjoy 
m

ajority voter support. 

The 
principle 

of 
popular 

control, 
how

ever, 
goes 

beyond 
such 

electoral 
m

ajoritarianism
. W

ith the representative form
 of governm

ent, not only should 
governm

ent be elected through m
ajority support of the citizens but the exercise 

of governm
ental pow

ers in betw
een elections ought to also be responsive to the  

  3   For sim
ilar functions ascribed to political parties, see K

arl-H
einz N

assm
acher, ‘Introduction’ in R

eginald A
ustin, and M

aja 
Tjenstrom

 (eds), 2003, Funding of P
arties and Election C

am
paigns, S

tockholm
, ID

EA
, p. 2.

view
s of citizenry. In short, there needs to be accountability on the part of the 

governm
ent to the citizenry through and betw

een elections. This w
as recognised 

by M
ason C

J in A
ustralian C

apital Television P
ty Ltd v C

th:

 the representatives w
ho are m

em
bers of P

arliam
ent and M

inisters of 
S

tate are not only chosen by the people but exercise their legislative and 
executive pow

ers as representatives of the people. A
nd in the exercise 

of these pow
ers the representatives of necessity are accountable to the 

people for w
hat they do and have a responsibility to take account of the 

view
s of the people on w

hose behalf they act. 4

The principle of popular control also m
eans that citizens should have adequate 

electoral choice. This m
ust include a proper choice betw

een the political parties 
and their platform

s. It is the discipline provided by such choice that ensures 
that the governing parties are accountable and responsive to the citizens in 
betw

een elections. S
uch choice is also necessary for elections to properly reflect 

the popular w
ill. This requirem

ent of choice, in turn, points to the dem
ocratic 

im
perative of pluralistic and com

petitive politics especially am
ongst the parties.

In brief, the principle of popular control over public decision-m
aking im

plies 
electoral m

ajoritarianism
, continuous governm

ental accountability as w
ell as 

pluralistic and com
petitive politics. It is the last tw

o sub-principles that have 
particular relevance in the area of political finance. 

B
oth raise key questions concerning the use of public funds. D

oes public funding 
of parties entrench the interests of the dom

inant parties to the disadvantage of 
their com

petitors? In particular, have parties holding governm
ent m

isused public 
resources to unfairly advantage their parties? H

as there been, in other w
ords, 

corruption as partisan abuse? These principles also im
plicate tw

o other notions 
of corruption: corruption as rorts, nam

ely, the m
isuse of public resources for 

personal gain and corruption as cronyism
, that is, the im

proper appointm
ent of 

partisan allies to public positions.

In m
easuring w

hether governm
ent is accountable to the citizenry, a crucial issue 

arises in relation to the private funding of political parties: has receipt of such funds 
m

eant that political pow
er is being im

properly exercised in favour of donors? In 
other w

ords, does receipt of private funds by parties lead to corruption as graft?

G
overnm

ental accountability is necessarily bound up w
ith transparency: citizens 

can hardly be in a position to hold their representatives accountable if secrecy 
prevails. D

eliberative dem
ocracy also requires transparency as there cannot be 

proper deliberation if there is an absence of inform
ation about the exercise of 

4   Australian C
apital Television Pty Ltd v C

om
m

onw
ealth (1992) C

om
m

onw
ealth Law

 R
eports (C

LR
), 177, p. 138 (em

phasis added).
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governm
ental pow

er.

It follow
s that both the principles of popular control and deliberative dem

ocracy 
require—

in relation to the funding of parties—
that there be adequate disclosure of 

the sources of such funds and also the uses to w
hich they are put. The questions 

that arise on this count include: are parties being funded in a clandestine m
anner 

thereby hindering proper accountability and deliberation? A
re the uses of party 

funds sufficiently transparent that citizens are able to hold them
 accountable for 

such expenditure and to debate the propriety or otherw
ise of such spending?

The 
principle 

of 
deliberative 

dem
ocracy 

has 
significance 

beyond 
requiring 

transparency. If the present funding of parties has led to a situation w
here the 

m
ajor parties are advantaged over other political participants, this m

ay affect the 
quality of political discussion by narrow

ing the param
eters of debate. Further, 

as w
ill be seen later in this report, significant party funds are devoted to political 

advertising w
hether it be through radio, television or m

ore novel m
eans such as 

direct-m
ail. This raises the issue of w

hether such advertising has prom
oted or 

reduced the quality of public debate, especially during elections.  

A
s w

ith the principle of hum
an rights and civil liberties, the key freedom

s at play 
w

ould appear to be the freedom
s of political association and com

m
unication. 

Freedom
 of political association has significance because the private funding of a 

political party, like m
em

bership of a party, is clearly a form
 of political association. 

M
oreover, different party structures reflect the various w

ays of associating 
politically. A

 key question in regulating such funding m
ust then be the im

pact of 
any regulation on the freedom

 of political association w
hether through its effect 

upon political donations or on party structures.

A
s w

ith freedom
 of political com

m
unication, several questions arise. For instance, 

has the use of funds for political advertising by m
ajor parties resulted in a situation 

w
hereby the freedom

 of others to com
m

unicate politically is largely hollow
 

because of prohibitive costs? Freedom
 of political com

m
unication is also relevant 

in term
s of regulatory responses. C

ertain regulatory m
ethods, m

ost notably, a ban 
on political advertising, clearly infringe this freedom

. The question then is w
hether 

such an infringem
ent can be properly justified; a question that is im

portant both 
from

 the point of principle as w
ell as constitutional validity. 5

It rem
ains to canvass som

e of the questions raised by w
hat is perhaps the central 

dem
ocratic principle in the area of party finance—

political equality in exercising 
popular control over public decision-m

aking. This principle em
braces both the 

5  Lange v A
ustralian B

roadcasting C
orporation (1997) A

ustralian Law
 R

eports (A
LR

), 145, p.96.

vertical and horizontal dim
ensions

6 of political pow
er: it structures the relationship 

betw
een citizens and public officials by stipulating popular control but it also 

addresses the relationship am
ongst citizens by requiring that they exercise such 

control as equals.

This principle of political equality perhaps can be best traced to w
hat political 

theorist R
onald D

w
orkin describes as ‘the sovereign virtue of political com

m
unity’, 

the principle of equal concern for citizens. 7 It insists that all citizens have ‘a 
fair opportunity to hold public office and to influence the outcom

e of political 
decisions’. 8 

In an electoral system
 dom

inated by parties, fair opportunity to hold public office 
requires that there be ‘fair rivalry’ 9 and, specifically, ‘equality of arm

s’ am
ongst 

the com
peting parties. ‘Fair rivalry’ and ‘equality of arm

s’ do not relate only to 
the principle of political equality. They prom

ote com
petitive and pluralistic politics 

and, therefore, facilitate popular control over public decision-m
aking. B

y ensuring 
that citizens have a fair opportunity through political parties to express their view

s 
in electoral contests, they should enrich the political debate and, therefore, serve 
the goal of deliberative dem

ocracy.

The principles of ‘fair rivalry’ and ‘equality of arm
s’ raise key questions in relation 

to political finance: does the current funding of political parties m
ean that som

e 
parties vying in elections are unfairly advantaged? In particular, has governm

ental 
funding m

eant that incum
bent parties enjoy an im

proper advantage over their 
com

petitors? A
 them

e running through these issues is w
hether the m

ajor parties 
have colluded, im

plicitly or explicitly, in creating and m
aintaining a political finance 

system
 that operates in their m

utual interest. There is, in other w
ords, the question 

of cartelisation through political finance.

B
y requiring that citizens have a fair opportunity to influence political outcom

es, 
political equality in exercising popular control also gives rise to other issues. In 
the area of political finance, there is the question of w

hether political contributions 
have led to corruption as undue influence. S

uch corruption occurs w
hen political 

contributions underm
ine the ability of citizens to have a fair opportunity to 

influence political outcom
es.

There is another form
 of corruption as undue influence that is less about political 

equality in exercising popular control over public decision-m
aking and, indeed, 

6   R
onald D

w
orkin, 2000, S

overeign Virtue: The Theory and P
ractice of Equality, M

assachusetts, H
arvard U

niversity P
ress, 

pp. 190–91.
7  Ibid., p.1.
8  John R

aw
ls, 1996, P

olitical Liberalism
, N

ew
 York, C

olum
bia U

niversity P
ress, p.327.

9  K
eith D

 Ew
ing, 1987, The Funding of P

olitical P
arties in B

ritain, N
ew

 York, C
am

bridge U
niversity P

ress, p. 182.
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m
ay contradict such a principle. It can, how

ever, be traced back to the principle 
of equal concern for citizens. S

uch corruption, best described as B
urkean undue 

influence (after Edm
und B

urke’s injunction to elected representatives to act 
independently of their constituents), occurs w

hen political contributions divert 
public officials, parties and candidates from

 independent judgm
ents of the public 

interest because they are tailoring their judgm
ents according to the w

ishes of 
their financiers. W

hen political contributions place such persons in a position of 
‘conflict of interest’, 10 undue influence can be said to occur because there has 
been a failure to independently consider the public interest and sim

ultaneously, a 
refusal to show

 equal concern for all citizens.

This conception of corruption, B
urkean undue influence, is perhaps m

uch m
ore 

controversial than the other form
s of corruption previously described. The source of 

such controversy lies in the fact that there is a clear tension betw
een the injunction 

that representatives exercise independent judgm
ent and the principle that they be 

subject to the control of the citizens. This tension com
es to the fore w

hen politics is 
dom

inated by interest groups. The responsiveness of parties to such interest groups 
can be said to be dem

ocratic in the sense that the parties are perform
ing their 

representative function and being subject to popular control. O
n the other hand, 

there is the danger of ‘too m
uch’ responsiveness under the B

urkean conception of 
undue influence w

ith politicians risking their independent judgm
ents. 

It should be clear by now
 that there is a paradoxical relationship betw

een dem
ocratic 

principles and the funding of political parties: such principles dictate and yet distrust 
such funding. It is this relationship that form

s the focus of this report. 

The question of w
hether the funding of A

ustralian political parties and its legal 
regulation are dem

ocratic can, therefore, be broken dow
n to tw

o m
ajor issues: 

to w
hat extent do the current funding practices and their regulation facilitate 

the perform
ing of the proper functions of political parties; and w

hat dangers do 
they pose to the health of A

ustralia’s dem
ocracy? The latter raises m

ore specific 
issues including:

• 
the extent to w

hich public funds has led to corruption as partisan abuse, 
rorts and cronyism

; 

• 
w

hether 
political 

donations 
have 

led 
to 

corruption 
as 

graft 
and  

undue influence;

• 
the degree of transparency surrounding the funding and expenditure of parties;

• 
the im

pact of political advertising upon the quality of public debate;

10  D
aniel H

 Low
enstein, 1989, ‘O

n cam
paign finance reform

’, H
ofstra Law

 R
eview

 18, p. 301.

• 
the im

pact of party finance and its regulation, including possible regulatory 
responses, on the freedom

s of political association and com
m

unication; and

• 
w

hether current funding patterns and their regulation arm
 the dom

inant 
parties w

ith an unfair advantage.

These questions w
ill be investigated in the follow

ing m
anner. C

hapter 2 w
ill 

exam
ine the private funding of parties and its regulation. C

hapter 3 does the sam
e 

in relation to public funding of parties. C
hapter 4 focuses on funds and resources 

specifically available to parties in governm
ent. C

hapter 5 sw
itches attention to the 

other side of the ledger by considering the expenditure of parties. Finally, C
hapter 

6 considers the dem
ocratic deficiencies of A

ustralian political finance and m
akes 

recom
m

endations for change draw
ing upon overseas practice.
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The prom
ise of dem

ocracy is that each citizen w
ill share equally in political 

pow
er. H

ow
ever, in the context of a liberal capitalist dem

ocracy and its attendant 
econom

ic inequalities, w
ealthy individuals and businesses are able to translate 

their econom
ic pow

er into political pow
er because ‘(s)om

e m
oneyed people w

ill 
alw

ays attem
pt to speak louder and w

ill often succeed as a result’. 11 

The louder voice of m
oney m

eans an ever-present risk that dem
ocratic form

s 
conceal the plutocratic reality of governm

ent by the w
ealthy. In its m

ore egregious 
m

anifestations, the influence of m
oney on politics raises the spectre of ‘m

oney 
politics’, w

hich insinuates itself into the dem
ocratic polity in various w

ays but a 
key artery is the private financing of political cam

paigns. 

11  S
enator A

ndrew
 M

urray and M
arilyn R

ock, 2000, ‘The dangerous art of giving’, A
ustralian Q

uarterly 72(3), p.29.

N
ew

spaper headlines on political donations

‘Largesse m
eans access’ 

The Australian, 16 August 2003.

‘Dem
ocracy for sale’ 

The W
eekend Australian Financial Review, 20–1 M

arch 2004.

‘Business coy about political pay-offs’ 
Canberra Tim

es, 7 January 2005.

‘M
P backs curb on donations’ 

The Age, 13 June 2005. 

‘The bottom
 line? Big business should fork out for Liberals, says PM

’ 
The Age, 26 June 2005.

‘Fire site pair gave cash to Labor’ 
The Sunday Age, 24 July 2005.

Federal regulation of private funding
At the federal level in Australia, the only source restriction, that is, restriction on 
contributions com

ing from
 particular sources, is a prohibition on parties, their 

associated entities, third parties and candidates from
 receiving anonym

ous gifts 
exceeding $10 000 (see box headed ‘D

efinition of key term
s’). There are no am

ount 

restrictions, that is, controls on the am
ount of political contributions m

ade.

The key source of federal regulation of private funding stem
s from

 disclosure 
obligations 

im
posed 

upon 
parties, 

their 
associated 

entities, 
third 

parties, 
candidates and donors.

P
olitical parties and their associated entities are obliged to subm

it annual 
disclosure returns. Virtually identical disclosure requirem

ents apply to political 
parties and associated entities. The returns subm

itted are required to be in a 
form

 approved by the A
ustralian Electoral C

om
m

ission (A
EC

) and m
ust disclose 

the total am
ount received by, or on behalf of, the political party or associated 

entity for the financial year. In addition to disclosing this total, political parties and 
associated entities are required to m

ake further disclosure if they have received 
from

, or ow
e, a particular person or organisation a sum

 am
ounting to m

ore than 
$10 000 for that financial year. In calculating w

hether this sum
 has been reached 

for paym
ents m

ade to the party, am
ounts of $10 000 or less can be disregarded. 

O
nce this threshold of m

ore than $10 000 has been reached, political parties and 
associated entitles m

ust disclose certain particulars, nam
ely, the am

ount of the 
sum

 or debt and the nam
e and address of the person (or organisation) w

ho paid 
or is ow

ed the sum
. 

2. Private funding 
of political parties 
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P
ersons w

ho donate m
ore than $10 000 in a year to a political party are also 

subject to annual disclosure obligations in that they m
ust lodge a statem

ent 
disclosing all such gifts to the A

EC
.

C
andidates, S

enate groups, certain donors and third parties are subject to post-
election disclosure obligations. C

andidates and S
enate groups are required, after 

every election, to provide to the A
EC

 w
ith a statem

ent disclosing details of gifts 
received during the period betw

een elections that exceed $10 000. 

P
ersons w

ho have donated m
ore than $10 000 to candidates m

ust also disclose 
details of such gifts to the A

EC
 after the relevant election. Further, third parties 

that have spent m
ore than $10 000 in a financial year on electoral expenditure 

m
ust disclose to the A

EC
 details of gifts received w

hich exceed $10 000 that 
w

ere used for such spending as w
ell as details of their electoral expenditure. 

A
ll these returns m

ust eventually be m
ade available for public inspection. The A

EC
 

also publishes a report on the operation of these provisions after each Federal 
election. These statem

ents and returns gain further publicity via m
edia reporting 

and their posting on the A
EC

’s w
ebsite.

Definition of key term
s 

Associated entities 

Disclosure schem
es generally define an associated entity as an entity that is either 

controlled by one or m
ore political parties or operates w

holly or to a significant 

extent for the benefit of one or m
ore political parties. W

ith the enactm
ent of the 

Electoral and Referendum
 Am

endm
ent (Electoral Integrity and Other M

easures) Act 

2006 (Cth), the definition of ‘associated entity’ under the federal schem
e has been 

extended to include entities that are financial m
em

bers or have voting rights in a 

political party.

Gifts 

Under disclosure schem
es, a gift is defined as any disposition of property m

ade w
ith 

inadequate or no consideration.

Third parties 

Under disclosure schem
es, third parties refer to entities other than registered 

parties, their associated entities, candidates, donors w
ith disclosure obligations and 

broadcasters and publishers.

Regulation at State and Territory level
There are prohibitions against parties, groups or candidates receiving anonym

ous 
gifts in five of the eight S

tates and Territories, nam
ely, the A

ustralian C
apital 

Territory (A
C

T), the N
orthern Territory (N

T), N
ew

 S
outh W

ales (N
S

W
), Q

ueensland 
(Q

LD
) and W

estern A
ustralia (W

A
).

The only S
tate or Territory to have an am

ount restriction is Victoria. U
nder the 

Electoral A
ct 2002 (Vic), holders of casino and gam

bling licences and their related 
com

panies are prohibited from
 m

aking political donations exceeding $50 000 in 
a financial year to each registered political party.

Five of the eight S
tates and Territories have their ow

n disclosure schem
es under 

their electoral statutes. W
hile the Victorian electoral statute does not enact a 

separate disclosure schem
e, it requires Victorian parties and other political 

participants to com
ply w

ith the federal disclosure obligations. The A
C

T, N
T and 

W
A

 schem
es allow

 com
pliance by parties and ‘associated entities’ through 

provision of returns lodged under the federal schem
e. Tw

o S
tates, S

outh A
ustralia 

(S
A

) and Tasm
ania, do not im

pose disclosure obligations on political participants. 
Table 2.1 below

 sets out the key features of these disclosure schem
es.



PAGE 12
PAGE 13

Table 2.1. State and territory disclosure schem
es

Jurisdiction
ACT

N
T

N
SW

Q
LD

W
A

Registered parties
Annual returns 
disclosing total 
am

ounts received 
and details of 
am

ounts received 
from

 a person or 
organisation of 
$1500 or m

ore in a 
financial year

Annual returns 
disclosing total 
am

ounts received 
and details of 
am

ounts received 
from

 a person or 
organisation of 
$1500 or m

ore in a 
financial year

Post-election 
returns disclosing 
details of gifts 
received during 
period between 
elections totalling 
$1500 or m

ore 
with returns 
accom

panied by 
auditor’s certificate

Annual returns 
disclosing total 
am

ounts received 
and details of 
am

ounts received 
from

 a person or 
organisation of 
$1500 or m

ore in 
a financial year

Annual return 
disclosing details 
of gifts received 
totalling $1500 
(indexed) or m

ore 
in the financial 
year

Associated 
entities

Annual returns 
disclosing total 
am

ounts received 
and details of 
am

ounts received 
from

 a person or 
organisation of 
$1500 or m

ore in a 
financial year

Annual returns 
disclosing total 
am

ounts received 
and details of 
am

ounts received 
from

 a person or 
organisation of 
$1500 or m

ore in a 
financial year

None
Annual returns 
disclosing total 
am

ounts received 
and details of 
am

ounts received 
from

 a person or 
organisation of 
$1500 or m

ore in 
a financial year

Annual return 
disclosing details 
of gifts received 
totalling $1500 
(indexed) or m

ore 
in the financial 
year

Candidates
Post-election 
return disclosing 
total of gifts 
received and 
details of gifts (or 
aggregate of gifts) 
of $1500 or m

ore 
received during 
period between 
elections

Post-election return 
disclosing details of 
gifts (or aggregate 
of gifts) of $200 
or m

ore received 
during period 
between elections

Post-election return 
disclosing details of 
gifts (or aggregate 
of gifts) received 
during period 
between elections 
of $200 or m

ore

accom
panied by 

auditor’s certificate

Post-election 
return disclosing 
details of gifts 
(or aggregate of 
gifts) of $200 or 
m

ore

Post-election 
return disclosing 
details of gifts (or 
aggregate of gifts) 
of $1500 (indexed) 
or m

ore in the 
period between 
elections

Groups of 
candidates

Post-election 
return disclosing 
details of gifts (or 
aggregate of gifts) 
of $200 or m

ore 
received during 
period between 
elections

None
Post-election return 
disclosing details of 
gifts (or aggregate 
of gifts) received 
during election 
period of $1000 or 
m

ore accom
panied 

by auditor’s 
certificate

None
Post-election 
return disclosing 
details of gifts (or 
aggregate of gifts) 
of $1500 (indexed) 
or m

ore in the 
period between 
elections

Table 2.1. State and territory disclosure schem
es

Jurisdiction
ACT

N
T

N
SW

Q
LD

W
A

Donors
If gifts to a 
candidate or 
non-party group 
total $1500 or 
m

ore in period 
between elections 
then post-election 
return disclosing 
details of such 
gifts

If gifts to a 
political party in a 
financial year total 
$1500 or m

ore and 
receives am

ounts 
of $1000 or m

ore 
for such gifts then 
annual returns 
disclosing details of 
such gifts

If gifts to a 
candidate total 
$200 or m

ore in 
period between 
elections then 
post-election return 
disclosing details of 
such gifts

If gifts to a party 
total $1500 or m

ore 
in a financial year 
and received gifts 
of $1000 or m

ore to 
m

ake gift/s to party 
then annual return 
to disclose details of 
received gifts

None
If gifts to a 
candidate total 
$200 or m

ore in 
period between 
elections then 
post-election 
return disclosing 
details of such 
gifts

If gifts to a party 
total $1500 
or m

ore in a 
financial year and 
received gifts of 
$1000 or m

ore 
to m

ake gift/s to 
party then annual 
return to disclose 
details of received 
gifts

None

Third parties
If incurred $1000 
or m

ore in electoral 
expenditure and 
receives gifts for 
such expenditure 
totalling $1000 or 
m

ore then post-
election return 
disclosing details of 
such gifts

If incurred $1000 
or m

ore in electoral 
expenditure and 
receives gifts for 
such expenditure 
totalling $1000 or 
m

ore then post-
election return 
disclosing details of 
such gifts

If incurred $1500 
or m

ore in electoral 
expenditure and 
receives gifts for 
such expenditure 
totalling $1000 or 
m

ore then post-
election return 
disclosing details of 
such gifts

If incurred 
$1000 or m

ore 
in electoral 
expenditure and 
receives gifts for 
such expenditure 
totalling $1000 or 
m

ore then post-
election return 
disclosing details 
of such gifts

If incurred $1500 
(indexed) or 
m

ore in electoral 
expenditure and 
receives gifts for 
such expenditure 
totalling $1500 or 
m

ore then post-
election return 
disclosing details of 
such gifts

Is the private funding of parties dem
ocratic?

The im
portance of private funding to parties is underlined by Table 2.2, indicating 

that all parties are reliant on private funding for m
ore than half of their budgets. 

The extent of such reliance varies w
ith the A

LP, Liberal P
arty and N

ational P
arty 

heavily dependent on private m
onies. M

ore than 80 per cent of their funding com
es 

from
 this source. The G

reens, on the other hand, are slightly less dependent w
ith 

nearly three-quarters of its budget derived from
 private funding. The D

em
ocrats 

stand out w
ith slightly over half of their funding from

 private sources. A
 m

ore 
recent figure confirm

s the reliance of the m
ain parties on private funding: in the 

financial year 2002/03, 83 per cent of their funding cam
e from

 private sources. 12

12  Jaensch, P
eter B

rent and B
rett B

ow
den, A

ustralian P
olitical P

arties in the S
potlight, D

em
ocratic A

udit of A
ustralia R

eport 
N

o 4, p. 39. It should be noted that the percentage of public funding as total receipts in any particular year w
ill likely vary 

depending on w
hether a Federal or S

tate election happens to fall on that year because election funding is paid out after 
each Federal election and som

e S
tate elections.
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Table 2.2. Private and public funding of m
ain parties

Party
Total receipts ($)

Private funding 

(%
 of total)

Public funding 

(%
 of total)

ALP
117 273 999

81.85
18.15

Liberal Party
95 542 648

83.61
16.39

N
ational Party

21 725 957
84.89

15.11
Australian 
Dem

ocrats
6 667 728

56.90
43.10

Greens
6 495 651

74.56
25.44

S
ource: A

nnual returns for financial years, 1999/2000–2001/02 (as calculated in Tham
 and G

rove, ‘P
ublic Funding 

and Expenditure R
egulation of A

ustralian P
olitical P

arties’).

Enabling parties to perform
 their dem

ocratic functions?
The private funds received by parties are essentially at their disposal. 
W

hether these funds assist the parties to perform
 their dem

ocratic functions, 
firstly, depends on how

 they are used. There is, how
ever, very little public 

inform
ation on how

 the parties spend their m
onies. 

The lim
ited evidence suggests that the bulk of spending is devoted to 

electioneering and, in particular, election advertising (see C
hapter 5). S

uch 
activity can, of course, reflect the parties discharging their functions. In 
seeking election, party candidates m

ay represent the view
s of citizens as 

w
ell as set new

 agendas for A
ustralian politics. Electioneering is also a form

 
of political participation by citizens and elections form

 a crucial m
eans of 

holding elected representatives accountable. 

A
t the sam

e tim
e, electioneering is only one w

ay and, for that m
atter, a lim

ited 
m

eans, for parties to perform
 their dem

ocratic functions. It is lim
ited because 

it focuses only on election cam
paigns. W

ith such a focus, im
portant party 

activity in betw
een elections runs the risk of being relegated to the sidelines. 

S
uch neglected activity m

ight include com
m

unity outreach to ensure that party 
positions properly reflect the view

s of A
ustralian citizens, or policy developm

ent 
and research and spending to increase levels of m

em
bership participation.

The preoccupation parties have w
ith fund-raising m

ay divert them
 from

 
broader outreach and representational activity. Federal H

um
an S

ervices 
M

inister Joe H
ockey, for instance, is reported to have com

plained in the 
Liberal P

arty room
 about the constant pressure to attend fund-raisers.13 

There is a danger that raising private funds com
prom

ises the ability of parties 
to perform

 their dem
ocratic functions.

13  M
ichelle G

rattan, 2005, ‘O
ur political guns for hire’, The A

ge, 25 M
ay, p. 21.

Lack of transparency
P

opular 
control 

over 
public 

decision-m
aking 

and 
deliberative 

dem
ocracy 

requires transparency in relation to the funding of parties (see C
hapter 1). S

uch 
transparency is a key aim

 of the various disclosure schem
es. 

W
hile these schem

es achieve som
e degree of transparency, there are serious 

lim
itations to the disclosure schem

es. The schem
es, firstly, fail to provide adequate 

inform
ation relating to political donations. P

arties are not legally required to 
accurately categorise a receipt as a ‘donation’ or otherw

ise. A
s a consequence, 

the voluntary system
 of self-declaration is a recipe for errors and under-reporting. 

M
oreover, a breakdow

n of donations received from
 particular types of donors, for 

instance, com
panies and trade unions, can only be extricated w

ith a great deal of 
effort. This fact has been learnt the hard w

ay by academ
ics, political researchers 

and activists seeking to distil such inform
ation. 

Further, certain transactions that w
ould com

m
only be presum

ed to be donations 
fail to be declared as such because they are not ‘gifts’. A

rguably, the m
ost 

controversial transactions involve the purchase of political access.



PAGE 16
PAGE 17

H
ow

 the Liberal Party and Labor Party sell political access

Of all the parties, the Liberal Party and Labor Party are the m
ost practised at selling 

political access. Such sales take various form
s. At tim

es, specific events are organised 

w
ith the aim

 of fund-raising through the sale of political access. In the lead up the 

2004 Federal election, for instance, the Liberal Party charged $11 000 for seats at John 

How
ard’s table as part of a fund-raiser at Sydney’s W

entw
orth Hotel that included 10-

m
inute briefings w

ith m
inisters. During the sam

e tim
e, M

ark Latham
, then Federal Labor 

Party Leader, hosted an ‘It’s Tim
e’ dinner at Sydney’s W

estin Hotel w
ith $10 000 charged 

per table. In June 2005, 100 business representatives paid $7500 each in exchange for 

15-m
inute tête-à-tête w

ith Liberal Party m
inisters and m

inisterial chiefs of staff.

The sale of political access also occurs through fund-raising organisations. For exam
ple, 

the N
ew

 South W
ales branch of the Liberal Party has an outfit nam

ed the ‘M
illennium

 

Forum
’. A m

essage from
 John How

ard, the Prim
e M

inister on its w
ebsite, states that 

‘(t)he M
illennium

 Forum
 provides a w

ealth of opportunities for the business com
m

unity 

and politicians at federal and State levels to m
eet and discuss key issues w

ithin an 

inform
al fram

ew
ork’. Com

panies can join this forum
 by becom

ing sponsors. W
hile the 

costs of sponsorship is not publicly disclosed on its w
ebsite, it w

as reported in 2001 to 

range betw
een $10 000 and $19 999 per annum

. Sponsorship can entitle a com
pany to 

invitations to boardroom
 lunches, places at VIP drinks and ‘off the record’ briefings.

The Victorian branch of the Labor Party, on the other hand, runs an organisation by the 

nam
e of ‘Progressive Business’. According to its w

ebsite, its ‘prim
ary objective is to build 

relationships betw
een business com

m
unity and the Australian Labor Party’ and ‘(j)oining 

this influential group allow
s you to participate in the decision m

aking progress (sic)’. It 

offers three levels of m
em

bership: corporate, business and individual respectively priced 

at $1400, $880 and $295 per annum
. Each type of m

em
bership entitles the com

pany or 

individual to a set num
ber of breakfast and tw

ilight m
inisterial briefings.

A
 party can sell political access in tw

o w
ays: either directly or through an 

interm
ediary. B

oth m
ethods can result in inadequate disclosure of political 

contributions. Exam
ples of parties directly selling political access include dinner 

fund-raisers and fund-raising through organisations like the Victorian A
LP

’s 
P

rogressive B
usiness and the N

ew
 S

outh W
ales Liberal P

arty’s M
illennium

 
Forum

. In such situations, w
hile the am

ount received should be docum
ented 

in the parties’ annual returns, it is unlikely to be identified as a ‘gift’ because the 
contribution being m

ade in exchange of value is, in m
ost situations, not a ‘gift’ 

under electoral law
. 

W
ith the m

arket for the sale of political access giving rise to m
iddlem

en, another 
scenario involves the sale of political access through an interm

ediary. For instance, 
the A

LP
 has, on several occasions, engaged M

arkson S
parks, a professional 

fund-raising firm
, to organise fund-raising dinners. In such situations, contributors 

m
ake their paym

ents to the interm
ediary w

ho, in turn, hands over profits of the 
fund-raising as a w

hole to the party, w
hich is then declared as a single am

ount 
com

ing from
 the fund-raising firm

. Inform
ation as to the specific am

ounts of the 
individual transactions and the identities of the contributors is not, then, disclosed 
in the annual return. Further, the obligations on donors to disclose ‘gifts’ are 
unlikely to apply w

here there is a purchase of political access. The effect of this 
lacuna is that selling political access through professional fund-raisers becom

es 
a m

ethod ‘to launder a donation to a political party’. 14 P
aradoxically this occurs 

precisely w
ith those paym

ents w
here disclosure is vital because they raise 

concerns about undue influence. Further, the loopholes afforded to indirect sales 
of political access are likely to benefit m

ore w
ell-off parties; parties that are in a 

stronger financial position to ‘outsource’ their fundraising activities or to provide 
donors w

ith reassuring legal advice.

A
nother problem

 w
ith the disclosure schem

es concerns the tim
eliness of disclosure. 

S
uch tim

eliness is key to transparency prom
oting popular control and deliberative 

dem
ocracy. H

ow
ever, by requiring, at the m

ost, annual disclosure, the various 
schem

es do not provide tim
ely disclosure. Speaking of the federal schem

e, the 
A

EC
 has argued that ‘(t)his form

 of . . . reporting and release can result in delays 
that can discount the relevance of m

aking the inform
ation public.’ 15 

O
ne of the m

ost serious lim
itations of disclosure schem

es is the lack of com
pliance. 

S
uch non-com

pliance, of course, cannot be definitively identified. There is, at 
the sam

e tim
e, good evidence that the parties are not treating their disclosure 

obligations under the federal schem
e seriously. The AEC

 has recently observed:

The legislation’s history to date can be characterised as one of only partial 
success. P

rovisions have been, and rem
ain, such that full disclosure can be 

legally avoided. In short, the legislation has failed to m
eet its objective of full 

disclosure to the A
ustralian public of the m

aterial financial transactions of political 
parties, candidates and others. 16 

M
uch of the A

EC
’s cause for com

plaint is based on its view
 that a culture of 

evasion existed in som
e quarters. It has previously stated that ‘there has been an 

14   A
ustralian Electoral C

om
m

ission, ‘S
ubm

ission to the Joint S
tanding C

om
m

ittee on Electoral M
atters Inquiry into Electoral 

Funding and D
isclosure,’ para. 8.5.

15  Ibid., para. 2.10.
16  Ibid., para. 2.9.
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unw
illingness by som

e to com
ply w

ith disclosure; som
e have sought to circum

vent 
its intent by applying the narrow

est possible interpretation of the legislation’. 17

It is true that parties are staffed by volunteers w
hich m

ay render the task of 
com

plying w
ith disclosure obligations m

ore difficult. Yet this is hardly a reason for 
non-com

pliance: the parties, especially the m
ajor ones, are professional outfits 

w
ith m

illion dollar budgets. M
uch m

ore plausible than explanations invoking the 
volunteer elem

ents of parties is, as the A
EC

 says, ‘political parties in particular are 
not alw

ays according sufficient priority to the task of disclosure’. 18 

If the A
EC

’s observations are true, they identify an extraordinary situation.  
Tw

o decades after the disclosure schem
e w

as introduced, and nearly ten years 
after annual returns w

ere introduced, som
e A

ustralian political parties are flouting 
their disclosure obligations under the federal schem

e.

A
rguably, evasion of disclosure obligations is facilitated by the enorm

ous am
ount 

of m
onies being channeled through ‘associated entities’ of the m

ajor parties. 
Table 2.3 reveals in the aggregate the revenue of such entities as a proportion of 
the revenue received by the parties. W

hile this proportion fluctuates according 
to the electoral cycle, the figures dem

onstrate the popular use of ‘associated 
entities’. The low

est proportion, for the financial year 2001/02, is still close to half 
of the parties’ revenue.

Table 2.3. Revenue of parties com
pared w

ith revenue received by associated entities

Federal 

election year, 

2001–02 ($m
)

Federal non-

election year, 

2002–03 ($m
)

Federal non-

election year, 

2003–04 ($m
)

Revenue received by 

political parties (‘RPP’)

147.24
91.14

91.93

Revenue received by 

associated entities (‘RAE’)

63.59
80.12

72.60

RAE/RPP x 100 (%
)

43.19
87.91

78.97

S
ource: A

EC
, Funding and D

isclosure R
eport: Election 2004, p. 19.

S
uch use of ‘associated entities’ is not necessarily m

otivated by an attem
pt to 

evade disclosure. For instance, parties m
ight be using an ‘associated entity’ as a 

vehicle for investm
ent purposes. The benefits of investing through an ‘associated 

17   A
ustralian Electoral C

om
m

ission, Funding and D
isclosure R

eport Follow
ing the Federal Election H

eld on 3 O
ctober 

1998, para. 2.
18  Ibid., para. 6.8.

entity’ m
ight include the lim

ited liability of such an entity, if incorporated, and the 
opportunity to have directors that have stronger investm

ent expertise. A
lso, there 

m
ay be a perception that donors are m

ore w
illing to contribute to an organisation 

that is at ‘arm
s-length’ from

 the party.

O
n the other hand, the use of an ‘associated entity’ m

ight be aim
ed at 

com
prom

ising transparency. P
arty officials m

ay w
ish to avoid the form

al decision-
m

aking processes of the party. W
hile m

ost disclosure schem
es subject ‘associated 

entities’ to obligations identical to those that apply to registered parties, m
oney 

received by such entities m
ight not be as w

ell scrutinised by the m
edia or other 

organisations com
pared w

ith those funds directly received by the parties. 

P
arty officials m

ight also suspect that the electoral com
m

issions them
selves face 

greater difficulties in enforcing the law
 against ‘associated entities’. The case 

of the G
reenfields Foundation is perhaps instructive. In 1996, the foundation 

w
as assigned a loan of $4.45 m

illion to the Liberal P
arty after M

r R
on W

alker 
discharged the guarantee of an existing debt of the party. In 1998, the A

EC
 

required the trustees of the foundation to lodge ‘associated entities’ returns of 
w

hich it refused. The C
om

m
onw

ealth Electoral A
ct w

as then am
ended to confer 

upon the A
EC

 the pow
er to inspect records of an organisation for the purpose of 

determ
ining w

hether it w
as an ‘associated entity’. A

fter exercising this pow
er, the 

A
EC

 form
ed the view

 that the foundation w
as an ‘associated entity’ and required 

it again to lodge ‘associated entity’ returns. U
nder protest, the foundation 

eventually lodged such returns in S
eptem

ber 1999.

W
hat 

the 
G

reenfields 
Foundation 

episode 
dem

onstrates 
is 

that 
w

hen 
an 

organisation resists its obligations as an ‘associated entity’, the A
EC

 has to 
redouble its efforts and, in som

e situations, secure legislative am
endm

ent, before 
successfully enforcing the law

 against such an organisation.

W
hat is perhaps the m

ost serious lim
itation of the current federal schem

e is the 
astonishing level of non-disclosure perm

itted by high disclosure thresholds. W
ith 

the enactm
ent of the Electoral and R

eferendum
 A

m
endm

ent (Electoral Integrity 

and O
ther M

easures) A
ct 2006 (C

th) in the m
iddle of 2006, parties and their 

associated entities are required only to item
ise sum

s exceeding $10 000 instead 
of disclosing details of receipts of $1500 or m

ore.

W
hen these changes w

ere being debated, proponents argued that increases 
in the disclosure thresholds w

ould still result in adequate transparency. C
iting 

evidence by Liberal P
arty Federal D

irector, B
rian Loughnane, a m

ajority of the 
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M
oreover, it is possible that the level of non-disclosure for S

tate branches m
ay 

be even higher w
ith an increase in the disclosure thresholds. For instance, the 

G
reens have estim

ated that if the threshold w
ere increased to $5000, 56 per cent 

of the m
oney received by the N

S
W

 branch of the Liberal P
arty—

nearly $5 m
illion 

dollars—
w

ould rem
ain undisclosed. 20

Further, w
hile the above table gives som

e indication of the level of non-disclosure 
if the thresholds w

ere increased, it m
ay under-estim

ate the proportion of funds 
that w

ill be undisclosed. A
s non-disclosure is increasingly legitim

ised, it is likely 
that parties w

ill take greater advantage of the regulatory gaps that are opened up 
by the changes. O

ne gap stem
s from

 disclosure thresholds applying separately 
to each registered political party. In the context w

here the national, S
tate and 

Territory branches of the m
ajor political parties are each treated as a registered 

political party, this m
eans that a m

ajor party constituted by the nine branches has 
the cum

ulative benefit of nine thresholds. S
o it is, for exam

ple, that a com
pany 

can presently donate $10 000 to each S
tate and Territory branch of the Labor 

P
arty as w

ell as its national branch—
a total of $90 000—

w
ithout the Labor P

arty 
having to reveal the identity of the donor. H

aving such a high threshold in practice 
can only m

ean m
ore secret donations.

