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Preface


This book examines the link between major party senators and electioneering in Australia. Major party senators are highly partisan actors, this much we know. Their strong partisanship is partly a result of their backgrounds in central office work in their political parties. It is also a product of their election by means of a de facto list system of proportional representation, with centralised selection of lists. If the Senate’s electoral system makes major party senators heavily dependent on party, it also largely frees them of accountability to the electoral district they represent. Owing to their pre-parliamentary careers and the influence of electoral rules, senators are available, in several senses, to perform key tasks, both before and during the formal election campaign, in assisting their parties to secure the maximum number of House of Representatives seats. This role, now institutionalised in the major parties and referred to as ‘duty senatorship’, is an important aspect of electoral professionalism in Australian political parties. But how professional really are major party senators? Do they adequately serve their party in the pursuit of lower house seats, the accumulation of which determines which major party forms government? What distractions exist that might detract from this electoral professional role?


This study provides a detailed account of the ‘duty senator’ role, including the deployment of electoral district staff and parliamentary entitlements, management of assigned marginal seats, and liaison between local and central party campaign organisations. The relationship between ‘duty’ and other roles played by senators is also examined. It is shown that the study of major party senators strongly illuminates the operation of electoral professional and cartel tendencies in Australian political parties and also demonstrates the utility of the franchise metaphor for understanding the organisation of contemporary Australian parties in campaign mode.


Further, because the Coalition’s senate team appears to have entrenched itself as a larger collection than the Labor senate team, the professional deployment of major party senate resources in political campaigning may give the Coalition an important edge.





Introduction


Parliamentary government is based on the principle that the political executive is chosen from the party or coalition that controls a majority in the lower house of the representative assembly. Australia is unusual in that it has a tradition of responsible parliamentary government coupled with strong elective bicameralism. Since its establishment in 1901, Australia’s Commonwealth Parliament has had to accommodate the existence of two sets of elected representatives, those in the House of Representatives and those in the Senate. From the outset the Senate departed from the vision of some of the founders that it might divide along state lines (see Galligan & Warden 1986; Odgers 1976). Instead it operated as a party house. From the emergence of a two-party system around 1910 (Marsh 2006: 1), the Senate comprised disciplined representatives of the major parties.1 The 1948 introduction of proportional representation (PR), first utilised at the 1949 election (Bach 2003: 46), resulted, in due course, in representation of minor parties and independents.2 Because these have typically (since 1967) held the balance of power in the Senate, they have attracted a good deal of attention. In the context of the hostile Senate the Coalition government has faced since winning the 2013 election the attention paid to the senate has once again focused primarily on the minor parties and independents. However, most senators remain, as they have always been, representatives of the major parties. Understanding major party senators and how they balance the competing demands of party and Senate is therefore vital for a full understanding of the Senate.


This study asks: what are the (partisan) roles of major party senators, and what shapes those roles? These important questions have received little academic attention. Studies of the Australian Senate instead focus on the operations of the institution itself, or on the minor party actors. Attention to the roles played by major party senators is well overdue.


The Australian Senate represents half of the Australian parliamentary process, and major party senators dominate membership of the Senate, having consistently represented around 80 per cent or more of the personnel in the chamber. In the aftermath of the 2013 election this fell to an all-time low of 76 per cent, with 58 of the 76 senators representing the major parties. Studies of the Senate have typically focused on the chamber as an institution, rather than on the actors who reside there. When focus on the actors does occur, it focuses on the minor parties and independents. There has certainly been little focus on the major party actors. To be sure, there has been a steady erosion of major party representation in the Senate, but between 1987 and 2014 major party representation hovered around 80 per cent. It will be interesting to see whether this continues once again to erode in the wake of the 2013 election results, or if the major parties pursue electoral reform to shore up their numbers. While minor parties and independents have greatly changed the way the Senate functions, and the outcomes of the legislative process, the roles of the major parties in the Senate remain crucial to the mechanics of Australia’s parliamentary process.


While party discipline ensures that major party senators almost always vote along party lines,3 this is no reason for ignoring them. Senatorial activities are diverse. The fact that Members of the House of Representatives (MHRs) are largely concerned with an ever-increasing social function, for example attending community fundraisers and sporting group functions,4 limits the level of involvement such members are able to have in the areas of policy development and legislative review. Other constraints on House of Representatives members, in comparison with senators, include more regular pre-selections and elections (every three years compared with every six), and a greater share of executive responsibility. Given that globally political campaigning is becoming increasingly professionalised as well as permanent (Mann & Ornstein 2000), such distractions for Australian major party MHRs are significant.


