Reimagining the ACT Assembly Events Report

The Reimagining the ACT Legislative Assembly is the first in a four-
part Reimagining Governance for the ACT Event Series.

The ACT has had self-government for over 37 years. The purpose of
this event series is to spark public conversation, generate practical
proposals and build momentum for democratic renewal in the ACT.

Democracy = .~ N

Reimagining
Governance
for the ACT

Event Series

This initial event in the series consisted of three parts: a Panel discussion on June 15%, from which suggestions

for how the ACT Legislative Assembly might be reformed were taken and fed into a Pol.is Poll. The Poll was

then used to inform conversation at a community workshop on June 28", where the ideas from the Poll that

related to reform of the Assembly were prioritised by importance and feasibility. Further ideas for ACT

governance reform will be looked at during subsequent events in this series.

Major proposals from the co-design workshop to take forward are:

e Improving effectiveness of the Assembly by having more MLAs
e Limiting the number of terms an MLA may have

e Moving away from a Westminster to a unitary (but not presidential) or perhaps another model of

operation for the Assembly.

This report summarises these three parts of the Re-Imagining the ACT Assembly.
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The Panel

Former Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) Gary Humphries, Michael Moore, Bernard Collaery and
Caroline Le Couteur participated in a panel discussion coordinated by Genevieve Jacobs at the Irish Club on
Monday June 15%.

Their reflections on:

e the history of self-government in the ACT?

e their original vision for a self-governing ACT?

e How has that vision played out?

e What challenges have emerged?

e What reforms they think are needed now — and
into the future?

lead into a lively amongst themselves and there was some

time for questions from attendees.

100 Canberrans attended, including people from the Community Councils and four MLAs .

From the reflections and the discussion, the following ideas for reform emerged:

e That the ACT abandons the Westminster model of government and instead adopts a Government-of-
Territory-Unity model in which MLAs would together discuss and debate policy and legislate
accordingly. The Assembly would select the Executive / Cabinet on skills and merit. (257)

e Undo the Directorate system. Departments should answer to ministers not to Chief Minister’s officials.

e Do away with Cabinet / Party solidarity. Permit MLAs to cross the floor. Penalise parties that punish an
MLA who crosses the floor.

e Create a Standing Citizens’ Assembly of randomly selected citizens.

e Note Tasmania’s population and number of MPs compared to ACT. Increase the number of MLAs, ie
expand the Assembly.

e Amend the Self Government Act to forbid the behaviour of Party whips.
e A more cooperative Assembly with a professional speaker.

The full list of ideas collected can be found here.
Video of the Panel is here.

These ideas were collected and used as seed proposals for a public poll run between 16—-24™" of June. The poll
used the Pol.is application, similar to the poll to collect proposals for our MPs used earlier in the year.
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https://canberra-alliance.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Ideas-from-the-June-15-Panel-Discussion.pdf
https://youtu.be/4c2aKKXzwIc

The Poll
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The poll was open from midday
June 16" to midday June 24,

The question posed to initiate the poll was:

Self government in the ACT is 35 years old. How could it be better? What changes need to be made to
the ACT Legislative Assembly (and also other aspects of ACT government) to make governance in the
ACT better?

Poll participation

Statements Submitted People Voted Votes Cast Proposals Moderated
out
57 102 2,964 7 (see below)

Poll Results

The following tables lay out the poll results in four tranches:

By thematic grouping,
By overall vote count, noting that later proposals will have lower vote counts,
By level of agreement,

i e

By level of disagreement.
The full Poll report is available here.

The thematic analysis report is presented below.

Theme analysis

The focus of the Panel and Poll was re-imagining the ACT Assembly. However, the Poll collected a much
broader set of ideas across the whole of ACT Governance.

Accordingly, the poll results were initially sorted into proposals focused on Assembly reforms and broader
governance reforms, ranked according to the amount of agreement. Proposals were then sorted into sub-
themes within each of these. During this second sorting process, very similar proposals were placed together.
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https://canberra-alliance.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Reimagining-the-ACT-Assembly-Poll-Report.pdf

Proposals were then colour coded to show if there was predominant agreement (blue) or disagreement(red)
with each of the proposals.

The major themes that emerged are:

Within the Re-imagining the ACT Assembly group are: alternatives / tweaks to a Westminster system in favour
of a more cooperative, unity government not operating on party lines; change the numbers of MLAs; and a
few others including just getting rid of the Assembly. Moving away from the Westminster system was the most
strongly emergent idea.