The 
Electoral 

and 
R

eferendum
 

A
m

endm
ent 

(Electoral 
Integrity 

and 
O

ther 

M
easures) A

ct 2006 (C
th) also increased the threshold at w

hich the prohibition 
against anonym

ous donations and loans applies from
 am

ounts greater than 
$1000 to sum

s exceeding $10 000. It is this increase that w
ill perhaps m

ost 
seriously com

prom
ise transparency. This change is less about public disclosure 

of donations and loans and rather about records kept by parties. It w
ill m

ean that 
parties can legally accept larger sum

s w
ithout know

ing details of the donor. This 
potentially renders the w

hole notion of disclosure thresholds m
eaningless.

Take, for instance, a situation w
here the Liberal P

arty, through its various branches 
accepts anonym

ous donations from
 a single com

pany to the am
ount of $90 

000. The com
pany then gives an additional $9000 that is publicly disclosed. 

U
nder the proposed changes, details of the entire $99 000 should be disclosed. 

The ability to legally accept $90 000 in anonym
ous circum

stances, how
ever, 

potentially destroys the paper trail required to enforce such an obligation. A
t best, 

this change is an invitation to poor record keeping; at w
orse, it is a recipe for 

w
holesale circum

vention of the disclosure schem
e.

It is clear then that disclosure schem
es, in particular, the federal schem

e, are 
lim

ited by a high level of non-disclosed contributions, inadequate disclosure of the 

20  Lee R
hiannon and N

orm
an Thom

pson, 2005, ‘H
idden m

oney’, A
rena 70, pp. 12–3.

Joint S
tanding C

om
m

ittee on Electoral M
atters argued that 88 per cent of all 

m
onies received as donations to the A

LP
 and Liberal P

arty w
ill rem

ain disclosed 
if $10 000 thresholds w

ere introduced. 19

The problem
 w

ith this argum
ent is that it relies upon the category of ‘donations’ 

w
hich is a creature of the voluntary system

 of classification. A
s noted above, 

this system
 is highly problem

atic and does not include contributions that are 
reasonably considered political donations, for instance, the purchase of political 
access. A

 far m
ore accurate indicator of disclosure is the percentage of declared 

total receipts that are item
ised under the $10 000 thresholds. 

Table 2.4 sum
m

arises recent research by S
arah M

iskin and G
reg B

arber of 
the P

arliam
entary Library. This research concluded that, under the previous 

disclosure threshold of $1500 or m
ore, nearly three-quarters, that is, 74.7 per 

cent, of declared total receipts w
ere item

ised over the period spanning from
 

1998/99 financial year to 2004/05 financial year. If the current threshold of m
ore 

than $10 000 w
ere applied to the sam

e data, this average figure, how
ever, drops 

to 64.1 per cent. N
ot only is this figure a far cry from

 Loughnane’s estim
ate but it 

also points to an unacceptable level of non-disclosure.

Table 2.4. Disclosure figures for m
ajor parties, 1998/99 to 2004/05

Percentage of declared total 

receipts item
ised under 

disclosure threshold of 

$1500 and over

Percentage of declared total 

receipts item
ised under 

disclosure threshold m
ore 

than $10 000

1998/99
77.2

70.6

1999/00
67.7

55.9

2000/01
63.0

51.5

2001/02
77.8

69.8

2002/03
69.2

55.8

2003/04
72.8

58.6

2004/05
81.9

70.0

Annual average
74.7

64.1

S
ource: S

arah M
iskin and G

reg B
arber, P

olitical Finance D
isclosure under C

urrent and P
roposed Thresholds: P

arliam
entary 

Library R
esearch N

ote N
o 27/ 2006 (2006)

19   Joint S
tanding C

om
m

ittee on Electoral M
atters (JS

C
EM

), 2005, R
eport of the Inquiry into the C

onduct of the 2004 
Federal Election and M

atters R
elated Thereto, para. 13.72.
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Table 2.5. Responses to requests for inform
ation on party incom

e 

Letter sent to (party)
Provided a 

response

Response referred 

us to AEC

Provided additional 

inform
ation

ALP – ACT
X

N
A

N
A

ALP – N
ational

ALP – N
SW

X
N

A
N

A

ALP – N
T

X
N

A
N

A

ALP – QLD
X

N
A

N
A

ALP – SA
X

N
A

N
A

ALP – TAS
X

N
A

N
A

ALP – VIC
X

N
A

N
A

ALP – W
A

X
N

A
N

A

Dem
ocrats – N

ational
X

X

Greens – N
ational

X
N

A
N

A

Liberal – ACT
X

N
A

N
A

Liberal – N
ational

X
N

A
N

A

Liberal – N
SW

X
N

A
N

A

Liberal – QLD
X

Liberal – SA
X

N
A

N
A

Liberal – TAS
X

N
A

N
A

Liberal – VIC
X

Liberal – W
A

X
N

A
N

A

CLP – N
T

X
N

A
N

A

N
ationals – N

ational
X

N
A

N
A

N
ationals – N

SW
X

N
A

N
A

N
ationals – QLD

X

N
ationals – SA

X
X

N
ationals – VIC

X

N
ationals – W

A
X

N
A

N
A

The problem
 of proving corruption as graft

C
hapter 1 defined corruption as graft as the im

proper exercise of political pow
er 

in favour of donors because of the contributions they m
ade. O

nly one jurisdiction 
seeks to prevent such corruption by lim

iting the am
ount of contributions that can 

be m
ade to parties. A

s noted earlier, in Victoria, holders of casino and gam
bling 

licences and their related com
panies are prohibited from

 m
aking political donations 

exceeding $50 000 in a financial year to each registered political party.

nature of contributions and delays in disclosure. There also seem
s to be a culture 

of non-com
pliance: the inevitable attem

pt by parties to exploit loopholes appears 
not to be sufficiently counteracted by robust enforcem

ent and regulation. In short, 
such schem

es are leaky sieves that perm
it evasion of adequate disclosure.

The problem
s w

ith the disclosure schem
es are com

pounded by the reluctance 
of parties to voluntarily disclose details of their incom

e. In S
eptem

ber 2005, the 
authors sent letters to federal and S

tate branches of the m
ain parties seeking 

inform
ation regarding their finances and also sent follow

-up letters posted 
in January 2006. A

s Table 2.5 dem
onstrates, m

ost of these branches did not 
provide a response. M

oreover, those w
ho responded overw

helm
ingly referred us 

to returns lodged w
ith the A

EC
. 

The Federal Labor P
arty w

as m
ost forthcom

ing in its response and provided 
general inform

ation as to the sources of its incom
e w

hich w
as said to include 

‘m
em

bership and affiliation dues from
 S

tate branches, public electoral funding, 
private donations and investm

ents’. It also advised of its policy on not receiving 
donations from

 the tobacco industry and its C
ode of C

onduct for Fundraising. 21

W
hile the G

reens have yet to provide a response, their policy includes ‘m
aking 

public w
ithin three m

onths all donations greater than $1500, in accordance w
ith 

A
ustralian Electoral C

om
m

ission’. 22 D
isclosure of som

e of these donations is m
ade 

through dem
ocracy4sale w

ebsite, a w
ebsite m

aintained by the N
S

W
 G

reens. 23 In 
addition to listing the donations to the G

reens, this w
ebsite also provides further 

inform
ation regarding the donors including w

hether they are individuals, unions or 
corporations. W

ith corporate donors, inform
ation is also provided about the type 

of com
pany and, at tim

es, the reasons for the donations.

21  Letter from
 Tim

 G
artrell, N

ational S
ecretary, A

ustralian Labor P
arty, dated 8 N

ovem
ber 2005.

22  The A
ustralian G

reens, D
onations to the A

ustralian G
reens, <http://greens.org.au/policies>

23  The w
ebsite address is <http://w

w
w

.dem
ocracy4sale:org> 26 M

ay 2006.
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For other jurisdictions, the prevention of corruption as graft rests m
ainly on the 

disclosure schem
es. These schem

es rely upon ‘letting the sunshine in’ by m
aking 

public various details of donations m
ade, for exam

ple, the date of the donation, 
the identity of the donor and the am

ount of the donation. It is then hoped that 
such exposure w

ould prevent graft in tw
o w

ays: by exposing it and deterring 
large donations.

The fact that only one federal P
arliam

entarian, D
r A

ndrew
 Theophanous, has been 

jailed for corruption
24 m

ight suggest that the disclosure schem
es are reasonably 

effective in preventing corruption as graft. B
ut such evidence does not m

ean 
that disclosure schem

es are efficacious on their ow
n. Indeed, such schem

es 
face a form

idable problem
 of proof. A

s the R
oyal C

om
m

ission on W
A

 Inc noted, 
it is generally difficult to establish a causal link betw

een donations and particular 
governm

ent actions. D
isclosure regim

es do very little to dim
inish this difficulty. 

Indeed, they cannot elim
inate this difficulty. A

ll they do is put into the public realm
 

various details of donations. The effect of this, together w
ith governm

ent actions 
w

hich benefit donors, m
ight give rise to suspicion of im

propriety. B
ut w

ithout 
m

ore, this can only be a suspicion. S
hort of a full-scale police investigation, 

citizens w
ould not know

 w
hether these suspicious circum

stances w
ere in fact 

based on im
propriety or w

ere only an innocent coincidence. M
oreover, this fog 

of inconclusiveness is all the m
ore enveloping w

hen political donations are the 
norm

 for corporations.

P
ut briefly, disclosure schem

es seek to prevent such corruption indirectly and, in 
so doing, lack the advantages of m

ore direct regulation such as a prohibition on 
‘strings attached’ donations or am

ount restrictions that lim
it contributions that 

carry w
ith them

 a heightened risk of graft. From
 the perspective of preventing 

corruption as graft, there is m
uch to be said for the view

 that such schem
es are 

‘ineffectual by design’. 25

24   S
ee B

arry H
indess, 2004, C

orruption and D
em

ocracy in A
ustralia, D

em
ocratic A

udit of A
ustralia R

eport N
o 3, p. 16. For 

a local governm
ent exam

ple of corruption as graft, see Tw
eed S

hire C
ouncil P

ublic Inquiry: Inquiry’s C
om

m
issioner’s 

First and S
econd R

eports (2005).
25   Tham

, Joo-C
heong, 2001, ‘Legal R

egulation of P
olitical D

onations in A
ustralia, in G

lenn P
atm

ore (ed.), The B
ig 

M
akeover, A

nnandale, P
luto P

ress, p. 72.

The problem
 of proving corruption as graft: The ‘cash-for-visas’ controversy

In 2003, form
er Labor Party M

inister, Senator N
ick Bolkus, found him

self at the centre 

of a ‘cash-for-visas’ controversy. In 2001, form
er Federal Im

m
igration M

inister, Senator 

Bolkus, had received a donation of nearly $10 000 from
 M

r Dante Tan. Senator Bolkus 

then transferred the m
oney to the Labor Party declaring it as a donation from

 him
self 

to the party. Around the sam
e tim

e, Bolkus provided Tan, w
ho w

as w
anted by Filipino 

authorities for alleged fraud, advice on how
 to proceed w

ith an im
m

igration application. 

W
hen Dante’s donation w

as revealed, Senator Bolkus initially claim
ed that the donation 

w
as for the purchase of raffle tickets. W

hen it w
as then show

n that no such raffle 

existed, Bolkus then form
ally declared the donation and no legal action w

as taken.

In the sam
e year, controversy erupted over donations received by then Im

m
igration 

M
inister Philip Ruddock’s election cam

paign, from
 M

r Karim
 Kisrw

ani, including an 

alleged sum
 of $10 000 from

 Dante Tan. Kisrw
ani, a long-tim

e financial supporter of 

Ruddock and the Liberal Party, also regularly requested Ruddock to exercise his pow
ers 

as Im
m

igration M
inister to intervene in unsuccessful visa applications, w

ith nearly half 

of these requests successful in attracting m
inisterial intervention. A Senate inquiry 

into the m
atter handed dow

n a report criticising the Im
m

igration Departm
ent and the 

m
inister’s refusal to allow

 the inquiry access to the relevant case-files and m
inisterial 

note-books and concluded that it w
as unable, for lack of inform

ation, conclusively 

to determ
ine the connection betw

een Kisrw
ani’s donations and Ruddock’s exercise 

of pow
ers. Any connection, according to the report, w

as ‘open to speculation’. 26 N
o 

further legal action w
as taken in relation to this m

atter.

These ‘cash-for-visas’ episodes dem
onstrate that disclosure schem

es do serve an 

im
portant purpose of publicising the details of political donations. How

ever, their 

utility is lim
ited in preventing corruption as graft because of the problem

 of proof. 

Short of a Royal Com
m

ission w
ith pow

ers to com
pel the production of inform

ation, 

the connection, if any, betw
een a donation and favourable governm

ental action w
ill, 

as the Senate report puts it, be open to speculation.

The danger of corruption as undue influence    
C

orruption as undue influence occurs w
hen contributions underm

ine the ability 
of citizens to have equal opportunity to influence political outcom

es. It results in 
part from

 the fact that contributions are arguably being m
ade by actors w

ho do 
not have a claim

 to dem
ocratic representation in A

ustralia. A
s stated by C

hief 

26   S
enate S

elect C
om

m
ittee on M

inisterial D
iscretion in M

igration M
atters, 2004, R

eport, C
anberra P

arliam
ent of A

ustralia. 
para. 6.51.
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Justice M
ason, ‘the concept of representative governm

ent and representative 
dem

ocracy signifies governm
ent by the people through their representatives’. 27 

The C
om

m
onw

ealth C
onstitution also stipulates that m

em
bers of the H

ouse 
of R

epresentatives are ‘chosen by the people of the C
om

m
onw

ealth’. 28 The 
fundam

ental point is that it is A
ustralian citizens w

ho are entitled to dem
ocratic 

representation in A
ustralia. 

From
 this prem

ise, it m
ight naturally follow

 that foreign actors do not have any 
entitlem

ent to dem
ocratic representation and that their financial contribution to 

A
ustralian parties m

ight be seen as a form
 of corruption as undue influence. This 

prem
ise, on the one hand, im

plies that dem
ocratic politics is bounded by national 

boundaries and, arguably, does not take sufficient account of legitim
ate efforts to 

support dem
ocratic m

ovem
ents overseas.

The position is perhaps clearest w
ith com

m
ercial corporations, corporations 

form
ed w

ith the principal purpose of m
aking profit. They do not have a direct 

claim
 to dem

ocratic representation, as they are not citizens—
the ultim

ate 
bearers of political pow

er in a representative dem
ocracy. M

ore than this, these 
corporations do not even have a derivative claim

 to political representation. This 
is because they are inherently undem

ocratic in their decision-m
aking structure. 

S
hareholder control m

ust necessarily m
ean that pow

er in a business is parcelled 
out according to the criterion of w

ealth. The plutocratic nature of corporations 
can be clearly contrasted to organisations like trade unions w

hich are legally 
required to have m

ajoritarian decision-m
aking.29

S
everal objections m

ay be m
ade to this argum

ent. It m
ay, firstly, be said that 

a legal requirem
ent to have m

ajoritarian decision-m
aking does not necessarily 

m
ean that organisations are dem

ocratic. There is force to this point: there is 
m

ore to dem
ocracy than m

ajoritarian decision-m
aking and the law

 m
ay not 

translate into practice. For instance, som
e trade unions are not fully functioning 

dem
ocratic organisations. N

evertheless, all this does not detract from
 the fact that 

corporations, by virtue of share-holder control, are fundam
entally undem

ocratic.

The argum
ent im

plies that trade unions have a prim
a facie claim

 to dem
ocratic 

representation w
hile denying com

m
ercial corporations any such right. Is this not 

counter to the principle of political equality especially w
hen trade unions funds 

go overw
helm

ingly to a single party, the Labor P
arty? S

uch concern, how
ever, 

seem
s to m

isconceive the principle of political equality. R
esting upon equal 

27  A
ustralian C

apital Television P
ty Ltd v C

om
m

onw
ealth (1992) 177 C

LR
 106, 137 (em

phasis added).
28  C

om
m

onw
ealth C

onstitution, s 24 (em
phasis added).

29   Federally registered trade unions, for one, are legally required to have m
ajoritarian structures: W

orkplace R
elations A

ct 
1996 (C

th) R
egistration and A

ccountability of O
rganisations S

chedule.

concern and respect for citizens, it does not require that all political participants 
be treated as equals. It is citizens w

ho m
ust be treated as equals. From

 this 
perspective, it is quite legitim

ate to distinguish betw
een com

m
ercial corporations 

that treat citizens unequally by calibrating decision-m
aking pow

er according to 
units of capital and trade unions that are required by law

 to accord each m
em

ber 
a single vote. 

A
lso, it m

ight be argued that even if foreign actors and com
m

ercial corporations 
are not entitled to dem

ocratic representation, it does not lead to a conclusion 
that their political contributions are necessarily undem

ocratic. It justifies denying 
them

 voting rights but nothing m
ore. It m

ight be said that foreign actors, for 
instance, the U

S
 governm

ent, and com
m

ercial corporations like P
ublishing and 

B
roadcasting Lim

ited inevitably have influence over A
ustralian politicians. If so, 

w
hat then is the difference betw

een such influence and that m
ediated through a 

political contribution?

W
hatever the dem

ocratic m
erits of influence directly resulting from

 A
ustralia’s 

foreign relations and capitalist system
, influence facilitated by a political contribution 

is quantitatively and qualitatively different from
 such influence. It is quantitatively 

different because the contribution is likely to increase the level of influence. It 
is qualitatively different because the contribution changes the character of the 
influence. The influence w

ielded by foreign actors and com
m

ercial corporations, 
w

hen 
unm

ediated 
by 

political 
contributions, 

occurs 
because 

the 
parties 

apprehend their im
pact on A

ustralian citizens. P
ut differently, it is the interests of 

A
ustralian citizens that give rise to such influence. W

hen political contributions 
enter the m

ix, the nature of the influence changes. The calculus of the recipient 
party is then centred on receiving the contribution w

ith the interests of the foreign 
actor or com

m
ercial corporation naturally com

ing to the fore. The quantitative 
difference m

eans that there is an increased risk of corruption as undue influence. 
The qualitative difference heightens the danger of B

urkean undue influence. 

C
ontributions from

 com
m

ercial corporations and foreign donations are then, 
arguably, a form

 of corruption as undue influence. A
t the very least, it can be said 

that such contributions pose a serious danger of such corruption. H
ow

 grave 
then is this danger?

The risk of corruption due to foreign contributions is arguably m
inim

al w
ith parties 

receiving lim
ited foreign funding. Table 2.6 show

s the am
ounts received by parties from

 
contributors w

ith an overseas address for five financial years, 1998/99 to 2002/03.
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Table 2.6. Foreign contributions to parties, 1998–2003

Party
Am

ount from
 overseas addresses ($)

ALP
82 529.76

Liberal Party
41 609.05

N
ational Party

N
il

Australian Dem
ocrats

2200

Greens
31 573.57

S
ource: C

alculated from
 A

EC
, S

ubm
ission to the Joint S

tanding C
om

m
ittee on Electoral M

atters’ Inquiry into D
isclosure of 

D
onations to P

olitical P
arties and C

andidates, A
pril 2004, p. 26.

Foreign contributions m
ade in the 2004/05 financial year, how

ever, bucks this 
trend. D

raw
ing upon research undertaken by D

em
ocrats S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray, 

Table 2.7 provides inform
ation on contributors w

ith an overseas address that m
ade 

contributions am
ounting to $10 000 or m

ore to the m
ajor political parties in the 

financial year 2004/05. A
t the top of this table is the one-m

illion dollar contribution 
that C

onservative peer, Lord M
ichael Ashcroft, m

ade to the Federal Liberal P
arty. 

Table 2.7. Foreign contributions $10 000 or m
ore, 2004-05

Contributor
Recipient

Am
ount ($)

Lord M
ichael Ashcroft, UK

Federal Liberal Party
1 000 000

Kingson Investm
ent Ltd, Guangzhou, China

N
SW

 Liberal Party
49 981

Kingson Investm
ent Ltd, Kow

loon, China
N

SW
 Liberal Party

19 981

Betfair-Tse Ltd, UK
N

SW
 ALP 

5000

Vic ALP
5000

Federal Liberal Party
5000

N
SW

 Liberal Party
5000

TSE International Ltd, UK
Federal ALP

5000

SA Liberal Party
5000

N
SW

 Liberal Party
2750

Dr Yu-Hueu Chang, Taiw
an

Qld ALP
12 000

Christm
as Island Club

N
T ALP

10 000

Skycity Darw
in, N

ew
 Zealand

N
T CLP

10 000

S
ource: S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray, B

riefing N
ote: Foreign P

olitical D
onations (2006)

C
om

pared 
w

ith 
foreign 

funding, 
the 

danger 
of 

corruption 
accom

panying 
corporate funding is m

uch m
ore serious. Table 2.8 sets out the am

ounts of total, 
trade union and corporate funding received by the parties and their respective 
proportions for the financial year 2001/02, a Federal election year (during w

hich 
the parties received election funding).

Table 2.8. Corporate and trade union funding of parties 2001-02

Party
Total 

funding 

($)

Item
ised* 

corporate 

funding 

($)

Item
ised* 

corporate 

funding 

(%
 of total 

funding)

Item
ised* 

trade 

union 

funding 

($)

Item
ised 

trade union 

funding 

(%
 of total 

funding)

ALP
60 797 263

14 098 827
23.19

5 671 

348

9.33

Liberal Party
62 024 301

16 264 264
26.22

3660
0.006

National Party
9 534 179

2 530 266
26.54

0
0

Australian 

Dem
ocrats

5 581 331
828 745

14.85
6000

0.02

Greens
3 577 302

422 256
11.80

15 000
0.42

S
ource: Jaensch, B

rent and B
ow

den, A
ustralian P

olitical P
arties in the S

potlight: D
em

ocratic A
udit of A

ustralia R
eport N

o 4, 
p. 32 and unpublished data.

* The figures are calculated from
 item

ised sum
s, that is, disclosed am

ounts of $1500 or m
ore.

Table 2.8 show
s there is a serious danger of corruption as undue influence due to 

the parties’ reliance on corporate funding. This is m
ost apparent w

ith the C
oalition 

parties. In the financial year 2001/02, m
ore than a quarter of their funds cam

e from
 

corporations. The Labor Party w
as not far behind w

ith 23 per cent of its funds 
com

ing from
 corporate sources. The m

inor parties, the Australian D
em

ocrats and 
G

reens, are also reliant on corporate m
oney albeit to a lesser degree.

Finally, it is clear that the reliance of the parties on corporate contributions has 
flourished in a regulatory context that adopts a laissez-faire attitude tow

ards such 
contributions w

ith no bans or am
ount lim

its. W
hile ostensibly aim

ed at preventing 
undue influence, the disclosure schem

es do nothing to com
bat such dependence. 

Indeed, by publicising the reliance of the m
ajor parties on corporate m

oney, they 
m

ay have perversely assisted the norm
alisation of corporate contributions.
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These office-bearers then form
 a com

m
ittee of m

anagem
ent w

hich generally has 
authority over the disbursem

ent of funds. For instance, a union’s com
m

ittee of 
m

anagem
ent can decide that the union affiliate to the A

LP
 w

ith its affiliation fees 
paid out of m

em
bership dues.

Is this process sufficient to stam
p trade union donations as dem

ocratic? O
n 

one hand, a process of representative dem
ocracy is legally required. A

lso, 
m

ost m
em

bers w
hen joining a union w

ould know
 that trade unions engage in 

political activity w
ith m

any of them
 affiliated to the A

LP. O
n the other hand, form

al 
requirem

ents of representative governm
ent m

ight m
ask oligopolies of union 

officials. Further, m
ost union m

em
bers are not m

em
bers of the A

LP
 and m

any 
of them

 do not even vote for the A
LP. For instance, a study of Federal elections 

conducted betw
een 1966 and 2004 has found that on average only 63 per cent 

of union m
em

bers vote for the A
LP. 33

The last tw
o points raise the danger of am

bitious union officials contributing to the 
A

LP
 m

ore to further their careers than to protect their m
em

bers’ interests. B
oth 

point to the need for greater accountability of union officials to their m
em

bers in 
relation to the political contributions.

There is still another problem
 to be grappled w

ith. A
ssum

ing that organisations 
have adequate institutional accountability, does dependence of a party on 
classes of these organisations constitute or lead to a form

 of corruption? There is 
no corruption as undue influence by virtue of the internal structures and practices 
of the organisation. There m

ight, how
ever, be such corruption because of the 

com
parative w

ealth of the organisation. Take the hypothetical exam
ple of an 

organisation of m
illionaires that accorded each m

em
ber one vote and operated 

dem
ocratically in practice. If this ‘M

illionaires C
lub’ w

ere to seek to control a party 
by flooding it w

ith funds, there w
ould a serious question as to w

hether this w
as a 

form
 of corruption as undue influence.

W
hen a party is financially dependent on particular sections of A

ustralian society, 
there is, how

ever, an invariable risk of B
urkean undue influence. W

ith such 
dependence, there is clearly a danger that party officials and representatives 
w

ill not form
 independent judgm

ents of the public interest but shape their 
positions according to the interests of their financiers. These observations, of 
course, apply w

ith particular force to the Labor P
arty because of its reliance on 

trade-union m
oney w

ith m
ore than one-tenth of its funding for 2001/02 com

ing 
from

 trade unions.

33   A
ndrew

 Leigh, 2006, ‘H
ow

 do unionists vote? Estim
ating the causal im

pact of union m
em

bership on voting behaviour 
from

 1966 to 2004’, A
ustralian Journal of P

olitical S
cience (forthcom

ing).  
(D

raft available at <http://econrsss.anu.edu.au/~aleigh/pdf/U
nionVoting.pdf>).

Is institutional dependence on particular contributors a form
 

of corruption?
The dependence of the m

ajor parties on corporate m
oney, and the Labor P

arty 
on trade union funds, as show

n by the above table, raises an im
portant question: 

is dependence of a party on a particular class of contributors, m
ost notably, 

business and trade unions, a form
 of corruption as undue influence?

S
uch dependence, often described as institutional dependence in the literature, 

has been criticised on dem
ocratic grounds. For instance, distinguishing betw

een 
grass-roots and plutocratic financing of parties, political finance expert K

arl-H
einz 

N
assm

acher has argued that funds from
 organisations w

ith specific interests, 
‘interested m

oney’, is tantam
ount to plutocratic financing. 30 

Labelling funding from
 ‘interested m

oney’ as necessarily plutocratic is, how
ever, 

problem
atic. Funding through ‘interested m

oney’ can, at tim
es, be a form

 of 
grass-roots financing. D

em
ocratically-organised organisations, for instance, can 

act as conduits for the funds of A
ustralian citizens w

ho are their m
em

bers. The 
m

ere fact that funding is received from
 organisations should not be condem

ned 
as being ‘plutocratic’: there is a need to further inquire into the internal structures 
and practices of the contributing organisation.

W
ith such a focus, it is quite apt to label m

oney from
 com

m
ercial corporations 

as ‘plutocratic financing’. S
hare-holder control plainly institutes a decision-

m
aking structure that fundam

entally allocates pow
er according to w

ealth. That 
said, a plutocratic structure can have dem

ocratic elem
ents. M

uch w
ill depend 

on the degree of institutional accountability, accountability of the organisation 
to its m

em
bers. 31 A

s it stands, directors and senior executives of A
ustralian 

corporations can authorise political donations w
ithout the need to seek prior 

approval of their share-holders nor the need specifically to bring such donations 
to the attention of the share-holders. 32 S

uch a situation not only cloaks corporate 
donations in secrecy but also risks a lack of share-holder accountability.

There is then a need for greater accountability of com
m

ercial corporations to 
their share-holders in relation to political donations. W

hat about trade-union 
donations? It w

as said earlier that A
ustralian trade unions can be distinguished from

 
com

m
ercial corporations because they are legally required to have m

ajoritarian 
decision-m

aking. U
nder industrial statutes, trade-union office-bearers m

ust be 
elected through a secret ballot w

ith each union m
em

ber having a single vote. 

30  N
assm

acher, ‘Introduction’, pp. 7–8.
31  Ew

ing, The Funding of P
olitical P

arties in B
ritain, pp. 177–8.

32   S
ee generally Ian R

am
say, G

eof S
tapledon and Joel Vernon, 2001,‘P

olitical donations by A
ustralian com

panies’, 
Federal Law

 R
eview

 29, p 177.
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B
ut w

hether this is generally undesirable from
 a dem

ocratic point of view
 is an 

open question. A
s noted in C

hapter 1, the B
urkean notion of undue influence 

contradicts the principle of popular control especially in the context of interest-
group politics. It also runs counter to the principle of freedom

 of political 
association by being hostile tow

ards parties being organised on the basis of 
the interests of particular groups. S

uch hostility fits uneasily w
ith the freedom

 
of citizens to organise parties in w

hatever m
anner they see fit. In particular, it 

underm
ines the freedom

 of citizens to associate in interm
ediate parties, that is, 

parties like the Labor P
arty that are organised on the basis of m

em
ber bodies 

them
selves being organisations of citizens. 34

To sum
 up, w

hether dependence of a party on particular type of organisations 
gives rise to corruption as undue influence depends on the type of contributing 
organisation and the nature of the contribution it m

akes. S
uch dependence, 

how
ever, heightens the risk of B

urkean undue influence; w
hether such risk is 

counter to dem
ocratic principles is debatable.

Institutionalising corruption as undue influence through sale 
of political access
The Liberal and Labor parties regularly raise funds by selling political access. W

e 
can object to such practices on the basis that the secret discussions they entail, 
for instance, ‘off the record’ briefings, and the am

ounts spent on purchasing 
political access, increase the risk of corruption as graft. 

Even if the sale of political access does not lead to corruption as graft, it w
ill likely involve 

corruption as undue influence. P
olitical access is m

ainly purchased by com
m

ercial 
corporations. Indeed, the key target of organisations like M

illennium
 Forum

 and 
P

rogressive B
usiness are businesses. As argued above, business contributions 

pose a serious danger of corruption as undue influence. The established practice 
of selling political access institutionalises this risk of corruption.

The steep fees involved in purchasing political access also m
ean that ordinary 

citizens are not in a position to buy such access. It is far-fetched to im
agine an 

ordinary citizen being able to spend $11 000 for a dinner w
ith John H

ow
ard. 

S
uch prohibitive costs provide a further reason w

hy the sale of political access 
constitutes 

corruption 
as 

undue 
influence: 

its 
price 

denies 
citizens 

equal 
opportunity to influence the exercise of political pow

er.

R
egulation through disclosure schem

es does little to prevent the sale of political 

34   K
eith D

 Ew
ing, 2002, Trade U

nions, the Labour P
arty and P

olitical Funding, Edinburgh, Edinburgh U
niversity P

ress, pp. 
16–8.

access. Indeed, it could be said that it encourages such sale because it allow
s 

parties to legally lim
it their disclosure of contributions w

hen they sell political 
access. A

s noted earlier, parties directly selling political access do not have to 
declare them

 as ‘gifts’. M
oreover, w

hen access is sold through an interm
ediary, 

the details of the purchaser do not have to be disclosed.

Underm
ining political equality

A
n im

portant aspect of political equality is fair electoral com
petition betw

een 
parties. Table 2.9 attem

pts to determ
ine w

hether private funding prom
otes 

such fairness by gauging how
 the am

ount of private funding received by a party 
com

pares w
ith its electoral support. In essence, the am

ount of private funding 
received by a party w

as divided by the num
ber of first preference votes the party 

received in the 2001 Federal election. C
alculations on the basis of private funding 

per vote provide confirm
ation of how

 far private funding departs from
 an electoral 

fairness form
ula. 

Table 2.9. Private funding per vote, 2001 Federal election

Party
First preference votes

Private funding  

($) per vote

ALP
4 341 419

22.14

Liberal Party
4 291 033

18.62

N
ational Party

643 924
28.64

Dem
ocrats

620 248
6.12

Greens 
569 075

8.51

S
ource: A

nnual returns for financial years, 1999/2000–2001/02 (Tham
 and G

rove 

‘P
ublic Funding and Expenditure R

egulation of A
ustralian P

olitical P
arties’).

Table 2.9 reveals a dram
atic funding inequality betw

een the A
LP, Liberal P

arty 
and N

ational P
arty, on one hand, and the D

em
ocrats and the G

reens, on the 
other. For exam

ple, for each dollar of private m
oney received per vote by the 

D
em

ocrats, m
ore than three dollars w

as received by the A
LP. A

nd for each dollar 
of private m

oney received per vote by the G
reens, the Liberal P

arty received 
tw

o dollars. These figures highlight how
 the private funding of parties presently 

underm
ines fair electoral com

petition, adding to the effects of single-m
em

ber 
electoral system

s in w
eighting the odds against m

inor parties. N
ot only do the 
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m
ajor parties enjoy a disproportionate am

ount of private funds, the disproportion 
is so profound that there is a risk that the m

inor parties are drow
ned out.

Table 2.8 pointed to a different kind of political inequality: inequality betw
een 

im
portant social interests. That table dem

onstrated how
 the m

ain parties are 
reliant on corporate m

oney. Even for the A
LP, the party of ‘labour’, corporate 

funding, for the financial year 2001/02, w
as nearly three tim

es the am
ount of 

trade-union funding. If funding roughly tracks influence, it is clear then that 
business has far greater influence over the parties than the labour m

ovem
ent.

This is another possible source of political inequality that favours established 
parties. It w

as argued earlier that the disclosure schem
es are riddled w

ith 
serious loopholes and quite possibly encounter a culture of non-com

pliance. 
These circum

stances benefit ‘repeat players’ that are fam
iliar w

ith exploiting 
the loopholes and have the resources to protract enforcem

ent efforts. N
ew

 or 
poorly resourced parties, on the other hand, are m

uch less in a position to take 
advantage of these inadequacies.

Free to donate
The forem

ost dem
ocratic virtue of funding of A

ustralian political parties and its 
regulation is, perhaps, the fact that citizens, com

panies and trade unions are 
legally free to contribute politically in w

hatever m
anner they like and parties are 

free to receive any contribution. Insofar as political contributions are a form
 of 

political expression, freedom
 of political speech is then preserved. M

oreover, 
the ability of parties to receive w

hatever contributions they see fit buttresses the 
freedom

 of political association.

D
isclosure schem

es do, how
ever, im

pinge on the right to privacy and m
ight, 

therefore, deter political contributions. 35 Is such a breach of privacy justified? 

It is im
portant to underline that, in general, the right to privacy only applies to 

natural persons. C
om

m
ercial corporations or other corporate entities such as 

trade unions have no independent claim
 to the privacy of their affairs. 36 Further, 

the disclosure schem
es only m

ake public selected details regarding political 
contributions. S

uch a lim
ited incursion into the privacy of individuals can be easily 

justified on the grounds of preventing corruption and prom
oting political equality.

The claim
 that such disclosure deters political contributions, on the other hand, 

m
ust be evaluated in the context that disclosure schem

es are, in fact, aim
ed at 

35   B
oth concerns w

ere raised by the m
ajority report of the Joint S

tanding C
om

m
ittee on Electoral M

atters, 2005, R
eport 

of the Inquiry into the C
onduct of the 2004 Federal Election and M

atters R
elated Thereto, paras. 13.78–13.79.

36  A
ustralian B

roadcasting C
orporation v Lenah G

am
e M

eats P
ty Ltd (2001) 208 C

LR
 199. 

discouraging particular types of contributions. B
ecause they are expressly aim

ed 
at preventing contributions that involve corruption, the m

ere claim
 that disclosure 

deters all political contributions carries very little w
eight.  S

o far, there is very little 
evidence of possible donors being intim

idated by the prospect of disclosure w
ith 

evidence supporting this claim
 largely based on anecdotes. 37 W

ith such paucity 
of evidence, there is little reason to give m

uch credence to claim
s of intim

idation 
due to disclosure.

Conclusion
W

e can now
 answ

er the key question set for this chapter: is the private funding 
of parties dem

ocratic?

The answ
er is a qualified ‘yes’ in the sense that a ‘lackadaisical’ 38 regulatory 

fram
ew

ork preserves the form
al freedom

 of citizens, com
panies and trade unions 

to politically participate through m
oney. U

nencum
bered by regulation, parties are 

also free to receive w
hatever contributions they like. 

The private funding of A
ustralian parties is, how

ever, dem
ocratically am

biguous 
on tw

o counts. It is unclear w
hether such funding assists the parties in perform

ing 
their functions. Indeed, the focus on electioneering and the pre-occupation w

ith 
fund-raising m

ight divert parties from
 such activity. Further, w

hile disclosure 
schem

es assist in preventing corruption as graft, they are ham
pered by a serious 

problem
 of proof.

Im
portantly, 

the 
private 

funding 
of 

A
ustralian 

parties 
is 

clearly 
tainted 

by 
undem

ocratic elem
ents. There is inadequate transparency of such funding. 

M
oreover, there is a grave risk of corruption as undue influence due to corporate 

contributions and the sale of political access (and to a m
uch lesser extent, foreign 

donations). To com
pound the situation, private funding underm

ines political 
equality: the C

oalition and Labor parties are financed by private funds in a m
anner 

disproportionate to their electoral support and the regulatory loop-holes, arguably, 
benefit m

ore-established parties.

37   S
ee m

ajority report of the Joint S
tanding C

om
m

ittee on Electoral M
atters, 2005, R

eport of the Inquiry into the C
onduct 

of the 2004 Federal Election and M
atters R

elated Thereto, para. 13.79 quoting Liberal S
enator W

arw
ick P

arer.
38  G

raem
e O

rr, 2006, ‘P
olitical disclosure regulation in A

ustralia’, Election Law
 Journal 5 (forthcom

ing).
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In m
any countries, it is now

 w
idely accepted that som

e public funding should 
be paid to political parties to support their activities. H

ow
ever, political parties 

w
ere not alw

ays so popular. In historical term
s, parties are only a very recent 

developm
ent and originally, they w

ere view
ed w

ith suspicion. There w
ere fears 

that parties w
ould pose a threat to the general public interest and override the 

interests of individuals. 

In the A
m

erican Federalist P
apers, w

ritten in the 1780s and generally considered 
to be one of the m

ost im
portant contributions to political thought, Jam

es M
adison 

talked about the need ‘to break and control the violence of faction’, by w
hich he 

m
eant political parties, and w

hich he regarded as the greatest danger to popular 
governm

ent. M
adison (later the fourth president of the U

nited S
tates) w

orried 
‘that the public good is disregarded in the conflicts of rival parties . . .’

