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Abstract 

As support for established political parties wane and the electorate becomes more 

volatile, minority governments have become more common both in Australia and in many 

other parliamentary democracies. In Australia since 1989 there have been 23 minority 

governments at the national and subnational level, yet there remains a public aversion 

towards them. This aversion to minority government, how it is managed and how past 

experiences of minority government influence both the formation and nature of subsequent 

minority governments warrants closer examination to enhance our understanding of how to 

translate inconclusive election results into legitimate and effective governments.   

Whilst there is a growing body of research on minority government in Australia, the 

way in which the legacies of past minority governments influence both formation processes 

and the structure of future minority governments is comparatively under-examined. This 

thesis advances the literature on minority government in Australia by examining how past 

experiences of minority government in one jurisdiction influence subsequent attitudes to 

minority government in other jurisdictions and how parties and their leaders benefit from 

temporal and cross-jurisdictional learning and implement new or changed political strategies, 

policies, and institutions to try to manage future minority government formation with a view 

to minimise negative political consequences.  Given the historical dimension of the study and 

its emphasis on evolution and learning over time it is argued that historical institutionalism 

and associated theories of policy transfer provide an ideal framework for the thesis.  

The detailed empirical analysis presented in this thesis focuses on five subnational 

minority government case studies from two Australian states with recent experiences of 

minority government. Three of the cases are from Tasmanian (1989, 1996, 2010) and two 

from Queensland (1998 and 2015), which collectively represent all models of minority 

government found in Australia over the study period and allow a comparison of jurisdictions 

with different institutional and political contexts.  Recognising the important role of political 

leaders as key ‘agents’ in minority government formation, a mixed-method approach 

combines interviews of 21 leaders and senior advisors with direct experience of minority 

government formation with data from other primary and secondary sources including the 

broader scholarly literature.  



4 

The thesis argues minority government formation in Australia is shaped by past 

patterns of politics and policy learning from other relevant jurisdictions.  Examples of such 

learning include the universal take up of pledges to govern alone or not at all and the 

adoption from Canada and subsequent institutionalisation of accords, agreements and 

memorandums of understanding, of which there are three main variants. Past patterns of 

politics and prevailing institutions may influence the formation of minority government, but 

they are not deterministic. Indeed, the study identifies significant political, institutional and 

policy changes in all jurisdictions in part because political leaders have choices about how 

they confront the uncertainty associated with an inconclusive election result. These include 

fundamental changes to electoral systems, parliamentary committees, procedures and rules 

and to the long-held convention of joint ministerial solidarity and responsibility. A high level 

of trust and a close working relationship between those sharing power emerged as vitally 

important to the stability and longevity of minority governments. While past experience has 

resulted in a much greater understanding of the constitutional requirements and constraints 

on minority government formation, negative attitudes among Australian towards minority 

government remain.  
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SECTION I 

 CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

1.1 IMPETUS FOR THE RESEARCH AND THE QUESTIONS 

There are two intriguing aspects of the politics surrounding minority government in 

Australia that I (and no doubt many others) have witnessed as a political journalist and 

commentator with a bird’s eye view of two Tasmanian minority governments (1989 and 

1996) and, as a political adviser to a Labor premier (1998), had much to do with developing 

strategies to avoid them. The first aspect is the apparent paradox that, on the one hand 

there is a widely held belief that minority governments are unpopular yet, on the other hand 

they appear to be becoming more common. The second aspect concerns the strategies put 

in place by political actors to, firstly, attempt to avoid them; secondly, negotiate their 

formation; and thirdly, to manage their operation. The link between these two aspects of 

minority government is how the views of political actors and their perceptions of public 

attitudes drive political, institutional and policy change. The thesis thus will examine the 

transfer and adoption across jurisdictions and across time of these political strategies and 

institutional and policy changes resulting from past episodes of minority government. 

 In relation to negative attitudes, Prosser (2016, pp. 19-20), for example, discusses the 

‘alleged public aversion’ to minority government and Prosser and Denniss (2016) note that 

balance of power MPs are often portrayed by cartoonists as ‘clowns, cowboys and 

colossuses’ (2016, p. 80), while Kefford and Weeks (2020) note that commentators are 

‘bemused by the formation of these administrations’ (2020, p. 90). Reynolds also notes that 

minority governments have ‘had bad press’ and often labelled as ‘unstable, irresponsible and 

unrepresentative’ (Reynolds 1998, p. 17). Indeed, Tingle (2012) draws a link between the 

Machiavellian art of political backstabbing and minority government, arguing it's not just that 

the public see former Australian Labor prime minister Julia Gillard ‘as a backstabber who 

brought down an elected prime minister, it is that we see her as the very reason we have 

minority government’ (2012, p. 25).  This negative attitude towards minority government is 

also apparent in other Westminster systems. Cody (2009), for example, notes the comment 
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of James Travers writing for the Toronto Star on March 22, 2007 that, ‘The act of minority 

government is engineering defeat on the most favourable terms’ (2008, p. 27). Scholars such 

as Powell (2014, p. 2) argue that it is more the media and parliamentarians than the public 

who hold negative views about minority government. Additionally, Bale and Bergman (2006) 

note that until recently, when it had become evident that minority rule did not spell the end 

of stable government and good economic growth following the introduction of Mixed-

Member Proportional representation (MMP), ‘opinion surveys consistently suggested that it 

was clearly the least preferred governing option amongst New Zealanders’ (2016, p. 430).  

In 1995 and 1998 two opinion surveys carried out under the auspices of the University of 

Tasmania found that 53.9 per cent and 53 per cent respectively of Tasmanians would prefer 

a new election to the formation of a minority government (see Sections 7.2 and 7.8).  

Possibly because of the nature of the two-party dominant Westminster majoritarian 

tradition, yet against a weight of evidence to the contrary, minority governments are often 

associated with social and economic malaise, political instability, limited terms and struggles 

to establish their legitimacy – [see for example, Prosser (2016), Marks (1993), Crowley 

(2003b) and Thomson et al (2017)].  

In relation to the second part of the paradox, evidence of the increasing incidence of 

minority government in Australia is examined in detail in Chapter 2 and Chapter 5. For 

now, however, while acknowledging that Australia has always had a history of minority 

governments [see Forsey (1964) and Moon (1995) Green in Hogan and Clune (2001, p. 283) 

for example], the thesis argues that, after an absence of minority governments from 1977 to 

1989 (Moon, 1995, p. 148), Australia entered a new era of minority government from 1989 

to the present, or as Bowe (2010, pp 137-138) describes it, ‘a renaissance’ of minority 

government both with minor or third parties and with independents. Using definitions (see 

below) derived from the literature and tailored for this study, there have been 23 minority 

governments in Australia since 1989 with one at the national level and at least one in every 

state and territory. 

In relation to the second aspect of this paradox is the action, or perhaps reaction, of 

political parties to the negativity surrounding minority government. That major parties have a 

negative view of hung parliaments and minority government is not surprising given the political 

advantages of single-party majority in implementing their own policy agenda without the need 

to negotiate or compromise. However, this understandable aversion to minority government 

is compounded by the fact that in many, but not all, cases (see analysis in Chapter 5) the 
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parties involved in minority governments suffer an electoral backlash at subsequent elections. 

As Strom (1990) notes in his seminal work on minority governments, they are often unpopular, 

and the major parties, third parties and independents involved often suffer a political backlash 

at subsequent elections (1990, p. 69). Thus, given the perceived negative public view of 

minority government and empirical evidence at elections in Australia, it is not surprising that 

major parties campaign against them in the lead up to elections, in many cases going as far as 

to promise not to enter minority government with any other parties or independents. For 

example, in the lead up to elections in Tasmanian from 1992 to the present, both major 

political parties in Tasmania have stated that they will ‘govern in majority or not at all’ – even 

in the knowledge that, as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, there are significant constitutional 

constraints on this position. 

How the major parties and their leaders learn from past experiences of minority 

government and react when faced with future hung parliaments is central to the research.  

There are two main aspects of this. The first relates to political lesson learning in relation to 

the positions and policies taken by parties and their leaders into election campaigns and in 

government formation and operation following elections that result in hung parliaments. The 

second relates to both formal and informal institutional change such as the adoption or 

adaption, either from other jurisdictions or from their own past, of agreements used to secure 

support for minority governments, and changes to parliamentary rules, cabinet rules, 

constitutional conventions and even electoral systems, that are implemented as a result of 

previous minority government experiences and the effect these changes have on future 

government formation.  

Thus, the research question central to this study is: 

How do the legacies of past government formation effect the formation of 

subsequent governments in hung parliaments in Australia? 

The task of setting and then implementing political strategies in relation to minority 

government largely falls to a small group of people, mainly party leaders and their advisers 

(with a caveat that in recent times some parties have changed rules to attempt to constrain 

the actions of leaders which is discussed in the case study chapters). This argument is set 

out below and in Chapters 2 and 3, and empirical evidence of this is provided in the case 

study research Chapters 6-10.  
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Chapters 2 and 3 also establish three key subsidiary questions to guide the research. In 

summary these are: 

1. Why do parties and leaders adopt different political strategies and positions in 

response to past experience of hung parliaments? 

2. What institutional changes and policy transfer occurs as a result of the learning 

experience of past minority government? 

3. How important is the jurisdiction, the lifecycle of government and contextual and 

institutional factors, such as negotiation styles and the extent of electoral and policy 

rivalry between the parties, in determining the government formation process and 

outcome? 

1.2 THE NATURE OF MINORITY GOVERNMENT  
 

This thesis uses the term majority government to describe governments that hold at 

least 50 per cent of the seats plus one in the lower house, an institutional requirement for 

governments under the Westminster system. Thus, the Liberal-National Party (LNP), while 

technically a coalition, is classified as a majority government for this thesis on the grounds 

that this is how it is viewed popularly and that its coalition agreement is a long-standing pre-

election compact (see Chapter 2). The term hung parliaments refers to those political 

circumstances where no party or formal coalition of parties has majority support in the 

lower house of parliament (Griffiths 2010, p. i). For the purposes of this research the term 

minority government includes any Australian governments (federal, state or territory) 

formed post-election in the context of a hung parliament, irrespective of whether they are 

single-party governments supported by agreements or coalitions with no such support 

agreements. Furthermore, the thesis focuses only on lower houses where governments 

form. 

The justification for adopting this much-simplified definition of minority government is 

argued in detail in Chapter 2. Briefly, however, the reason for taking this position is 

Australia’s long acknowledged history as a two-party dominant system, where the 
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expectation is that one or the other of the two major parties – Labor or the LNP (or in 

some sub-national jurisdictions either the Liberal Party or the Nationals) - will form majority 

government (Costar & Curtin 2004, p. 14); (Bogdanor 2009).  The thesis takes the position 

that Australian parliaments therefore have either a majority government or some form of 

accommodation for a minority government even if, technically, some of those minority 

governments might alternatively be defined as either parliamentary or cabinet coalitions. 

 WHY RESEARCH MINORITY GOVERNMENT IN AUSTRALIA? 
 

While historically minority governments in Australian are not uncommon, as mentioned 

above, the accepted norm in Westminster style governments is for one of the major parties 

to form a majority government (Costar and Curtin, 2004). However, since 1989, every state 

and territory in Australia has had at least one hung parliament and, consequently, a minority 

government. As Brenton notes, at the sub-national level in Australia, minority governments 

became much more common in the 1990s and 2000s (Brenton 2015, p. 116). At the federal 

level, the 2010 general election resulted in the Gillard minority government and in 2018 the 

Turnbull/Morrison LNP governments lapsed briefly into minority due to disqualification or 

resignation of members and the loss of by-elections. This thesis counts the Tasmanian 2010 

Bartlett Labor government and the 2011 Giddings Labor government as one government as 

the change in leader did not result in a change in the parliamentary balance of power or 

change in government status. 

Prosser and Denniss (2015) note that minority governments are becoming more 

common in Westminster parliamentary systems including the United Kingdom (two since 

2010), New Zealand (minority governments at every election except 2020 since the 

introduction of MMP voting system in 1996), Canada and Australia (2015, pp. 436-439). 

Horne (2010) also notes that at the Australian state and territory level hung parliaments are 

common. The full list of the minority governments in Australia since 1989 is presented in 

Chapter 5. Chapters 2 and 5 also explore some of the explanations for this such as the 

decline in the vote share of the two major parties, fundamental changes in the roles and 

capacities of major political parties, and the emergence of new channels of engagement, 

mobilisation and participation, [see Marsh and Miller (2012), Weller and Stevens  (2015), 

Gervais (2011) for example]. Australia still has a two-party dominant system, but ‘major 

party vote share has decreased in recent years, and minor parties and independent 
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candidates have proliferated’ (Martin & Pietsch 2013, p. 212). Chapter 5 documents the 

decline in the major party vote share in Australia from 95 per cent at the federal election in 

1949 to 74.5 per cent at the federal election in 2019. 

1.4 THE ROLES OF POLITICAL ACTORS AND INSTITUTIONS 
 

Two consistent themes within the minority government literature presented in 

Chapter 2 are the important role of a very small group of political actors involved in 

minority government formation decision-making and the importance of institutions in 

shaping, constraining and, in many cases, facilitating minority government. Section 2.6 

demonstrates that the literature supports the argument that leaders play a significant role in 

minority government negotiation and formation and Section 3.5 presents the argument that 

political actors have choices and can drive change but are constrained by formal institutions 

and by prevailing societal views regarding appropriate behaviour. It is well documented by 

some of the leaders involved – for example see Gillard (2015), Field (1997), and Beattie 

(2005) – that agreements for minority government are negotiated directly between the 

leaders of political parties and/or independents who hold the balance of power. To 

understand how the negative views about minority government outlined above translate to 

political, policy and institutional change it is necessary to garner the views and insights of the 

key political actors involved in that process. The purpose is to examine their own role and 

attitudes to minority government, whether that attitude is based on past experience of 

minority governments, the negotiation and formation processes and whether institutional 

change resulted from earlier experiences of minority government. Thus, this research 

combined insights from historical institutionalism with biographical accounts and examines 

the role of leadership and agency in shaping political change by employing the use of 

interviews of political actors directly involved in the minority government case studies. The 

list of interviewees and the questions used to guide the interviews are presented in Chapter 

4 and the data from the interviews is presented in Chapters 6-10 in Section II of the thesis.  

The study examines the important role of institutions including constitutions, 

conventions – particularly those aimed at ensuring the continuity of government and the 

cabinet conventions of joint ministerial responsibility - electoral systems, parliamentary rules 

and procedures as well as those which influence the form and conduct of political parties. 

There is evidence in the literature of institutional and policy change resulting from lesson 
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learning, policy transfer or diffusion due to experience of minority government [see for 

example Marsh and Miller (2012), Peacock (2018)], and the introduction of new institutions 

at ‘critical junctures’ which affect future minority government formation. This research is 

presented in Chapters 2 and Chapter 5. 

Given the relevance of institutions to the study of minority government formation, 

Chapter 3 assesses the range of theories, models and approaches used to analyse 

government formation and argues that Historical Institutionalism (HI) is the most 

appropriate theoretical framework for this study. Chapter 3 argues that the application of 

HI theory can explain the process of lesson-drawing and transfer.  The theory allows that, 

while institutions constrain and moderate the actions of political actors, leaders can exercise 

‘agency’ and play a significant role in bringing about change. Furthermore, HI explains how 

societal attitudes about majority and minority government, as well as expectations of 

appropriate behaviour, have a strong influence on minority government formation and 

evolve gradually over time. 

 DESIGN AND SCOPE OF THE PROJECT  

 

The aim of the project is to analyse how political parties learn from past experiences of 

minority government in Australia, what changes are made to institutions and strategies as a 

consequence of these experiences, and how these legacies effect future minority 

government formation. Reflecting this aim and, because Australia has had minority 

governments at the national level and in all states and territories in the study period, case 

studies must be representative of different institutional and political contexts (for example 

minor or third parties holding the balance of power versus independents),  electoral systems 

(for example, single member electorates using preferential voting versus proportional 

representation systems) and whether they have a unicameral or bicameral parliament. The 

case studies must also cover the three different types of minority government as defined by 

Moon (1995), Ward (1997) and Griffiths (2010) – that is, minority governments with 

support agreements, those with no support agreements and coalitions (see Chapter 2). In 

order to analyse lesson drawing from one minority government to another it is beneficial to 

focus on jurisdictions that have had multiple periods of minority government. The five case 

studies therefore have been drawn from two such jurisdictions, Tasmania and Queensland.  

The three Tasmanian case studies include the 1989 Labor-Green minority government, the 
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1996 Rundle Liberal minority government, and the 2010 Bartlett/Giddings Labor-Green 

coalition government. The thesis also examines two minority governments in Queensland – 

the 1998 Beattie Labor minority government and the 2015 Palaszczuk Labor minority 

government. The other benefit of using the two sets of minority government cases is that 

they had different outcomes. Whereas in Tasmania both parties that participated in each of 

the three case study governments lost votes at the following election and the government 

fell, in both Queensland cases the lead party (Labor) won a majority at the following 

election and the independent (Wellington in both cases) also was re-elected. Contrasting 

the two states and the different political outcomes provides an opportunity to test whether 

the results are specific to a particular set of institutional settings or whether they can be 

applied more broadly in Australia. 

Secondly, the research project uses a qualitative, inductive and historical-comparative 

approach, detailed in Chapter 4, which is compatible with HI theory. Adopting a multi-

method approach provides a means to analyse and draw conclusions from the insights from 

interviews and cross-reference them against data from other primary and secondary 

information sources. It applies HI theory to identify critical junctures or broad changes in 

socio-economic and political contexts to identify and explain how changes to institutions or 

the introduction of new institutions establish new path dependent trajectories that influence 

subsequent government formation decisions. HI principles also help analyse how political 

actors, while being able to drive change, are also constrained by existing institutions.  

It is acknowledged that setting this period and limiting the case studies to five of the 

23 Australian national and sub-national minority governments since 1989 has methodological 

implications. Firstly, because it excludes other periods of Australia’s political history of 

minority governments. Secondly, while acknowledging examples in other jurisdictions that 

follow the Westminster model such as the United Kingdom, Canada and New Zealand, it 

does not examine these in detail. Thirdly, limiting the case studies excludes a more detailed 

examination of other minority governments in other Australian jurisdictions during the same 

period. Due to resource and time restrictions, it simply is not possible to examine all 

minority governments, in all periods. However, Chapter 5 does provide detailed 

examination of accords, memorandums of understanding and charters of good government 

and other like agreements used to form minority government across all Australian 

jurisdictions as a major example of lesson learning and institutional and policy transfer. 
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1.6 INNOVATION AND CONTRIBUTION  
 

The thesis contributes to the understanding and discussion of minority government in 

Australia in three important ways. While acknowledging the growing body of scholarly work 

in this field, it is argued the systematic comparative analysis of political and institutional 

learning from experiences of minority government in Australia is under-represented in the 

literature and especially so at the sub-national level. The innovative methodology of 

combining analysis of published accounts of minority government with interviews across the 

political spectrum of leaders and advisers involved in the formation and operation of 

minority governments recognises the key role of leaders and their capacity to influence 

negotiations and shape the dynamics of minority governments. This provides new and 

largely under studied insights.  As examined in greater detail in Section 2.9, Prosser and 

Denniss (2016) interviewed experienced politicians regarding attitudes to minority 

government but not those involved in the governments. Crowley and Moore (2019) 

examine the lesson learning and transfer in relation to agreements where Greens support 

minority government in a cross-national study comparing Sweden, New Zealand and 

Australia but not from the viewpoint of the leaders of the government parties involved and 

not from a sub-national perspective or employing interviews. Others, for example Griffith 

(2010) and Reynolds (1998), have analysed the detail of minority government support 

agreements and note their spread across Australia since 1989. Reynolds (1998) also does a 

comparative analysis of the agreements that underpin the Tasmanian 1989 Field and the 

NSW 1991 Greiner/Fahey minority governments. However, employing HI and policy 

transfer theory extends that analysis by providing a framework to create a temporal and 

spatial analysis to trace the origins and transfer of some key institutional changes resulting 

from the experience of minority government and to analyse the importance of the 

fundamental changes that this has brought to previously long-held conventions and practices 

of the Westminster system of government in the Australian context. 
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1.7 THESIS STRUCTURE 
 

The thesis is divided into three sections. Section 1 includes four chapters that 

establish the basis for the research, its scope, theoretical framing and the methodological 

approach that has been employed. Chapter 1 deals with the background (provides context) 

to the research, the central research problem, an empirical overview of the incidence of 

minority government worldwide and in Australia, a brief overview of the case studies and a 

justification for their selection. It argues that minority governments are likely to be with us 

for the foreseeable future and, therefore, that there is a strong case for further research of 

the phenomenon. 

Chapter 2 provides a strategic review of the literature in relation to minority 

government internationally and within countries that follow the Westminster tradition, 

including Australia, with a focus on the major themes and variables. These include but are 

not limited to how minority governments form, their operation, stability and durability and 

methods to measure their performance. Chapter 2 also seeks to identify where there are 

gaps in the current literature and details the key questions for this research.  

Chapter 3 briefly assesses the range of theories, models and approaches used to 

analyse government formation.  It argues that the HI variant of new institutionalism 

framework be used to analyse this study’s research questions. The Chapter also establishes 

that HI is appropriate for comparative studies of real-world empirical cases such as 

explaining different outcomes in different jurisdictions. As well, it shows that HI, which uses 

an inductive approach to analyse empirical data to infer explanations, fits well with this 

thesis which uses empirical data, including interviews, to examine how leaders, political 

parties and institutions change over time in response to past minority government 

experiences. Importantly, given the emphasis of the minority government literature on the 

key decision-making role of relatively small groups of political actors discussed in Chapter 2, 

the Chapter argues that HI’s focus on agency and account of the role of individual actors in 

shaping institutions and the role of institutions in constraining the actions of political actors, 

are particularly relevant to this study. Chapter 3 defines institutions and HI’s underlying 

assumptions and examines some of the key features of the theory that are relevant to this 

study. These include the concepts of path dependency, critical junctures, institutional 
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dynamism, institutional stickiness, the role of political actors and the importance of ideas. 

Finally, Chapter 3 highlights the range of institutions that are of importance to this thesis.  

Chapter 4 sets out the research design and method. It explains how the thesis adopts 

a multi-method, qualitative and comparative research approach and how this is compatible 

with HI theory. It details the sources of data, explains the reason for the use of case studies 

and direct interviews and how the data from interviews will be cross-referenced against 

other primary and secondary information sources to corroborate the results, and to 

reconstruct what occurred in each of the case studies. It further details how the thesis uses 

a grounded-inductive approach in conjunction with the HI framework to analyse the data to 

address the research questions. Chapter 4 also lists the questions used to guide the 

interviews and provides reasons for their choice and how they relate to the research 

questions. Finally, the Chapter provides the list of political actors interviewed for the 

research and the reason for their inclusion in the study.  

Section II presents the project’s empirical research data and includes six Chapters. 

Chapter 5 is an introductory chapter for the detailed case study analysis presented in 

subsequent chapters. It summarises relevant research on the incident of minority 

government in Australia and explores some of the key explanations for this, including the 

decline over time of the primary vote of the two major parties and the corresponding 

increase in support for minor parties and independents, as well as some of the reasons 

proffered in the literature for this trend.  

Chapters 6-10 correspond to each of the five case studies. The first three, Chapters 

6-8 include the three Tasmanian case studies of minority government set out in section 1.5 

above, and Chapters 9 and 10 relate to the two Queensland case studies. Each provides a 

detailed analysis of the political and institutional context that led to the hung parliaments, 

the major political and policy issues, the origin of models for support agreements, the 

minority government negotiation processes and how the governments operated day to day. 

The Chapters each examine areas of agreement and major reasons for contention as well as 

measures of their success or failure.  Importantly each chapter applies the concepts of HI 

theory to seek answers to the questions posed in section 1.1 above and Chapter 2. 

Section III consists of one Chapter (Chapter 11). It provides a comparative analysis of 

the research in the preceding Chapters and discussion of the research findings and 

conclusions.  
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 CHAPTER 2 - MINORITY GOVERNMENT CAUSES & CONSEQUENCES  

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter presents a strategic, focused review of minority government literature. 

As outlined in Chapter 1, the aim of the project is to analyse how political parties and 

institutions adapt over time as a reaction to past experiences of hung parliaments and 

minority governments. Before addressing this question, it is important to review the extant 

literature on the minority government phenomenon. The review firstly examines literature 

that defines and models minority government. This is necessary to both situate this study 

within the broader literature and to justify the selection of the five case studies for this 

project. It then surveys and analyses the literature on processes relevance to the research 

question. Specifically, these processes are negotiation, formation and operation (or 

performance) of past minority governments - measured by duration, stability, legislative 

productivity and electoral performance – institutional change, the central role of leaders and 

societal attitudes towards majority and minority government. In relation to the question of 

societal attitudes towards minority government, and in seeking to address the research 

question of how the legacies of the experience of past minority government affect the 

formation of future minority governments, it is also necessary to identify some of the key 

factors that affect those attitudes. 

Through this analysis, the review seeks to identify and analyse the theories posited in 

Chapter 1 that shape the empirical research, as well as inform the specific questions put to 

the interviewees that are discussed in Chapter 4. The review also aims to establish the 

importance of institutions and thus the application of new institutionalism theory to this 

study. Finally, the review aims to demonstrate that, while there is a growing literature on 

minority government, there has been comparatively little research on the lesson drawing 

and policy transfer in relation to the legacies of minority government in Australia or, indeed, 

internationally.  
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2.2 CONCEPTUALISING MINORITY GOVERNMENT  
 

Definitions of the key terms used in this thesis – ‘minority government’, ‘majority 

government’, ‘coalitions’, ‘balance of power’ and ‘hung parliaments’ - were introduced in 

Chapter 1. Those definitions were derived from the review of the literature and are 

discussed in more detail in this section, while the definition of institutions is discussed in 

detail in Chapter 3.  

Strom (1990) defines minority government as a government that holds less than half of 

the seats in the parliament (1990, pp. 6-7). Lijphart (1999) argues that there are two types 

of minority cabinets1 – one, the genuine minority cabinet that has to negotiate continually to 

stay in office (confidence and supply) and on each and every piece of legislation, and the 

other is the kind described by Strom (1990) as a majority cabinet in disguise - that is, one 

that has received a firm commitment from other parties (or independents) of support on 

confidence and supply matters but which are not represented in Cabinet (Lijphart 1999, pp. 

91-99). Powell (2014) argues that a minority government is generally defined as a 

government in which the parties sharing cabinet portfolios do not command a majority of 

seats in the legislature (2014, p. 2). Like Strom (1990, pp 60-62 and 94-96), Bergman (1995) 

makes a distinction between formal and substantive minority governments. She defines 

coalitions as formal minority governments that rely on ‘negotiated agreements of support 

with other parties to reach an absolute majority of the seats in parliament, that are 

comprehensive and explicit and that are long-term binding’ (Bergman 1995, p. 29). 

Substantive minority governments in her analysis lack such agreements and rely on support 

parties. Laver and Schofield (1990) also make this distinction between legislative and 

executive coalitions, a legislative coalition being one formed to decide matters of policy in 

the parliament while the executive coalition decides who forms government, although it is 

possible membership of the two will be the same (1990, pp. 62-69). 

Prosser and Denniss (2015) adopt three terms to define government at the federal 

level in Australia: ‘majority government’ is when a party – or a formal coalition of parties – 

holds the most seats in both houses, for example, the Howard Government between 2004 

 
1 Some scholars, including Lijphart, use the term cabinet in this sense to mean executive government. It is 
important to note this, as it was a distinction used by Labor Premier Michael Field in relation to his promise 
not to form a government – meaning cabinet – with the Greens in relation to the Tasmanian 1989 Labor 
minority government case study in Chapter 6.   
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and 2007; ‘minority government’ is when the government does not have majority in one of 

the two houses, for example, the Rudd Government after 2007 and the Abbott 

Government after 2013 in the Senate; and  ‘minority parliament’ is when a government is 

formed without majority in both houses of parliament, for example, the Gillard Government 

between 2010 and 2013 (2015, p. 435). These distinctions are useful for defining the 

different majority-building strategies required to form and maintain government or to pass 

legislation. However, as noted in Chapter 1, this thesis is only concerned with lower house 

minority situations where governments are formed.  

This thesis uses the term ‘majority government’ in the Westminster system of 

government sense to describe governments that hold at least 50 per cent of the seats plus 

one. Bognador (2009) notes that the ‘single party majority government is generally regarded 

as the essence of the Westminster model’ (Bogdanor 2009, p. 121). Prosser and Denniss 

(2016) also note that, although Australia has preferential voting in the House of 

Representatives rather than first past the post as in the United Kingdom, the Westminster 

model is still used to describe and assess the Australian parliament (2016, pp. 80-81). 

