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PATCHING, Mr Robert Edwin, 115 Brandon Road, Runcorn, Queensland 4113

ACTING CHAIR —I declare open this hearing of the inquiry into the conduct of
the 1996 federal election and matters related thereto and welcome the witnesses and others
in attendance. We will be taking evidence today from Mr Robert Patching, Mr Graham
Smith, the Queensland branch of the International Commission of Jurists, Mr George
Johnson and Professor Colin Hughes. Before | call on Mr Patching to give evidence, is it
the wish of the committee that the submissions from Mr Patching and Mr Smith be
authorised for publication? There being no objection, it is so ordered. Mr Patching, in
what capacity do you appear here today?

Mr Patching—As a private citizen.

ACTING CHAIR —I remind you that the proceedings here today are legal
proceedings of the parliament and warrant the same respect as proceedings in the Senate
and House of Representatives. The deliberate misleading of the committee may be
regarded as a contempt of parliament. The committee prefers that all evidence be given in
public but should you at any stage wish to give evidence in private you may ask to do so
and the committee will give consideration to your request.

We have received your submission and it is now publicly available. Are there any
corrections or amendments?

Mr Patching—I have got two corrections, Senator. On page 3 of my first
submission on 18 September, in the second paragraph it has got, ‘Il made a submission to
the JSC following the 1990 election.” That should be 1993. Then on the same page,
bottom paragraph, third line from the bottom, it says, ‘Copies of actual enrolment cards.’
It should be file cards. And | finished the first part of my submission with attachment D
and then when | started the second part of my submission | went to attachment F, so | just
want to draw your attention to the fact that there is no attachment E.

ACTING CHAIR —Would you like to make an opening statement before we
proceed to questions?

Mr Patching—Yes. | was just going to make an opening statement with a small
summary of what my submission contains. | was interested in the statement that you just
made about contempt of parliament, because that is the reason why | am here. In 1993 |
did appear before the Joint Select Committee on Electoral Matters following that election,
and a friend brought to my attention during the last election a letter by Mr Bill Gray, the
Electoral Commissioner, in thBydney Morning Heralen 7 March 1996. A copy of that
letter appears at attachment A of my submission. | would just like to quote a small
passage of that letter that refers to me. It says:

Regarding the claim of 200 enrolled non-citizens in Queensland: the divisional officer in Rankin who
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made the claim was unable to produce supporting evidence to my predecessor.

That is incorrect. My submission sets out the evidence which supports my case. The first
part of the evidence, attachment B, are minutes of the DROs’ meeting on 3 June 1992 in
the division of Petrie where the matter was discussed extensively. The second part of the
evidence is a statutory declaration from Allan Floyd at attachment C. He is an employee
of mine who assisted me in compiling a list of the people that | had mentioned, the 200-
odd. That list was requested by Brian Cox, the previous Electoral Commissioner, and it
was returned with a letter to Brian Cox through Ross Mackay, the Director of Operations
in Queensland. Mr Floyd’s statutory declaration states that he assisted me in the compiling
of those statistics, those names and addresses. At attacbrdrave a stat dec from a
casual employee, Kay Mehrens, who worked for me during the time in which we had the
problem with the citizenship enrolment, and she supports what we did, how we did it and
why we did it. And at attachment F there is a copy of the letter to the Director of
Operations, where | returned the lists on 22 October 1993.

| was looking at some of the records | had at home while | was preparing this
submission. It came to my attention that a letter appeared itistralianon 29 February
1996, again signed with the name Bill Gray, Electoral Commissioner, a copy of which
appears at attachment G. In that letter he indicated that there were only 110 postal vote
certificates out of 400,000 issued in the whole of Australia that actually came apart and
the ballot papers fell out. The reason | draw your attention to this is because, firstly, it is
wrong. Secondly, it appears that the letters that Mr Gray has been putting in national
newspapers are incorrect and, therefore, supports my claim that the letter he wrote about
me was incorrect. | can prove also that that is incorrect because, at attachment H, | have a
statutory declaration from Peter Wilkinson, who works in the education section of the
Electoral Commission, and he has told me—and he puts it in the statutory declaration—
that during the election he saw come through head office in Brisbane a postpak about the
size of an A3 sheet of paper containing ballot papers that came through the Underwood
Mail Exchange.

At attachment |, there is an e-mail from the Director of Operations, Mr Ross
MacKay, dated 31 May 1996. He states:

| know that a total of 253 PVCs were received completely empty by DROs because this is what you
told me . . .just before election day.

Further on in that e-mail he states:

| know how many "loose" ballot papers were received in Head Office—and | know how many were
received by the Division of Lilley (because I've got them).

It seems to indicate that the 110 mentioned in the letter on 29 February was inaccurate. In
further conversations | had with Peter Wilkinson, he related to me a conversation he had
with Mr Bruce Minnal, who was working as a casual in the registry section of the
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Australian Electoral Commission. He indicated to Mr Wilkinson that he took a bag such as
the one he described in his stat dec to Mr Ross Mackay on four separate occasions that he
could remember. | have no reason to disbelieve this, because Mr Minnal, | believe, is a
Justice of the Peace.

Also, in that letter Bill Gray indicates that the problem was solved because
envelopes were later secured. | believe that the way in which he solved the problem
actually made a bad situation worse. At attachment J, there is an e-mail from Peter
Spelman that actually gives the directive on how the problem was solved, and that was
that sticky tape had to be attached to the postal vote certificate envelopes. That creates
three problems for a DRO. In my mind, as a DRO of 12 years experience and employed
with the Commission for 18 years, if | saw a large number of postal vote certificates
returning through the mail to my office, particularly if | had a close seat, | would ask
myself three questions: was the sticky tape attached by my staff when they were issued,
was it attached by the elector when he returned it, or has it been tampered with in transit
and attached by a third person?

