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Australia's double dissolution election
On 2 July 2016, following the double dissolution of their federal Parliament, Australians will elect
the 150 members of the House of Representatives (the lower house) and the 76 members of the
Senate (the upper house). Domestic politics has been central to this election campaign, and the
outcome of the UK’s EU referendum has made political parties focus even more acutely on
domestic stability. On the eve of the election, it is still difficult to predict which of the two major
parties will win and whether either of them will be able to form a majority government.

Background of the 2016 election
Australia has a largely two-party system, dominated by the centre-right Liberal Party of Australia and the
centre-left Australian Labor Party. Smaller political parties include, among others, the Nationals, the
Australian Greens and the Country Liberal Party. In the most recent
federal election held in 2013, the Liberal/National Coalition won 90
of the 150 seats in the House of Representatives (Labor won 55
seats) and formed the federal government. Australia's government is
formed by the political party or coalition which has the support of
the majority of the members elected to the lower house; this often
occurs without a Senate majority. Although the Senate is also largely
formed by the two major parties, its voting system has made it easier
for smaller parties and independents to gain representation.
Double dissolution
The 2016 election for a federal Parliament will be a 'full' one, given
that the House of Representatives and the Senate have been
dissolved jointly. Known as a 'double dissolution', this procedure is
used to manage a legislative deadlock, which occurs whenever the
Senate twice fails to agree on a legislative proposal from the lower
house. The procedure would resolve the deadlock through a newly
elected Senate, in which the new government would have the
support of the majority. Should the Senate fail again to agree, the
Constitution allows for a joint sitting of both newly elected houses,
so a party with a majority in the lower house but not in the Senate
should still be able to pass the disputed legislation. Based on three
legislative proposals on industrial relations that met the conditions for a double dissolution, on 8 May 2016,
the Prime Minister requested that the Governor-General dissolve both houses of the Parliament. This, he
hopes, will mean that his coalition gains further power in the new Parliament and the new government be
granted more freedom to push forward its priorities.
Electing the members of the Parliament
According to the federal election cycle, the 150 members of the lower house and the four territorial senators
have a three-year term, while the 72 senators representing the six states are elected for six years. This
rotating system ensures that in a regular election only a half-Senate election takes place, usually
simultaneously with the election for lower house members. The previous time being in 1987, a double
dissolution election is the only occasion when all Senate members are re-elected at the same time. Both
houses of the Parliament are directly elected using a preferential voting system that ranks candidates in
order of preference. A new optional preferential voting system has been introduced in the Senate in 2016.

Figure 1 – Federal election 2016
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Enrolling and voting is compulsory for Australian citizens aged 18 years and above. On 31 March 2016,
15.4 million were registered to vote. The percentage of female candidates for the lower house has reached
the record number of 31.8% in 2016.

The campaign: Key issues
'Jobs and growth' versus 'people first'
The campaign has been dominated by the two major parties and by
domestic issues. The Liberal Party-led Coalition's campaign centres on
its 'jobs and growth' national economic plan, placing the fiscal strategy,
for instance, corporate tax cuts, at the heart of the debate. It also
stresses the opportunities offered by a new economy led by innovation
and information technology. The Labor Party has focused on 'people
first', promising more funding for education and health care; protecting
the public healthcare system against the risk of privatisation; and
introducing a tax plan for creating new jobs. Labor's spending
commitments contrast with the Coalition's planned expenditure cuts,

although both pledge to balance the budget by 2021. On immigration, there is some common ground
between the candidates on maintaining offshore detention and turning back boats carrying asylum-seekers,
although Labor would increase the humanitarian intake. As regards climate change, the Coalition
government has adopted a target of 26 to 28% cut in carbon emissions, based on 2005 levels, by 2030, and
has opted for a 'direct action' plan to pay for companies to lower their emissions. Labor's target involves
more ambitious emission reductions and the introduction of two emissions trading schemes. Other election
issues include, for instance, housing affordability, effective broadband
delivery and foreign ownership of farmland.
The UK’s EU vote adds a new dimension at the end of the campaign
In the Coalition's view, its own victory and a majority government would
mean stability in these times of change, as it has a clear economic plan and is
in a better position to conclude new trade deals with the EU and the UK.
According to Labor, there is a risk that existing disagreements within the
Liberal Party ranks could erupt after the election, at a time when unity is
badly needed.
Foreign policy not a major issue in the election
There are no sharply contrasting positions between the two major parties on
foreign policy priorities, such as maintaining Australia's alliance with the USA
and protecting its strategic interests in the Indo-Pacific region. Labor, for instance, welcomed the
government’s recent Defence White Paper which attached great importance to building 'a rules-based global
order'. One of the issues on which Labor's position differs is its pledge to 'enter good-faith negotiations' to
resolve the East Timor maritime border issue. The bipartisan consensus between the major parties on
foreign policy priorities is challenged by the Greens, whose leader questioned the alliance with the USA, and
deemed climate change a bigger security threat than terrorism.

What opinion polls predict
Over the first six weeks of the campaign, the polls predicted a close election. All opinion polls saw the
Coalition leading the primary vote polls, and most presented Labor with a small lead in 'two-party preferred'
(Coalition/Labor) votes. In the aftermath of the UK’s vote, according to the Newspoll survey published on
27 June, Coalition has improved its position and it is slightly ahead with a two-party lead of 51 to 49. The poll
also suggested a fall in the primary vote support for minor parties, which could be explained by voters
switching from minor parties to the Coalition.

On 15 November 2015, the leaders of the EU and Australia agreed to work towards starting negotiations on a free
trade agreement (FTA). The European Commission is currently conducting an impact assessment, part of which
was an online public consultation, which closed on 3 June 2016. In parallel, the Commission and Australia are
discussing the parameters of the future FTA ('scoping exercise'). Once these preparatory steps are concluded, the
Commission will be in a position to ask the Council to adopt the negotiating directives to launch negotiations.
According to the Australian Prime Minister, the work towards starting negotiations with the EU will continue.

Figure 2 - Coalition voters' top
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Figure 3 - Labor voters' top
three election issues
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