Botterill and Cockfield (2015) note that the Liberal Party has had a majority in the House of 

Representatives in its own right for fewer than eight of the 42 years to 2015 but that most 

mainstream political commentary treat the Liberal National Party (LNP) as a single party 

(Botterill & Cockfield 2015, p. 53). Other scholars including Norton (2002), Prosser & 

Denniss (2015) and Preston (1997) either explicitly or tacitly take the same view. The thesis 

accepts this position that LNP coalition governments that hold at least 50 per cent of the 

seats plus one are majority governments and are therefore excluded from this study. 

Additionally, the position is justified on the basis that the LNP is a long-term pre-election 

coalition agreement, in contrast to post-election agreements that, as noted in Chapter 1, 

are included as minority governments for this thesis. 

Griffiths (2010, p. i) defines ‘hung parliaments’ as those political circumstances where 

no party or formal coalition of parties has majority support in the lower house of 

parliament. He takes the approach that the term ‘minority government’ is where ‘in the 

context of a hung parliament, some form of accommodation is made between political rivals 

or competitors, either parties or independents, and is a political creation formed by means 

of compromise or negotiation’ (Griffiths 2010, p. 2). Hazell et al. (2009, pp. 6-7) note there 

is a range of options between the lead party of government and the smaller parties – from a 

coalition with more than one party represented in the cabinet, for example, the 2010 
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Tasmanian Bartlett/Giddings Labor-Green Government, to the formation of minority 

government by just one of the major parties, for example, the 1996 Tasmanian Rundle 

Government.  

Moon (1995) argues that ‘minority government refers to the absence of a 

parliamentary majority for the party with executive power’ (1995, p. 142). He also argues 

that coalition governments fall outside the description of minority governments as they 

entail sharing ministerial responsibilities among a coalition of parties that enjoy effective 

majoritarian status in the lower house of parliament (1995, p. 145).  

Moon (1995) defines ‘balance of power holders’ as ‘the small numbers of minor party 

or independents as opposed to the major parties’ (1995, p. 145). Moon then contrasts this 

form of what he terms ‘minoritarianism’ with ‘ersatz majoritarianism’ in which individual 

balance of power holders are persuaded not to oppose the government on policy or 

confidence issues and not to challenge government policy by means of their own legislative 

proposals. While these differences are important in terms of differentiating between 

minority government formation processes, this thesis adopts a definition of minority 

government that encompasses both situations described by scholars such as Lijphart (1999), 

Strom (1990) and Moon (1995) - the genuine minority cabinet that has to negotiate 

continually to stay in office and the ersatz majority cabinet. The reason for this, as noted in 

Chapter 1, is Australia’s long acknowledged history as a two-party dominant system, where 

the expectation is that one or the other of the two major parties – Labor or the LNP (or in 

some states, either the Liberal Party or the Nationals alone) - will form majority 

government (Costar & Curtin 2004, p. 14). The thesis asserts that Australia therefore has 

either a majority government or some form of accommodation for a minority government 

even if, technically, some minority governments might alternatively be defined as either 

parliamentary or cabinet coalitions. The other key point to emphasise about this definition 

of minority government is that it refers to post-election agreements as described by 

Griffiths above.  
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2.3 THE FORMATION OF MINORITY GOVERNMENTS 
 

This section briefly reviews literature in relation to the motivation of actors to form 

minority governments, the range of models and approaches developed to explain and 

categorise the variety of minority governments and some of the main characteristics of 

those governments under majoritarian or consensus models. This is important to categorise 

the Australian minority governments in the study period and thus inform the selection of 

the case studies to ensure they cover the full range of minority government types 

experienced in Australia. This modelling is also significant in understanding the motivation of 

political actors, the context of the Westminster political system and how past experiences 

influence the negotiation and formation of subsequent minority governments.  

Early work by game theory scholars such as Riker (1962), Axelrod (1970) and De 

Swaan (1973), explains coalition formation in terms of a rational choice of goal seeking 

actors. Primarily, political actors are assumed to be driven by one goal, the desire to win or 

share in executive government. Strom (1990, pp. 24-38) agrees that minority governments 

form as the results of rational choices made by party leaders but argues they are 

constrained by other factors, particularly expectations of future election outcomes, and are 

also motivated by opportunities for policy influence, which does not necessarily require 

achieving a parliamentary majority. Thus, party leaders are not concerned exclusively with 

immediate objectives and might therefore trade-off short term office and policy objectives in 

favour of longer-term electoral incentives (1990, p. 38). This may help explain why parties 

and their leaders in Australia might opt to pass up opportunities to form minority 

government in the expectation of majority government at a future time, as, for example, in 

1996 in Tasmania where the Labor opposition pledged not to negotiate a minority 

government with the Greens and thus allowed the Liberal government to remain in office in 

minority (see Chapter 7). Other scholars, for example, Godbout and Høyland (2011, pp. 

457-458), Sened (1996, pp. 352-353) and Artes and Bustos (2008, p. 308), argue that in 

addition to the goal of seeking office, minority government negotiations and coalition 

formation are also influenced by electoral incentives (expectations about future elections) 

and ideological differences which, for example, may prevent other parties coming together 

to defeat a minority government.  

Quinn (2015) discusses the importance of the concept of the median legislator, often 

referred to as the balance of power holder, to understanding how minority government 
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works. According to Quinn, under this theory ‘what matters in parliament is not just how 

many seats each party has but where those seats are ideologically positioned relative to 

each other’ (Quinn 2015, p. 1). The argument has implications for this project, particularly in 

cases where there is no agreement or formal coalition, because what matters to minority 

governments is ensuring that other parties (or independents) do not support motions of no 

confidence, and do not vote down their legislation or programmes. It also is relevant to the 

discussion on whether minority government is more likely between parties and/or 

independents who are ideologically compatible. 

Lijphart (1999) lists six ‘cabinet’, or government, formation options: minimal winning 

coalitions; minimum size; bargaining proposition; minimal range; minimal connected winning 

and policy-variable coalitions. Briefly, the first case is where only those parties participate 

that are minimally necessary to give governments majority status. The second case uses the 

same underlying assumption but limits government participation. The third case predicts 

that governments will form with the smallest number of party participants to make 

negotiations and bargaining easier. The minimum range coalitions case assumes it is easier to 

form and maintain coalitions with parties with similar policy preferences. The fifth variant 

suggests parties adjacent to each other philosophically on an ideological spectrum are more 

likely to align and the sixth assumes that parties that are truly more interested in policy 

outcomes than power are more likely to join coalitions (Lijphart, 1999, pp. 91-99). Using 

slightly different typology Herman and Pope (1973) list eight types of government outcome 

– two types of majority government and six types of minority government – categorised by 

whether they are single party or multi-party and whether the minority governments are 

supported or unsupported (1973, pp. 192-193).  

Using Lijphart’s definitions, most Australian minority governments in the study period 

fall into the first three categories. While the model suggests that parties adjacent to each 

other ideologically and those truly more interested in policy outcomes are more likely to 

align, there is evidence this is not necessarily the case in the Australian context. Crowley 

and Tighe (2017), for example, note the Tasmanian Greens’ support for the conservative 

Rundle Liberal government in 2006 despite differences in key policy areas for reasons 

detailed in Chapter 5, 6 and 7. Curtin and Miller (2011) argue that the 2010 Australian 

federal minority government confounds traditional coalition theory that suggests that parties 

aiming to govern will seek out the minimum number of partners and votes needed to secure 

a minority or coalition agreement in two ways. Firstly, it reached agreement with more 
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different partners than were necessary (albeit in the Senate, and not the House of 

Representatives where it had just enough and limited options) and, secondly, and more 

importantly, the different partners came from both the left and the right of centre (Curtin & 

Miller 2011, pp. 5-7). 

Moon (1995) uses a similar categorisation of minority government as Lijphart (1999) 

and Herman and Pope (1973), but with four types of minority government – ersatz 

majoritarianism, ersatz coalition, ad hoc minoritarianism and minoritarianism. Moon’s model 

also combines two variables concerning the mode of action and the motivation of balance of 

power holders – whether the balance of power holders operate as individuals or as a group 

and whether they are motivated by opportunities for personal gain or gains for their 

constituency (Moon 1995, p. 143). Ersatz majoritarianism occurs when individual balance of 

power holders do not oppose the government on either confidence or policy matters. 

Ersatz coalitions are where ‘there is a collectivity of balance of power holders who are 

united in respect of a particular social or economic interest’ but do not challenge the 

government (1995, p. 145). With ad hoc minoritarianism balance of power holders do not 

threaten governments on supply and confidence but challenges may occur issue-by-issue on 

policy and legislation. Minoritarianism occurs where balance of power holders cooperate in 

parliament on general programs and legislation but otherwise their allegiances to each other 

are ad hoc and there are no penalties for voting against a government on some issues (1995, 

pp.144-145). With Moon’s modelling, the assumption is that in the minoritarianism-type 

government, the balance of power holders are united by a programme for change, whether 

that is substantive in a policy sense or procedural, for example, parliamentary reform (1995, 

p. 144).  

Like Moon (1995), Ward (1997) provides a four-model typology for categorising 

minority government but focuses more on how they form rather than on why. The first of 

Ward’s models is when parties holding a minority of seats forms a coalition to achieve a 

majority in the lower house of parliament. The second model occurs when a government is 

in a minority but has received assurances of support on confidence and appropriation bills 

from independent members or opposition parties. The third model is where a government 

is in a minority but has received no assurances of support from independents or opposition 

parties and the fourth model, which is common in Australia, is where a government has a 

majority in the lower house but is in minority in an upper house (Ward 1997, pp. 1-3). As 

explained in Chapter 1, it is the first three models where, in a hung parliament, no single 
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party can secure a majority of seats in the lower house, that are the focus of this thesis, so 

the fourth model of upper house minorities is specifically excluded from this project on the 

basis that governments are not formed in lower houses. Griffiths (2010) also adopts the 

framework proposed by Ward (1997), Moon (1995) and others to categorise the different 

minority governments in Australia (Griffiths 2010, p. 8).  

The thesis argues (Chapter 1 and Chapter 5) that the trend decline in the major party 

vote since the mid-1940s and an increase in voter support for third parties, minor parties 

and independents is a significant contributing factor in the incidence of minority government 

in Australia. Putting this in context, Jaensch and Mathieson (1998, pp. 11-13) differentiate 

between ‘minor parties’ and ‘third parties’, noting that from 1910 until 1998 a total of 523 

minor parties had been registered in Australia of which 387 had contested one or more 

elections, but relatively few had achieved enough votes to be counted as ‘third parties’. They 

adopt Satori’s (1976) definition of a third party as ‘any party that regularly breaks the two-

party competitive pattern in a nation by winning or threatening to win enough offices to 

influence control of government’ (Jaensch and Mathieson 1998,  p. 11). Examples of third 

parties include the Democratic Labor Party, Australian Democrats and the Australian (and 

Tasmanian) Greens. Jaensch and Mathieson argue that in the 20 years to 1998 there had 

been ‘an explosion of minor parties and growing electoral support’ for them (1998, p. 5). 

Costar and Curtin (2004, p. 7) note that at the 2001 federal election there were 29 

registered parities but only three of them secured representation in the House of 

Representatives. They also noted that in the decade to 2004 independents had been key 

players, holding balances of power in five states as well as the Australian Capital Territory 

(2004, pp. 7-14). At the sub-national level Smith noted that between 1910 and 2005 in New 

South Wales there were some 3488 individual candidates, including 180 that represented 

minor parties but, of those, only 104 had won seats and it wasn’t until the 1980s that 

enough independents won seats over a long enough period so that by 2006 it was well 

established how independent politics differed from that of the major parties and how to use 

that to effect in parliament (Smith 2006, p. 51).When this thesis refers to types of minority 

government it adopts the typology of Moon (1995), Ward (1997) and Griffith (2010) noted 

above with the addition of this ‘minor party’ and ‘third party’ clarification noted by Jaensch 

and Mathieson (1998).  
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Thus, the thesis refers to following three types of minority government: 

Type 1 – Where parties with a minority of seats form a coalition to achieve a majority. 

Type 2 – Where a government is in minority but has received assurances of support on 

supply and confidence from third parties, minor parties or independents. 

Type 3 – Where a government is in minority but has no assurances of support from third 

parties, minor parties or independents. 

It is argued that all Australian minority governments in the post 1989 period that are 

referred to in this thesis, and detailed in Chapter 5, fall into these three models. More 

specifically for this project, the 2010 Bartlett/Giddings minority government (as defined in 

Chapter 1), is categorised as Type 1 - a coalition. The 1989 Labor minority government as 

well as the two Queensland case studies – the Beattie Labor minority government 1998 and 

the Palaszczuk Labor minority government of 2015 – are Type 2 minority governments - 

having received assurances of support on confidence and appropriation bills (from an 

independent). The 1996 Rundle Liberal minority government is a Type 3 minority 

government – having received no assurances of support on confidence and supply. 

Caramani (2008) examines government formation from the point of view of whether 

they are formed within majoritarian or consensus systems and notes majoritarian 

governments are more common in the Westminster system than in ‘consociational’ type 

governments that exhibit patterns of accommodation and compromise rather that 

competition. Heywood (2007) notes that multi-party systems, which are characterised by 

competition between more than two parties, reduce the chances of single-party 

governments and increase the chance of coalitions (2007, p. 287). This characterisation of 

majoritarian and consensus or multi-party systems is important to this thesis because, as a 

jurisdiction following the Westminster model at both the national and sub-national levels, it 

is expected Australia therefore will exhibit majoritarian traits which impact on institutions 

and institutional change. Lijphart (1999) compares majoritarian and consensus models and 

lists 10 key different characteristics. He argues that governments under the Westminster 

system generally display majoritarian model attributes which he notes are: concentration of 

executive power; cabinet dominance; a two-party system; majoritarian and disproportional 

election outcomes (i.e. more seats that their percentage share of the vote would indicate); 

interest group pluralism, which mirror the government-versus-opposition adversarial 
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approach; centralised government; concentration of legislative power (because upper 

houses do not generally initiate legislation); constitutional flexibility (i.e. not formalised and 

based on common law and convention); and the absence of judicial review. Under Lijphart’s 

framework, consensus model governments exhibit the opposite of all these features – 

power sharing, executive-legislature balance, multi-party systems, proportional 

representation, interest groups are more inclined to negotiate, strong bicameral systems, 

constitutional rigidity and judicial review (Lijphart, 1999: 2-41). Brenton (2015, pp. 116-129) 

notes that the experience of minority and multiparty government challenges the 

fundamental tenets of the Westminster system such as the convention of collective 

ministerial responsibility and this is examined in the case study chapters to follow. 

2.4 INCIDENCE OF MINORITY GOVERNMENT 
 

Strom’s seminal 1990 study examined minority government in 15 European 

democracies from 1945 to 1987. For his purposes, he included changes in prime ministers 

which resulted in regime change, any change in the parties represented in cabinet, any general 

election and any by-election resulting in a change in government. This thesis accepts Strom’s 

criteria in this respect so that, for example, the change in premier in Tasmania in 2010 from 

Bartlett to Giddings did not result in a regime change and is therefore counted as just one 

government. Of a total of 356 governments included in Strom’s study, 125 – or 35.1 per cent 

- were minorities (Strom 1990, pp. 56-59). The earlier study by Herman and Pope (1973) 

noted that out of 207 governments which had formed in twelve western democracies since 

WWII, 74 (35.7 per cent) of them were minorities (Herman & Pope 1973, p. 191). Ward 

(1997) also noted that 27 per cent of governments formed in western Europe in the years 

1945 to 1992 were governments formed by post-election coalitions to achieve a majority in 

the parliament and, of those, just over a fifth were cases where the governing party or 

coalition did not have a majority in the lower house (Ward 1997, pp. 1-2). The periods 

investigated may vary and therefore the reported numbers differ, but the overall results all 

point to the same result – internationally minority governments are comparatively common. 

Focusing on Westminster-style democracies, Peacock (2018) notes that ‘steeped in 

majoritarian culture of the “Westminster System”, dominated by single-party adversarial 

majority governments, historians and commentators have not given the phenomenon the 

attention it deserves’ (Peacock 2018, p. 1). Like other scholars [Strom, 1990; Artes and Bustos, 
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2008], Peacock argues that the study of minority governments around the world, 

comparatively speaking, has received less attention from historians and political scientists than 

either coalitions or single-party majorities (2018, p. 7). Peacock draws on declassified internal 

party files and cabinet documents from a series of British minority governments in the 1970s 

and describes the election of minority governments of prime ministers Edward Heath, Harold 

Wilson, Jim Callaghan, John Major and Theresa May as one of the most significant phenomena 

in British political history. Forsey (1964) noted that Britain, Australia and New Zealand had 

‘plenty’ of minority governments, adding Britain had 16 between 1834 to 1931 while in 

Australia before federation, and in the absence of major parties, they were the rule rather 

than the exception (1964, pp. 1-2). Geller-Swartz (1979) rebuts the ‘myth that minority 

governments are a rare phenomenon’ in the Canadian system, noting that six of the eight 

parliaments in Canada to 1979 had been minorities. ‘Far from being an aberration, minority 

governments have almost become the rule’, (Geller-Schwartz 1979, p. 67). Good (2010, p. 3) 

noted that at the federal level in Canada there had been 13 minority governments from 1921 

to 2010, while Bourgault (2011, pp. 510-513) argued there had been 11 minority governments 

in that period. Paun (2011) mentions a number of studies in Canada, New Zealand, Australia, 

Ireland, the UK and India to further support the proposition that minority governments are 

common in Westminster-style democracies (Paun 2011, p. 441).   

Moon (1995) argues that minority governments had been part of the Australian 

landscape for much of the 20th century, a point also made by Reynolds (1998) and Green in 

Hogan and Clune (2001, pp. 283-284). Moon notes that Queensland was the only state up to 

1995 to not have a minority government (1995, pp.146-147). As detailed in Chapter 5 and 

the two Queensland case study chapters (9 and 10), that changed in 1995. Moon also notes 

there was a decline in the number of minority governments in the post WWII period in 

Australia and that there were no minority governments in Australia between 1977 and 1989 

(1995, p. 148).  Costar and Curtin (2004) note that since the early 1990s independents or 

minor parties have held a balance of power in all states and territories (Costar & Curtin 2004, 

p. 7). While acknowledging minority government was a frequent occurrence in Australia in 

the early part of the 20th century, Bowe (2010) argues that it has undergone ‘a renaissance’ as 

the major parties’ share of the vote has declined (2010, pp. 137-138). Kefford and Weeks 

(2020) also argue that minority government is becoming more common internationally and in 

Australia (2020, pp. 89-90) and Waugh (2000), discussing the election of the Bracks’ minority 

government in Victoria in 1999, notes that it was the first minority government in that state 
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since 1952 (2000, pp. 2-5). Applying the definition of minority government outlined above, 

during the study period for this thesis there have been 23 minority governments in Australia 

at the national and sub-national level. Chapter 5 details the incidence of minority government 

in Australia since 1989 and explores some of the key reasons for this to support this argument 

that minority government of a new period of minority government in Australia, at least at the 

sub-national level. 

2.5 SURVEY OF AUSTRALIAN MINORITY GOVERNMENT LITERATURE 
 

As a consequence of the incidence of minority government, there is a growing body of 

scholarly literature on various aspects of the subject. Norton (2002), Marsh and Miller 

(2012), Marks (1993), Marsh (1995), Bennett (1999), Bowe (2010) and Smith (2006) discuss 

the decline of the vote for the two major parties and increase in vote share for minor and 

third parties. Scholars such as Moon (1995), Ward (1997) and Griffiths (2010) cited above 

define and categorize the types of minority governments in the Australian context. There is 

a large body of work on minority government from the point of minor and third parties. For 

example, Bowe (2010), discusses the role of Australian Greens in Australian government 

formation while  Crowley (1996), (2003a), (2003b), (2008), (2009), (2015), covers a range of 

topics related to Green supported governments in Tasmania. Reynolds (1998) examines 

minority government from the point of view of independents and minor parties, comparing 

the outcomes of agreements for minority government in Tasmania in 1989 and NSW in 

1991, and Jackson (2016) also discusses minority government in the context of the rise of 

the Greens from activists to become Australia’s third party. The Australian federal 2010 

minority government experience is examined from a range of viewpoints, such as an 

examination by Carson, Gibbons and Martin (2019) on whether the Gillard government 

kept its promises, Prosser and Denniss (2015) on policy and political legitimacy, Prosser 

(2016) who questions whether the government was able to meet the high expectations of 

the electorate and also examined the Gillard government’s legislative performance and 

Costar (2012) on a range of issues including the negative attitude of scholars and political 

commentators to minority government, the minority government negotiation process and 

the role of the constitution. 

 A further body of work examines specific minority governments in individual states, 

both from the perspective of the election of hung parliaments and the dynamics of 
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negotiation and formation of minority government, as well as their operation. These include 

for example, Williams (2015), on the Palaszczuk minority government Queensland in 2015, 

Waugh (2000) on the 1999 Bracks minority government in Victoria and McCall (2013), Herr 

(2005) and Crowley and Tighe (2017) on aspects of minority government in Tasmania. Smith 

(2006) and Smith in (Laffin & Painter 1995) analyses the operation and achievements of the 

Independents Memorandum of Understanding with the NSW Greiner minority government 

in 1991. Clune and Griffith (2005) examine the reform outcomes of the NSW 1991 minority 

government against the agenda outlined in the MoU. Biographies and related studies on 

particular governments such as Kelly (2014), Kent (2009) and Gillard (2015) in relation to 

the 2010 Gillard minority federal government; Beattie (2005) and King (2015) regarding the 

Beattie 1998 minority government and the 2015 Palaszczuk governments respectively in 

Queensland; and Gray and Tilt (2020) in reference to the events surrounding the 1989 

Tasmanian minority government provide historical and political context to the research. 

There have also been a number of cross-national studies, notably Crowley and Moore 

(2019) who compare Green supported minority government in Sweden, New Zealand and 

Australia, Kefford and Weeks (2020) who compare minority government and independent 

MPs in Australia and Ireland, Marsh and Miller (2012) in the context of democratic decline 

and renewal in Britain, Australia and New Zealand. 

 Of particular interest to this thesis is the literature relating to institutional change and 

lesson drawing. This subject is covered by Crowley and Moore (2019) in relation to how 

the Greens movement in Sweden, New Zealand and Australia learn from the past 

demonstrated through changes to agreements they reach to support minority government 

formation. Kefford and Weeks (2020) discuss policy transfer as well as the adoption of 

agreements, especially at the sub-national level, as have Costar and Curtin (2004), (Costar 

2012),  Griffith (2010) and Reynolds (1998). The contribution of this literature to the study 

at hand is presented further below and specifically as it relates to the overview of Australian 

minority government in Chapter 5 and the five case study chapters to follow. 

This brief survey does not purport to cover all the Australian minority government 

literature, but it does highlight many of the major themes. It is argued that, while there is a 

growing body of literature on minority government, the particular focus of this thesis is 

under-represented in the literature. In particular, there are relatively few empirical 

comparative studies of sub-national governments in Australia and limited research on 
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political, policy and institutional lesson-drawing and transfer between the Australian 

jurisdictions. 

2.6 ROLE OF KEY POLITICAL ACTORS 
 

As noted in Chapter 1 and in the introduction to this Chapter, the thesis argues that 

leaders play a central role in the negotiation and formation of minority government. Section 

2.3 above notes that much has been written in the political and broader social science 

literature on the motivations of individual actors – [see for example, Riker (1962), Axelrod 

(1970) and De Swaan (1973), Strom (1990) Godbout and Hoyland (2011) and Sened 

(1996)]. Strom (1990), basing his work in rational choice theory, places party leaders at the 

centre of the discussion, describing them as ‘short-term dictators’ within their respective 

parties (1990, p. 30) and Radek (2015, pp. 183-184), in looking at party behaviour and the 

formation of minority governments in Denmark, and Radek (2015b), in relation to hung 

parliaments in the Westminster system, also examine the role of individual political actors 

and parties in those jurisdictions (2015b, pp. 104-107). As will be discussed in Chapter 3, 

historical institutionalists, for example, Eccleston (2007) and Galanti (2018), consider the 

role of political actors and their motivations within the context of the institutional 

constraints in which they operate. Laver (1998), distinguishes between cooperative and non-

cooperative2 game theory approaches to government formation and argues that with the 

cooperative approach groups or coalitions are the focus but with the non-cooperative 

approach, the focus is on the behaviour of individual actors within coalitions ‘be they parties, 

party factions or even individual politicians’ in the making and breaking of governments 

(1998, p. 3). He argues that non-cooperative game theory is crucial to the analysis of 

government formation in minority legislatures and that this theory has developed hand in 

hand with new institutionalism because the making and breaking of government is a product 

of local institutional rules including, for example, the sequence in which party leaders are 

asked to form government (1998, p. 4). It is demonstrated in the case study chapters to 

follow that the convention in Australia is that the incumbent prime minister or premier 

advises the Governor-General (Governor at the sub-national level) and therefore, when an 

 
2 Cooperative Game is a game in which players negotiate their contracts so that they can make joint strategies 
while noncooperative Game is a game in which no form of negotiation and binding contracts exist.  



38 
 

election outcome is unclear, is asked first to test their support for confidence in the 

parliament.  

In relation to Australia, there does not appear to be much detailed empirical analysis 

in the literature on the role of party leaders in minority government negotiations. Minority 

government is more often explained in terms of electoral and party systems and broad 

socio-political trends such as party dealignment and the impact of particular minor party 

groups or independents on minority government formation. Prosser and Denniss (2016), in 

arguing in support of their paper which interviews experienced parliamentarians from across 

the political spectrum – a research strategy that is also a feature of this study – note the 

significant role of political actors in the process (2016, pp. 80-81). Meullish in (Clune & 

Turner 2005, pp. 456-457), Smith in Clune and Turner (2005, pp. 593-595), Clune and 

Griffith (2005, pp. 541-542), and Smith in Laffin and Painter (1995, pp. 24-25) all note the 

central role of Premier Nick Greiner, conservation independent Tony Windsor and three 

non-aligned Independents, in particular John Hatton, in the negotiations to establish the 

NSW 1991 minority government. Furthermore, it is apparent from reading autobiographical 

accounts, see for example (Gillard (2015) and Field (1997), that minority government 

formation decisions are made by a very small group of political leaders and their advisers. 

Gillard (2015, pp. 52-70) writes in detail of the negotiations that she and a small group of 

fellow Labor party frontbenchers had with the Greens, and independent MPs Andrew 

Wilkie, Rob Oakeshott and Tony Windsor.  

Nevertheless, while it is argued leaders play a key role in minority negotiation and 

formation, they are also constrained by their parties. Weller and Stevens (2015) note that 

‘prime ministers hold their position on leasehold, not freehold’ and need to maintain party 

support (2015, p. 54). In other words, political parties in Australia can, and have, replaced 

incumbent prime ministers mid-term, for example, the 2018 removal of prime minister 

Malcolm Turnbull and replacement with Scott Morrison as leader of the Liberal Party and 

prime minister, and in 2013 Kevin Rudd’s replacement of Julia Gillard as the Labor prime 

minister. Reynolds (1998, p. 25) notes that in Tasmania in 1989, ALP rules prevented a 

coalition which helped steer Field towards a non-cabinet agreement to form minority 

government. 
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As detailed in Chapter 4, the thesis examines this important role of leaders in the 

formation of minority governments in the five case studies through direct interviews with 

the leaders and crossbench members involved in the negotiations.  

2.7 FORMAL INSTITUTIONS: ELECTORAL SYSTEMS, CONSTITUTIONS, CONVENTIONS 

AND AGREEMENTS 
 

One of the key themes in the literature is the importance of formal institutions in the 

government negotiation and formation process by constraining, shaping and influencing the 

decisions of political actors. The thesis is also concerned with institutional change and policy 

transfer that occurs as a result of the lesson drawing from the experience of past minority 

governments. Thus, this section examines literature in relation to some of the key formal 

institutions of significance to these themes. These include electoral systems, constitutions, 

conventions, parliament and its committees and parliamentary standing orders, federalism, 

bicameralism and judicial review. They also include political parties and their systems and 

rules. Additionally, this section – and further in Chapter 5 - also argues for the inclusion of 

less formal accords, agreements or charters of reform used to establish minority 

governments in Australia as institutions.  