This book is concerned with the development of electoral professionalism in Australia, a process that has been underway for a number of decades now. Senators possess significant electioneering resources in time, political experience and state-funded benefits. There is little doubt that party activities of recent years have become increasingly electorally professional. This can be seen in the slick advertising campaigns and political ‘spin-doctoring’ that has become synonymous with major party activities right across the world (Michie 1998; Grattan 1998; Young 2004: 80; Errington & van Onselen 2005). Ward (2006: 75) notes that the ‘test of a successful political party is its capacity to win elections’: ‘The campaigns which the parties fight are now capital, rather than labour, intensive activities. They are hi-tech, highly professional and centrally controlled …’ (Ward 2006: 75–6).


Ministerial offices now house at least one media adviser as well as one political adviser, in addition to the specialised policy advisers allocated to the portfolio. Interviews conducted for this book have indicated that backbench MHRs regularly devote one of their electorate5 officers to local media duties in an effort to maintain the MHR’s image within the community. Such staffing moves are symptomatic of electoral professionalism.


For the purposes of this study, the term ‘major party’ will refer to the ALP on one side of the political divide, and the Liberal and National parties (LNP) on the other. Where analysis of the National Party as a separate minor party represented in the Senate is required, we draw out the distinction explicitly. There is a significant debate in Australian political science about the contribution of the National Party (formerly known as the Country Party) to the party system. Weller and Young (2000: 177) take the solidarity between the Liberal and National parties in cabinet as evidence that they can be viewed as one rather than two parties. Graetz and McAllister (1988: 262) accept that the National Party makes a contribution separate from the Liberal Party but that, as the Liberal Party’s Coalition partner, the Nationals are tightly linked to the Liberals. This perspective has been reinforced by the merger of the parties in Queensland. Graetz and McAllister recognise that a three-party system for the House of Representatives may be an alternative account to the literature, which emphasises the two-party character of parliament. This study does not seek to enter the debate over the prevalence or otherwise of the two-party system. In the Senate the Liberals and the Nationals more nearly approximate a single party than they do in the House of Representatives, since they mostly contest Senate elections as part of a joint ticket, they caucus together6 and generally vote as a solid block. Nevertheless, differences exist, and this study will explain such differences on a case-by-case basis as they arise.


The proportional representation electoral system for the Senate, which has always had significant list PR characteristics (Sharman 1982: 97–8), militates against the accountability of senators to the electorate. Before the 2013 election, this electoral system has returned the top two senators on major party tickets in all states at all federal Senate polls since it was introduced in 1949.7 This fact, coupled with six-year Senate terms, effectively shields most major party senators from the electoral uncertainty faced by MHRs and minor party senators. Therefore the electoral system has a significant impact on representation by major party senators. Senators’ roles are powerfully shaped by the electoral system, party pre-selections and their party backgrounds. Senators function as party delegate representatives within an electoral professional party environment. Major party senators are highly party dependent actors, in part because of a lack of accountability to the electorates (states) they represent, and in part because of strong party identification gained through central party pre-parliamentary involvement.


Both the electoral system and the pre-selection methods of the major parties increase party dependence among major party senators. Ticket voting affords significant advantages to party representatives, particularly major parties, over independent candidates. With the exception of Tasmania, independents rarely win Senate representation in the Australian Federal Parliament.8 Senator Nick Xenophon established a political party in his own name to ensure that he was placed above the line on the ticket at the 2013 federal election, in recognition of the difficulties independents face winning election. This is also in part owing to the large state-wide vote candidates require to secure a Senate quota (14.29 per cent of the state-wide Senate vote).9 This fact, coupled with the centralised nature of party pre-selections, strengthens the dependence of major party senators’ on their parties. This strong party allegiance is reflected in senators’ pre-parliamentary party backgrounds.10


Given significant party dependence and allegiance among major party senators, this book examines the nature of that relationship, and how it affects the operation of senators, particularly in a partisan environment of increasing electoral professionalism. It is hypothesised that senators play an important role in contemporary major parties, especially in an area of central importance to parties: electioneering. Italian political sociologist Angelo Panebianco (1988) first advanced the idea of the electoral professional party. Such political parties are highly pragmatic. Rather than being dependent on party volunteers, the electoral professional party hires trained outsiders to engineer election victories. The electoral professional party only maintains a residual link to its members and is less ideological than the traditional mass party. Electoral professional parties are primarily committed to their own organisational survival and the winning of elections. This book will show that major party senators have taken on key, well-defined electioneering roles that provide important evidence for the rise of electoral professionalism in Australia’s major parties. It demonstrates how major parties shape the roles of their senators, the extent of adherence by senators to party expectations, as well as the resources senators have at their disposal to perform their party roles.


