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1.

 

 An Act to alter the Constitution so as to ensure 
that Senate Elections are held at the same time as 
House of Representatives elections.

 

2.

 

 An Act to facilitate alterations to the 
Constitution and to allow electors in Territories, as 
well as electors in the States, to vote at 
referendums on proposed laws to alter the 
Constitution.

 

3.

 

 An Act to alter the Constitution so as to ensure 
that Members of the House of Representatives and 
of the Parliaments of the States are chosen directly 
and democratically by the people.

 

4.

 

 An Act to alter the Constitution to enable the 
Commonwealth to borrow money from, and to 
grant financial assistance to, local government 
bodies.
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Background

 

Q1. Simultaneous Elections – The first proposal to alter the Constitution was to 
make provision for elections for both houses of Parliament to be held on the same 
day. The two elections had been out of step with one another since 1961.

Q2. Mode of Altering the Constitution – The second proposal was to amend 
section 128 of the Constitution to allow eligible voters in the ACT and NT a vote in 
the referendum. This proposal also sought to allow amendments to the Constitution 
to be made if approved by both a majority of the voters nationally and a majority of 
voters in half of the States (instead of the current majority of States ruling).

Q3. Democratic Elections – The third proposal to alter the Constitution sought a 
change to population, rather than the number of electors, as the basis for 
determining the average size of electorates.

Q4. Local Government Bodies – The fourth proposal sought to amend section 51 
of the Constitution to give the Federal Government power to give financial 
assistance to lend and borrow money for any local government body.
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Timetable

 

Writ issued: 20 April 1974.

Polling day: 8am to 8pm on Saturday, 18 May 1974. 

Roll close: On the same day as issue of the writ.

 

The writ

 

The issue of the writ by the Governor-General to the Chief Electoral Officer 
triggered the referendum process. The writ was required to state the day (which 
must be a Saturday) and date for polling and the date for return of the writ. The Act 
provided the writ to be accompanied by a copy of the proposed law and of the 
statement (if any). The statement set out the text of the proposed law and the text 
of the particular provisions (if any) of the Constitution that were proposed to be 
altered by the proposed law, along with the proposed alterations. 

Notification of receipt of the particulars of the writ was required to be gazetted and 
advertised in two or more newspapers circulating in each State, including a copy of 
the proposed law or the statement (if any).

Copies of the proposed law or the statement (if any) were exhibited at Post Offices 
and Customs Houses in each State and any other places as directed by the Chief 
Electoral Officer. 
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Enrolment and voting entitlements

 

Enrolment and voting were compulsory. 

 

Those entitled to enrol and vote

 

All persons 18 years of age and over, whether male or female, married or 
unmarried, were entitled to enrol and vote provided that:

• they had lived in Australia for six months continuously; and

• they were British subjects.

 

*

 

If a person was qualified to vote they were entitled to have their name placed on 
one subdivision roll for the division in which they lived. 

*The definitions of ‘Australian citizen’ and ‘British subject’ were provided in the 
Australian Citizenship Act.

 

Those not entitled to enrol and vote

 

• Any person of unsound mind and any person convicted of treason, or who had 
been convicted and sentenced or was about to be sentenced for any offence 
which could result in imprisonment for one year or longer, was not entitled to 
vote.

• Any person who held a temporary entry permit under the Migration Act 1958 
or anyone deemed a prohibited immigrant under that Act.
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Those not entitled to vote

 

• All electors in the Australian Capital Territory and Northern Territory. 

 

Special provisions for members of the forces

 

Special provisions for enrolment and voting were made for persons serving 
overseas under the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918–73. (Note that if the 
person’s normal place of living was in the Australian Capital Territory or the 
Northern Territory they were ineligible to vote in a referendum.)

Members of the Defence Force who were on service outside Australia and were 
not electors but:

• were over 21 years of age; and

• had lived in Australia for six months continuously; and

• were British subjects;

were deemed to be an elector and, provided that they were not disqualified from 
voting for any other reason, they could vote at the referendum as if their name 
appeared on the roll for the subdivision they had lived in immediately prior to their 
departure from Australia.

These special provisions also applied to people who accompanied a part of the 
Defence Force but was not a member of the Defence Force. 
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Types of voting

 

Ordinary

 

An ordinary vote was a vote cast at any prescribed polling place for the subdivision 
for which the elector was enrolled.

 

Absent

 

An absent vote was a vote cast at any polling place within the State other than at a 
polling place within the subdivision for which the elector was enrolled. 

 

Postal voting 

 

A postal vote was available to any electors who:

• had reason to believe that they would not, throughout the hours of polling day, 
be within the State for which they were enrolled; or

• had reason to believe that they would not, on polling day, be within five miles by 
the nearest practicable route of any polling booth open in the State for which 
they were enrolled; or

• would be travelling, throughout the hours of polling day, under conditions which 
prevented them from voting at any polling booth in the State for which they were 
enrolled; or
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• would be prevented by serious illness or infirmity or, in the case of a woman, by 
approaching maternity from attending a polling place on polling day.