The thesis has previously noted that different scholars highlight different institutional 

features in relation to government formation (Martin & Stevenson 2001, p. 34). Lijphart 

(1999), for example, includes federalism, bicameralism and judicial review. Thomson et al 

(2017) argue that power-sharing arrangements are part of the broader set of institutional 

constraints on governing parties (Thomson et al. 2017, p. 531). Laver (2000) notes that 

there has been a focus in scholarship on government formation about the role of 

institutions in the making and breaking of governments (2000, p. 22). Among the key 

institutions identified by Laver include formal investiture votes in some jurisdictions, where 

a parliament must pass a motion of confidence in a new prime minister (and hence the 

government) after an election, and the negative investiture procedure common in 

Westminster system parliaments where a government continues in office unless a vote of 

no confidence is passed against it, along with rules of cabinet governance, especially those of 

individual and collective ministerial responsibility. He further argues that the durability of 

minority governments is heavily conditioned by institutional environments and that ‘even 
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small institutional changes can have big effects while changes that look more dramatic may 

have little practical effect,’ (Laver, p. 22). 

In relation to Westminster governments there are three main types of electoral 

systems – first past the post systems such as that used by the United Kingdom for House of 

Commons elections; preferential voting which is used in Australia and the majority of states 

and territories for lower house elections and the proportional representation which is used 

in Tasmania and the ACT. Proportional representation is also used for Senate elections, 

which are outside the remit of this thesis.  

Duvenger’s Law holds that single-ballot plurality-rule elections (such as first past the 

post) structured within single-member districts tends to favour a two-party system with 

major parties disproportionately rewarded with seats, given their vote shares and minor 

parties under rewarded while proportional representation favours multi-party systems. 

Duverger's Law also draws causality from the electoral system to a party system. A 

proportional representation (PR) system creates electoral conditions that foster the 

development of many parties, whereas a plurality system marginalizes smaller political 

parties, generally resulting in a two-party system (Dunleavy & Diwakar 2013, p. 11).  This is 

relevant to this study which compares the Tasmanian Hare-Clark electoral system with the 

Queensland single member preferential voting electoral system. 

Radek (2015a) argues that in the UK ‘single party majority government has remained 

the norm at Westminster’ as a result of the ‘first past the post’ electoral system and the 

dominance of a two party system (2015a, pp. 175-176) because it has helped create a 

political culture where elections are portrayed as winner-takes-all battles between Labour 

and the Conservatives. Norton (2002) argues that generally in first-past-the-post electoral 

systems the candidate with the relative majority or plurality of votes wins even if he/she 

does not have 50 per cent plus one and this makes it more difficult for independents or 

minor parties (Norton, 2002 p. 34). Rodrigues and Brenton (2010, p. 112) argue that 

systems with preferential voting in single member electorates also generally advantages the 

major parties. This is due to the high level of first preference votes required for a candidate 

to be competitive and thus the low likelihood of independents and minor or third parties to 

win seats. They argue that this may also create a further disincentive for people to vote for 

them. Despite this, while minority government is more likely under systems of proportional 

representation, Norton (2002) argues that compared with first past the post systems 
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‘Independents and minor parties do not face the difficulty under the preferential system 

used in the Australian House of Representatives’ (Norton 2002, p. 34). Writing in relation 

to the 2010 Federal minority government in Australia, Curtin and Miller (2011) also argue 

the Australian compulsory preferential voting system assists the election of well-known 

independents and minor party candidates because voters disillusioned with either of the 

major parties are compelled to vote and the major parties are more likely to direct 

preferences to those independents and minor party candidates rather than to each other 

which thus helps lift those candidates over the 50 per cent mark (2011, p. 5).  

Powell (2014) found that minority governments are ‘much more frequent in the PR 

electoral systems’ (2014, p. 4), while Bognador (1984) notes that in contrast to first past the 

post and preferential voting systems, proportional representation creates a challenge to the 

traditional Westminster two-party model (1984, p. 121). Cody (2008) and Bale and 

Bergman (2006) argue that proportional representation helps minorities and coalitions to 

endure by supplying small parties as ‘contract partners’, by which they mean parties whose 

main aim is to exist to negotiate post-election agreements to secure policy outcomes rather 

than to win government themselves (Cody 2008, pp. 27-29). Bale and Bergman (2006) argue 

that with contract parliamentarianism minority governments have so ‘institutionalised’ 

relationships with support parties where cabinet has ‘an explicit written contract with one 

or more parties that remain outside of cabinet’ and also repeat experiences of contracts 

with those support parties, that they become ‘close to being majority governments’ (2006, 

p. 423-424), as for example, with accords and other post-election agreements discussed in 

this section and Chapter 5. 

 In Australia, Moon (1995) argues it is not surprising Tasmania historically had such a 

high count of minority governments given its adoption of the Hare-Clark proportional 

representation voting system in 1907 (1995, p. 147). Haward and Lamour (1993) also 

discuss the importance of the Tasmanian electoral system on the outcome of the 1989 

election that resulted in the Labor-Green Accord (1993, pp. 1-4). Further underscoring this 

point the ACT – which introduced a Hare-Clark electoral system in 1995 – has had six 

minority governments since then.  

While the nature of electoral systems is an important factor, there are numerous 

examples (see Chapter 5) of minority government outcomes in Australia under preferential 

voting systems. The method of comparing and contrasting different jurisdictions with 
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different electoral systems adopted by this thesis therefore is justified as a means of casting 

more light on this issue. 

While, as noted in Chapter 1, this study focuses on lower houses where governments 

are formed, it compares cases in both unicameral (Queensland) and bicameral (Tasmania) 

parliaments. In Tasmanian the upper house, the Legislative Council, consists of 15 single-

member electorates and, until recently3, has been dominated by independents [see 

Eccleston, Bolwell and Lester in Chen et al. (2019, pp. 285-286)]. It is reputedly one of the 

most powerful upper houses under the Westminster model of government. It has staggered 

elections so that either two divisions or three divisions face election each year and 

members are elected for six-year terms. While the Legislative Council has the power to 

reject money Bills (budgets) and thus send the lower house to an election (a power it has 

never used), the government has no power to dissolve the upper house. Sharman (2013) 

argues that this institutional arrangement has had a series of effects which disrupt the 

pattern of party-dominated representation that have come to characterize all other 

Australian parliamentary chambers (Sharman 2013, pp. 328-329) He argues that the 

bicameral Tasmanian parliament therefore provides a natural experiment for testing 

explanations for the absence of parties in a parliamentary chamber. 

Queensland’s Legislative Council was abolished in 1922, which was identified by the 

Fitzgerald Inquiry in 1989 as a factor contributing to an parliament ineffective in ensuring the 

accountability of the executive and government [(Lewis, Ransley & Homel 2010, pp. 13-14), 

Williams in (Chen et al. 2019), Noel Preston in Lewis, Ransley and Homel (p. 2010, pp. 185-

186)]. What impact, if any, that having an upper house has on minority government 

outcomes will be examined in the relevant case study chapters to follow. 

The literature suggests that constitutions play a major role in affecting minority 

government outcomes in a number of ways. Weller and Stevens (2015) note that 

constitutions outline the divisions of powers in each jurisdiction and how governments must 

work within those constitutional limits (Weller & Stevens 2015, p. 56). Hague and Harrop 

(2010) argue also that constitutions play a role because they lay out the hurdles that new 

governments must clear before taking office. ‘Some constitutions demand that the 

legislature demonstrates majority support for the new government through a formal vote of 

 
3 In 2020 Labor and the Liberal Party each held four seats in the upper house meaning that for the first time in 
the 200-year history of the Legislative Council party representation exceeded the number of independents. 
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investiture – this encourages the formation of majority coalitions’ (Hague and Harrop, 2010, 

p. 328). As outlined earlier, other jurisdictions, including those that follow the Westminster 

tradition, have a negative test such that a prime minister or premier can form a government 

so long as no more than half the representatives object. They also note that in these 

jurisdictions the constitution is silent so that a new administration can take office, or 

continue in power, unless they are voted down (Hague and Harrop, 2010, p. 328). Bergman 

(1995) argues that this distinction between positive and negative constitutional formation 

rules is important and results in different outcomes. She argues that rules formulated in 

negative terms tend to be associated with a high frequency of minority governments, a high 

frequency of small minority governments, and a short government formation process (1995, 

p. 40-42). Peacock too emphasises ‘the importance of institutions on constraining or 

facilitating particular types of government formation’ (Peacock, 2018, p. 8). He argues that it 

is widely accepted by scholars that minority governments are more likely to form in cases 

where there is a negative framing of parliamentary rules for votes on confidence, as in the 

House of Commons in Britain. Explaining this point, Twomey (2010) notes the guiding 

convention in Australia is that if, after an election, no one clearly holds the confidence of a 

majority of the lower house, ‘the incumbent prime minister, as the last person to hold the 

confidence of the House, has the right to remain in office and test his or her support on the 

floor of the House’ (Twomey 2010, p. 4). She argues that this is so even if the main 

opposition party has reached agreement with enough minor party or independents to 

secure a majority as the convention holds that the issue should be decided inside the 

parliament, not outside. Twomey (2010) also discusses a further convention that has 

relevance to the case studies in this thesis – that there must be a government at all times.  

Under this convention an incumbent prime minister (or premier) must formally remain in 

caretaker mode in office unless and until someone else can be commissioned to form a 

government (Twomey 2010, pp. 7-8). Golder et al. (2012) also argue there are two binding 

constitutional constraints that exist in all parliamentary systems – ‘that an incumbent 

government always exists and all governments must enjoy majority legislative support’ 

(Golder, Golder & Siegel 2012, pp. 427-428). The application of these constitutional rules in 

Westminster-style governments are explained in written explanations of their actions in the 

formation of the Tasmanian minority governments by Governors Cox (2009) and 

Underwood (2010) in the case study chapters (6-8) to follow. 
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  There is evidence in the literature that in Westminster-style government formal 

institutions such as the electoral systems, constitutional rules and conventions and 

parliamentary rules and practices – can be changed to meet the emerging needs during 

government formation processes. In their ‘Making Minority Government Work’ report 

Hazell et al. (2009) explore the flexibility of conventions, parliamentary and cabinet rules in 

government formation and operation under Westminster-style governments using examples 

from the UK, Canada and New Zealand (2009, pp. 5-8). Marsh and Miller (2012) also note 

that in Britain, NZ and Australia there are no written rules covering regime change – it is 

determined by conventions, ‘Thus, doctrines of ministerial responsibility, cabinet solidarity 

and confidence can be reworked, depending on changing electoral conditions and on 

patterns of voting in parliament’ (Marsh and Miller, 2012, p. 3). Sharman (1997) notes that 

there has been little public debate about making substantial changes to the sub-national 

constitutions (1997, p. 108). He attributes this to the fact that the bulk of state 

constitutional provisions can be changed by the government of the day with no requirement 

for popular consent at a referendum and that until the 1990s, for the most part, the 

structure of state government was not seen as needing any major overhaul (1997, p. 

108).Waugh (2000) notes that during the negotiation period after the 1999 Victorian 

election resulted in a hung parliament that Liberal premier Jeff Kennett argued the 

Westminster tradition demanded the three independents who held the balance of power 

must back the party with largest number of seats in the lower house. Waugh argues that 

‘the British literature on minority government does not support the claim’ as there are no 

rules about government formation from a hung parliament (2000, p. 2). Peacock (2018) 

argues that in some countries institutional arrangements are modified in order to assist the 

process of forming and operating a minority or coalition government and cites examples 

such as extending the period of time permitted constitutionally before the next meeting of 

parliament to allow negotiations, the provision of civil support services to facilitate 

discussions, the appointment of a ‘formateur’ – an independent arbiter - to examine 

coalition possibilities, and the formation of stronger committee systems or all-party 

committees for the legislative process (Peacock 2018, pp. 182-183). Griffith (2010) notes, 

that some of the arrangements with crossbench members in Australian minority 

governments ‘Refers to the suspension of the unanimity of collective responsibility on 

certain issues’ (Griffiths 2010. P. 38).  
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It can be demonstrated that this flexibility in the interpretation of conventions and 

parliamentary rules can have a major impact on the making or breaking of governments, as 

well as their operation. For example, Thomson et al. (2017) argue that vote of confidence 

procedures provide the leaders of the major governing party greater power by allowing 

them to ‘raise the stakes’ in any vote on legislation by making it a vote of confidence in the 

government and that this ‘limits the ability of other parties to influence policy’ (Thomson et 

al. 2017, pp. 530-531). Geller-Swartz (1979), while arguing that in Canada key conventions 

have been weakened due to the experience of minority government, notes the New 

Democrats’ government in 1968 announced that ‘motions or amendments contrary to 

government policy would be regarded as want-of-confidence motions only if they or the 

government declared in advance that the motion was intended to demonstrate that the 

government no longer possessed the confidence of the parliament’ (Geller-Schwartz 1979, 

p. 77).  In other words, in the absence of an explicit intent for a motion to be a vote of no 

confidence, it would be up to the government at the time to decide whether a lost vote was 

a loss of confidence. The opposite situation is also true. As is detailed in Chapter 6, then 

Tasmanian premier Michael Field, in response to a Green decision to move a no-confidence 

motion against education minister and deputy premier Peter Patmore, informed the 

parliament that any vote of no confidence in any individual minister would be taken as a vote 

of no confidence in the whole government on the basis of the convention of joint ministerial 

responsibility for budget and funding cuts. Clearly such positions can be used to attempt to 

constrain the actions of support parties and thus either maintain, or threaten, the stability of 

government. As Peacock notes (2018, p. 217), parliament’s acceptance of the Queen’s 

Speech (in Australia, the Governor-General or Governor) is often seen as a first test of 

confidence in a government. 

Peacock’s study (2018) is very relevant to this thesis as it is a historical analysis of 

minority governments in Britain in the 1970s. Peacock discusses how the major parties draw 

on past British minority government experience when faced with a hung parliament at 

subsequent elections rather than the experience of other countries and that their first 

preference is to form a minority government rather than a coalition. Peacock argues that 

the major parties (Labour and the Conservatives) resist pressure for institutional change, 

such as electoral reform, due to concern it might lead to future minority or coalition 

governments, but nevertheless eventually consider and implement institutional change. 

Underlining the flexibility of the Westminster system and its conventions, he argues that the 
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major parties, while still endeavouring to fulfil a desire for majoritarian rule, are ‘pragmatic 

adaptors’ and are prepared to innovate to ensure their own political survival and provides 

the example of the 1970s negotiation of a limited interparty agreement in the form of a Lib-

Lab Pact (2018, pp. 4-5).  

This thesis argues both in Chapter 3 and in Chapter 5 that accords, and other forms 

of agreements have become institutionalised in the negotiation and formation of minority 

government and that there is evidence of policy transfer of these instruments across 

Australian jurisdictions. A number of scholars, for example, Griffiths (2010, p. 10), Costar 

and Curtin (2004, pp. 28-42), Kefford and Weeks (2020, pp. 90-93), Reynolds (1998, pp.33-

34), and Bowe (2010, pp. 143-144), note the introduction of accords, charters of good 

governance and other similar agreements as ‘new ingredients’ of Australian politics in the 

formation and maintenance of minority governments. Costar and Curtin (2004) note these 

agreements usually commit the governing party to a range of parliamentary initiatives to 

promote executive accountability and honesty in exchange for not bringing down the 

government by voting against supply or for no-confidence motions’ (Costar & Curtin, 2004, 

p. 28). Horne (2010) notes that these agreements vary but include common themes 

including commitments from crossbench members to support governments on supply and 

confidence motions, arrangements for the working relationship between the signatories, 

reforms to parliamentary processes and specific reform agendas (Horne, 2010, p. 13). 

Whereas the 1989 Labor-Green Accord was largely policy based, agreements for minority 

government that have followed have been, in the main, based on commitments such as to 

introduce or increase non-government membership of parliamentary committees, or anti-

corruption bodies and improve parliamentary accountability (Griffith, 2010, p. 8). Thus, it is 

argued, these instruments are used to affect changes to long-standing constitutional and 

parliamentary institutions and conventions to enable minority government formation. 

Kefford and Weeks (2020, p. 91) refers to these agreements as ‘institutions’ and note that 

their widespread use in Australian ‘can partially be understood as a case of policy transfer, 

where minor parties and independents learnt from the experiences of other minor parties 

and independents at the sub-national level’ (2020, p. 293). Griffith (2010) also argues that 

accords, agreements or charters of reform have become ‘normalised’ as the basis of mostly 

stable minority governments in the Australian states and territories, and notes that the 1989 

Labor-Green Accord was the first such example in the Australian context (Griffith, 2010 p. 

iii). This policy transfer aspect of these types of agreements is mapped in Chapter 5 of the 



47 
 

thesis. Crowley and Moore (2019, pp. 10-12), in the context of Green parties involvement 

in supporting minority governments internationally, refer to subsequent iterations of such 

agreements as ‘stepping stones’ towards achieving their policy and political objectives. While 

there is a case for viewing these instruments as separate constructions at a given place and 

time, this view nonetheless supports the thesis argument of a lesson learning process from 

earlier minority government formation to later ones.  

The literature also provides accounts of changes to long-held conventions under the 

Westminster system such as those of individual and joint ministerial responsibility. Hague 

and Harrop (2010, pp. 123-129) discussed the erosion in Britain and elsewhere of 

conventions such as that of joint ministerial responsibility, for example, in New Zealand 

where the Clark government in 2005 gave ministerial posts to non-government party 

leaders outside cabinet but where they were not bound by the convention. Bale and 

Bergman (2006, p. 432) note that this has also occurred in several Australian jurisdictions 

including the ACT, Western Australia, South Australia and Tasmania and these are further 

detailed in Chapter 5. However, Brenton (2015) argues that at the sub-national level in 

Australia, conventions have been adapted in such a way as to preserve the dominant 

position of the major parties so that, while the convention of collective cabinet solidarity has 

been challenged by multiparty governance arrangements, it has remained largely intact 

(2015, pp. 116-129). Peacock argues that the 2010 Coalition in Britain involved significant 

new decision-making arrangements, including separate pre-cabinet meeting of the respective 

parties and the full cabinet consisting of members from both parties. From the perspective 

of a learned experience from past minorities, Peacock argues that the 2010 confidence and 

supply agreement, which left a number of bills to be negotiated on a case-by-case basis, 

‘institutionally resembled Callaghan’s agreement with the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) in 

1977’ but with a formalised structure more in line with the Lib-Lab Pact of the 1970s (2018, 

p. 219). Furthermore, Peacock firmly identifies changes to the management of parliament 

and its committees since the minority governments of the 1970s as ‘institutional or political 

changes’ (2018, pp. 220-221).  

From this survey of the literature, it is evident that institutions play a key role in 

minority government formation processes and that, in countries that follow the 

Westminster system at least, there is flexibility in the rules and conventions to 

accommodate changing circumstances and arising needs. Furthermore, the literature 
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indicates a learning or policy transfer process from earlier minority governments to later 

ones, and across jurisdictions. 

2.8 WHAT AFFECTS ATTITUDES TOWARDS MINORITY GOVERNMENT? 
 

As discussed in Chapter 1 the tension between an increasing incidence of minority 

government and, paradoxically, a negative public perception of them, is central to this thesis. 

Prosser (2016) notes that across the Commonwealth voters are less likely to give 

governments a clear mandate yet ‘conversely, what we also see in Australia at least, are 

claims that there is a strong public aversion to minority government’ (2016, p. 19). Bale and 

Bergman (2006) note that until the 1990s minority government was seen by many political 

scientists as abnormal. They argue that in countries with a tradition of single party 

government the political class, the public and the media are uncomfortable with the 

additional time needed to negotiate minority government (2006, p. 437). In relation to cases 

where independents rather than minor parties hold the balance of power, Kefford and 

Weeks (2020) argue the perception that independents have a detrimental effect on stability 

explains the negative commentary directed towards minority governments involving them 

(2020, p. 20). This section reviews literature on some of the key issues and measures of the 

success or failure of minority government that may contribute to this paradox. 

That the major parties have a negative view of hung parliaments and minority 

government is not surprising given the political advantages of single-party majority in 

implementing their own policy agenda as well as the evidence provided in Chapter 1, and 

examined in more detail in Chapter 5, that often the parties involved in minority 

governments suffer an electoral backlash at subsequent elections.  

At a conference to discuss power sharing in 2011 Murray noted in relation to the 

Gillard minority federal government that, ‘Unlike the British minority government, the 

legitimacy of the Australian minority government is under siege, partly because of policy, 

partly because governments are less likely to get a clear mandate due to vote decline,’ (2011, 

p. 19). As noted, the first of the factors at play in Murray’s statement – the declining share 

of the vote of major parties - is discussed in detail in Chapter 5. Briefly though, it is arguably 

more difficult to claim a popular mandate if a party receives 40 per cent, or less, of the first 

preference vote. Another major factor implicit in the statement is the inability of a party to 

implement all of its policy agenda in a minority government due to the need to negotiate 
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with other parties to maintain government and pass legislation. Prosser (2016) argues that 

Gillard suffered an expectation gap and that the need to negotiate with other parties was 

seen as a sign of weakness (2016, p. 20). Laver (2000) argues that ‘a primitive fear’ of 

coalition governments is that they are in some sense undemocratic as citizens vote for 

parties and their platforms but they are forced to modify policies after elections in order to 

get into office (2000, p. 22). Powell (2014) takes a contrary view to the extent that he 

argues citizens do not seem to pay as much heed to minority status as scholars and 

journalists, but still hold the prime minister’s party responsible (2014, p. 2). Field (1997) and 

Patmore (2000), among others, wrote about the political difficulties the 1989-92 Labor 

minority government experienced in being accepted as legitimate by the electorate and by 

its lower house and upper house opponents in the parliament. The internal Labor Party 

fallout during this period is less well documented but, as is discussed in Chapter 6 in relation 

to the 1989-92 Tasmanian minority government, this had a negative impact on the attitude 

of the Labor Party towards minority government. Crowley (2003) notes that, ‘Because of 

the perceived partnering, not with self-interested independents, but with the ideological 

politics represented by the Greens, neither the Labor nor Liberal Green-supported minority 

governments enjoyed popular legitimacy nor indeed longevity’ (2003b, p. 57). However, 

research suggests that legitimacy concerns based on the ability to implement a party’s policy 

agenda may be overstated. In a study of the fulfilment of party pledges in 33 countries, 

Thomson et al (2017) argue that central to the mandate theory of democracy, there should 

be a substantial congruence between the policy content of parties’ election pledges and 

manifestos and subsequent government policies (Thomson et al. 2017, p. 528). They argue 

that this is not only important for public support but also to maintain intra-party support. As 

well, minority government and coalition support agreements are typically formed after 

negotiations between the prospective parties based on their election program which leads 

to compromise of each party’s policy agenda (2017, p. 528). Their research tested a number 

of hypotheses including that: governing parties that are subject to fewer institutional 

constraints are more likely to fulfil their election pledges; they are more likely to do so 

when economic conditions are favourable (to provide revenue); and the longevity of the 

government plays a role – the longer government lasts; the more pledges are likely to be 

fulfilled. What they found is that there was not much difference between governments with 

or without legislative majorities but that there were differences between single-party 

minority governments and coalitions. They found that in minority governments, the highest 
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percentages of fulfilment of pledges were by government parties in the UK, Sweden, 

Portugal, Spain and Canada – most of which had single-party minority governments. By 

contrast, the lowest percentages for fulfilment of pledges were in Germany, the 

Netherlands, Austria, Bulgaria, Ireland and Italy – most of which governed in coalitions 

(Thomson et al. 2017, p. 540). They conclude, however, that their findings add to previous 

research that demonstrates that minority government can work effectively in terms of 

legislative productivity.  

A third factor likely to have had an impact on legitimacy in Australia are pre-election 

pledges by leaders of major parties of ‘no deals’ with minor parties or to ‘govern in majority 

or not at all’ despite knowing that there are institutional constraints on this position, as 

detailed in section 2.6 above, and then, either through circumstance or design, negotiating 

some arrangement of support after the election contrary to their pledges. The political and 

practical electoral reasons for this is explored in the interviews with leaders and detailed in 

the five case study chapters. 

Durability and stability are often used either as a criticisms of minority governments 

or as measures of their success or failure, see for example Laver (2000), Godbout and 

Høyland (2011), Kefford and Weeks (2020). Crowley (2003b) also notes that the literature 

scored the earlier minority governments in this thesis’ study period (from 1989 to the 

present) poorly on both stability and effectiveness. ‘Minority governments are considered to 

be less durable than single-party majority governments and to have a more passive, 

constrained, almost caretaker, performance’ (2003b, p. 59). She argues that those minority 

governments were subjected to destabilisation from within parliament, from their own 

political constituencies and from the media, which further impacts on their longevity (2003b. 

p. 57).4 Herr (2010) argues that while Tasmania has had considerable experience of minority 

government ‘two of the three longest serving governments during the period of the modern 

party system (essentially since WWII) have been minority governments. Thus, on the 

averages, instability has not been a genuine issue in terms of the longevity of minority 

Governments. 

 
4 This can be demonstrated by an examination of the duration of governments in the 34 Tasmanian elections 
since the introduction of the Hare-Clark electoral system in 1909. The average lifespan of the governments in 
this period to the most recent election in 2018 is 3.18 years. The average for hung parliaments (of which there 
are 13 in this period) is 2.52 years.  
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 Nor, arguably, is there a lack of resolute decision-making’ (2010, p. 33). Frank Madill, 

Speaker of Tasmania’s House of Assembly under the Rundle Liberal minority government in 

1996, notes that the Assembly functioned very harmoniously, passing the budget and other 

bills, with no no-confidence motions and better sitting arrangements (Madill 1997, pp. 70-

71). Labor premier Michael Field, on the other hand, described the minority government 

experience between 1989-92 as follows: 

‘The period of the Labor-Green Accord minority government of 1989-1992 can be characterised as 

a time of living life on the edge: on the edge of public sector financial ruin after the spending spree 

of the 1980s; on the edge of political uncertainty with the Greens playing Russian roulette and 

wondering if each crisis was the one with the bullet in the chamber; on the edge with a hostile 

upper house refusing to pass progressive legislation; on the edge of political oblivion’ (Field 1997, p. 

62).5 

However, perhaps evidence of lesson learning from past minority governments, the 

air of crisis caused by instability (tensions) between the government party and its 

parliamentary supporters described by Field does not appear to have afflicted the 2010 

Gillard minority government, nor that of the Bartlett/Giddings government, which lasted 

near full-term, in the same way. Kefford and Weeks (2020) note that a striking feature of 

the Gillard government was its stability as indicated by its length of term of three years and 

one month compared to the post-war term average for the House of Representatives of 

two years and nine months (2020, p. 97). However, Gillard had to make policy 

compromises that gave her opponents ammunition to campaign against Labor, and which 

affected the public perception of her government, [see Gillard (2015, p. 65) and Kelly (2014, 

pp. 358-359)].  

Measurement of the performance of minority compared to majority governments is 

a focus of many scholars in the literature, [for example, Prosser (2016), Kefford and Weeks 

(2020), Field (2009), Godbout and Høyland (2011)]. In addition to duration and stability 

discussed above, the other two most often cited indicators of a government’s performance 

are legislative success, including budgetary performance, and the governing party’s electoral 

performance at the subsequent election (Field, 2009, pp. 419-420). The governing party’s 

electoral performance at subsequent elections in minority governments in Australia is 

 
5 The make-up of the 1989 and 1996 minority governments and the issues they faced are detailed in Chapters 
6 and 7. 
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analysed in Chapter 5. There is also debate in the literature – and in the public arena - 

regarding the impact of minority government on the broader economy as well as on the 

bureaucracy and on policy development. Laver and Shepsle (1995) argue that in cases where 

no party has won a majority the focus of legislature politics is more on building and 

maintaining a government and less about legislation (1995, p. 4). They also argued that 

because a change in government implies at least potential change in public policy then 

uncertainties about the stability of government in a hung parliament could cause turbulence 

in markets (1995, p. 4). These measures of success or failure are examined in the context of 

the five case studies in Chapters 6-10. 

