FACT SHEET 1

What is a referendum?

We all know about voting in federal elections, which
we do at least every three years, to elect members
of Parliament. This then determines the federal
Government of Australia. From time to time, we
are asked to vote in a referendum on a proposed
change to the Australian Constitution, the rule
book for our system of government. The only way
to change the Australian Constitution is by holding
a referendum. Voting in a referendum and the
results of that vote are really important because
the Constitution is the highest law in the country.

In a referendum, voters are asked to vote Yes or
No to a question on their ballot paper about a
proposed law to alter the Australian Constitution.
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Commonwealth of Australia

BALLOT PAPER

Australian Capital Territory
Referendum on proposed
Constitution alteration

DIRECTIONS TO VOTER
Write “YES” or “NO” in the
space provided opposite the
question set out below.

A PROPOSED LAW:
Description of the proposed
conslitutional change.

Do you approve
this proposed
alteration?
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Referendums - Yes or No? People Power in the
Australian Constitution

Let’s take a moment to learn what the Australian
Constitution says about referendums. Australia’s
Constitution has a whole chapter of its own, the
last chapter in the Constitution, on how to alter it.

Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act.

Chapter Vill—Alteration of the
Constitution

128. Mode of altering the Constitution?
This Constirution shall not be altered except in the following manner:

The proposed law for the alteration thereof must be passed by an absolute
majority of each House of the Parliament,and not less than two nor more
than six months after its passage through both Houses the proposed law
shall be submitted in each State and Territory to the electors qualified to
vote for the election of members of the House of Representatives.
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Butifeither House passes any such proposed law by an absolute majority;
and the other House rejects or fails to pass it, or passes it with any

to which the fi d House will not agree, and if
after an interval of three months the first-mentioned House in the same
or the next session again passcs the proposed law by an absolute majority
with or without any amendment which has been made or agreed
by the other House, and such other House rejects or fails to pass it or
passes it with any o which the fi ioned House will
not agree, the Governor-General may submit the proposed law as last
proposed by the fisst-menrioned House, and either with or without any
amendments subsequendy agreed to by both Houses, to the electors in
cach State and Territory qualified to vote for the election of the House

/ of Representatives
/ When a proposed law s submitred to the electors the vote shall be taken

in such manner as the Parliament prescribes. But until the qualification
of electors of members of the House of Representatives becomes uniform
throughout the Commonvwealth, only one-half the clectors voting for
and against the proposed law shall be counted in any State in which
adult suffrage prevails.
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And if in a majority of the States a majoriry of the clectors voting
approve the proposed law, and if 2 majority of all the electors voting also
approve the proposed law, it shall be presented to the Governor-General
for the Queen’s assent.

No alteration diminishing the proportionate representation of any
State in either House of the Pasliament, or the minimurn number of
sepresentatives of a State in the House of Representatives, or increasing,
diminishing, or otherwise altering the limits of the State, or in any
manner affecting the provisions of the Constitution in relation thereto,
shall become law unless the majority of the electors voting in that State
approve the proposed faw.

In this section, Territery means any territory referred to in scction
one hundred and twenty-twa of this Consiitation in respect of which
there is in force a Jaw allowing its representation in the House of
Representatives.

Chapter VIII: Alteration of the Constitution (s 128)
says that the Constitution can only be altered if the
particular change is first approved by Parliament
and then by the people in a referendum.
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