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T~'1e case for retaining a Joint Electoral Roll 

In its 1990 Report which recommended introduction of a Joint 
Electoral Roll for Queensland, the Electoral and 
Administrative Commission (EARe) I of which the Committee will 
be aware I was a member, stated: 

The arguments for adopting a Joint Electoral Roll are 
based primarily on: 
(a) lower overall cost to 

elimination of duplication; 
the community, through 

(b) the greater accuracy of the Commonwealth roll, 
therefore a higher public acceptance of 
legitimacy of the electoral system; and 

(c) greater convenience to electors. 

and 
the 

The arguments for the retention of a separate State 
electoral roll are based on: 
(a) the need to support State systems and functions such 

as Local Authority Rolls, Jury Lists, Justice of the 
Peace Register and Health Department Programsj 

(b) the superiority of the State address-based computer 
system over the Commonwealth part - street based 
systemj and 

(c) the need to maintain 
functions, and to avoid 
Commonwealth priorities. 

State control over State 
conflict between State and 
(EARC 1990, 44) 

I will comment on the validity of each argument at the present 
time. 

Cost: 
Re-establishing a separate roll would add a substantial 
recurrent item to government expenditure in circumstances in 
which members of the public would see little benefit to 
themselves and some additional nuisance with the probability 
of having to complete two enrolment cards thereafter. The 
amount wO'J.ld be better estimated by the Electoral Commission 
Queensland, but I note that the average annual expenditure on 
roll maintenance for the final three years of a separate roll 
1987/90 was $1.8 million (EARC 1990: 9) and that Queensland's 
contribut:on to Joint Roll costs 1998/99 was $1.4 million (ECQ 
1999: 27). Roll maintenance costs are a combination of labour 
(which has been getting more expensive) and information 
technology (which has been getting cheaper), but on balance it 
appears safe to say that the cost argument remains persuasive. 

Accuracy: 
It is no longer possible to make comparisons as to relative 
accuracy between two existing rolls. What can be said, 
however, is that a joint roll that has two organisations 
committed to its integrity and comprehensiveness is likely to 
be better than two separate roll> The benefit of roll
cleansing following a general election is increased by 
happening (roughly) twice as often. Whilst in theory the 
other agency could eventually copy roll transactions made by 
the authority that had held the election and eventually all 
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the benefit ought to f low on to its r oll , the opportunity for 
e rrors would be i nc rea s e d b y doubling t he entries. 

To instance the bene fit of co-ope ration in ano ther State, 
Vic toria: 

The VEC obtains data concerning connec tions and 
reconnec ti ons by Eastern Energy's domestic electricity 
customers under an agreement wi th Glo bal Customer 
Solutions (GCS) , t he customer interactions service 
provider for that ut i li ty_ When people contact GCS 
requesting electricity connection or reco nnection with 
Eastern Energy, they are asked if they would like 
enrolment ass istance from the VEC . If they consent, 
their d e ta i ls are forwarded t o the VEC. Enrolment 
information and enrolment application forms are then sent 
to those not e nrol l ed a t t heir current addresses. This 
arrangement has been operating very effective l y since 
1996. The project achieves a very high 68 per cent 
return rate of completed enrolment forms. 
The VEC is expand ing its continuous 
initiatives to inc lude mail - outs to 
Citipower customers when changing address. 

roll update 
Powercor and 

Since 1997 , t he VEC ha s provided a n electroni c method for 
Victorians to l odge their enrolment detai ls via the 
internet (www .maxi.com.au), or at multi-media kiosks, 
using the Victorian on-line government ser vice provider 
maxi. The maxi system provides an electronic way for 
citizens to give us their electronic details twenty - four 
hours a day, every day of t he ye a r. (VEC 1999: 22 ) 

It should be noted tha t picking up a new elector in Victoria 
by this means also ensures that they will be deleted from the 
ro ll on which t hey we re previousl y, which might have been in 
Queensland, much sooner. Abandoning the Joint Roll would lose 
benefits that come from co -operation and, perhaps, the benefit 
of innova~ion in another jurisdiction. 