Comparisons of the number of bills passed provide some systematic empirical 

evidence to compare governments. Strom (1990) examines the legislative performance of 

minority versus majority governments in Norway using two measures – the number of laws 

enacted annually and the proportion of changes to government budgets (amendments). That 

study found only minor differences in legislative and budgetary effectiveness between the 

two (Strom 1990, pp. 232-233). A study in relation to Canadian governments between 1953 

and 2009 found ‘no significant difference’ in the proportion of bills introduced by either 

majority or minority governments (Conley 2011, p. 426). Not only that, but the bills also 

had a similar success rate in being passed by parliament (2011, p. 428). In relation to 

Australia, Prosser notes that the amount of legislation passed by the 2010 Federal Gillard 

minority government, including major policy packages, surpassed that of the governments 

that preceded it. Webster (2016) also comments that the Gillard minority government 

passed more legislation in its first 700 days than the majority Abbott LNP government did 

over the same period. In relation to the NSW 1991 minority government, Clune and 

Griffith (2005) argue that while the government had to negotiate on legislation and major 

bills were regularly referred to legislative committees, the government’s legislative program 

remained largely intact (2005, p. 546). 

Using game theory analysis, Pech (2004) argues that the minority or majority status 

of a government does not affect budget size. He argues that it is not so much the majority 

status of a government as the economic and financial circumstances in which it emerges that 

is important (2004, p. 17). Thomson et al. (2017) argue that fulfilment of pledges is more 

likely when economic conditions are favourable as governments have more revenue 

available (2017, p. 531). However, they found that parties do not fully adjust what they 

promise to the political and economic circumstances that they encounter (2017, p. 540). 
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The thesis looks more closely at the question of economic impact of minority government 

in the analysis of each case study. 

Looking at performance of minority governments from the point of view of the 

effect on policy, Good (2010) argues that they focus on short-term electoral prospects due 

to expectations that minority governments will be of shorter duration, which has significant 

consequences for the public service. He lists the potential problems for the public sector 

from minority government as: a reduced scope to adjust to previously announced campaign 

commitments; centralisation of budget-decision making; that expenditure reductions fall 

more heavily on the public service; more pressure for quick implementation of policies; a 

focus by ministers on short-term rather than longer-term policies and a higher risk of 

political interference in administrative matters (2010, p. 1). Good attributes this to leaders 

becoming more risk averse, relying more on close advisers, and a greater concern about 

adverse media reports in minority governments compared to majorities (2010, pp. 1-4). 

The issues discussed in this section – duration and stability, ability of parties to 

implement their policies and campaign pledges, perceptions about legitimacy and the effect 

of minority government on the electoral performance of the governing party at subsequent 

elections – have an impact not only on the attitude of citizens to minority government but, 

importantly, on the attitude of political actors towards minority government. Thus, putting 

these issues to party leaders and others involved in minority government formation and 

operation in the interviews aims to understand what political lessons were learned and how 

that affected the approach to subsequent hung parliaments.  

2.9 THESIS CONTRIBUTION AND THE QUESTIONS   
 

It is argued that, while there is a growing body of literature on minority government, 

the particular focus of this thesis is under-represented in the literature. In particular, given 

the extent of the minority government experience there are relatively few empirical 

comparative studies of sub-national governments in Australia and limited research on 

political, policy and institutional lesson-drawing and policy transfer between the Australian 

jurisdictions.  
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Thus, it is argued, the focus of the main research question -    

How do the legacies of past government formation effect the formation of 

subsequent governments in hung parliaments in Australia? 

 – has had limited study in the literature from the point of view of the political strategies and 

institutional changes adopted either to try to avoid or to manage future minority 

government formation and operation. 

The review presented in this chapter adds to the literature regarding  the 

importance of party leaders in minority government negotiation and formation and 

highlights there has been limited scholarly attempts in Australia to interview this group of 

political actors in relation to their motivations, institutional constraints, institutional change 

or, importantly, how the experiences and performance of earlier minority governments 

affect their attitudes towards, and their policy and political positions, in subsequent hung 

parliaments. The notable exception to this is Prosser and Denniss (2016) cited above who 

interviewed non-ministerial experienced parliamentarians regarding their views on minority 

government. Kefford and Weeks (2020) examine how minor parties and independents learn 

from past experiences from minor parties and independents at the sub-national level but do 

not interview those actors to elicit their views. More broadly Peacock (2018) explores the 

lesson-learning aspect of minority government in Britain but from examination of previously 

unavailable cabinet and other papers, not interviews. Reynolds (1998) and Clune and Griffith 

(2005) discuss aspects of policy transfer in relation to the tactics of independents and minor 

parties in negotiating agreements with major parties. Crowley and Moore (2019) examine 

lesson learning and transfer in relation to agreements where Greens support minority 

government comparing Sweden, New Zealand and Australia but not at the sub-national level 

nor from the viewpoint of the leaders of the government parties involved.   

A number of scholars cited above [for example, Griffiths (2010)] categorise minority 

government agreements as institutions and note their spread across Australia since 1989. 

However, this thesis advances that work in Chapter 5 by tracing the origins of these 

instruments in Australia and how they spread through a policy transfer/lesson learning 

process across all jurisdictions. Section 2.7 above demonstrates there is a significant body of 

literature in relation to the importance of institutions in minority government formation and 

the flexibility of institutions in the Westminster tradition. This thesis in Chapters 5 to 10 

builds on this work through the application of HI and policy transfer theory to examine in 
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detail the range of institutional change that have occurred either to support minority 

government formation or to attempt to constrain it.  

Thus, a question for the research is: 

Why do parties and their leaders adopt different political strategies and positions in 

response to the experience of hung parliaments? 

The literature review establishes that a range of factors affect the attitude of party 

leaders towards future minority governments including performance issues such as a 

government’s legislative success, the level of policy compromise and electoral performance 

at subsequent elections. The extent to which these factors, as well as other exogenous 

factors, such as the economic and budgetary conditions that an incoming minority 

government must confront, effect minority government formation is therefore a question 

for this research. Thus, a further question for the research is: 

How important is the jurisdiction, the lifecycle of government and contextual and 

institutional factors, such as negotiation styles and the extent of electoral and policy 

rivalry between the parties, in determining the government formation process and 

outcome? 

From the review of the literature, it is evident that institutions – particularly electoral 

systems, constitutions, and conventions, but also parliamentary committees and procedural 

rules as well as the parties themselves - play a key role in minority government formation 

processes. The literature also notes that, in countries that follow the Westminster system 

at least, there is flexibility in the rules and conventions to accommodate changing 

circumstances and arising needs. There is also clear evidence of institutional change either 

to facilitate minority government formation or to attempt to constrain it. However there 

appears to be little empirical evidence of what influence these issues have on the small 

number of political actors involved in minority government negotiations in Australia. Thus, a 

final question for this research is: 

What institutional changes and policy transfer occur as a result of the learning 

experience of past minority government? 

Putting these questions to those involved in election strategy planning and campaigns 

and subsequent minority government negotiations may provide greater insights into the 

minority government formation process. 
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Having surveyed the relevant literature on minority government and refined the 

research questions central to the thesis, Chapter 3 to follow examines the literature on 

theories, models and approaches used to analyse government formation and policy-making 

and argues that, historical institutionalism is an appropriate framework for the project, given 

both the comparative-historical approach and the importance of institutions and policy 

transfer noted above. 
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 CHAPTER 3 - THEORETICAL APPROACH – THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONS 

3.1 INTRODUCTION  
 

This thesis examines how the legacies of past minority governments effect the 

formation (both the political calculus when deciding whether to form a minority government 

and the model which should be adopted) of future minority governments in Australia and 

argues this takes the form of a lesson-drawing process that is evident in changes to political 

strategies as well as institutional and policy change. Chapter 2 highlights the important role 

of institutions in minority government formation and notes that institutions include formal 

structures and rules as well as informal practises, procedures, routines, norms and 

conventions (Hall and Taylor, 1996). The research aims to elucidate three types of legacy: 

changes to political strategies and positions by parties and their leaders, institutional changes 

designed to help facilitate or manage minority government and finally, policy transfer or how 

minority governments adopt and adapt practices from other jurisdictions. It also aims to 

examine the effect of local political context and institutional settings on the actions of key 

political actors in minority government negotiations, formation and operation. 

In order to locate this research agenda in broader theoretical literature, this Chapter 

begins by assessing relevant theoretical and methodological approaches to government 

formation.  Having established this foundation and given the focus on political legacies and 

policy learning, the Chapter then briefly describes the evolution of institutional theory in 

social and political research before providing an overview of the three established variants 

of new institutionalism: rational choice institutionalism (RCI), sociological institutionalism(SI) 

and historical institutionalism (HI).  It then makes a case for the use of HI, combined with 

aspects of the closely related policy transfer and lesson drawing theory, as the theoretical 

and methodological framework for this study.  

It is argued below that HI, with its emphasis on evolution, path dependency, and the 

temporal sequence of events, is an appropriate theoretical framework for this study. The 

Chapter defines and identifies the institutions relevant to this study, examines HI’s 

underlying assumptions, explains how institutions constrain, moderate and shape decisions 

by political actors and highlights some of the key mechanisms for change. It is argued that 

the closely related policy transfer theory adds to this framework to help explain how new 
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or changed institutions are transferred across jurisdictions and across time to facilitate and 

manage minority government negotiations and formation in subsequent hung parliaments in 

Australia. 

3.2 THEORISING THE FORMATION OF MINORITY GOVERNMENTS  
 

A wide range of theoretical and methodological approaches can be applied to political 

analysis and social research. From structuralist accounts which see politics as being the 

consequence of society-wide cultural and economic forces, to behaviouralist and rational-

choice approaches with their emphasis on individual action and interests [see for example 

Hague and Harrod (2010); Anyebe (2018); Caramani (2008); Hay (2002); Marsh and Stoker 

(2002)].  

However, given this study’s emphasis on analysing how minority government 

formation strategies evolve over time and between jurisdictions it is appropriate to focus on 

how the specific features of political systems and practices at a given point in time shape the 

trajectory of politics. In contrast to the macro and micro level theories discussed above, 

new institutionalism is a mid-range theory that argues that the rules of the game, be they 

formal institutions or embedded practices, shape decision-making. Hague and Harrop (2010) 

argue there is no single theory of institutionalism but that any study of government and 

politics in liberal democracies must be, in part, a study of institutions as the ‘rules of the 

game’. How institutions are defined varies widely across the three major variants of new 

institutionalism established in the 1990s and reflects some of the broader theoretical 

arguments outlined above (2010, p. 26).  

New Institutionalism emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s as a reaction to the 

dominant behaviouralist analysis of the 1950s and 1960s. Robertson (1993) argues 

behaviouralist theory reflected a period in which new research techniques and sources of 

evidence combined with a period of relative stability where political variables such as 

institutions appeared to be constants. He argues that a renewed interest in historical-

institutional studies reflected revised interpretations of the legacy of the past and a period of 

fundamental uncertainty and change (1993, pp. 1-4). Steinmo (2008, pp. 118-124) credits 

Skocpol’s ‘States and Social Revolutions’ (1979), which directed the attention of social 

scientists to the study of the state, for the revival of the interest of social scientists in 

institutions. 
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 Rhodes (1995) argues that new institutionalism was a response to the relative 

neglect of mid-range ‘rules of the game’ in political analysis in the 1960s and 1970s where 

pluralists focused on individual actors while Marxist and critical scholars emphasised the 

importance of macro-level economic and social structures. In contrast, new institutionalism 

highlights how institutions, both informal and formal, shape interests and incentives with 

profound implications for political outcomes. This is especially relevant to comparative 

research methodology with its emphasis on explaining variations in political outcomes 

between jurisdictions and across time. New institutionalism insists on a more autonomous 

role for political institutions. Formal institutions such as electoral systems, legislatures, their 

committees, courts and bureaucracy are both areas of contending social forces as well as 

collections of standard operating procedures and structures that define and defend interests 

(Rhodes 1995, p. 53).  

Rhodes argues that the institutional approach is one of the central pillars of political 

science. ‘Its methods are institutional-descriptive, formal-legal, and historical-comparative. It 

employs the techniques of the historian and the lawyer’ (Rhodes, 1995, p. 54). For Rhodes, 

new institutionalism seeks to explain the relationship between social structure and 

democracy and the way in which rules, procedures and formal organisations succeed or fail 

in constraining political behaviour (1995, p. 55). On the one hand mid-level theories such as 

new institutionalism are general and employ minimal assumptions to achieve their 

explanatory power.  On the other hand, they also recognise the need to confront empirical 

complexity. Thus, new institutionalism in its various forms is often used in comparative 

political studies of real-world empirical puzzles such as explaining differences between 

jurisdictions. 

Hall and Taylor (1996), in their seminal review essay in the mid-1990s, defined three 

distinct but related variants of new institutionalism - Rational Choice Institutionalism (RCI), 

Sociological Institutionalism (SI) and Historical Institutionalism (HI).  Whereas 

behaviouralists argue that the state and associated institutions are shaped by societal forces, 

new institutionalists argue that society and political decision-making are also affected by 

existing state structures and institutions (March & Olsen 1989, p. 17). All three variants of 

new institutionalism seek ways to ‘elucidate the role that institutions play in the 

determination of social and political outcomes’ (Hall & Taylor 1996, p. 936). Their analysis of 

the three strands focuses on two key issues – ‘how to construe the relationship between 

institutions and behaviour and how to explain the process whereby institutions originate or 
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change’ (1996, p. 937). Bell (2002) also notes that all three variants of new institutionalism 

focus on the importance of ‘institutionally situated’ actors and that institutions play an 

important role in shaping behaviour (2002, p. 479). These key features are central to this 

thesis, which seeks to illuminate the behaviour of political leaders in minority government 

situations, and the origin of, and changes to, institutions resulting from those experiences of 

government. Of particular relevance to the analysis presented in this thesis is the important 

observation of March and Olsen (1989, pp. 38-42), that political actors are not just 

motivated by personal interest but are also driven by institutional duties and roles and past 

patterns of politics, and that ‘routines, rules and forms evolve through history-dependent 

processes’ (1989, p.159). Thelen (1999) argues that it is often difficult to draw ‘hard and fast 

lines’ between the three different strands of new institutionalism because different authors 

place different weights on particular tendencies and the boundaries are further blurred by 

‘border crossers’ (1999, p. 370). There is no one settled definition of an institution and 

more accounts, especially in the Historical Institutionalism tradition, argue that formal rules, 

established practices and prevailing norms and ideas all shape political outcomes. 

The three main variants have evolved over time and incorporated a wider range of 

theoretical perspective giving rise to new hybrid approaches including Constructivist 

Institutionalism (CI), which seeks a way to better explain institutional change (Bell 2011, pp. 

883-884). While acknowledging the CI approach, the thesis limits the discussion to the 

three major variants with particular attention to HI.  

While there are distinctive theoretical traditions in political science, increasingly 

scholars argue that empirical research can draw on a range of theoretical traditions. Sil and 

Katzenstein (2010), for example, and other prominent advocates of this ‘analytical 

eclecticism’ argue for an approach that ‘complement, engage and selectively use theoretical 

constructs embedded in contending research traditions’ (2010, p. 411). They argue that 

eclectic scholarship is pragmatic and allows the formulation of problems that are wider in 

scope than those of traditional research approaches. They further argue that this approach 

can be used to bring the three competing strains of new institutionalism together (2010, 

p.416). Anyebe (2018) also argues in favour of an eclectic and flexible approach to draw 

from theories that seem the most useful for a fair-minded description and explanation of 

policies. (2018, p. 1).  
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While noting that aspects of other traditions may be combined into the analysis, new 

institutionalism is especially relevant to this study with its focus on the effects of learning 

over time and across jurisdictions from past experience of minority government on the 

negotiation, formation and performance of future minority governments and the important 

role of leaders and institutionalised attitudes, or ideas in that process. 

3.3 THE THREE VARIANTS OF INSTITUTIONALISM  
 

This section provides a comparison of the three main variants of institutionalism and 

explains the reasons for the choice of HI for the framework and methodology of this thesis.  

Rational Choice Institutionalism 

Rational choice institutionalism draws heavily from economics and adopts a 

deductive approach, in that explanations and working hypotheses are deduced from first 

principal assumptions about the motives and choices of political actors (Bell 2002, p. 480). 

Hall and Taylor list four notable features of the RCI approach.  Firstly, RCI employs the 

behavioural assumptions that political actors have a fixed set of preferences, behave entirely 

instrumentally so as to maximize the attainment of these preferences, and do so in a highly 

strategic manner that presumes extensive calculation of the benefits of different choices or 

decisions. Secondly, RCI assumes that in seeking to maximise their own preferences, actors 

are likely to produce suboptimal outcomes for themselves because of the need to bargain 

with others. Thirdly, Hall and Taylor (1996) argue that with RCI the behaviour of actors is 

likely to be driven by a ‘strategic calculus’ which is affected by the actors’ expectations of 

how others will behave. Institutions structure interactions between actors thus determining 

the range of choices or providing information and enforcement rules and mechanisms that 

reduce uncertainty about the corresponding behaviour of others. Finally, RCI answers the 

question of how institutions originate ‘by using deduction to arrive at a stylized specification 

of the functions that an institution performs’ (1996, p. 13). In other words, RCI starts with 

the individual to explain the existence of the institutions whereas HI, for example, starts 

with institutions and asks how they affect individuals’ behaviour (Thelen 1999, p. 379).   

Of all the three new institutionalism strands, RCI draws most heavily on the 

behaviouralist tradition. Criticisms of the approach include that it tends to oversimplify the 

intentions of actors and has difficulty in explaining political learning over time. Hall and 
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Taylor (1996) argue that RCI explains the origin of institutions in terms of the effects of its 

existence. While that might explain the persistence of institutions, they argue that this 

should not be confused with explaining an institution’s origins. Furthermore, they argue that 

the RCI approach tends to assume that the process of creating an institution is a conscious 

decision, under the control of actors, which does not reflect real world situations. Another 

criticism of RCI is the paradox of arguing that institutions are stable while simultaneously 

trying to explain why they change (1996, pp. 18-20). The implication of the RCI approach is 

that the focus becomes more about reforming institutions to achieve desired political and 

policy outcomes rather than on the mechanisms of change and how new institutions 

emerge. In terms of the research agenda for this thesis, the idea that politics is shaped by 

institutional incentives discounts the possibility that actors learn and adapt over time. 

Sociological Institutionalism 

Sociological Institutionalism and its modern derivative version Constructivist 

Institutionalism (CI) developed in sociology as a sub-field of organisation theory in parallel to 

the development of new institutionalism in political science. Hall and Taylor (1996) note that 

new institutionalists in sociology began to argue that many of the institutional forms used by 

modern organisations were not adopted simply because they were the most efficient as in 

RCI, but that many forms and procedures should be seen in the context of cultural practices 

(1996, p. 15). They argue that SI has three distinctive features. Firstly, sociological 

institutionalists define institutions much more broadly including not just formal rules and 

procedures but ‘the symbol systems, cognitive scripts and moral templates that provide 

“frames of meaning” guiding human action’ (1996, p. 15). This brings culture into the mix of 

institutions. For example, it is argued in Chapter 5 and in the case study Chapters to follow, 

that public attitudes regarding majority and minority government and the concept that there 

must always be a government have a significant bearing on the actions of political actors in 

the negotiation and formation of minority governments. Secondly, SI exponents have a 

distinctive understanding of the relationship between institutions and individual action 

whereby individuals ‘internalise the norms associated with their formal roles which affects 

their behaviour’ (1996, p. 15). Thus, individuals are seen as working within the available 

institutional ‘templates’ when considering alternative courses of action (1996, p. 16). An 

example of this discussed in the empirical analysis presented in subsequent chapters is the 

need to work within existing constitutional conventions to test support for a minority 

government in parliament rather than immediately seek a new election to resolve a hung 
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parliament situation. SI exponents also take a different approach to RCI in explaining how 

institutional practices originate and change and, like HI, past patterns of politics and 

outcomes can shape what is regarded as being appropriate. With the SI view organisations 

adopt specific institutional forms or practices because they are already widely valued within 

the broader cultural community so there is cultural pressure to conform (1996, p.15). This 

view is supported by Miller and Banaszak-Holl (2005) who argue that what sets SI apart 

from RCI is that institutions are strongly influenced not only by their environments, 

including rational pressures for more effective performance, but also of social and cultural 

pressures to conform to conventional beliefs (2005, pp. 192-193).  

Furthermore, Thelen (1999) argues that because sociological institutionalists 

postulate that organizations derive models of behaviour from cultural imperatives 

rationalized in larger environments, the larger societal sector or organisational field is used 

as the framework for collecting empirical data. This acts as a constraint and forces actors 

and organisations to come to resemble each other over time. Describing this phenomena, 

Miller and Banaszak-Holl (2005) argue that sociological institutionalists posit a process of 

‘institutional isomorphism’ through the adoption of ‘emergent, socially defined elements and 

legitimated practices’ promoted by the wider institutional environment (2005, p. 196). They 

argue that organisations, including states, adopt similar structures, procedures, and practices 

either by mimicking other prominent organisations considered to be legitimate and 

successful, acquiescing to normative standards promoted by professionals such as public 

administrators, or through coercive isomorphism, in submitting to formal rules and informal 

pressures by other authorities, for example, national governments in a federation imposing 

policies on states (2005, p. 196). The links between SI’s isomorphism and the related policy 

transfer theory’s lesson learning, emulation and copying is discussed in section 3.5 below. 

Among the criticisms of SI are that it can miss the extent to which processes of 

institutional creation or reform entail a clash of power among actors and competing 

interests (Hall and Taylor 1996, p. 21). Another criticism is that it is so focused on macro-

level processes that it underplays the role of individuals. Chapter 2 highlighted the significant 

role that individual actors play in minority government negotiations and formation.  
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Historical Institutionalism 

There are several key aspects of HI theory that make a compelling argument for use 

as the framework for this study. These include its more expansive definition of institutions 

and how they interact with individual actors to both restrain and enable actions, and the 

processes involved in institutional change. Hall and Taylor (1996) argue that historical 

institutionalism goes further than SI or RCI to assign greater importance to formal political 

institutions by developing a ‘more expansive conception both of which institutions matter 

and how they matter’ (1996, p. 6). HI exponents see the state as a complex of institutions 

capable of structuring the character and outcomes of group conflict. Hall and Taylor (1996) 

note that much of the early HI work related to cross-national comparisons of public policy, 

typically emphasising the impact of national institutions in structuring relations among 

legislators, organised interests, the electorate and the judiciary (1996, p. 6). These are all 

key forces involved in the negotiation, formation and operation of minority government and 

are involved, for example, in establishing accords and other agreements and the detailed 

arrangements for making them work. 

Steinmo et. al. (1992) argue that HI aims to illuminate how political struggles are 

mediated by the institutions in which they operate. They define institutions to include ‘both 

formal organisations and informal rules and procedures that structure conduct’ (Steinmo, 

Thelen & Longstreth 1992, p. 2).  Hall and Taylor (1996) define institutions more broadly to 

also include the formal and informal procedures, routines, norms and conventions 

embedded in the organisational structure of the polity or political economy (1996, pp. 6-7). 

In response to the question of how institutions affect the behaviour of political actors, Hall 

and Taylor note historical institutionalists take an ‘eclectic’ view, taking either a ‘calculus’ or 

a ‘cultural’ approach. With the calculus approach institutions affect behaviour primarily by 

giving actors a greater or lesser degree of certainty about the present and future behaviour 

of other actors through ‘enforcements mechanisms for agreements, penalties for defection,’ 

(1996, p. 7). Actors respond strategically to the expected action of other actors. Thus, for 

example, in the case of government negotiations with balance of power holders in a hung 

parliament, an actor’s behaviour may be shaped partly by their expectation that if they do 

not reach an agreement, others will. With the alternative cultural approach, behaviour is 

bounded by actors’ world views and they turn to ‘established routines or familiar patterns’ 

to attain their purpose (1996, pp. 7-8). For example, with this cultural approach attitudes to 
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minority and majority government can be affected by the actors’ view of what is culturally 

acceptable.  

Steinmo et. al. (1992) argue that institutions are not just another variable but that by 

shaping actors’ strategies as well as their goals, and by mediating conflict and cooperation, 

institutions pay a role in determining political outcomes (1992, p. 15). They see political 

actors more as rule-followers in the sense that not every choice is due to self-interest and 

that most must follow societal rules (1992, p. 8). They argue that with HI, unless something 

is known about the institutional context in which strategies and goals of actors are pursued, 

then broad assumptions about the self-interested behaviour are hollow. As it has been 

shown in Chapter 2, key formal institutions such as electoral systems, constitutions, 

conventions and parliamentary standing orders play an important role in actors’ decisions in 

relation to minority government formation.  

Like Hall and Taylor (1996), Steinmo et al (1992) also note that HI accepts that 

actors act strategically and have agency but that it needs a historically-based analysis of what 

actors are trying to maximise and why they emphasise certain goals over others (1992, p. 9). 

Hay (2002) also argues that political actors are socialised within institutional settings which 

define informal rules and procedures and that this establishes appropriate behaviour (2002, 

p. 14). Bell (2011) supports this argument that institutions matter because of the ways they 

‘reflect, refract, restrain and enable human behaviour, whilst in turn, it is the behaviour of 

agents that reproduces or transforms institutions over time’ (2011, p. 894). When faced 

with a hung parliament in Tasmania in 1989 and an agreement by the Greens to support a 

Labor minority government, Gray, the incumbent Liberal premier, was constrained from 

seeking to call a new election by the constitutional convention that the new government be 

decided by a confidence vote in parliament (see Chapter 6). 

 Bell further argues that the HI approach can incorporate many features of the 

sociological tradition by giving ‘full recognition that ideas, language and the inter-subjective 

discursive processes provide the crucial building blocks for establishing meaning and 

understanding and thus lead to purposeful action in politics and institutional life’ (2011, p. 

893). Yet in Bell’s analysis agents still have variable degrees of ‘bounded discretion’ and can 

shape institutions incrementally over time, a view shared by, for example, Galanti (2018, p. 

41) and Bakir and Jarvis (2018, p. 8) among others. 
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Stark (2018) also notes that the punctuated equilibrium view in which change is 

‘shock-driven, sudden and radical enough to loosen path dependencies’ is challenged by the 

alternative view that change is more gradual (2018, p. 24).  Stark argues that the two 

approaches need not be mutually exclusive and that a ‘synthesis between these two views 

would better serve those interested in the nuance of post-crisis change’ (2018, pp. 25).  This 

ability of actors to shape institutions over time is important to the thesis’ questions in 

relation to institutional legacies. While HI suggests stability rather than change, it 

acknowledges the role of critical junctures and crises where new practices can be and are 

adopted. For this research project, the immediate aftermath of an election which results in a 

hung parliament is one such critical juncture. 

Hay (2002) argues that institutions play a key mediating role in events, are ‘sticky’ 

and thus difficult to change or reform, and that timing and sequence of events matters (path 

dependence) (2002, p. 14). The rigidity of institutions means political time tends to be 

characterised by periods of stability, punctuated by phases of intense institutional change 

caused by some critical juncture of crisis (Hay 2002, pp. 14-15). Given this study’s concern 

with analysing the impact of previous experiences of minority government on the 

negotiation and formation of subsequent minority governments, these underlying concepts 

of HI theory are significant for the thesis and are discussed in more detail in the following 

section.  

Whereas RCI takes a deductive approach to research, HI uses an inductive 

methodology which Bell (2002) argues is better able to deal with complexity and nuance 

(2002, p. 479). With inductive reasoning, observations are drawn from the data, including 

the interview responses used in this thesis, to discern patterns and then infer an 

explanation. Bell (2002) argues that the inductive methods of HI and SI are better able to 

incorporate and explain actor preferences and behaviour. Thus, it is argued that HI fits well 

with the historical-comparative method used in this thesis and the use of interviews to 

understand the context of actors’ decisions.   

One aspect of Pierson’s (2004) analysis of institutional change is the role of marginal 

groups. He notes that groups marginal to the political system are more likely to tinker with 

institutions because they are more often denied the social benefits of current institutional 

configurations and have fewer costs associated with deviating from those norms (2004, p. 

135). Ward and Stewart (2009) also note that major parties are institutions which have 
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branch structures and are well-established extra-parliamentary organisations which 

formulate policy, select representatives, recruit members and have rules to govern 

behaviour and resolve internal conflicts. Importantly, they also argue that this fundamental 

institution is changing due to sectional or minority interests and the pluralisation of 

Australian society which has disrupted the older patterns of strategic opinion formation. 

The two major political parties in Australia must now compete for support with minor 

parties and single-issue groups. In their view, these social changes have disrupted, but not 

yet destroyed, the old patterns of party allegiance (Ward & Stewart 2009, pp. 157-159). The 

cartel party thesis holds that political parties increasingly function like cartels, employing the 

resources of the state to limit political competition and ensure their own electoral success. 