Schedule 3 of the Commonwealth Electoral Act—and this is just from memory—
refers very much to whether a postal vote certificate should be moved from the
preliminary scrutiny to the further scrutiny where it is opened and the ballot paper
counted. This is very much up to whether or not the DRO is satisfied on certain points.
One of those points would be that he would have to satisfy himself as to the authenticity
of the vote inside that envelope.

At attachment K, there is an e-mail dated 19 February from the Director of
Operations. Once again, he says:

| have also asked AP to send any loose ballot papers to us at the end of each shift.

As there were only 110 Australia-wide, that is less than one per division, because there are
148 divisions. | find it hard to believe that you would ask Australia Post to send them to
you at the end of each shift, seeing that there are three shifts a day.

Part three of my submission is just dealing with the accuracy of the electoral roll. |
am of the opinion that the electoral roll is probably now in the worst condition that it has
ever been since | started with the commission back in 1978. And | believe that | can
support this argument by looking at the AEC’s own submission, where they indicate that
there were 428,694 people enrolled in the week before the rolls closed. There were
11,655,190 people on the roll, so that represents 3.7 per cent of the community of
Australia enrolling in the last week. If you take into consideration that the Electoral Act
gives you a month to fill out an enrolment card if you live in the division and seven
weeks if you are moving from outside the division, if that is a true indication of the
number of people that moved in two months then you would have to think that we are
going through a real estate boom in Australia, and | think that precisely the opposite is
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occurring.

In my submission | did a little bit of research, just looking at figures. | believe the
inaccuracy of the roll is due to the staffing policy of the Electoral Commission in that they
have attacked the divisional office over a number of years. Starting in 1984, since we
became a commission, it has been their mission to reduce the divisional office staff to a
level where it can no longer exist, and thereby get rid of it. If you question them about it,
what they will say is, ‘We are not getting enough money from the government.’ | think
that if you are running an organisation where the two main functions of that organisation
are to run credible elections and maintain an accurate electoral roll, you must put the
majority of your budget into that area. Then you deal with other areas as the money
permits; you don'’t do it the other way around.

If you have a look at the figures on page 4 of the second part of my submission,
they are the number of declaration votes issued in relation to the total enrolment at each
election in Queensland. You will notice that in 1984 the number of declaration votes
issued is 10.73 per cent and it actually climbs to 14.03 per cent in 1996. The increase
between 1984 and 1987 is 0.9 of a per cent; the increase between 1987 and 1990 is 0.63
of a per cent; the increase between 1990 and 1993 is 0.3 of a per cent. So you actually see
that the increase is decreasing, if | can say that. But then between 1993 and 1996 the
increase is 1.47 per cent. That coincides with the decision by the Electoral Commission in
1993, following the election, to reduce all divisional offices to this magic figure of 2.6
people. Now, as you know, you can’'t have 0.6 of a person and, to quote some of the
members in administration, they say that the dead have to lie where they have fallen. In
other words, if you have got three—as | have in my office—then you are lucky. If you
have got two, then the third position is not filled. Then again, if you have got three and
the office near you has only got two, then you expect to lose someone during that period
of time.

We have now got to the stage where it is not uncommon for offices to be closed
when people are not there. It is certainly not uncommon for people to be there alone for
long periods of time. In the last three months | have been on my own for, | would say,
five weeks out of three months. The point is, | am one person. How can you expect one
person to maintain an electoral roll containing 77,000 people? It is impossible. | believe
that management are not only aware of this, they are responsible for it.

If | may draw on some figures off the top of my head which don’t appear in my
submission, | believe that declaration votes—and that is why | present that argument—are
a result of people who turn up to vote on polling day, but they are not on the roll in the
division that they attend because they have moved and they have not updated their
enrolment because the Electoral Commission has not pursued them. If you look at my
division, the division of Rankin, where | have been the DRO since 1984, in 1984 the
division of Rankin came into being and covered 8,000 square kilometres. In 1996 it covers
2,000 square kilometres, so it is a quarter of the size in area. If you look at the polling
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booths, in 1984 | had 70 polling booths; today | have 32. If you have a look at the make-
up of the division, in 1984 it was rural, a bit of urban and some acreage. Today, it is

urban and acreage. In 1984 it would take me two to three hours to drive across the
division. In 1996 it takes me 20 minutes. The most isolated polling booth in 1984 | think
was 50 or 60 kilometres from its nearest polling booth. In 1996 the furthest point between
two polling booth is 16 kilometres between the Park Ridge polling booth and the
Jimboomba polling booth, the only reason for that being that there are no halls or schools
in between. In 1984 | issued 5,500 declaration envelopes and there were 59,000 people on
the roll. In 1996 there are 77,000 people on the roll, an increase of 18,000, and there were
nearly 12,000 declaration votes this year, so it is more than double. | believe that that is
the reason why the declaration votes just keep increasing, because the roll is not being
pursued. In 1993 | told this committee that | have been a DRO for nine years. | never
prosecuted anyone for failure to enrol. In 1996 | have been a DRO for 12 years and | still
have not prosecuted anyone.

That is basically the end of my statement. | just want to read this last little bit of
my submission, for obvious reasons.

| would like to inform the committee that in the past when | have appeared before the Parliamentary
Committees | have always told the truth and this has not always reflected favourably upon the AEC.
It is not uncommon for me to be the recipient of different treatment to other staff because of
submissions and evidence | have given previously. If | am the recipient of any harassment,
victimisation or intimidation such as | have experienced in the past | will be lodging a formal
complaint with this committee.

That is my statement.
ACTING CHAIR —Thank you. Questions?

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —A few points: one of the difficulties is always
comparing like to like.