• would, for religious reasons, be unable to attend a polling booth on polling day

• was an elector covered under the special provisions for members of Defence 
Force (see Special provisions of members of the forces in Enrolment and voting 
entitlements for details).

The application for a postal vote certificate and ballot paper could not be made until 
after the issue of the writ, and had to be received by the divisional returning officer 
for the division in which the elector was enrolled by 6pm on the day before polling 
day. Alternatively, the elector could return it to another divisional returning officer 
if the application would not reach the relevant division in time by ordinary mail. 

The certificate and completed ballot papers had to be with a divisional returning 
officer, assistant returning officer or presiding officer before the close of polling on 
polling day.

 

Section votes

 

Section votes were a range of votes available to electors whose eligibility to be given 
a vote was in question. The vote was issued as a provisional vote and the person’s 
entitlement to the vote was investigated by the divisional returning officer before 
being admitted to the count.
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Section 91A

 

Vote where the elector’s name had been marked on the certified list of voters as 
the recipient of a postal vote, but who claimed that they had either not applied or 
not received a postal vote.

 

Section 121 vote

 

Vote where the elector who was entitled to vote but whose name did not appear 
on the certified list of voters due to error of an officer or a mistake of fact was 
permitted to cast a vote.

 

Section 121A vote

 

Vote where an elector who was entitled to vote but whose name was already 
marked off the certified list of voters but claimed that they had not already voted 
could vote using a section 121A vote and declaring that they had not already voted.

 

Scrutineers

 

The Governor-General, or any person authorized by him, could appoint one 
scrutineer at each polling place in each State and the Governor of a State, or any 
person authorized by him, could appoint a scrutineer at each scrutiny at a polling 
place or divisional office in the State.
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Reference material

 

Legislation relevant to the administration of the referendum held in 1974 were:

• Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918–73

• Referendum (Constitution Alteration) Act 1906–73

• Australian Citizenship Act.
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Yes/No cases

 

A Yes/No case booklet was printed for the 1974 referendum.

The Referendum (Constitution Alteration) Act provided for the printing and 
distribution of a Yes/No case booklet. This provision allowed for two 2000-word 
arguments, one for and the other against the proposed law, to be written by a 
majority of members of both Houses of the Parliament who voted for or against the 
proposed law. These arguments had to be written within four weeks of the passage 
of the proposed laws through both Houses of Parliament. 

These arguments were then forwarded to the Chief Electoral Officer, who arranged 
publication and distribution of these arguments to every elector in the form of a 
Yes/No booklet within two months of their receipt and no later than two weeks 
after the issue of the writ. 

This booklet also had to include a statement showing the alterations and additions 
proposed to be made to the Constitution. Statements in regard to each proposed 
law could be included as one statement setting out all of the alterations and 
additions to the Constitution to be made by all of the proposed laws, with margin 
notes identifying the proposed law by which each alteration was proposed to be 
made.
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When there were more than one 
referendum on more than one 
proposed law on the same day, all 
of the arguments for all of the 
proposed laws were printed in the 
one pamphlet. A word limit of 2000 
words per argument still applied, 
however, if one of the arguments in 
favour exceeded 2000 words it was 
able to be offset by another of the 
arguments in favour being less than 
2000 words. The same applied to 
the against arguments.      

 

Text of the 
Yes/No booklet

Word RTF
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Ballot paper

 

A single ballot paper was issued to voters and 
contained the four separate questions, the full titles of 
the proposed laws for alteration of the Constitution, 
and directions to the voters. 

 

Formal vote

 

Electors indicated their vote as follows.

• If they approved of the proposed law, they wrote 
the word ‘Yes’ in the space provided.

• If they did not approve of the proposed law, they 
wrote the word ‘No’ in the space provided.

 

Informal vote

 

A ballot paper was considered informal if:

• it was not initialled by the presiding officer or 
did not have an official mark; or

• it had no vote indicated on it; or

• it had more than one vote marked on it; or

• it had some mark or writing on it that could, in the 
opinion of the divisional returning officer or 
assistant returning officer, identify the voter.
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Results

 

Q1. The referendum was NOT carried. 

One State recorded a YES vote (NSW). Nationally 48.30% of electors voted YES.

Q2. The referendum was NOT carried.

One State recorded a YES vote (NSW). Nationally 47.99% of electors voted YES.

Q3. The referendum was NOT carried.

One State recorded a YES vote (NSW). Nationally 47.20% of electors voted YES.

Q4. The referendum was NOT carried.

One State recorded a YES vote (NSW). Nationally 46.85% of electors voted YES.
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Enrolment Statistics by Division Excel Text Notes

Turnout Statistics by Division Excel Text Notes

Votes Counted by Vote Type by Division Excel Text Notes

Informality Statistics by Division Excel Text Notes

Referendum Results by State and Division

Q1. Simultaneous Elections Excel Text Notes

Q2. Mode of Altering Constitution Excel Text Notes

Q3. Democratic Elections Excel Text Notes

Q4. Local Government Bodies Excel Text Notes Results
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