Katz and Mair (2009) note that the concept of the ‘cartel party’ was first proposed as a 

means of drawing attention to patterns of inter-party collusion or cooperation as well as 

competition (2009, pp. 754-755). The theory is used to explain how institutional factors 

such as the use of substantial amounts of public money to fund party organizations, changes 

to laws governing how parties operate, electoral changes to limit party competition and the 

professionalisation and centralisation of parties, has changed the nature of parties as much, 

or more so, than social and economic factors (2009, p. 755). Katz and Mair argued that by 

becoming much more influenced by the state, parties were drawing away from society. They 

note other influences stemmed from the parties’ need to appeal to similar and overlapping 

constituencies and from their use of the same modern campaign technologies (2009, p. 756). 

Thus, HI also provides an appropriate framework for analysis of changes to the Australian 

party system which, it is argued in Chapter 5, is a significant factor in the increase in the 

incident of minority governments since 1989. 

As with other strands of institutionalism, HI has been criticised as having little 

capacity to predict change (Peters 1999, p. 68). Eccleston argues that HI says little about the 

process of institutional reform and that while it can explain policy stability, it is unable to 

predict when a crisis, or critical juncture, will bring about institutional change or what form 

a post-crisis institutional order might take (Eccleston 2007, p. 23). Other criticisms include 

that there are difficulties in HI of identifying and understanding the relationship between the 

system and individual (Hall and Taylor, 1996, p. 950). There is a concern that HI exponents 

have devoted less attention that the other two variants of institutionalism to developing a 

sophisticated understanding of exactly how institutions affect behaviour (1999, p. 950).  
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3.4 CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 

FOR THE STUDY OF MINORITY GOVERNMENT FORMATION  
 

Given the empirical evidence that past minority government experience affects future 

minority government formation and accepting that institutions matter and play a key role in 

the decisions and choices actors make, the purpose of this section is to examine some of 

the key features, or concepts, central to an HI approach that are relevant to the research 

questions. Of particular significance to this thesis is Pierson’s (2004) contribution to HI with 

its emphasis on path dependency and how past patterns of politics and outcomes create 

legacies over time. Pierson argues that social scientists often take a snapshot view of 

political life but there is a strong case for examining a temporal sequence of events (2004, p. 

2). Pierson argues that examining temporal processes, such as path dependence, critical 

junctures, sequencing, events, duration, timing, and unintended consequences, allows the 

identification and explanation of some fundamental social mechanisms. By mechanisms he 

means ‘plausible, frequently observed ways in which things happen’ (2004, p. 6). He argues 

that this exploration of the character of mechanisms, and the features of social concepts 

that generate them, allow analysts to move beyond a single case and for historically oriented 

scholars to capture how history matters.  

Pierson argues that adding a temporal dimension provides stronger theoretical 

grounds for emphasising the ‘stickiness’ of inherited social arrangements noted above, 

concentrating on issues of timing and sequence and for investigating long-term processes of 

social change (2004, p. 7). He argues that ‘early events matter much more than later ones, 

and hence different sequences may produce different outcomes’ (Pierson 2004, p. 18). 

Coupled with the ‘stickiness’ of institutions, once changes occur due to some critical 

moment or juncture, they shape future events and decisions. For example, it is argued in 

this thesis that hung parliaments are the critical moments that shape future minority 

government negotiations and the development of accords, memorandums of understanding 

and other models of agreements. Equally, long-standing institutions such as electoral systems 

and ministerial conventions such as that of joint ministerial responsibility, are ‘sticky’ and 

resistant to change until the critical moment brought about by a hung parliament. Some of 

these key concepts, which are central to this thesis, are examined in more detail below.  
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Path Dependency, Critical Junctures 

As discussed above, path dependency and critical junctures are concepts used to 

describe founding moments of institutional creation and then the continuing evolution of 

institutions in response to changing environmental conditions, but in ways that are 

constrained by past trajectories (Thelen 1999, p. 387). Many HI scholars [see for example 

Thelen (1999), Pierson (2000 and 2004), Eccleston (2007), Hall and Taylor (1996)] adopt 

similar definitions of path dependency. Pierson (2000) defines path dependence broadly to 

mean that what happened at an earlier point in time will affect the possible outcomes of a 

sequence of events occurring at a later point in time (2000, p. 252). However, he also 

argues for a broader definition whereby preceding steps in a particular direction induce 

further movement in the same direction, in a process of increasing returns. Under this 

concept the probability of further steps along the same path increases with each move down 

that path because the relative benefits of the current activity compared with other possible 

options increase over time. Conversely, the costs of changing direction increase, so that the 

choice becomes self-reinforcing (2000, p. 252). Pierson (2004) argues that specific patterns 

of timing and sequence matter and that large consequences may result from relatively small 

contingent events. Political development is often punctuated by critical moments, or 

junctures, that affect the future. He argues that particular courses of action, once 

introduced, can be virtually impossible to reverse as a result of self-reinforcement, or 

positive feedback (Pierson 2004, pp. 18-21). Broschek (2012) also notes the importance of 

this concept in addressing the question as to why different trajectories occur in different 

countries after a critical juncture that has resulted in establishing a federation. He argues 

that HI emphasises that earlier events causally affect later developments (2012, pp. 663-

664).  

These notion of critical junctures and concept of path dependence are central to 

analysis of decisions, actions and the emergence of new institutions in the context of past 

minority government formation and how they affect negotiations and government formation 

in subsequent hung parliaments. Jovanovic and Lynggaard (2014), for example, note that the 

institutions typically observed from the perspective of path dependency are procedures of 

consultation with interested parties, bureaucratic routines, prevailing norms and the 

conventions guiding policy programmes or the activities of agents in a particular field, 

(2014). However, the thesis acknowledges the alternative view of endogenous incremental 

change through the agency of political actors discussed above in section 3.3 and Stark’s 
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(2018, p. 25) argument in favour of a synthesis of the two views to analyse institutional 

change resulting from the experience of minority government. 

Institutional Dynamism 

Following on from the preceding discussion and the different views of what causes 

change, Steinmo et al. (1992, pp. 16-18) list four dynamics of institutional change which are 

useful for the analysis of institutional innovation and reform brought about by minority 

government during periods of hung parliaments. Firstly, they note broad changes in socio-

economic or political contexts can produce situations in which previously latent institutions 

suddenly become prominent with implications for political outcomes. Regarding this thesis, 

it is arguable this dynamic applies in relation to the trend of party dealignment discussed in 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 5 where we see a decline in the vote share of major parties and the 

increase in the vote share of minor and third parties. The thesis argues that institutional 

practices regarding government formation based on the traditional Westminster two party 

dominant system have had to adapt. Secondly, changes in social, economic or political 

balances of power can produce situations where old institutions are put into service in 

different ways or for different ends as new actors come into play who pursue their own 

goals through using existing institutions. This dynamic might assist in explaining, for example, 

the changes to cabinet conventions to allow non-government party membership and relative 

freedom from the concept of joint ministerial responsibility discussed in Chapter 2. Thirdly, 

exogenous changes can produce a shift in the goals or objectives being pursued within 

existing institutions as old actors adopt new goals within old institutions. An example of this 

may be the changes to the operation of government agencies that need to adjust as actors 

adopt new goals and strategies to manage minority government formation and operation. 

Steinmo et al.’s fourth dynamic is where changes occur because political actors adjust their 

strategies to accommodate changes in the institutions themselves, where institutions break 

down or new institutions are introduced. This may be the case, for example, in relation to 

the new strategies adopted by major political parties faced with the decline of major parties 

and the increase in the incident of minority governments in Australia, discussed in Chapter 

5. 
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Institutional ‘Stickiness” 

Steinmo et al. (1992) argue that institutions tend to remain ‘sticky’ even when the 

political or economic conditions have changed dramatically. The institutions themselves may 

be resistant to change but their impact on political outcomes can change over time in subtle 

ways in response to shifts in the broader socio-economic or political context (1992, p. 18). 

Pierson (2004, p. 43) argues that a key feature of political life is that both public policy and 

especially formal institutions are ‘change resistant’. Pierson argues that policies and 

institutions are generally designed to be difficult to overturn for two broad reasons. Firstly, 

those who design them may wish to bind their political rival successors to a particular path. 

Thus, to protect their own interests and those of their supporter base, they may design 

rules that are difficult to change. Secondly, political actors may deliberately create 

institutions that remove certain alternatives from their own future menu of options ‘to 

reduce uncertainty and enhance stability’ (Pierson 2004, p. 43). The design of electoral 

systems, limits of access to cabinet and departmental briefings, and ensuring government-

party domination of parliamentary committees, for example, make it more difficult for 

independents and minor parties to fully participate, while providing more certainty for the 

government and its support base in relation to outcomes. 

Individuals, Choices and Interests 

Following on from the discussion above regarding exogenous crisis-driven change 

versus endogenous incremental change, Eccleston (2007) argues that HI analysis draws on 

elements of the sociological approach to assess how institutions influence political 

preferences and what actors regard as appropriate action. ‘Indeed, this belief that 

institutions shape preferences is a major point of departure from rational choice approaches 

with their a priori assumptions of individual egoism’ (2007, p. 18). Eccleston notes the role 

of exogenous shocks and moments of crisis in which economic conditions, power relations, 

policy goals and ideas are in a state of flux in the ‘punctuated equilibrium’ model of 

institutional change which is: ‘episodic and dramatic rather than continuous and incremental’ 

(2007, p. 22). But he also notes the role of actors as agents of endogenous change. He 

defines this as where ‘actor-driven change which occurs under conditions of political 

stability, in terms of both the broad structural context of politics and of the institutional 

framework, in which policy is made,’ (2007, p. 27). The underlying characteristics of 

endogenous theories of policy change is that they seek to identify recurring processes that 
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result in policy or institutional change within relatively stable structures and rationalities. 

Eccleston argues that such processes are characterised by social learning during which self-

reflective actors gradually adjust their institutions in ways that are constrained by existing 

institutional practices, rules, routines and cognitive schema. 

 Bakir and Jarvis (2018) note ‘that agential actions are context-dependent and reflect 

dynamic interactions among interdependent structures, institutions and agency-level 

situations’ which can both enable and constrain agential authority (2018, p. 27). Galanti 

(2018) further argues that political actors and institutions interact over time in an iterative 

process to solve problems resulting from changing historical situations (2018, p. 41-42). She 

also introduces the concept of entrepreneurship and argues that institutional change often 

focuses on the structures and norms of formal institutions while policy change deals with 

modifications in the content, goals and means of change. She further argues that institutional 

creation and reform may represent a crucial moment in a process of policy change (2018, p. 

42).  

It is argued in Chapter 5 and the case study chapters (6-10) that political leaders play 

a central role in deciding minority government outcomes and, while constrained by 

institutional structures and norms, these political actors have introduced or reformed 

institutions over time, including minority government agreement documents and the ‘no 

deals, no minority government’ policies and political strategies. 

Ideas 

 Thelen (1999) argues that institutions rest on a set of ideational and material 

foundations that when shaken open possibilities for change (1999, p. 397). As noted above, 

Bell (2011) argues for a suitably tailored version of HI able ‘to produce a sophisticated and 

more rounded account of how interpretive agents interact dialectically with institutional and 

wider structural contexts and product change’ (2011, p. 884). In this ‘agent-centred’ model 

of HI, institutions help structure the behaviour and thoughts of agents, but agents within 

institutions may use rules, institutional resources of authority, expertise or other 

institutional resources to help effect change (2011, p. 896). Hall et al. (2004) argue 

institutions are sites of competition where competing ideas are played out according to 

distinctive rules, assumptions and often implicitly understood ways of doing things (2004, p. 

8). Eccleston (2007) also acknowledges that ideas play a significant role in defining policy 

problems and finding viable solutions. Bakir and Jarvis (2018) argue that ideational 
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innovation, institutional learning and the way that institutions do, or don’t, interact with 

values, norms and beliefs indicates the central importance of ideas in institutional change 

(2018, p. 9). They note that ideational institutionalists argue that ideas provide the 

framework for the design of new institutions and the development of plans and political 

strategies to enact them (2018, p. 9). Beland (2009) notes there is a growing number of 

scholars who emphasis the central role of ideas and related discursive processes in politics 

and policy change by influencing what issues and problems enter the policy agenda, can help 

legitimise or challenge existing institutions and policies and become ‘weapons’ that allow 

political actors to challenge existing institutional arrangements (2009, pp. 704-705).  

Eccleston (2007) notes that embedded norms influence what stakeholders and the 

broader public regard as politically acceptable (2007, p. 31). For example, when a 

government wins 50 per cent plus one of the vote and a majority of seats the ‘idea’ of a 

mandate for its policy agenda is politically acceptable. However, while a minority 

government controls the bureaucracy, including the treasury portfolio, and thus to a large 

extent can set the legislative agenda, it must negotiate the support of other parties and the 

idea of mandate therefore is less politically acceptable. It competes with the ‘idea’ that other 

parties can expect to exert more influence on the policy and legislative agenda and have 

more say in parliament.   

Jovanovic and Lynggaard (2014) argue that political actors are not only motivated by a 

calculation of the costs and benefits of a chosen path but also by institutionalised ideas and 

norms. They argue that institutionalised ideas and norms set the stage by determining what 

policy issues are relevant and which are not, which actors are legitimate participants, and 

what procedures are appropriate for making decisions (2014, p. 49). In this regard 

entrenched public views regarding the desirability of majority government or concerns 

about the instability of minority government can play a significant role in minority 

government formation and operation processes. 

 Eccleston (2007) argues that the implication that interests are shaped in part by the 

institutional context in which actors are situated highlights the ideational dimension of HI 

(and SI) and the fact that the embedded norms regarding appropriate political action can and 

do have a significant impact on policy processes. Broschek (2012) argues that critical 

antecedents establish the historical and ideological context during periods of far-reaching 

institutional change and frame the set of available solutions (2012, p. 665). Thus, political 
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actors are pressured by public opinion of what is acceptable and therefore work within 

existing conventions and constitutional rules but, when faced with episodic shocks to 

otherwise stable environments, they are able and willing to make incremental institutional 

changes over time. In Chapter 6 it is shown that when faced with a hung parliament in 

Tasmania in 1989 Liberal premier Robin Gray was not only constrained by constitutional 

convention but also by societal views about the appropriateness of calling a new election, 

while new institutions to manage minority government situations were put in place by his 

successors which were incrementally changed over time. 

3.5 POLICY TRANSFER THEORY AND LESSON-DRAWING 
 

Policy transfer theory is often associated with international policy transfer [see  for 

example Eccleston and Woodward, (2013); Dolowitz and Marsh, (2000); Marsh and 

Sharman, (2009); Beland, (2009); Bulmer and Padgett, (2005)] but is also applied to domestic 

studies (Rose, 1991). Some scholars note that it, and cognate processes such as lesson 

drawing and policy diffusion, share much in common with institutionalism’s isomorphism 

discussed above (Marsh and Sharman 2009 p. 269), while others, [for example Dolowitz and 

Marsh (2000, p. 1), Beland (2009, pp. 701-704), Bakir and Jarvis (2018, pp. 1-6)], explicitly 

note its close relationship to HI. The theory also fits well with HI’s focus on the role that 

ideas and norms have on the decisions of political agents which was discussed above. 

It is argued this growing body of policy transfer theory is highly relevant to this study 

given its particular focus on the spatial and temporal transfer of political strategies, policy 

and institutions not just on what is transferred, but from where it is transferred and by 

whom (Rose 1991, p. 4). Anyebe (2018) defines public policy as ‘the actual resource 

allocation presented by projects and programmes designed to respond to perceived public 

problems and challenges requiring government action for their solution’, and notes that a 

policy is a purposive course of action followed by an actor or set of actors who can be 

influenced by non-state actors and influences (2018, p. 2). Alternatively, Dolowitz and Marsh 

(2000) define policy transfer as a ‘process in which knowledge about policies, administrative 

arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political setting (past or present) is used in the 

development of policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in another 

political setting’ (2000, p. 5).  
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This concept has clear implications for this study which seeks to examine the transfer 

of institutions, policies and political strategies across jurisdictions and across time. There is 

support in the literature for this. Benson and Jordan (2011, pp. 367-369) argue there has 

been an expansion of the application of policy transfer theory from its original core interest 

in international politics to encompass a wide range of research regarding ‘horizontal and 

vertical actor networks, extending across governance scales below the state, both within 

and across borders’ and to include ‘sub-national institutions such as regional and local 

governments’ (2011, p. 369). Rose (1991) defines lesson drawing as an ‘action-oriented 

conclusion about a programme or programmes in operation elsewhere; the setting can be 

another city, another state, another nation or an organisation’s own past,’ (1991, p. 7). Rose 

(1991) argues that policymakers ‘in cities, regional governments and nations,’ can learn from 

their counterparts elsewhere and draw lessons to help them deal with their own problems, 

or what not to do where other jurisdictions have made mistakes (1991, p. 4). Furthermore, 

Rose notes the traffic in lesson-drawing can go in many directions and cites the example of 

the United States where there is across state learning (1991, p. 4) and where federalism 

provides a multiplicity of sources of ideas (1991, p. 18), which this thesis argues is also the 

case within the Australian federation. 

HI literature also defines the types of actors involved in policy transfer. The policy 

transfer framework established by Dolowitz and Marsh (2000) (which builds on their earlier 

work in 1996) argues lesson drawing is voluntary and is carried out by a range of actors 

(2000, p. 9). They identify nine major categories of political actors engaged in the policy 

transfer process including ‘elected officials, political parties, bureaucrats/civil servants, 

pressure groups, policy entrepreneurs and experts, transnational corporations, think tanks, 

supra-national governmental and non-governmental organisations and consultants’ (2000, p. 

10). Given both its past application to cross-national and sub-national governments and the 

identification of elected officials, political parties and bureaucrats, in particular, as categories 

of political actors potentially engaged in policy transfer, the application of the theory to this 

study may be used to explain the origins of some minority government formation 

institutions and policies, such as the accords and agreements and changes to parliamentary 

institutions discussed in Chapter 5, and their transfer and adaption across Australian 

jurisdictions.  

Dolowitz and Marsh (2000) note four degrees of transfer: copying, which involves 

direct and complete transfer; emulation, which involves transfer of the ideas behind a policy 
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or program; combinations, which involves several different policies; and, inspiration, where a 

policy or program in another jurisdiction inspires a policy change (Dolowitz and Marsh 

2000, p. 13). This study is mainly concerned with processes of emulation and copying 

although inspiration may also be a factor involved in the transfer of minority government 

policies. Rose (1991) argues that a key impetus for this form of transfer is rational response 

to a disruption or emergence of a problem which prompts political actors to search for 

quick solutions as, for example, may be the case when actors suddenly are faced with a hung 

parliament (1991, 10-11). Several scholars, [see Dolowitz and Marsh, 2000; Rose, 1991] 

note that policy transfer is not always a success due largely to different factors and settings 

in the different jurisdictions. This is useful to this study because it may help explain why a 

policy or institution transferred from one jurisdiction may fail or require further changes to 

make it work due to different contextual settings in the adopting jurisdiction. 

One final point in this brief overview which has significance for this study is the 

question raised by Bennett and Howlett (1992) in relation to the difficulties in 

demonstrating unequivocally that an outcome would not have taken place had ‘learning’ not 

taken place (1992, p. 290). They argue that this can be overcome in a comparative analysis 

with an intensive examination of a few comparable cases and that this requires ‘painstaking 

archival work, supplemented by elite interviews with key informants’ (1992, p. 290) which is 

the method adopted by this thesis. Thus, while it is hard to prove in every case that policy 

learning occurs when different jurisdictions do the same or similar things, the evolving 

theoretical literature on policy transfer highlights how this process can occur through 

processes such as copying, emulation or inspiration. 

3.6 PRECEDENTS FOR THE USE OF HI IN MINORITY GOVERNMENT STUDIES 
 

While accepting that many other theoretical frameworks have been used for the study 

of minority government, there are precedents for the application of new institutionalism, 

and HI theory, to the study of minority government and policymaking generally. For 

example, in Chapter 2 it was noted that Peacock (2018) implicitly uses an institutionalist 

approach to note and analyse changes to key institutions in the United Kingdom resulting 

from minority governments in the 1970s. Conley (2011) argues that both the design and 

relative autonomy of political institutions are central issues for study of the functionality of 

minority and majority governments (2011, p. 424). Conley focuses on the institutional 
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structure of the Canadian Parliament, in which equilibrium shifts between majority and 

minority government, to see how this affects policy outcomes as measured by indicators 

such as the success of bills introduced and passed – factors used to measure the success of 

minority government as discussed in Chapter 2.  

While Strom (1990) uses a rational choice model for his work he acknowledges that 

government formation processes are ‘typically highly institutionalised and could impose 

significant constraints on the range of feasible alternatives’ (1990, p. 27). Bergman (1995) 

examines the theoretical and empirical links between constitutional arrangements, including 

rules, and party goals, and the importance of government formation rules in determining 

minority government outcomes. Bergman also used HI to guide analysis of the importance 

of the institutional context. However, she then uses RCI for a detailed study of the design of 

the specific (Swedish) government formation rules. 

Weller and Stevens (2015) discuss the institutional constraints on minority 

government formation in the UK and Australia (2015, p. 55) and list three major constraints, 

these being: leaders are not as powerful as the public image that is often presented, and that 

the contribution of prime ministers is restricted; that institutions are designed to limit 

government power and governments will always need to negotiate the way they work; and 

that exogenous events, whether domestic or external, shape the choices of governments 

(2015, p. 53). This means that sometimes cabinets have little control over what is happening 

to them and their decisions are affected by crises and the need to make contingencies. In 

relation to the constraints of institutions on actors discussed above, Weller and Stevens 

(2015) argue that parliamentary institutions are designed to limit executive government and 

that constitutions and constitutional conventions were developed to prevent the misuse of 

power. ‘Once elected, governments must work within those constraints, however 

reluctantly’ (2015, p. 55).  

While not related to minority government formation, Eccleston (2007) notes that 

different policy structures in different countries contribute to nationally distinctive patterns 

of taxation (2007, p. 17). This concept that context and the history of institutions and policy 

are important can be applied to this comparative-historical study of minority government in 

Australia where each federal, state and territorial jurisdiction has different institutions 

including constitutions, parliaments, electoral systems, political parties, and unique issues and 

histories.  
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HI has also been employed in the analysis of political parties. Kefford (2016) examines 

the institutional stretch and structural reform in the Labor Party under three leaders 

between 2006 and 2013 and during three federal elections. By ‘stretch’ he refers to the way 

Labor party leaders are able to extend their role beyond the prescribed authority (of party 

rules) to bring about structural reform in the party (2016, p. 512). His approach examines 

the way in which leaders exert power and the institutional environment in which they work. 

It positions context and the environment as incredibly important while acknowledging, as 

discussed in detail above, that individual agents are important and can shape (and are 

constrained by) their institutional environment (2016, p. 512). Among the issues examined 

in the case study chapters to follow are changes to political party rules and the creation of a 

new party, the Australian Greens, which, it is argued, are significant institutional changes 

resulting from minority government. Kefford’s analysis affirms the categorisation of political 

parties as institutions and underlines the key role of party leaders in shaping the institutional 

environment.  

Marsh and Miller (2012), who focus on political change in Britain, Australia and NZ, 

are primarily concerned with ‘the founding principles of the two-party political structure’ 

(2012, p. 19) and how that has broken down which, it is argued in Chapter 5, is an 

exogenous shock resulting in significant institutional change. They draw on earlier work to 

develop an institutional framework of democratic governance that has four elements. These 

four elements are: identities, accounts, political institutions and capabilities (2012, p. 19). 

Their framework also includes two elements of ’psychological dynamics’ – which they 

describe as ‘a logic of appropriate behaviour at one “thick” pole and an instrumental calculus 

at the other “thin” pole’. The model allows them to examine what systematic changes might 

be required for Australian democratic renewal. They use this theoretical framework to 

sketch the historical development of the two-party system in the three countries, and how 

that led to ‘thick’, or institutionally based, democratic government in each case. They then 

trace the changes to the system resulting from neo-liberalist policies and, finally, the 

effectiveness of the present policy processes in the three countries. In the Australian 

context, the study explores the decline in the role of the major parties, particularly on their 

agenda-setting and citizen mobilisation roles. The study argues there has been the 

development of a new pattern of identity among citizens resulting in a representation gap 

between citizens and the formal political system.  



79 
 

Thus, new institutionalism, both in the HI and SI traditions, is used widely in policy 

transfer theory and some of its key concepts including lesson learning, isomorphism, 

emulation, copying and diffusion are highly applicable to this study. Moreover, it is shown 

that theory is relevant for cross national, sub-national and temporal studies of transfer. 

3.7 THE INSTITUTIONS AND APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 

The importance of formal institutions in the minority government literature was 

discussed at Section 2.6. It was noted that these institutions included electoral systems, 

constitutions, conventions, parliament, its committees and standing orders, federalism, 

bicameralism and judicial review, and the importance of political parties and party systems 

and rules. HI theory explicitly includes political parties and the bureaucracy, including 

integrity commissions and anti-corruption bodies that are established at critical junctures. 

The minority government literature also noted the normalisation of accords, agreements or 

charters of reform used to establish minority governments in the Australian states and 

territories and their inclusion as institutions is consistent with the definitions discussed 

above.  

The emulation or copying of these institutions from other jurisdictions, and across 

jurisdictions in Australia, is consistent with the process of institutional adaption espoused by 

HI theorists such as Miller and Banaszak-Holl (2005) and Marsh and Sharman (2009), among 

others, that suggests that actors and organisations mimic similar structures, procedures, and 

practices in other jurisdictions or from past experience. It is argued in Section 3.5 above 

that policy transfer theory and lesson drawing championed by scholars such as Dolowitz and 

Marsh (2000), Beland (2009), Bakir and Jarvis (2018) are highly relevant to this study given 

its particular focus on the spatial and temporal transfer of political strategies, policy and 

institutions.  

As discussed above, HI theory and its expansive definitions further broaden the range 

of institutions that are relevant to this thesis through the inclusion of informal procedures, 

routines, norms and ideas. To be clear for this thesis, this expanded range of institutions 

includes, as suggested by Jovanovic and Lynggaard (2014) among others, institutionalised 

ideas and norms, including entrenched public attitudes about the desirability of majority 

government and concerns about the stability or otherwise of minority government which 

can play a significant role in minority government negotiation, formation and operation 
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processes. In fact, the theory suggests the inclusion of minority government itself is an 

institution. 

HI scholars, [for example Thelen (1999), Bell (2011), Eccleston (2007), Broschek 

(2012)], argue in favour of an agent-centred model under which institutions structure the 

behaviour and thoughts of agents, but agents within institutions use rules, institutional 

resources of authority, expertise or other institutional resources to help effect change.  

Thus, political leaders can make decisions which shape the trajectory of politics despite 

institutional constraints. 

 Finally, HI theory shows that past political decisions, actions and policies, standard 

operating procedures and assumptions are also institutions which can influence future 

minority government negotiations and formation due to their ‘stickiness” or by restraining 

or ameliorating the behaviour of actors. 

3.8 SUMMARY  
 

This Chapter assesses some of the theories, models and approaches used to analyse 

government.  It argues that the new institutionalism tradition in political and social research 

is appropriate for this study and examines the evolution of institutional theory and the three 

competing variants – rational choice, sociological and historical. The Chapter defines 

institutions and HI’s underlying assumptions and examines some of the key features of the 

theory that are relevant to this study. These include the concepts of path dependency, 

critical juncture, institutional dynamism, institutional stickiness, the role of political actors 

and the importance of ideas. 

The Chapter establishes that HI is appropriate for comparative studies of real-world 

empirical studies such as explaining different outcomes in different jurisdictions and is 

therefore well suited for this study. It also argues there are precedents in the literature for 

the use of HI for comparative historical studies of minority government in Australia and 

internationally. As well, it shows that HI, which uses an inductive approach to analyse 

empirical data to infer explanations, fits well with this thesis which uses empirical data, 

including interviews, to examine how political parties and institutions change over time in 

response to past minority government experiences. The Chapter argues that the application 

of HI theory can be applied to explain the process of lesson-drawing and transfer and that 
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this process is evident in changes to political strategies and institutional and policy change. 

The theory allows that, while institutions constrain and moderate the actions of political 

actors, leaders play a significant role in bringing about change. Furthermore, it explains 

societal attitudes about majority and minority government, as well as expectations of 

appropriate behaviour, have a strong influence on minority government formation. 