B
ut w

ith the developm
ent of the m

ass franchise, there w
ere m

ore voters to be 
w

on over and a need for m
ore sophisticated organisations w

hich could conduct 
election cam

paigns, attract votes and represent large num
bers of constituents 

in a coherent m
anner. P

olitical parties began to com
bine coalitions of interests 

and develop policies, they also regulated the num
ber and type of people seeking 

public office and, once in governm
ent, w

ere able to m
aintain the m

ajorities 
needed to im

plem
ent policies and accom

plish goals.

A
s parties played these roles, there w

as grow
ing recognition of the positive 

benefits they could deliver including the w
ay in w

hich they acted as a link 
betw

een individual citizens and the state. This developed into a general popular 
acceptance, 

especially 
in 

the 
post-W

W
II 

era, 
that 

parties 
w

ere 
necessary 

institutions for dem
ocracy. W

hile parties still have their critics today, it is now
 

generally held, as A
m

erican political scientist E E S
chattschneider fam

ously said, 
that ‘m

odern dem
ocracy is unthinkable save in term

s of political parties’.39

O
nce political parties cam

e to be seen in this light—
as an integral and beneficial 

part of dem
ocratic politics—

it paved the w
ay for greater state support including 

the state providing parties w
ith financial assistance. This w

as defended on the 
basis that it w

as actually a contribution to the broader public good. In return, the 
state could justifiably ask to involve itself in the parties’ affairs, including requiring 
financial reporting and disclosure.

There are four m
ajor kinds of state support provided to political parties: 

• 
direct funding in the form

 of cash paid to the parties; 

• 
indirect support via tax concessions; 

• 
provision of goods and services w

ithout charge, such as free m
ail and free 

broadcast tim
e; and 

• 
indirect support via parliam

entary entitlem
ents for M

P
s—

a considerable 
form

 of financial support for parties w
ith m

ultiple m
em

bers in parliam
ent. 

In A
ustralia, w

e m
ight also add as a fifth category of support, com

pulsory voting. 
C

om
pulsory voting m

eans that the state takes responsibility for voter registration, 
freeing the A

ustralian parties from
 responsibilities that their counterparts in 

voluntary voting system
s elsew

here have to bear. 

It is appropriate to begin by considering the m
ost bountiful type of largesse—

the 
state provision of cash paid directly to the parties through election funding.

State funding of election cam
paigns

The idea that political parties are a ‘public good’ is now
 so w

idely accepted 
that alm

ost all w
estern dem

ocracies have adopted a system
 of direct election 

funding. This is usually focused on the state providing m
oney to help the parties 

cam
paign and to support their electioneering costs.

39  Elm
er E S

chattschneider, 1942, P
arty G

overnm
ent, N

ew
 York, H

olt, R
inehart and W

inston, p. 1.

3. Public funding 
of political parties
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Argum
ents in favour of election funding

• 
it rem

oves the necessity or tem
ptation to seek funds that m

ay com
e w

ith 
conditions im

posed or im
plied; 

• 
it helps parties to m

eet the increasing cost of election cam
paigning; 

• 
it helps new

 parties or interest groups to com
pete effectively in elections; 

• 
it m

ay relieve parties from
 the ‘constant round of fund raising’ so that they 

can concentrate on policy problem
s and solutions; and 

• 
it ensures that no participant in the political process is ‘hindered in its appeal 
to electors nor influenced in its subsequent actions by lack of access to 
adequate funds’. 

S
ource: Joint S

elect C
om

m
ittee on Electoral R

eform
, First R

eport, S
eptem

ber 1983, C
anberra, pp. 153–155.

In A
ustralia, it has been the Labor P

arty that has initiated funding for election 
cam

paigns in each of the five jurisdictions w
hich now

 have this system
 (see 

Table 3.1). W
hile the conservative parties initially voiced strong opposition to the 

state funding of political parties, once in office, no C
oalition governm

ent has yet 
repealed it. This accords w

ith international experience w
hich also suggests that 

once public funding is in place, it is highly unlikely to be abolished.

There are organisational reasons w
hich m

ake public funding particularly appealing 
for parties. In their fam

ous analysis of political party behaviour, R
ichard K

atz 
and P

eter M
air describe how

 m
odern parties operate as ‘cartel parties’ w

hich, 
although they appear to be opponents, actually collude on m

atters of com
m

on 
interest. K

atz and M
air argue that state funding for parties is one of these shared 

interests as it protects the parties from
 the organisational consequences of 

phenom
ena such as declining m

em
berships and rising m

edia costs. 

A
ccording to this argum

ent, parties are especially likely to recognise and act 
on a shared interest in creating a political finance schem

e that favours them
, 

w
hen their party is staffed w

ith those w
ho, in G

erm
an political econom

ist and 
sociologist M

ax W
eber’s term

s, ‘live from
 politics’ and have a personal stake in 

centralising party organisation and m
axim

ising party revenue and organisational 
resources. H

ow
ever cartelisation also has its critics, including those w

ho have 
argued that the A

ustralian evidence does not necessarily support the theory. 40

W
hen election funding w

as introduced in A
ustralia in the 1980s, the parties faced 

rising cam
paign costs, declining private contributions, electoral volatility and 

40   S
ee Ian M

arsh (ed), P
olitical P

arties in Transition? A
nnandale, N

S
W

, Federation P
ress, particularly chapters by Ian W

ard 
and M

urray G
oot.

declining party m
em

berships. This m
ade som

e form
 of state subsidy particularly 

appealing and especially for labour parties w
hich historically, have received less 

financial support from
 w

ealthy individuals and corporate donors. 

In A
ustralia, N

S
W

 w
as the first jurisdiction to introduce public funding in 1981, a 

Federal Labor G
overnm

ent adopted it for the Federal level in 1984 and, ten years 
later, it w

as introduced in Q
ueensland. S

ince then, it has also been adopted in 
Victoria and the A

C
T (Table 3.1).

Table 3.1. Election funding in Australia

Jurisdiction
Election 

funding

Introduced
Threshold

Entitlem
ent

Am
ount paid 

per eligible 

vote

Paid

Federal
Yes

1984
4%

As of right
198.893 cents

Post 

election

NSW
Yes

1981
4%(does not 

apply to a 

candidate 

w
ho is 

elected)

Capped 

by actual 

expenditure

Determ
ined 

by form
ula 

according to 

am
ounts in a 

predeterm
ined 

central fund

Post 

election

Victoria
Yes

2002
4%

Capped 

by actual 

expenditure

126.1 cents
Post 

election

Queensland
Yes

1994
4%

Capped 

by actual 

expenditure

135.862 cents
Post 

election

ACT
Yes

1992
4%

As of right
134.333 cents

Post 

election

NT
No

W
A

No

SA
No

Tasm
ania

No
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W
hen the election funding system

 w
as introduced at the federal level in 1984, it w

as 
originally proposed that no candidate should receive any m

oney unless they gained 
m

ore than 10 per cent of the first preference vote at the election. This w
ould have 

prevented m
ost, if not all, m

inor parties from
 receiving any funding. The Australian 

D
em

ocrats argued strongly against any threshold at all as a w
ay of encouraging 

new
 entrants but, in the end, a 4 per cent threshold w

as introduced. 

A
t the Federal level, the funding schem

e began as a strict reim
bursem

ent schem
e 

(only reim
bursing candidates for expenditure they had incurred during the election 

and could docum
ent) but, in 1995, the legislation w

as am
ended so that eligible 

candidates and parties w
ould receive their full entitlem

ent, regardless of their 
election expenditure. The A

ustralian D
em

ocrats, w
ho held the balance of pow

er 
in the S

enate, had suffered from
 underestim

ating their likely vote and hence 
spending less than their entitlem

ent. It w
as also argued that this change w

ould 
reduce the adm

inistrative burden on participants and speed up the paym
ents 

process for the A
EC

. H
ow

ever, three S
tates—

N
S

W
, Victoria and Q

ueensland—
still cap public funding to candidates’ and parties’ actual expenditure.

Com
m

on features of the election funding schem
es in Australia

• 
political parties, non-party groups and candidates qualify for election funding 
on receiving 4 per cent of the first preference votes in an electorate;

• 
election funding is then paid in proportion to the num

ber of form
al first 

preference votes received (but is capped by the candidate/party’s actual 
expenditure in N

SW
, Queensland and Victoria);

• 
total funding is based on the num

ber of eligible form
al first preference 

votes obtained m
ultiplied by the rate of election funding applicable for that 

election (rates vary from
 election to election as they are adjusted in relation 

to the Consum
er Price Index (CPI));

• 
in return, registered parties are required to lodge financial returns disclosing 
the total am

ount of receipts, expenditure and debts (the precise tim
ing and 

requirem
ents of disclosure varies betw

een States).

A
t the Federal level, the rate of election funding is autom

atically indexed every 
six m

onths to increases in the C
P

I. B
etw

een 1984 and 1993, these autom
atic 

increases w
ere resulting in a rise of about $2 m

illion each election cycle. B
ut in 

1995, the Labor G
overnm

ent introduced legislation to raise the rate of public 
funding. The effect of this w

as dram
atic—

the am
ount of public funding rose by 

$17 m
illion betw

een the 1993 and 1996 elections (Figure 3.1). 

W
hen the schem

e w
as established in 1983, the am

ount of election funding per 
form

al first-preference vote w
as based on the annual prim

ary postage rate (30 
cents in 1983), w

ith 60 cents to be paid per H
ouse of R

epresentatives vote and 
30 cents per S

enate vote. In 1995, the argum
ent that it took ‘as m

uch effort to 
w

in a S
enate vote as one for the H

ouse of R
epresentatives’ 41 w

as accepted and 
the distinction w

as abolished.

O
ne of the central argum

ents proposed in favour of election funding w
as that 

it w
ould help new

er and sm
aller parties com

pete on a m
ore equal footing w

ith 
the older, larger and m

uch w
ealthier parties. W

hile election funding does provide 
m

uch needed funding to those parties w
hich are able to reach the 4 per cent 

threshold, as Figure 3.2 show
s for the federal level, because the form

ula for 
allocating funding is based on past success in attracting votes, its allocation still 
favours the established m

ajor parties.42 A
ll other candidates and parties received 

only a tenth ($4.29 m
illion) of the am

ount received by the C
oalition and Labor 

parties com
bined. 

41   The H
on. F W

alker, M
inister for A

dm
inistrative S

ervices, C
om

m
onw

ealth of A
ustralia P

arliam
entary D

ebates (C
A

P
D

), 
H

ouse of R
epresentatives, 9 M

arch 1995, p. 1950.
42   In N

S
W

, funding is split betw
een the C

entral Fund and the C
onstituency Fund and entitlem

ents are capped so that a 
party or candidate cannot receive m

ore than half of a fund.

Figure 3.1: Rise in total election funding paym
ents at Federal elections, 1984–2004
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 Other form
s of party funding in Australia

A
part from

 election funding, direct public funding of A
ustralian political parties 

also occurs through annual paym
ents to defray non-election expenses—

the so-
called P

olitical Education Fund (P
EF) in N

S
W

—
and, at the federal level, through 

annual paym
ents from

 the Finance and A
dm

inistration portfolio to support party 
research centres. The annual paym

ents to support party research centres w
ere 

increased in the 2005/06 Federal B
udget and both the M

enzies R
esearch C

entre 
(Liberal) and the C

hifley R
esearch C

entre (Labor) now
 receive $175 000 per 

annum
, w

hile the N
ational P

arty’s P
age R

esearch C
entre receives $87 000. The 

2006/07 Federal B
udget also saw

 the introduction of paym
ents of $1 m

illion per 
year to both the Liberal and Labor parties to support their international activities 
(the ‘global prom

otion of dem
ocracy’).

W
hile the funding of the party research centres w

as begun by the K
eating Labor 

G
overnm

ent it w
as expanded by the H

ow
ard G

overnm
ent and the N

S
W

 P
EF w

as 
initiated by a C

oalition G
overnm

ent in 1993. The P
EF is unusual in the A

ustralian 
context as it is funding that directly supports the operation of parties betw

een 
elections and is additional to cam

paign funding for N
S

W
 S

tate elections. It is paid 
against receipts and w

as paid at a rate of 50¢ per annum
 (the cost of one postage 

stam
p) per vote at the last election for the Legislative A

ssem
bly. To be eligible, 

how
ever, the party m

ust have elected a m
em

ber to the Legislative C
ouncil. The 

paym
ents are m

ade by the Election Funding A
uthority of N

S
W

 and in 2004–05 
the am

ounts w
ere as seen below

 in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2. Paym
ents from

 the N
SW

 Political Education Fund 2004–05

ALP
$688 618

Country Labor Party 
$126 891

Christian Dem
ocratic Party

$32 986

Liberal Party
$472 444

N
ational Party

$184 002

The Greens
$157 685

S
ource: Election Funding A

uthority A
nnual R

eport 2004–05.

A
nother quasi-public source of funding for the political parties consists of the levies 

that the parties require their elected m
em

bers to pay out of their parliam
entary 

salaries. The percentage varies betw
een parties and jurisdictions (Table 3.3). In 

the A
LP, levies on Labor M

P
s are determ

ined by the S
tate and Territory branches 

and are usually m
entioned in the party’s C

onstitution, rules or in the nom
ination 

form
s for candidate pre-selection. The percentage of salary varies but is usually 

in the range of 5–6 per cent of base salary before tax although there are som
e 

variations w
ith, for exam

ple, Tasm
anian S

enators paying 12 per cent. A
ll four 

current A
ustralian D

em
ocrat S

enators pay a 5 per cent levy on their base salary 
and voluntarily contribute a further 5 per cent. The am

ount paid by G
reen M

P
s 

varies betw
een the S

tates but is usually either 5 per cent or 10 per cent. The 
N

ationals and the Liberals in general do not have com
pulsory levies how

ever, 
Liberal M

P
s in the A

C
T pay a contribution to the party, Victorian Liberal M

P
s are 

encouraged to contribute to a party com
m

unications fund and other C
oalition 

M
P

s voluntarily give m
oney to their party.

Figure 3.2. Election funding paym
ents for Federal elections, 1996–2004
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Table 3.3. Percentage of their salary paid by M
Ps to their party (as at July 2006)

Federal M
Ps

State M
Ps

ALP
Greens

Dem
ALP

Greens
Dem

N
SW

 
4 or 6%

12.5%
-

4 or 6%
12.5%

10%

Vic  
6%

-
10%

5%
5%

-

Qld
3.5%

-
10%

3.5%
-

-

SA
6%

-
10%

6%
10%

10%

W
A

4%

7%
 S

10%
10%

4%

7%
 M

LC  

10%
-

Tas       
5%

12%
 S

10%
-

6%
10%

-

ACT 
4%

-
-

4%
5%

-

N
T

5%
-

-
5%

-
-

S
=S

enator

- = no M
P

s in  parliam
ent

(Un)dem
ocratic effects of election funding

The m
ajor parties receive m

ore public funding—
but particularly m

ore election 
funding—

than other new
er and sm

aller parties. The m
ajor parties w

ould argue 
that it is appropriate they receive m

ore funding as a rew
ard for their success in 

interpreting the popular w
ill of the electorate. O

thers m
ight argue that, because 

the election funding system
 allocates m

oney retrospectively, it favours the 
established parties w

ho are already in a better position to interpret the popular w
ill 

and indeed, to pay for research to do so. A
s political scientist Jonathon H

opkin 
points out, ‘state funding provides a level playing field, but only to those w

ho have 
already played before. C

hallenger parties are at a disadvantage…
’ 43 

B
ecause funding is allocated retrospectively, sm

aller parties and independent 
candidates m

ust risk spending m
oney on a cam

paign in the hope of recouping it 
after the election. For m

any, this is too large a risk to bear and especially in view
 

of the disparities in funds received by different parties and candidates show
n in 

Figure 3.2. S
uch issues m

ean that the Federal election funding schem
e does 

not necessarily prom
ote cam

paign equality betw
een candidates as intended, 

43  Jonathon H
opkin, 2004, ‘The problem

 w
ith party finance’, P

arty P
olitics 10(6), p. 645.

although it m
ay be of m

ore assistance to m
inor parties than schem

es based 
purely on reim

bursem
ent of expenditure.

O
ne of the other key argum

ents for introducing election funding in A
ustralia w

as 
that it w

ould address the high costs of election cam
paigning but, unlike the 

system
s in place in som

e other countries, it did not require the parties to actually 
lim

it their spending (the only jurisdiction w
ith expenditure lim

its in A
ustralia is the 

Tasm
anian Legislative C

ouncil as discussed in C
hapter 5). The election funding 

system
 also did not require that the parties face any lim

it on private donations. A
s 

a result, it failed to break the nexus betw
een parties and their corporate backers 

as described in C
hapter 2. 

In these tw
o key areas—

halting the rising cost of elections and stopping the flow
 

of m
oney from

 w
ealthy, private interests—

the election funding system
 in A

ustralia 
has not lived up to the rhetoric w

hich accom
panied its introduction.

In A
ustralia, the parties are provided w

ith election funding for their cam
paigns and 

are free to spend this as they choose. This is sim
ilar to m

any other countries w
hich 

usually provide public funding for general party adm
inistration and/or election 

cam
paign activities. H

ow
ever, there are a few

 countries w
hich require that the 

parties actually do som
ething specific to earn their public funding and often these 

are activities w
hich are judged to be beneficial to the broader com

m
unity. 

Table 3.4 show
s that som

e countries require their parties to conduct socio-
political research, prom

ote the participation of young people or train party 
m

em
bers. H

ow
ever, som

e categories of required activity are so broad as to be 
quite indistinguishable from

 norm
al party activity such as the categories of ‘public 

opinion-m
aking’ and ‘influencing political trends’ in S

outh A
frica.
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Table 3.4. The basis for direct public funding to political parties, select countries

Country
Purpose of public funding 

Australia
N

on-earm
arked

Bolivia
Program

s for the education of the citizenry

Canada
General party adm

inistration and election cam
paign activities.

M
exico

Political education and training, socioeconom
ic and political 

research and publishing tasks.

N
etherlands

1. 
socio-political research

2. 
to provide inform

ation to party m
em

bers

3. 
 to keep in touch w

ith political sister organisations in 

foreign countries

4. 
research activities developed by political parties

5. 
activities prom

oting the participation of youth

N
ew

 Zealand
N

o direct public funding.

Panam
a

Training of party m
em

bers.

Russian Federation
1. 

Support of signature collection

2. 
paym

ent for inform
ation and consulting services

3. 
electoral deposits

4. 
election cam

paign activities

South Africa
1. 

public opinion-m
aking

2. 
political education

3. 
prom

otion of active political participation

4. 
influencing political trends

5. 
providing links betw

een the people and organs of the state

Sw
itzerland

Parliam
entary Group adm

inistration costs only

United Kingdom
General party adm

inistration and policy developm
ent purposes.

S
ource: A

ustin and Tjenstrom
, Funding of P

arties and Election C
am

paigns, pp. 211–14. 

In som
e of the European countries, it is argued that state funding has led to ‘an 

increase in party activities and a greater ability to m
aintain activities betw

een 
elections’. 44 In A

ustralia, the m
ost notable effect of such funding is that it has 

helped the parties to spend m
ore on election advertising (discussed in C

hapter 
5). It is difficult to see any corresponding rise in activities such as public m

eetings, 
party building activities, political education program

s or som
e of the other 

elem
ents of party activity w

hich have been m
easured elsew

here.

There are som
e effects of election funding w

hich w
ere not necessarily anticipated 

and are not alw
ays desirable. In system

s w
here the funding is calculated on a 

basis w
hich favours the larger parties, as in A

ustralia, critics argue that it tends 
to intensify the already disproportionate tendencies at w

ork in the system
. This 

m
eans that it can tend to freeze the party system

 as it w
ere at the tim

e of allocation 
and lead to political inertia.

O
thers argue that election funding, generally, reduces the parties’ ability to 

perform
 the role of interm

ediary betw
een the citizenry and the state because it 

leads the parties to neglect their m
em

bers (now
 that they are no longer reliant 

on their m
em

bership dues) but also to neglect the broader com
m

unity because 
state m

oney frees them
 from

 the need to develop ‘roots in civil society’ so that 
they instead ‘settle into a tranquil, state-reliant existence’. 45 

Argum
ents against state funding

• 
it can underm

ine the independence of the parties and m
ake them

 dependent 
upon the state

• 
it can lead them

 to ignore their m
em

bers and broader civil society 

• 
decisions about the am

ount and allocation of funding m
ay be unfair to 

sm
aller, new

er and/or opposition parties

• 
it can entrench the position of the m

ajor parties and ossify the party system

• 
opinion polls indicate that public funding can be very unpopular w

ith ordinary 
citizens w

ho m
ay view

 it as a political hand-out or rort

• 
citizens m

ay not agree that political parties are a high priority in term
s of 

public expenditure. 

44  Justin Fisher and Todd A
 Eisenstadt, 2004 ‘Introduction: C

om
parative party finance’ P

arty P
olitics 10(6), p. 621.

45  H
opkin, ‘The problem

 w
ith party finance’, p. 640. 
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In A
ustralia, the m

ajor im
pacts of election funding are sim

ilar to those experienced 
as ‘com

m
on trends’ in other countries w

hich have state funding: 

• 
the parties receive m

ore incom
e but their electioneering costs have also 

increased (see C
hapter 5);

• 
the parties have becom

e highly dependent on state funding; 

• 
there has been ‘a general bureaucratisation and professionalisation’ of party 
organisations; 

• 
centralisation has increased in party bureaucracies;

• 
the im

portance of party m
em

berships has declined. 46

S
om

e of these trends m
ay have occurred anyw

ay, independently of election 
funding, as part of a process of party ‘m

odernisation’ but others have undoubtedly 
been exacerbated by the availability of state funding.

To sum
 up, in theory, the state funding of election cam

paigns has a num
ber of possible 

advantages. It can help to secure greater equality betw
een citizens by m

inim
ising 

econom
ic inequalities, it can prom

ote freedom
 of speech by increasing the range 

of people w
ho have the opportunity to m

eaningfully exercise that freedom
 and can 

relieve politicians from
 the burden of fundraising and prevent corruption. H

ow
ever, 

w
hether these aim

s are m
et depends upon the type of funding system

 adopted.

In A
ustralia, there are som

e significant problem
s w

ith the election funding system
 

as it currently stands. B
ecause it is proportional and retrospective, it exacerbates 

political inequality by disadvantaging new
 and m

inor parties, although not 
as m

uch as private funding does. M
oney is provided w

ith no requirem
ent on 

parties to abstain from
 private donations or to cap their expenditure. This m

eans 
that it fails to w

ean the parties off corporate m
oney or help to rein in escalating 

political spending. M
ore than this, it does not assist the parties in perform

ing 
their dem

ocratic functions because it does not require the parties to do anything 
in particular, such as party building activities or political education. A

s a result, 
A

ustralian taxpayers now
 provide m

ore than $30 m
illion for the m

ajor political 
parties to spend during an election as an ‘add-on’ to the tens of m

illions they 
receive from

 private donations. This allow
s them

 to spend far m
ore on political 

advertising than they could norm
ally afford (see C

hapter 5).

A
side from

 the provision of cash paid directly to them
 by the state, parties also 

benefit from
 indirect state funding in a num

ber of other form
s including m

edia 
access, tax deductions and parliam

entary entitlem
ents for M

P
s. 

46  Fisher and Eisenstadt, ‘Introduction’, p. 621.

Equalising through free tim
e on public broadcasters

The m
ajor political parties in A

ustralia receive free broadcast tim
e on the A

B
C

 and 
S

B
S

 during Federal elections. For the A
B

C
, these free slots have been in place 

since 1932 and w
ere introduced to educate the public and provide fair and equal 

access to the m
ajor parties. 

The governm
ent and official opposition parties are given equal am

ounts of tim
e to 

present their policies on the public netw
ork. They receive one hour of free tim

e on 
A

B
C

 radio and television w
hich consists of a 30 m

inute slot on their election launch 
and six five-m

inute ‘policy announcem
ent’ slots for each party. M

inor or new
 parties 

m
ay also be eligible for free tim

e if they are able to m
eet certain criteria. 

For S
B

S
, during a Federal election, free airtim

e is provided on television and radio 
to political parties for their policy speeches and statem

ents on election issues. 
Free airtim

e is also available on radio for S
tate election cam

paigns. 

A
lthough such broadcasts reach a relatively sm

all view
ing audience com

pared 
to the com

m
ercial television channels—

never m
ore than 20 per cent of view

ing 
audience at any one tim

e—
the provision of free broadcasting tim

e rem
ains an 

im
portant principle of political speech and som

e tim
e is provided free of charge 

in at least 79 other countries including all the established dem
ocracies except 

the U
S

. 

Tax deductions
A

ustralian political parties have no special taxation status and are liable to tax 
on investm

ent incom
e and general fund-raising activities how

ever, they are not 
otherw

ise liable to incom
e tax as they routinely spend m

ore than they raise, and 
the bulk of their incom

e (e.g. public funding and gifts) is not taxable. There are also 
tw

o m
ajor types of tax deductions that the parties benefit from

: 1) tax deductions 
for donors and; 2) tax deductions for M

P
s.

Donors
Individual donors to the A

ustralian political parties are entitled to tax relief in the 
form

 of tax deductions w
hich m

eans that the donor can subtract the am
ount of 

the donation from
 his/her taxable incom

e. From
 2006, donors (including corporate 

donors) can receive tax deductions for a m
axim

um
 of $1500 in a financial year 

(see C
hapter 6). 
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Tax relief can play a role in encouraging political participation through contributions. 
H

ow
ever, it can also have regressive effects and hence, underm

ine political equality. 
The present system

 of tax relief, for instance, favours the w
ealthy because, having 

m
ore disposable incom

e, they are m
ore able to take advantage of the subsidy. 

Further, for the sam
e am

ount of political donation, the w
ealthy, being subjected to 

higher incom
e tax rates, receive a greater am

ount of public subsidy. 47 

M
Ps 

In 1907, A
ustralian parliam

entarians m
ade them

selves liable to the paym
ent 

of S
tate incom

e taxes but, from
 1925, w

ere allow
ed tax concessions for  

electorate expenses. 

There have been reports that M
P

s use these concessions to ‘double-dip’ into 
public funds by claim

ing generous electorate allow
ances (see below

) and then 
also lodging separate personal incom

e tax deduction claim
s w

ith the ATO
 for 

electioneering expenses such as cam
paign posters, opinion polls, afternoon teas 

and sausage sizzles. 

Individual M
P

s can m
ake a num

ber of personal incom
e tax claim

s w
hich 

critics claim
 are unfair because other A

ustralians do not receive such generous 
deductibility provisions. O

n average, M
P

s claim
ed around $28 500 in tax 

deductions after the 2001 Federal election. U
nlike the average A

ustralian w
orker, 

M
P

s can claim
 for airport lounge m

em
berships, buying birthday cards, flow

ers for 
funerals, light refreshm

ents for staff and visitors, costs related to w
ork travel such 

as car w
ashes, auto m

em
bership fees and tolls and parking fees.

M
P

s can also claim
 generous self-education expenses w

ith one in three M
P

s 
claim

ing self-education expenses for study such as M
asters and M

B
A

s. They do 
not have to count their travel entitlem

ents as incom
e and, if an M

P
 has a property 

in C
anberra, they can claim

 ‘lease paym
ents, rent, interest or borrow

ings, rates, 
taxes, insurance, general m

aintenance of building, plant and grounds’. 48

A
side from

 these personal incom
e tax deductions, M

P
s also receive a range of 

parliam
entary entitlem

ents w
hich—

w
hen added together for the m

ajor parties’ 
M

P
s in particular—

represent a significant public subsidy of the parties’ operations. 
A

s w
e have seen, parliam

entarians representing the Labor P
arty, the A

ustralian 
D

em
ocrats and the G

reens also directly subsidise their respective parties through 
the paym

ent of levies ranging from
 som

e 4 to 10 per cent of their salaries. 

47  S
ee N

orm
 K

elly, 2006, ‘The price of dem
ocracy’, O

nline O
pinion, <http://w

w
w

.onlineopinion.com
.au> for a table 

show
ing the regressive effects.

48  S
am

antha M
aiden, 2004, ‘M

P
s take double-dip of poll cash’, W

eekend A
ustralian, 17 July, p. 3.

Parliam
entary entitlem

ents

P
arliam

entarians receive a num
ber of support services to help them

 perform
 their 

duties including salaries and allow
ances, support staff, an office, equipm

ent, 
postage, printing costs and travel entitlem

ents. W
hether a party holds form

al 
parliam

entary party status plays a key role in determ
ining the value of entitlem

ents. 
A

s N
orm

 K
elly has pointed out; ‘S

om
e of the benefits of having party status include 

additional resources, such as extra research and m
edia staff…

and increased 
salaries, travel and postage allow

ances for party leaders’. 49 C
urrent requirem

ents 
for determ

ining parliam
entary party status differ betw

een jurisdictions and, K
elly 

argues, often ‘highlight the ability of Labor and Liberal to w
ork together to lim

it the 
effectiveness of m

inor parties…
’ 50

Annual allow
ance

A
ll parliam

entarians receive an annual allow
ance (or salary) w

ith m
inisters and office 

holders—
such as the Prim

e M
inister, D

eputy Prim
e M

inister, Treasurer, O
pposition 

Leader and P
resident of the Senate—

receiving higher pay. Table 3.5 show
s current 

salaries paid to backbench M
Ps and Table 3.6 salaries for office holders.

Table 3.5.  Salaries of M
Ps as at 1 July 2005

Jurisdiction
Current basic annual salary

Federal
$111 150

N
ew

 South W
ales

$110 650

Queensland
$110 650

W
estern Australia

$109 816

Victoria
$109 708

South Australia
$109 150

N
orthern Territory

$108 150

ACT
$99 937

Tasm
ania

$90 957

49 N
orm

 K
elly, 2004, ‘D

eterm
ining parliam

entary parties: A
 real status sym

bol’, D
em

ocratic A
udit of A

ustralia, D
ecem

ber, 
p. 1. 
50  Ibid., p.3.
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Table 3.6. Salaries of selected office holders, 2005

O
ffice holder

Current salary

Federal

Prim
e M

inister
$288 990

Deputy PM
$227 858

Treasurer
$208 858

Opposition Leader
$205 630

M
inister

$191 734

Prem
iers and Chief M

inisters

W
A

$263 944

Qld
$226 399

Vic
$219 416

SA
$218 300

N
SW

$215 768

N
T

$211 572

ACT
$209 868

Tas
$195 558

A
s w

ith salary and w
ages, the rules for other parliam

entary entitlem
ents m

ay 
differ betw

een jurisdictions. In order to consider particular issues in m
ore 

depth, the follow
ing section exam

ines som
e of the m

ost im
portant federal 

parliam
entary entitlem

ents. It outlines the benefits available and then draw
s out 

distinctions betw
een those benefits w

hich tend to aid an M
P

 personally (such as 
superannuation and travel) and those w

hich are beneficial in a broader sense to 
the M

P
’s party and w

hich are, in practice, frequently pooled and redistributed for 
partisan purposes (such as printing and com

m
unications allow

ances) and w
hich 

m
ay therefore have som

e im
pact upon electoral com

petition. 

Superannuation 

P
reviously, there w

as a perception that a low
er salary in politics (as com

pared to 
the private sector) w

as balanced out by a generous superannuation schem
e for 

M
P

s. U
nlike other w

orkers, M
P

s w
ere able to access their superannuation at any 

age and am
ounts paid w

ere significantly higher than that received by ordinary 

w
orkers. In 2001, the G

overnm
ent changed the schem

e so that M
P

s had to 
w

ait until aged 55 years before they could touch their super payouts, how
ever 

the system
 w

as still regarded as one of the w
orld’s m

ost generous w
ith alm

ost 
70 per cent of contributions provided by taxpayers, com

pared w
ith a 9 per cent 

governm
ent contribution for other A

ustralians.

In 2004, A
LP

 leader, M
ark Latham

, successfully pressured John H
ow

ard to cut 
parliam

entary super arguing that it w
as too generous and should be brought into 

line w
ith com

m
unity standards, how

ever, there have been reports in 2005 of a 
plan for ‘a big jum

p in superannuation contributions for new
 M

P
s’ to ‘ease the 

financial pain’ caused by the Latham
-forced changes. 51

Electorate allow
ance 

S
ince 1952, Federal S

enators and M
em

bers have been provided w
ith an 

Electorate A
llow

ance ‘for costs necessarily incurred in providing services to their 
constituents’. The fixed annual allow

ance starts at $27 300 and rises to $39 600 
for M

P
s representing larger electorates. In the past, the Federal R

em
uneration 

Tribunal defined how
 the allow

ance should be used but, in 1992, its use becam
e 

self-regulated w
ith M

P
s now

 determ
ining how

 they spend the allow
ance.

Travel allow
ance

K
now

n affectionately by politicians and their staffers as ‘TA’, travel allow
ance is 

paid daily to M
P

s w
ho stay aw

ay overnight from
 their nom

inated hom
e base. The 

am
ount paid is based on the cost of a four-star hotel in m

ajor cities and tow
ns, 

along w
ith m

eals and incidentals. For exam
ple, M

P
s visiting C

anberra receive 
$175 a day w

hile those visiting S
ydney or M

elbourne receive $402 per day. 

Overseas travel

Funding for overseas travel for M
P

s is justified on the basis that politicians 
need to have a broad view

 of society and global affairs, keep up-to-date w
ith 

international trends and study conditions abroad that m
ay be relevant to the 

passing of legislation in A
ustralia. H

ow
ever, m

edia attention often focuses on 
how

 these taxpayer-funded trips can also be used for politicians’ leisure. The 
tabloid press in particular often features stories claim

ing excess use of overseas 
travel entitlem

ents.

51  M
ark M

etherell, 2005, ‘M
P

s out to refeather their retirem
ent nests’, S

ydney M
orning H

erald, 9 D
ecem

ber, p. 1.
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N
ew

spaper headlines on politicians’ travel

‘Globetrotting M
Ps are taking voters for a ride’

Daily Telegraph, 7 October 2005.

‘You w
on’t believe w

hat our M
Ps earn’

‘CHEAP m
eals, cars and alcohol, free trips on The Ghan and even a digital cam

era—
is 

your politician earning their keep?’
Sunday M

ail, 11 Decem
ber 2005.

‘Politicians’ ticket to ride—
H

uge taxpayer-funded travel bills’
Daily Telegraph, 9 Decem

ber 2005. 

‘Jetset M
Ps beat w

inter chill flying north for the w
inter’

The W
est Australian, 18 June 2005.

‘$16m
 bill for high flying M

Ps’
‘Travel-addicted M

Ps ran up $16 m
illion on airfares and hotel bills in the six m

onths to 
Decem

ber 2004’. 
Daily Telegraph, 24 June 2005.

There is also provision for the spouses and dependents of M
P

s to accom
pany 

them
 on their overseas travels. H

ow
ever, of all the single parliam

entary benefits, 
one of the best know

n is the Life G
old passes for free dom

estic travel w
hich 

entitle eligible form
er prim

e m
inisters and M

P
s to 25 return trips a year.

Transport

A
s part of their rem

uneration, federal M
P

s each pay $14.80 per w
eek for a four-

door A
ustralian-m

ade car. M
inisters are entitled to use car transport for official 

purposes anyw
here in A

ustralia and have access to C
O

M
C

A
R

, chauffeur-driven 
hire cars or taxis, short-term

 self-drive hire cars and m
ay elect to have a private 

plated vehicle on long-term
 hire in C

anberra.

Staff and office support

From
 1984, each federal M

P
 has been entitled to em

ploy a m
inim

um
 of three 

people. A
t least tw

o full-tim
e staff m

ust be located in the em
ploying M

P
’s 

electorate office, w
ith the third able to be located in either the electorate office or 

in C
anberra. O

ffice holders such as the P
rim

e M
inister and m

inisters are entitled 
to hire m

ore staff. 

In 2001–02, the average cost of staff for each M
P

 w
as $448 584. 52 Just as there 

is travel allow
ance for M

P
s, their staff can also access TA

. 

52   This figure w
as calculated by dividing the total cost of M

P
 staff for 2001–02 by the num

ber of M
P

s to give an average, 
A

ustralian N
ational A

udit O
ffice (A

N
A

O
), The A

uditor-G
eneral A

udit R
eport N

o.15 2003-04: A
dm

inistration of S
taff 

Em
ployed U

nder the M
em

bers of P
arliam

ent (S
taff) A

ct 1984, <http://w
w

w
.anao.gov.au>. 

M
em

bers’ offices are provided w
ith four com

puters, tw
o printers, a photocopier, 

fax, laptop, a m
achine for folding and stuffing envelopes and a letter franking 

m
achine. Just prior to the election in 2001, the H

ow
ard G

overnm
ent arranged 

for an expensive refit of electorate offices w
hich included new

 laptops, palm
 

pilots, colour laser printers, scanners, label printers and new
 softw

are including 
w

eb page authoring softw
are. W

hile ostensibly about better com
m

unicating 
parliam

entary business to constituents, such equipm
ent also increases sitting 

m
em

bers’ capacity to cam
paign by giving them

 the ability to design, print and 
post m

ore glossy and eye-catching pam
phlets, postcards and letters.

M
em

bers also receive com
m

unication equipm
ent including three phones at 

P
arliam

ent H
ouse, four in the electorate office, tw

o m
obiles and a telecard. There 

is no financial lim
it on calls. 

Printing entitlem
ents 

In 2001, a N
ational A

udit O
ffice report on parliam

entarians’ entitlem
ents w

as 
leaked just a few

 m
onths before the Federal election. B

ob H
orne, the Labor 

M
em

ber for P
aterson w

as revealed to have spent $219 004 on printing in 1999–
2000. This w

as m
ore than six tim

es the average am
ount spent by other M

P
s and 

the next closest M
P

 spent no m
ore than $124 999. D

ubbed ‘B
ob the P

rinter’ by 
the local m

edia, H
orne lost his seat at the 2001 election.

The A
udit O

ffice report concluded that the ‘uncapped nature’ of m
any parliam

entary 
entitlem

ents left them
 open to abuse. In response, the P

rim
e M

inister initiated a 
cap on printing entitlem

ents. W
hile this seem

ed to be a step in the right direction, 
the A

udit O
ffice report show

ed that 113 out of 147 parliam
entarians spent 

less than $50 000 on printing but the new
 cap that the governm

ent placed on 
spending w

as $125 000 per annum
. The only politician w

ho spent this m
uch 

in 1999–2000 w
as B

ob H
orne so the new

 cap effectively encouraged M
P

s to 
spend up to six tim

es m
ore than they had norm

ally been spending. 