In addition to applying the concept of the electoral professional party to the role of major party senators in Australia, we utilise the model of the party as a franchise organisation (Carty 2002a; 2002b; 2004). The franchise party model is a means of understanding the complex internal relations of a political party. This model assumes that a political party operates similarly to business franchises, in that its organisation has separate arms with distinct roles. Just as the business franchise allocates responsibilities to its local stores, so too does the political party with respect to its individual MPs. Moreover, as the business franchise’s central office retains broader responsibility for advertising and product development, so the political party’s central actors retain responsibility for campaign advertisements and policy development. Carty’s franchise model of party is applicable to the operation of Australian parties because of the conduit role major party senators perform when liaising with the local MP and the central party organisation. Ward (1991) observed a decline in the arm of Australian parties represented by the ‘party in the electorate’. He argued that the rise of electoral professionalism in Australia contributed to a rise in the predominance of the ‘party in government’ arm of a party, and to a lesser extent in the professional sections of the ‘party organisation’ arm of a party. The franchise links between local and central arms of a party, when professionally guided, mirror some of Ward’s findings with respect to party organisation.


This book has seven chapters, which establish strong partisanship and a lack of electoral accountability among major party senators. The Senate electoral system, party pre-selection systems and senators’ pre-parliamentary backgrounds, all of which increase party dependence and party identification, lead to strong partisanship. These are the subjects of chapters 1, 2 and 3. Chapter 2 explains the concept of elective bicameralism and Australia’s electoral system. The electoral system of the Senate largely removes direct constituent accountability from major party senators. List PR shields major party senators from individual electoral accountability, shifting electoral competition to pre-selections.


The study of political elites (including senators) is important in explaining policy objectives, electoral professionalism, and representatives’ notions of representation. It is also important to understand pre-parliamentary backgrounds of legislative elites. Chapter 3 examines the pre-parliamentary backgrounds of major party senators, as well as the pre-selection methods used to choose candidates for the Senate. Identifying the party organisational backgrounds of legislators, differences between chambers in a bicameral parliament, and differences between the political parties operating within a national legislature, is an important precursor to evaluating representation and partisanship.


Chapter 4 explains the duty senator roles parties expect of their Senate team. This chapter provides statistical support for the predominance of duty senatorship in the time and budgets of senators and their staff. Chapters 4 and 5 answers two questions: what main roles do senators perform, particularly party prescribed roles, and what constraints are there on the performance of those roles. We review constraints ranging from factional responsibilities to personal ambition and parliamentary roles in chapter 5. The extent to which these alternative expectations or interests constrain or complement major party expectations provides valuable insight into the limits of electoral professionalism, as it applies to major party senators.


Chapter 6 complements the analysis in chapters 4 and 5 with an account of the resources senators and their staff have at their disposal to fulfil party expectations. The major party senator’s relationship with the party organisation and House of Representatives candidates is also examined. It is shown that the major party senator is a key resource for the electoral professional party, and senators, by serving as a conduit between the central and local sections of their party, are important to the application of the party franchise model in Australian politics.


Chapter 7 utilises the concept of the public relations state. Incumbency advantage is heightened where political parties integrate advertising and traditional public relations methods in the operation of their political campaigns. Duty senatorship is one example of the public relations state in operation. Chapter 7 extends analysis of the public relations state to the question of whether an advantage exists for the Coalition over the Labor Party as a result of duty senatorship. The Coalition’s larger Senate team provides them with more senators and senatorial resources to direct at public relations.


The Conclusion summarises the main findings and highlights the relationship between the electioneering role of senators and the electoral professional character of Australia’s major parties.





CHAPTER 1


The Australian Senate and Party System


Unique internationally, partially understood domestically


In modern Australian politics, attention paid to the Senate usually focuses on the role of minor parties and independents. The so-called cross-bench senators usually control the balance of power in the nation’s upper house, which explains why the media (and academia) devotes so much attention to their roles. But what about major party senators? Senators representing the Liberal National parties and the Australian Labor Party have consistently held upwards of 80 per cent of Senate positions since the introduction of proportional representation more than 65 years ago. The 2013 election saw the total fall fractionally below this percentage, but with mooted electoral reforms designed to sure up major party senate numbers, the dominance of the major parties in the senate is certain to continue. Despite this dominance, we know very little about the role major parties expect of their senate team. Australia’s Senate is unique and yet the focus of studies of the Australian Senate have centred on the minority players, rather than the overwhelming majority of major party senators who dominate the chamber.