Mr Patching—I agree with that.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —I will go from your figure of 428,694 enrolment
cards and | will talk about my recollection of the actual number of people who effectively
changed their enrolment during the period of the election. That was 207,000 people
nationally. If we had a look at the average of the previous 12 months, comparing the same
accomplishment of actually changing enrolment, the average per month was 69,000 people
for the year previous. In the four months after the peak period of the last election that
figure falls to 35,000 per month. Why can’t we assume that, rather than your comments
about massive real estate booms et cetera and basically implying it is very suspicious, why
couldn’t we assume that if it drops by an average of 34,000 per month that it is
interrelated with the interest in the election and a lot of slack people who cannot be
bothered basically getting around to it do get around to it during the election campaign

ELECTORAL MATTERS



Friday, 4 October 1996 JOINT EM 245

period?

Mr Patching—You can definitely make that assumption. | am not saying that the
enrolment is suspicious, | am saying—

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —You did say that this would indicate a real estate
boom that we have not got, so you are implying something.

Mr Patching—No, what | am implying is that we as an organisation, the AEC,
have failed to do their job in the previous period up to the election. We do a lot of
objections, but objections only take people off the roll. If you pursue enrolment, as you
are putting that person onto the address that they are enrolled in you are taking them off
the address that they actually belonged in. If you are just issuing objections, all you are
doing is taking people off the roll and then they have to appear somewhere. | am not
suggesting it is suspicious. What | am suggesting is—

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —But you can see that an explanation.
Mr Patching—Yes, | can see.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —Post-election, you speak of eight ineligible voters
you discovered voting. Is there any increase on that? That is the latest figure you found?

Mr Patching—Yes. | was not really looking; they just came across my desk. That
would be average in most divisions, | would say.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —cCan | just clarify how they were ineligible. You said
you found eight. What were you doing, looking at hundreds of them?

Mr Patching—No, | was looking at non-voters’ notices, pursing people to ask
them why they didn’t vote.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —I thought these were people that did vote, you said.
Mr Patching—There were four that did vote.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —I thought you had a figure here that eight people
voted who were not supposed to.

Mr Patching—No, there were eight that were on the roll. Four of those voted.
How it came to my attention was it was on a report in a polling official handbook, and
they actually said, ‘We are not Australian citizens. We do not think we are entitled to
vote.” They made the note that they were on the roll so we let them vote anyway.
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Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —The comment is made by some of your employees
that ‘they express their concern that a large number of the Vietnamese applicants were not
eligible’. Do you know on what they based their concern?

Mr Patching—The numbers that we were getting. It is not uncommon that when
we would talk to people at the counter, the Viethamese mainly, you have trouble
communicating with them—which is only natural. But when you actually get them at the
counter to discuss things with them, you would find that a large majority of them were not
naturalised. So when you are just dealing with them through the mail and the policy tells
you they have ticked the box, they signed the declaration, it is acceptable, the hairs start to
stand up on the back of your hand.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —This check: you have indicated it was 20 months
rather than nine months—

Mr Patching—That is correct, yes.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —They were people re-enrolling or only new enrollees
or what?

Mr Patching—New enrollees.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —AnNd you checked every new enrollee who claimed
not to be born in Australia.

Mr Patching—They were the ones that were born outside Australia that claimed to
have Australian citizenship but failed to produce any date of citizenship or naturalisation,
and we just did a further check on them.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —I concede there is a possible problem in this area,
but | put to you that, rather than denying and complicating the process for those people, as
you suggest as a solution, wouldn't it be preferable that the AEC itself checks with
Immigration? That is not quite what you recommended. And then the checking would go
to those people who still have problems rather than basically denying a lot of people who
could be all right.

Mr Patching—I would agree with you 100 per cent. That was the recommendation
| made to the last JSC and it did not get up, so | thought | had to change it around.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —But do you take the point that just because a person
when they walk into your office cannot remember the exact date they became a citizen
and their citizenship number, it is a bit harsh to put the onus back on them rather than the
immigration department?
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Mr Patching—I agree with you. It is, especially if we can do it ourselves, as |
have proved it is quite easy to do.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —Finally, declaration votes: why isn’t there an
interrelationship with that growth, not necessarily with some date when they change the
number of employees, but why is there not a degree of correlation with the growth in
Australia of pre-poll voting, both parties going out there and—

Mr Patching—That plays a percentage in it, | would say, and that is that it is
easier to get a declaration vote than it ever was. But what is happening is—

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —But you have had a look at the figures of the growth
in that?

Mr Patching—No, | admit | have not done it.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —It is probably a very significant proportion of the
declaration vote growth.

Mr Patching—It could be, but what | am getting at is that the big jump in the
declaration percentage of enrolment in Queensland corresponds to the reduction of staff in
the divisional office. That is the one thing that stands out.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —But over the last two elections at least there has been
a very big growth in pre-poll voting.

Mr Patching—Definitely, yes.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —Postal.

Mr Patching—That is because it is easier to get them.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —So that could be a big part—

Mr Patching—That could play a part in it, yes.

Mr NAIRN —In your submission, Mr Patching, you comment that the list that you
had of the people that were not eligible to be on the roll, that you subsequently found that
that list has disappeared.

Mr Patching—The whole file has disappeared.

Mr NAIRN —It has not showed up since you made your submission.
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Mr Patching—No. | have not made an intensive search for it. But | was off work
for 72 months and there were four different people doing my job, and in that period of
time it has gone.

Mr NAIRN —The minutes that you provided as part of your submission at
appendix B, of DROs’, divisional staff, who do those minutes go to?

Mr Patching—They are circulated throughout the organisation. They are put on
the computer and everyone gets to see them.

Mr NAIRN —Are they formally sent to the Queensland head office or to
Canberra?