Convenience: 
As I understand the antiCipated outcome if the Commonwealth's 
intentions are not modi f ied, it will be necessary t~ revert to 
two separate enrolment application forms and a single f orm 
processed twice will not be suit a bl e . Unless each El ectoral 
Commission ha s on-line access to t he ot hers roll and is 
prepared t o provide the service, a person inquiring whet her 
they a re "on the roll " will have t o be given one answer and 
told to cont act the other Commissi on to find out the situation 
wi th the other roll. Electors' convenienGe wi 11 suffer and 
some misunderstandings will result. 

I would call the 
Government's White 
earlier this year. 
"the Gove rnment is 
reforms r:ow!! is: 

Commi t tee 's attention to the Blair 
Paper, Modernising government, published 
Second in t he list of seven items which 
putt i ng forwa rd [in] a new package of 

Joined - up government ~n 
commitment f o r peo p le to 

act ion 
b e ab l e 

inc luding 
to noti fy 

a c lear 
di f fe r ent 
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parts of government of details suc h as a change of 
address simpl y and electronically i n one transac t ion. ,(CO 
19 99,6 ) 

That is the way government is going in the best practice 
provision of services. Restor ing separat e rolls wi ll be going 
in the opposite d irect ion. 

State services support 

It i s my 
been made 
knowledge. 

understandi ng t hat satisfactory 
in this regard but I cannot 

Address -based entries 

arrangemen ts have 
speak from direct 

In 1990 it had been a n tic i pa t ed t hat the Austral ian El ectoral 
Commissior.' s Roll Management System (RMANS) whi ch was t hen a 
street ba s ed system was preparing to move to an addre ss-based 
system (EARC 1990: 39 - 40) . I n 1996 /9 7 an address - based 
regi s ter was added to RMANS, and a s a roll -enhancemen t 
exercise preceding the Consti tut i onal Convention e lect i on 
825,000 let t ers were sent to now known addr esses but for which 
no elec t ors were e n rolled, t hereby improvin g the r ol l 
s i gni f icantly (AEC 1 99 7 :19). I ncidenta l ly, in the same year 
Sout h Austra l ia whi ch had previ ously mai n tained its own rol l 
system joined RMANS, creat i ng a compl e te na t i o nal system for 
r.p-carding i nter - s tate movements expedi t i ously . 

Further the then Au stralian Joi n t Ro l l Counci l (now rep l aced 
by che El ectoral Council of Australia> commi ssioned a study t o 
investigate the effectiveness of a l ternative roll review 
strategies. The study recommended i mplementat i on of a 
Cont inuous Ro l l Update (CRU ) system based on a lignment o f 
informa tion supplied by ot h e r a genc i es with that r_eld by t he 
AEC for the Joint Rolls. A subsequent p i lot study suggeste d a 
poss i b l e reduction of costs, maintenance of more up - to -date 
enrol men t , and poss i ble reduction of peak enrol men t roll 
preceding the c l ose o f rol l s f or an elect i on (AEC 1997 :1 8 -1 9). 

In 1 9 97/98 work o n the addr e ss-based reg ister was completed: 
The Regis t er was enhanced to p rovide a generalised 
addr ess repor t ing system f or use i n L-oll reviews and a 
'vacant house' system f or identifying and mai l ing to 
addresses at whi c h no enrolmen t is currently hel d. Also , 
improvements were made to the RMANS street system to 
p ermi t multiple address changes a risi ng from rura l r oad 
numbe ring a nd other bulk street ..a lterat ions. (AEC 
19 9 8 , 26) 

Co - opera tion from most local government authoritie s , who of 
course use the same r oll f or the i r e l ections, with street 
numbering &c activities cont i n ues to impr ove the qua l ity of 
the register. 

With the i ntroduction o f t he Address Register i n 1997 , 
divisional s taff [of t he AEC] have carried out ongoing 
checks on t he a ccuracy o f address information. This has 
required liaison with 10r.<'I1 r.ounc i ls, enqu i ries to 
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electors, the verification of details in he field and the 
entry into RMANS of altered address details following 
street changes and changes to rural road numbering. This 
activity has improved the accuracy and quality of the 
roll as street number ranges are more accurately defined, 
spot-on-earth descriptions are now included on the 
Regis:.er I and redundant and invalid addresses for 
enrolment have been identified. (AEC 1998 :26) 

Implementation of CRU has now begun. 