The broader reform list includes: improving community participation by mechanisms such as citizen
assemblies, referenda, change to community councils’ role; changes to voting eligibility especially for under 18
year olds; and some government structure and integrity ideas. Ways to improve community participation was
the single biggest group of ideas submitted.

Proposals relating to Re-imagining the ACT Assembly

Com- | Agree | Dis-
ment-
id agree | Proposal

Alternatives to Westminster

3 67 18 Additional to comment 0: Do away with Cabinet / Party solidarity. Permit MLAs
to cross the floor. Penalise parties that punish an MLA who crosses the floor.

16 51 19 The Legislative Assembly should not operate along party lines but elected
representatives consulting with their constituents on issues.

1 51 14 Additional to comment 0: A more cooperative Assembly with a professional
speaker.

0 a4 22 That the ACT abandons the Westminster model of government and instead

adopts a Government-of-Territory-Unity model in which MLAs would together
discuss and debate policy and legislate accordingly. The Assembly would select
the Executive / Cabinet on skills and merit.

10 34 24 Unitary chamber: responsibilities (Ministerial and others) allocated by
members. No Cabinet secrecy. Reports public within 14 days.

17 28 36 Allow non-elected, well qualified people to be seconded to Cabinet.

Numbers of MLAs

7 54 14 Note Tasmania's population and number of MPs compared to ACT. Increase
the number of MLAs, ie expand the Assembly.

42 16 4 If more MLAs is considered necessary, increase from the current 5 MLAs to 7
per ACT electorate - hence lowering the quota to 12.5%.

39 13 7 To enable the possibility of a greater range of MLAs, the Assembly should be

changed to the 3 Federal electorates of 9 members each.

Other Assembly Reform Ideas

6 63 14 Limit politicians' (MLAs) terms to three terms.
8 41 18 Amend the Self Government Act to forbid the behaviour of Party whips.
30 6 18 Disestablish the Legislative Assembly and run a City Council, with 5 smaller

councils. Commonwealth legislation can be used to govern.
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Proposals relating to Re-imagining ACT Governance
Community Participation

Participatory Mechanisms - Citizens' Assemblies

Com- | Agree | Dis- Proposal
in;ent_ agree | Note: this is a further topic in the Re-Imagining Governance for the ACT series.
4 49 24 Create a Standing Citizens' Assembly of randomly selected citizens.
18 32 17 Citizens' assembly should be empowered to hold inquiries, make MLAs vote
again in secret ballot, make recommendations MLAs must respond to.
14 29 38 Develop a citizens parliament facilitated online by tech to parallel government
decision making.
44 7 12 Establish participatory budgeting, involving randomly selected citizens, as a
regular process for projects of different sizes.
Participatory Mechanisms - Referenda/Petitions/etc
5 38 14 Use citizen-initiated referenda.
46 20 5 Have citizen initiated petitions that reach a certain threshold trigger a formal
vote in the Legislative Assembly.
47 12 5 Have citizen petitions trigger a referendum once a certain threshold is reached,
but require the Assembly's support to pass into law.
45 5 16 Have all laws passed by the Assembly trigger an automatic petition to hold a
referendum to either accept or block the law.
56 2 13 Before laws or legislation being passed a referendum should be passed this
allows awareness of policy that is being planned to be passed.
Participatory Mechanisms - Other
13 78 2 Consultation needs to be real. Community submissions taken seriously and
genuine attempts made to achieve best outcomes for all development.
9 34 33 Create development committees in each suburb to provide responses to all
development applications affecting the suburb.
33 28 3 MLAs need to be more physically accessible to their constituents. Only having
offices in Civic makes them unseeable and forgettable.
4 17 0 MLAs should engage actively with community.
15 24 28 Advertise and develop a large register of self-selected voters to consider online
problems, perspectives and solutions for govt to implement.
Community Councils Reforms
Note: this is a further topic in the Re-Imagining Governance for the ACT series.
48 |18 5 Make Community Councils directly elected by citizens, receive funding from the

ACT government, and require their consultation on issues.

Voting Reforms

27 36 16 16 year olds to be given the right to vote

19 34 21 Expand the right to vote in ACT elections to permanent residents and lower the
voting age to 16 to ensure more voices are represented.

