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Survey of RPPs
Feedback on Performance of the NSWEC, 2007 GE

The New South Wales Electoral Commission (NSWEC) commissioned The
Research Forum to conduct a survey of the 17 registered political Parties
(RPPs) which participated in the March 2007 General Election. The
overall objective of the research was to collect independent fearless
feedback on stakeholders' perceptions of NSWEC'’s performance in a
number of the key areas, including briefings, the mail out to electors,
performance of Returning Officers, the voter information campaign, and
overall service to political Parties in responding to their questions during
the election period.

The research surveyed the five (5) major Parties via face-to-face

interviews while the 12 minor Parties were surveyed using a mail-
out/self-complete/mail-back method. Six of the 12 minor Parties

responded to the survey.

The general feedback from the RPPs participating in the research was
that NSWEC’s performance was of a very high standard - being both
highly professional and very responsive to the needs of the political

Parties.

Furthermore, for those with a historical perspective (being able to look
back on a number of elections), the overwhelming feeling was that
service from NSWEC had definitely improved and that the Commission
was ‘heading in the right direction’, modernising what was seen as an
antiquated system. Even without a long perspective, internal party
discussions had indicated to Registered Officers that the NSWEC was now
much more service oriented than in the past. The impetus for increased
standards and professionalism within the NSWEC is clearly delivering in
terms of services being provided to RPPs.

The main aspects of NSWEC service singled out for praise by RPPs
participating in the research were:

+ the overall speed and responsiveness of service;
¢ professionalism of service;

+ availability of election officials, especially the Electoral
Commissioner himself;

¢+ the NSWEC website - information (polling booths/places),
maps, seat profiles, forms, and timeliness of election results
on the website; and

¢ the 1300 telephone number and associated services.

The main research findings are summarised below.
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Survey of RPPs
Feedback on Performance of the NSWEC, 2007 GE

Pre-Election

Overall, RPPs praised the process of briefings which were described as
informative and well structured. There was also an overall consensus
that handbooks were comprehensive, useful and informative. A
suggestion was made by one RPP that briefings could include an agreed
written statement regarding the main outcomes to avoid issues of
misinterpretation and misunderstanding on both sides.

The level of service in responding to any pre-election questions was
rated as good to excellent. The NSWEC and the Commissioner were
described as being accessible and providing excellent response times on
all requests. It was suggested by a major party that a contact list of
NSWEC senior staff would be useful in the Commissioner’s absence.

The mail out to electors informing them of boundary changes (and
including their name on a card) was rated as a good idea by minor
Parties. Furthermore, major Parties described the mail out as a good
concept, with one seeing it as ‘moving down the right track of
authenticating the voter’. One criticism of the brochure layout was that
the elector card was not easily torn off; as it was neither in the centre of
the brochure nor was it pre-perforated.

The voter information campaign was rated positively by both the major
and minor Parties. A number of RPPs participating in the research
suggested that more resources should be spent on the campaign,
especially on the ‘How to Vote/Formality’ phase of the campaign. There
was a perceived need for this because of the complex optional
preferential system and confusion with the voting system for Federal
elections. Circulars and other information were also rated as ‘excellent,’
being regarded as “timely”, as well as showing good “attention to detail”.

Pre-Poll and Postal Issues

Service to NSW electors interstate and overseas through pre-poll voting
options received a mixed reaction. On the one hand pre-poll options
were described as highly improved, whereas on the other hand they were
described as being littered with inconsistencies. Some pre-poll places for
example were open longer than others and this caused some voter
confusion. There were also a large number of voters who, for various
reasons, did not get their postal vote applications in on time.

Election Day Issues

RPPs were generally satisfied with the selection and location of polling
centres. There does however appear to be inconsistent communication
from NSWEC with RPPs re changes in polling locations, with some
reporting constant updates and others complaining about lack of
communication. This is clearly an area where NSWEC should strive to
improve the consistency of its communication with RPPs.
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One of the major Parties (The Greens) was also concerned about the
level of intimidation at some polling booths. This was seen to be on the
increase and confined to ‘close call’ or very marginal seats.

iRoll was seen as a great idea to help absentee voters identify where
they were enrolled. Further use of this facility was suggested by the
RPPs: iRoll to be available at all polling centres; use of iRoll to prevent
multiple/fraudulent voting; and use of iRoll at pre-poll locations. Other
feedback from RPPs indicated that NSWEC should provide clear direction
to ROs on whether iRoll should be used inflexibly or whether some
discretion should still be exercised by ROs. For example, one issue worth
clarifying is whether electors are entitled to a Declared/Statutory Vote
and under what circumstances, especially in the context of iRoll. This
information should also be communicated to RPPs.

The timeliness of election results on the NSWEC website was much
appreciated and most felt it was showing that the Commission was
moving into the 21 century. Most did not attend the Tally Room.

General Service Issues

RPPs were satisfied with the general timeliness with which they were
provided with the necessary information needed to undertake their work.
The overall performance of Returning Officers (ROs) as local area
managers of election arrangements was rated as good. Most were
described as flexible and fair. The professionalism of ROs as local area
managers in the delivery of election services to candidates and
scrutineers was also rated highly by minor Parties. Major Parties
reported that professionalism varied because the ROs who ‘have been
doing it a long time, are often set in their ways’ and that new ROs while
more responsive and flexible, obviously were less experienced. Overall,
these points were largely viewed as ‘par for the course’ on Election Day.