The Joint Roll now has all the benefits of an address-based 
system, with improvements on what had been previously the 
State system. 

State control 

There is now a forum, the Electoral Council of Australia, with 
a chairman and an officer I at which problems arising from 
shared or divided responsibility can be discussed. The 
eruption of the present dispute over enrolment procedures is a 
matter of deep concern because unilateral action has been 
taken by the Commonweal th Government and Parl iament in 
changing Commonwealth law concerning enrolment with 
insufficient regard to the views of the partners in the Joint 
Roll arrangements, the States. For no good reason it has 
brought to an abrupt end a period of reasonably amicable co
ope-rat_ion. Thus this lmilat"eral action has become, and that 
only recently, the one argument of the original six that now 
supports the case for a separate State roll. 

Background of the Commonwealth legislation 

The change of government in 1996 was followed by a change in 
the political balance of the Joint Standing Committee on 
Electoral Mat ters (JSCEM) of the Commonweal th Parl iament. The 
latter change is reflected in the emphasis of the next post
election report of that committee (JSCEM 1997). The 
substantive part of its report opened: 

The inquiry's most contentious topic was the question of 
whetter current enrolment and voting procedures can 
prevent, or even detect, electoral fraud. Electoral 
traud can encompass multiple voting (in the names of 
existing electors, or in false names deliberately placed 
on the roll for the purpose), being enrolled for the 
wrong House of Representatives electorate, or being a 
foreign citizen or underage. Obviously some of these 
circumstances can also arise from misunderstanding on the 
part of electors, rather than deliberate attempts at 
fraud. 
The inquiry did not reveal improper enrolment or voting 
sufficient to affect any result of the election. 
However, it is unacceptable that the most fundamental 
transaction between citizen and the government - the act 
of choosing the government at a democratic election - is 
subject to a far lower level of security than such lesser 
transactions as opening a bank account I applying for a 
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passport. app ly ing fo r a dri ver's licence or registering 
fo r socia l securi t y b e ne f i t s to name but a few. (J9CEM 
1997 , 5 ) 

The Committ ee gave a very long list o f measures tha t had been 
s uggested to i t, and concluded: 

Havin;J examined the evidence to the inquiry I t he 
Commi ttee beli e ves that the witnessing requi r ement on the 
e n rolment form should be upgraded , t hat e l ectors shoul d 
have to produce at l eas t one f orm o f proof ef identit y 
for enrolment I that the government should expedi te cross 
checking of electoral data wi ~ h informat ion he ld by o ther 
agencies, that new enrolments should cease o n the day the 
wr it for an election is issued and that subdiv i sional 
vo t ing should be re -examined. (JSCEM 1997: 6) 

The s e broad suggest i ons were operationalised in the fo l lowing 
re commendations: 

1. that the AEC prepare a comprehensive implementation 
on the Commi ttee's proposed measure s to improve the 
integrity of the enrolment and vot i ng process, and 
report back to the Commit tee by the end of 1997 . 

2. t hat as part o f the i mplemen t a tion plan recommended 
above, the AEC nominate a prescribed class o f 
persons eligib l e to complete the witnessing portion 
of the enrolment form if upgraded i nto a proo f of 
identi ty declaration. The upgraded e nrolment f orm 
should specify that a witness must be on the 
Commonwea lth electoral roll (r athe r than merel y 
e ligible to be enrol l ed ) . Adequate provi s i on shoul d 
be ma d e f or identifiable groups of people who wi l l 
face unusual difficu l ties in finding a witness. 

3. that the Electoral Act be amended t o provide that an 
appli cant f or enrolment must produce at least one 
origi nal i tem of document ary proof o f identity, 
where s uch informat ion has not been provided 
previousl y ( t hat is, a l l enr olment transact i o ns 
initially and new e nro lments thereafter) . 
Acceptable documents might include photographic 
drivers' licences , Birth Cert ificates o r extracts , 
Soc i a l Security papers (such as notices 0 = advice of 
a pension) or Veterans' CaL'ds, Ci ti zenship 
Cert i fica t es, passport s, Medicare Cards, or a 
wri tten r eference for a limi ted range o f c l ients 
unable to produce the above documenta t ion. 