Mr Patching—Not formally, but they would have copies of them. The people at
that particular meeting, | think from memory, Richard Kidd was the area manager at the
time; Peter Kowaltzke is the manager of ADP; Ross Mackay was the Director of
Operations; Peter Spelman, who is now an area manager, was in a similar position at the
time; Keith Sands was an area manager; and the rest are DROs and divisional staff. It is
put on the computer and it is there for everyone to read. Because it is on the computer, |
suppose people in other states could access it. Whether it was sent formally to central
office | doubt very much; that is not the intention of it. But the recommendation was that
an internal audit be advised and see if they could do a survey. As far as | am concerned, |
do not know whether that was done—

Mr NAIRN —I was going to say, that recommendation from those minutes, you do
not know whether that was followed up at all?

Mr Patching—No, | do not know. You see, we have meetings of divisional
returning officers on the north of the river and the south, and | actually belong in the
south. | went along to that meeting primarily, | think, at the time because the DRO who
put it on the agenda, Tim Scott, asked me to come along and talk about that particular
subject. The idea of the meeting is that it is area managers and divisional returning
officers from that particular area, and if anybody has an item of interest then they are
invited along to discuss it or to put their case.

Mr NAIRN —The 215, how does that relate to the thing in your follow-up
submission where you talk about two lists? This was the attachment F, sent to Ross
Mackay, where you say:

| have provided two lists from information | still hold. List 1 of approximately 140 names are the
ones that the Immigration Department has no record of their naturalisation.

List 2, which has approximately 53, how do they relate to the 215?

Mr Patching—Well, that is actually 193. | could not get the 215 because basically
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the file was five years old. We were given this fax at 9 o’clock in the morning and it had
to be done by 3, so it was a matter of doing as best we can. | thought that 193 might
prove my point.

Mr NAIRN —Following Mr Gray'’s letter in the paper in March—
Mr Patching—Which particular letter is that?

Mr NAIRN —The one in theSydney Morning HeraldDid you make any formal
submissions to him to remind him that you had actually provided this information to his
predecessor at all?

Mr Patching—No, | did not. | will tell you two reasons why. Previously when |
had written to Mr Gray about other things he redirected me elsewhere. When | looked at
it, he could have quite easily picked up the phone and asked me what was the case. He
did not bother to do that, so there was no guarantee if | rang him that he would want to
discuss it.

Mr NAIRN —Just a couple of other things. You said at the end of your statement
that if you were subject to any harassment that you would make a formal complaint. Were
you under any pressure not to appear before the committee at all?

Mr Patching—No. Since | came back to work after an extended period of sick
leave—I was cleared by a doctor after three months, but the ADO for Queensland, Mr
Longland, refused to allow me to come back and run the election, despite having two
clearances from a specialist and the Commonwealth Medical Officer. | wrote to Bill Gray
about it. | even said, ‘Look, | won't run the election, | will sit there and answer phones. |
have got 18 years experience, | believe | have got something to offer, if not to the
commission, to the public.” But to come back to work | had to write to them after the
election and remind them that | was still on sick leave and asked them if they could let
me come back to work, basically. They had said to me | could go back to work in
industrial elections, but my doctor refused to because it is an area of enormous stress, and
the condition that the CMO said | return to work was in my own job. | was quite capable
of doing my own job as long as | was not victimised.

In answer to your question, | have not had any contact much with them since. The
area manager rang me up yesterday afternoon at half past four, stated that | was preparing
to come before the committee and put to me that | had not yet contacted him and told him
what sort of leave | would be taking, or that | would be absent from the office. | did not
appreciate that.

Mr NAIRN —Finally, one of the other comments you make about the social
security office informing New Zealanders to go and get enrolled because, even though
they are not eligible for it, the Australian Electoral Commission never checks this anyway:
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presumably that was told to you by DSS staff.

Mr Patching—That was told to me by these people. What actually happened was |
actually got sick of people enrolling and then not voting and you send letters to them and
they remain unanswered and all that. | sent a letter to these particular people saying, ‘You
have ticked the document saying that you are an Australian citizen, you have signed a
declaration,” and | asked them if they would kindly come and explain it to me, because to
sign a false declaration on an enrolment form is an offence. They came into the office and
were quite all right about it. They discussed the matter with me and they said, ‘When we
said, "We cannot provide you with any proof of residence,” the staff said, "An enrolment
acknowledgment will do that.” They said, ‘We’re not Australian citizens.” These people
told me that they were told by the Department of Social Security, ‘You are enrolled, tick
the box, you don’t have to vote. You get the acknowledgment card and you can get—

Mr NAIRN —Unemployment benefits, presumably?

Mr Patching—Yes. That was relating to the office at Inala. | do not know whether
it was true or not, but that is what they told me.

Mr NAIRN —So it is easier to get on the roll than to do anything else to prove
residency, is the implication.

Mr Patching—I was thinking about this the other day. You could arrive in
Australia at Eagle Farm airport. You can jump in a cab and go to the Hamilton post
office, which is probably 20 minutes away, get an enrolment card, fill it out, tick the box
for Australian citizen, sign it, send it in—and two days later you will probably be on the
roll.

Mr McDOUGALL —You mentioned during your comments the number of
declaration votes and the increase between 1993 and 1996 as compared with the other
previous ballots. Considering that the boundaries of Rankin were considerably changed
during the period of those two elections, what sort of impact do you think that boundary
change had on the declaration votes?

Mr Patching—I am not sure that it would actually have an impact.

Mr McDOUGALL —Would you agree that it was a substantial change in the
boundary?

Mr Patching—Yes, an enormous change. There are a lot of people who are still
wondering why Rankin is not called Forde.

Mr McDOUGALL —So you do not believe that there is any reason in that change
that could have affected that growth in the declaration vote?
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Mr Patching—I would not think so. Actually, you would expect declaration votes
to go down, now that | think of it, because my two major suburbs now are Inala and
Woodridge. Both are areas of low socio-economic background and high unemployment, so
you find that people who leave Inala or Woodridge often swap suburbs. If they do get a
job and they go further up the chain, they go down to Browns Plains, which is in between,
and the houses are a bit more expensive and the crime rate is not as high. By actually
putting Woodridge into Inala, | would have thought that, the way that the movement of
the population would be, the declaration votes should decrease.