In 2003, then S
pecial M

inister of S
tate, S

enator Eric A
betz, tried to increase 

the printing allow
ance further to $150 000 but this m

otion w
as defeated in the 

S
enate w

hen Labor and the m
inor parties com

bined to defeat the plan arguing 
that the am

ount w
as excessive and encouraged M

P
s to send out party-political 

propaganda at taxpayer expense. In 2006, w
ith control of the S

enate, the 
H

ow
ard G

overnm
ent increased the printing allow

ance for M
em

bers of the H
ouse 

of R
epresentatives to $150 000 and w

ill allow
 alm

ost half to be carried over 
to the next year. This m

eans that M
P

s w
ill have up to $217 500 to spend in 
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election cam
paigns. S

pecial M
inister of S

tate G
ary N

airn sent a m
em

o to M
P

s 
m

aking it clear that the allow
ance could be used for postal vote applications and  

how
-to-vote cards.

Com
m

unications Allow
ance

B
oosts to printing entitlem

ents have also been accom
panied by other changes 

w
hich also open the public purse w

ider. In 2001, the G
overnm

ent increased 
the am

ount of C
om

m
unications A

llow
ance w

hich is provided to federal M
P

s for 
delivery of their letters, new

sletters and even Internet m
aterial. The allow

ance 
w

as previously set at $25 000 for a H
ouse of R

epresentatives electorate of less 
than 50 000 km

s but the G
overnm

ent changed the rules so that M
P

s could call 
forw

ard up to 25 per cent of their next years’ entitlem
ent—

giving them
 an extra 

$6250 during an election year.  

In 2005, the G
overnm

ent again changed the entitlem
ents so that, as of 1 July 

2005, com
m

unications allow
ance w

ould no longer be based on the size of 
electorates for M

em
bers of the H

ouse of R
epresentatives, but w

ould now
 be 

based on the num
ber of electors in each electorate m

ultiplied by 50 cents per 
elector. It m

ay sound very reasonable to allow
 each M

P
 50 cents for each voter 

in an M
P

’s electorate, but this allocation represents a m
ajor increase. The m

oney 
also needs to be view

ed as a total am
ount available to parties w

ith m
ultiple 

m
em

bers. This is particularly so given that unspent portions can be rolled over 
into subsequent years so that any accum

ulated w
indfall can be spent during 

election periods and given ongoing claim
s that—

although it is illegal and there 
has never been a proven case of it occurring—

 m
em

bers in safe seats use their 
entitlem

ents to aid fellow
 party candidates in m

arginal electorates. 

A
s S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray of the A

ustralian D
em

ocrats has pointed out, the 
2005 change increased the m

axim
um

 possible expenditure from
 an aggregate 

$4 171 200 per annum
 for all m

em
bers of the H

ouse of R
epresentatives to $6 

606 413—
an increase of 58 per cent and an extra $2 435 213 per year on 

postage. M
urray noted that ‘(a)ccording to P

arliam
entary Library calculations, 

the Labor P
arty m

ay benefit by an additional $997 769 per annum
. B

ut the big 
w

inner is the C
oalition: because it has m

ore seats, it w
ill benefit by an additional 

$1 392 949 per annum
.’53

How
-to-vote cards paid for by taxpayers

In the past, parliam
entarians had alw

ays been directed to use their printing and 
m

ail entitlem
ents only for parliam

entary or electorate business and not for party 
53   S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray, ‘R

em
uneration Tribunal A

ct D
eterm

ination—
M

otion for disapproval’, C
A

P
D

, S
enate, 21 June 

2005, p. 78. 

politics or electioneering. B
ut the recent increases in parliam

entary entitlem
ents 

for printing and com
m

unications allow
ances have been accom

panied by a 
changing attitude to the use of state resources.

Three days after John H
ow

ard called the 2004 election, S
enator Eric A

betz 
announced that M

P
s w

ere now
 allow

ed to use their printing entitlem
ents to print 

and send how
-to-vote cards and postal vote applications to constituents. This 

w
as a m

ajor change in policy.

P
rinting is a very im

portant elem
ent of publicity in local electorates. W

hile it w
as 

often alleged in the past that M
P

s surreptitiously used their printing entitlem
ents 

for partisan m
aterial, recent changes both sanction and encourage greater 

public spending on M
P

s’ local cam
paigns w

hich rely heavily on letters to voters, 
postcards, new

sletters and telephone canvassing. 

S
tretching the rules and the ‘creative’ use of resources 

A
side 

from
 

changes 
w

hich 
now

 
allow

 
M

P
s 

to 
enjoy 

higher 
printing 

and 
com

m
unications allow

ances, to stockpile entitlem
ents for elections and to print 

how
-to-vote cards at taxpayers’ expense, there are also ‘tricks-of-the-trade’ 

w
hich the parties and their M

P
s allegedly use to get the m

axim
um

 benefit out of 
their entitlem

ents by either stretching the rules or blatantly disregarding them
. 

Even after an election is announced, M
P

s can continue to claim
 TA

 but, by 
convention, m

inisters forgo TA
 until their party’s form

al election cam
paign launch. 

A
fter this point, the parties m

ust foot the bill. This, sceptics suggest, is one of the 
reasons w

hy cam
paign launches are now

 scheduled so late during the election. 
For exam

ple, in the six-w
eek federal cam

paign of 2004, the m
ajor parties’ 

election launches w
ere not held until the last tw

o w
eeks before polling day giving 

the parties access to around four w
eeks of taxpayer-funded TA

. 

R
eportedly, other ploys include using S

tate governm
ent resources such as staff, 

office space and equipm
ent to help Federal election candidates from

 the sam
e 

party m
inim

ise their cam
paign costs. This could include a S

tate M
P

 allow
ing a 

federal candidate to use photocopiers or other equipm
ent to prepare direct m

ail 
letters. W

hen an allegation of this nature w
as raised in S

outh A
ustralia in 2004, 

the parliam
ent’s S

peaker conceded it w
as inappropriate but ‘had been going on 

for 100 years.’ 54

O
ther tactics that are reportedly w

idespread include using safe seat parliam
entary 

entitlem
ents to help out m

arginal seats and using public servants to assist w
ith 

political activities. P
olitical scientists, P

eter van O
nselen and W

ayne Errington, 

54  M
ichelle W

 B
ockm

ann, 2004, ‘S
tate resources used in federal cam

paign’, W
eekend A

ustralian, 11 S
eptem

ber, p. 12.
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have pointed out that the offices, staff and resources of m
ajor party S

enators 
are increasingly being used for H

ouse of R
epresentatives cam

paigns including 
S

enators’ offices being deliberately and strategically located w
ithin m

arginal 
seats to aid the siphoning of resources. 55

Adding up incum
bency benefits for M

Ps 
Leaving aside the ‘tricks of the trade’ that w

e cannot quantify, Table 3.7 adds up 
the value of key parliam

entary entitlem
ents per year for an average federal M

P.

Table 3.7. Key incum
bency benefits for M

Ps at the federal level

Type of benefit
Average value (per year)

Annual allow
ance (basic salary)

At least $111 150
Printing allow

ance
$125 000 

Com
m

unications allow
ance

a
$43 660

Electorate allow
ance

$27 300–$39 600
*Electorate office requisites

$8 278
*Photocopy paper

$3 971
*Telephone services – electorate offices, m

obile and residential
$15 758

*Photographic services
$812

*Constituents request program
 – flags

$2 444
*Travel w

ithin Australia for overnight stays aw
ay from

 

nom
inated hom

e base

$17 497

*Spouse and dependent travel
$6 774

**Staff
$448 584

**Travel by M
P staff

$75 796
Difficult to quantify the value of:
Office accom

m
odation and equipm

ent 
Transport
Parliam

entary library services and research
Electoral databases
Overseas study trips
Total available per M

P annually
$887 024–899 324

a C
alculated on the basis of the num

ber of electors in each electorate m
ultiplied by 50c per elector for an average 

electorate. 

* A
s these benefits are uncapped and unreported, the figure listed is the average cost spent on this item

 by M
P

s in 
1999–2000 as reported in the A

N
A

O
 R

eport N
o. 5. 

** C
alculated by dividing the total cost of M

P
 staff for 2001–02 as outlined in A

N
A

O
 R

eport N
o. 15 by the num

ber of M
P

s to 
give an average for each M

P
 

Table 3.7 draw
s heavily on data contained in the A

N
A

O
’s report into how

 M
P

s 
used their parliam

entary entitlem
ents in 1999/2000 because there is little other 

55  P
eter van O

nselen and W
ayne Errington, 2005, ‘S

hock troops: The em
erging role of S

enators in the H
ouse of 

R
epresentatives cam

paigns’, A
ustralian Journal of P

olitical S
cience 40 (3) pp. 357–71

inform
ation available on actual spending by M

P
s. There are no concise annual 

reports, for exam
ple. Few

 other M
P

s have follow
ed N

S
W

 G
reens’ parliam

entarian 
Lee R

hiannon’s initiative to detail publicly and voluntarily how
 she spends her 

parliam
entary entitlem

ents by draw
ing up annual financial reports and m

aking 
them

 available on her w
ebsite. 56 W

hile the A
N

A
O

 report show
ed that there w

as 
real variation in how

 M
P

s used their entitlem
ents, given that the report exam

ined 
spending five years ago and that the value of m

any entitlem
ents are too difficult 

to quantify or to average out per M
P, the figure arrived at, w

hich suggests an M
P

 
is able to access up to $899 324 per year in entitlem

ents, is likely to understate 
the actual am

ount.

Conclusion
This chapter has considered several m

ajor kinds of state support for parties: 
indirect support via tax concessions, w

hen the state provides goods and services 
w

ithout charge such as free m
ail and free broadcast tim

e, and direct funding in the 
form

 of cash.  O
f these, state-provided election funding is usually considered the 

m
ost crucial and the largest form

 of largesse. H
ow

ever, parliam
entary entitlem

ents 
paid to individual M

P
s also represent a considerable form

 of financial support 
for parties, especially w

here those parties have m
any m

em
bers and are able to 

‘stockpile’ these entitlem
ents, pool them

 and/or redistribute them
 betw

een S
tate 

and federal levels to coincide w
ith election periods. 

It therefore no longer m
akes sense to view

 benefits to M
P

s as only individual 
benefits. W

hile som
e parliam

entary entitlem
ents are directed to, and used by, 

the individual M
P

 alone, for parties w
ith m

ultiple m
em

bers—
particularly the tw

o 
m

ajor parties—
these benefits still have a broader, partisan benefit. P

rinting and 
com

m
unication allow

ances in particular m
ust be view

ed as another form
 of state 

support because, in practice, these entitlem
ents are used to benefit the party as 

a w
hole. 

C
urrently, parliam

entary benefits are a com
plicated m

ix of allow
ances and 

entitlem
ents—

som
e are capped, som

e not, som
e determ

ined by C
abinet, 

others by legislation. The questions w
hich usually concern com

m
entators, 

particularly m
edia outlets, are w

hether parliam
entary entitlem

ents are out of kilter 
w

ith com
m

unity standards and expectations or are being abused by politicians 
w

ho are on the ‘gravy train’ or overseas junkets. In other w
ords, the focus is on 

corruption as rorts.

56   Lee R
hiannon and N

orm
an Thom

pson, 2005, Financial R
eports’ on Lee R

hiannon: N
S

W
 G

reens parliam
entary w

ebsite, 
<http://w

w
w

.lee.greens.org.au>
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O
nce a political party is successful in securing the election of its candidates as 

m
em

bers of the national or a S
tate governm

ent, it is then in a position to benefit 
from

 access to an enorm
ous pool of public funds. A

t the federal level, in 2004–
05 for exam

ple, governm
ent revenue w

as $206.2 billion. P
reventing incum

bents 
from

 abusing access to these resources of state is one of the biggest challenges 
for tw

enty-first century political finance regulation.

A
t stake is the issue of how

 to prevent parties and their m
em

bers, once in 
governm

ent—
w

ho then legitim
ately have control of budgets and the ability to 

change law
s and regulations—

from
 exploiting the financial assets of governm

ent 
to their ow

n partisan advantage. In other w
ords, how

 to prevent those in public 
office from

 dipping into governm
ent coffers as a w

ay of ensuring their financial 
superiority over all other rivals and from

 using those assets to give them
 a political 

advantage, finance their election cam
paigns and ensure their re-election.

P
erhaps the m

ost w
ell-know

n historical exam
ple of such corruption is Tam

m
any 

H
all—

the popular nam
e for the D

em
ocratic political m

achine in N
ew

 York w
hich 

held pow
er from

 the 1850s to the 1930s and engaged in fraudulent election 
practices, graft and corruption. Tam

m
any H

all built its pow
er base by focusing 

on im
m

igrant arrivals and using the resources of the state to secure their support 
by giving them

 coal and food, getting the sick into hospitals, gaining leniency for 
those arrested or going through the courts, and securing governm

ent jobs and 
other w

ork for the unem
ployed. B

y presenting excessively large bills for state 
w

orks and pocketing left-over m
oney, leaders such as W

illiam
 M

acy Tw
eed also 

built up enorm
ous personal fortunes and it is estim

ated that hundreds of m
illions 

of dollars w
ent m

issing from
 N

ew
 York’s governm

ent coffers during this period.

H
ow

ever, m
ore w

orrying than perceptions of individual personal private profit—
although this is alw

ays of concern—
are the system

ic, institutional benefits to 
incum

bency, a form
 of corruption as partisan abuse. R

ather than the glam
orous 

overseas travel, it is actually the m
ore m

undane provisions such as free m
ail and 

printing w
hich add up to a significant incum

bency benefit and especially in term
s 

of election com
petition. This is because travel ‘junkets’ are unlikely to increase 

the candidate’s popularity (and w
ould be m

ore likely to have the opposite effect), 
w

hereas sending m
aterial such as letters, pam

phlets and postcards buys an 
incum

bent favourable publicity w
hich m

ay boost their profile and popularity or, at 
the very least, give them

 greater nam
e recognition in the com

m
unity com

pared 
to their opponents. 

B
ecause the tw

o m
ajor parties have the m

ost M
P

s and are able to pool and 
redistribute funds, concerns over excesses of parliam

entary entitlem
ents are 

sim
ilar to those relating to public funding, w

here the m
ajor parties also reap the 

vast m
ajority of state funds for electioneering. B

oth underm
ine political equality 

by unfairly advantaging these parties in com
parison to their com

petitors.

H
ow

ever, w
hile the tw

o m
ajor parties in A

ustralia both do w
ell out of public funding 

and parliam
entary entitlem

ents (and are significantly advantaged com
pared to 

m
inor parties and Independents), there are grow

ing differences betw
een them

 
in term

s of the public benefits available to the governm
ent as com

pared to the 
O

pposition and other parties. This is true at both the S
tate and Federal levels. 

B
ecause a governm

ent party usually w
ins m

ore first preference votes, it usually 
receives m

ore public funding and because it has m
ore m

em
bers than other parties 

in P
arliam

ent, it also benefits m
ore from

 parliam
entary entitlem

ents. H
ow

ever, 
parliam

entary entitlem
ents and public funding are not exclusive governm

ent 
benefits—

other parties can obtain public funding if they m
eet the required criteria 

and other non-governm
ent parties’ M

P
s w

ill receive parliam
entary entitlem

ents 
if they are voted into office. The next chapter deals w

ith a series of publicly 
funded benefits w

hich are available exclusively to the governm
ent and, if abused, 

represent a m
ore extrem

e threat to fair electoral com
petition.

4. Governm
ent  

and the 
advantages  
of office
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been directed at governm
ents w

ho are alleged to have aw
arded jobs or lucrative 

governm
ent contracts to their friends and supporters.

Corruption as cronyism
: ‘Jobs for the boys and girls’

O
ne of the m

any resources of office is that governm
ents can provide public em

ploym
ent 

to political supporters. W
hen the governm

ent show
s this kind of partiality to long-

standing friends or supporters, it is called political cronyism
. Such corruption as 

cronyism
 can occur not only in the public service but also potentially in parliam

entary 
offices, electorate offices, boards, statutory authorities and consultancies. It has 
been alleged for exam

ple, that both C
oalition and ALP governm

ents have appointed 
supporters to key positions such as on the AB

C
 board.

P
olitical leaders also frequently have an influence over w

hich com
panies w

ill be 
granted public contracts. It is a form

 of corruption w
hen cam

paign funds are 
raised by m

aking prom
ises of illegal benefits such as favourable governm

ent 
contracts or developm

ent approvals as payoffs to donors. This is an issue of 
particular relevance at the S

tate and local levels of governm
ent w

here land 
developm

ent is concentrated and there is am
ple opportunity for the aw

arding of 
contracts to provide basic state services. 

It can be difficult to determ
ine w

ith any certainty w
hether the aw

arding of a contract 
or job is a payback for a governm

ent m
ate as governm

ents invariably argue that 
the decision w

as based on m
erit, that the person or com

pany appointed w
as the 

best for the job and that, just because they have been associated w
ith a political 

party in the past, they should not be discrim
inated against due to their political 

beliefs or banished forever from
 governm

ent w
ork.

H
ow

ever, this does not prevent opposition parties or the m
edia from

 trying to detect 
exam

ples of ‘jobs for m
ates’ and tw

o elem
ents w

hich particularly arouse suspicion 
are w

hen there is a pattern of contracts being aw
arded to particular com

panies or 
individuals and/or w

hen proper tendering processes have not been follow
ed.

N
ew

spaper headlines run in The A
ge over the past tw

o years highlight the paper’s 
investigation into w

hether the B
racks Labor G

overnm
ent in Victoria has favoured 

the 
advertising 

firm
 

S
hannon’s 

W
ay 

for 
governm

ent 
advertising 

contracts. 
S

hannon’s W
ay w

as founded by S
tate Labor’s form

er chief fund-raiser B
ill 

S
hannon and has w

orked on Victorian Labor’s election advertising cam
paigns. 

This sort of historical corruption is m
arked by the w

ay in w
hich it personally enriched 

those politicians involved and by the w
ay governm

ent largesse w
as distributed 

through personal contact w
ith voters at the local level to secure their vote. 

Today, in an era of m
ass franchise and electioneering reliant on the m

edia, 
incum

bency abuse is less about personal contacts and individual M
P

s profiteering 
from

 governm
ent m

oney and m
ore about using the resources of governm

ent to 
build up the pow

er of the party m
achine and buy public relations services to w

in 
political support via the m

edia. S
om

e of the key w
ays in w

hich this is achieved 
are through building up the institutions of governm

ent w
hich perform

 research, 
m

edia m
anagem

ent and P
R

 functions as w
ell as spending m

assive am
ounts on 

governm
ent advertising. 

This sort of incum
bency abuse is not as easy to label as ‘corruption’ in the w

ay 
that Tw

eed’s personal financial benefits w
ere so blatantly illegal and fraudulent. 

N
evertheless, 

such 
actions 

can 
have 

far-reaching 
political 

effects 
such 

as 
institutionalising a ‘PR

 state’ focused on m
edia relations, controlling and stifling public 

debate, disadvantaging non-governm
ent opponents and entrenching incum

bency.

H
ow

ever, before turning to som
e of these m

ore m
odern incum

bency abuses, it is 
still the case that being in governm

ent gives a particular party (or m
ultiple parties 

if they are in coalition) access to som
e of the m

ore ‘old-fashioned’ Tam
m

any-H
all 

style resources of patronage. 

The ‘spoils of office’
It w

as during a C
ongressional debate in 1831 that N

ew
 York S

enator, W
illiam

 L 
M

arcy, coined the phrase ‘to the victor belong the spoils.’ W
hile the saying can 

generally apply to the use of any of the assets of governm
ent to obtain a political 

advantage, at the tim
e, M

arcy w
as using it to describe the system

 of appointing 
governm

ent w
orkers because every tim

e a new
 adm

inistration cam
e into pow

er, 
thousands of public servants w

ere discharged and replaced by m
em

bers or 
supporters of the victorious political party.

A
s a result, in the U

S
, it w

as reportedly ‘com
m

on’ for public servants w
ho w

anted 
to keep their jobs or prom

ote their careers to ‘m
ace’, that is, to m

ake periodic 
donations to the party in pow

er. C
hanges to civil service recruiting practices seem

 
to have halted this process. 57

In A
ustralia, w

hile this practice has not been seen on such a large scale, 
accusations of ‘jobs for m

ates’ or ‘jobs for the boys and girls’ have frequently 
57   K

arl-H
einz N

assm
acher, 2003, ‘The funding of political parties in the A

nglo-S
axon orbit’ in A

ustin and Tjenstrom
, 

Funding of P
arties and Election C

am
paigns, p. 40. 
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Case study: Advertising agents, ‘Labor m
ates’ and the Victorian Governm

ent

‘W
hy do ‘m

ates’ get jobs, Labor asked’ 

The Age, 23 January 2004 by Richard Baker, State Political Reporter
‘Three com

panies w
ith strong Labor Party links have been aw

arded m
ore than $1.3 

m
illion w

orth of Governm
ent contracts over 16 m

onths by one departm
ent, prom

pting 
accusations of “jobs for m

ates”.’

‘ALP accused over ‘favoured’ ad firm
’ 

The Age, 5 M
arch 2004 by Richard Baker

‘The Bracks Governm
ent faces new

 “jobs for m
ates” accusations after it paid an 

advertising firm
 w

ith strong ALP links nearly $16,000 to give a presentation to tw
o 

m
inisters and the board of the Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria.’ 

‘Fresh ‘m
ate’ claim

 over ad contract’ 
The Age, 25 August 2004 by Richard Baker 
‘The Bracks Governm

ent is facing new
 jobs-for-m

ates allegations after an advertising 
firm

 w
ith strong ALP links w

as aw
arded a $788,000 contract w

ithout a public tender 
process.’ 

‘N
ew

 contract for Bracks’ $9m
 m

an’ 
The Age, 29 Septem

ber 2004 by Richard Baker
‘The com

pany headed by the m
an running Federal Labor’s election advertising cam

paign 
has been aw

arded a $1 m
illion contract by the Bracks Governm

ent w
ithout a public 

tender process, prom
pting fresh jobs-for-m

ates allegations by the Opposition.’ 

‘Discontent grow
s as $9 m

illion goes Shannon’s W
ay’ 

The Age, 2 October 2004 by Richard Baker

‘Even Labor insiders are troubled by the steady flow
 of Governm

ent contracts to Bill 
Shannon’s advertising com

pany, w
rites Richard Baker.’ 

‘Save-w
ater ad contract hits $3m

’ 
The Age, 5 October 2005 by Farrah Tom

azin

‘The Bracks Governm
ent has been accused of quietly inflating a m

ultim
illion-dollar 

contract aw
arded to a so-called “Labor m

ate” w
ithout proper explanation.’

Sim
ilar accusations relating to governm

ent advertising contracts have been m
ade in 

other States, at the Federal level, and directed at other parties. It is particularly interesting 
that these accusations increasingly occur in the area of governm

ent advertising w
hich 

is one of the areas of governm
ent business w

hich has grow
n exponentially in recent 

years and w
here there is a strong link betw

een political (partisan) w
ork and lucrative 

governm
ent contracts (as discussed in a later section in this chapter).

In his 2004 subm
ission to a S

enate Inquiry into G
overnm

ent A
dvertising, the C

lerk 
of the S

enate, H
arry Evans, stated: 

(i)t is suspected that advertising firm
s accept low

er fees for advertisem
ents 

paid for by the party in pow
er w

ith an assurance that m
ore lucrative 

governm
ent 

advertising 
contracts 

w
ill 

fall 
their 

w
ay. 

In 
effect, 

the 
expenditure on the governm

ent advertising project subsidises the party-
political advertising of the governm

ent party. This is tantam
ount to 

corruption. 58

A
t the Federal level, the Liberal P

arty has, since 1995, used a handpicked team
 of 

advertising and m
arketing experts—

dubbed ‘The Team
’—

to conduct its election 
advertising. S

everal individual m
em

bers of The Team
 (or their com

panies) have 
also been subsequently aw

arded governm
ent advertising contracts. For exam

ple, 
in 2005, the agent approved to produce the politically sensitive ‘W

orkchoices’ 
industrial relations ad cam

paign w
as the firm

 D
ew

ey H
orton w

hose principal is 
Ted H

orton, a long-standing m
em

ber of ‘The Team
’. It w

as also revealed that 
M

ark P
earson (another m

em
ber of The Team

) w
as w

orking on the IR
 cam

paign 
‘as a contractor to D

ew
ey H

orton’ prom
pting A

LP
 S

enator C
hris Evans to declare 

that it w
as ‘the sam

e circle of [Liberal P
arty] m

ates getting paid w
ith taxpayer’s 

m
oney all the tim

e’. 59

Corruption as partisan abuse: Pork barrelling
A

side from
 using governm

ent resources to advantage friends and supporters (or, 
allegedly, to obtain cheaper service rates for party election w

ork), there is also the 
possibility of using public funds to gain electoral advantage by rew

arding particular 
geographic areas. S

uch corruption as partisan abuse is m
ore com

m
only labeled 

‘pork barrelling’. 

The term
 ‘pork barrelling’ again com

es from
 U

S
 political history w

here it referred to 
the slicing up of a carcass of salted pork w

hich w
as kept in a barrel and allocating 

the m
eat to friends and supporters rather than equally am

ong the com
m

unity. 
In the political context, it is ‘the selective geographical allocation of publicly-
controlled funds and resources for the purposes of gaining votes from

 electors in 
locations so advantaged’. 60 

58  H
arry Evans, 2004, ‘S

ubm
ission to the S

enate Finance and P
ublic A

dm
inistration C

om
m

ittee Inquiry into G
overnm

ent 
A

dvertising and A
ccountability’, P

arliam
ent H

ouse, C
anberra. 

59  S
enate Finance and P

ublic A
dm

inistration C
om

m
ittee (FPA

C
), 2005, ‘Estim

ates (S
upplem

entary B
udget Estim

ates): 
D

epartm
ent of the P

rim
e M

inister and C
abinet D

iscussion’, p. 80 <http://parlinfow
eb.aph.gov.au>.

60  H
oare quoted in C

live G
aunt, 1999, ‘S

ports grants and the political pork barrel: A
n investigation of political bias in the 

adm
inistration of sports grants’ A

ustralian Journal of P
olitical S

cience 34(1), pp. 63–74.
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In the U
S

, individual electorate pork-barrelling is reputed to be com
m

on w
ith new

 
projects alleged to frequently end up in the electorates represented by the m

ost 
pow

erful individual m
em

bers of C
ongress. B

y contrast, in A
ustralia, w

here there 
is stronger party discipline and the governm

ent is form
ed by w

inning a m
ajority 

of seats in the H
ouse of R

epresentatives, pork-barrelling tends to occur in the 
form

 of directing funding to m
arginal seats because these seats are crucial to 

the fortunes of the governm
ent. If the governm

ent is unable to hold on to (or w
in 

over) key m
arginal seats, it w

ill not retain office. This leads to a m
ore party-based 

system
 of pork barrelling designed to target key electorates and thereby ensure 

the collective return of the governm
ent to office.

P
ork-barrelling in this w

ay—
using taxpayer-funded projects to funnel m

oney 
to m

arginal seats—
leads to an unfair provision of services, w

ith those citizens 
w

ho live in areas of high strategic value advantaged com
pared to those w

ho 
have the m

isfortune of living in safe seats. This breaches the key dem
ocratic 

principle of political equality am
ongst citizens. B

ut pork-barrelling also distorts 
the dem

ocratic process by giving the governm
ent an unfair advantage over 

opponents w
ho cannot hand out such largesse to w

in over votes and, thereby, 
underm

ining ‘equality of arm
s’ am

ong the com
peting parties. A

nd, because it is 
roundly condem

ned, the practice is usually hidden so that the allocation of public 
m

oney through pork-barrelling is neither transparent nor accountable and is often 
difficult to expose.

Case study: The ‘sports rorts’ affair, 1994

Federal Labor M
inister Ros Kelly w

as caught up in the $30 m
illion ‘sports rorts’ affair 

in 1994. Kelly w
as accused of directing the bulk of sporting and cultural com

m
unity 

grants to vulnerable Labor-held seats just before the 1993 election.

An Auditor-General report criticised Kelly’s failure to docum
ent the decision-m

aking 
processes properly. The report found that Kelly gave at least tw

ice as m
uch m

oney 
for sports facilities to m

arginal Labor seats as she gave to m
arginal seats held by the 

opponent Coalition parties.

There w
as an absence of clear criteria used in selecting the grant recipients. 

A report w
as tabled in parliam

ent that strongly condem
ned Kelly’s handling of the 

grants after she said that she had assessed 2,800 subm
issions for funding on the basis 

of only verbal advice from
 her staff.

Kelly stunned M
Ps and ensured a series of unflattering m

edia headlines w
hen she told 

an inquiry that she had m
ade her decisions by w

riting the short-listed applications on 
‘a great big w

hiteboard’ in her office, after w
hich her staff rubbed them

 out.

Kelly also conceded that she had approved sporting grants in at least one m
arginal 

Labor seat after advice from
 her ow

n departm
ent ruled that the organisations w

ere 
ineligible.

Kelly resigned shortly after the parliam
entary report w

as published.

W
hile the ‘sports rorts’ affair is probably the m

ost infam
ous of all pork-barrelling 

cases 
in 

recent 
A

ustralian 
political 

history, 
allegations 

continue 
to 

surface 
periodically and are a bi-partisan phenom

enon. For exam
ple, in recent years, there 

have been a series of allegations against the Federal C
oalition G

overnm
ent.
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Allegations of pork-barrelling at the Federal level

The Federation Fund

The Federation Fund w
as a $1 billion program

 announced in 1997 ‘to finance m
ajor 

projects of national significance to m
ark the centenary of Federation (in 2001) and 

contribute to the building of the infrastructure Australia needs for the com
ing 

century’. M
uch of the funding w

as allocated in 1998 just prior to the Federal election. 

It w
as alleged to have been distributed in a w

ay w
hich ignored public service advice 

and benefited sensitive seats. Three quarters of successful projects w
ere approved only 

four days before the election w
as called, half w

ere announced during the election 

and unsuccessful applicants w
ere not notified until five m

onths later. An Audit Office 

report w
as critical about the lack of docum

entation relating to decisions.

The Regional Partnerships Schem
e

An inquiry heard that m
inisters frequently ignored the recom

m
endations and advice 

of senior bureaucrats relating to funding under the $300 m
illion Regional Partnerships 

Schem
e. Several projects w

ere questioned including a $6 m
illion allocation to the 

equine and livestock centre in the N
SW

 electorate of Independent Tony W
indsor; $1.2 

m
illion for an ethanol plant in Deputy Prim

e M
inister John Anderson’s hom

e tow
n 

of Gunnedah and a $1.3 m
illion grant for A2 Dairy M

arketers Pty Ltd—
a com

pany 

w
hich later w

ent into liquidation. The opponent Labor Party claim
ed the schem

e 

w
as designed to favour N

ationals-held seats and those targeted by the party in 

Queensland, N
SW

 and Tasm
ania.

An updated ‘sports rorts’ affair

Of the 27 sports grants pledged during the 2004 election and funded in the 2005 

budget 16 w
ent to a single electorate—

the m
arginal Liberal seat of M

cEw
en. The seat 

received m
ore grants than all the other 149 electorates com

bined.

Corruption as partisan abuse: Selling access to governm
ent

A
s noted in C

hapter 2, the Liberal Party and Labor P
arty regularly sell political 

access. The point here is that such access is far m
ore valuable w

hen a party is 
in office. O

nce in governm
ent, party politicians have pow

er and decision-m
aking 

ability w
hich is a natural asset of governm

ent but also one that can be used as a 
com

m
odity to sell. This is especially the case for m

inisters w
ho have pow

er over 
policy m

aking in their portfolios. W
hile shadow

 m
inisters can also auction their tim

e, 

it is w
orth less as a com

m
odity because they do not have direct decision-m

aking 
capacity. This m

akes m
inisters’ tim

e particularly valuable as an asset of governm
ent 

if it is auctioned off to the highest bidder. For instance, Peter van O
nselen and 

W
ayne Errington w

rote in 2005 of m
inisters ‘auctioning’ their tim

e to raise funds 
for their party and used the exam

ples of a 45 m
inute w

alk or jog w
ith the Attorney-

G
eneral and the H

ealth M
inister fetching bids of thousands of dollars. In these sorts 

of w
ays, incum

bents can engage in corruption as partisan abuse by trading on the 
pow

er of governm
ent decision-m

aking to raise party funds.

Corruption 
as 

partisan 
abuse: 

Boosting 
the 

institutional 
resources of governm

ent
A

 governm
ent party can also build up particular branches of the executive w

hich 
m

ay politically advantage it—
especially those w

hich perform
 public relations, 

advertising and m
edia m

anagem
ent services—

to ensure that it gets its m
essage 

out m
ore effectively than its opponents w

ho lack such resources.

S
om

e of the key w
ays this sort of corruption as partisan abuse can occur is 

through governm
ents setting up specific, dedicated m

edia units, hiring m
ore 

m
edia relations staff and paying external consultants to do expensive research 

(including polling and focus groups) to test the m
ood of the electorate and design 

advertising to try to w
in them

 over. It has even been alleged that som
e of the 

dedicated ‘com
m

unications’ or ‘secretariat’ units in governm
ent are used to ‘dig 

up dirt’ on political opponents as part of their ‘research’.

G
overnm

ents are provided w
ith a m

ajor political advantage if they boost these 
institutional advantages of governm

ent in a w
ay that facilitates the siphoning of 

public m
oney into polling, m

arketing, advertising and m
edia m

onitoring to benefit 
the ruling party and aid its reelection prospects. 

M
edia units 

Ian W
ard has noted the rise of a ‘P

R
 state’ in A

ustralia w
hich has been accom

panied 
by m

assive expansion in the areas of m
edia advisers and m

edia units. 61 N
otably, 

even those parties w
hich express an ideological aversion to ‘big governm

ent’—
and have, once in office, overseen the retrenchm

ent of public service w
orkers and 

the ‘stream
lining’ of governm

ent departm
ents—

have dem
onstrated a w

illingness 
to boost governm

ent resources in this area.

61  Ian W
ard, 2005, ‘A

n A
ustralian P

R
 state?’, A

ustralian Journal of C
om

m
unication 30(1) pp. 25–42.
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A
t the Federal level, this dates back to 1972 w

hen the W
hitlam

 G
overnm

ent set 
a precedent by supplying all m

inisters w
ith a press secretary. It also created the 

D
epartm

ent of the M
edia (later disbanded by the Fraser governm

ent). In 1975, 
the C

oom
bs R

oyal C
om

m
ission on A

ustralian G
overnm

ent A
dm

inistration found 
that m

ore than 800 public servants w
ere engaged in public relations (P

R
) w

ork for 
the Federal governm

ent. There are now
 estim

ates that over 4000 journalists w
ork 

for S
tate governm

ents or the C
om

m
onw

ealth in a P
R

 capacity.

A
t 

the 
federal 

level, 
the 

constant 
restructuring 

and 
accom

panying 
nam

e 
changes of various units dem

onstrate the governm
ent’s focus on this area. In 

1982, the Inform
ation C

oordination B
ranch w

as created, follow
ed by the H

aw
ke 

G
overnm

ent creating the N
ational M

edia Liaison S
ervice (N

M
LS

) in 1983 (dubbed 
the ‘aN

iM
aLS

’ by journalists for its aggressive m
edia m

anagem
ent tactics); a unit 

w
hich w

as later disbanded by the H
ow

ard G
overnm

ent. In 1989, the O
ffice of 

G
overnm

ent Inform
ation and A

dvertising w
as created. In 1998, after a restructure, 

this office w
as replaced by the G

overnm
ent C

om
m

unications U
nit (G

C
U

) w
hich 

w
as m

ade responsible for governm
ent advertising and serviced the M

inisterial 
C

om
m

ittee on G
overnm

ent C
om

m
unications set up the previous year. M

inisters 
also have m

edia advisers in their ow
n offices. 

M
edia advisers and m

edia units liaise w
ith journalists, editors and reporters to 

gain m
edia access and prom

ote or defend the governm
ent. They also conduct 

extensive m
edia m

onitoring at taxpayer expense w
hich allow

s the governm
ent 

to keep track of w
hat its opponents are saying and doing. S

uch research is of 
m

ajor benefit to the party in pow
er as it can use this m

aterial to draw
 journalists’ 

attention to anything the O
pposition has said w

hich m
ay be em

barrassing, 
incorrect or inconsistent. 

A
t the Federal level, a separate unit w

hich has attracted scrutiny is the G
overnm

ent 
M

em
bers’ S

ecretariat (G
M

S
). Errington and van O

nselen have argued that the 
functions perform

ed by the G
M

S
 blur the lines betw

een governm
ent and party-

political activities because the G
M

S
 focuses on governm

ent M
P

s and plays a role 
in training them

 to use the Liberal P
arty database called ‘Feedback’ as w

ell as 
helping to keep the softw

are and its inform
ation up to date. ‘Feedback’ (and the 

Labor Party’s counterpart softw
are called ‘Electrac’) are key elem

ents in the direct-
m

ail cam
paigns that the parties conduct during elections and contain voter details 

such as nam
es and addresses but also any additional inform

ation the parties can 
obtain w

hich helps them
 to personalise the letters they sent to each voter.

A
t the S

tate level, m
edia advisers are often centrally located w

ithin specific 
sections in D

epartm
ents of P

rem
ier and C

abinet—
w

here they are close to the 
executive. S

taffing and resources in these areas continue to attract attention. It 
w

as noted in 2002, for exam
ple, that B

ob C
arr’s C

abinet had only 19 m
inisters 

but at least 29 press secretaries.

Table 4.1. Key governm
ent m

edia and inform
ation units

Jurisdiction
N

am
e of unit

Federal
Governm

ent Com
m

unications Unit (GCU), Dept of Prim
e M

inister 
and Cabinet

Governm
ent M

em
bers’ Secretariat (GM

S), overseen by the Chief 
Governm

ent W
hip in the House of Representatives

N
SW

Com
m

unications and Advertising, Dept of Com
m

erce

M
inisterial and Parliam

entary Services (M
aPS), Dept of Prem

ier 
and Cabinet

Victoria
Strategic Com

m
unications, Dept of Prem

ier and Cabinet

Queensland
Com

m
unication Services, Dept of Prem

ier and Cabinet

W
A

Governm
ent M

edia Office, Dept of Prem
ier and Cabinet

SA
Strategic Com

m
unications Unit, Dept of Prem

ier and Cabinet 

Tasm
ania

Com
m

unications and M
arketing, Dept of Prem

ier and Cabinet

C
om

m
unication w

ith citizens is a key function of governm
ent and a highly valued 

dem
ocratic principle. H

ow
ever, there are increasing suspicions that, in the 

nam
e of com

m
unication, governm

ents m
ay be boosting resources in w

ays that 
politically advantage incum

bent M
P

s and the governing party.