4. that in co-operat ion with relevant Commonwealth, 
State and Territory depa r t ments and agencies, the 
AEC conduct a s tudy identifying cost s, benefits, 
methods of i mplementation , and requirements f or 
l egislative amendment o f the following options f o r 
the expanded matching of enrolment d ata" 
(a) manual provision of data in re sponse to 

r equest s fo r informa t ion relating to individual 
e nrolmentsi 

(b) bulk comparison of data held by t he AEC and 
ot her departmen~ H and agenc i es; 
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(cl on-line connections between the AEC's Roll 
Management System (RMANS) and the computer 
systems of other government departments and 
agencies, enabling validation of data as an 
enrolment form is entered onto the system; and 

(d) such other options as may appear as a result of 
the study to appear viable. 

S. that the Electoral Act be amended to make clear that 
claims for enrolment from persons who state they 
have achieved citizenship through naturalisation 
under the Australian Citizenship Act 1948, but do 
not provide a date of naturalisation or citizenship 
number, will not be accepted until such information 
has been verified by the AEC (see also 
Recommendation 4 on cross-checking of electoral data 
against external databases). (JSCEM 1997:7-13) 

With one exception, subsequent Recommendations in that Chapter 
do not directly affect Joint Roll operations, but are 
primarily Commonwealth-only such as close of roll dates prior 
to a general election. However there still could be flow-on 
consequences: for example, someone who enrolled before polling 
day and was not placed on the roll} and who subsequently went 
to the poll and was turned away, might suppose they were not 
on the Joint Roll for the next electoral event, a State 
election, not having done anything more, and would not attempt 
to vote again. The exception is: 

11. that a) sections 95, 99 and 101 of the Electoral Act 
be amended so that electors are required to re-enrol 
wi thin one month of changing address anywhere in 
Australia and b) the AEC be empowered to negotiate 
with utilities and local government so that 
documents sent out by those bodies, to persons who 
have changed address, include reminders to change 
enrolment details. (JSCEM 1997 :20) 

It should be sufficient to concentrate on the first five 
Recommendations, those that are direct in their effect on the 
Joint Roll. 

I think a disturbing element in that list of recommendations 
is the political philosophy reflected in the use of the word 
"client" in Recommenddtion 3. It has become fashionable in 
public pol icy, and may be useful in reminding service 
providers of what is expected of them, but it is highly 
inappropriate to speak this way of citizens claiming the right 
to vote. Use of such an expression prepares the ground for 
viewing enrolment, or indeed voting, as a transaction in which 
the applicant receives something from the state for which it 
would not be unreasonable that they have to pay something -
like buying a birth certificate or producing something they 
have already bought, like a passport or a driver's licence. 

I think another disturbing element is the initial statement 
that the Committee had not found evidence of 11 improper 
enrolment or voting sufficient to affect any result at the 
elert i nn". That, as I have argued elsewhere (Hughes 1998: 480-
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83) { would have to be on a massive scale, and the finding is 
not surprising. But did the Committee find any evidence- of 
improper enrolment? It does not say, yet steps have to be 
taken to change the procedures. 

The new legislation 

I am unaware of what action was subsequently taken by the AEC 
in respect of Recommendations 1 and 3, but will turn now to 
the legislation that was subsequently passed by the 
Commonwealth Parliament to amend the Cornmonweal th Electoral 
Act 1918 (Cwlth) (CEA) I the Electoral and Referendum Amendment 
Act (Nu. 1) 1999 (Cwlth) and to Items 10 and 11 which 
respectively: 

(10) altered the requirement in s. 98 (2) (c) of the CEA 
that an enrolment claim form be witnessed Uby an 
elector or a person entitled to enrolment, who shall 
sign the claim as witness in his or her own writingll 
by deleting the words in italics and inserting in 
their place "in a class of electors prescribed by 
the regulations " ; 

(11) added after s.98(2) 
(2A) The identity of the person making a claim must 

be verified in the manner prescribed by the 
regulations, unless the ORO is satisfied that 
the person has previously been an elector. 

(2B) The requirement in subsection (2A) does not 
apply unless regulations are in operation for 
the purposes of that subsection. 