Mr McDOUGALL —You have expressed some concerns about non-citizens
getting on the roll. You passed the comment about the person coming off the plane and
going to Hamilton and enrolling. My previous comments in this committee would confirm
that | personally also have some great concerns about that. Can | ask you two questions.
The first one is, what measures do you want to see put into place so that non-citizens
cannot enrol?

Mr Patching—The one which Mr Ferguson suggested and the one | suggested in
1993 is the best, that the immigration department have the information. All we have done
up until now is changed the system so that when immigrants enrol—new Australian
citizens—they have a citizenship number and a different enrolment form. That is good.
That helps the ones who are actually naturalised. The ones that | am saying are the
problem are the ones who are not naturalised. They never get the new enrolment form,
because they have not got a citizenship number.

The immigration department has met us halfway. All we have got to do is to finish
it off. What | was actually doing was at the end of every week, | would send a fax to the
immigration department, to a contact | had there—the DRO for Oxley was using the same
person, so was the DRO for Lilley; they had no qualms about doing it. There might be
four or five or half a dozen names, addresses, dates of birth, on a fax sheet. We would
send that by arrangement after 3 o’clock on a Friday afternoon and it would be faxed back
to my office before 5 o’clock that afternoon. | thought it was fairly simple. The logistics
increase once you talk about other divisions, but in the government departments we have
to cope with change, we keep being told.

Mr McDOUGALL —Let us extend that question a little bit further. We have been
considering the question of proof of identity for all enrolments, not just the overseas
enrolments. | would like to hear your comments in relation to that broader question.

Mr Patching—This is a question which David Connolly asked me the last time |
appeared before the JSC. At the time | had not really thought about it. | probably took the
view that the commission does; that it is not necessary. Since that time | have spent a bit
of time thinking about it and probably one of the things where it hit me the most was
when | had my niece staying with me for the school holidays. When we went up to my
video library there were not enough cartoon videos there, so we had to go to the
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Blockbuster down the road, because that is one she goes to. | had more trouble and spent
more time attempting to hire a $2 video of Mickey Mouse than a person does getting on
the roll.

| had several forms of identification and amongst them | had my enrolment
acknowledgment, because | had not long ago changed my address. The video shop did not
want to know about it. | think enrolments have become too easy. People now ring up and
ask, ‘I've changed my address, can | change my address over the phone?’ | believe we
have got to introduce identification. It is not hard. With the computer, what we do is,
people who are British subjects and are on the roll, 25,184 that enrol, so that we do not
have to keep checking them out, wet uB ontheir enrolment—a category B. When you
see category B, you know that that person is not naturalised but that he is eligible as a
British subject, so his enrolment continues. Citizenship is similar now, that they give the
number.

It is not going to be easy, but you have got to have some form of identification so
that when people enrol for the first time or change their address the next time, they
provide the identification, you put the category on the roll, so eventually, it might take
eight or 10 years, 90 per cent of the community do produce identification. | fully support
it.

Mr McDOUGALL —Do you have any comment on the way that the habitation
reviews are done, and could they be improved?

Mr Patching—Yes, | think they could be improved. Since 1980, even though
people do not think we have, we have changed substantially the way we do our habitation
review. In the old days when it was on a manual system and you had to actually sort the
cards which were in alphabetical order of streets into alphabetical order of streets in their
walks, because that took so long the habitation review was probably run over six months
or something. It was an ongoing thing. All of a sudden we became computerised and we
had the books, so then we started trying to run them as quickly as possible. All that really
did was, we went out, we hit the community, picked up 10,000 or 15,000 cards in each
division, and we disappeared into the night and they forgot us. We never followed up any
people. The message of the Electoral Commission is, ‘Ignore us twice and we go away.’

What | think is the best way to do a habitation review is to use other computer
databases. | think that the best one is probably electricity, or phone. Phone not so much,
but electricity. You run the database and, where you see that there is a change in hame,
you send a person to actually visit the house and do it that way. | looked once at the
habitation review, and when we do it door to door and do the whole division, on the
survey | did, 67 per cent of the information we already held. | thought that was a massive
waste of money. If you had a private firm going out and buying information in the
marketplace and 67 per cent of it you already held, they would not be worth two bob on
the stock market. | think we should check databases and then we send people to those
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addresses where there is a change of name or where we have no-one enrolled. | would
suggest that, instead of employing 40 people to do a one-off, we do it on a continuous
basis and maybe employ half a dozen people, work it in at the same cost.

Mr McDOUGALL —What you are indicating to me is that there are some severe
problems around. If the AEC was to go down the path of regionalising the current
structure of offices, in relation to electoral offices, one per division, | would like to know
your comments as to where you would see the problems that you have put before us
would be in the future.

Mr Patching—Once you start talking regionalisation, within five or six years you
will have lost all the local knowledge that a divisional staff have—not only the divisional
returning officer but his staff—that do the enrolment. You will lose all that knowledge, so
the credibility of your roll comes into question. Also, once you start regionalising, you are
changing an organisation that has been successful up to a point in time. It is only since we
have become an Australian Electoral Commission that we have had real problems with
staffing and problems with the rolls. You had four people in a division and they
maintained the roll. That is all they did, they maintained the roll. Now we have got one or
two and they answer phones or do what they can. | do not see regionalisation as a
solution, | see it as a problem.

There was a royal commission in 1977 into the public service, and they came up
with a finding that, if you ask a public servant to save money, the first thing he will want
to do is centralise everything. You then find that two to five years down the track from
centralising, it is now costing you more than it actually cost you before you asked him to
save the money. That royal commission recommended the devolution of authority from the
central figure to servicing the public. We are there to serve the public and that is where
we should be. If | have got a staff of three, it means that for three months of the year |
have really got a staff of two. | can probably almost survive on that. If they change the
computer systems to assist us in maintaining the roll, it will make my chances better, and
if they change to continuous habitation reviews by checking against databases and sending
people out, we are flying, we are on the way to rectifying all our problems.