A
side from

 boosting resources, there is also the possibility of denying funding 
to particular branches of governm

ent as an incum
bency perk. For exam

ple, 
if an opponent party has greater popularity am

ong voters from
 a non-English 

speaking background, the governm
ent could starve the electoral com

m
ission 

of funds for voter education and outreach services to explain voting procedures. 
This w

ould disadvantage its opponents as such voters are m
ore likely to return 

invalid votes if not properly advised on the electoral process. This can also extend 
to the disbanding (or m

inim
ising funding for) offices and agencies devoted to 

the interests of other groups such as w
om

en, ethnic com
m

unities or indigenous 
A

ustralians. In this w
ay, denying funding can be another w

ay of using governm
ent 

financial resources for political advantage.
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Consultants 
O

ne area that governm
ents have boosted significantly, and one of the m

ost 
telling signs of institutional advantage, is the use of governm

ent consultants. 
C

onsultants are em
ployed by m

any governm
ent departm

ent agencies and their 
w

ork can vary but the w
ork w

hich draw
s the m

ost accusations of incum
bency 

abuse—
for the sam

e reasons as discussed above—
are those consultants hired 

to perform
 w

ork related to m
edia m

anagem
ent, m

edia m
onitoring, opinion polling,  

research and advertising.

For exam
ple, in 2004, the Federal G

overnm
ent spent $165 000 for the design 

of a new
 governm

ent logo, over $27 000 to develop a new
 m

edia m
anagem

ent 
system

 and paid $440 000 to N
ew

s Ltd for its involvem
ent in the P

rim
e M

inister’s 
aw

ards for excellence. 62 

It can be very difficult to access details about governm
ent expenditure on 

consultants 
as 

governm
ents 

can 
(and 

often 
do) 

argue 
that 

contracts 
are 

‘com
m

ercial-in-confidence’ and refuse to release details. This m
akes governm

ent 
less accountable than if it w

ere using public servants or other m
ore open public 

processes for obtaining advice. 

W
here governm

ents pay consultants to perform
 research on public opinion—

for 
exam

ple, to find out how
 citizens view

 their police force or crim
e rates—

this 
sort of inform

ation can also be very beneficial in developing broader political 
strategies. W

hile governm
ent research should, in theory, not be used to benefit 

the ruling party, in practice, it is unlikely m
inisters can ‘forget’ research gleaned 

from
 governm

ent business and keep this quarantined from
 the developm

ent of 
election strategies or policies and how

 to present them
 to the electorate. In this 

sense, inform
ation gained from

 governm
ent research can be very valuable and 

used to supplem
ent party research.

A
ccording to inform

ation com
piled by the P

arliam
entary Library and S

enate 
Estim

ates 
C

om
m

ittee 
evidence, 

the 
Federal 

G
overnm

ent 
has 

spent 
over  

$2.3 billion on consultants since it cam
e to pow

er in 1996 and has em
ployed 

over 26 000 consultants (see Table 4.2).

62  M
ike S

eccom
be, 2005, ‘G

overning by consultants’, S
ydney M

orning H
erald, 7 February, p. 4.

Table 4.2. Federal governm
ent spending on consultants, 1997–2004

Year
N

um
ber of consultants

Cost of consultants

1997–98
4561

$367 261 414

1998–99
3914

$248 411 916

1999–00
3979

$367 681 216

2000–01
3434

$282 790 724

2001–02
3094

$313 796 399

2002–03
3286

$513 670 842

2003–04
3898

$299 648 307

Total
26 166

$2 393 260 818

S
ource: P

arliam
entary Library, 2005.

In 2001, an A
udit O

ffice inquiry into the procurem
ent of consultants found that ‘in 

the selection process, [governm
ent] agencies w

ere not consistently com
plying 

w
ith 

established 
guidelines…

. 
N

or 
w

ere 
they 

adequately 
docum

enting 
the 

reasons for not com
plying w

ith those guidelines…
’ 63

At the Federal level, governm
ent departm

ents outline their spending on consultants 
in their annual reports but are not required to detail am

ounts under $10 000. It is 
m

ore difficult to find out details for the States w
here departm

ents are not required to 
specifically outline their spending on consultants. There have also been allegations 
that governm

ents hide the details of their spending on consultancies by shifting som
e 

spending into other categories of spending w
hich do not receive such scrutiny.

C
om

paring Victoria w
ith the Federal level is instructive both in term

s of com
parative 

spending and the lack of accurate inform
ation available. From

 departm
ental reports 

and S
enate Estim

ates responses, w
e know

 that the H
ow

ard G
overnm

ent spent 
over $2 billion on consultancies in four years from

 2000 to 2004. This equals around 
$57 000 every hour. In Victoria, m

edia reports suggested the B
racks G

overnm
ent 

reportedly spent $162 m
illion on consultants over four years—

around $4600 every 
hour. 64 H

ow
ever, the Victorian G

overnm
ent disputed this reported figure and said 

‘approved’ costs—
w

hich relate to consultants engaged by the G
overnm

ent but do 
not reflect paym

ents m
ade to them

—
had been m

istaken for actual expenditure. 
N

evertheless, the State O
pposition later claim

ed that the Victorian G
overnm

ent 
actually spent over $500 m

illion on consultants over five years.

63  A
N

A
O

, 2001, ‘Engagem
ent of consultants: A

udit report’.
64  Farrah Tom

azin, 2005, ‘$4600 an hour for state advice’, The A
ge, 10 February.
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The 
lack 

of 
transparency 

regarding 
governm

ent 
spending 

on 
consultants 

(especially at the S
tate levels) is of serious concern. N

evertheless, it is clear that, 
across A

ustralia, governm
ents are paying billions of dollars for consultants. W

e 
do not know

 enough about the cost of these consultants, how
 they are selected, 

w
hat they actually do and to w

hat extent their w
ork m

ay represent a public 
subsidising of the P

R
 and research functions of the governing party. 

W
e do know

 how
ever, that som

e of these consultants are em
ployed in designing, 

researching and testing governm
ent advertisem

ents and this is the final elem
ent 

of governm
ent resources w

e need to exam
ine. Like consultants, governm

ent 
advertising also costs taxpayers billions of dollars but gives governm

ents a very 
prom

inent public relations advantage. 

Governm
ent advertising

G
overnm

ent advertising is an im
portant avenue of political com

m
unication w

hich 
is open only to governm

ents. N
ext to the hiring of consultants, it has becom

e one 
of the greatest benefits of incum

bency as both Federal and S
tate governm

ents 
conduct m

assive, publicly-funded ‘governm
ent inform

ation’ cam
paigns. 

There are a num
ber of points of contention. In term

s of cost and financial 
advantage 

over 
opponents, 

in 
recent 

years, 
the 

Federal 
G

overnm
ent 

has 
becom

e the biggest advertiser in the country, out-spending com
m

ercial giants 
such as C

oles-M
yer, H

olden, M
cD

onalds and C
oca-C

ola. The N
S

W
, Victorian 

and Q
ueensland S

tate governm
ents are also frequently in the top 50 highest-

spending advertisers. This governm
ent preference for m

ass advertising as a w
ay 

of com
m

unicating w
ith citizens is controversial given that there are other cheaper, 

and possibly m
ore effective, m

ethods available.

In term
s of tim

ing, spending on governm
ent advertising rises suspiciously in the 

m
onths before an election and there are increasingly noticeable spikes in pre-

election governm
ent advertising. 65 In 2004, for exam

ple, the Federal G
overnm

ent 
spent up to $40 m

illion betw
een M

ay and June alone. This is double the 
am

ount that either party could then afford to spend individually during the official 
cam

paign. This has led to concerns that advertising is being used to advantage 
the governm

ent by enabling it to get its m
essage out at taxpayer expense before 

the form
al cam

paign begins. 

In term
s of regulation, there is a lack of accountability and explicit guidelines for 

governm
ent advertising and a seem

ing lack of w
ill to devise such accountability 

65  G
rant, Federal governm

ent advertising.

m
echanism

s even though there has been concern about governm
ent advertising 

for at least ten years. 

In recent years, w
e have seen A

ustralian governm
ent advertising w

hich challenges 
the previously accepted bi-partisan convention that governm

ent advertising 
should 

be 
used 

only 
for 

essential 
com

m
unication 

betw
een 

governm
ents 

and citizens and not for partisan purposes. In term
s of content, governm

ent 
advertising cam

paigns increasingly feature m
aterial w

hich critics say is calculated 
to obtain political benefit and designed to persuade rather than inform

. S
ince 

the m
id-1990s in particular, governm

ents began to produce m
ore controversial 

advertisem
ents w

hich seem
ed to carry a m

ore partisan m
essage. These ads 

w
ere not about social m

arketing such the anti-sm
oking, anti-drink driving or even 

A
ID

S
-aw

areness advertisem
ents w

hich began in the 1970s and 1980s. Instead, 
they seem

ed to be focused on prom
oting the governm

ent and its policies in a 
m

anner that w
ould provide it w

ith a partisan advantage. 

A
t the Federal level, the cam

paigns w
hich have been m

ost criticised in this 
respect include the K

eating G
overnm

ent’s ‘W
orking N

ation’ advertisem
ents in 

1995–96 and the H
ow

ard G
overnm

ent’s advertising on the G
S

T (1998–2000), 
‘S

trengthening 
M

edicare’ 
(2004) 

and 
the 

‘W
orkC

hoices’ 
industrial 

relations 
cam

paign in 2005. 

A
t the S

tate level, there are also ongoing criticism
s of ad cam

paigns w
hich are 

run to prom
ote governm

ent ‘achievem
ents’ and claim

 credit for low
er crim

e rates, 
m

ore teachers and police recruits, infrastructure w
orks, and transport safety. 

C
ritics argue that such ads appear to have a prom

otional purpose designed to 
placate concerned citizens and assure them

 that there are no problem
s w

ith 
crim

e, transport, public hospitals or state schools.

Spending

A
s w

ith spending on consultants, there is a lack of transparency and accountability 
in relation to governm

ent advertising. U
nlike C

anada, for exam
ple, there is no 

requirem
ent for governm

ents in A
ustralia to provide a specific annual report 

detailing their total advertising spending. 

The form
er S

pecial M
inister of S

tate, S
enator Eric A

betz, argued that Federal 
governm

ent spending on advertising w
as inform

ation that w
as on the public 

record via departm
ental A

nnual R
eports and the S

enate Estim
ates process. 

H
ow

ever, the S
enate Estim

ates process is cum
bersom

e and unw
ieldy. It puts the 

onus on external figures to ask relevant questions about governm
ent spending 
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and the questions and answ
ers occur in an ad hoc fashion, w

hich m
eans w

e 
are provided w

ith only som
e pieces of the puzzle rather than a coherent w

hole. 
M

oreover, S
enate Estim

ates is an enforced process of scrutiny rather than the 
governm

ent voluntarily reporting its total spending in a concise m
anner annually.

The other source to w
hich the A

ustralian public is directed are the A
nnual 

R
eports of Federal governm

ent departm
ents, w

here advertising spending is 
detailed in appendices. H

ow
ever, as w

ith consultants, governm
ent departm

ents 
do not have to report advertising am

ounts w
here contracts are valued at under  

$10 000. Therefore, if there are m
any contracts falling under the $10 000 threshold 

(particularly if w
ork is divided up into sm

aller parts in order that it does fall under 
this am

ount), then figures are likely to be vastly underestim
ated. 

A
s a result of the incom

pleteness of A
nnual R

eports and the ad hoc nature of 
the S

enate Estim
ates process, reported estim

ates of how
 m

uch the Federal 
governm

ent spent on advertising in 2004, for exam
ple, varied from

 $90–170 
m

illion. 66 This level of im
precision is a m

ajor cause for concern in regard to 
governm

ental accountability. 

Taking the best figures w
e have available, Figure 4.1 outlines aggregate expenditure 

on both ‘cam
paign’ and ‘non-cam

paign’ Federal governm
ent advertising. ‘N

on-
cam

paign’ advertising is the m
ore routine ‘no-frills’ governm

ent advertising such 
as public service job advertisem

ents, tenders and general notices w
hile cam

paign 
advertising is w

hen governm
ents choose to also run m

ore expensive advertising 
cam

paigns w
hich centre on a particular them

e and require specific funding 
allocations. N

on-cam
paign advertisem

ents tend to have bi-partisan support as 
necessary basic functions of governm

ent. It is the ‘cam
paign’ ads w

hich attract 
the m

ost criticism
 of partisan benefit.

66   Young, ‘S
econd subm

ission to the S
enate Finance and P

ublic A
dm

inistration C
om

m
ittee Inquiry into G

overnm
ent 

A
dvertising and A

ccountability’.

S
ources: G

rant, Federal G
overnm

ent A
dvertising, p.2, inform

ation provided by the P
arliam

entary Library and the S
enate 

Finance and P
ublic A

dm
inistration R

eference C
om

m
ittee, R

eport. 

Figure 4.1 show
s how

 advertising increased in 1995 and 1996 after the K
eating 

G
overnm

ent’s 
‘W

orking 
N

ation’ 
advertising 

cam
paign 

on 
unem

ploym
ent. 

A
dvertising continued to clim

b after the H
ow

ard G
overnm

ent cam
e to pow

er 
in February 1996. Tw

o years later, for the first tim
e, governm

ent advertising 
spending rose to over $200 m

illion during the period of the G
S

T ‘U
nchain M

y 
H

eart’ cam
paign. This had the effect of norm

alising high spending so that high-
level ($100 m

illion plus) spending has continued ever since.

Figure 4.2 show
s that, until 1998, the Federal governm

ent w
as spending roughly 

the sam
e am

ounts on television and press advertising. Ever since 1999 (just after 
the creation of the G

C
U

 and its placem
ent w

ithin the P
rim

e M
inister’s D

epartm
ent) 

the Federal governm
ent has increasingly chosen television advertising over press. 

Television advertising reaches a larger audience, allow
s for m

ore em
otive and 

visual content and is, perhaps not coincidentally, also the m
edium

 of choice for 
election advertising because it reaches sw

inging voters w
hose votes are crucial 

to the election result.

Figure 4.1. Federal governm
ent advertising expenditure, 1991–2004
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International com
parisons 

A
ccording to an international analysis of advertising spending, only 12 countries 

have their ow
n governm

ent listed am
ong their top ten national advertisers (Table 

4.3). 67 This base data together w
ith additional inform

ation for an analysis of 
spending by head of population indicates that the A

ustralian Federal governm
ent 

ranks as the 5th highest spending governm
ent w

orldw
ide—

spending U
S

$2.07 
per head of population (A

U
D

$2.73). 

67  A
dvertising A

ge, 2004, G
lobal M

arketing 2004 edition, The A
d A

ge G
roup, 8 N

ovem
ber, <http://w

w
w

.adage.com
/>

.

Table 4.3. W
orldw

ide spending on governm
ent advertising (countries w

here 

national governm
ent ranks in the top ten advertisers), 2003

Country
Govt rank

out of top 

10 national 

advertisers

Am
ount 

spent 

(in US$ 

m
illion)

Population*
Spending 

per head of 

population

(in US$)

Belgium
4

$69.7
10 330 824

$6.74

Ireland
2

$19.0
3 924 023

$4.84

United Kingdom
3

$271.4
60 094 648

$4.51

Singapore
3

$13.5
4 276 788

$3.15

Australia
10

$41.0
19 731 984

$2.07

Spain
10

$58.8
40 217 413

$1.46

South Africa
1

$45.9
44 481 901

$1.03

M
exico

4
$46.6

103 718 062
$0.44

Thailand
4

$27.8
63 271 021

$0.43

Brazil
10

$68.1
182 032 604

$0.37

Peru
10

$2.3
27 158 869

$0.08

Paraguay
4

$0.41
6 036 900

$0.06

* A
ccording to U

S
 C

ensus B
ureau country statistics.

S
ource: A

dvertising A
ge, G

lobal M
arketing 2004 edition.

A
t first glance, spending U

S
$2.07 per A

ustralian m
ay sound quite reasonable. 

H
ow

ever, 
Table 

4.3 
dem

onstrates 
that 

A
ustralian 

governm
ent 

spending 
is 

extraordinarily high by international standards and is higher than m
ost com

parable 
countries such as C

anada, the U
S

 and N
ew

 Zealand (w
ith the exception  

of the U
K

).

There are also a num
ber of other points w

hich need to be considered and w
hich 

suggest that the top five ranking is conservative. Firstly, som
e of the higher 

spending countries such as B
elgium

 have to reproduce ads in m
ultiple languages 

w
hich adds to their costs. S

econdly, 2003 w
as not a Federal election year in 

A
ustralia and w

e know
 that spending in election years tends to be significantly 

higher. 68 

68  G
rant, Federal governm

ent advertising.

S
ource: D

epartm
ent of the P

rim
e M

inister and C
abinet (2005) ‘A

nsw
ers to questions on notice’, S

enate Finance and 
P

ublic A
dm

inistration C
om

m
ittee, Inquiry into governm

ent advertising and accountability, p.37.

Figure 4.2. Federal governm
ent advertising spending by m

edium
, 1995–2005

$0

$20

$40

$60

$80

$100

$120

Radio

Press

Television

2004-05

2003-04

2002-03

2001-02

2000-01

1999-2000

1998-99

1997-98

1996-97

1995-96

Television
P

ress
R

adio



PAGE 80
PAGE 81

Finally, and even m
ore significantly, A

ustralia has a federal system
 of governm

ent 
w

hich is not com
parable to the U

K
, for exam

ple, w
here ad spending includes 

England, S
cotland, and W

ales (in addition, the U
K

 also has three language 
groups: English, W

elsh and a S
cottish form

 of G
aelic). Therefore, a m

uch better 
com

parison for A
ustralian spending w

ould be betw
een sim

ilar federal system
s 

such as the U
S

 and C
anada but these countries do not have their governm

ents 
listed am

ong their top ten national advertisers.

Therefore, in order to com
pare w

ith a country such as the U
K

, w
e w

ould have 
to include the S

tate governm
ents in A

ustralia as w
ell. This is possible because 

according to the D
epartm

ent of P
rim

e M
inister and C

abinet, from
 1996 to 2003, 

A
ustralian S

tate and Territory governm
ents have spent a com

bined total of 
A

U
D

$2.148 billion on advertising. 69 This m
eans that, over eight years, S

tate and 
Federal governm

ents in A
ustralia spent an average of A

U
D

$384 625 000 per 
year. W

hen this is divided by head of population in order to provide a better 
com

parison w
ith countries such as the U

K
, it indicates spending of A

U
D

$19.49 
per person on governm

ent advertising in A
ustralia. 

Therefore, reconsidering A
ustralia by including both S

tate and federal governm
ent 

advertising in order to com
pare it w

ith the U
K

 and other non-federal system
s, 

suggests that A
ustralia spends m

ore than double the am
ount of other nations on 

governm
ent advertising per head of population (Table 4.4). 

69   D
epartm

ent of the P
rim

e M
inister and C

abinet, 2005, ‘S
ubm

ission to the S
enate Finance and P

ublic A
dm

inistration 
C

om
m

ittee Inquiry into G
overnm

ent A
dvertising and A

ccountability,’ D
epartm

ent of S
enate, C

anberra. p. 4.

Table 4.4. W
orldw

ide spending on governm
ent advertising* 

Country
Am

ount spent 

(in US$ m
illion)

Population
Spending 

per head of 

population

(in US$)

Australia  

(State and Federal Govts)

$294.1
19 731 984

$14.91

Belgium
$69.7

10 330 824
$6.74

Ireland
$19.0

3 924 023
$4.84

United Kingdom
$271.4

60 094 648
$4.51

Singapore
$13.5

4 276 788
$3.15

Spain
$58.8

40 217 413
$1.46

South Africa
$45.9

44 481 901
$1.03

M
exico

$46.6
103 718 062

$0.44

Thailand
$27.8

63 271 021
$0.43

Brazil
$68.1

182 032 604
$0.37

Peru
$2.3

27 158 869
$0.08

Paraguay
$0.41

6 036 900
$0.06

* N
ote: A

ustralian figures are based on an average yearly ad spending for an eight-year period betw
een 1996 and 2003. A

ll 
other countries ad spending refers to 2003.

S
ources: A

dvertising A
ge, G

lobal M
arketing 2004 edition, D

epartm
ent of the P

rim
e M

inister and C
abinet, S

ubm
ission to the 

S
enate FPA

C
, p.4. 

State spending

It is difficult to obtain breakdow
ns of S

tate governm
ent spending on advertising. 

M
edia reports have suggested that betw

een 1995 and 2002, the C
arr G

overnm
ent 

spent m
ore than $621 m

illion on advertising in seven years including $104 m
illion 

in a single year. There have also been reports that the Victorian S
tate G

overnm
ent 

spends up to $50 m
illion a year on advertising.

The best inform
ation w

e have com
es from

 m
edia m

onitoring com
panies such 

as A
C

 N
ielsen M

edia R
esearch w

hich publishes a list of the top 50 advertisers in 
A

ustralia each year. Table 4.5 show
s the top spending S

tate governm
ents w

hich 
have appeared on this list in the past few

 years.
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and P
ublic A

dm
inistration R

eference C
om

m
ittee (2005) but still have not been 

adopted. The suggested guidelines provide guidance on how
 to differentiate 

betw
een advertising w

hich is directed at prom
oting party political interests.

Principles for ensuring governm
ent advertising is not directed at  

prom
oting party political interests

• 
M

aterial should be presented in a m
anner free from

 partisan prom
otion 

of 
governm

ent 
policy 

and 
political 

argum
ent, 

and 
in 

unbiased 
and  

objective language.

• 
M

aterial should not intentionally prom
ote, or be perceived as prom

oting, 
party-political interests. (Party-political actions are defined as prom

oting 
activities, program

s or initiatives of the governm
ent in a politically partisan 

or biased m
anner, w

hich places party advantage above the public interest.) 
To this end, in addition to ensuring that the content is appropriate, 
com

m
unications 

planning 
should 

consider 
w

hether 
m

atters 
such 

as 
tim

ing, targeting, and the overall environm
ent in w

hich it is planned to be 
com

m
unicated, could suggest a party-political m

otive.

• 
M

aterial should not directly attack or scorn the view
s, policies or actions of 

others such as the policies and opinions of opposition parties or groups.

• 
Inform

ation should avoid party-political slogans or im
ages.

• 
M

aterial should not be designed to influence public support for a political 
party, a candidate for election or a m

em
ber of Parliam

ent.

• 
Official pronouncem

ents and explanations of governm
ent policy should 

not refer to the nam
e of a political party or to the governm

ent using the 
Prem

ier’s nam
e.

S
ources: A

uditor-G
eneral Victoria, R

eport on P
ublic S

ector A
gencies, June 2002 and S

enate Finance and P
ublic 

A
dm

inistration R
eference C

om
m

ittee, R
eport.

Even though sim
ilar guidelines are in place in other countries and even som

e of 
the A

ustralian S
tates, the H

ow
ard G

overnm
ent has called guidelines w

hich seek 
to distinguish neutral, inform

ative advertising content from
 that w

hich is designed 
for partisan benefit, ‘unw

orkable’. 

There is one other feature of regulation w
hich is a convention (rather than a 

law
 or set of guidelines) that should w

ork to regulate the tim
ing of governm

ent 
advertising. C

aretaker conventions—
w

hich have no form
al legal standing—

state 
that after the w

rits are issued for an election and the H
ouse of R

epresentatives.  

Table 4.5. Estim
ated State governm

ent advertising spending, 2003–04

Jurisdiction
2003

2004

N
SW

$55–60 m
illion

$55–60 m
illion

Victoria
$40–45 m

illion
$45–50 m

illion

Queensland
$40–45 m

illion
$40–45 m

illion

W
A

$25–30 m
illion

$30–35 m
illion

S
ource: A

C
 N

ielsen M
edia R

esearch

A
s spending on advertising is now

 so high in A
ustralia, w

ith the Federal governm
ent 

spending over $100 m
illion per year and m

any of the bigger S
tates spending over 

$40 m
illion per year, the issue of regulation becom

es significant. This m
assive, 

uncapped and largely unregulated spending is possible because, com
pared to 

other countries, A
ustralia has very loose rules.

Federal regulation of governm
ent advertising

In O
pposition in 1995–96, the Federal Liberal P

arty expressed concern about the 
K

eating G
overnm

ent’s ‘W
orking N

ation’ advertisem
ents and prom

ised to draw
 

up new
 guidelines to ensure that all Federal governm

ent advertising prom
oting 

policies or decisions w
ould be scrutinised by the A

uditor-G
eneral and subject to 

his/her approval. The plan they proposed w
as that the A

uditor-G
eneral w

ould 
have to approve expenditure before it actually occurred and w

ould have the 
pow

er to veto ads that did not m
eet new

 guidelines. O
nce in governm

ent, this 
prom

ise w
as not kept.

A
lthough the Liberal P

arty had com
plained about the feebleness of the G

uidelines 

for A
ustralian G

overnm
ent Inform

ation A
ctivities, w

hich w
ere draw

n up under the 
A

LP
 G

overnm
ent, upon taking office in 1996, it retained those sam

e guidelines. 
These guidelines say nothing at all about the potential for governm

ent advertising 
to be m

isused for party-political purposes. This is a very curious om
ission. A

s 
w

e w
ill discuss in C

hapter 6, m
ost other countries have either legislation or far 

stronger guidelines.

In 1998, the A
uditor-G

eneral’s office suggested that guidelines w
ere urgently 

needed and drew
 up draft guidelines w

hich included a section stating that ‘M
aterial 

S
hould N

ot B
e Liable To M

isrepresentation A
s P

arty-P
olitical’ and recom

m
ending 

several w
ays to interpret this. G

uidelines w
ere also recom

m
ended by both the 

Joint C
om

m
ittee on P

ublic A
ccounts and A

udit (in 2000) and the S
enate Finance 
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dissolved, by convention, the governm
ent assum

es a caretaker role and this 
includes the cessation of governm

ent advertising w
hich prom

otes governm
ent 

policies or em
phasises its achievem

ents.

In 2004, this caretaker convention w
as challenged w

hen the H
ow

ard G
overnm

ent 
ran an anti-terrorism

 advertising cam
paign on TV, radio and in new

spapers during 
the election period. U

nder the caretaker conventions, this had to be approved 
by Labor. R

eportedly, the A
LP

 begrudgingly agreed to allow
 the advertisem

ents 
to be run (fearing that a refusal to allow

 the advertisem
ents to be run w

ould be 
represented as ‘petty politicking’ or, even w

orse, as endangering A
ustralian lives) 

and requested the ads be run at a low
 frequency only. B

ut Labor later argued 
that this agreem

ent w
as not kept and the ads w

ere broadcast often during peak 
television view

ing including during m
ajor sporting events. A

 further, separate 
challenge to caretaker convention in 2004 w

as C
entrelink’s decision to continue, 

through the cam
paign, a m

ailout to fam
ilies providing them

 w
ith details of the 

$600 fam
ily tax benefit.

This indicates an increased preparedness to use governm
ent advertising not only 

at the pre-election stage but even during election cam
paigns. There are also other 

increasing political connections betw
een election and governm

ent advertising.

In 1998, a restructuring relocated the form
er O

ffice of G
overnm

ent Inform
ation 

and Advertising (new
ly badged as the G

C
U

) from
 the D

epartm
ent of Finance and 

Adm
inistration to the Prim

e M
inister’s ow

n departm
ent. The Labor O

pposition argued 
that the rem

oval of ‘the arm
s-length supervision’ of the D

epartm
ent of Finance w

ould 
allow

 the Prim
e M

inister’s office to ‘seize control of governm
ent propaganda’ and 

have ‘direct control’ over the C
om

m
onw

ealth advertising budget. 70

A
s w

e saw
 in the section on m

edia units, there are now
 tw

o m
ain bodies 

responsible for federal governm
ent advertising: the M

inisterial C
om

m
ittee on 

G
overnm

ent C
om

m
unications (M

C
G

C
) and the G

overnm
ent C

om
m

unications 
U

nit (G
C

U
). The M

C
G

C
 m

akes the final decisions regarding ‘m
ajor and/or 

sensitive’ federal governm
ent inform

ation activities.

A
s S

tephen B
artos points out: 

The M
C

G
C

 does not answ
er to P

arliam
ent for its actions…

 [and] provides 
no annual report. It is difficult to find out w

hat its charter is or even 
w

ho its m
em

bers are. [It] does not have a w
ebsite, nor does it provide 

public statem
ents. Its operations are am

ong the m
ost obscure of any 

governm
ent decision m

aking body. 71

70   M
ike Taylor, 1998, ‘H

ow
ard’s D

ept takes on budget for federal ads’, C
anberra Tim

es, 24 O
ctober, p.6.

71   S
tephen B

artos, 2004 S
ubm

ission to the S
enate Finance and P

ublic A
dm

inistration C
om

m
ittee Inquiry into G

overnm
ent 

A
dvertising and A

ccountability, D
epartm

ent of S
enate, C

anberra, pp. 7–8.

A
s at 31 O

ctober 2005, w
hen m

em
bership details w

ere disclosed to a S
enate 

inquiry, the M
C

G
C

’s m
em

bers w
ere S

enator Eric A
betz, Tony N

utt (a m
em

ber of 
the P

rim
e M

inister’s staff and a form
er S

tate D
irector of the N

ew
 S

outh W
ales 

D
ivision of the Liberal P

arty), P
etro G

eorgiou (a form
er secretary of the Victorian 

D
ivision of the Liberal P

arty w
ho ‘m

asterm
inded the G

uilty P
arty attack ads’ on 

the Victorian C
ain and K

irner Labor governm
ents), A

ndrew
 R

obb (a Liberal M
P

 
and form

er Federal C
am

paign D
irector of the Liberal P

arty w
ho helped establish 

‘The Team
’ in 1996), Tony S

m
ith (a Liberal M

P
), and S

ussan Ley (a Liberal M
P

). 
The M

C
G

C
 dem

onstrates the grow
ing links betw

een political and governm
ent 

advertising as it is a partisan body w
hich includes several form

er officials of the 
Liberal P

arty w
ho have had significant involvem

ent in election advertising as 
cam

paign directors.

State regulation of governm
ent advertising

B
roken prom

ises on accountability for governm
ent advertising are not confined to 

the Federal level of governm
ent. In 1999, the A

LP
 in Victoria prom

ised to ‘introduce 
strict guidelines to prevent publicly funded advertising being inappropriately used 
to prom

ote the governm
ent’. W

hile the Victorian A
LP

 G
overnm

ent did draw
 up 

new
 ‘G

uidelines for Victorian G
overnm

ent A
dvertising and C

om
m

unications’, 
these are not at all ‘strict’ and allow

 for advertising to be used to prom
ote the 

governm
ent. They specifically allow

 governm
ent advertising: 

To report on perform
ance in relation to G

overnm
ent undertakings and…

 
to encourage social cohesion, civic pride, com

m
unity spirit, tolerance or 

assist in the achievem
ent of a w

idely supported public policy outcom
e.

These categories are so broad that they allow
 for all m

anner of advertising w
hich 

prom
otes the governm

ent and its interests. 

H
ow

ever, unlike the Federal governm
ent guidelines, the Victorian ones at least 

m
ention the potential to m

isuse public funds and state that advertising should not: 

• 
m

ention the party in G
overnm

ent by nam
e; 

• 
include content that a reasonable person could m

isinterpret as being on 
behalf of a political party or other grouping;

• 
disparage or ridicule a political party or other grouping; or

• 
nam

e, depict or otherw
ise prom

ote m
em

bers of the G
overnm

ent in a 
m

anner that a reasonable person w
ould regard as excessive or gratuitous.
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 In Q
ueensland, an ‘A

dvertising C
ode of C

onduct’ specifies that:

• 
advertising m

ust be directed at, and focused on, the sections of com
m

unity 
to w

hich it is relevant. It m
ust have an educative or inform

ative role dealing 
w

ith som
ething that is new

 or about w
hich the com

m
unity is unaw

are; and

• 
the clear benefit from

 any G
overnm

ent advertising m
ust be in its inform

ation or 
educative role so that there can be no perception of any party-political benefit.

In S
outh A

ustralia, advertising cam
paigns valued at $100 000 or m

ore m
ust be 

approved by the P
rem

ier. G
uidelines state that ads ‘m

ust avoid the appearance 
or public perception of endorsing or providing a m

arketing subsidy or an 
unfair com

petitive advantage to any person, organisation or entity outside of 
governm

ent’ and ‘in accordance w
ith the C

aretaker C
onventions, agencies 

m
ust carefully consider any “cam

paign” advertising conducted during S
tate 

G
overnm

ent elections to ensure that it does not contain political content’. The 
guidelines therefore do not m

ention the ability to use advertising to gain an unfair 
advantage for governm

ent or to contain political content at tim
es other than 

elections and do not m
ention at all the possibility of partisan advantage.

In N
S

W
, w

hen the A
LP

 w
as in opposition, it too w

as outraged by abuse of 
governm

ent advertising and prom
ised new

 regulations. In 1995, B
ob C

arr told 
the N

S
W

 Labor C
ouncil’s annual m

eeting that a publicity control bill w
ould be 

introduced by a Labor G
overnm

ent to regulate governm
ent advertising and forbid 

politically partisan advertising cam
paigns paid from

 governm
ent coffers. C

arr even 
drafted a private m

em
ber’s bill to protect taxpayers’ interests against politically 

partisan advertising w
hen he w

as the O
pposition Leader. The bill proposed the 

establishm
ent of a com

m
ittee com

prising the A
uditor-G

eneral, the O
m

budsm
an 

and the Electoral C
om

m
issioner w

hich w
ould establish guidelines for governm

ent 
advertising and w

ould vet governm
ent publicity cam

paigns. It w
ould also have 

the pow
er to veto cam

paigns if they breached the guidelines. 

O
nce in office, the C

arr governm
ent did not fulfil this prom

ise. In N
S

W
, all 

advertising activity by N
S

W
 governm

ent agencies has to be booked through 
G

overnm
ent A

dvertising and Inform
ation and any cam

paigns w
hich are over  

$50 000 have to be approved by a C
abinet S

ub-C
om

m
ittee on A

dvertising (w
hich 

is m
ade up of governm

ent m
inisters). There is no scrutiny by either the A

uditor-
G

eneral or the Electoral C
om

m
issioner. The N

S
W

 ‘G
uidelines for G

overnm
ent 

A
dvertising’ (created in 2002) do not even m

ention the possibility of m
isuse for 

partisan purposes. 

To date, Victoria, Q
ueensland, W

estern A
ustralia and S

outh A
ustralia are all 

jurisdictions w
hich do have guidelines that m

ention the potential for advertising to 
be used for party-political benefit. H

ow
ever, no S

tate has yet required independent 
scrutiny by a body such as the A

uditor-G
eneral or an independent com

m
ittee 

before advertisem
ents are broadcast or published. 

Table 4.6. Guidelines on governm
ent advertising, States and federal

Jurisdiction
N

am
e of guidelines

M
ention 

potential m
isuse 

for partisan 

purposes

Independent 

scrutiny of ads 

before broadcast/

publication

Federal
Guidelines for Australian 
Governm

ent Inform
ation 

Activities

N
o

N
o

N
SW

Guidelines for Governm
ent 

Advertising
N

o
N

o

Victoria
Guidelines for Victorian 
Governm

ent Advertising and 
Com

m
unications

Yes
N

o

Queensland
Queensland Governm

ent 
Advertising Code of Conduct

Yes
N

o

W
A

Guidelines for Governm
ent of 

W
estern Australia Advertising 

and Com
m

unications

Yes
N

o

SA
Governm

ent of South Australia 
Advertising Policies and 
Guidelines

Yes
N

o

Tasm
ania

W
hole of Governm

ent 
Com

m
unications Policy

N
o

N
o

N
ote: A

side from
 these specific guidelines on governm

ent advertising, m
em

oranda issued by the P
rem

ier’s O
ffice can  

also provide direction on m
atters such as procurem

ent, financing, etc.
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Conclusion
The enorm

ous spending w
e are now

 seeing on consultants and governm
ent 

advertising poses a very serious im
pedim

ent to fair com
petition at elections. In 

2001, political advertising specialist Tom
 S

olender w
ho has w

orked on advertising 
and P

R
 for governm

ents in the U
S

, U
K

, S
outh A

frica and A
ustralia, said that 

‘use of taxpayer funds to m
ake governm

ents look good w
as becom

ing a global 
phenom

enon’. O
n analysis of spending, A

ustralia seem
s to be at the forefront of 

this trend.

A
t the Federal level, the governm

ent now
 frequently spends up to ten tim

es m
ore 

on governm
ent advertising than the m

ajor political parties can individually spend 
on their ads during an election. S

tate governm
ents are also spending vastly 

increased am
ounts.

S
pending peaks before elections provide a m

ajor advantage in this sense and the 
content and tim

ing of recent cam
paigns have also draw

n concerns. G
overnm

ent 
advertising enables the ruling party to have an unparalleled im

pact on public 
debate through spending w

hich cannot be m
atched by any other political group 

(and even m
ost com

m
ercial advertisers).

G
overnm

ents rightly argue that they have a duty to ensure that inform
ation about 

policies, program
s, services, new

 initiatives and other m
atters w

hich affect the 
benefits, rights and obligations of its citizens are com

m
unicated to them

. H
ow

ever, 
governm

ents already have m
assive resources to draw

 upon in order to get such 
m

essages out to the com
m

unity. U
p until recent decades, policy im

plem
entation 

w
as considered a norm

al function of governm
ent and som

ething w
hich w

ould 
becom

e apparent to citizens via other m
eans—

for exam
ple, through the results 

of those policies, or through inform
ation provided by the relevant governm

ent 
departm

ents to those concerned by the changes, or through new
s broadcasts 

and m
edia com

m
entary. It is now

 apparent that m
odern governm

ents are paying 
far m

ore attention to courting the m
edia and gaining m

edia coverage—
including 

through 
increased 

num
bers 

of 
m

edia 
advisers, 

consultants 
and 

increased 
advertising—

at taxpayer expense.

These 
resources—

along 
w

ith 
the 

m
ore 

traditional 
‘spoils 

of 
office’—

are 
advantaging  incum

bent governm
ents in w

ays w
hich lead to a very uneven 

electoral playing field because all other challengers and non-governm
ent parties 

are severely disadvantaged in their ability to com
m

unicate w
ith voters and 

participate in the public debate through m
edia access. The access governm

ents 

have to m
edia coverage—

both paid (through advertising) and free (through 
m

edia m
anagem

ent techniques and the w
ork of m

edia advisers)—
has profound 

significance for the quality of public debate w
hen others are subsequently unable 

to sim
ilarly express their interests, concerns and view

points.
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The previous chapter considered the series of financial benefits w
hich are 

exclusive to governm
ent and indirectly benefit the ruling party. B

efore this, w
e 

exam
ined m

ore direct sources of party funds (private funding in C
hapter 2 and 

public funding in C
hapter 3). N

ow
, it is im

portant to consider how
 those funds 

w
hich end up in party coffers are actually used.

H
ow

 political parties spend their m
oney is im

portant. In A
ustralia, the parties are 

still the principal institutions w
hich can organise coalitions of interest, provide a 

forum
 for debate and ideas and, once in governm

ent, enact policy program
s. 

Therefore, the w
ays in w

hich these parties are organised and behave—
including 

their expenditure—
has a fundam

ental im
pact on the nature of dem

ocracy.

