PP-SA19a
Political Parties & Pressure Groups

1. What is a professional lobbyist?   (2 marks)

This is a person who is employed by pressure groups to lobby decision-makers on their behalf.   Some organizations will employ a lobbyist for a particular cause, whilst others maintain professional lobbyists on retainer.  
Many lobbyists are former members of parliament, journalists, public servants, political party officials or people with a background in corporate-government relations.

2. Explain 3 ways in which pressure groups enhance the workings of Australian democracy.   (3 marks)

A pressure group is able to express the views of a minority of the population which might not otherwise be heard.  This was the case in the early days of the environmental movement and in the campaign against the Albert Park Grand Prix.  In this way, the important political ideal of representation is enhanced.

Pressure groups offer an avenue for people to participate in the political system.  At a time when research and election results indicate that many people are disillusioned with political parties, involvement with pressure groups provides an alternative form of political action.  In recent times, for example, environmental pressure groups have recruited more members than political parties.
Pressure groups assist in holding governments accountable for their actions, particularly in the period between elections.  It allows the community to force changes in government policy.  This was seen in the reaction by preesure groups representing optometrists following the 1993 federal budget, or in the lobbying for changes to the administration of the Goods and Services Tax (GST) in 2001.
3. Evaluate the political influence of economic pressure groups in Australia.  (5 marks) 

Economic pressure groups, such as those representing business (eg. Business Council of Australia), unions (eg. Australian Council of Trade Unions), or rural interests (eg. National Farmers Federation) have considerable ongoing political influence.  They can be classed as insider groups which are most likely to be consulted by governments, even those with which they are ideologically opposed. 

Because economic pressure groups are involved with basic issues of employment, income, taxation, superannuation, etc., their influence is pervasive.  Often, such groups also have the financial resources and organizational capacity to promote their views.  This was seen in the expensive campaign organized by business groups (eg. Business Coalition for Tax Reform) in support of the GST, and the multi-million dollar ‘fighting fund’ of the National Farmers Federation.

Many economic groups have a direct link to the decision-making process.  They have positions on government consultative bodies and links to the public service.  They make submissions to parliamentary committees.  At times, economic pressure groups are directly involved in the decision-making process, as was seen with the Economic and Tax Summits conducted by the Hawke Government in 1983 and 1985, and the membership of the Economic Planning and Advisory Council during the 1980s and 1990.  More recently, the Business Roundtable was established by the Bracks government to maintain contact with the corporate sector.

However, the insider status, economic clout and organizational capacity of these pressure groups is no guarantee of successful political influence.  For instance, the success of environmental pressure groups on issues as diverse as logging in national parks or uranium mining in the Northern Territory is evidence of the failure of economic groups to win support for their cause against electoral pressure exerted on governments.

Similarly, some important economic groups can be sidelined to an extent by governments, as the Howard government has done with the trade unions, or as the Keating government did with the Housing Industry Association.  Some groups, such as the banks lobbying for approval for mergers, may encounter resistance because of their prominence, perceptions of their behaviour and resentment of their power.
Many economic pressure groups have conflicting interests which governments can use to play off against one another.  For example, big business supported the introduction of the GST, but small business was less enthusiastic.  The interests of mining companies in the Mabo and Wik legislation sometimes conflicted with farming interests.

Overall, economic pressure groups do have considerable political influence in Australia, but it should not be assumed that this influence is unchecked.