Page | 5



35 20 10 Split <Expand the right to vote in ACT elections to permanent residents...> Lower
the voting age to 16 to ensure more voices are represented.
34 17 18 17-year-olds be given the non-compulsory right to vote.
36 17 8 Split <Expand the right to vote in ACT elections to permanent residents...>
Expand the right to vote in ACT elections to permanent residents.
38 14 8 In order to instill later correct voting habits once they are 18, any voting rights
for 16 year olds should include compulsory voting.
52 8 4 In regards to voting any person living and residing in the ACT should be able to
vote regardless status as people have to abide by the laws.
55 8 4 Everyone residing in the ACT should be eligible to vote in elections as it effects
everyone.
32 7 25 Abandon Hare-Clarke voting system as it advantages parties over individuals.
Integrity
‘ 12 71 | 7 ‘ Transparency and integrity changes needed to build trust in ACT government.
Government Structure
2 62 7 Undo the Directorate system. Departments should answer to ministers not to
Chief Minister's officials.
Other Ideas
Future Wellbeing
Note: There is an ACT Well-being Framework.
25 53 7 Major ACT decisions should include a published assessment of their impact on
residents 20 years from now.
26 51 12 The ACT should appoint an independent Future Generations Commissioner to
check that major decisions protect future residents' interests.
24 a4 9 The Assembly needs a standing capability to assess risks from emerging

technologies before they affect Canberrans, not after.

Remaining Un categorised

22 46 10 Create a public finance innovation program to test better ways of funding
government services.

21 25 22 Trial government spending proposals on a small scale and independently
evaluate them before implementing them through legislation.

50 14 4 Development committees for regions / electorates not for each suburb.

23 12 12 Refinance ACT debt through voluntary community investment where it reduces
costs and keeps value local.

20 9 26 Statehood with a state constitution drafted every decade by mass citizen
assemblies across every neighbourhood and approved by referendum.

53 5 3 Establish a multiparty women's group (caucus) for MLAs to bring a gender lens
to policy.

41 4 21 The ACT should be remerged with NSW and a council put in its place.

Moderated out proposals

1.

Develop and make transparent an integrated transport plan for the ACT (off topic),
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2. Like citizens, permanent residents be given the right to vote in ACT Elections (duplicate),
Consider Biosphere reserve for ACT as now at Noosa, Fraser Coast, Mornington Peninsula - a United
Nations program with over 700 local areas. (off topic),

4. Nothing to add at this stage (comment),

5. More than ever all citizens need to be involved in governance of their district and nation. (off topic),

6. Allow volunteers to hand out how to votes in front of polling stations so voters can be a little more
informed. (off topic),

7. Directorates or departments make little difference, directorates were introduced to decrease silos
within the public service. Did it work? (An observation).

One conversation proposal removed from analysis:

| would like to see this with some discussion and information about the proposals. | don't think our
solutions are one line concepts.

In response to: "l would like to see this with some discussion and information about the proposals. |
don't think our solutions are one line concepts." Agree. 2 comments: 1. Pol.is only permits brief
proposals, up to 140 characters. 2. The co-design workshop is to build more detailed proposals/ plans.

All results were fed directly into the community co-design workshop on 28 June.

The Co-Design Workshop

The workshop occurred on June 28,

Re-imagining How the ACT Assembly Might Work -

Eighteen Canberrans attended the workshop, held at the Co-Design Workshop
Woden Valley Uniting Church in Curtin. 28 June, 2 - 4:30pm

Canberra Alliance for Participatory Democracy invites the
Process community together to turn ideas for reforms to the ACT

Legislative Assembly and governance more generally into
action.

The results from the Poll were given to participants.
Read more.

Participants then worked in small groups to choose what
they considered the most important proposals, and then separately the proposals they thought the most
feasible.

All participants then reviewed and voted on all the proposals choosing the ones they considered the most
important AND most achievable.

Each participant then chose one of the proposals that made it to this final round of voting, the one that most
interested / inspired them.

People then joined others who had chosen the same proposal and spent time working along these focus
questions:

Focus questions:

1. Come up with a plan for instituting that proposal.

2. Use formula: who needs to do what, when, to achieve what outcome; may need several rounds of
that.

3. Who can help / support?
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4. Who might block?
5. What commitment are people at the table able to make to bringing the plan to fruition?
6. When could that start?

Outputs
Four proposals were voted most important AND most achievable:

1. The proposal receiving the most votes across both importance and feasibility was for the combination
of ideas for expanding the Assembly with future numbers of MLAs and ways to do so (ie more
electorates or more members per electorate) undecided. This received eight importance and nine
feasibility votes.