P
olitical parties are large, com

plex organisations, often spread over national, 
S

tate and local levels. D
ue to the federal system

 of governm
ent, they face tw

o 
different sets of rules for Federal and S

tate politics. G
enerally speaking, how

ever, 
parties incur tw

o m
ajor types of expenditure; inter-election and election. O

n-going, 
routine, non-election-related expenses include salaries for paid party w

orkers, 
renting office space, postage costs for sending m

ail as w
ell as purchasing and 

m
aintaining com

puting and telecom
m

unications equipm
ent and services, office 

expenses, stationery and travel.

D
uring an election, costs rise as parties need to com

m
unicate w

idely to prom
ote 

their candidates, ideologies, party platform
s and specific policies. In bygone 

eras, candidates could talk from
 the hustings or stand on street corners to get 

their m
essage out. If they could afford it, they m

ight hire a hall or print som
e 

posters and leaflets. H
ow

ever, in m
odern-day politics, m

any of the w
ays in 

w
hich politicians seek to dissem

inate their m
essages are m

edia-dependent—
for 

exam
ple, advertising on television or radio, printing pam

phlets or sending m
ail to 

potential voters—
and such m

ethods are costly.

C
om

pulsory voting does, how
ever, m

ean that the parties face one less cost than 
that incurred by their A

m
erican counterparts, for exam

ple, w
ho have to spend a 

significant proportion of their funds on encouraging voters to register and get out 
to vote. This includes costly voter registration drives and other m

ethods w
hich 

cost the A
m

erican parties up to U
S

$300 per vote gained. 72 In A
ustralia, electoral 

registration and m
aintenance of the electoral roll are perform

ed by the A
EC

, 73 and 
the A

ustralian parties are freed from
 having to pay for the sort of large-scale voter 

m
obilisation strategies seen in voluntary voting system

s such as the U
S

.  

The A
ustralian parties still have to consistently spend m

oney on the m
aintenance 

of their party infrastructure though, as w
ell as ongoing research (w

hich is especially 
im

portant for opposition parties w
hich do not have access to the research 

obtained by the governm
ent, including that used for governm

ent advertising). B
ut 

it is election cam
paign spending w

hich is the focus of their attention (in particular, 
spending by federal branches of the parties). This em

phasis is also shared by 
those w

ho regulate party finances as, historically, regulation has been prem
ised 

on concerns that the election outcom
e m

ight be ‘bought’ by the candidate w
ith 

the deepest pockets. Traditionally, this has been associated w
ith concerns about 

vote buying and electoral bribery.

Elections, vote-buying and electoral bribery
There are three broad types of vote-buying or electoral bribery: 1) paying cash 
directly to individual voters in return for the voter’s assurance of a secured vote 
for that candidate or party; 2) indirect financial support by prom

ising, if elected, 
to secure benefits for particular groups of voters (such as a tax concession 
available only for older voters or a ‘baby bonus’ for new

 m
others); and 3) using 

the resources of state once in office to deliver benefits to electorally strategic 
groups, for exam

ple, to people living in m
arginal seats (this is often know

n as 
‘pork-barrelling’ and w

as considered in C
hapter 4).

O
f the first tw

o of these types of ‘vote-buying’, the second could be considered, 
although inequitable, to still be a legitim

ate attem
pt to w

in over electoral support 
by anticipating the needs and desires of key groups of constituents and by 
putting these prom

ises to the electorate before the ballot. S
o long as such 

72   A
lan K

rueger, 2004, ‘Econom
ic scene: W

hat’s the m
ost cost-effective w

ay to encourage people to turn out to vote?’, 
N

ew
 York Tim

es, 14 O
ctober. 

73  S
ee M

arian S
aw

er, 2003, ‘Enrolling the people’, pp. 52–65, for the epic story of how
 the roll w

as created. 

5. Party 
expenditure
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prom
ises are m

ade public this is generally considered acceptable because, if 
other citizens disapprove of an attem

pt to favour a particular group financially 
then the candidate or party m

ay lose voters as a result. Therefore, w
hen parties 

try to use public policy statem
ents and prom

ises to w
in over voters—

even w
here 

those prom
ises appear to be blatant appeals to greed and self-interest—

this is 
usually excluded from

 law
s on bribery on the grounds that providing inducem

ents 
to w

in voter support is expected and a legitim
ate part of the deal-m

aking of 
practical politics. 

The first type of vote-buying is m
ore patently corrupt and it is the one w

hich 
traditionally concerned regulators in the nineteenth century w

hen there w
as m

ore 
direct contact betw

een voters in sm
all electorates and individual candidates 

w
ho, unpaid as M

P
s, w

ere usually independently w
ealthy. In early elections in the 

m
id 1800s in A

ustralia, for exam
ple, candidates w

ould often hold their political 
m

eetings in public bars and court voters w
ith free alcohol. Vote-buying is still a 

m
ajor issue in som

e im
poverished areas as studies have show

n in B
razil and 

M
exico, for exam

ple. 74

In the relative w
ealth of m

odern-day A
ustralia, w

ith the secret ballot, m
ass 

franchise and w
here com

pulsory voting leads to a voter turn out of over 95 per 
cent of registered voters at Federal elections, there is less direct contact betw

een 
candidates and voters and vote-buying of the direct, crude cash-for-votes type 
is rare. 75 

N
o controls over expenditure

Even if direct vote-buying is alm
ost obsolete in m

any liberal dem
ocratic countries 

today, there are still attem
pts to control party expenditure. This is done not only 

to m
inim

ise corruption but also to try to lessen inequalities betw
een candidates 

in order to uphold values of fairness and equal representation. This is achieved 
principally via regulation of party spending on election cam

paigns. For exam
ple, 

in Europe, B
elgium

, France, G
reece, H

ungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, P
ortugal, 

R
ussia, S

lovakia, S
pain, U

kraine and the U
nited K

ingdom
 all lim

it either party 
and/or cam

paign expenditure (see C
hapter 6).

74  D
avid S

am
uels, 2002, ‘P

ork barrelling is not credit claim
ing or advertising: C

am
paign finance and the sources of the 

personal vote in B
razil’, Journal of P

olitics 64(3), pp. 845–63; S
cott D

esposato, 2003, ‘H
ow

 inform
al institutions shape the 

legislative arena’, pp. 25–26; and Jonathan Fox, 1994, ‘The difficult transition from
 clientelism

 to citizenship’, pp. 151–84.
75  S

ee G
raem

e O
rr, 2003, ‘D

ealing in votes’; and C
olin H

ughes, 1998, ‘Electoral bribery’, G
riffith Law

 R
eview

 7(2), pp. 
209–224.

Argum
ents in favour of election spending lim

its

• 
lim

its m
ean there is no real advantage in one candidate or party having 

access to greater financial resources as there is a lim
it on how

 m
uch they 

can spend

• 
they create a level of financial equality betw

een candidates at an election

• 
lim

its reduce the level of election finance needed, m
eaning that m

ore 
candidates (including less w

ealthy candidates) m
ay com

pete at elections

• 
they help to contain overall election costs w

hich, in turn, reduces reliance 
on donations and the associated problem

 of private donors using donations 
to influence candidates or parties’ policies

• 
the 

absence 
of 

lim
its 

encourages 
excessive 

and 
negative 

television 
advertising, w

hich contributes to voter disenchantm
ent

• 
m

any overseas jurisdictions place lim
its on election expenditure.

U
nlike these other countries, there is a very laissez-faire approach to controlling 

party expenditure in A
ustralia. O

nly in the Tasm
anian Legislative C

ouncil are there 
election spending lim

its. These are currently set at $10 000 per candidate (to 
increase by $500 each year).

A
t the Federal level, and in all other S

tates and Territories, there is no overall lim
it 

on parties’ or candidates’ expenditure. There are also no lim
its on how

 m
uch 

the parties can spend on political advertising and no restrictions on how
 public 

funding m
ust be spent (although in N

S
W

, Victoria and Q
ueensland, the am

ount 
of public funding is capped to actual expenditure). In practice, this m

eans the 
A

ustralian parties can effectively raise as m
uch m

oney as they like—
in addition to 

public funding—
and then exercise significant autonom

y in how
 they spend all of 

the m
oney they have at their disposal. 

This w
as not alw

ays the case. Expenditure lim
its w

ere a long-standing and once 
com

m
on feature of election finance law

 in A
ustralia. They w

ere in place at the 
Federal level for 80 years and w

ere also com
m

on at the S
tate level, including 

Victoria, S
outh A

ustralia and W
estern A

ustralia. 

A
t the Federal level, in recognition of the need to contain cam

paign costs, 
im

m
ediately after federation, the 1902 C

om
m

onw
ealth Electoral A

ct set spending 
lim

its of £100 for candidates for the H
ouse of R

epresentatives and £250 for the 
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S
enate. In 1946, the spending lim

its rose to £250 for the H
ouse of R

epresentatives 
candidates and £500 for the S

enate. In 1966, after the introduction of decim
al 

currency, the lim
its rose to $500 for the H

ouse of R
epresentatives and $1000 for 

the S
enate.

B
ut these lim

its w
ere never properly enforced and w

ere w
idely ignored by 

candidates—
m

any of w
hom

 failed even to subm
it financial returns. This w

as 
possible because, even into the 1960s, ‘by tacit accord of the political parties’, 
the authorities took ‘no action to prosecute for breaches’. 76 

This is an exam
ple of how

, despite our assum
ptions, the existence of com

peting 
political parties is not alw

ays a guarantee that they w
ill check each other. In this 

case, electoral opponents colluded in breaking the law
 through a conspiracy of 

silence. H
ow

ever, in 1979, the Tasm
anian S

uprem
e C

ourt enforced the spending 
lim

its in a court case w
hich forced Federal politicians to address the issue; they 

did so by abolishing the expenditure lim
its in 1980. If the lim

its w
ere enforced, 

the parties w
ould no longer have such autonom

y over their ow
n spending and, 

if candidates did not com
ply w

ith the lim
its, the successful candidates m

ight, as 
in Tasm

ania, face court challenges w
hich resulted in their election being declared 

void. In changing the law
, it w

as also argued that spending lim
its did not w

ork 
effectively in practice as m

onitoring and policing w
ere too difficult.

R
e-introducing a cost cap has been considered at various tim

es in A
ustralia, 

including in 1991, but critics argue that, even if a cap w
as re-introduced, parties 

w
ould just ‘becom

e very astute at hiding spending’. 77 O
thers respond that the 

fact that parties w
ill inevitably try to find loopholes to get around spending lim

its 
is not a sufficient reason not to enact them

.

The argum
ents for expenditure lim

its are strong and suggest that they help control 
inequalities betw

een parties and betw
een candidates; they also help to prevent 

excessive and prohibitive increases in the costs of politics; and lim
it the scope for 

undue influence and corruption.  

H
ow

ever, the adm
inistrative difficulties of policing lim

its can be challenging. W
here 

expenditure lim
its exist they often distinguish betw

een expenditure directly related 
to the election cam

paign and spending on the m
ore routine organisation and 

activities of parties during the longer periods betw
een elections. H

ow
ever, this 

can present som
e difficulties: if expenditure lim

its only apply to election expenses 
but not to routine expenses, this raises the question of how

 a distinction can be 
m

ade betw
een these categories. There is alw

ays the possibility, for exam
ple, of 

76  L F C
risp, 1965, A

ustralian N
ational G

overnm
ent, C

roydon, Victoria, Longm
an A

ustralia, p.141.
77 M

ichelle G
rattan, 1991, ‘W

ith “cap” in hand, the A
LP

 sniffs the breeze’, The A
ge, 28 S

eptem
ber.  

parties pre-booking advertising or paying for other services earlier in the year 
so that expenditure appears to have occurred before the election. There is also 
the issue of regulating w

hen parties receive non-m
onetary assistance such as 

gifts-in-kind (such as office rental, transport, accom
m

odation) and even voluntary 
labour by cam

paign w
orkers. Estim

ating the m
onetary value of volunteer labour 

w
ould be extrem

ely difficult and, if there w
ere any attem

pt to regulate it, could 
m

ean, in practice, that less people w
ould participate in elections as volunteers 

w
hich is not a desirable aim

 from
 the point of view

 of political participation.

S
uch 

issues 
m

ean 
that 

regulating 
cam

paign 
expenditure 

lim
its 

can 
be 

adm
inistratively difficult. In particular, it m

ay be difficult to distinguish betw
een 

a routine or a cam
paign activity or an ‘election’ and a ‘non-election’ expense. 

This m
ight be especially difficult in A

ustralian Federal elections w
here there is no 

fixed election date and the parties m
ust be prepared for an election that m

ight be 
called by the governm

ent at short notice. It is also difficult in view
 of the notion 

of ‘perm
anent cam

paigning’ w
hich is said to occur in countries such as A

ustralia 
w

hereby the candidates engage in ongoing electoral preparation. 

There is also a problem
 w

hen spending lim
its apply solely to parties and it is still 

possible for non-party organisations to cam
paign w

ithout lim
it. This m

eans that 
an opponent interest group or third-party group can, for exam

ple, attack the 
political party but the party m

ay not be able to respond as it has already reached 
its cam

paign spending lim
it. It could also allow

 a loophole if a national party 
organisation started up a third-party group w

hich appeared to be separate but 
w

as actually a front used for channelling party spending and avoiding the lim
its. 

C
anada has m

ade the m
ost com

prehensive attem
pts to address such issues of 

third-party cam
paign expenditure (as discussed in C

hapter 6).

Argum
ents against election spending lim

its

• 
expenditure lim

its are too difficult to enforce

• 
candidates should be free to cam

paign in w
hatever m

anner they see fit (so 
long as they com

ply w
ith bribery and corruption law

s)

• 
m

odern electioneering practices m
ean that individual candidate spending is 

not as relevant as the spending incurred by centralised party organisations

• 
lim

its on party expenditure need to extend to third parties, w
hich m

ay cause 
problem

s

it is difficult to set realistic spending lim
its due to the changing costs of m

edia 
access and electioneering techniques as w

ell as inflation and the need to keep 
closing adm

inistrative loopholes once these are discovered.
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W
hile there are certainly difficulties in adm

inistering expenditure lim
its, m

ost 
com

parable countries consider the principle so im
portant that they m

ake the 
attem

pt to com
e up w

ith adm
inistrative solutions to such problem

s. C
am

paign 
expenditure lim

its are an attem
pt to break the nexus betw

een m
oney and politics 

w
hich can be extrem

ely dam
aging to the dem

ocratic process. 

Failure to set cam
paign expenditure lim

its can lead to distortions in the process 
by allow

ing the parties w
ith greater resources to gain advantage by spending 

m
ore on publicity and thus generating greater public aw

areness. It is also 
argued that an absence of lim

its on expenditure m
eans the parties’ focus w

ill 
inevitably be diverted from

 the purpose of the election—
developing policies for 

the consideration of the electorate—
to fundraising and could even lead to parties 

changing their policies in order to m
eet the dem

ands of donors.

Lim
its are particularly im

portant, and usually go hand-in-hand w
ith, public funding. 

In the U
S

, for exam
ple, there are lim

its on the spending total of presidential 
candidates w

ho accept public subsidies. P
residential candidates can spend 

w
ithout lim

it provided that they forego any entitlem
ent to public funding. 

There are also restrictions on how
 public funding is used in som

e countries. A
s 

discussed in C
hapter 3, som

e countries require that parties are only able to use 
public funding for purposes such as research, education and training, policy 
form

ulation or prom
otion of participation of w

om
en and/or young people.

In A
ustralia, parties w

hich receive public funding are not required to forego other 
incom

e and face few
 restrictions on how

 it m
ay be spent. The public funding 

therefore represents a ‘gift’ to the A
ustralian parties, a source of additional 

revenue w
ithout any particular spending conditions attached.

Political spending and dem
ocratic values

G
iven the lack of expenditure controls in A

ustralia, there are key questions at 
stake in the distribution of party finances w

hich include issues of:

• 
Transparency and accountability—

do w
e know

 how
 the parties spend their 

m
oney? D

o w
e hold them

 to account for the w
ays in w

hich they spend 
any m

oney that taxpayers provide for their electoral expenses? C
an w

e be 
confident that they are follow

ing the rules?

• 
Equality—

do parties spend roughly the sam
e am

ounts or do som
e have a 

m
ajor advantage over others?

• 
D

eliberative dem
ocracy—

how
 does the spending of m

oney im
pact upon 

the quality of public debate? D
oes it enhance deliberation? For exam

ple, by 
allow

ing the parties to com
m

unicate better w
ith the electorate. O

r does it 
stifle debate as w

ealthier candidates or parties can afford to drow
n out the 

voices of others?

• 
D

em
ocracy through parties—

are the dem
ocratic functions of parties being 

perform
ed through party spending? D

oes such spending assist parties in 
setting agendas, governing and representing A

ustralian citizens? 

• 
C

orruption—
do the parties engage in any practices of spending w

hich 
m

ight be judged to be dishonest or fraudulent, for exam
ple, channeling 

spending to ‘friends’ or friendly-com
panies (perhaps in return for donations 

or other sorts of support) or m
aking a profit from

 a public subsidy w
hich w

as 
supposed to be for reim

bursem
ent only? 

Yet, to assess such m
atters w

e m
ust know

 how
 the parties spend their m

oney 
and it is extrem

ely difficult to access precise inform
ation about the political parties’ 

spending habits in A
ustralia. 

Inadequate disclosure of election expenses

In countries w
here candidates m

ust keep their election expenses w
ithin set 

expenditure lim
its, and there are severe penalties for failure to do so, disclosure of 

expenses (including trying to dem
arcate cam

paign and non-cam
paign expenses) 

has to be taken very seriously. B
y contrast, in A

ustralia, w
here there are no 

cam
paign spending lim

its except in the Tasm
anian Legislative C

ouncil, disclosure 
rules are m

ore lax. 

Disclosure of State election spending

C
andidates for the Tasm

anian Legislative C
ouncil, m

ust file an accurate return 
of their electoral expenditure w

ith the Electoral C
om

m
ission w

ithin 60 days of 
the result of the election being declared, in order that the spending lim

its can be 
m

onitored.

The other S
tates w

hich have no spending lim
its but cap public funding to election 

expenditure should, in theory, have the m
ost rigorous disclosure regim

es in order 
to docum

ent expenditure. H
ow

ever, in Victoria, although the public funding 
schem

e is a reim
bursem

ent one, the parties are only required to lodge a statem
ent 

of expenditure declaring that they have spent m
ore than their public funding 

entitlem
ent. If they have spent less than their entitlem

ent, they m
ust declare the 
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total spent and they w
ill only be paid up to that am

ount. Therefore, there is no 
requirem

ent in Victoria for parties to detail how
 they spend their m

oney.

In Q
ueensland, every candidate m

ust provide a return of electoral expenditure 
after each election. A

ll election returns are available for public inspection at the 
C

om
m

ission’s office only 24 w
eeks after polling day. 

In N
S

W
, parties detail their election expenditure on advertising (including agency 

fees and divided into separate categories for radio, TV, new
spapers and ‘other’ 

advertising) as w
ell as adm

inistration and ‘other’ expenses. N
S

W
 also requires 

the parties to declare w
hich com

panies w
ere paid and provided the services.

A
lthough W

A
 does not have election funding, it has som

e of the m
ore stringent 

disclosure requirem
ents. A

fter an election, all parties and candidates are required 
to send an election return to the Electoral C

om
m

issioner w
ithin 15 w

eeks after 
polling day. The categories of election expenditure w

hich m
ust be reported are:

• 
broadcast advertisem

ents;

• 
published advertisem

ents;

• 
advertisem

ents displayed at a theatre or other place of entertainm
ent;

• 
production costs for advertisem

ents;

• 
the production of election-related m

aterial;

• 
the production and distribution of electoral m

atter that is addressed to 
particular persons or organisations (direct m

ail);

• 
consultant’s or advertising agent’s fees; and

• 
opinion polls or other research.

H
ow

ever, like several of the other S
tates, party election returns are not m

ade 
available via the internet and instead m

ust be view
ed in paper form

 at the electoral 
com

m
ission head office.

Disclosure of Federal election spending

W
hile, at the Federal level, the parties in A

ustralia do provide annual disclosure 
returns to the A

EC
, these statem

ents certainly do not disclose the full details of 
the parties’ incom

e, assets or spending. B
ecause disclosure is required not in 

order to perm
it the policing of legal lim

its but only as a m
atter of general principle, 

these statem
ents are insubstantial and incom

plete. This is not only due to the 
use of various loopholes by the parties (such as associated entities and other 

m
ethods of hiding private donations, as discussed in earlier chapters), but also 

because the disclosure process asks very little about party spending. 

U
p until the 1996 election, the electoral return that each party had to com

plete 
required them

 only to disclose expenditures in six broad categories: 

• 
broadcast advertisem

ents (including production costs); 

• 
printed advertisem

ents (including production costs); 

• 
display advertisem

ents at a place of entertainm
ent (including production 

costs); 

• 
costs of cam

paign m
aterial w

here the nam
e and address of the author is 

required (e.g. how
-to-vote cards, pam

phlets, posters); 

• 
direct m

ailing; and 

• 
opinion polling or other research related to the election.

H
ow

ever, in 1995, am
endm

ents to the C
om

m
onw

ealth Electoral A
ct rem

oved the 
requirem

ent for political parties to disclose this inform
ation. N

ow
, the parties need 

only provide a total figure indicating their annual spending—
they no longer have to 

put it into categories to show
 us how

 they spend that m
oney. This m

eans that w
e 

now
 know

 substantially less about party finances than w
e did a decade ago. 

This change in disclosure requirem
ents w

as particularly w
orrying because it 

breached the spirit of the public funding reform
s m

ade in 1984. O
ne of the key 

justifications for the introduction of the public funding system
 w

as that, in return 
for politicians receiving taxpayer funding for their election cam

paigns, they w
ould 

open up their books and provide full disclosure of their finances.

W
hile financial reporting w

as supposed to be a safeguard in relation to party 
finances in A

ustralia, this only w
orks if the financial reports provided are tim

ely, 
publicly available, detailed and com

prehensive. In com
parison to the system

s 
in operation in the U

K
 and C

anada, there is a very loose disclosure system
 in 

A
ustralia and one w

hich is particularly silent regarding spending. 

S
om

etim
es an occasional leak about party spending enters the public dom

ain 
but these tidbits are speculative and unsubstantiated. For exam

ple, after the 
2004 election, the internet new

sletter C
rikey posted an unconfirm

ed rum
our that 

the A
LP

 had allegedly spent $35 000 on m
edia m

onitoring during the election 
w

hile the sam
e (unnam

ed) m
onitoring com

pany also serviced Liberal P
arty 

headquarters but at only half the price. A
nne S

um
m

ers, form
er advisor to A

LP
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P
rim

e M
inisters P

aul K
eating and B

ob H
aw

ke, recently w
rote that Labor has a 

$5 m
illion research budget w

hich, in the afterm
ath of the 2004 loss, w

as under 
review

 as the party grappled w
ith the question of w

hat proportion to donate to 
quantitative versus qualitative (focus group) research. 78

D
ue to the changes in disclosure requirem

ents in 1995, the parties are no longer 
required by law

 to reveal their election spending and they are extrem
ely reluctant 

to do so voluntarily. O
ccasional leaks aside, spending is som

ething that the 
parties seem

 to view
 as a private m

atter. Therefore, given the lack of detail about 
party spending in disclosure returns since the 1996 election, for this report, the 
authors attem

pted to undertake a m
ixed m

ethodology to locate and analyse 
inform

ation.

W
e used four m

ajor approaches: 1) accessing annual returns and disclosure 
statem

ents held in electoral com
m

issions; 2) w
riting letters to each party asking 

for further details as these reports are inadequate; 3) asking party m
em

bers to 
request details of their party’s finances as a m

em
bership ‘right’ and; 4) contacting 

party accountants and/or treasurers to ask for inform
ation. 

W
orking out party spending

A
s m

entioned in C
hapter 2 (and show

n in Table 2.4), the m
ajor strand of our 

attem
pt to w

ork out party spending w
as sending letters in S

eptem
ber 2004 

requesting inform
ation about party expenditure to secretaries of the Federal and 

S
tate branches of the A

LP, Liberal P
arty, N

ationals, G
reens and D

em
ocrats. In 

a m
ajority of cases, the secretaries did not respond to our requests w

hile those 
that responded overw

helm
ingly referred us to the returns lodged w

ith the A
EC

. 
Typical of the responses w

e received w
ere statem

ents such as ‘[this party] does 
not readily m

ake inform
ation of that nature available to the public…

’. The Federal 
Labor P

arty w
as an exception in providing additional inform

ation. A
ccording to its 

response, ‘(t)he A
LP

 is a cam
paigning political party and a large proportion of our 

incom
e goes tow

ards contesting elections’. 79 

H
ow

ever, using inform
ation from

 the parties’ annual disclosure returns gave us 
som

e broad inform
ation as these returns purport to disclose the total paym

ents 
m

ade by the parties during each financial year. 

Table 5.1 show
s the am

ounts the m
ajor parties declared for the financial years 

betw
een 2000/01 to 2003/04 (the party am

ount is a total that includes paym
ents 

declared by the national plus S
tate and Territory branches).

78  A
nne S

um
m

ers, 2005, ‘M
cP

olitics is not a viable future’, the S
ydney M

orning H
erald, 21 January.

79  Letter from
 G

artrell, N
ational S

ecretary, A
ustralian Labor P

arty, 8 N
ovem

ber 2005.

Table 5.1. Spending (paym
ents) disclosed in annual returns to the AEC, 2000–04

Party (totals)
2000–01

2001–02
2002–03

2003–04

ALP
$30 710 777.42 

$57 225 266.13 
$41 724 219.19 

$40 292 600.14 

Liberal Party
$21 522 171.82 

$57 564 933.84 
$36 271 397.23 

$23 277 949.09 

National Party
$6 323 024.10 

$9 029 840.35 
$9 484 239.30 

$7 116 734.39 

Australian Dem
ocrats

$1 275 466.51 
$5 461 940.22 

$1 837 225.40 
$646 787.73 

The Greens
$816 232.74 

$2 049 269.42 
$1 320 803.52 

$1 129 637.00 

Total 
$60 647 672.59 

 $131 331 249.96 
 $90 637 884.64 

 $72 463 708.35 

Table 5.1 show
s that, com

bined, the largest political parties spend over $50 
m

illion per year and up to $131 m
illion in Federal election years. H

ow
ever, it is the 

tw
o m

ajor parties w
ho spend the overw

helm
ing m

ajority of this. O
n average, over 

the four-year period, the A
LP

 and C
oalition parties w

ere spending 97 per cent 
of the total party expenditure. The table also show

s that, as w
e w

ould expect, 
expenditure rises dram

atically in election years such as 2001 (the election w
as 

held in N
ovem

ber of that financial year) so that expenditure w
as m

ore than double 
that spent in the previous, non-election year of 2000/01. 

A
nother option w

e w
ished to try w

as to ask a party m
em

ber from
 each party 

to request access to their party’s financial statem
ents. H

ow
ever, w

e quickly 
discovered that, although party m

em
bers pay m

em
bership fees, the parties do 

not have to disclose their accounts or financial statem
ents to their m

em
bers. 

W
hile m

any non-profit organisations w
hich take m

em
bership dues—

such as 
sporting clubs—

provide annual financial reports for m
em

bers and w
ill open their 

books up for m
em

bers to inspect on request, the political parties do not. 

O
ne of the m

ajor parties’ accountants w
e contacted revealed that only around 

five people at the highest echelons of the party ever see the full annual financial 
statem

ents. As the D
em

ocratic A
udit of A

ustralia R
eport on political parties pointed 

out, Australia is not one of the countries w
here political party registration, or the public 

funding w
hich follow

s, requires evidence that the party is internally dem
ocratic. 80 

W
hile party m

em
bership is generally considered to confer certain m

em
bership 

rights, in A
ustralia, this does not extend to the right to see the party’s books. This 

is another exam
ple of the unequal nature of the party-m

em
ber relationship, w

hich 
has prom

pted political scientists to ask, in respect to political finance—
and w

hen 
trying to explain declining m

em
bership—

‘w
hy should party m

em
bers pay to be 

(all but) ignored?’ 81

80  Jaensch, B
rent and B

ow
den, A

ustralian P
olitical P

arties in the S
potlight, p. 28.

81  H
opkin, ‘The problem

 w
ith party finance’, p. 639.
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M
ost S

tate secretaries and directors chose not to provide any inform
ation in 

their responses to our letters and none of the party accountants or treasurers 
contacted w

as w
illing to provide any inform

ation additional to that provided in 
A

EC
 reports (although som

e provided general, off-the-record observations). 
Finally, the option of using party m

em
bers to request details as a m

em
bership 

‘right’ also failed. 

H
ow

ever, w
hat w

e do know
, both anecdotally and from

 spending disclosures up 
until the 1996 election, is that the single largest item

 of expenditure for parties 
is election advertising. S

om
e party’s accountants w

ere also w
illing to confirm

 
this off-the-record and it is a conclusion consistent w

ith the findings of party 
finance research on A

ustralia and com
parable countries. C

om
pared to their 

m
assive advertising bills, the parties spend very little on internal organisation, 

adm
inistration (even of m

any sub-branches), staffing or facilities for m
em

bers. 
This last point is som

ething that m
any party m

em
bers w

ill attest to after attending 
m

eetings in cold, draughty halls.

P
olitical scientists w

ho have studied party organisations, such as Jonathon 
H

opkin, and Joseph S
chlesinger, explain this neglect and the focus instead on 

elections by noting how
 m

odern parties are organised. The parties have few
er fee-

paying m
em

bers because ‘in the long run…
 [the m

em
bers] realise how

 little im
pact 

their contribution m
akes’ and that they have been ‘suckered’ into contributing 

financially to a party in exchange for a negligible influence over party policy and 
decision m

aking. P
arties therefore tend to be able to retain only those super-

keen m
em

bers w
ho are often them

selves seeking political office. O
nce dom

inated 
by such people, party organisations becom

e ‘office-seeking, rather than policy-
seeking’. They adopt organisational strategies consistent w

ith the goal of w
inning 

as m
any elective offices as possible’ and m

ake financial choices accordingly. 82

Political advertising
B

ecause political advertising is usually the heaviest cam
paign cost a party w

ill 
face in m

odern elections, not only in A
ustralia but also in m

any other countries, 
regulating spending on this particular item

 is one w
ay of trying to keep cam

paign 
costs in check.

N
ew

 Zealand, C
anada and the U

K
 all regulate political advertising as a specific 

technique of expenditure control. In N
ew

 Zealand, public funding is divided up 
am

ong the political parties to spend on buying air tim
e or producing com

m
ercials 

on TV and radio and the parties are not allow
ed to spend any m

ore than this. 

82  Ibid., pp. 630–1.

In C
anada, the parties face a legislative ceiling on the am

ount they can spend 
on election cam

paign ads, and lim
its on the period during the cam

paign w
hen 

ads can be broadcast. In the U
K

, political parties are prohibited from
 purchasing 

airtim
e for election advertising and are provided w

ith free broadcast tim
e instead 

(called P
arty Election B

roadcasts or P
EB

s).

U
nlike these countries, in A

ustralia, unlim
ited paid political advertising is allow

ed. 
Therefore, the parties advertise via a range of m

edia—
including free-to-air 

television, pay TV, radio, new
spapers and, increasingly, on the internet. H

ow
ever, 

it is television advertising and direct m
ail w

hich are the tw
o m

ost costly item
s. 

There are other related costs such as research, evaluation and advertising 
agent and consultant fees, w

hich are in addition to the m
edia buy elem

ent of 
advertising, how

ever, purchasing TV airtim
e and paying for direct m

ail are now
 

the m
ost expensive elem

ents of the parties’ advertising. 

W
hile other countries prohibit paid political advertising altogether during elections, 

in Australia, there is only one m
ajor lim

itation relating to tim
ing; there is a three-day 

ban on electronic advertising, from
 W

ednesday to the end of polling on Saturday. 

G
iven this m

inim
al tim

e-period restriction and the absence of restrictions on 
expenditure, it is not surprising that A

ustralian parties concentrate their resources 
on election cam

paigns. U
nchecked by spending lim

its, there has been som
ething 

of a political advertising arm
s race in A

ustralia over the past three decades. 

Figure 5.1 uses A
EC

 funding and disclosure reports for elections from
 1974 until 

1996. A
fter 1996, w

e m
ust rely on m

edia m
onitoring com

panies’ estim
ates of 

how
 m

uch the parties are spending during each election. A
lthough these are only 

estim
ates and are extrem

ely broad, they are one of the only sources available to 
determ

ine election advertising spending since the changes to the C
om

m
onw

ealth 

Electoral A
ct in 1998. 
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O
ne of the only other sources w

e can use to determ
ine the parties’ spending on 

political advertising is m
edia com

pany returns to the A
EC

. M
edia com

panies—
broadcasts and publishers—

w
ere required to provide details of how

 m
uch 

political advertising they carried during a Federal election and how
 m

uch they 
charged for it. H

ow
ever, changes to the law

 in 2006 rem
oved this requirem

ent 
for m

edia com
panies to lodge returns and, even w

hen it w
as a requirem

ent, of 
the 2192 letters sent out by the A

EC
 after the 2004 election, only 1240 m

edia 
com

panies replied. 

To contrast these tw
o sources for the 2004 election provides som

e indication of 
the difficulty w

e now
 face in determ

ining accurate election advertising spending. 

Industry sources and m
edia m

onitors estim
ated that, during the 2004 election 

cam
paign, the Labor P

arty and the Liberal-N
ational C

oalition both spent around 
$20 m

illion on advertising. B
y contrast, the responses the A

EC
 received from

 
broadcasters indicated the Labor P

arty spent ‘only’ around $15 m
illion and the 

Liberal-N
ational C

oalition about $18 m
illion. G

iven that the A
EC

 received only a 
56 per cent respondent return, as w

ell as the w
ay in w

hich m
edia com

panies 
com

plained about the requirem
ent to add up expenditure as adm

inistratively 
onerous, it is therefore likely that the broadcaster returns underestim

ate election 

ad spending. S
o although the industry estim

ates are broad and im
precise, they 

are m
ore likely to be closer to the real spending am

ounts.

Table 5.2 contrasts this w
ith election spending in the U

K
 and N

ew
 Zealand. The 

table show
s the tw

o top spending parties in Australia, the U
K

 and N
ew

 Zealand 
and their top three m

ost expensive item
s (provided in the country’s ow

n currency). 

Table 5.2. Election spending in recent elections, New
 Zealand, UK and Australia, 2002–05

Jurisdiction 

and event

Political party
1st m

ost 

expensive item

2nd
3rd 

Total spending

UK2005 general 

election

Labour Party
£5 286 997

advertising

£2 916 969

rallies and 

other events

£2 698 114

unsolicited 

m
aterial to electors

£17 939 617

Conservative 

Party

£8 175 165 

advertising

£4 493 020

unsolicited 

m
aterial to 

electors

£1 291 846

m
arket research/

canvassing

£17 852 240

New Zealand

2002 general 

election

ACT New
 

Zealand

$1 275 061

publishing

$299 420

advertising

$51 077

broadcasting

$1 625 558

Labour Party
$755 067

publishing

$430 453

advertising

$289 277

broadcasting

$1 474 797

Australia

2004 Federal 

election

Labor Party
$20 000 000*

advertising

n/a
n/a

$37 225 266**

Coalition 
$20 000 000*

advertising

n/a
n/a

$46 594 773**

* based on industry and m
edia m

onitoring estim
ates.

** this is an estim
ate based on 2001–02 annual disclosure returns and then deducting $20 m

illion as an estim
ate of w

hat 
w

ould norm
ally be spent on routine adm

inistration.

D
ue to the lack of reporting requirem

ents in A
ustralia, w

e can only estim
ate total 

party spending on elections so, to arrive at such an estim
ate, w

e used the parties’ 
total spending during the last financial year w

hen there w
as last an election—

2001/02—
and then deducted $20 m

illion from
 these annual am

ounts as an 
estim

ate of w
hat w

ould norm
ally be spent on routine non-election expenses. 

This is probably an over-estim
ation of annual routine expenses given that party 

Figure 5.1. Political (election) advertising in $ m
illions, 1974–2004
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accounts have confirm
ed that the vast m

ajority of party incom
e is channelled to 

election cam
paigns but it does allow

 us to arrive at an estim
ate of total election 

spending. W
e accept that to provide such an estim

ate is conjecture and that 
there are a num

ber of assum
ptions at play. D

ue to the lack of official inform
ation 

available, how
ever, this is unavoidable if w

e are to try to understand party 
spending. A

nd, given that three years later election spending w
ould undoubtedly 

have increased, w
e believe that the estim

ates provided m
ay be conservative.

Table 5.2 show
s that, in the U

K
, w

here paid electronic advertising is banned, 
the parties focus instead on other form

s of advertising—
particularly billboards, 

posters and publications but also direct m
ail (unsolicited m

aterial to electors). 
The Labour P

arty also spends over £2 m
illion on rallies and other events. In N

ew
 

Zealand, w
here advertising spending is lim

ited, tw
o of the top-spending parties 

spend m
ore on publishing than advertising.

D
ividing election advertising expenses by the total population in each country 

provides som
e com

parison of party spending. The top spending party in the U
K

 
(the Labour P

arty) spends around 0.2 pence per head of population on advertising 
w

hile the N
ew

 Zealand A
C

T party (the biggest spender of the 2002 election) 
spent 0.4 cents per head. B

y com
parison, the C

oalition parties in A
ustralia spent 

a com
bined am

ount of $2.31 cents per head of population.83 Even taking into 
account currency rate differences, this indicates that the m

ajor A
ustralian parties 

are spending vastly m
ore per capita than other parties in com

parable countries. 
It is very likely that this is due prim

arily to the bans on paid electronic advertising 
in the U

K
 and the lim

its on advertising spending in N
ew

 Zealand w
ork to keep 

cam
paign costs under som

e control. 

In A
ustralia, w

here the parties still enjoy unfettered access to private and public 
funding and face no spending caps, cam

paign costs have risen to extraordinary 
levels so that the m

ajor A
ustralian parties now

 spend even m
ore than parties in 

voluntary voting system
s.

Debt and the 1991 paid advertising ban
The Australian parties are so keen on advertising that they have regularly overspent 
and ended up in debt. This occurred in the 1980s in particular but continued even 
after the introduction of public funding. In 1990, for exam

ple, the ALP spent 70 per 
cent of its m

edia budget on television advertising, and even after public funding w
as 

provided, the party w
as still left w

ith a debt of $7 m
illion. 

This precipitated a short-lived attem
pt to curb the rising costs of elections by banning 

83  P
opulation figures for July 2005 taken from

 the C
IA

 W
orld Fact B

ook. 

paid political advertising. In 1991, the then ALP G
overnm

ent introduced the P
olitical 

B
roadcasts and P

olitical D
isclosures A

ct prohibiting paid broadcast advertising for 
all State and Federal elections. The ALP argued that the legislation w

as designed to 
curb the undue influence of private m

oney on political debate and a w
ay to control 

spiralling election costs. C
ritics argued the legislation w

as driven m
ore by a selfish 

concern about the ALP’s ow
n financial crisis follow

ing the 1990 election, rather than 
an altruistic attem

pt to im
prove Australian dem

ocracy. 