Legislative elites



There is a substantial international literature on the roles and role perceptions of legislative elites (see, for example, Fenno 1978; Rose 1981; Fenno 1990; Searing 1994). Such studies sometimes focus on political systems with weak bicameralism and consequently do not focus on upper house representation. Searing (1994) examines the roles of MPs in the British parliamentary system. He divides his analysis into two halves: backbencher roles and leadership roles. The text is a valuable contribution to better understanding the functions of the individuals who operate the political system, but it does not spend much time exploring the roles of House of Lords representatives, operating in a weak parliamentary chamber. Fenno’s (1990) study of United States senators contributed to knowledge about representation in the strongly bicameral system of the United States. As in his previous study on Congressional representatives (1978), Fenno followed US senators on the campaign trail, describing their activities and analysing how senators campaign within the United States political system. However, his study provides very limited guidance for the study of Australian senators, owing, among other reasons, to the very different electoral systems within which Australian and American senators operate. United States senators are directly elected in a one-on-one contest every six years. There are only two senators representing an entire US state in the Federal Senate, as compared with twelve senators for each Australian state. US senators are therefore highly accountable to their electorates, and their tenure is in no way secured by a de facto list PR system as it is in Australian Senate contests.


Studies of legislative elites have generally not included upper house MPs, nor have they addressed possible differences between chambers in bicameral legislatures (Farrell & McAllister 1995: 243–4). Such neglect is surprising given that Leonard and Natkiel’s (1987) study of 39 democracies with populations of more than 200 000 revealed that more than 75 per cent were bicameral. Reasons for limited scrutiny of upper house members includes their limited policy influence and the fact that many such members are appointed rather than elected. Further, in most bicameral systems1 upper house members are less likely to form part of the political executive, which arguably reduces their significance. Unlike most upper houses, however, Australia’s Senate has powers commensurate to the House of Representatives,2 its members are directly elected and they participate in the political executive.3


The Australian Senate


Scholars focusing on party in Australia have tended to confine their analysis of major parties to members of the House of Representatives, since this is the chamber in which parties form government. Scholars have found the Senate as an institution interesting, and by extension minor party senators for the roles they perform in the Senate. The activities of major party senators are not particularly interesting in that context. They are interesting in the context of party and electioneering studies. The location of major party senators in the Upper House, although central to their capacity to perform party and electioneering roles as they do, inevitably hides them from easy view.


According to Bennett (2004: 1), the Australian Senate is one of the most analysed parts of the Australian political system. However, aside from texts dealing with procedural matters such as Odgers’ Australian Senate Practice (various editions), there are few books devoted entirely to the Australian Senate. The Department of the Senate published a book on the Senate by Bach (2003). Its focus is on institutional roles, which are of less concern to us. Bach’s contention is that the Australian Parliament, a fusion of British responsible government and American federalism, is a seemingly inconsistent and even incompatible system that nevertheless functions effectively. Costar’s (2000) short edited collection examines the role of the Senate in Australia’s parliamentary system. It includes chapters on possible reforms to the electoral system as they would affect minor and major parties, primarily drawing on the views of practitioners in the political system. Until now there have been no book-length studies of senators’ roles or the relationship between senators and their parties.


Sawer and Miskin (1999), a collection of papers on the Australian Senate, arose from a conference organised by the Australian National University to mark 50 years of proportional representation in the Senate. The collection, published by the Department of the Senate, canvasses a range of issues, from Senate mandates (Goot 1999) to cyber democracy (Lundy 1999). Uhr (1999) examines, in its historical context, the choice in 1948–49 of proportional representation as the electoral method for the Senate. Thompson (1999) looks at the relationship between the Senate and representative democracy in Australia. She provides a series of interesting statistics on Senate representation, including age, gender and career variations between chambers and parties. The book includes discussions by current and former senators of the workings of the chamber, possible reforms and party policy perspectives towards it. It does not, however, contribute to knowledge of senators’ roles in political parties, particularly with respect to electioneering.


Many scholars have taken an interest in what they see as the most significant factor in the modern Senate: the rise of minor party representation (see for example Sharman 1999a). Given that the Senate is the chamber most likely to produce minor party representation, as well as minor party balance of power, this is perhaps not surprising. The rise of minor parties through the 1970s and 1980s led to greater analysis of the senators as actors in and of themselves. However, such studies turned away from the role of major party senators, focusing instead on the minor party actors, in particular their role in the passage of legislation, and control of the balance of power, and as a threat to the entrenched two-party system (see Young 1997, 1999; Sharman 1986, 1999a, 1999b; Margetts 1999). The focus on minor parties tends to obscure the fact that the overwhelming majority of senators are from major parties and, even if they vote almost exclusively along party lines, they have a range of functions that is beyond legislating that are worth examining.