Mr McDOUGALL —Just one final question: there have been some comments on a
recommendation for pre-poll voters, voting in their home division, to be entitled to an
ordinary rather than a declaration vote. What would your comments be about that?

Mr Patching—I would support that. It is a service to the public, it makes it easier
for us, and those ballot papers will be counted a hell of a lot sooner and quicker, putting a
few anxious members out of their misery.

Mr McDOUGALL —Just to follow up, if they were to do that, would you believe
they should be marked off the roll at the time that they vote?
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Mr Patching—Yes. Anyone that was not on that roll would then have to be issued
with a provisional declaration vote and it would go through the normal process that a
provisional would in a polling place. But | would also say that if you are going to do that,
though, you would have to change your pre-poll centre to an actual polling place and then
allow scrutineers to be appointed, because currently scrutineers cannot be appointed to a
pre-poll centre.

ACTING CHAIR —You indicated earlier that you had not conducted an intensive
search for the missing file.

Mr Patching—No.

ACTING CHAIR —Why not? | would have thought it was something of interest
to yourself.

Mr Patching—Number one, because there is all the election equipment in the store
room. Number two, | have been there for five weeks by myself and | have not had the
time. | am inclined to think that it has probably been thrown out accidentally while they
were cleaning up for the election and | was not there. That is what | would like to believe,
anyway.

Mr NAIRN —You made a comment when | was finishing a question before that
your doctor would not let you go back to work for industrial elections because they are far
more stressful. | was just intrigued about that aspect.

Mr Patching—You spend more time in court when you work in an industrial
election. | worked in industrial elections and did the investigation to the Federated Liquor
Union. As a result of that, the returning officer, Mr John Curtis, he ended up at the Cooke
inquiry in the witness box for two days. His house was broken into two or three times.
His silent telephone numbers, he kept on getting harassment calls on them. He came home
one day and found there was an attempt to set his house on fire. There was a brick put
through the windscreen of his car. It was not a place | thought | would go for my health.

Mr NAIRN —Are you basing it on the history, experience of the differences?

Mr Patching—I was in there for seven months, yes. | do not know whether things
have changed in there. If you read the papers, there are still problems with union
elections. My expertise is definitely in federal elections and that is where | want to be.

ACTING CHAIR —Did Mr Mackay acknowledge receipt of the original letter?

Mr Patching—No. We were talking on the phone about it every now and then

through that day. | sent it in, thought, ‘There it goes,” and did not think anything more of
it. 1 did not hear anything more. | would like to know what happened to it, though.
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Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —In similar fashion to Mr Nairn being intrigued about
the comparison of the industrial ballots to general elections, | am interested that you are
on sick leave and you are basically offering to come back and run the general elections.

Mr Patching—I was on sick leave, | got a clearance, | went back to work for one
day and then they decided that—

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —How close to the federal election was that?

Mr Patching—It was 16 January, so it had not been announced. After it had been
announced, | offered to come back as a casual. They did not even want me then.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —Just one other point: you have indicated the problems
with citizenship and people possibly not being Australian citizens. Could | just be
reminded of the process for new enrollees? If | put in a card for a change of address and |
put down a particular previous address, is that checked?

Mr Patching—What happens when you fill out the enrolment card, if you move
within the division—

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —Let us say | move to a different electorate.

Mr Patching—We would then put your name into the computer with your date of
birth. The computer does a search and most of the time it will just find you—bingo. Other
times it will bring up a choice and it gives you the match.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —Essentially that is checked, right?
Mr Patching—Yes, the computer checks it.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —If we were to look at the issue of verification of
identity, would you feel that it is essentially needed for new enrollees as opposed to re-
enrolment?

Mr Patching—More so in new enrolments, | suppose, because they are not on the
roll. At least you have a reason to believe that the other people who have been on the roll

for a substantial amount of time were eligible to begin with or have become eligible
within a period of time.

Mr LAURIE FERGUSON —Thank you.

ACTING CHAIR —Thank you very much.
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[9.56 a.m.]
SMITH, Mr Graham Francis, 8 Borambil Road, Shailer Park, Queensland 4128

ACTING CHAIR —Welcome, Mr Smith. You have the same caution on your
evidence that you heard earlier. In what capacity do you appear here today?

Mr Smith —As a private citizen.

ACTING CHAIR —We have received your submission. Are there any corrections
or amendments?

Mr Smith —No, there are not.

ACTING CHAIR —Would you like to make an opening statement before we
proceed to questions?

Mr Smith —Yes, | would. Basically, my submission is one that is put in on a
personal basis. It is my views on improvements that | think could be looked at as far as
the conduct of elections in this country is concerned. | guess | am particularly interested in
the Senate system, and the way that we have the two options on the one ballot paper. My
mum and dad are 78 and 80, and | think they find it significantly more difficult each time
they are required to vote to comprehend such a large ballot paper. When in most cases
most people are going to put only a number 1 in one small square, | doubt whether, from
their own point of view of comprehending the system, they really need a ballot paper
which is almost a metre long. The other submissions that | put to the JSC are just other
areas in which | felt I would like to see some improvements made.

ACTING CHAIR —Thank you. Questions?

Mr McDOUGALL —Can | follow the same line that | was following with our
previous witnesses in regard to pre-poll. What do you see as a requirement in the future
with pre-polling? Should they be entitled to an ordinary vote and should they be marked
off the roll? How do you believe we should be handling it?

