PA-SA1999a
Political Parties & Pressure Groups

1. Name one electoral role and one parliamentary role performed by minor parties.   (2 marks)

Electoral: minor parties provide an outlet for alternative points of view in the community.  In recent years, up to 20% of the electorate have cast a primary vote for minor parties or independents.  Electorally, minor parties provide choice for voters.
Parliamentary: minor parties, predominantly in the Senate, allow for the expression of alternative points of view.  Through their capacity to negotiate with government and opposition parties, minor parties that hold the balance of power are able to determine the fate of legislation.  In this way, minor parties contribute enhance representation and assist in holding the government accountable.
2. Identify three methods or tactics used by minor parties to achieve their aims.  (3 marks)

Proposing amendments to parliamentary legislation, or introducing their own legislation.  In this way, minor parties can promote their own policies, as well as putting pressure on the government to justify its stance.  Eg. The compromise tax plan proposed by the Democrats in 1999, excluding fresh food from the GST.

Allocating preferences in elections.  In this way, minor parties can support or punish the major parties and thus attempt to influence their policies and leadership.  Eg. The allocation of Green and Democrat preferences to the ALP in the 1990 election.

Forming coalitions with major parties to advance their mutual political interests.  Eg. The longstanding coalition between the National Party and the Liberal Party.
3. Evaluate the argument that unity is essential to the success of political parties.  (5 marks)

John Howard once said that “disunity is death” to a political party.  Disunity over leadership (eg. Peacock-Howard conflicts of the 1980s), or policies (eg. ALP conflicts over refugees and asylum-seekers in 2002) can decrease a party’s chance of political success because of the resulting bad publicity.  This was seen in the 1987 election when the “Joh for PM” movement highlighted disunity in the coalition parties and allowed the ALP to win.
However, disunity is not necessarily essential to success.  The Australian Democrats permit their parliamentary members a free conscience vote on all legislation, as was seen with the decision of 2 Democrats to vote against the GST compromise reached with the Howard government in 1999.  It can be argued that this is a democratic strength that assists the success of the Democrats. 

Aside from unity, political parties also need a clear philosophy and definite policies to achieve success.  It can be argued that the Liberal Party under John Howard receives support because of its clear articulation of a conservative political philosophy.  Even if the electorate does not always agree with everything the party does, they can feel reassured by the knowledge that they know what they are getting.  The ALP, especially under Kim Beazley, suffered in this regard and was criticized for not developing a clear alternative to the coalition in areas such as economic policy, refugees and health.  Throughout the period 1998-2001, the ALP displayed unity, but this was not enough to ensure success.
Parties also need a sound organizational base in order to succeed.  The party “machine” is essential to the development of policies, the preselection of candidates and the running of election campaigns.  Problems with electoral malpractice and branch stacking can hinder the success of parties, even if they are united and promoting clear policies.

There is no question that a disunited party will have difficulty achieving political success, but other factors are also important.