O
nce the Act w

as in place, it w
as quickly challenged before the full bench of the 

H
igh C

ourt of Australia w
hen com

m
ercial television interests com

bined to m
ount 

a constitutional challenge to the legislation. In August 1992, in the case A
ustralian 

C
apital Television P

ty Ltd. v C
om

m
onw

ealth, the H
igh C

ourt ruled that the am
ended 

law
 w

as constitutionally invalid and found that there w
as an im

plied freedom
 of political 

com
m

unication in relation to political m
atters inherent in the C

onstitution. This ruling 
struck dow

n the governm
ent’s law

 restricting political advertising during cam
paigns 

and has ensured a political-advertising-centred system
 has continued ever since.

Political advertising and deliberative dem
ocracy

G
iven the lack of expenditure controls and the generous support of public funding, 

the m
ajor parties in A

ustralia are free to choose how
 they spend their m

oney and 
they are clearly choosing to spend it on advertising. B

ut is there anything w
rong 

w
ith spending on advertising? D

oes it not help to prom
ote public debate and help 

voters to m
ake an inform

ed choice of candidates?

P
olitical ads do provide voters w

ith som
e inform

ation. A
t a m

inim
um

, they alert 
voters to the im

m
inence of an election. S

om
e ads (particularly new

spaper ads) 
provide polling details, voting instructions and basic inform

ation about the nature 
of the A

ustralian political system
 such as the need to num

ber all squares on the 
ballot paper in order to cast a form

al vote, or the existence of the bi-cam
eral 

nature of parliam
ent and the need for tw

o separate votes for the H
ouse of 

R
epresentatives and the S

enate. 

A
dvertising—

and particularly, television advertising—
also reaches a very large 

audience including voters w
ho m

ay not otherw
ise choose to seek out political 

inform
ation and m

ay not w
ish to read a policy platform

 or attend a public m
eeting.

H
ow

ever, w
hile televised political advertising can be defended on the grounds of 

its ability to reach a large num
ber of voters, it is m

ore difficult to defend it in term
s 

of content. A
nalyses of the content of Australian political ads indicate that m

ost 
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election ads on A
ustralian TV are now

 only 15 or 30 seconds long. The parties 
usually deal w

ith only a very narrow
 set of topics in their ads, and none are covered 

in any great detail or depth. P
olicy detail is rarely given. There is a trend tow

ards 
hard-hitting attack-style negative television ads w

hich m
ake personal attacks on 

opponent party leaders. 84 N
one of this is conducive to an educated citizenry or an 

inform
ed choice of candidates based on policy and a w

ide-ranging debate.

S
o, w

hile w
e m

ight hope that the parties w
ere spending their m

oney on political 
ads that are inform

ative, engage voters and contribute to public debate, their 
content indicates instead that ads are far m

ore likely to be short, superficial and 
increasingly negative. 

A
ds can also som

etim
es be dishonest or m

isleading. There are exam
ples of this 

from
  both m

ajor parties but a recent exam
ple occurred during the 2004 election, 

w
hen the Liberal P

arty used advertising w
hich claim

ed that interest rates w
ould 

rise under a Latham
 Labor governm

ent. TV advertisem
ents used a graph to show

 
the level of interest rates under previous Labor governm

ents. The advertisem
ents 

finished on a graphic w
hich show

ed Latham
’s face above interest rates of 

‘10.38%
’, ‘17%

’ and ‘12%
’. C

ritics argued that this graphic w
as speculative and 

m
isleading. It m

ay not have been allow
ed to air if political advertisem

ents w
ere 

still scrutinised for accuracy and truth by the Federation of A
ustralian C

om
m

ercial 
Television S

tations (FA
C

TS
) (now

 called Free TV A
ustralia) but FA

C
TS

 w
ithdrew

 
from

 this role in 2002 after legal advice and political pressure. 85

R
ather than opening up debate, political ads m

ay therefore just as likely close it 
dow

n because they are designed to stay ‘on m
essage’, focus on only one issue 

and, increasingly, they are negative and/or focus on im
age rather than issues or 

details of policies.

There are also significant issues of fairness and equality at stake w
ith regard 

to political advertising as the m
ajor parties can afford to spend far m

ore on 
advertising than m

inor parties or independents. 

D
uring the 2004 Federal election cam

paign, the Labor P
arty and the C

oalition 
spent around $20 m

illion each on advertising. B
y com

parison, the G
reens 

spent around $750 000 and the Fam
ily First party spent around $1 m

illion. The 
D

em
ocrats could not afford any TV advertising at all and had to rely on radio and 

cinem
a ads plus the party’s w

ebsite. 86 A
s Figure 5.2 show

s, m
inor party spending 

is dw
arfed by that of the m

ajor parties. 

84  Young, The P
ersuaders: Inside the H

idden M
achine of P

olitical A
dvertising, pp. 197–8.

85 Ibid., p.198.
86  Young, ‘P

olitical A
dvertising’, pp.103–15.

The extrem
ely skew

ed pattern of electoral advertising expenditure show
s that there 

is not a level playing field in regard to election com
m

unication; the established m
ajor 

parties can afford to outspend other parties by up to 20 tim
es. This distorts the 

nature of public debate as it m
eans that, in practice, certain voices are privileged in 

the public debate over others w
ho have less financial resources.

The big (m
oney) picture 

W
hile the A

EC
 reports do not provide us w

ith all of the detail w
e need to m

ake 
sense of party spending, they do provide an indication of the large am

ounts of 
m

oney w
hich now

 flow
s around A

ustralian politics.

O
ver the three-year period from

 2001–02 to 2003–04, the total spending for 
all political parties in A

ustralia com
bined w

as $309.29 m
illion.87 O

n average, 
political party spending is therefore around $100 m

illion per year but, as w
e 

w
ould expect, it is actually significantly higher in election years and the tw

o m
ajor 

parties account for the bulk of this spending.

This tells us that party politics is a big business in A
ustralia; the political parties 

constitute a m
ajor industry and operate as substantial purchasers of goods  

and services. 

W
e also know

 that the parties’ spending on election advertising seem
s to equate 

w
ith the am

ounts they receive from
 public funding. A

fter the 2001 Federal election, 
the A

LP
 and C

oalition parties received just over $32 m
illion betw

een them
 

87  A
EC

, 2004, Funding and D
isclosure R

eport Election 2004, p. 19.

Figure 5.2. Reported election advertising spending during the 2004 Federal election

0 5 10 15 20 25
Fam

ily First

Greens

ALP

Coalition

Millions

C
oalition

A
LP

G
reens

Fam
ily First



PAGE 110
PAGE 111

from
 public funding w

hen they w
ere reported to have spent about $30 m

illion 
com

bined on advertising. A
fter the 2004 Federal election cam

paign, the C
oalition 

w
as reim

bursed $19.8 m
illion from

 public funding and Labor $15.8 m
illion w

hen 
both w

ere reported to have spent around $20 m
illion each on advertising. 

A
dvertising provides a strong financial nexus betw

een political parties and the 
m

edia ow
ners w

hose favour they covet. This is of concern generally but is 
particularly interesting given reports that m

edia com
panies charge the parties 

(and, indirectly, the taxpayers w
ho provide public funding) m

ore for advertising 
tim

e and space than they do other (com
m

ercial) advertisers. P
erhaps m

edia 
com

panies also know
 that the parties can bank on the ‘gift’ of public funding 

and indeed can raise the am
ount anytim

e through legislative am
endm

ent. This 
underw

riting of political advertising costs m
ay go som

e w
ay to explaining the 

exponential rise in political advertising costs over the past three decades and 
particularly since the introduction of public funding in the m

id-1980s and the rise 
in the election funding rate in 1996.

The bottom
-line: Big and secret spending

To sum
 up our present (and still inadequate) know

ledge about the parties’ 
spending, w

e do know
 that the m

ajor parties hoard their m
oney for election 

cam
paigns and try to am

ass a w
ar chest w

hich w
ill, they hope, give them

 som
e 

com
petitive advantage over their opponents or, at the very least, allow

 them
 to 

keep up w
ith their opponent’s spending. They then spend the vast m

ajority of 
their funds on political advertising during the cam

paign period. 

‘Free speech’—
w

here it relies on television advertising and direct m
ail—

is actually 
very expensive in A

ustralia and m
oney in politics alw

ays has the potential to be a 
corrupting and negative influence. This is not only in relation to overt corruption but 
also to m

ore subtle forces of socialisation. W
hen electoral com

petition is reliant 
on vast am

ounts of private funding and electoral com
m

unication is prem
ised on 

the ability to afford very expensive political advertisem
ents, the m

oney chase can 
drow

n out the voices of sm
aller players and discourage potential candidates w

ith 
lim

ited m
eans. 

S
pending caps on election expenses are one m

ethod by w
hich m

any other 
countries seek to control election costs and m

inim
ise inequalities. B

ut these are 
not in place in A

ustralia.

Transparency in party expenditure is im
portant and one w

ay to guard against 
corruption. H

ow
ever, incum

bent governm
ents and legislators can, and do, change 

electoral rules to their ow
n advantage and electoral adm

inistrators answ
erable to 

them
 m

ay find it difficult to challenge such changes. K
ey changes to reporting 

requirem
ents in recent years, w

hich have m
eant that the parties effectively do 

not have to tell us about their spending, are of serious concern because the 
A

ustralian public provides public funding to the parties to cam
paign and therefore 

has a right to know
 how

 that m
oney is spent. 

U
nfortunately, none of the m

ethods that the authors of this report used to try to 
gain additional inform

ation yielded any great success, indicating that incom
e and 

expenditure are extrem
ely sensitive issues for the political parties and there is a 

culture of secrecy at w
ork that is difficult to penetrate.
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The R
eport so far has identified various problem

s w
ith the financing of A

ustralian 
political 

parties. 
S

ecrecy, 
corruption 

and 
political 

inequality 
attend 

private 
contributions w

hile public funding is not sufficiently transparent and favours 
incum

bent parties. W
orse, very little is know

n of the political spending of parties. 
W

hat is to be done about these deficiencies?

Reform
s to the regulation of private funding

The 
Electoral 

and 
R

eferendum
 

A
m

endm
ent 

(Electoral 
Integrity 

and 
O

ther 

M
easures) A

ct 2006 (C
th)

In June 2006, the Electoral and R
eferendum

 A
m

endm
ent (Electoral Integrity 

and O
ther M

easures) A
ct 2006 (C

th) (‘the A
ct’) w

as passed. This A
ct has, firstly, 

reduced disclosure obligations. For instance, the A
ct abolished the provisions 

requiring broadcasters and publishers to lodge post-election returns detailing 
political 

advertisem
ents. 

Im
portantly, 

the 
A

ct 
increased 

and 
indexed 

the 
thresholds at w

hich political participants w
ill have to disclose details of receipts  

(see Table 6.1). 

Table 6.1. Increase in disclosure thresholds 2006

Return
Previous disclosure 

threshold ($)
Current disclosure 

threshold ($)

Post-election returns by donors 

of gifts to candidates

200
M

ore than 10 000

Post-election returns by donors 

of gifts to groups of candidates

1 000
M

ore than 10 000

Post-election returns by 

candidates of gifts

200
M

ore than 10 000

Post-election returns by groups 

of candidates of gifts

1 000
M

ore than 10 000

Annual returns of advertising 

etc expenditure of Cth govt 

departm
ents

1 500
M

ore than 10 000

Annual returns by donors
1 500

M
ore than 10 000

Annual returns by registered 

parties

1 500
M

ore than 10 000

Annual returns by associated 

entities

1 500
M

ore than 10 000

A
s noted in C

hapter 2, the A
ct also increased the level at w

hich parties and other 
political participants are allow

ed to receive anonym
ous donations and loans. 

P
reviously, there w

as a prohibition against receiving anonym
ous donations and 

loans w
ith a value of $1500 or m

ore. The A
ct increased this am

ount to $10 000 
and indexed it. 

There w
ere four m

ajor argum
ents for these changes. The first stated that adequate 

disclosure w
ould still be m

ade under these changes. A
s noted in C

hapter 2, this 
argum

ent is cogently refuted by recent research by the P
arliam

entary Library. 

A
nother key argum

ent w
as that the increases in disclosure thresholds m

erely 
adjusted for inflation. To test this argum

ent, Table 6.2 adjusts the disclosure 
thresholds by the changes in the C

onsum
er P

rice Index since their introduction. 
The table dem

onstrates the im
plausibility of the inflation-argum

ent. N
one of the 

adjusted figures com
e close to even a third of $10 000. The adjusted figure for 

6. Q
uestions  

for reform
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the disclosure thresholds of the annual returns of parties and associated entities, 
for instance, is barely a fifth of $10 000.

Table 6.2. Adjusting disclosure thresholds for inflation

Return
Disclosure threshold ($) 

upon introduction (‘IN
’)

Threshold adjusted 

for inflation ($)

Introduced in 1984
IN

 x 149.8/68.1

Post-election returns by 

candidates of gifts

200
439.94

Post-election returns by groups 

of candidates of gifts

1000
2199.71

Introduced in 1991
IN

 x 149.8/105.8

Annual returns of advertising 

etc expenditure of Cth govt 

departm
ents

1500
2123.81

Introduced in 1992
IN

 x 149.8/107.6

Post-election returns by donors 

of gifts to candidates

200
278.44

Post-election returns by donors 

of gifts to groups of candidates

1000
1392.19

Annual returns by registered 

parties

1500
2088.29

Annual returns by associated 

entities

1500
2088.29

Introduced in 1995
IN

 x 149.8/114.7

Annual returns by donors
1500

1959.02

N
ote: C

alculations w
ere based on the follow

ing figures: the C
onsum

er P
rice Index for the first quarters of 1985, 1991, 1992 

and 1995 w
hich w

ere respectively 68.1, 105.8, 107.6 and 114.7 and the index for the third quarter of 2005 w
hich w

as 
149.8 (A

ustralian B
ureau of S

tatistics, C
onsum

er P
rice Index, A

ustralia (C
atalogue N

um
ber 6401, O

ctober 2005).

The third m
ajor argum

ent proposed for increasing the disclosure thresholds says 
that it is unlikely that ‘donations of less than the threshold…

 could be said to exert 
undue influence over recipients or to engender corruption’. This argum

ent has 
also been buttressed by reference to the U

K
 disclosure threshold of £10 000. 88

The reference to the U
K

 disclosure threshold is a w
eak and decontextualised 

argum
ent. It fails to take into account other features of the U

K
 disclosure schem

e. 
For instance, there is no m

ention of the fact that, under the B
ritish schem

e, 
parties are required to lodge quarterly returns w

ith w
eekly returns during election 

cam
paigns; returns that are accom

panied by auditor’s statem
ents. This argum

ent 
also pays insufficient attention to the already existing problem

s w
ith achieving 

adequate transparency under the A
ustralian schem

e.

Further, argum
ents based on com

parisons per se can cut both w
ays. Increasing 

A
ustralia’s disclosure threshold does put A

ustralia m
ore in line w

ith N
ew

 Zealand 
and the U

nited K
ingdom

. B
ut equally, it can be said to put it out of sync w

ith the 
U

nited S
tates and C

anada, countries that have m
uch low

er disclosure thresholds 
than that w

hich currently applies in A
ustralia (see Table 6.3).

Table 6.3. Current disclosure thresholds of various countries

US
Canada

New
 Zealand

UK
Australia 

(before passage 
of the Act)

Threshold for 
disclosure

Generally US$200 per annum

During election cam
paign, 

gifts > US$1000 reported 
w

ithin 48 hours

CAD$200
NZ$10 000

£5000
A$1500

Threshold in 
Australian 
dollars*

Generally $267 per annum

During election cam
paign, 

gifts > $1335 reported 
w

ithin 48 hours

$231
$9071

$11 830
$1500

* C
urrency conversions m

ade as at 21 January 2006.

M
ore im

portantly, the observation that a $10 000 sum
 does not carry risk of 

undue influence or corruption is im
plausible. It w

as donations of around $10 000 
that sparked the ‘C

ash-for-visas’ controversies. P
olitical access and influence are 

also regularly being bought for $10 000 or less. For instance, $10 000 w
ill easily 

purchase m
em

bership of P
rogressive B

usiness or sponsorship of the M
illennium

 
Forum

 (as discussed in C
hapter 2). 

88  JS
C

EM
, 2004 Federal Election R

eport, para. 13.73. S
ee also para. 13.75.
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The argum
ent also assum

es that increases in the disclosure thresholds w
ill m

erely 
allow

 sum
s of $10 000 or less to be kept secret. In fact, these increases, together 

w
ith the increase in the perm

issible am
ounts of anonym

ous donations, w
ill allow

 
the clandestine receipt of donations of m

uch m
ore than that sum

.

The final argum
ent for increases in the disclosure thresholds that needs to 

be considered is that w
hich says ‘higher thresholds w

ould encourage m
ore 

individuals and sm
all businesses to m

ake donations to all candidates and 
parties’. 89 S

uch encouragem
ent, it is said, w

ill occur because of the alleviation 
of ‘the adm

inistrative burden of filing a disclosure for relatively sm
all donations’ 

and by protecting the privacy of w
ould-be contributors w

ho feared political 
intim

idation if their donations w
ere m

ade public. 90 

This argum
ent is entirely speculative. There is no evidence disclosure obligations 

w
hich m

erely require an annual return identifying the donor’s identity and the date 
and sum

 of the donation are discouraging donations. N
either is there any serious 

evidence that disclosure is resulting in political intim
idation (see C

hapter 2). 

M
ore fundam

entally, this argum
ent presupposes that encouraging donations 

betw
een $1500 and $10 000 by individuals and sm

all businesses is a good 
thing. This is a w

eak presupposition: businesses, even if sm
all, have no legitim

ate 
claim

 to dem
ocratic representation and characterising sum

s of this am
ount as 

‘relatively sm
all’ is questionable to say the least.

The Act also increased the disclosure obligations of som
e political participants. It 

repealed the provisions requiring third parties that have incurred $1000 or m
ore 

in political expenditure to lodge post-election returns; returns that m
ust provide 

details of gifts exceeding $1000 that w
ere received for the purpose of m

aking such 
expenditure. R

eplacing these provisions are ones requiring third parties that have 
spent m

ore than $10 000 in a financial year on political expenditure to lodge annual 
returns. Such returns m

ust disclose details of political expenditure as w
ell as details of 

gifts exceeding $10 000 that w
ere received for the purpose of such expenditure. 

This change is said to place such third parties on the sam
e footing as ‘all entities 

involved in the political process and covered by the C
EA’ and prom

otes ‘the 
interests of transparency and consistency’. 91 The argum

ent based on transparency 
is cogent: if an entity is spending m

oney to influence political outcom
es, citizens 

are entitled to know
 w

ho is financing their spending in order to m
ake an inform

ed 
decision. A

nnual returns of the kind being required by the A
ct are perhaps not too 

89  Ibid., para. 13.71.
90  Ibid., para. 13.78.
91  Ibid., para. 13.134.

onerous in achieving such disclosure. The definition of ‘electoral m
atter’ under 

the C
om

m
onw

ealth Electoral A
ct m

ay, how
ever, m

ean that these requirem
ents 

overreach in som
e instances to capture spending that ‘bear(s) no reasonable 

relationship to politics, governm
ent or elections’. 92

The argum
ent based on consistency, how

ever, rings hollow
 in one key respect. 

P
arties are not required to disclose details of their political spending. The result is 

that there is very little public inform
ation of party spending (see C

hapter 3). If third 
parties are required to disclose details of their political spending, the sam

e should 
apply to parties and their associated entities as a m

atter of political equality.

The A
ct also broadened the definition of ‘associated entity’ to include entities that 

are financial m
em

bers or that have voting rights in a registered party including those 
w

hose financial m
em

bership or voting rights are held on their behalf by others.

The strongest argum
ent for this change is perhaps one based on popular control 

over public decision-m
aking. S

uch control requires inform
ed voting w

hich, in turn, 
im

plies that voters need to know
 w

ho controls parties including their m
em

bers 
and those w

ho exercise voting rights. A
s the D

em
ocratic A

udit of A
ustralia R

eport 

on political parties noted, there are serious problem
s in this area. For instance, 

parties are not required to disclose the level of party m
em

bership and have 
generally show

n no inclination to voluntarily disclose. 93

The proposed change is, how
ever, both over and under-inclusive. It is over-

inclusive in that it im
poses annual reporting obligations on organisations that 

do not have significant influence over the party’s affairs. To overcom
e this flaw

, 
a threshold of ‘influence’ should apply. For instance, an organisation could be 
considered an ‘associated entity’ w

hen it provides 10 per cent of funds to the 
party or exercises 10 per cent of the party’s voting rights.

It is under-inclusive because significant influence over a party’s position is not 
confined to financial m

em
bership and voting rights. It can result from

 other 
form

s of affiliation. For instance, sponsorship of the M
illennium

 Forum
 entitles a 

com
pany to regular access to key Liberal P

arty officials. This clearly allow
s it to 

influence the party’s position. 

The restricted scope of the proposed change highlights how
 it fails on the count 

of political equality. It discrim
inates against parties that have organisations as its 

m
em

bers. The target of such discrim
ination is clear: of the m

ain parties, only the 

92   P
aul O

’C
allaghan representing the N

ational R
oundtable for N

onprofit O
rganisations cited in S

enate Finance and P
ublic 

A
dm

inistration Legislation C
om

m
ittee, P

rovisions of the Electoral and R
eferendum

 A
m

endm
ent (Electoral Integrity and 

O
ther M

easures) B
ill 2005 (2006) para. 3.36.

93  Jaensch, B
rent and B

ow
den, A

ustralian P
olitical P

arties in the S
potlight, p. 52.
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A
LP

 allow
s organisations to becom

e m
em

bers.94

It also discrim
inates against trade unions, organisations that politically participate 

through form
al affiliation to the Labor P

arty. A
t the sam

e tim
e, it exem

pts corporate 
donors—

entities that have no claim
 to dem

ocratic representation—
w

hich tend to 
w

ield influence through less form
al m

eans.

R
ecom

m
endation 

1: 
C

hanges 
enacted 

 
by 

the 
Electoral 

and 
R

eferendum
 

A
m

endm
ent (Electoral Integrity and O

ther M
easures) A

ct 2006 (C
th) that reduce  

disclosure obligations should be repealed.

R
ecom

m
endation 2: C

hanges enacted by the A
ct requiring third parties to lodge 

annual returns should be am
ended to require parties and associated entities to 

disclose details of political spending.

R
ecom

m
endation 3: C

hanges enacted by the A
ct that broadened the definition of 

‘associated entity’ should be am
ended to include less form

al m
eans of influencing 

party activities and restricted to entities w
ielding a significant level of influence.

Im
proving disclosure and transparency

A
 key problem

 is that disclosure schem
es fail to provide adequate inform

ation of 
the type of contribution and especially in regard to the sale of political access. 
These failings can be rectified by adopting the A

EC
’s recom

m
endations that 

paym
ents at fundraisers (and like events) be deem

ed to be ‘gifts’ 95 and that ‘gifts’ 
be identified separately in annual returns. 96 

W
hat, arguably, w

ould be a preferable m
ethod to address these problem

s w
ould 

be to adopt the U
K

 system
 of donations reports. B

ritish political parties, w
hile 

required to prepare annual statem
ents of accounts, also have to subm

it donation 
reports that are confined only to transactions considered to be donations. In 
com

pleting these reports, parties not only have to disclose the am
ount and date 

of such donations but also m
ust identify the status of the donor as individual, 

trade union, com
pany or other entity.

A
n annual system

 of reporting also results in a lack of tim
eliness. O

f the other 
English-speaking countries, only N

ew
 Zealand has such a system

. B
y com

parison, 
the disclosure schem

es of the U
nited S

tates, C
anada and the U

nited K
ingdom

 
require m

uch m
ore frequent disclosure and especially during election periods. 

94   N
ational C

onstitution of the A
LP

 clause 7 (cf A
ustralian D

em
ocrats: N

ational C
onstitution and R

egulations  clause 4.1; 
The C

harter and N
ational C

onstitution of the A
ustralian G

reens (2004) clause 8.1; Liberal P
arty of A

ustralia: Federal 
C

onstitution clause 8).
95   A

EC
, ‘S

ubm
ission to the Joint S

tanding C
om

m
ittee on Electoral M

atters Inquiry into Electoral Funding and D
isclosure’, 

para. 8.7. 
96   A

EC
, Funding and D

isclosure R
eport Follow

ing the Federal Election H
eld on 2 M

arch 1996 paras 4.3–4.4, 
R

ecom
m

endation 5.

The need for m
ore frequent disclosure in A

ustralia could be m
et by borrow

ing 
from

 these schem
es or by adopting D

em
ocrats S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray’s 

recom
m

endation that donations over $10 000 be disclosed m
ore frequently and 

at least on a quarterly basis. 97 

Table 6.4. Com
parison of frequency of disclosure of donations

US
Canada

New
 

Zealand

UK
Australia

Frequency of 

disclosure

Generally m
onthly

During election 

cam
paign, report 

12 days before 

and 20 days after 

election

Quarterly reports 

as condition of 

receiving quarterly 

allow
ances

Annual and post-

election disclosure 

also required

Annual 

returns

W
eekly donation 

reports during 

election period

Quarterly donations 

reports

Annual statem
ents 

of accounts

Annual

Finally, the A
ustralian disclosure schem

e is, arguably, plagued by a culture of 
non-com

pliance. Various strategies can be used to com
bat this problem

. The 
enforcem

ent resources of the electoral com
m

issions m
ust be adequate. A

lso, 
m

echanism
s should be put in place to verify the accuracy of disclosure returns. 

The C
anadian, N

ew
 Zealand and U

nited K
ingdom

 disclosure schem
es, for 

instance, require returns (or at least those of parties w
ith significant incom

e) to 
be accom

panied by an auditor’s report vouching for its accuracy. B
oth of these 

strategies—
w

hich have been endorsed by the A
LP

98—
should be put in place.

R
ecom

m
endation 4: P

aym
ents at fundraisers and like events be deem

ed ‘gifts’.

R
ecom

m
endation 5: P

arties and associated entities subm
it ‘gift’ reports disclosing 

details of gifts received by them
.

R
ecom

m
endation 6: P

arties and associated entities should be required to m
ake 

m
ore frequent disclosure and especially during election periods.

R
ecom

m
endation 

7: 
A

dequate 
resources 

m
ust 

be 
provided 

to 
electoral 

com
m

issions to enable them
 to effectively enforce disclosure obligations.

R
ecom

m
endation 8: A

ll returns, or at least those of parties w
ith significant incom

e, 

be accom
panied by an auditor’s report verifying accuracy of returns. 

97  JS
C

EM
, 2004 Federal Election R

eport, S
upplem

entary rem
arks—

S
enator A

ndrew
 M

urray para. 5.3.
98   Tim

 G
artrell, 2005, N

ational S
ecretary, A

LP, ‘S
ubm

ission to the Joint S
tanding C

om
m

ittee on Electoral M
atters Inquiry 

into the 2004 Federal Election’, pp. 6–7.



PAGE 120
PAGE 121

M
ore effectively preventing corruption as graft

D
isclosure schem

es face a serious problem
 of proof w

hen seeking to prevent 
corruption as graft. If such corruption is to be m

ore effectively prevented, 
contributions that carry a significant risk of graft should be restricted. 

S
upport for greater restrictions on political donations has com

e from
 figures 

in all the m
ain parties. The D

em
ocrats, G

reens S
enator B

ob B
row

n, and the 
A

LP
’s C

arm
en Law

rence have long argued for ceilings on the am
ount of political 

donations and, in the case of B
row

n and Law
rence, a com

plete ban on corporate 
donations. 99 D

em
ocrats S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray has recently recom

m
ended a 

$100 000 annual cap on donations
100 w

hile D
r Law

rence has called for a ban 
on donations from

 corporations and large organisations w
ith a $1500 annual 

cap for individual donations. 101 They have been joined by Liberal P
arty M

P
s 

M
alcolm

 Turnbull and C
hristopher P

yne, w
ith Turnbull advocating a ban on 

corporate and trade unions donation as a condition of election funding
102 and 

P
yne calling for a ban on such donations w

ith an annual cap of $10 000 for 
individual donations. 103

In determ
ining w

hat sort of regulatory strategy should be adopted to prevent 
corruption as graft, it is im

portant to appreciate that the danger of such corruption 
increases w

ith the donation am
ount. This points tow

ards the adoption of am
ount 

restrictions. B
oth the U

nited S
tates and C

anada im
pose such am

ount restrictions 
(see Table 6.5). S

uch restrictions, of course, w
ould lim

it the freedom
 of A

ustralian 
citizens to donate. A

 less invasive m
eans w

ould be to tax donations above a 
certain am

ount. This w
ould preserve the freedom

 to donate w
hile m

aking its 
exercise less attractive.

99   B
ob B

row
n, 2000, ‘C

orporate D
onations are a cancer on A

ustralian politics’, m
edia release, 14 A

pril 2000; and C
arm

en 
Law

rence, ‘R
enew

ing D
em

ocracy: C
an W

om
en M

ake a D
ifference?’ A

ddress to the S
ydney Institute, 17 A

ugust 2000.
100  JS

C
EM

, 2004 Federal Election R
eport, S

upplem
entary rem

arks—
S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray para. 5.2.

101  C
arm

en Law
rence M

P, 2005, ‘The D
em

ocratic P
roject’, Labor e-H

erald, N
ovem

ber, p. 8.
102   M

alcolm
 Turnbull M

P, 2005, ‘S
ubm

ission to the Joint S
tanding C

om
m

ittee on Electoral M
atters Inquiry into the 2004 

Federal Election’, pp. 2–3.
103   C

hristopher P
yne M

P, 2005, ‘S
ubm

ission to the Joint S
tanding C

om
m

ittee on Electoral M
atters Inquiry into the 2004 

Federal Election’, p. 2.

Table 6.5. United States and Canadian caps on individual donations

Lim
its on individual donations 

to candidates

Lim
its on individual donations to 

parties etc

United States 
US$2100 to each candidate per 

election cycle

US$40 000 to all candidates per 

election cycle

US$101 400 per election cycle 

for all contributions

US$26 700 to each national party 

com
m

ittee per election cycle 

US$5000 to each political 

com
m

ittee or state party 

com
m

ittees per election cycle

US$61 400 for political 

com
m

ittees per election cycle 

US$101 400 per election cycle for 

all contributions

Canada 104
C$5000 to each registered political group (i.e. party, district associations 

and endorsed candidates) per annum
 

C$5000 to each candidate not endorsed by a registered party per election

104The danger of corruption as graft is also heightened w
hen the donor has a 

strong interest in governm
ental actions. This, on the other hand, suggests source 

restrictions. In the U
nited S

tates, for instance, contributions from
 persons or 

com
panies w

ith contracts w
ith the Federal governm

ent are com
pletely banned. 

C
anada im

poses a sim
ilar ban on contributions from

 C
row

n corporations and 
corporations that receive m

ore than 50 per cent of their incom
e from

 the Federal 
governm

ent. S
uch regulation reflects the notion that contributions from

 donors 
that have a particularly strong interest in governm

ental action carries a serious 
danger of graft and, therefore, should be lim

ited. The Victorian cap on donations 
from

 holders of gam
bling and casino licenses also reflects this idea as does the call 

from
 N

S
W

 G
reens Legislative C

ouncil m
em

ber, Lee R
hiannon, 105 and form

er P
rim

e 
M

inister, P
aul K

eating, for a ban on political donations from
 property developers, 

com
panies that are greatly affected by S

tate planning law
s. 106 R

egulation sim
ilar 

to that found in the U
nited S

tates and C
anada should be introduced in A

ustralia 
w

hile consideration should be given to banning contributions from
 com

panies 
that have particularly strong interest in governm

ental actions.

104   A
t the tim

e of com
pleting this report, the Federal A

ccountability A
ct 2006 (B

ill C
-2) has been passed by the C

anadian 
H

ouse of C
om

m
ons and is due to be debated in the C

anadian Senate in the second half of 2006. If passed, this Act w
ill 

reduce the cap on individual donations to C
$1000 and im

pose a total ban on corporate and trade union donations.
105  R

hiannon’s proposal w
as accom

panied by a B
ill, see <http://w

w
w

.lee.greens.org.au>.
106  Lisa A

llen, 2001, ‘K
eating B

acks B
an on D

eveloper D
onations’, A

ustralian Financial R
eview

, 4 June, p.10.
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R
ecom

m
endation 9: Large contributions should be taxed.

R
ecom

m
endation 

10: 
C

ontributions 
from

 
persons 

and 
com

panies 
holding 

contracts w
ith federal and S

tate governm
ents should be banned.

R
ecom

m
endation 11: B

ans on contributions from
 com

panies w
ith particularly 

strong interest in governm
ental actions should be investigated.

M
ore effectively preventing corruption as undue influence

If foreign contributions are seen as a form
 of corruption as undue influence, the 

solution is sim
ple: a ban on donations from

 foreign parties like that proposed 
by D

em
ocrats S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray

107 and w
hich is already in place in U

S
, 

C
anada, N

ew
 Zealand and the U

K
. 

The A
LP

 has proposed a m
ore cautious approach aim

ed at ensuring that foreign 
donations do not underm

ine the disclosure schem
e. A

t the very least, this 
proposal to forfeit foreign donations unless full disclosure is forthcom

ing should 
be adopted. 108 

The risk of corruption as undue influence pervades A
ustralian politics through the 

reliance of parties on corporate m
oney. This risk is also institutionalised through 

the regular sale of political access. A
 possible antidote to this danger is to institute 

a ban on corporate donations like that proposed by the A
ustralian D

em
ocrats, 

G
reens, the A

LP
’s C

arm
en Law

rence and Liberal P
arty parliam

entarians M
alcolm

 
Turnbull and C

hristopher P
yne. S

uch a ban is also found in the U
nited S

tates. 
C

anada, on the other hand, im
poses very strict lim

its on corporate donations 
w

ith com
panies restricted to a m

axim
um

 of C
$1000 to each registered political 

group w
ith a B

ill currently before the C
anadian P

arliam
ent seeking to im

pose a 
total ban.

S
uch a ban does not pose a problem

 from
 the perspective of curbing political 

freedom
s 

because 
com

m
ercial 

corporations 
have 

no 
legitim

ate 
claim

 
to 

dem
ocratic representation and therefore, have no right to such freedom

s. The 
problem

, how
ever, w

ith such a ban is that it w
ill starve the m

ajor parties of funds 
at least in the short term

. A
 better w

ay w
ould be to subject corporate donations 

to very high taxes w
ith a view

 to eventually instituting a ban on such donations. 

A
nother virtue of this regulatory m

ethod is that that it m
ay crystallise to business 

the costs of political donations. A
 precise m

onetary figure can be placed on 
such taxes w

hereas the costs of flouting a ban depends on less tangible factors 

107  JS
C

EM
, 2004 Federal Election R

eport, S
upplem

entary rem
arks – S

enator A
ndrew

 M
urray para. 5.4.

108   Tim
 G

artrell, 2005, N
ational S

ecretary, A
LP, ‘S

ubm
ission to the Joint S

tanding C
om

m
ittee on Electoral M

atters Inquiry 
into the 2004 Federal Election’, p. 6.

w
hether it be the possibility of prosecution or the risk of adverse publicity.

S
am

uel Issacharoff and P
am

ela K
arlan have w

arned that ‘political m
oney,  

like w
ater, has to go som

ew
here’. 109 A

ustralian corporate donations are now
 in 

the order of m
illions of dollars. If there w

ere a clam
p dow

n on such donations, 
w

here w
ould the m

oney go? 

There are several possibilities. B
usinesses m

ay continue to spend the m
oney 

politically. They could continue directly contributing to parties by seeking out 
regulatory loopholes or they could engage in their ow

n political cam
paigning. 

A
lternatively, the m

oney could be channelled back into the core com
m

ercial 
activities of the business. 

These 
possibilities 

raise 
questions 

of 
principle 

and 
enforceability. 

If 
the 

prem
ise that com

m
ercial corporations have no legitim

ate claim
 to dem

ocratic 
representation is accepted then regulation should steer business funds aw

ay 
from

 the political sphere. If business can continue to spend politically despite 
restrictions on corporate donations, the true purpose of these restrictions w

ill 
then be underm

ined. W
hat this suggests is that restrictions m

ust not only apply 
to corporate donations but to all form

s of political spending by business. In short, 
the taxes that apply to political contributions should be extended to other types 
of political spending by businesses.

C
orruption as undue influence m

ay also result from
 the institutional dependence 

of a party on business and/or trade union funds. It is the perception of undue 
influence resulting from

 such dependence that has prom
pted M

alcolm
 Turnbull 

to call for a ban on corporate and trade union donations as a condition of election 
funding. This approach can perhaps find support in the A

m
erican and C

anadian 
bans on both trade union and business donations. A

t the tim
e of com

pleting 
this report, the Federal A

ccountability A
ct 2006 (B

ill C
-2) has been passed by 

the C
anadian H

ouse of C
om

m
ons and is due to be debated in the C

anadian 
S

enate in the second half of 2006. If passed, this A
ct w

ill reduce the cap on 
individual donations to C

$1000 and im
pose a total ban on corporate and trade 

union donations.

S
uch a non-discrim

inatory approach is, how
ever, problem

atic in A
ustralia w

here 
trade unions are legally required to have m

ajoritarian decision-m
aking. It is such 

a requirem
ent that distinguishes them

 from
 com

m
ercial corporations w

hose 
structures are fundam

entally plutocratic.

109 S
am

uel Issacharoff and P
am

ela K
arlan, ‘The hydraulics of cam

paign finance reform
’, Texas Law

 R
eview

, 77, p. 1708.



PAGE 124
PAGE 125

There is still, how
ever, a need for both types of organisations to be accountable 

to their m
em

bers w
hen m

aking political contributions (see C
hapter 2). P

ointing 
to the fact that m

any union m
em

bers do not vote for the Labor P
arty, P

yne has 
argued for a requirem

ent that trade unions seek authorisation from
 their m

em
bers 

in order to m
ake political contributions. 110 S

uch a requirem
ent has A

ustralian 
precedent: for a few

 years, W
estern A

ustralian trade unions w
ere required to set 

up a separate fund for political spending. 111 S
im

ilarly, D
em

ocrats S
enator A

ndrew
 

M
urray has recom

m
ended that businesses and trade unions respectively seek 

authorisation from
 their share-holders and m

em
bers at annual general m

eetings 
or at least every three years. 112

A
nother possible m

odel is the U
K

 controls on the donations m
ade by trade 

unions and com
panies. B

ritish trade unions are required to ballot their m
em

bers 
every ten years for authority to prom

ote their political agendas. O
nce authorised, 

political expenditure by a trade union m
ust be m

ade from
 a separate political fund 

w
hich individual m

em
bers have a right not to contribute to. B

ritish com
panies, on 

the other hand, are required to seek authorisation from
 their shareholders every 

four years to m
ake political donations and/or political expenditure. 