Mr Smith —That is certainly an area which | think is in need of reform. | would
like to see the system work in the same way as a person records a vote in a polling booth
in that they would attend the pre-poll centre, the roll would be checked. If their name is
on the roll, their name would be marked and they would be issued with a House of Reps
and a Senate ballot paper. If their name was not on the roll then they would have the
option of recording a provisional vote. So | would see that the procedures would be
basically what would happen had they appeared at a polling booth on election day.

Mr McDOUGALL —If that is the case, how long before an election day do you
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believe pre-polling should start?

Mr Smith —Certainly the time constraints would be there. Two and a half weeks
before polling day would be probably about it because, if you are going to introduce pre-
poll ordinary voting, you have got to obviously prepare a certified list of voters and you
would need sufficient time for that document to be prepared and printed.

Mr McDOUGALL —How real do you believe that the excuses are in most cases
for pre-polling? In other words, how legitimate do you think the people who request pre-
polls are? Do they do it for the reason that they are not going to be there on polling day
or they do it for some other reason?

Mr Smith —I believe that the people who attend the pre-poll centres are there
because they believe that they fit within the various qualifications that entitle them to that
sort of vote. The number of qualifications has in fact been added to over the years, so that
would tend to put out a larger umbrella to pick up more people than possibly would have
been the case ten or fifteen years ago. There have been additional qualifications added to
that particular section of the act.

But | think it is a sign of people finding out the fact that the service is available
more so than trying to get out of going to a booth on the day. | think that it is a matter of
getting the word out to the people and, as the people become more electorally aware in the
community, | think that the trend will be that these sort of services will be more utilised
because they are aware that they can access them. We do hear of stories where people are
away from their electorates and they drive significant distances all the way back to their
electorate because they are not even aware that they can have an absent vote on election
day. So there is a fair degree of ignorance out there in the community as far as electoral
matters are concerned and | do not have any information to suggest anything other than
that.

Mr McDOUGALL —On the basis that you feel that there is a fair bit of ignorance
out there, how do you feel that affects the enrolment? We come back to the point that we
heard earlier about this large number of people that came on the roll just before an
election. Does that ignorance extend that far, that they really do not understand that there
is even a roll that exists?

Mr Smith —I think people do understand that there is a roll that exists. But, human
nature being what it is, people tend to leave things to the last minute. You hear the
situation time and time again where people have moved, they have been at their residence
for six, twelve, eighteen months. They really have not worried about it because there has
not been a need because there has not been an election. But as soon as there is an election
announced everyone wants to get on that roll and make sure that they have their vote
recorded, and that is why we get the influx of cards.
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Mr McDOUGALL —On that basis, what do you believe is the right thing in
relation to proof of identity to be on the roll? And, taking the point that you say you get
this rush at the end, if there was a requirement of proof of identity, how would you handle
that during this rush just before an election?

Mr Smith —Well, it depends on how big an umbrella you are looking at. If you
are only looking at new enrolments, that would be a problem in itself, because to get the
roll processed and closed is a very time consuming function that we go through. If we had
to do some checking on that, depending on how extensive the checking was, that could
extend the close of rolls period, | would think, by possibly a couple of days, which then
has multiplier effects further down the chain in relation to getting rolls printed, if you are
going to service them for pre-poll centres, getting them out to remote areas, that sort of
thing. So, if we had to check it, my only reaction would be that, if we have not changed
the time frame in which we conduct elections, that is putting a lot more pressure back on
the Electoral Commission to be able to meet the needs that it has to get the information
sent all over the world as far as ballot papers go, to get certified lists printed and sent to
remote parts of Australia. So | would like to think that, if something like that did happen,
there was some sort of recognition of that in the time frame to allow a little bit extra time
for that checking to be undertaken.

Mr McDOUGALL —It has been put to us in other hearings that maybe we should
be looking at closing the rolls at the issue of the writ and that an education process should
be in place to encourage people to get on the roll well before when an election is
announced.

Mr Smith —That would be a return to the old days, if | can put it that way. | was
in the division of Kennedy the last time that occurred. The election was announced one
day, the rolls closed at six o’clock the next day. The electorate of Kennedy covered
something like at least a third of the state of Queensland; it went from Mount Isa to near
Townsville down to, in those days, Mundubbera, around the back of Kingaroy. To get
those people on the roll, they had to get a form to me before six o’clock. They only heard
the election was announced Thursday night, which meant the first time they could post the
form if they were not on the roll was the Friday morning. They did not have a hope of
getting it to me by that particular time. So | would not see that as being the best way to
go because to my way of thinking, we are there to try and service the electors and we
should still maintain a gap between when the writ issues and when the rolls close. | think
that was a very progressive step.

ACTING CHAIR —How many people would have missed out on a vote? How
many people with application forms were either knocked back or came in in the next few
days?

Mr Smith —It would have been in the vicinity of a few hundred that would have
come in. That is a while ago now, but it certainly would have been a couple of hundred, |
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guess, where the forms would have been received in that particular time. But the thing is
now, as soon as the election is announced, an advertising campaign starts. The difficulty
you have got, of course, is we do not know when the elections are. You might have a
fistful of dollars to spend but, if you cannot target the best time to spend that money, you
might spend it, the election is not called for six months and then all of a sudden the
election is announced, you have not done your campaign and you are high and dry. So |
certainly still do favour the way it is done at the moment, of the election being announced,
the writ being issued and a time period in there, whether you maintain seven days or we
are looking at some sort of a possible reduction. | think in the Queensland legislation there
is an option of a minimum of so many days up to a maximum of seven days. That is a
possibility but | would not like to see it, that the election was announced and the writ was
issued and automatically the rolls closed. | think that is definitely the wrong way to
approach it, because we are trying to give these people the opportunity to get on and it is
just plainly because of human nature they have not got around to it. They have got the
form, thrown it on the top of the fridge or in the top drawer and they have just forgotten
about it.