Chapter 4 will outline the specific research method and design which will be employed 

in this study and describe how HI framework outlined in this Chapter is applied to the key 

questions and issues identified in Chapter 2 to collect and analyse the project’s empirical 

data. 
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CHAPTER 4 - QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHOD & DESIGN  

 

4.1 INTRODUCTION  
 

This study examines how the legacies of past government formation effect the 

formation of subsequent governments in hung parliaments in Australia. It examines three 

types of legacy – changes to political strategies as a reaction to previous minority 

government experience, institutional changes and policy transfer as a result of lesson 

learning and the importance of influences such as the lifecycle of government and contextual 

institutional factors such as electoral and policy rivalry between parties and negotiation 

styles in determining outcomes. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 these issues place leaders 

at the centre of the research. One way to determine the motivation and insights of leaders 

therefore is to interview them. 

Chapter 2 justified the selection of the case studies, examined key issues that affect 

the performance and perception of minority governments and identified the key questions 

for the research. Chapter 3 then provided the theoretical framework to analyse the 

empirical data in order to answer those questions. This Chapter brings together these two 

pillars and details how they influence the choice of research method and the project design, 

and how this is applied to the collection and analysis of the empirical data.  

4.2 QUALITATIVE AND GROUNDED-INDUCTIVE METHOD  

 

The research project uses a qualitative, grounded-inductive and historical-comparative 

approach to analyse and draw conclusions from the information collected from the 

interviews, along with data from other primary and secondary information sources. Lach 

(2014) notes ‘that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to 

make sense of phenomena within the social or natural context. Observing and documenting 

people at their work or play; talking with them about what they know, believe, or feel; and 

examining the artefacts they leave behind are all sources of data that are sometimes difficult 

for those not trained in their use to understand or value,’ (2014, p. 89). Denzin & Lincoln 

(2005) also note that qualitative research includes ‘case study, politics and ethics, 
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participatory inquiry, interviewing, participant observation, visual methods, and interpretive 

analysis’(2005, p. 2). This thesis uses all these data sources to analyse the questions 

identified in Chapter 2. Flick argues ‘that qualitative research is inherently multi-method in 

focus in an attempt to secure an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question,’ 

(Flick 2002, pp. 226-227). Reflecting the HI framework outlined in the previous Chapter, this 

thesis adopts such an approach. It employs case studies and the use of interviews with 

political actors to gather empirical data to test hypotheses and address the research 

questions. It cross-references the data from interviews with other primary and secondary 

information sources to corroborate the results, and to reconstruct what occurred in each 

of the case studies.  

The thesis uses a grounded inductive approach to analyse the information collected 

from the interviews. With inductive reasoning, observations are drawn from the data and 

interview responses to discern patterns and then infer an explanation. Rhodes (1995) argues 

for the use of what he termed a descriptive-inductive method.  ‘The method employs the 

technique of the historian and explores specific events, eras and institutions generating 

studies which systematically describe and analyse phenomena that have occurred in the past 

and which explain contemporary political phenomena with reference to past events,’ 

(Rhodes 1995, p. 44). He argues it is inductive because we draw inferences from repeated 

observations. Bell (2002) also notes a strong link between the use of inductive methodology 

and HI (2002, p. 479). 

4.3 CASE STUDIES AND CASE SELECTION   

 

The review of minority government formation theory literature in Section 2.3 

established that the five minority government cases chosen for this project are 

representative of the three models of minority government that have occurred in Australia 

since 1989 using the typology of Moon (1995), Ward (1997) and Griffith (2010). That is, 

they are either formal post-election coalitions, minority governments supported by 

agreements with independents, minor parties or third parties or minority governments no 

such agreements of support on confidence and supply. The thesis argues that earlier 

minority governments in this period differ from later ones due to a lesson learning and 

policy transfer process resulting in adaption and change in political strategies, policies and, 

importantly, institutions in minority government negotiation and formation. In addition to 
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ensuring all types of minority government are included, it follows then that the method and 

design of this study should adopt a comparative approach. It thus examines five case studies 

in two very different jurisdictions with variations (albeit within the context of the Australian 

federation) in institutional features such as unicameral or bicameral parliaments, electoral 

systems and political cultures and historical context, as discussed in Chapter 1.  

There is a large body of literature to support the case study approach for this type of 

research. Yin (1994), for example, argues that case studies continue to be used extensively 

in the social sciences and are a recurrent mode for thesis and dissertation research. He 

states that, in general, case studies are the preferred strategy when researchers seek to 

answer ‘how and why’ questions, particularly when the investigator has little control over 

the events and the focus is on contemporary phenomena (1994, pp. xiii-3). Yin argues that 

the approach relies on direct observation and systematic interviewing. The ‘case study’s 

unique strength is in being able to deal with the full variety of evidence documents, artefacts, 

interviews and observations beyond what might be available in the conventional historical 

study,’ (1994, p. 8). He also argues the case for multiple case studies where a previously 

generated theory is used as a template to compare the results with other case studies (Yin 

1994, p. 30). Miles & Huberman (2002) discuss the strengths and weaknesses of using case 

studies to build theory and conclude that it is typically combined with other data collection 

methods such as archives, interviews, questionnaires, and observations. Finally, as highlighted 

in Chapter 3, HI is highly compatible with comparative historical studies of minority 

government in Australia and internationally. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) define case study research as in-depth analysis of a 

bounded system or multiple bounded systems using a qualitative approach over time 

through a detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information such as 

observations, interviews, documents and reports (2016, pp. 37-40). They argue that the 

more cases included in a study, and the greater the variation by looking at a range of similar 

and contrasting cases, the more compelling an interpretation of data is likely to be. 

Furthermore, they argue this is a common strategy for enhancing the validity or 

‘generalizability’ of the findings (2016, p. 40). Mackie and Marsh (1995) describe the 

comparative method as that which involves the presentation of empirical evidence of some 

kind to compare systematically and explicitly political phenomena. This can be across 

countries, across jurisdictions or across time. They argue that comparative analysis is 

essential to generate, test and subsequently reformulate theories and their related concepts 
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and hypotheses about the relationship between political phenomena (Mackie & Marsh 1995, 

pp. 174-177). Quinn (2009) argues that researchers can use either the ‘most similar’ or the 

‘most different’ methods for common comparative case studies (2009, p. 250). This study 

adopts the most different method. Studying multiple cases in different jurisdictions allows us 

to determine whether results of the research are specific to one jurisdiction or generally 

applicable to other Australian national and sub-national minority governments no matter 

what the underlying institutional settings.  

By examining multiple cases in different jurisdictions, the research aims to determine 

whether policy transfer and lesson-learning occurs within a state jurisdiction or draws from 

other jurisdictions, or both, as a result of the experience of past minority governments. 

Consequently, the focus is on the policy transfer and lessons learned in each state from 

other jurisdictions – whether that be from their own past, other countries or other sub-

national or national jurisdictions within Australia. Thus, it is not the specific intention of this 

thesis to demonstrate that Queensland learned from Tasmania or vice versa, although that 

may be the case in some instances. The thesis seeks to determine whether this process 

occurs between all Australian jurisdictions over time and how and why this process might 

occur. 

It should be noted that other potential sets of minority government were considered 

for this study – for example, Tasmania with the ACT, each of which have had multiple cases 

of minority government. However, while the ACT does not have an upper house, like 

Tasmania it has a proportional electoral system which may have limited the opportunity to 

determine whether outcomes equally applied to single-member preferential electoral 

systems. Comparisons with, say, Victoria and New South Wales were also discounted 

because neither have had multiple terms of minority government in the chosen study period 

and because both have upper houses which, again, limits the opportunity for a ‘most 

different’ analysis. 
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4.4 DATA SOURCES 

 

Direct Interviews 

Analysis of the literature discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 highlight the important role 

of a small number of political actors involved in minority government formation decisions. 

Interviews of party leaders, independents and political senior staff members are therefore 

employed in this project to collect the views, experiences, and recollections of this small 

cohort of minority government decision-makers in the case study minority governments. 

This technique is one of the innovative features of the thesis. As shown in Chapter 2, few 

other studies of minority government in Australia have employed interviews of leaders as a 

central element of their methodology – Prosser and Denniss (2016) being the stand-out 

exception, but their study related to the interviews of parliamentarians not involved in 

either minority governments or support parties (2016, p. 80).   

There is a wide range of literature that supports the use of such interviews as a 

research tool, see for example Miles and Huberman (2002),  Walter (2006), Holstein and 

Gubrium in (Weinberg 2002) and Paton (2002) to name a few. Johnson and Joslyn (1995, p. 

262) propose that for elite interviews (by whom they mean political leaders), a less 

structured format, which is relatively exploratory and focused on subject, rather than 

researcher, is preferable to a set list of questions, as elite interviewees might resent being 

asked to respond to a standardised set of questions. Devine (1995) agrees that the 

collection of raw data and in-depth interviews are important tools for qualitative analysis. 

However, she also notes it might be preferable to use open-ended questions to allow 

interviewees to talk at length. Devine reasons that the interview questions list ought to be 

used as a checklist of topics to be covered, but that the perspective of the interviewee is 

paramount (Devine 1995, pp. 137-138). Weiss (1998), also argues in favour of the use of 

open-ended questions for this type of interview. This thesis adopts this approach to the 

interviews. It employs the list of questions set out below in this Chapter as a guide to 

ensure data collected is consistent and comparable between political actors across the five 

case studies (and across jurisdictions) but the interviews are free flowing to ensure the vital 

insights of the actors are captured.  
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Other Data Sources 

As discussed in section 4.2 above, the project uses a multi-method approach to cross-

reference data. Thus, in addition to the interviews, the thesis draws on information gathered 

from secondary sources. These include contemporaneous published accounts of events, 

policies and actions recorded in parliamentary Hansard, political journals and chronicles and 

the media. It also includes documents relating to the positions of parties in the lead up to 

elections and during election campaigns such as media releases and policy statements 

released by leaders and their parties, election advertisements, documents relating to the 

post-election negotiations and agreements (such as accords or other agreements as a pre-

condition of supporting a government), explanations by governors of their decisions to 

commission governments, specialist constitutional legal opinions, policy and budget 

speeches, and other public statements by the major political players. Some of these 

documents are on the public record and others come from the private records of the 

political actors involved. In addition to scholarly books, journals and articles, the thesis also 

references political biographies and informational material aimed at the public. These 

include, for example, autobiographies by Beattie (2005) and Gillard (2015) and biographies 

by Kelly (2014) and Kent (2009), as well as previously published or broadcast recollections 

of past premiers such as Field and Rundle. The thesis also uses electoral and parliamentary 

records as the basis for new research, mentioned in Chapter 1 and presented in Chapter 5, 

on the legislative and electoral outcomes of minority governments compared with one-party 

majority governments and economic and budgetary statistics available through sources such 

as the Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

4.5 HOW HI THEORY IS APPLIED 
 

Section 4.1 above reiterated the key themes of this study. Given the focus on 

institutions and policy change, Chapter 3 argues that HI and the related policy transfer 

theory, with its cognate processes of lesson-drawing and policy diffusion, is an appropriate 

theoretical framework for this study and is well-suited for comparative studies of real-world 

empirical studies such as examining outcomes in different jurisdictions. Seeking to answer 

the central research questions requires a temporal or historical view. Thus, the thesis 

employs HI’s key concepts detailed in Section 3.4. to analyse the data. These include 

institutional dynamism to identify critical junctures or broad changes in socio-economic and 
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political contexts to explain how changes to institutions, or the introduction of new 

institutions, establish new path dependent trajectories that influence subsequent 

government formation decisions. It uses the concept of institutional stickiness to examine 

why institutions critical to minority government formation are slow to change and how 

institutions influence political preferences and choices so that actors, while being able to 

drive change, are also constrained by existing institutions. Finally, it examines how the 

importance of institutionalised ideas and notions of acceptable political behaviour affects the 

actions of political actors. Policy change theory and the concepts of lesson-drawing and 

diffusion are employed to analyse the extent to which political, policy and institutional 

change are adopted from other jurisdictions, both nationally and internationally.  

4.6 THE INTERVIEWEES 
 

Section 2.6 summarises the literature which highlights the significant role that 

individual political actors play a key role in minority government negotiation and formation. 

Chapter 3 then considered the role of political actors within the context of the institutional 

constraints in which they operate and the role that elected officials, among other political 

actors, play in the policy transfer, lesson learning and diffusion. As noted in earlier, the thesis 

argues therefore that interviewing political actors at the forefront of negotiations and 

formation of the case study minority governments is important to cast light on the themes 

which are central to addressing the research question. Thus, each interview candidate was 

selected based on the role they played in setting their party’s policies in relation to minority 

government prior to the election, for example, statements promising ‘no deals’ or to govern 

alone, and the negotiations and agreements immediately after elections leading to the 

formation of the minority governments. The interviews also seek the views and insights 

from this group on the performance and operation of those minority governments which is 

necessary to understand the effect those issues have on attitudes and ideas in relation to 

formation of minority government in subsequent hung parliaments. 

The 21 interviews conducted for the research are mainly leaders of the major 

government party, or from the small team of people in leadership roles, as well as leaders of 

the third parties or independents involved in supporting those governments. The interview 

group also includes several bureaucrats (heads of departments of premier and cabinet and 

heads of premiers’ offices), and academics/ political commentators. In line with the 
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precedent of Prosser and Denniss (2016) the participants are drawn from across the 

political spectrum. Not all political actors approached agreed to be interviewed. The three 

notable exceptions are 1998 Queensland minority government Premier Peter Beattie and 

2015 Queensland minority government premier Annastacia Palaszczuk and 2010 Tasmanian 

Liberal opposition leader Will Hodgman (who subsequently held office as premier in a 

majority government). This was due either to their ongoing political involvement or other 

commitments. In those cases, an alternative interview candidate with first person knowledge 

of the minority government formation and operation was selected. In Beattie’s case the gap 

was partially filled from his biography. Of the 21 interviews, two were joint interviews at the 

request of the interviewees. The interviews equate to approximately 20 hours of voice 

recordings and 90 hours of transcriptions.  

The interviewees and their role in the case study minority governments, or other role, 

are listed here: 

• Michael Field – Premier Labor-Green Accord Government 1989-92. 

• Bob Brown – He assumed the lead role in negotiations for the five Green 

Independents with the Labor Party which established the Labor-Green Accord 

in 1989-92. Brown was subsequently founding leader of the Tasmanian and 

Australian Greens and negotiated an agreement of support of the Federal 

Gillard minority government in 2010. 

• Christine Milne – Tasmanian Greens member during the 1989-92 minority 

government, Leader of the Greens during the Rundle Liberal Government of 

1996-98. 

• Alistair Scott – chief of staff to Michael Field 1989-92. 

• David Crean – Labor backbencher who was the designated as the liaison with 

the Greens in 1989-92. He was also Tasmanian treasurer in two subsequent 

Labor governments where he subsequently played a role in formation of Labor 

policy opposing minority government. 

• Sue McKay – Ministerial adviser and Labor Party state secretary during 1989-92 

period. 

• Tony Rundle – Liberal premier in minority government 1996-98. 

• Ray Groom – Liberal premier of majority government 1992-96 and Minister. 

He played a key role in formation of Liberal policy opposing minority 
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governments ahead of the 1992 and 1996 Tasmanian elections and 

subsequently resigned to allow his successor Rundle to form government. 

• Paul Lennon – A Tasmanian Labor premier in two majority governments and a 

backbencher in Field minority government, deputy premier during the Bacon 

majority government (1998-2002) and prominent in setting Labor policy on 

majority/minority government during the 1990s and 2000s. 

• David Bartlett – Tasmanian premier and principal architect of the 2010 

minority government with the Tasmanian Greens. 

• Lara Giddings – premier and successor to Bartlett in 2011 and who continued 

the minority government with the support of the Greens until 2014. 

• Nick McKim – Greens leader and minister during the Bartlett/Giddings 

government. 

• Cassy O’Connor – Greens MP and secretary to cabinet and later a minister in 

the Bartlett/Giddings governments. 

• Peter Wellington – Queensland independent who held the balance of power in 

both the 1998 Labor Beattie government and that of Annastacia Palaszczuk in 

2015 and who subsequently became speaker of the Queensland Assembly. 

• Rob Whiddon – chief of staff to Queensland Labor premier Beattie. 

• Damian McGreevy – deputy chief of staff to Beattie and designated liaison 

between the government and independent Peter Wellington. 

• Professor Glynn Davis – director general of department of premier and cabinet 

during the Beattie Government and respected academic.  

• John Wanna - foundation professor with the Sir John Bunting chair of public 

administration at the Australia and New Zealand school of government at 

ANU who has studied and written widely on Queensland minority 

governments. 

• Dr Paul Williams - senior lecturer in politics and journalism at Griffith 

University's school of humanities – commentator, author of numerous articles 

on the Palaszczuk government.  

• Rhys Edwards – secretary of the Tasmanian department of premier and cabinet 

during the Bartlett and Giddings governments. 
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• Saul Eslake – noted Australian economist– published widely on the key 

question of whether minority governments have an impact on economic 

confidence and activity. 

4.7 THE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

As mentioned above, the thesis adopts the use of a standard questionnaire as a guide 

while allowing a free-flowing and flexible approach to the interviews to elicit the views and 

insights of the key political actors in relation to their own role, their attitudes to minority 

government (and whether that attitude is based on past experience and the performance of 

minority governments), the negotiation and formation process and lesson learning and 

institutional change resulting from the experience of minority government. The questions 

were framed with reference to the issues identified in the literature review in Chapter 2 in 

relation to minority government formation and Chapter 3 in relation to institutional and 

policy change.  

These questions were: 

1. What was your (your party’s) policy position on minority government in the event 

of a hung parliament prior to the election?   

2. Specifically, did you make any promises that, in the event of a hung parliament, you 

would not accept minority government or (for minor parties and independents) 

spell out your terms for supporting a minority government?  

3. Why did you take that position?  

4. (Prompts, if no reason offered). Was it to maximize votes for your party, or to 

reduce loss of votes to other parties, fear of an electoral backlash at the next 

election or some other reason?  

5. Was your position based on of concerns of either the prospect of unstable 

government or economic uncertainty?   

6. On what evidence or past experience did you/your party base the assumption of 

instability or uncertainty?  

7. Can you tell me about your experience of the negotiation process with other 

parties/independents during the period immediately after the election and before 

formation of government?  
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8. [Outline my definition of institutions]. So, what existing or new institutions were used 

in the process, if any (e.g., accords, agreements to change parliamentary rules and 

committees or establish criminal justice commissions etc).  

9. Was your position and negotiation strategy influenced by the Constitution or other 

conventions? 

10. Were you influenced by the Governor in any way? [if necessary, provide prompt of 

Governor’s requirements of the Labor Party and Green independents in Tas in 1989 as an 

example].  

11. Once in Government was it a positive working relationship?  

12. Did each party to the minority government start off keeping to their agreements?  

13. How was the day-to-day relationship with your minority partner managed?  

14. What were the issues or actions on which you disagreed?  

15. Did you have a minority government exit strategy (i.e. Did you plan on how you would 

position yourself and/or party for the end of government and the campaign for the next 

election)?  

16. How do you rate the success or failure of the minority government?  

17. How do you measure success or failure [prompt – by number of bills passed, length of 

term, the budget performance, the economic performance].  

18. [if they cite economy as a factor] How do you measure this?  

4.8 SUMMARY 
 

This Chapter details how the thesis adopts a multi-method, qualitative and 

comparative research approach and how this is compatible with HI and policy change 

theory. It explains the reason for the use of case studies and interviews with political actors 

involved in each of those cases to gather new empirical data to test hypotheses and to 

address the research questions. It explains how data from interviews will be cross-

referenced against primary and other information sources to reconstruct what occurred in 

each of the case studies and corroborate the results. It further has shown how the thesis 

uses a grounded-inductive approach in conjunction with the HI framework and concepts 

discussed in Chapter 3 to analyse the information collected from the interviews. This 

Chapter provides the list of political actors interviewed for the research and the reason for 

their inclusion in the study and lists the questions used to guide the interviews. 
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This completes Section 1 of the thesis. Section II to follow commences with Chapter 5 

which details the minority governments in Australia since 1989 – as defined and outlined in 

Chapter 2. It provides evidence in more detail of some of the underlying reasons for the 

apparent increase in the occurrence in minority governments, examines some of the 

performance indicators that affect attitudes towards minority government in Australia and 

serves as an introduction to the five detailed case studies that are the subject of this 

research project. 
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 SECTION II 
 

 CHAPTER 5 – THE NEW ERA OF MINORITY GOVERNMENT IN AUSTRALIA 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Section 1 laid the foundations of this dissertation; providing the rationale for the 

research and its contribution, establishing the research questions, justifying the selection of 

case studies, arguing that historical institutionalism is the most apt theory for the analysis 

and detailing the research method and design. Chapter 1 also set the research parameters, 

arguing that the choice of the study period from 1989 to the present marked the start of a 

new era of minority governments in Australia in that, while historically minority 

governments in Australian are not uncommon, since 1989 every state and territory in 

Australia has had at least one hung parliament and, consequently, a minority government.  

This Chapter provides context for the second section of the dissertation and presents 

a detailed empirical overview of minority government in Australia since 1989. It serves as an 

introduction to the five detailed case studies that are the subject of this research project. It 

thus presents further analysis of the incidence of minority government in Australia over this 

period and explores some of the key explanations of this phenomenon.  There is a 

particular focus on the decline, over time, of the primary vote of the two major parties and 

the corresponding increase in support for minor parties and independents, as well as some 

of the reasons proffered in the literature for this trend. The Chapter also provides an 

analysis of the type of each of the 23 minority governments in the study period to 

demonstrate how they align with the case study selection. Further, the Chapter examines 

the types of agreements that underpin each of the minority governments and traces the 

origins and evolution of those agreements over the research period as part of a lesson 

drawing process. Chapter 2 highlighted some of the key performance measures applied by 

scholars to the study of minority government. These included durability and stability, 

legislative success, the ability of governments to implement their policy pledges and the 
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performance of governments and support for parties at subsequent elections, which the 

thesis argues affects the attitude of political actors and citizens to minority government. This 

Chapter extends that argument by examining the extent to which the political parties and 

independents involved in minority governments suffer a political backlash at subsequent 

elections. The Chapter also examines the legislative record in the five case study 

governments.  

5.2 THE DECLINE OF THE MAJOR PARTY VOTE SHARE 
 

In Chapters 1 and 2 the thesis argues that, after an absence of minority governments 

from 1977 to 1989, Australia entered a new era of minority government from 1989 to the 

present, [see for example Moon (1995) Bowe (2010) Marsh (1995)]. Since the 1990s a 

number of scholars, for example Marsh (1995), Reynolds (1998) and Moon (1995), have 

noted a trend in Australia of the emergence of more minor parties, independents and 

groupings and therefore an increasing likelihood of further political fragmentation with a 

consequential increase in hung parliaments and minority governments. Bennett (1999) notes 

there has been a significant fall in voter support for Labor and the LNP in both 

Commonwealth and State elections from a total of 96.1 per cent in 1949  to 79.6 per cent 

in 1998 (1999, p. ii). He further notes that in 1990 the Hawke Government's winning first 

preference tally of 39.4 per cent was the lowest since the introduction of preferential voting 

in 1919 and the 39.5 per cent vote for the Howard Government in 1998 was the second-

lowest  to that point in time (1999).  

More recently Marsh & Miller (2012) examined some of reasons that this is occurring 

such as fundamental changes in the roles and capacities of major political parties, and the 

emergence of new channels of engagement, mobilisation and participation.  Martin and 

Pietsch (2013) have also noted the decline in the support level for the major political parties 

in Australia. ‘While Australian elections remain a contest between the Labor Party and the 

Liberal/National coalition, major party vote share has decreased in recent years, and minor 

parties and independent candidates have proliferated’ (Martin & Pietsch 2013, p. 212). The 

same point is made by Prosser and Denniss (2015), Norton (2002) and Preston (1997). 

Costar and Curtin (2004) argue that Australia is in a transition period to a new multi-party 

configuration, noting that at the 1987 Australian election the two major parties accounted 

for 92 per cent of the vote but by 2001 that had fallen to 81 per cent (Costar & Curtin 
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2004, p. 14). Table 1 below presents the combined major party vote in all elections from 

2001 to 2019. Crowley and Moore (2019, pp. 10-12) point to the consistency of the Green 

vote and the consequent number of seats gained in New Zealand, Australia and Sweden 

between 1998 and 2019 as evidence of an international change in voter behaviour.  In his 

thesis on the impact of post materialism on the Tasmanian Labor Party, Patmore (2000) 

argued that the Labor Party's history, Tasmania's Hare-Clark electoral system and the 

existence and persistence of post materialism in the community contributed to the 

emergence of environmental parties and a consequential decline in the ALP’s vote share. For 

the 13 elections in the 46-year period from 1946 to 1986 the average vote share for the 

ALP in Tasmania was 48.4 per cent. this compares with an average of 38.5 per cent for the 

nine elections between 1989 and the most recent election in 2018.6 Nevertheless, as 

Sharman notes, the average  ALP vote for the House of Assembly remains at 46 per cent for 

the period 1909 to 2010 (Sharman 2013, p. 329). 

An analysis of the House of Representatives elections between 2001 and 2019 

presented in Table 1 below shows that, despite some election-to-election fluctuations, the 

downward trend in support for the major parties noted by earlier scholars has continued 

into this century. It also shows that minor parties, including the Australian Greens (AG), 

Australian Democrats (AD), Pauline Hanson One Nation (ONP), Family First (FF) and the 

Palmer United Party (PUP)/United Australia Party (UAP), have been able to take a significant 

share of the primary vote. 7 

Figure 1 below combines the two sets of data from Bennett (1999) and Table 1 

showing the major party vote only. This graph clearly demonstrates the continuing 

downward trend in support for Labor and the LNP since 1949. 

 

 

 

 
6 Source: Parliament of Tasmania House of Assembly election results 
https://www.parliament.tas.gov.au/tpl/Elections/ahares.htm 
 
7 These are not the only parties that were represented in the seven federal elections for this period listed in 
Table 2. Generally, parties receiving less than one per cent have been excluded. The exceptions are the AD, to 
show that their voted declined with the rise of the Greens, and Country Liberals (CL) because its vote 
contributed to the LNP national total in 2013. 

https://www.parliament.tas.gov.au/tpl/Elections/ahares.htm
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Table 1 - Party primary vote for the top five parties at federal House of 

Representatives elections 2001-2019.  

Year ALP LP NP LNP 

QLD 

CL Total 

LNP 

Green AD  ONP FF PUP/ 

UAP 

Major 

Party 

total 

2001 37.84 37.08 5.61   42.69 4.96 5.41    80.53 

2004 37.64 40.47 5.89   46.36 7.19 1.5 1.2   84.00 

2007 43.38 36.28 5.49   41.77 7.79 .72  1.99  85.15 

2010 37.99 30.46 3.73 9.12  43.31 11.76   2.25  81.30 

2013 33.38 32.02 4.29 8.92 .32 45.55 8.65    5.49 78.93 

2016 34.73 28.67 4.61 8.52  41.80 10.23   1.49  76.14 

2019 33.34 27.99 4.51 8.67  41.17 10.40  3.08  3.43 74.51 

Source: AEC election results. 

Figure 1 – Major Party House of Representatives vote 1949-2019 
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In addition to the increase in minor party representation, there has also been an 

increase in the number of independents elected. While noting some independents may have 

been previously members of a political party or come to public awareness through 

association with a party, Rodrigues and Brenton (2010) argue a distinguishing feature of 

independents is that they are not bound to a fixed party bloc (2010, p.110). They note that 

for the 16 House of Representative elections between the 1950s and 1980s, micro parties 

and independents attracted an average of 1.8 per cent of the first preference vote but by 

contrast this had risen to 4.1 per cent in all House of Representative elections since the 

1980s (2010, p. 113). Costar and Curtin (2004) note ‘Australia is currently home to more 

non-party independent parliamentarians than any other comparable western democracy' 

(2004, p. 9) and Griffiths (2010) argues that the numbers of Independents have increased 

over the 20 years to 2010. He notes that while minor parties have tended to gain 

representation in those Lower Houses elected by proportional representation (Tasmania 

and the ACT), it is mostly Independents that have gained representation in the remaining 

Lower Houses (Griffiths 2010, p. 4). A number of scholars, for example, Smith (2006, pp. 

156-159; 198) and Kefford and Weeks (2020, pp. 92-94), discuss the support role of 

independents in minority governments. 

5.3 AUSTRALIA’S MINORITY GOVERNMENT RECORD SINCE 1989 
 

Since 1989, every state and territory in Australia has had at least one hung parliament. 