The consistency of decision making across the state was also rated
highly by the minor Parties. Major Parties, however, noted
inconsistencies with interpretation of the Electoral Act and approved how-
to-vote cards. Some inconsistency was noted by these RPPs when it
came to counts at some of the marginal seats, especially when less
experienced ROs were involved. This is a concern and means that high
level NSWEC staff should be allocated to any close call counts ASAP in
order to maximise consistency of decision making.

Other/Future Services

An additional service suggested by one major party was provision of on-
line training for RPPs on the electoral process. For example, online
training could be used to illustrate the process for a Candidate and the
Candidate registration process.

Another request concerned the electoral roll CD provided to Parties. It
was suggested that a search facility be developed to be able to find an
elector anywhere on the roll without having to examine the roll Electorate
by Electorate.
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There was general support for discontinuing use of the Tally Room among
the major Parties. In fact, none of the Parties we spoke to relied on the
Tally Room for keeping up with the results and all saw the NSWEC
website as more effective for this purpose. The minor Parties were
evenly split on the issue of closure — half agreed with discontinuation and
half did not. The only opposition to discontinuing use of the Tally Room
came from some of the minor Parties that saw it as a media opportunity.
These Parties would not generally be able to generate the same media
attendance if they called media to their headquarters.

Problems Encountered

The main problem raised by the major Parties related to the Electoral Act
itself and not to the service provided by the NSWEC. The issue relates to
the time gap between allocation of candidate names on ballot papers and
the NSWEC deadline for approval of ‘How-to-Vote’ cards which was felt to
be far too short. The impact was often extraordinary pressure on
drafting the How-to-Vote cards, approval from NSWEC and printing of
approved cards. All of this needs to take place in a very short timeframe
to allow for distribution of cards state-wide and to allow electors to
effectively exercise their pre-poll and postal options through access to
‘How-to-Vote’ information. The RPPs participating in the research would
support NSWEC putting forward a recommendation to NSW Government/
Parliament to effect appropriate legislative change in this regard. One
major RPP also suggested that NSWEC should be prepared to provide in-
principal approval of draft How-to-Vote cards (with no or dummy names
on the draft cards) and then provide final approval quickly once candidate
names are known and added to the final version.

Another legislative issue raised by a number of major RPPs related to the
requirements imposed by the Election Funding Authority. Rather than
submitting forms that need to go back four (4) years, some RPPS would
prefer to put in an annual return setting out all their expenses/costs -
along the lines of AEC requirements. Going back over four years is seen
as too difficult and problematic by some of the less well resourced
(though major) Parties.

Another issue raised related to inconsistent advice from the
Commissioner and NSWEC staff. For example, conversations with the
Commissioner provided different answers from that provided by staff and
this created a lot of ‘backtracking’ work by RPPs. A particular example
concerned signage on fences, and inconsistency as to whether this was
allowed at polling places and the allowable size of posters.

Some of the RPPs also requested that they be directly advised of any last
minute changes to polling place locations. The feedback was that the
final locations were not even on the website and this posed significant
logistical challenges for the major Parties in ensuring all polling places
were adequately covered on polling day. There were calls for providing
the list of polling places — even in draft form - months before the election
to organise their workers/volunteers. The list could then be fine-tuned
and finalised at a later date, as long as the RPPs were kept up to date
with any changes.
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The overall conclusion of this research is that the NSWEC served
the RPPs very effectively during the 2007 NSW General Election,
providing a level of proactivity, responsiveness and
professionalism that was highly appreciated by the RPPs
participating in the research. Although some clear directions for
further improvements are outlined above, service standards were
clearly lifting and had improved significantly in comparison with
earlier elections.
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The New South Wales Electoral Commission (NSWEC) conducts elections
for the Parliament of New South Wales, local Councils and other clients
(i.e. registered clubs statutory boards and state registered industrial
organisations). NSWEC has many responsibilities including managing the
Commonwealth electoral roll (in partnership with the Australian Electoral
Commission), providing administrative support to the Election Funding
Authority and undertaking research reiating to administration of
enrolment and elections in NSW.

The last NSW General Election was conducted on 24 March 2007, and as
part of its role in conducting this election the NSWEC was required to
liaise with stakehoiders, especially the registered political Parties (RPPs).

The 17 registered political Parties were key stakeholders for the NSWEC
in conduct of the election. Broadly, the RPPs fall into two groups:

> The 5 major Parties (the Australian Labor Party, Liberal Party,
National Party, The Greens and the Christian Democrats) which
fielded a large number of candidates at the State election; and

» The 12 minor Parties - including Australian Democrats, Australians
Against Further Immigration, the Country Labor Party, Horse
Riders Party, Outdoor Recreation Party, etc.
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Survey of RPPs
Questionnaire

11 Timeliness of election results published on the NSWEC's website
and Tally Room -

If appropriate, please explain your rating here

SECTION 4: GENERAL

Rate performance of the NSW Electoral Commission on ...

12 Availability of the Electoral Commissioner to deal with enquiries
from the Registered Officer of the party -

If appropriate, please explain your rating here

Rating:
1-5 or N/A

13 General timeliness with which your party was provided with the
necessary information to enable you to undertake your work -

If appropriate, please explain your rating here

14 Overall performance of Returning Officers (ROs) as local area
managers of election arrangements -

If appropriate, please explain your rating here

15 The professionalism of Returning Officers (ROs) in the delivery
of election services to candidates and scrutineers -

If appropriate, please explain your rating here

16 The consistency of decision making across the State —

If appropriate, please explain your rating here

17 The usefulness and thoroughness of the handbooks provided
by the NSWEC to party candidates and scrutineers -

If appropriate, please explain your rating here

iii
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