(2C) If a claim is made by a person who claims to be 
an Australian citizen because of the grant of a 
certificate of citizenship under the Australian 
Citizenship Act 1948, the person's Australian 
citizenship must be verified in the manner 
prescribed by the regulations. 

(2D) The requirement in subsection (2C) does not 
apply unless regulations are in operation for 
the purposes of that subsection. 

Those Items are to commence on a date to be fixed by 
Proclamation, and I understand that 1 July 2000 has been 
spoken of as the likely date. In the meantime the Regulations 
are under discussion. It will be noted that unless 
Regulations have been made, the substantive provisions in what 
will be s.98(2A) and (2C) cannot apply, Thus it would be open 
to the Senate to reject the Regulations and frustrate the 
introduction of the changes to the CEA. 

What is to be done? 

I believe that there are at least five matters to be 
considered: 

• resist or compromise? 
• witnesses 
• evidence 
• costs 
• precedent 
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Resist or compromise? 

For the reasons advanced at the beginning of this submission, 
I think it would be a great pity if the Joint Roll agreements 
were to be repudiated and some or all of the States resume 
maintaining separate rolls, with some amount of co-operation 
among themselves and to the exclusion of the Commonwealth. 
With six months to go (if the 1 July 2000 date is correct) 
there is time to endeavour to secure a compromise solution. 
To that end, I would recommend that the Legal, Constitutional 
and Administrative Review Committee consider recommending 

(1) that Queensland's Minister responsible for electoral 
matters, the Honourable Attorney-General and 
Minister for Justice, endeavour to convene a 
conference of responsible Ministers from the 
Commonwealth, States and Territories to discuss the 
present situation and effect, if possible, a 
compromise whereby provisions in the Regulations 
protect the enrolment, and consequently the right to 
vote, of inexperienced and disadvantage groups such 
as those recently turned 18, those with literacy or 
language problems, those living in remote areas and 
large electoral districts, &c to the maximum extent; 

(2) that the principle be established that no one should 
have to pay a poll-tax, which is what requiring 
purchase of evidence of entitlement effectively is, 
by allowing an applicant to state certain facts that 
can be verified (or not) by electoral officials with 
access to the relevant data bases such as birth 
records, and that unless that this prinCiple is 
contained in the Regulations, the Queensland 
Government should consider terminating the Joint 
Roll Agreement and re-establishing its mm roll in 
co-operation with other States if possible. 

Witnesses: 
There may be a justification for deleting the option for a 
person entitled to be on the roll which, most probably, was 
intended to preserve the capacity to witness an application 
for enrolment of electors struck off by mistake in non-voting 
or habitation review exercises. It may also be undesirable to 
have A, not on the roll but entitled, be a witness for B's 
application, and B the witness for A. I would suggest that a 
reasonable requirement to be introduced would be that the 
witness have been on the roll for the electoral division for a 
year prior to the act of witnessing. That would provide 
sufficient time to eliminate most bogus enrolments, and might 
also handicap party organisers who sometimes conduct rapid 
recruitment programs of their own prior to election time. 

Unfortunately many of the categories which might be thought 
suitable to provide witnesses are involved in public affairs 
to such an extent that the objectivity of some of their 
members in enrolment matters must be suspect. If it were 
thought desirable to go down that road, then the best security 
would be to place a numerical limit on the number of enrolment 
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applications which a person might witness in, say, a year. 
The difficulties inherent in restricting the number - of 
possible witnesses can be illustrated by nursing [".orne staff. 
On the one hand, they are best placed to be helpful to new 
residents who wish to transfer their enrolments. On the other 
hand, the~r interest in government policy affecting nursing 
homes (which seems to have revived recently) made their 
natural role in the postal voting process controversial for 
many years. Likewise the police I the bar I and a great many 
groups. 