Using the definition of minority government presented in Chapter 2 there have been 23 

minority governments in Australia federally and the states and territories between 1989 and 

2019. These are presented in Table 2 below, with the five case study governments 

highlighted. Costar and Curtin (2004) note that since the early 1990s independents or 

minor parties have held a balance of power in all states and territories (2004, p. 7). In 2010 

Australia saw the election of the Gillard minority Federal Government (Griffiths 2010, p. 1) 

and in 2018 the Turnbull and Morrison LNP governments lapsed into minority due to 

disqualification or resignation of members and the loss of by-elections. Currently there are 

minority governments in the ACT and South Australia. 
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This section affirms the argument made in the introduction and at section 2.4 that 

minority governments, as defined, have become common in Australia at Federal and 

State/Territory levels in a new era of minority government since 1989. 

Table 2 - Minority Governments Australia since 1989 (Source: AEC). 

Year State House 
Size 

Govt 
party 

Seats Minor 
Party/Ind 

Opposition  Seats 

1989 Tas 35 ALP 14 5 Green Ind Lib 17 

1989 SA 47 ALP 22 2 Ind Lab LNP 23 

1989 ACT 17 ALP 5 3 NSGP, 4 RR, 
1 ASGC 

Libs 4 

1991 NSW  99 LNP 49 4 Ind ALP 46 

1992 ACT 17 ALP 8 3 Ind Libs 6 

1995 ACT 17 Lib 7 2 Green, 2 
Moore 

ALP 6 

1996 QLD 89 LNP 44 1 Ind ALP  44 

1996 Tas 35 Lib 16 4 Green ALP 14 

1998 QLD 89 ALP 44 11 ONP, 2 Ind LNP 32 

1998 ACT 17 Lib 7 1 Green, 3 
Osborne 

ALP 6 

1999 Vic 88 ALP 42 3 Ind LNP 43 

2001 ACT 17 ALP 8 1 Green, 1 AD Lib 7 

2002 SA 47 ALP 23 3 Ind LNP 21 

2008 WA 59 LNP 28 3 Ind ALP 28 

2008 ACT 17 ALP 7 4 Green Lib 6 

20098 NT 25 ALP 12 2 Ind CL 11 

2010 Tas 25 ALP 10 5 Green Libs 10 

2010  Aust 
Hof R 

150 ALP 72 Ind. 4, 1 AG, 
WA NP 1 

LNP 72 

2014 SA 47 ALP 23 2 Ind. Libs  22 

2015 QLD 89 ALP 44 2 KAP, 1 Ind LNP 42 

2016 ACT 25 ALP 12 2 Green Libs  11 

2018 9 Aust 
Hof R 

150 LNP 73 5 Ind. 1 KAP, 
1 AG, 1 NXT 

ALP 69 

2020 ACT 25 ALP 10 AG 6 Libs 9 

NB: The yellow highlighted elections are the thesis’ five case study governments. 

 
8 NT election was 2008 and ALP won 13 but a member resigned in 2009 putting government into minority. 
9 The LNP technically became a minority government following the move of two of its members to the 

crossbenches and the loss of a by-election to another independent. 
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5.4 THE TYPES OF AUSTRALIAN MINORITY GOVERNMENTS 
 

Section 2.3 noted the thesis follows the typology of minority governments defined by 

Moon (1995), Ward (19970 and Griffith (2010), the first type being the formation of a 

coalition of parties to achieve a majority, the second is where a government is in minority 

but has received assurances of support on confidence and appropriation bills and the third 

type is where a government is in minority with no assurances of support from minor parties 

or independents. Table 3 below shows the type of each minority government in the study 

period.  

This study has been designed to ensure that all the variations of minority 

government types seen in Australia over this period are represented in the five case studies. 

The 2010 Bartlett/Giddings Labor minority government is in the first category with the 

Labor party governing in coalition with two of the five members of the Tasmanian Greens. 

The 1989 Labor minority government in Tasmania as well as the two Queensland case 

studies – the Beattie Labor minority government 1998 and the Palaszczuk Labor minority 

government 2015 – fall into the second category where a minority has received assurances 

of support on confidence and appropriation bills. The 1996 Rundle Liberal minority 

government is the third category of a minority government that has received no assurances.  

The research also shows that 10 of the 23 minority governments listed in Table 3 

have occurred in two jurisdictions – Tasmania and the ACT – both of which operate under 

proportional representation electoral systems. All other jurisdictions, the Commonwealth, 

Victoria, NSW, QLD, SA, WA  and the NT, employ single-member preferential electoral 

systems, although it should be noted that there are variations across the jurisdictions in the 

precise design of their electoral system (Hough 2019). A further key institutional difference 

is the number of chambers. QLD, the ACT and NT have unicameral parliaments while the 

other six jurisdictions are bicameral. 
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Table 3 – Post-1989 Australian Minority Governments by Agreement Type 

Year State Govt  Balance of 
power holders 

Type 

1989 Tas ALP 5 Green Ind Type 2 – Formal Support 
Agreement 

1989 SA ALP 2 Ind Lab Type 2 – Support 
Appropriation and Supply 

1989 ACT ALP 3 NSGP, 4 RR, 1 
ASGC 

Type 3 – No Agreement 

1991 NSW  LNP 4 Ind Type 2 – Support Agreement 

1992 ACT ALP 3 Ind Type 2 – Support Agreement 

1995 ACT Lib 2 Green, 2 
Moore 

Type 2 – No Agreement 

1996 QLD LNP 1 Ind Type 3 – No Agreement 

1996 Tas Lib 4 Green Type 3 – No Agreement 

1998 QLD ALP 11 ON, 2 Ind Type 2 - Support Agreement 

1998 ACT Lib 1 Green, 3 
Osborne 

Type 1 - Coalition 

1999 Vic ALP 3 Ind Type 2 – Support Agreement 

2001 ACT ALP 1 Green, 1 AD Type 2 – Support 
Appropriation and Supply 

2002 SA ALP 3 Ind Type 2 – Support Agreement, 
then Type 1 -Coalition (with 
appointment of Maywald 
and McEwen to Cabinet). 

2008 WA LNP 3 Ind Type 1/2 – Coalition but with 
support Appropriation and 
Supply by 3 three 
independents 

2008 ACT ALP 4 Green Type 2 – Support Agreement 

2009 NT ALP 2 Ind Type 3 – No Agreement 

2010 Tas ALP 5 Green Type 1 - Coalition 

2010  Aust Hof 
R 

ALP Ind. 4, 1 AG, 
WA NP 1 

Type 2 -Support Agreements 

2014 SA ALP 2 Ind. Type 1 - Coalition 

2015 QLD ALP  Type 2 – Support Agreement 

2016 ACT ALP 2 Green Type 1 - Coalition 

2018  Aust Hof 
R 

LNP 5 Ind. 1 KAP, 1 
AG, 1 NXT 

Type 3 – No Agreement 

2020 ACT ALP 4 Green Type 1 - Coalition 

Sources: Compiled from Griffiths (2010), Horne (2010), and Commonwealth, State and Territory 

Electoral Commission data. 
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The five case studies thus cover both types of electoral systems – proportional and 

preferential. Three of the case studies come from Tasmania which as a state, while not 

having as many cases as the ACT in the study period, has a much longer history of both 

minority government and of self-government than the ACT, where the Assembly was more 

recently established in 1988. Chapter 4 noted that the thesis selected multiple cases in two 

states in order to analyse evolution and learning over time, not only across jurisdictions but 

also within jurisdictions. Finally, the tables show that the case selection covers situations 

where minority governments receive support from both minor parties and independents. 

5.5 MANAGING MINORITY GOVERNMENT - ACCORDS, CHARTERS, AGREEMENTS 
 

The accords, charters and agreements that applied to each of the five case study 

governments will be discussed in detail in each of the chapters (6-10). However, this section 

builds on work of other scholars (Griffith (2010), Horne (2010), Clune and Griffith (2006) 

to  analyse the evolution of these governing structures and examine the extent of policy 

transfer and lesson drawing between jurisdictions and over time in relation to managing 

minority government. 

As noted in section 2.6 of this thesis, Griffith labels accords and other similar support 

agreements as ‘reform agendas’ (2010, p. 8). He argues that the Tasmanian Parliamentary 

Accord between Labor and the five Green Independents was the first of these in Australia 

and became a common feature of minority governments in Australia since the late 1980s.  

Horne (2010) notes also that a number of the minority governments in the states and 

territories since 1989 have involved agreements, compacts or accords between the 

government and the crossbench members. He argues that, while the agreements vary, 

common themes include the all-important commitments from the crossbench members to 

support the government regarding supply and no-confidence motions, except in 

circumstances of corruption or gross maladministration, as well as arrangements for the 

working relationship between the signatories, reforms to parliamentary processes and policy 



103 
 

reform agendas specific to each jurisdiction. Altogether, there have been 21 accords, 

charters or agreements between 1989 and the present.10  

Griffith (2010) argues that the Labor-Green Accord, together with the Charter of 

Reform (and later Memorandum of Understanding) in NSW between 1991 and 1995 – 

became the models for future agreements, although these were shaped by different political 

contexts in each state. Whereas the 1989 Labor-Green Accord in Tasmania included a 

policy and environmental agenda, the NSW agreements focussed more on process and 

governance covering changes to parliamentary standing orders to facilitate debate and 

scrutiny, the introduction of fixed term parliaments, and the entrenchment of the 

independence of the judiciary (Griffiths 2010, p. 9). Smith in Clune and Turner (2005), Clune 

and Griffith (2006) and Smith in Laffin and Painter (1995) discuss in detail the NSW 1991 

Charter and Memorandum of Understanding.  

This thesis argues there is a third variety of agreement – first used in Australia in the 

ACT in 1998 but arguably a case of policy transfer or lesson drawing from a Swedish 

innovation in 1995 (Bale & Bergman 2006, p. 432) – where support parties are given 

positions within cabinet along with, in Australia at least, a relaxation of the usual 

Westminster conventions of individual and joint ministerial responsibility. The 2010 

Bartlett/Giddings coalition with the Greens case study (Chapter 8) is an example of this. 

The agreements for each of the Australian subnational and national jurisdictions are 

detailed below with the exception, noted above, of Tasmania and Queensland which are 

dealt with in the case study chapters.  

NSW 

The 1991 NSW State election produced a hung parliament where the balance of 

power was held by four independents: Tony Windsor, John Hatton, Clover Moore and 

Peter Macdonald. Initially the Liberal minority government was presented with a Charter of 

Reform that set out a reform agenda for open and accountable government, law and justice, 

parliamentary and electoral reform. When circumstances changed in October 1991 with the 

defection of Terry Metherell from the Coalition to the crossbenches, the Greiner 

Government signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the three non-aligned 

 
10 Most Accords, Charters and Agreements from 1989 to 2014 can be found at: 
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/researchpapers/Pages/minority-governments-in-australia-texts-of-
accor.aspx, viewed 29 March, 2020.  

https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/researchpapers/Pages/minority-governments-in-australia-texts-of-accor.aspx
https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/researchpapers/Pages/minority-governments-in-australia-texts-of-accor.aspx
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Independents, agreeing to most of the proposals set out in the original Charter. The 

Memorandum of Understanding was a very detailed statement of principle on the part of the 

Government acknowledging the need for reforms, including a detailed list of the elements of 

the reforms, the procedures by which they were to be implemented and a timetable for 

implementation. The Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) provided for regular 

consultation between the government and the Independents. Its provisions fell into two 

broad categories: those involved with the reform of parliament and those aimed at 

introducing a more accountable and open government (Clune & Griffith 2005, pp. 536-542). 

[See also Tony Smith in Hogan and Clune (2001, pp. 323-331)]. Among other things it 

included draft legislative amendments for the entrenchment of the independence of the 

judiciary (Horne 2010, pp. 13-14). In addition to other institutional changes, the 

Memorandum led to a referendum in 1995 that saw the introduction of fixed four-year 

terms for the lower house (Ward 1997, pp. 4-5). Reynolds (1998, pp. 22-34) argues a direct 

link between the NSW Charter and MoU and the Tasmanian Parliamentary Accord, noting 

Tasmanian Greens leader Bob Brown and constitutional expert Professor James Crawford, 

who advised the Greens on the Accord and parliamentary tactics to oust then Premier 

Robin Gray, were involved in a series of discussions with the NSW independents that 

culminated in the Charter. Furthermore, Reynolds notes the fixed four-year term had been 

included in the Accord, although not achieved until the following term of government, that 

the NSW Independents were aware of this (1998, p. 27). He argues one of the lessons 

learned from Tasmania was that the best way to achieve their agenda was to first strengthen 

parliament (1998, p. 18). The fixed four-year term represents a significant institutional 

change resulting directly from the experience of minority government. 

ACT 

In the ACT, the first Carnell Liberal minority government was supported by two 

independents without a formal agreement. In 1998 the second Carnell Liberal minority 

government expanded cabinet to five to accommodate the independent member Michael 

Moore, who was made Health, Housing and Community Services Minister. Under this 

arrangement with Carnell, as noted the first of its kind in Australia, Moore remained an 

independent but was only bound by the normal Westminster conventions of collective 

cabinet responsibility in relation to his own portfolio areas and the annual budget bills. The 

issues upon which Moore sought to retain his normal voting rights as an independent were 

set out in a letter from him to Chief Minister Carnell on 26 April 1998 (Griffiths 2010, pp. 
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19-20). This was an important innovation and represented institutional change on two levels 

– firstly, the increase in size of the cabinet and secondly, the change to the convention of 

joint ministerial responsibility. Brenton argues that this model was the first major deviation 

from the traditional Westminster practice of collective cabinet solidarity, a practice 

subsequently followed by  SA, WA and later Tasmania (Brenton 2015, pp. 128-129). 

After a hung parliament at the 2008 election the Greens signed a Parliamentary 

Agreement with Labor Chief Minister Jon Stanhope ensuring a Labor-Green minority 

government. The Agreement includes the commitment to support supply and confidence, 

pre-budget discussions, parliamentary reforms, Labor support for Green nominees for chair 

of key committees and a range of policy commitments, particularly in relation to climate 

change and the environment. These reforms are detailed in the agreement documents. 

At the 2016 election, after the Labor Party won 12 seats, the Liberal Party 11 seats 

and the Greens 2 seats, Labor and the Greens signed off on a formal Parliamentary 

Agreement which outlined shared policy priorities. Following the earlier models in the ACT, 

SA, WA and Tasmania, the agreement ensured a cabinet portfolio for the Greens Leader 

Shane Rattenbury while mandating that the Greens not move or support any motion of no 

confidence in the Labor Government, except in instances of gross misconduct or 

corruption. 

Following the 2020 election Labor held 10 seats, the Liberal Party 9 and the Greens 

6.11 Labor again formed minority government with a Parliamentary and Governing 

Agreement with the Greens under which the two parties agree to work together as a 

cabinet and government with the usual assurances regarding supply and confidence and with 

the inclusion of three Greens ministers in the cabinet.12 The agreements stress the 

importance of trust and mutual respect and of many shared values and goals. Like the 1989 

Tasmanian Labor-Green Accord, it also includes a detailed appendix of agreed policy 

commitments. 

 

 
11 https://www.elections.act.gov.au/elections_and_voting/past_act_legislative_assembly_elections/2020-
election/2020-election-results 
12 https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/1654077/Parliamentary-Agreement-for-the-
10th-Legislative-
Assembly.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0uEHNrmJzPdDs5DE3FqVL2XHjd_DUa3uqfg6b8p71xvdqz_YB6pv1zDUk 
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VICTORIA 

In Victoria in 1999, although the Labor Party held fewer seats than the combined 

Liberal and National Parties (42 compared to 43) it secured the support of the three 

crossbench independents to form minority government. This support was based on a 

Charter released by the independents which was followed by a formal Memorandum of 

Understanding, signed by Labor Leader Steve Bracks and the three independents (Russell 

Savage, Susan Davies and Craig Ingram). Interestingly, all three independents represented 

regional constituencies outside Melbourne. The terms of this agreement were essentially the 

same as those applying in NSW in 1991. Browne (2010) records that Davies contacted both 

Queensland Premier Peter Beattie and the independent who held the balance of power in 

the 1998 Beatie minority government, Peter Wellington ‘to obtain a copy of their 

agreement and on which they based the Victorian Independents’ Charter,’ (Browne 2010). 

Clune and Griffith (2006) note that the Victorian Independents also held talks with one of 

the architects of the NSW 1991 agreement, Independent John Hatton (2005, p. 610). In the 

Charter they undertook to vote with the government on appropriation and supply bills and 

all motions of no-confidence ‘unless there is evidence of fraud, misappropriation or illegal 

activities’ or mismanagement and corruption but otherwise reserved the right to vote as 

they wished. Other key elements included restoring the powers of the Auditor-General, 

introducing a fixed four-year term and parliamentary reforms. There were also provisions 

for policies to address the needs of rural Victoria and to end privatisation of public assets 

(Griffiths 2010, pp. 22-23).  

SA 

There has been a mixed experience in SA.  At the 1989 election two candidates who 

stood as independent Labor, Martyn Evans and Norm Peterson, held the balance of power 

and supported the Labor minority government under John Bannon on supply and confidence 

without a formal agreement. At the 1993 election the Liberal Party won office with a large 

swing, which gave them a clear majority of seats. Then in 1997 the Liberal Party lost a 

majority, but one seat was won by the National’s Karlene Maywald, another by an 

independent Liberal, Mitch Williams and a third by independent Rory McEwen, a former 

Liberal Party member, thus ensuring the Liberals retained government with their support. 

At the State election of 2002 the ALP won 23 seats and the Liberals won 20. 

Another 2 seats were held by Rory McEwen and Bob Such as independents, one by the 
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National’s Karlene Maywald and one by Peter Lewis, a former Liberal who had formed his 

own party, the Community Leadership Independence Coalition (CLIC). Lewis prepared and 

presented an agreement to both parties to support the government on supply and 

confidence but to allow an independent vote on other matters. He subsequently supported 

the Rann Labor minority government and became speaker. The final agreement between 

Lewis and the Government was called the Compact of Good Government that was based 

on the Independents' Charter Victoria 1999, between Victorian independents and the Labor 

Party. It dealt mainly with accountability of government and reform of parliamentary 

procedures as well as a commitment to hold a constitutional convention – which was 

subsequently held in 2004 (Griffiths 2010, p. 25). In December 2002 the Rann minority 

government adopted the ACT 1998 model and appointed independent Rory McEwen as 

Minister for Trade and Regional Development and Minister for Local Government. As in the 

original ACT model, this was made subject to the recognition of limits to the application of 

the convention of joint ministerial responsibility in respect of matters relating to McEwen’s 

own electorate, and significant matters affecting the business community or matters on 

which he advised the premier in writing in advance. On these matters McEwen agreed to 

absent himself from cabinet discussions but to otherwise support the government in 

parliament, on supply and any confidence motions. Subsequently in July 2004 Rann appointed 

National Party member Karlene Maywald as Minister for the River Murray, Minister for 

Regional Development, Minister for Small Business and Minister for Consumer Affairs. The 

agreement with Maywald was based on the same format as the McEwen agreement.  

After the 2014 election which resulted in a hung parliament, Labor Premier Jay 

Weatherill formed a minority government with the support of independent Geoff Brock. In 

May that year Liberal MP Martin Hamilton-Smith became an independent and also entered 

Cabinet with Brock. As with the earlier ACT and SA models, both Hamilton-Smith and 

Brock agreed to support the Labor government on confidence and supply while retaining 

the right to otherwise vote on conscience. Labor subsequently won a by-election, which 

gave them a majority. Despite this, the Weatherill Labor government kept Brock and 

Hamilton-Smith in cabinet. The agreements committed the government to a series of policy 

and regional infrastructure initiatives. 
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WA 

The 2008 Western Australia election resulted in a hung parliament and the Liberal 

Party, led by Colin Barnett, formed a minority government with the support of the National 

Party and independent, Elizabeth Constable. Constable, a former Liberal, was appointed 

Minister for Education, Tourism and Women’s Interests but did not enter into any formal 

agreement with the Liberals. The Liberals and Nationals entered into what they described as 

an informal coalition government based on an agreement which stated that while the parties 

would operate as a partnership, they ‘will not be a coalition’. The National Party Ministers 

were exempted from the usual requirements of cabinet collective responsibility in respect 

to a defined ‘class of issues’ (Griffiths 2010, pp. 29-30).  Those issues included those, which 

affected regional WA and matters on which the Nationals’ Leader advised the Premier from 

time to time. The agreement also provided that the Nationals’ Leader fill a new Minister for 

Regional Development portfolio that administered an agreed ‘Royalties for Regions’ policy 

which committed the government to allocate 25 per cent of the state’s mining and onshore 

petroleum royalties to additional investment in projects, infrastructure and community 

services in regional areas each year. The transfer across jurisdictions and across time of a 

variation of this type of agreement is analysed in detail in the Tasmanian 2010 

Bartlett/Gidding minority government case study in Chapter 10. 

AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT 

At the 2010 election the ALP and the Coalition each emerged with 72 seats in the 

House of Representatives so that both parties needed the support of at least four other 

MPs in order to attain a majority in the House and form government (Holmes 2012, p. 31). 

The balance of power holders in the House included independents Tony Windsor, Rob 

Oakeshott, Bob Katter, Andrew Wilkie and the Australian Greens’ Adam Brandt. Tennant-

Wood (2014) notes this was the first time since 1940 there had been a minority 

government in the House of Representatives at the federal level (Tennant-Wood 2014, p. 

23). Over the 17 days following the election the Gillard Government remained as caretaker 

while negotiations between the major parties and the balance of power holders took place. 

In her autobiography Gillard (2015) writes that one of Labor’s tactics during this 

period was to demonstrate momentum in negotiations. Thus, the agreement reached with 

the Greens on 1 September 2010 was to show they had more seats that the LNP. Gillard 

notes she was determined that the Greens would have no executive authority within 
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government and rejected ‘a lot of  “ambitious asks” from Greens’ Leader Senator Bob 

Brown, but did, in her words, ‘fatefully’ agree to an emissions trading scheme (Gillard 2015, 

p. 65). That first agreement was signed by Gillard, Deputy PM Wayne Swan, Greens Leader 

Brown and his Deputy Senator Christine Milne, along with Bandt.  Tennant-Wood (2014) 

notes that most of the 12 points of the agreement were procedural in nature and describes 

it ‘as little more than window dressing’ as, had the other independents supported Abbott, it 

would have become null and void (2014, p. 28). Wilkie subsequently announced his support 

for Labor on 2 September, Crook announced he would support the LNP on 6 September 

and Katter followed suit on 7 September. On the same day, however, Windsor and 

Oakeshott announced their support for Labor, ensuring the continuation of the Gillard 

government in minority. 

Holmes et al (2012) notes the agreements between Gillard, the three independents 

and the Greens encompassed a broad range of matters including working relationships 

between the parties, reforms to parliamentary processes, the establishment of a 

Parliamentary Budget Office, and some specific policy agendas (2012, p. 33). The Agreement 

for a Better Parliament drawn up by Windsor and Oakeshott largely mirrored the earlier 

agreements between the ALP, the Greens and Wilkie. Its preamble declares it as an effort 

to increase the authority and opportunities for participation of all MPs in the parliament 

through a more independent role and status for the speaker, tighter time limits for 

questions, answers and ministerial statements, more time allocated for matters of public 

importance debates, enhanced opportunities for private members to speak and make 

constituency statements, and more resources for parliament, including the establishment of 

a Parliamentary Budget Office. LNP member Christopher Pyne also notes that the 

Agreement for a Better Parliament was jointly negotiated with all the parties, including the 

Coalition.13 

In each of the separate agreements with the Greens and independents the Gillard 

Government agreed that the parliament ‘should serve its full term’. The agreement with 

Windsor and Oakeshott further specified that ‘the next election will be held on a date to be 

agreed in September or October 2013 (Holmes 2012, pp. 35-36). 

 
13 Pyne’s paper ‘Agreement for Better Government’ listing changes to the operation of parliament can be 
found at 
http://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22media%2Fpressrel%2F20223
9%22 
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The agreement with Windsor and Oakeshott also included some specific provisions 

for regional Australia including a new House of Representatives Committee on Regional 

Australia, to be chaired by an independent and the establishment of a Regional Development 

Policy Centre. In terms of specific policies, it included a commitment to ensure that regional 

areas have fair and equal access to the National Broadband Network, increased funding for 

health and education in regional areas and a $1.4 billion regional infrastructure investment 

fund.  

As mentioned above, like the1989 Labor-Green Accord in Tasmania, the agreement 

with the Greens included a number of policy commitments, including one to establish a 

climate change committee and the introduction of a carbon pricing mechanism.14 The 

agreements also gave the Greens direct access to major departments through clauses to 

allow them to be briefed on legislation and on budget matters Kelly (2014, pp. 358-359). 

Kelly argues that the five page Labor-Green agreement was a success for the Greens’ 

determination ‘to get a carbon price during this term of government’ and saw Labor 

‘escorting the Greens into the corridors of executive power’ (Kelly 2014, p. 358). However, 

he argues it meant Gillard had to break a promise not to introduce a carbon tax, which 

damaged her politically.  

In summary, the various agreements between the Gillard Labor minority government 

and the Greens and independents have strong historic links to the accords, charters and 

agreements put in place in each of the other states and territories from 1989 onwards. It is 

argued these agreements resulted in institutional changes to parliament and its committees, 

mechanisms to ensure parliament run a full term and the introduction of new institutions 

such as a Regional Development Policy Centre. While the major policy change of this term 

of government, the carbon pricing scheme (fixed price followed by floating price), was 

passed by the Senate in November 2011, it was later wound back due to a collapse of the 

carbon price in Europe after Gillard was replaced as prime minister by Kevin Rudd and then 

repealed entirely by the Abbott Liberal Government in July 2014. 

In an interview as part of this research, Alistair Scott, Chief of Staff to Labor Premier 

Field in 1989, recalls that the concept for the Labor-Green Accord agreement came 

originally from an agreement in Toronto, Canada (Scott 2018, p. 3), but that it was adapted 

to meet local needs during negotiations between Labor and the Greens. It is argued in 

 
14 These agreements can be viewed through the link at footnote 9. 
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Sections 2.7, 3.7 and above that all of the agreements that followed have their origins from 

that first Tasmanian agreement which have  been copied or emulated by, or else inspired  

every Australian national and subnational jurisdiction through a process of policy transfer - 

in some cases explicitly - and modified through a process of lesson learning, to manage 

minority government formation and operation. It is interesting to note that these early sub-

national Australian agreements pre-dated the Latimer House Principles on probity and 

accountability  – so named after a conference at Latimer House, London in 2004 – which 

recommended almost identical reforms as set out in the Australian agreements, (Browne 

2010). 

Figure 2 on page 113 summaries this policy transfer process, showing the three 

streams of agreements discussed above. The figure shows the Tasmanian accord stream was 

a transfer from the Toronto model. In 1991 NSW adopted but modified this agreement 

with its charter of good governance/MoU version due to perceived problems that arose 

from the policy commitments of the 1989 Tasmanian Accord (Chapter 6). As discussed in 

Chapter 2, the drafting of the NSW MoU followed meetings between the NSW 

Independents and Tasmanian Greens leader Bob Brown and constitutional lawyer Professor 

James Crawford who advised the Greens in Tasmania in 1989 among others. In 1998 the 

ACT further modified the agreement model to introduce the concept of non-government 

ministers in cabinet, arguably influenced by a similar Swedish innovation in 1995. We have 

seen that the Victorian independents directly contacted Beattie and Wellington to obtain a 

copy of the Queensland agreement. In 2002 SA established minority government without an 

MoU-style agreement but in the same year switched to the ACT-type model. The figure 

shows that in 2008 the ACT reverted to a Tasmanian accord-like agreement based on policy 

commitments. The 2010 Gillard federal government established an agreement that 

combined elements of both the accord policy-based model and NSW-style charter of good 

governance model. Clearly in this case the involvement of the Greens provide the direct link 

to demonstrate policy transfer and lesson-learning in relation to the agreements reached 

between the Gillard government, the Greens and the independents. In the same year, Labor 

in Tasmania, while trying to avoid perceived problems that arose from the 1989 accord 

agreement, adopted the ACT’s model of non-government members in cabinet and the 

accompanying relaxation of the convention of joint ministerial responsibility. This example 

of lesson-learning from the ACT, through SA, is detailed in Chapter 8. Finally, the Figure 

shows how the ACT in 2016 and again in 2020 adopted a combination of the Tasmanian 
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accord-like agreement with its inclusion of policy commitments, and the non-government 

party members in cabinet model. While research to identify and prove a specific mechanism 

of this lesson-learning is beyond the scope of this study, policy transfer theory discussed in 

Chapter 3, allows for the conclusion that the diffusion of this institution through mechanism 

such as copying, emulation or inspiration may have occurred. 