Mr McDOUGALL —Can | just change the subject a bit, because in your response
there | believe you have been fairly sympathetic to the voter and have given the voter the
best possible option. | do not question it; | am just making the comment that you have.
But you suggest in your submission that voters have the option of a Senate ballot paper
showing group tickets only.

Mr Smith —Yes.

Mr McDOUGALL —Is that because there is a demand from the voter for the
service, and how do you respond to the argument that | could put to you that such a ballot
paper may discriminate against ungrouped Senate candidates, when you have said a minute
ago that you want to give the voter the greatest option.

Mr Smith —Once again, you could do a publicity campaign in the lead-up to the
election. | think that would be important. And when the voter attends at the table to get
their name marked off, | would see the person issuing the ballot papers as asking the
guestion of the voter: would you like to vote for a Senate group and receive that particular
ballot paper, or would you prefer to vote for a candidate? The reason | am led that way is,
as | said, because of the difficulty | know my parents have mentioned to me about why is
the ballot paper so big.

Sure, | understand the system, and it is not terribly difficult for me, but we need
to take account of the elderly people, people of NESB backgrounds. | think that in 1983
the parliament recognised for the first time that we even had parties—up to then we were
not allowed to put parties on ballot papers—and | just think this is the obvious next step
to once again make it easier for the voter. If the person took the small ballot paper with
the group names on it over to the voting department and then they had a change of mind,
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well, there is no problem, they can bring it back, it is treated as a spoilt ballot paper and
then they could receive the existing ballot paper.

So | would just think that that is the logical progression where we are saying, and
statistics have borne that out, that 95-96 per cent of people Australia-wide are opting to
vote by putting a number 1 only in one square, which is in the group ticket area. What |
am proposing is offering the people the choice.

Mr McDOUGALL —Can we just talk about this convenience thing. You
recommended that the prohibition on canvassing at special hospitals commence on the
Monday of the last week, and | am presuming there that you are referring to the fact that
these hospitals would be a mobile booth in the last week.

Mr Smith —Yes.

Mr McDOUGALL —The ALP has recommended that the prohibition only apply
while the polling is actually being conducted rather than that last week. What is your
reasoning for making that comment about the last week?

Mr Smith —I guess it was purely to simplify it from the point of view of the
Electoral Commission, when they have to give information out to potential candidates for
parties. If you know that mobile polling will be conducted some time during that last
week, as soon as the election is announced and beforehand, if it is in the legislation,
everyone knows exactly where they stand. If you were to change it and make it only when
you were going to be in these particular establishments, that then creates more work from
the point of view of scheduling and also then getting that information back out to the
parties and the candidates. So, from the point of view of just simplifying it, | felt that if
you made it that last week, from the Monday onwards, that would be an easy rule of
thumb which everyone could relate to without having to get into the nitty-gritty and the
specifics. Sometimes the itineraries do change because of circumstances in certain
hospitals or nursing homes, and then you have got to rearrange that and then you have got
to obviously advise all the candidates accordingly. To me, it would just seem to be a
simpler way of approaching that particular matter.

Mr McDOUGALL —It has been put to me that in the last election, where there
were mobile polling booths, nursing homes that were going to be a mobile booth, on the
day the election was called party workers went into these nursing homes to solicit postal
votes. You are talking here about putting restrictions on nursing homes. How would you
react to that situation? The point that was raised was that it confused the elderly people
because they had been told at one stage that they were going to be a mobile booth and
then they have had pressure put on them to fill out a postal vote application form. If you
are going to start putting restrictions into this area, how do you put restrictions in that are
going to be effective and helpful but at the same time not be restrictive to political parties
in their activity?
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Mr Smith —It is always a very contentious area. The one issue on which | agree
with the current coverage is in relation to—I guess it comes down to the definition of
canvassing. You really need to pinpoint exactly what people can and cannot do. | would
certainly agree with the need to have, as a blanket cover, some sort of provision whereby
there was no permission granted during the election period, from, say, the issue of the
writ, for people to go and actually solicit postal votes, because, if you are going to provide
a mobile service, the candidates can appoint scrutineers who can be present at that
particular stage. Certainly | agree with your statement about people being confused and
uncertain, because a lot of these people are elderly people or sick people and they would
think that perhaps it is the right thing to do. ‘Someone is there and, oh gosh, the election
has been announced. I'd better do the right thing.” They would not necessarily know that
in a few weeks time the Electoral Commission would have been sending a mobile team
along anyway.

So, as far as restrictions go, | would like to see a restriction placed on the
canvassing of postal votes in the election period, all the way through. | guess you then
have got to weigh up what you can do and what you cannot do. To me, the how to vote
material could possibly be distributed, but not allowing people to solicit postal votes.

Mr McDOUGALL —There was an ALP comment that there was significant early
morning queuing experienced in booths, particularly in Brisbane. Was that your experience
in your electorate?

Mr Smith —Yes, it was.

Mr McDOUGALL —And what sort of impacts do you believe that had on the
day?

Mr Smith —I think the impact was that unfortunately, because people were
wanting to vote early, we just had to cope with that demand. But, as it turned out later in
the day, the queues had dropped significantly. | think it is just the nature of the beast: if
everyone decides to vote early, you cannot possibly have any crystal ball to gaze into to
see exactly what is going to happen on the day. Of course, if it is a wet day, people wait
until the rain stops before they come out. As it turned out, in my electorate in March it
was a bright sunny day and | think most people decided to get out and vote early.

Mr McDOUGALL —So the queues did not continue too long?

Mr Smith —No.

Mr McDOUGALL —Just one final question. | am intrigued that you recommended
a four-year term for the House of Representatives. Some politicians might agree with you,

in the interest of money saving and in the interest of bringing it into line with the state.
How would that affect the Senate? What would you propose there?
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Mr Smith —I must admit | have only touched on that, but | have not considered it
right through. Obviously you have got two options. You could have a four-year term,
which means simultaneous elections, or you could mak