To date the activities of major party senators have not been examined in a systematic or detailed fashion. This is a consequence, in part, of their lack of public profile and therefore their lack of perceived importance. Studies looking at the role of major party MPs, such as Emy’s (1974: 455–92) examination of MPs’ role perceptions, included major party senators but did not analyse them separately from MHRs. Emy’s study is now more than four decades old.


Biographical studies of former senators (for example, Reid 1971) have not analysed the functions of major party senators either. They have tended to focus on senators in ministerial roles (Button 1994) or the personal ambitions of senators moving into the House of Representatives with leadership ambitions (Leser 1994). Understanding the personal journey of a select group of senators in the wider context of their executive responsibilities and ambitions for higher office provides only limited insights at best into the electioneering roles they performed for their parties.


Stephens (1977) has written one of the few scholarly articles focused exclusively on major party senators. His article examines the backgrounds and recruitment patterns of 34 major party senators who were involved in the 1975 Constitutional Crisis. He interviewed both Labor and non-Labor senators. Stephens (1977: 110) noted ‘there is a general need for more research on the backgrounds of Australian legislators’, but little subsequent analysis of major party senators has occurred.


Party discipline in Australia


As a result of the lack of knowledge about major party senators, general texts on Australian politics have, at times, made misleading claims, such as that senators are not as partisan as House of Representatives members (see for example Crisp 1981: 335; Lucy 1993: 198). Lucy described major party senators as behaving ‘more independently than members of the House of Representatives’. He concluded that ‘voting against one’s party in the Senate does not matter as much as it would in the House’ (Lucy 1993: 198). The Department of the Senate (1987: 27) has also published claims that party discipline in the Senate is not as rigorous as in the House of Representatives: ‘Party discipline in the Senate is not quite as rigorous as in the House, because defeat of the Government in the Senate on a major issue is not as serious as a defeat in the House.’


Reid and Forrest (1989: 30) also commented on relaxed party discipline in the Senate: ‘Because of the slightly more relaxed voting discipline in the Senate, the parties, particularly the non-Labor ones, have been prepared to tolerate occasional, independently-minded “mavericks”, who have not always voted along party lines, particularly on issues affecting the independence of the States and the Senate.’


Such suggestions, although superseded by recognition of strong partisanship among major party senators in more recent literature, are a product of a lack of understanding of the contemporary role of major party senators, and the expectations that their parties have for them. Farrell and McAllister (1995) have established high levels of party discipline among major party senators (see also Studlar & McAllister 1996; van Onselen 2004). It is now more accepted that major party senators exhibit strong party discipline. It may be that at the time of writing authors such as Crisp (1981) accurately told of the more relaxed party discipline in the Senate when compared with the House of Representatives. In the case of more recent publications (Lucy 1993; Reid & Forrest 1989), however, such suggestions are dated knowledge long since superseded by disciplined partisanship among senators (Farrell & McAllister 1995; Studlar & McAllister 1996).


The Department of the Senate’s (1987) suggestion that less rigorous party discipline occurs in the Senate ‘because defeat of the Government in the Senate on a major issue is not as serious as a defeat in the House’ is also misleading. On this rationale, it could also be concluded that Oppositions in the House of Representatives are less concerned with party discipline because they are unable to influence House votes irrespective of the extent of party unity when voting. In reality, Oppositions are as concerned about party discipline as are Governments. This is because contemporary politics is as much about the perception of party strength as it is about its reality. The perception of party disunity is heightened by MPs breaking from the party line in chamber votes. It is for this reason that where the party has a clear and established position on an issue before the parliament, its party whips ensure that party discipline is enforced in chamber voting. Genuine ill discipline is more likely to occur in the House of Representatives rather than the Senate. Members of the House of Representatives function within an electoral system that allows them to develop a strong personal following, and thereby to operate with greater autonomy from the party than senators can. Emy (1974: 455–92) observed that the single-member electoral system for the House of Representatives can create ‘maverick’ representation. Maverick representation includes MPs operating independently of their party, sometimes contrary to it. However, such autonomy of action is limited in Australia given the all-pervasive role of political parties in the political system (Jaensch 1994a: 3).
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