Evidence 

The JSCEM's Recommendation 3 listed various types of documents 
which might be suitable evidence of facts contained therein. 
The trouble with that is the ease with which, and the 
frequency with which, such documents are forged. As I have 
pointed out previously, "one of the largest scams in US 
electoral history was Tammany Hall's manufacture of 
[naturalisation] papers after the Civil War" (Hughes 1998 :488) 
Boat-people reaching Australia recently were in possession of 
forged Australian passports. To quote from the local press of 
the last few weeks "hundreds of fraudulently obtained driver's 
licences and identifications have been found on the Gold Coast 
during the past week" (Gold Coast Bulletin, 25 November 1999) 
and IIthirty of the 114 teenagers nabbed in pubs and clubs were 
carrying fraudulently obtained interstate drivers' licences" 
whilst the Minister spoke of "fake ID ." including keycards, 
birth certificates, medicare cards and student cards belonging 
to other people" (Queensland Times, 9 December 1999). If that 
can happen with school kids wanting a drink, what might those 
much more sophisticated and sinister interests wishing to 
tamper wi th "the act of choosing the government 11 to quote the 
JSCEM be capable of? 

I think what the ease of producing forged documents shows is 
that the only satisfactory and safe test, if there must be 
one, has to be conducted by an official accessing a secure 
data base. Unfortunately the witnesses who fanned the JSCEM's 
suspicions to produce the present imbroglio have serious 
reservations about the integrity of the electoral officials as 
well. But if they could be trusted to inspect (and copy for 
their records?) a birth certificate posted to them, they ought 
to be trusted to ask another official in another agency to 
interrogate a data-base or do it themselves if they have 
access. 

Reluctantly I am compelled to question the real motives which 
lie behind proposals of this sort, not least in the light of 
the voluminous record of supposed safeguards for the integrity 
of the ballot-box which were in fact means of excluding 
unwelcome elements from the franchise by making the process of 
getting cn the roll or getting a ballot-paper complicated, 
difficult, expensive, or in the last resort dangerous. 
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Costs 

I have already said that I think that the process of enrolment 
should be cost free to prospective electors. Just as 
electoral papers have always been free post, so evidence for 
enrolment should not be a concealed charge on the franchise. 
Precedent 

On a first reading, the recent amendments may not seem that 
alarming. But their history starts with a false analogy 
between the right to vote, a concept that is skatec around by 
calling it merely "the act of choosing" I and other 
"transactions" with the state. A century and a half of 
Australian history went into developing a system whereby every 
citizen could vote. Secondly, they rest on no proven evidence 
of electoral malpractice, merely "disquiet in sections of the 
community" (JSCEM 1997: 5), which are in fact very small 
sections who kept coming back with their disquiet until they 
finally got a Committee prepared to agree with them. To the 
extent those individuals have ever produced what they alleged 
to be evidence, it could be shown to be nonsense (Hughes 
1998). There is "potential for fraud" (JSCEM 1997:5) in an 
electoral system which is open and invites participation, just 
as there is potential for smash-and-grab in a street in which 
every shop-window is not covered with a steel grill. The 
right question to ask is whether the mischief occurs, then 
whether the remedy recommended produces greater harm to 
democratic, representative government than the abuse did. The 
JSCEM have done neither, and depending on the provisions which 
make it through to the Regulations, there is some capacity for 
harm already. 

What would be much worse would be if this was the thin edge of 
the wedge for yet another bit of retrogression in the remaking 
of the Australian political tradition, to use Paul Kelly's 
phrase, by cutting back on easy enrolment and voting. For 
example, the same sources that had the Joint Standing 
Committee's ear on enrolment have been advocating a return to 
numbered ballot papers which is euphemistically called "vote 
tracing" I,Hughes 1998 :491), and already secured endorsement in 
an editorial in the Sydney Morning Herald for that cause. As 
it happens, the editorial commended the idea because that's 
how it was done in Britain, and a Select Committee of the 
House of Commons had just recommended its abolition for the 
same good reasons that any reasonable person would oppose it 
in Australia, but such small contradictions do not seem to 
matter. The effect of numbered ballot pape~s would be to 
intimidate some voters who would no longer vote and do their 
best to get off the roll so long as compulsory voting 
survived. 

My final point therefore is this is the time to draw a line in 
the sand, which unfortunately means with the Commonwealth 
because this is where the problem has originated. It should 
be made clear that open, easy and cost-free arrangements for 
enrolment and voting for all citizens constit.ute a set.tled 
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policy to which Queensland and, I think, the other States are 
strongly committed. If t hey cannot be preserved in ·c o
operation ..... ith the Commonwealth, Queensland will be prepared 
to consider its position and act in concert with those States 
which agree with it. 
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