2. The proposal for limiting MLA terms received seven feasibility votes and one importance votes.
Proposals for a change from a Westminster style of Assembly including a Unitary style government
(and cabinet), non-partisan ministers, “Not operate on Party lines” and “Permit MLAs to cross the
floor, received seven votes for importance and two for feasibility.

4. Merge the ACT into NSW and replace the Assembly with a municipal council. This received one
Important and no feasibility votes. No participant elected to work on this idea.

The planning ideas collected from each group was limited by time and the complexity of the chosen proposals.
The noted below give an outline of where thinking arrived at. It is clear that a more detailed process will be
required to move the ideas forward.

Expanding the Assembly

Expanding the Assembly is certainly possible, and in fact has been done before, and an increase to 35 MLAs
made following the 2017 Latimer House Review. It requires only a legislation change. Although a special
majority (which would now require 17 out of 25 current members) is required.

Within the current Assembly various combinations of different parties may enable the legislation change; for
instance the ALP and Liberals together or the ALP and the other parties with cross bench together.

Research of other places experience would provide evidence on which to the Assembly and the community
would base a decision and support.

An education process would be needed for Canberrans to understand the reasons for and particularly
advantages for them of such as change. This might include linking to other current pertinent issues and sharing
the demands of the work more broadly. Academic and other civil society support would help. There would
need to be support or a champion within the Assembly to initiate the discussion and table the legislation
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amendment, as well as support the community information campaign. Chief Minister support could be
essential and the Chief Minister could have the effective capacity to block the move. Other MLAs may oppose
or support the idea. It would be important for this change to avoid becoming a factional or party-political
issue. So preliminary engaging current MLAs’ support is critical.

The media might oppose or support the changes, so media management would therefore be critical.

There are several options as to how the current numbers of electorates and numbers of MLAs per electorate
might be re-arranged, and this will need further discussion. It may be advisable to avoid insisting on one
specific electoral division pattern during the campaign.

The consensus is that this could be achievable with a clear campaign.

Limiting MLA terms
This was considered reasonably feasible.
Emergent ideas:

e Research worldwide looking at the evidence for what has been tried elsewhere and to investigate
what might be possible in the ACT.

e The idea would need to be taken to the community, with a draft proposal to raise discussion,
awareness and generate a groundswell of support.

e A community or an MLA champion would help promote the idea.

e Media to publicise and support the idea would be helpful; Mark Kenny (Canberra Times and the ANU)
and other academics would help public discussion and perhaps support the change.

e Again this proposal would require a legislation change.

e This proposal links to others under discussion.

Advantages and disadvantages were laid out for consideration in going forward:

Advantages Disadvantages

Renewal Learning on the job — experience for being there
Dedication over time.

Less stakeholder / key interests capture MLAs need training.

Increased community engtgement
Increased mix of people (in Asssembly)
Better checking of ideas

Moving to a non-Westminster and non-republican, non-presidential system (perhaps a unitary
parliament model)

The output from this intense conversation is that the complexities require much more time and thought to
produce anything sensible.

The group spent a fair bit of time clarifying what moving to a non-Westminster system meant eg not moving to
a Presidential system.

One participant suggested a model of 7 executive positions with agreements in place about how many each
party/cross bench would have.
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Another suggested that after the election the party accountabilities cease to exist, with MLAs voting for
Executive positions on merit.

The question of how to ensure accountability without an Opposition was raised.

Following the discussion one participant suggested this would be a good topic for a Citizens Assembly to
consider.

Other matters arising

For several of the proposals, the Assembly could refer the idea to the relevant Standing Committee (for
instance the Standing Committee on Administration and Procedure perhaps) or arrange a broader public
inquiry.

While there was general support for further action on these ideas, there was no volunteering of participants to
take any idea forward at this stage.

Educational Experience Survey
CAPAD seeks to understand for each event we host, what the educational outcomes have been.

A brief participant survey was completed by eight participants, all reporting this as a useful exercise for
understanding reforms to the AT Legislative Assembly.

Going forward

CAPaD undertook to publicise this report widely to feed into:

Future events in this Re-Imagining Governance in the ACT event series, and

Ideas and conversations about reform to ACT governance systems and structures.
The future events in this event series build on this one and the outputs from the poll.
These events in 2026 are:

e 20 July — Spotlight on Community Councils
e 19 October — Do more MLAs make for better government?
e November (tba) — A Standing Citizens’ Assembly for the ACT.

Given the interlinked nature of these proposals and their complexity, we are considering the need for a longer,
deliberative event (or series of deliberative events) in 2027 to coordinate and take these ideas further.
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