These recom
m

endations are certainly w
orth considering. If they are instituted, 

the controls on trade union and business donations should be sim
ultaneously 

introduced as a m
atter of political equality. Im

position of trade union controls 
w

ithout equivalent restrictions on business donations w
ould, for exam

ple, be a 
serious violation of this principle: it w

ould disadvantage political participants that 
have a prim

a facie entitlem
ent to dem

ocratic representation w
hile favouring those 

w
ho have no such right.

R
ecom

m
endation 12: Foreign donations should be forfeited unless full disclosure 

is m
ade and consideration should be given to banning foreign donations.

R
ecom

m
endation 13: C

orporate political spending should be heavily taxed w
ith 

a view
 to eventually im

posing a ban on such spending.

R
ecom

m
endation 

14: 
M

easures 
to 

im
prove 

the 
internal 

accountability 
of 

com
panies and trade unions should be considered and, if instituted, introduced 

sim
ultaneously.

110   C
hristopher P

yne M
P, 2005, ‘S

ubm
ission to the Joint S

tanding C
om

m
ittee on Electoral M

atters Inquiry into the 2004 
Federal Election’, p. 3.

111  Form
er section 97P

 of the Industrial R
elations A

ct 1979 (W
A

). This requirem
ent w

as in force from
 1997 to 2002. 

112   JS
C

EM
, 2004 Federal Election R

eport, S
upplem

entary rem
arks—

S
enator A

ndrew
 M

urray para. 2.2 (trade unions) 
para. 5.5 (corporations).

Reform
s to the regulation of public funding

State funding of election cam
paigns

Election funding is a relatively new
 developm

ent in A
ustralia but its im

pact should 
not be underestim

ated. It has brought about m
ajor changes in the w

ays that the 
parties are funded and organised and consequently, has had a significant im

pact 
on the w

ay that they behave. The A
ustralian system

 of providing political parties 
w

ith a ‘gift’ of public funding for their election cam
paigns w

ithout requiring, in 
return, any expenditure lim

its, private donation lim
its, political advertising lim

its 
and w

ithout specifying the purposes for w
hich the m

oney m
ust be spent, is 

extrem
ely unusual by international standards.

S
om

e countries provide public funding only for certain purposes (see C
hapter 

3). Further, m
ost countries require parties to reign in their expenditure and/or 

their private funding in return for public m
oney. Even in the U

S
, for exam

ple, 
public funding usually com

es w
ith certain conditions. C

andidates in presidential 
prim

aries, upon m
eeting various qualification requirem

ents and agreeing to m
eet 

certain expenditure lim
its, can receive public m

atching funds but a condition of 
the receipt of such funding is that the candidate adhere to spending lim

its. In 
relation to presidential elections, once a candidate becom

es a nom
inee of a m

ajor 
party, s/he becom

es eligible for a public grant on condition that the candidate 
m

ust not spend m
ore than the am

ount of the grant and m
ust not accept private 

contributions in relation to the elections. 

In other countries, there is also a closer nexus betw
een public funding and 

disclosure obligations. S
ince 2003, C

anadian parties have been required, as a 
condition of receiving quarterly allow

ances, to subm
it a quarterly return disclosing 

the total am
ount of contributions, the num

ber of contributors as w
ell as details 

concerning these contributions including their am
ounts and the dates they w

ere 
received. These returns are then m

ade public by the C
hief Electoral O

fficer and 
can be inspected by any m

em
ber of the public.

W
hile there are som

e positive benefits of public funding and its provision is 
underpinned by som

e sound dem
ocratic principles, at present, the public funding 

system
 in A

ustralia does not appear to be operating as it w
as intended or in the 

public interest. It has not, contrary to prom
ises m

ade w
hen it w

as introduced, 
led to full disclosure, halted spiralling electioneering costs, stopped the flow

 of 
m

oney from
 w

ealthy, private interests or evened out the playing field betw
een 

established m
ajor parties, m

inor parties and new
 entrants. N

either is there any 
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evidence that public funding has resulted in parties devoting m
ore m

oney to 
activities such as policy research or building party m

em
bership. A

s noted earlier 
separate funding is provided annually at the federal level for policy research and 
now

 for international activities by the m
ajor parties, w

hile in N
S

W
 annual funding 

is provided for activities other than election cam
paigning. In general there is a 

need to direct public funding m
ore effectively tow

ards encouraging parties to 
perform

 their dem
ocratic functions.

R
ecom

m
endation 15: In order to receive election funding, parties and candidates 

should be required to docum
ent their actual expenditure.

R
ecom

m
endation 16: Failure to com

ply w
ith disclosure obligations should result 

in a deduction of election funding.

R
ecom

m
endation 17: In conjunction w

ith taxing large contributions, parties and 

candidates should only be allow
ed to receive donations below

 a specified am
ount 

as a condition of receiving election funding.

R
ecom

m
endation 

18: 
If 

expenditure 
lim

its 
are 

not 
im

posed, 
parties 

and 

candidates should be required to cap their spending as a condition of receiving 

election funding.

R
ecom

m
endation 19: The possibility of requiring parties to dedicate som

e of 

their public funding to activities w
hich benefit the polity such as long-term

 policy 

developm
ent, party building and encouraging political participation (as in other 

countries) should be investigated.

Tax deductions

P
rior to 2006, individuals m

aking political contributions to federally registered 
parties could claim

 tax-deductions up to a m
axim

um
 of $100. The Electoral and 

R
eferendum

 A
m

endm
ent (Electoral Integrity and O

ther M
easures) A

ct 2006 (C
th) 

increased this am
ount to $1500 and extended it to corporate contributions and 

donations received by parties registered under S
tate and Territory law

s as w
ell as 

independent candidates and independent parliam
entarians. 

Tax subsidies can play a role in encouraging political participation through 
individual and sm

all donations. In short, they can prom
ote ‘grass-root’ financing. 

To do so, several conditions, how
ever, need to be m

et: tax deductibility m
ust be 

confined to citizens; the am
ount of tax deductions m

ust be set reasonably low
 

and the regressive effects of tax subsidies m
ust be addressed.

The changes enacted by the Electoral and R
eferendum

 A
m

endm
ent (Electoral 

Integrity and O
ther M

easures) A
ct 2006 (C

th), how
ever, fail to m

eet these conditions. 
It provides actors that have no legitim

ate claim
 to dem

ocratic representation, 
com

m
ercial corporations, w

ith a public subsidy. It is set too high at $1500 and no 
attem

pt has been m
ade to tem

per the regressive effects of the subsidy. If enacted, 
the proposal w

ill entrench a blatantly unfair subsidy in the tax system
.

There is another issue for political equality. D
em

ocrats S
enator A

ndrew
 M

urray 
opposed lifting the tax deductibility threshold for political parties unless it w

as also 
lifted for all other relevant com

m
unity organisations. 113 This w

as an interesting point 
given the ‘public good’ rationale that supporting a political party is contributing to 
civil society in the sam

e w
ay that donating to a charity is.

A
 better w

ay forw
ard is perhaps provided by the C

anadian system
 of incom

e tax 
credits. S

uch a system
 m

ight have a prom
inent role if restrictions on large and 

corporate contributions are introduced. S
uch restrictions w

ould m
ean that the 

m
ajor parties w

ould, in the short term
, lose a significant portion of their incom

e. 
B

y encouraging sm
all individual donations, a system

 of incom
e tax credits could 

step into the breach.

Table 6.6. Canadian system
 of incom

e tax credits

Am
ount of contribution

Tax credit 

C$0 to C$400
75%

 of contribution, e.g. C$150 credit for C$200 

contribution

C$401 to C$750
C$300 + 50%

 of am
ount of contribution exceeding 

C$400, e.g. C$400 credit for C$600 contribution

Over C$750
C$475 + 33 1/43%

 of am
ount of contribution over 

C$750 or C$650, w
hichever is the lesser am

ount, e.g. 

C$650 credit for C$1000 contribution

R
ecom

m
endation 20: C

hanges enacted by Electoral and R
eferendum

 A
m

endm
ent 

(Electoral Integrity and O
ther M

easures) A
ct 2006 (C

th) increasing and extending 

tax-deductibility for political donations should be repealed.

R
ecom

m
endation 21: A

n incom
e tax credits system

 like the C
anadian system

 

should be considered.

Parliam
entary entitlem

ents

C
om

pared w
ith election funding, parliam

entary entitlem
ents are less w

ell know
n 

113  Ibid., para. 13.109.
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and have received far less scrutiny. B
ut their im

plications are just as im
portant. 

R
ecent changes to parliam

entary entitlem
ents—

particularly to com
m

unications 
and printing entitlem

ents—
represent a boosting of incum

bency resources w
hich 

have m
ade it m

uch easier for incum
bents to perform

 local election cam
paign 

activities at taxpayer expense. There is significant evidence that this is occurring 
as old conventions prohibiting electioneering com

m
unication (as distinct from

 
com

m
unication for parliam

entary business) are over-ridden.

O
ther 

countries 
are 

m
ore 

rigorous 
in 

preventing 
abuse 

of 
parliam

entary 
entitlem

ents. For exam
ple, in N

ew
 Zealand, com

m
unication m

ust relate to 
‘parliam

entary business’ (and not aim
ed at eliciting m

oney, m
em

bers or votes) and 
m

ust be authorised by the A
uditor-G

eneral as com
plying w

ith this requirem
ent. 

A
nother proposal w

orth considering is to severely lim
it the use of parliam

entary 
entitlem

ents once an election cam
paign is called. 114 N

ew
 Zealand’s m

ore stringent 
attitude tow

ards the use of parliam
entary entitlem

ents is illum
inating and has 

been dem
onstrated recently by police investigations into breaches of the lim

its 
on cam

paign and broadcasting expenditure as w
ell as an A

uditor-G
eneral inquiry 

into pre-election publicity by parliam
entary parties at taxpayer expense. 

R
ecom

m
endation 22: There should be increased accountability and transparency 

in regard to the use of parliam
entary entitlem

ents including a concise, publicly-

available docum
ent outlining all available benefits as w

ell as annual reports 

docum
enting M

P
’s expenditure.

R
ecom

m
endation 23: N

ew
 guidelines should restrict M

P
s to using their printing 

and m
ail entitlem

ents only for parliam
entary or electorate business and not for 

party politics or electioneering.

R
ecom

m
endation 24: There should be regular independent scrutiny of the use 

of parliam
entary and public benefits including M

P
s’ adherence to the guidelines. 

A
udits and reports should be m

ade publicly available.

R
ecom

m
endation 25: C

onsideration should be given to greater restrictions on 

the use of parliam
entary entitlem

ents during election cam
paigns.

114   A
 sim

ilar proposal w
as m

ade by federal A
LP

 caucus chair, D
aryl M

elham
: see C

om
m

onw
ealth, of A

ustralia 
P

arliam
entary D

ebates, H
ouse of R

epresentatives, 15 June 2005, (D
aryl M

elham
).

Reform
s to governm

ent advertising
O

f all the problem
atic issues relating to public funding, governm

ent advertising 
and the use of consultants require particularly urgent attention as these benefits 
are available exclusively to the governm

ent and their current use, totaling billions 
of dollars, poses a serious threat to fair electoral com

petition.

In attem
pting to balance governm

ent’s need, and responsibility, to com
m

unicate 
w

ith citizens w
ith the need to prevent m

isuse of that com
m

unication for partisan 
benefit, 

international 
practice 

is 
instructive. 

In 
m

any 
respects, 

A
ustralian 

regulation com
pares unfavourably to other countries (see Table 6.7).  International 

practice also suggests various options including legislation, broadcasting license 
requirem

ents, independent scrutiny of governm
ent ads, guidelines prohibiting 

partisan use and annual reports on spending, com
pliance and evaluation. 

Table 6.7. Regulation of governm
ent advertising

US
Canada

O
ntario, 

Canada

N
ew

 

Zealand

UK
Australia 

(federal)

Guidelines w
hich 

m
ention m

isuse of 

governm
ent advertising 

for partisan purposes

N
/a

Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes

N
o

Independent scrutiny 

of ad content before 

broadcast/ publication

N
o

N
o

Yes
N

o
N

o
N

o

Free tim
e donated 

by com
m

ercial 

broadcasters as licence 

condition

Yes
N

/a
N

/a
N

/a
N

/a
N

o

Legislation specifically 

prohibiting m
isuse of 

appropriated funds for 

propaganda 

Yes
N

o
N

/a
N

o
N

o
N

o

Legislation and broadcast licence requirem
ents

In the U
nited S

tates, legislation (the C
onsolidated A

ppropriations A
ct of 2004) 

specifically prohibits the m
isuse of public funds and states that: ‘A

ppropriated 
funds m

ay never be used in a general propaganda effort designed to aid a political 
party or candidates.’ P

rovisions such as this have been in force there since 1952. 
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C
ongress has also enacted a num

ber of statutes restricting the ability of agencies 
to spend funds for publicity, propaganda or lobbying.

In the U
nited S

tates, there is also a tradition of broadcasters donating free tim
e 

for governm
ent advertising as part of their licence conditions so that m

any 
governm

ent advertisem
ents are m

ade and broadcast for free. This tradition 
stem

s from
 the Federal C

om
m

unications C
om

m
ission’s (FC

C
) requirem

ents 
im

posed by the C
om

m
unications A

ct 1934 that broadcasters operate in ‘the 
public interest’. This has, traditionally, been interpreted as a requirem

ent for 
broadcasters to provide free airtim

e for public service announcem
ents (P

S
A

s). 
A

ccording to recent accounts, this has m
eant that ‘the average TV station’ airs 

about 200 public service announcem
ents per w

eek in the U
S

. 115

W
hile television and radio stations donate free tim

e for governm
ent ads in a spirit 

of public and com
m

unity service, advertising agents also donate their tim
e and 

creative efforts to m
ake m

any of these ads through the A
d C

ouncil. The council 
w

hich has played a key role in m
aking free P

S
A

s since W
orld W

ar II (w
hen it w

as 
know

n as the W
ar A

dvertising C
ouncil) is a private, non-profit organisation that 

recruits and coordinates volunteers from
 the advertising and com

m
unications 

industries as w
ell as m

edia outlets and resources business and non-profit 
com

m
unities to produce ‘thousands of public service cam

paigns on behalf of 
non-profit organizations and governm

ent agencies.’ 116

A
ccording to the A

d C
ouncil, ‘cam

paigns produced by the A
d C

ouncil received an 
estim

ated U
S

$1.7 billion in donated m
edia tim

e and space during 2004.’ 117 The 
A

d C
ouncil has produced advertising for governm

ent departm
ents on a range of 

topics including prevention cam
paigns on drug use, obesity, drunk driving and 

dom
estic violence.

D
espite recent changes w

eakening this tradition (including the FC
C

 relaxing its 
interpretation of ‘public interest’ broadcasting), A

m
erican governm

ents have been 
able to save significant costs on governm

ent advertising com
pared to A

ustralian 
governm

ents because of the principle that governm
ent-citizen com

m
unication 

is im
portant and broadcasters w

ho profit from
 the broadcast spectrum

 (w
hich is 

a public resource they are licensed to use) should, in return, be required to give 
som

ething back to the com
m

unity by broadcasting com
m

unity announcem
ents.

115   Jack M
cG

uire, undated,‘Let’s clear the air about P
ublic S

ervice A
nnouncem

ents’, P
S

A
 R

esearch, < http://w
w

w
.

psaresearch.com
>.

116  A
d C

ouncil, P
S

A
 B

ulletin, July/A
ugust 2005, <http://psab.adcouncil.org>.

117  Ibid.

Guidelines, annual reports and greater accountability

U
nlike A

ustralia, other countries such as C
anada, N

ew
 Zealand and the U

K
, all 

have guidelines in place w
hich prohibit partisan m

isuse of governm
ent advertising.

D
eveloped in 1989, the N

ew
 Zealand guidelines state that: 

(t)hese 
guidelines 

recognise 
the 

public 
concern 

that 
governm

ent 
advertising should not be conducted in a m

anner that results in public 
funds being used to finance publicity for party political purposes.

They also require that:

(g)overnm
ent advertising should be presented in unbiased and objective 

language, and in a m
anner free from

 partisan prom
otion of G

overnm
ent 

policy and political argum
ent. 118

B
ritish guidelines state that governm

ent publicity should ‘be relevant to governm
ent 

responsibilities’, ‘objective and explanatory, not tendentious or polem
ical’ and 

‘should not be, or be liable to m
isrepresentation as being, party political’. B

asic 
conventions in the guidelines also direct that advertising ‘should be conducted in 
an econom

ic and appropriate w
ay, having regard to the need to be able to justify 

the costs as expenditure of public funds’. They also specify that m
inisters have a 

‘duty not to use public resources for party-political purposes’. 119

C
anada has just been forced to fix up their governm

ent advertising system
 

follow
ing a m

ajor contracting scandal inform
ally know

n as ‘A
dscam

’. O
ver C

A
$1 

billion w
as spent on C

anadian governm
ent advertising over a decade. There 

w
ere allegations that ads w

ere used as pay back for agencies that w
ere party 

donors and that proper contracting and com
petitive tendering procedures w

ere 
not follow

ed. S
om

e of the key players w
ere arrested and charged w

ith fraud-
related offences.  

Follow
ing an inquiry and changes in regulation and practice, C

anada now
 has 

a m
ore detailed oversight of governm

ent advertising w
hich includes guidelines, 

policies and legislation on financial adm
inistration. There are now

 specific annual 
reports on governm

ent advertising provided by the governm
ent w

hich detail precise 
advertising costs, expenditure by organisation, investm

ent by m
edia type, the aim

s 
and target audience of large ad cam

paigns, as w
ell as w

hat m
edia they ran in, and 

a post-advertising evaluation w
hich outlines the results that the cam

paign achieved. 
This inform

ation is very valuable because m
em

bers of the public can m
ake up their 

118   S
ee The A

udit O
ffice (N

ew
 Zealand), 1989, S

uggested guidelines for a convention on publicly-funded governm
ent 

advertising and publicity; and C
abinet O

ffice C
ircular, G

uidelines for G
overnm

ent A
dvertising, 20 N

ovem
ber.

119   U
K

 C
abinet O

ffice, 2005, ‘G
uidance on the W

ork of the G
overnm

ent Inform
ation S

ervice’, <http://w
w

w
.cabinetoffice.

gov.uk>.
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ow
n m

inds about w
hether the m

oney w
as w

ell spent. In order to m
inim

ise the 
potential partisan advantage to be gained w

hen only certain officeholders have 
access to the research used for governm

ent advertising, the C
anadian governm

ent 
also produces annual reports into public opinion research. It is this sort of detailed 
inform

ation w
hich is needed in Australia to ensure accountability.

Independent scrutiny of advertising content

W
hile the processes in place at the federal level in C

anada are significant, recent 
changes to the regulation of governm

ent advertising in O
ntario are even m

ore 
thorough. In 2004, the G

overnm
ent A

dvertising A
ct required that the provincial 

A
uditor-G

eneral be responsible for ‘review
ing specific types of advertising by 

governm
ent offices before they are released’.

The A
uditor-G

eneral has brought in a law
yer w

ho specialises in advertising as w
ell 

as the C
anadian academ

ic Jonathon W
 R

ose, w
ho is an expert on governm

ent 
advertising in C

anada, to be in an A
dvertising W

orking G
roup w

hich is in charge 
of approving governm

ent ads in O
ntario. In theory, this ensures that approval of 

governm
ent ads is independent of the state. 

The A
uditor-G

eneral and the A
dvertising W

orking G
roup m

ake judgem
ents 

about w
hether ads should be approved by using the standards set out in the 

legislation. These standards include that advertisem
ents ‘m

ust not be partisan’ 
and ‘it m

ust not be a prim
ary objective of the [ad] to foster a positive im

pression 
of the governing party or a negative im

pression of a person or entity w
ho is critical 

of the governm
ent’.

R
ecom

m
endation 26: There should be new

 guidelines prohibiting the m
isuse of 

governm
ent advertising for partisan purposes.

R
ecom

m
endation 27: There should be a m

echanism
 to m

onitor and enforce 

com
pliance w

ith guidelines on governm
ent advertising. C

onsideration should 

be 
given 

to 
the 

S
enate 

Finance 
and 

P
ublic 

A
dm

inistration 
C

om
m

ittee’s 

recom
m

endation that the A
uditor-G

eneral scrutinise the advertising content of 

governm
ent ad cam

paigns valued at $250 000 or m
ore.

R
ecom

m
endation 28: There should be annual reports on governm

ent advertising 

and public opinion research. These reports should docum
ent spending and also 

include evaluations and results for each cam
paign.

R
ecom

m
endation 

29: 
C

onsideration 
should 

be 
given 

to 
im

posing 
‘public 

interest’ licence requirem
ents on broadcasters so that they donate free tim

e for 

governm
ent advertising of a com

m
unity/public service nature.

Reform
s to the regulation of political expenditure

Expenditure disclosure and lim
its

D
etails of party spending are currently clouded by secrecy. In place of this situation 

should be requirem
ents to disclose political spending. A

s stated by the H
arders 

inquiry into the disclosure of electoral expenditure, it is: ‘in the public interest that 
electoral expenditure should be publicly disclosed …

 (because of) the interest of 
the people in being inform

ed of the cost of elections’. 120

This public interest rests on various grounds. C
am

paign costs are being partly 
defrayed 

by 
the 

public 
purse 

through 
electoral 

funding 
and 

parliam
entary 

entitlem
ents. It is in the public’s interest to know

 how
 such state assistance is 

being used. Further, requiring disclosure of political spending w
ill put A

ustralia in 
line w

ith all other English-speaking countries (see Table 6.8).

Table 6.8. Expenditure disclosure schem
es of various countries

US
Canada

N
ew

 Zealand
UK

Australia

Expenditure 

disclosure 

schem
e for 

parties

Annual 

returns

Post-election 

returns

Post-election 

returns

Post-election 

returns

N
one except 

for N
SW

, Qld, 

Vic and W
A

U
ntil recently, there has been an historical tradition of expenditure lim

its in A
ustralia 

dating back over a hundred years. There have been recent calls for reintroduction 
of lim

its—
even from

 som
e M

P
s. P

eter A
ndren, for exam

ple, supports cam
paign 

expenditure lim
its of $50 000 per candidate as reasonable. 121 A

ll other English-
speaking countries also have stronger regulation of political spending. C

anada, 
N

ew
 Zealand and the U

nited K
ingdom

 directly im
poses expenditure lim

its w
hile 

the U
nited S

tates indirectly restricts such spending through contribution lim
its 

and the presidential election funding schem
es (see Table 6.9).

120  C
om

m
onw

ealth of A
ustralia, Inquiry into D

isclosure of Electoral Expenditure, pp. 8–9 (‘H
arders R

eport’).
121   P

eter A
ndren M

P, 2005, ‘S
ubm

ission to the Joint S
tanding C

om
m

ittee on Electoral M
atters Inquiry into the 2004 

Federal Election’, p. 6.



PAGE 134
PAGE 135

Table 6.9. Expenditure lim
its of selected countries

US
Canada

N
ew

 Zealand
UK

Australia

Spending 
lim

its
‘Co-ordinated’ 
expenditure 
counted 
tow

ards 
contribution 
lim

its

Condition 
of election 
funding for 
presidential 
prim

aries and 
elections

Yes and 
calculated 
according to 
the num

ber 
of listed 
electors in 
the contested 
electoral 
district 

Yes

If contests 
party vote, 
lim

it of N
Z$1 

m
illion plus 

N
Z$20 000 for 

each electorate 
candidate 
nom

inated by 
the party

If does not 
contest the 
party vote, lim

it 

N
Z$20 000 

per nom
inated 

candidate

Yes and 
calculated 
according 
to seats 
contested

Only for 
Tasm

anian 
Legislative 
Council 
elections

There are tw
o m

ain argum
ents for election expenditure lim

its. The first considers 
that containing increases in cam

paign expenditure reduces the need for parties 
and candidates to seek larger donations; donations w

hich carry the risk of 
corruption and undue influence. The second relates to the values of political 
equality and a level-playing field and addresses fears that large-scale spending 
m

eans elections can be bought. Fair electoral contests dem
and the im

position of 
constraints on cam

paigning costs through cam
paign expenditure lim

its.

 
In 

pursuing 
both 

the 
anti-corruption 

and 
equality 

rationales, 
expenditure 

lim
its can perform

 a rem
edial function. For instance, if present spending levels 

w
ere judged to be excessive and to carry an inordinate risk of corruption and 

undue influence, expenditure lim
its could be aim

ed at decreasing the am
ount 

of real spending and, in turn, the risk of corruption and undue influence. The 
U

K
 experience dem

onstrates that cam
paign expenditure lim

its can effectively 
perform

 such a function. In the 1997 national election, the m
ain parties, the 

Labour P
arty, the C

onservative P
arty and the Liberal D

em
ocrats, spent a total of 

£45.5 m
illion. 122 The 2001 national election, the first w

hich w
as subject to national 

cam
paign expenditure lim

its, how
ever, saw

 the parties’ cam
paign expenditure 

sharply dropping £25.1 m
illion. 123

122   C
om

m
ittee on S

tandards in P
ublic Life, 1998, Fifth R

eport: The Funding of P
olitical P

arties in the U
nited K

ingdom
 

(‘N
eill C

om
m

ittee R
eport’), pp. 36–8.

123   Electoral C
om

m
ission (U

K
), 2002, Elections 2001: C

am
paign spending, p. 17. The requirem

ent for share-holder 
approval of com

pany donations w
hich w

as introduced together w
ith national cam

paign expenditure lim
its m

ay also 
have contributed to this sharp decrease in cam

paign expenditure.

There is the contrary argum
ent that expenditure lim

its are ‘unenforceable’ or 
‘unw

orkable’; argum
ents usually taken to be proven by A

ustralia’s experience w
ith 

expenditure lim
its. 124 A

rgum
ents based on ‘unenforceability’ or ‘unw

orkability’, 
how

ever, typically suffer from
 vagueness. In A

ustralia, such argum
ents as 

they relate to cam
paign expenditure lim

its appear to be proxy for tw
o specific 

argum
ents. It is said that ‘(a)ny lim

its set w
ould quickly becom

e obsolete.’ 125 
M

oreover, these lim
its are seen to be overly susceptible to non-com

pliance.

The first argum
ent can be quickly dispensed w

ith. A
ny problem

 w
ith obsolescence 

can be dealt w
ith autom

atic indexation of lim
its together w

ith periodic review
s. 

A
s to the question of non-com

pliance, it is useful at the outset to m
ake som

e 
general observations concerning the challenges faced by the enforcem

ent of 
party finance regulation.

A
ll law

s are vulnerable to non-com
pliance. P

olitical finance regulation is no 
exception and the degree of com

pliance w
ill depend on various factors. It w

ill 
depend on the w

illingness of the parties to com
ply. This, in turn, w

ill be shaped by 
their view

s of the legitim
acy of the regulation and their self-interest in com

pliance. 
The latter cuts both w

ays. For exam
ple, breaching expenditure lim

its m
ight 

secure the culpable party a com
petitive advantage through increased expenditure 

but this needs to be balanced against the risk of being found out and the  
resulting opprobrium

.

The extent of com
pliance w

ill also depend on m
ethods available to the parties 

to evade their obligations. In this respect, the effectiveness of political finance 
law

s invariably rubs up against the ‘front organisation’ problem
. This problem

 
arises w

hen a party sets up entities w
hich are legally separate from

 the party but 
can still be controlled by the party. P

olitical finance law
s w

ill be underm
ined if 

parties channel their funds and expenditure to these entities and these entities fall 
outside the regulatory net or are subject to less dem

anding obligations. 

A
 separate problem

 faced by political finance law
s lies w

ith third parties, that is, 
political actors w

hich are not parties or sufficiently related to the political parties. 
The challenge posed by third parties is not that they provide a vehicle for parties 
to evade their obligations sim

ply because third parties are, by definition, not 
appendages of the parties. P

olitical finance law
s that do not deal adequately w

ith 
the ‘third party’ problem

 risk not evasion but irrelevance. For instance, if there 
w

ere substantial third-party electoral activity, a regulatory fram
ew

ork centred 
upon parties and their associated entities w

ould, in m
any w

ays, m
iss the m

ark by 
failing to regulate key political actors.

124  H
arders R

eport, p. 13.
125  N

eill C
om

m
ittee R

eport, p. 172.
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C
om

pliance w
ith political finance regulation w

ill also clearly depend on the 
w

illingness and ability of the regulator, the A
EC

 in the case of A
ustralia, to enforce 

such regulation. This, in turn, relies upon the independence of the A
EC

 from
 

governm
ent and the m

ain political parties. The statutory fram
ew

ork governing 
the A

EC
 provides for som

e degree of independence w
ith the A

EC
 set up as a 

statutory authority and its C
om

m
issioners appointed by statute. Independence 

is also buttressed by a tradition of non-partisan electoral m
anagem

ent, m
ore 

specifically, conventions of non-interference w
ith the adm

inistration of the A
EC

.

A
t the sam

e tim
e, difficulties arise because of the A

EC
’s institutional dependence 

on the m
ain political parties, those it is supposed to regulate. S

uch dependence 
m

ust clearly have an inhibiting effect upon the A
EC

’s w
illingness to enforce 

political finance regulation. 

This dependence is m
anifest in various w

ays. The A
EC

 is dependent on the 
good w

ill of the parties in conducting elections. The fact that the A
EC

 is (rightly) 
under parliam

entary supervision also m
eans that it is dependent on the parties 

for the am
ount of its funding and is regularly subject to the scrutiny of various 

parliam
entary com

m
ittees. 

The 
above 

circum
stances 

dem
onstrate 

that 
political 

finance 
regulation 

w
ill 

alw
ays face an enforcem

ent gap. B
ut to treat these circum

stances as being 
fatal to any proposal to regulate political finance w

ould be to give up on such 
regulation. B

y parity of reasoning, the fact that expenditure lim
its are, to som

e 
extent, unenforceable because of these circum

stances should not be fatal to 
their introduction.

The key issue is w
hether there is som

ething peculiar to such lim
its that m

ake 
it particularly vulnerable to non-com

pliance. It is this point that is hard to m
ake 

out. W
hile it is true that the A

ustralian experience w
ith expenditure lim

its w
as 

m
arked by non-com

pliance, the C
anadian, N

ew
 Zealand and U

K
 experience 

dem
onstrates that this does not necessarily have to be the case. M

oreover, 
regulation of political expenditure w

ould, on its face, seem
 easier to enforce than 

regulation of political funding because such expenditure is spent on visible activity 
like political broadcasting. 

Lastly, it is said that expenditure lim
its constitute an unjustified interference w

ith 
freedom

 of speech. This argum
ent m

ust be taken seriously not only because 
it poses a question of principle but also because, in A

ustralia, a statute w
hich 

unjustifiably infringes freedom
 of political com

m
unication w

ill be unconstitutional.

This question of principle can, in fact, be usefully approached by applying the test 
for constitutionality. In short, the question of principle and that of constitutional 
validity can be approached in the sam

e breath.

The H
igh C

ourt has held that a legislative provision w
ill be invalid if:

• 
it effectively burdens freedom

 of com
m

unication about governm
ent or 

political m
atters either in its term

s, operation or effect; and

• 
it is not reasonably appropriate and adapted to serve a legitim

ate end.126

W
ith respect to the first criterion of invalidity, expenditure lim

its do not, on their 
face, burden freedom

 of political com
m

unication because their im
m

ediate im
pact 

is on the spending of m
oney. It is im

portant to note, how
ever, that the w

eight 
of this burden w

ill depend on the design of lim
its. The level at w

hich the lim
it 

is pitched w
ill be significant: the low

er the level, the heavier its burden on the 
freedom

 of political com
m

unication. S
im

ilarly, the burden w
ill depend on w

hether 
the lim

it is instituted through a sim
ple prohibition, as in C

anada, N
ew

 Zealand and 
the U

nited K
ingdom

, or as a condition on public funding like in the U
nited S

tates. 
If the latter is adopted, the burden on freedom

 of political com
m

unication w
ill be 

m
uch less as parties can still choose not to receive public funding and hence, be 

exem
pt from

 cam
paign expenditure lim

its.

G
iven that cam

paign expenditure lim
its invariably im

pose, to a greater or lesser 
degree, a burden on the freedom

 of political com
m

unication, the critical question 
then is w

hether the instituted lim
it is reasonably appropriate and adapted to a 

legitim
ate aim

. A
t the outset, it can be categorically said that expenditure lim

its do 
not necessarily fail this test. There are clearly legitim

ate aim
s that can be invoked, 

nam
ely, the anti-corruption and the equality/level-playing field rationales. This 

issue then becom
es w

hether the instituted lim
it is reasonably adapted to these 

aim
s. A

gain the design of the lim
it com

es to the fore. 

R
ecom

m
endation 30: P

arties and candidates should be required to disclose 

details of their political expenditure.

R
ecom

m
endation 31: Expenditure lim

its for election cam
paigns should be re-

introduced w
ith careful consideration to their design.

R
ecom

m
endation 32: P

olicing and enforcem
ent of such lim

its w
ould need to 

be undertaken m
ore com

prehensively than in the past w
hen lim

its w
ere w

idely 

ignored due to lack of enforcem
ent. 

126  Lange v A
ustralian B

roadcasting C
orporation (1997) 145 A

LR
 96, 112.
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Political advertising

In m
any countries, it is the costs for paid political advertising w

hich, in particular, 
are lim

ited as this item
 of expenditure is driving spiraling cam

paign costs and it is 
currently a very inequitably distributed com

m
unication resource available only to 

the m
ost w

ealthy candidates. 

In the U
K

, there is a ban on political advertising in broadcast m
edia (but not 

on political advertising in print or other m
edia). A

ccom
panying this ban is the 

provision by m
ajor public and com

m
ercial television and radio broadcasters of 

free broadcast tim
e to qualifying political parties. W

hile the allocation of such 
free-tim

e is ultim
ately governed by a m

ixture of policies issued by the O
ffice of 

C
om

m
unication and those developed by broadcasters, an allocation form

ula of 
sorts has developed as a result of convention. U

nder this form
ula, the governing 

party and the m
ain opposition party typically receive an identical num

ber of 
broadcasts w

ith a m
axim

um
 of five broadcasts for each party. G

enerally, the 
num

ber of broadcasts offered to the m
ajor parties is related to the electoral 

support they garnered in the previous election and the num
ber of candidates 

they are standing at the current election. M
inor parties standing candidates in at 

least one-sixth of the total seats also qualify for a broadcast. 

C
anadian party finance law

, on the other hand, prescribes that broadcasters 
provide a certain am

ount of broadcasting tim
e free of charge to registered political 

parties. It also requires that broadcasters allocate a specified num
ber of prim

e 
tim

e hours for paid advertising by these parties during election tim
e. B

oth sets 
of broadcasting tim

e are allocated to the registered parties by the B
roadcasting 

A
rbitrator according to a form

ula based upon the party’s success in the previous 
general election.

In N
ew

 Zealand, there is a general ban on election broadcasts. In conjunction 
w

ith this ban are public subsidies to registered parties in relation to political 
broadcasts. Free broadcasting tim

e is provided by the public broadcasters, 
Television N

ew
 Zealand and R

adio N
ew

 Zealand, and funds are also m
ade 

available by the M
inistry of Justice to the parties to purchase radio and television 

tim
e for the election period. The am

ount of ‘free tim
e’ is determ

ined by the public 
broadcasters w

hile the am
ount of funds m

ade available is determ
ined by the 

N
ew

 Zealand P
arliam

ent. The am
ount m

ade available for the 2005 election w
as 

N
Z$3.2 m

illion.

In A
ustralia, there are a num

ber of options to reduce expenditure on political 
advertising.

R
ecom

m
endation 33: O

verall cam
paign spending lim

its, if set at a reasonable 

level and enforced properly, w
ould force parties to lim

it their spending on paid 

advertising.

R
ecom

m
endation 34: Free air-tim

e should be w
idely available. 

R
ecom

m
endation 35: C

om
m

ercial broadcasters should be required by legislation 

(as in the U
S

) to provide broadcasting tim
e for election advertising at the low

est 

possible rate to counter the current situation w
here candidates and parties are 

reportedly paying unusually exorbitant rates.
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There are tw
o central problem

s w
ith the funding of A

ustralian political parties. 
There is, firstly, a lack of transparency w

ith secrecy a hallm
ark of private funding, 

political spending and the use of parliam
entary entitlem

ents and governm
ent 

resources. 

M
ore im

portantly, perhaps, is the political inequality that is m
aintained and 

perpetuated by A
ustralian political finance. The distribution of private funds 

favours 
the 

C
oalition 

and 
A

LP
 

and 
so 

do 
election 

funding, 
parliam

entary 
entitlem

ents and state resources like governm
ent advertising. A

 rough-and-ready 
com

parison indicates that the am
ount of m

oney available to either the C
oalition 

or A
LP

 through parliam
entary entitlem

ents, election funding and private funds is 
m

ore than 15 tim
es that available to other parties such as the D

em
ocrats or the 

G
reens (see Table 6.10). 

Table 7.1 M
ajor party funding, federal level, 2004–05

Party
Total 

M
Ps

Parliam
entary 

entitlem
ents *

Election 

funding 

 Private   

funding**

Total

Coalition
125

$110 878 000 
$20 923 000

$53 431 433
$185 232 433

ALP
88

$78 058 112
$16 710 000

$44 953 523
$139 721 635

Dem
ocrats

4
$3 548 096

$8 491
$3 017 909

$6 574 496

Greens
4

$3 548 096
$3 316 702

$2 276 284
$9 141 082

N
ote: P

arty representation as at 18 January 2006.

*  Average entitlem
ent am

ount per M
P

 (taken as m
inim

um
 $887 024 as calculated in C

hapter 3) m
ultiplied by the num

ber of 
party M

P
s.

** Figures from
 financial year 2001/02.

This com
parison (w

hich does not take into account resources available only to 
governm

ents, e.g. governm
ent consultants and advertising) dem

onstrates how
 

funding to A
ustralian political parties is distorted. P

rivate funding in the context of 
lax regulation favours the C

oalition and the A
LP. Far from

 equalising the playing 
field, m

onies from
 the public purse go disproportionately to the sam

e parties. 
This is especially the case w

hen these parties hold governm
ent. The broader 

picture then is one of institutional rules designed to protect the joint interests of the 
m

ajor parties by arm
ing them

 w
ith far greater w

ar chests than m
inor parties and 

new
 com

petitors. W
hile electoral com

petition exists, it is largely confined to the 
m

ajor parties, w
ith players outside this cartel disabled by financial disadvantages.  

If there is to be a ‘fair go’ in A
ustralian politics, these inequalities m

ust be tackled.

7. Conclusion:  
A skew

ed and  
secret system
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