A detailed analysis of this process of policy transfer as it applies to Tasmania and 

Queensland is presented in the case studies to follow. 
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Figure 2 – Flow Chart showing origins of the three major variations of minority 

government agreements. 
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5.6 LEGISLATIVE PERFORMANCE OF THE TASMANIAN AND QUEENSLAND CASE STUDIES 
 

One of the key criteria that affect attitudes of political actors and citizens towards 

minority government is their legislative performance. Whereas Section 2.8 examined the 

broader international and national literature on this issue, this section examines the specific 

legislative performance of the five case study minority governments in Tasmania and 

Queensland. The Tasmanian Parliament website lists legislation introduced to the House of 

Assembly for every year from 2002 to the present.15 The thesis analyses the number of bills 

introduced for the period 2006 to 2018 covering three terms of government – a Labor 

majority government from 2006 to 2010, the case study Labor-Green minority government 

from 2010 to 2014 and the Liberal majority government from 2014 to 2018. The analysis 

showed that, while there are annual fluctuations, the average annual number of bills 

introduced in this period is 71.4 The Labor-Green minority government introduced on 

average 72.75 bills a year for the four-year term of the government compared to an average 

of 79.75 for the Labor majority government that preceded it and an average of 62.25 bills 

for the four years of the Liberal government that followed. Taking a longer-term view 

research by  the Tasmanian Parliament’s Research Service for a Select Committee inquiry 

on the Operations of the Legislative Council titled ‘Legislative Council Performance Review 

1947-1995’ (Committee 1997), among other things, tracks the number of bills introduced to 

the Council each year in that period. Since bills are rarely generated by the Tasmanian upper 

house this study is a good approximation of legislation introduced to the parliament by all 

governments. That table again shows the number of bills fluctuates each year irrespective of 

what type of government – Labor or Liberal or majority or minority. Part of the results of 

that research are represented in Table 4 below covering the period of all three Tasmanian 

case study governments. It shows the average number of bills introduced each year is 84.16 

The main years when the number is lower - 1989, 1998, 2002 and 2014 – may be partially 

explained as a result of elections in those years and the need for incoming governments to 

therefore set a new legislative agenda with the consequential additional time needed to 

generate bills. The green shaded years highlight the results for the three minority 

governments during this period. 

 
15 https://www.parliament.tas.gov.au/Bill/MainBill.html 
16 For simplicity the analysis assumes all bills are of equal complexity. 
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Table 4 – Bills introduced in the Tasmanian Parliament 1989 to 2014.  

Source: Legislative Council Performance Review 1947-1995 
 

Year No. of 

bills 

Year No. of 

bills 

Year No. of 

bills 

Year No. of 

bills 

1989 37 1996 97 2003 103 2010 69 

1990 60 1997 110 2004 91 2011 82 

1991 74 1998 44 2005 88 2012 60 

1992 73 1999 134 2006 60 2013 82 

1993 135 2000 104 2007 80 2014 41 

1994 81 2001 122 2008 86   

 

Figure 3 below reproduces the data from Table 4 to more clearly demonstrates the annual 

fluctuations (Legislative Council Performance Review 1947-1995). 

 

Figure 3 – Bills introduced in the Tasmanian Parliament 1989 to 2014 

Source: Legislative Council Performance Review 1947-1995. 

 

Similarly, the Queensland Parliament website lists all legislation introduced from 

1996 to the present.17 From 1996 to 2009 this was recorded by year as well as by 

parliament (that is, from the 48th parliament to the 52nd parliament) but from 2009 to the 

 
17 https://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/work-of-assembly/bills-and-legislation/previous-bills-register 
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present the record of bills is grouped by parliament only from the 53rd parliament to the 

56th.  The analysis shows that a total of 240 bills were introduced by the Beattie Labor 

minority government from 1998 to 2000 (the subsequent election in 2001 was in February). 

This compares with 309 in Labor majority government from 2001 to 2004 and 197 bills in 

the majority government from 2004 to 2006. On an annual basis, the average number of 

bills introduced to parliament each year was 91.5 for the period government from 1998 to 

2006. By comparison the average number of bills introduced each year in the Beattie 

minority government was 93.3. The two majority governments that preceded Palaszczuk 

Labor minority government case study – the Bligh Labor government from 2009 to 2012 

and the Newman Liberal-National government from 2012 to 2015 – each introduced 204 

bills. This compares with a total of 189 for the Palaszczuk minority government between 

2015 and 2017. Thus, arguably the legislative record for the two Queensland periods of 

minority government, based on the number of bills alone, shows little difference with 

majority governments over the period.  

In terms of the cornerstone legislation – supply and budget bills - all the minority 

governments presented above had some form of agreement from balance of power holders 

regarding supply and confidence, at least in lower houses. Logically this would suggest that 

minority government status should have a minimal impact on the passage of budget and 

finance bills.  

The economic context of the five case studies and the impact of this factor on 

attitudes to minority government is examined in the chapters to follow. 

5..7 POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES 
 

A second important factor affecting attitudes of political actors and citizens towards 

minority government highlighted in the literature (see section 2.8) is the electoral 

performance of those parties or independents involved in minority governments at 

subsequent elections. In relation to the 1989 and 1996 Tasmanian minority governments 

scholars [see for example Strom (1990), Field (2009), Kefford & Weeks (2020) and Crowley 

(2003)], suggest one of the main reasons for the apparent aversion of major political parties 

to hung parliaments and minority governments is that the parties involved in minority 

governments often suffer an electoral setback at subsequent elections.  
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The thesis tests this hypothesis firstly through an analysis of the electoral outcome for 

the government and support parties or independents for the 22 of the 23 minority 

governments in the study period18. It secondly tests this proposition through the specific 

questions put to participants in the interviews as to whether this outcome or perception 

affected their attitude to future minority governments, and this is analysed in detail in the 

case study chapters. Table 5 below shows the outcome at subsequent elections for each of 

the minority governments in Australia since 1989. Under the ‘Govt Party’ column the table 

simply shows whether the government party won or lost the subsequent election. For 

example, the 1989 Labor minority government in Tasmania lost the next election in 1992 

and this is shown as a tick in the ‘Lost next election’ column. The table also records 

whether the support party/independent ‘retained’ electoral support or ‘lost’ electoral 

support. This terminology is employed because a support party/independent may lose votes 

without suffering a loss of their seat(s). 

The table shows that 11, or just under 50 per cent, of the minority governments listed 

in the table lost the next election due to a fall in support. The table also shows that the 

impact on the minor parties or independents was less severe with only eight, or 36.36%, 

losing support. As Crowley notes in relation to the Tasmanian minority governments of 

1989-92 and 1996-98, ‘it was the major party partners in both cases rather than the Greens 

that suffered the worst post-regime electoral backlashes,’ (Crowley 2003b, p. 57). Using the 

Tasmanian 1989 minority government as an example, the Tasmanian Greens lost support 

with a swing of 3.9 per cent against the party in 1992 and this is indicated with a tick in the 

‘Lost Support’ column. However, in that case they retained all their five seats. The 50 per 

cent result on this criterion is less than predicted based on the literature and, while still 

significant, on this evidence the hypothesis that there is an electoral backlash against the 

parties involved in a minority government is arguable.  

 

 

 

 

 
18 For this purpose the 2018 LNP federal government is not assessed due to its status explained above. 
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Table 5 – Outcomes for Minority Government Participants at Next Election 

  Govt Party  Support  
Party/Ind 

 

Year Govt Lost next 
election 

Won next 
election 

Retained 
support19 

Lost 
support 

1989 Tas ✓    ✓  

1989 SA ✓    ✓  

1989 ACT  ✓  ✓   

1991 NSW ✓   ✓   

1992 ACT ✓   ✓   

1995 ACT  ✓  ✓   

1996 QLD ✓   ✓   

1996 Tas ✓    ✓  

1998 QLD  ✓  ✓   

1998  ACT ✓    ✓  

1999 Vic  ✓  ✓   

2001 ACT  ✓   ✓  

2002 SA  ✓  ✓   

2008 WA  ✓  ✓   

2008 ACT  ✓   ✓  

2009 NT ✓   ✓   

2010 Tas ✓    ✓  

2010 House of 
Reps 

✓    ✓  

2014 SA ✓   ✓   

2015 QLD  ✓  ✓   

2016 ACT  ✓  ✓ 20  

2018 House of 
Reps 

 ✓   Not 
Assessed21 

2020 ACT     

 

 
19 The term “support” instead of “win” or “loss” is used here to include cases where the vote for minor parties 
or independents may have increased or decreased without necessarily resulting in a loss or gain of seats. 
20 Labor lost 2 seats, the Liberals lost 2 seats and the Greens gained 4 seats but Labor retained government 
with Green support. 
21 This is not assessed because the technical lapse into minority government did not result in the need for 
support agreements and was of short duration. It should be noted the Coalition was re-elected in May 2019. 
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It is important to note that election results are influenced by many other factors 

which are not examined in this study and therefore factors other than minority government 

status may have contributed to outcomes at subsequent elections.  Some of these were 

discussed in Chapter 2 and include, for example, the political and policy performance of the 

governments, perceptions of the legitimacy or otherwise of the governments, failure to 

deliver on election promises and public perceptions of management of the economy. Other 

lifecycle of government matters that provide the contextual background to elections such as 

the age of the government, leadership changes, resignations or retirements of members 

which result in mid-term by-elections, all may impact on subsequent election outcomes. 

 It is not within the scope of this thesis to examine the causes and consequences of 

electoral outcomes of every minority government in Australia during the period. However, 

the interviews of political leaders and the analysis in the five minority government case 

studies provide an opportunity to examine these factors in more detail.  

5.8 SUMMARY 
 

This Chapter analyses some of the key patterns of minority government over the 

study period including the decline in the major party share of the vote and the increase in 

minor party and independent representation. It also reinforces the reasons for the reasons 

for the selection of the five case studies. The Chapter notes the cross-jurisdictional and 

across time lesson learning process and the range of institutional changes implemented 

through various forms of minority government agreements.  

 The following five chapters examine the negotiation, formation and operation of the 

five case studies within the historical, political and economic context of each minority 

government. In doing so the chapters draw on the insights of political actors interviewed for 

the thesis to understand what factors influenced their actions and the resultant political, 

institutional and policy change when faced with subsequent future hung parliaments.  
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 CHAPTER 6 – THE FIELD MINORITY GOVERNMENT 1989-92 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This is the first of the five case studies in which the key questions derived from 

minority government theory examined in Chapter 2 and from institutional and policy 

transfer theory in Chapter 3 will be evaluated. This is achieved through an analysis of the 

negotiation and formation process, the role of leaders and how they learn from past 

experiences of minority government and how performance and other local political and 

economic contextual factors affect attitudes towards majority and minority governments. 

Thus, the Field minority government is significant because, as argued in Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 5 by Costar and Curtin (2004), Bowe (2010) Prosser and Denniss (2015), Kefford 

and Weeks (2020) among others, it marks the start of the ‘new era’ of minority government 

in Australia after an extended period of its absence. It is particularly relevant for this thesis 

due to the innovative introduction of the Accord in the Australian context as an alternative 

to a formal coalition to establish minority government and the diffusion of this concept to 

the national and all sub-national jurisdictions in Australia (see Fig 2., Chapter 5). Additionally, 

it is argued the Field minority government resulted in significant institutional and policy 

change which have had a long-lasting impact on governments in Tasmania and nationally.  

This Chapter, and the four case studies to follow, draw heavily on data from new 

interviews with key participants in each of the minority governments. The reason for this is 

to both verify the important role identified in the literature of a small number of political 

actors in the government formation process (see Section 2.6) and, importantly, to harness 

their insights. As detailed in Chapter 4, the questions for the interviews were designed to 

elicit responses in relation to political and policy legacies and institutional change as a result 

of the experience of minority government. For the Field minority government – the so-

called Labor-Green Accord - the interviewees include former Labor Premier Michael Field, 

Deputy Premier Peter Patmore, Field’s Chief of Staff Alistair Scott, then Labor backbencher 

David Crean and a former Labor Party Secretary and ministerial adviser Sue MacKay, 

Tasmanian Greens Leader Bob Brown and Greens MP Christine Milne. It also draws from 

an interview with noted Australian economist Saul Eslake in relation to the question of what 
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impact, if any, minority government had on business investment and the economy. The data 

from these interviews is supported by, and cross-referenced against, other 

contemporaneous sources such as the parliamentary Hansard, news reports, media releases, 

party platform documents, the Tasmanian Parliamentary Accord, official letters and the 

Governor’s published reasons for decisions relating to commissioning the Government.  

The Chapter begins by establishing the political context of the Field minority 

government, that is, the key issues and events leading up to hung parliament in May 1989. 

Section 6.3 then examines some of the key questions in relation to the minority government 

formation process: for example, had the parties made prior (secret) plans for minority 

government as Peacock (2018) found in relation to the major parties in the UK? Where did 

the idea of the Accord come from? How did the negotiations proceed? Section 6.4 then 

details the Labor-Green Accord, the main constitutional issues at play and what impact, if 

any, the resolution of those issues had on future minority government formation in 

Tasmania and, more broadly, Australia.  Section 6.5 examines some of the significant issues, 

crisis points and successes of this period of government. Section 6.6 analyses the data in 

relation to the thesis questions with specific reference to the themes of the negotiation and 

formation process, lesson drawing from past experiences, and the institutional, political and 

policy changes that occurred as a result of the minority government experience.  

6.2  THE ORIGINS OF THE TASMANIAN LABOR-GREEN ACCORD 
 

In May 1989, the Liberal majority government in Tasmania under Premier Robin Gray 

went to an election against the background of four dominant issues: the proposed Wesley 

Vale pulp mill, the Helsham forestry inquiry and an underperforming economy with high 

unemployment, especially in regional areas, and a worsening budgetary position. This 

combination of economic challenges was fuelling concern among Labor-affiliated unions with 

members in the resource sector industries about the impact of environmental campaigns on 

jobs and, in the business community, about the impact on investment and the economy. It is 

necessary to provide some background to these issues due to the major impact they had on 

the election outcome and their ongoing influence on the operation and performance of the 

Field Government and its relationship with the five Green Independents. 

In 1987, North Broken Hill Ltd (NBH) announced plans to build a large, new export 

pulp mill at Wesley Vale on Tasmanian’s north-west coast in partnership with Canadian forest 
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giant Noranda. The new mill was to have fulfilled NBH subsidiary APPM's commitments as 

part of a forest concession agreement made in the 1960s (Sonnenfeld 1996, pp. 2-3). With 

high levels of unemployment in Tasmania, the Gray Liberal Government pursued the pulp mill 

to achieve higher value-added local production from the woodchip resource and to provide 

a stimulus for the state’s economy. At its State Council in October 1988, despite reservations 

among some of its members, Labor endorsed the Wesley Vale project with the proviso that 

it must meet appropriate environmental safeguards. As Davis (2017, pp. 310-311) notes, this 

proved to be a decisive political moment. Up to this point there were two environmental 

independents in the Tasmanian House of Assembly – Bob Brown in Denison and Gerry Bates 

in Franklin. The pulp mill debate brought schoolteacher Christine Milne to public prominence 

as a campaigner against the mill and spokesperson for Concerned Residents Opposing Pulpmill 

Siting (CROPS). CROPS built support with other community groups in the region and across 

Tasmania and Australia, and also took its campaign to Canada – with a letter write-in campaign 

to the newspaper, the Toronto Star, drawing attention to Noranda’s role in the proposed 

mill (Sonnenfeld 1996, p. 3). It is not the intention of this thesis to give a full analysis of the 

Wesley Vale issue. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the reputation of both pulp mill 

partners played a key role in public distrust of the project – NBH/APPM due to concerns 

about its forestry operations in Tasmania and poor record on effluent pollution, and Noranda 

for its clear-felling operations on Vancouver Island. This distrust helped spread concern about 

the project more widely into the public and political arenas which helped build support for 

the Greens. As noted in Chapter 5, the decline in the major party share of the vote in Australia 

generally, along with this rise of the environment movement, impacted significantly on support 

for the Tasmanian Labor Party. This is an example of what HI scholars would describe as a 

crisis point, or critical juncture as espoused by Pierson (2000), Eccleston (2007) and Jovanovic 

and Lynggaard (2014) among others.  

The intense public debate and scrutiny of the Wesley Vale pulp mill, and the forestry 

debate, in general, caused divisions within the Labor Party between those seeking to protect 

jobs in the resource industries and those more concerned for the environment. As Patmore 

(2000) notes ‘the Liberals were unambiguously committed, the Greens were just as clearly 

opposed, the community was polarised and the state Labor Party had nowhere to go’ (2000, 

p. 176). In June 1988, NBH and Noranda announced they were putting the Wesley Vale pulp 

mill  project on hold  pending resolution of the Helsham Forest Inquiry and negotiations with 

the state government on environmental conditions, (Lester 1988b).  In early 1989 state 
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parliament was recalled twice to consider changes to environmental pollution guidelines for 

the mill before, in March 1989, citing changed economic conditions, Noranda withdrew its 

participation, effectively killing off the Wesley Vale project (Sonnenfeld 1996, p. 4)22.  

As mentioned above, the other major forestry issue was the Helsham Inquiry which had 

been set up by the Hawke federal Labor government in response to environmental 

campaigning against logging in native forests in Tasmania. Nationally, the Hawke government 

was courting the green movement whose preferences helped  Labor win inner city seats in 

Melbourne and Sydney at the 1987 election and federal Labor hope the same would occur at 

the 1990 election (Richardson 1994, pp. 210-243). In 1988 the majority of the Helsham 

committee recommended the reservation of only 20 per cent of the Lemonthyme and 

Southern forests which had been subject to the review. However, in a minority report one 

committee member, Peter Hitchcock, recommended protection of the whole area. The Gray 

Government supported the majority decision whereas, the ALP’s federal resources 

committee wanted to back Hitchcock and include all the Helsham inquiry area in the World 

Heritage Area (Davis, 2017). Again, the State ALP appeared divided and politically wedged 

between the pro-development Liberals and the Greens who wanted full protection. For Labor 

that meant being wedged between the aspirations of Patmore’s post-materialist, pro-

environment voters and its traditional voter base who favoured a continuation of resource 

industries and the jobs that come with them.  In a bid to break the state ALP’s policy paralysis 

then shadow Forestry Minister Michael Field announced the party’s preference was for the 

majority Helsham decision. However, he was immediately attacked by pro-conservation 

members of the Tasmanian branch of the party including federal Denison MHR Duncan Kerr, 

Electrical Trades Union secretary John Devereux, (who was the party’s nominee to fill a 

senate vacancy)23 and former MHA and lawyer John Green on the grounds that Field had no 

right to unilaterally decide party policy (Davis 2017, p. 310). Eventually, on 4 August 1988, the 

Hawke Government announced it would protect 225,000 ha, or 80 per cent, of the Helsham 

inquiry area but not include it in the WHA. The federal decision also allowed continued logging 

in a list of environmentally contentious areas, including near Federation Peak and Exit Cave, 

which meant it was not fully endorsed by the green movement either (Lester 1988c) & (Lester 

1988d). Tasmanian Labor Leader Neil Batt publicly accepted the federal decision but support 

 
22 The project wasn’t officially scrapped until two years later. 
23 Devereux’s appointment was delayed by the Liberals in the House of Assembly and conservatives in the 
Legislative Council in breach of the convention on filling casual Senate vacancies to put pressure on Labor on 
the forestry issue. 



124 
 

in the broader state Labor Party organisation was, at best, tepid. The Gray Government 

rejected the decision, arguing it would have a substantial negative impact on the forest industry 

and accused state Labor of having “sold out” to federal Labor which was targeting pro-

environment preferences. 

The other major issues shaping Tasmanian politics in the later 1980s was the State’s 

underperforming economy and deteriorating budgetary position. In May 1988 Gray, arguing 

the state had suffered major cutbacks in Commonwealth funding over three years, announced 

a mini-budget that made unpopular cuts to the public sector and imposed a range of new 

taxes, including on rental properties and public sector housing as well as royalty increases 

(Lester 1988a)24.  In the lead up to the election in 1989, The Mercury noted that in the period 

since Gray was first elected in 1982, state tax collections had grown 205 per cent from 

$175.03 million in 1983-84 to $359.4 million in the 1988-89 year and that Gray had failed to 

rein in public sector spending which had blown out by 157 per cent over the same period 

(Lester 1989b). The question wasn’t whether Gray was addressing the issue, it was whether 

he was telling the full story. When the full extent of the state’s financial predicament was 

revealed after the election it became a major source of concern in the community and tension 

between the Field government and its Green partners (Milne 2018, p. 5). 

There were other significant political events leading into the election which shaped the 

outcome of the 1989 election. In late 1988 a majority of the parliamentary Labor party lost 

confidence in Batt, whose popularity in opinion polls had slipped from 42 per cent in 1986 to 

31 per cent by September 1988 (Davis 2017, p. 311), and consequently replaced him with 

Field as Opposition Leader. Davis argues that Field, even more than Batt, had earned the ire 

of conservation-minded ALP members (and the broader green movement) for supporting a 

policy similar to Gray’s against the Labor federal government on Helsham (Davis 2017, p. 312). 

Around the same time Green independent Brown had started recruiting candidates to 

stand as independents. Gerry Bates had already been elected to Franklin in 1986 and Milne 

recalls that Brown had in mind that he wanted to put together a team of linked independents 

and so had approached her in 1988 to run in Lyons. Milne then approached Di Hollister, a 

fellow anti-pulp mill campaigner, and encouraged her to stand in Braddon and Lance 

Armstrong to stand in Bass (Milne 2018, p. 2). At the election in 1989 the group stood as a 

the ‘Green Independents’. 

 
24 At the time Tasmanian State Budgets were traditionally brought down in August. 
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Gray announced the election in April 1989, ostensibly to provide a mandate for seeking 

additional Commonwealth funds at the next Premiers’ conference but hoping also to capitalise 

on Labor’s problems on forestry, the change in Labor’s leadership and indications in the polls 

of a leakage of environmental voters from Labor to the Greens. Going into the election on 

13 May 1989 under Tasmania’s Hare-Clark proportional electoral system25, the Liberals had 

19 seats, Labor 14 and the Greens two. At the election the Liberal Party suffered an eight per 

cent swing against it, losing two seats and thus dropping to 17 seats – one short of a majority 

of 18 – but with a still significant 46.9 per cent of the primary vote. Labor lost one seat, falling 

to 13 seats after receiving its lowest vote since 1930. The Green Independents secured 17.1 

per cent of the vote state-wide which saw the election of five Green members, giving them 

the balance of power in Tasmania’s 35-member House of Assembly (Lester 1989a). Tasmania, 

owing to its electoral system and political culture, has a long history of minority governments, 

but the election of five Greens was seen as a watershed moment in Tasmanian politics 

(Haward & Smith 1990, p. 196) and can also be seen in HI terms as a critical juncture that 

started the state down a new path. 

6.3  ROAD TO AN ACCORD - POSITIONING THE PARTIES  

 

Between the election and the first sitting day of the new parliament on 28 June, 1989 

there were a number of key events that influenced the minority government formation 

process. These were: the political manoeuvring by the Liberals, as the party with the biggest 

number of seats, to continue to govern as a minority government while trying to engineer a 

new election; the agreement between Labor and the Green Independents on a Accord to 

secure Labor minority government; the failed attempt by Tasmanian businessman Edmund 

Rouse to bribe newly-elected Labor Bass Member Jim Cox to switch sides and vote with the 

Liberals to give them a majority on the floor of parliament, and a co-ordinated public 

campaign to try to force Labor to abandon the Accord with the Greens.   

In the lead up to the election, with polls predicting a hung parliament, Field promised 

‘Labor would govern alone or not at all’ (Field 2018, p. 1). In the heat of the election 

campaign, he had also said there would be ‘no deals for government’ with the Greens. In the 

 
25 The significant role of proportional electoral systems in the election of independents and minor parties is 
discussed in section 2.6 and in Chapter 5. At this time Tasmania had a 35-member lower house with seven 
members elected from each of five electorates. The quota required for a candidate to be elected was 12.5 per 
cent. 
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interview for this study Field says the last statement was misinterpreted to mean ‘no deals 

at all’ whereas what he had meant was that it would be a ‘wholly Labor cabinet’. He argues 

that this position was necessary as polling showed that any suggestion that Labor would 

negotiate with the Greens gave conservation minded Labor supporters ‘permission’ to vote 

Green while pushing pro-development-leaning Labor supporters towards the Liberals. 

McCall labels Field’s narrow interpretation of cabinet as government as a ‘first year political 

science view’ which, he argues, was a major flaw that led to the eventual collapse of the 

Accord (McCall 1993, p. 25). 

On their part Brown says the Greens’ pre-election position was to ‘talk to both other 

parties and that we would get what we could of our agenda while they got as much as they 

could of their agenda’ (Brown 2019, p. 1). While Milne confirms Brown’s position she says 

the Greens had no expectations anything would come of talks with Gray and in any case 

‘the Greens were very keen to get rid of the Gray Government and put Labor in,’ (Milne 

2018, pp. 2-3). On the night of the election Gray again made the Liberal position clear by 

immediately declaring he ‘would not work in a coalition with the Greens’ and would seek 

advice on whether the Liberals should form minority government (Lester, 1989b).  

Although Gray and his chief of staff Darcy Tronson met with the five Green 

independents, both Brown and Milne agree the meeting was a farce. As an illustration of the 

Liberal attitude towards them at the time, they recount a story of how, during the meeting 

in the premier’s office, Tronson lit a cigarette and passed it to Gray as if to purposely taunt 

the Greens, and in particular Bates who was vehemently anti-smoking. In a letter Brown 

wrote to Gray on 25 May26 he describes the meeting as ‘wide-ranging general discussions’ 

and notes the Greens, at Gray’s request, had provided a list of ideas and policies for 

consideration. However, Brown and Milne say that within 48 hours of that meeting Gray 

had rejected any negotiations with the Greens (Brown 2019, p. 1) & (Milne 2018, p. 2).  

While theoretically a number of scenarios were possible, some sort of 

accommodation between Labor and the Greens always appeared the most likely outcome. 

In line with Lijphart’s cabinet formation modelling discussed in section 2.3, Labor and the 

Greens appeared closer philosophically on the ideology spectrum than either party were 

with the Liberals. Moreover, they had many similar policies in common.  Following the 

respective election campaign launches by the Green Independents and Labor, the Mercury 

 
26 A copy of this one-page letter is held by the author of this thesis. 
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newspaper reported a strong overlap between the policy platforms of the two groups, 

particularly in the area of the environment, freedom of information law reform and small 

business incentives (Lester 1989c). Lynch(1990) also notes the closeness of the ALP and 

Green election platforms (1990, pp. 146-147), while Davis (2017) cites the Australian 

Conservation Foundation’s (ACF) Geoff Law as declaring Labor’s policy vastly superior to 

the Liberals’ due to the ALP’s promise to create two new national parks – the Douglas-

Apsley and the Denison Spires – and that it contained ‘no new damaging developments in 

hydro, mining or forestry’ (2017, p. 316). An analysis of their policy platforms for this study 

shows other broad areas of overlap including on education, health and proposed gun 

control laws27.  

Whilst there was some public concern about the amount of time it took for Labor 

and the Greens to reach agreement and for the appointment of a new government, as 

Strom (1990) and others have noted, this delay is not exceptional. In Tasmania’s case there 

is a statutory period of 10 days between the election and the time that the ‘cut up’ of 

preferences can commence to determine the final seats and, thus, to confirm the outcome 

of the election. This is to allow time for postal and absentee votes to be received. As well, 

as discussed in the next section, there are constitutional requirements and parliamentary 

procedures that need to be met. So, the signing of the Labor-Green Accord on 29 May 

(Lester 1989d), just 16 days after the election, was not a long delay and arguably therefore 

not a cause of instability or uncertainty. 

Field, Patmore and Field’s Chief of Staff Alistair Scott confirm in interviews for this 

study that, prior to the election, Labor had no specific plan in mind of how to negotiate a 

minority government arrangement, other than the need to secure commitments on supply 

and confidence. Nor, according to Brown and Milne, did the Greens, apart from a general 

commitment to talk to both major parties and to try to get as much of their policy agenda 

as possible. This is a departure from what Peacock (2018) found in the UK. While it is 

understandable that parties, for strategic electoral reasons, may not want to broadcast that 

they are considering some form of minority government partnership, given the indication of 

 
27 In December 1989 Patmore publicly released a discussion paper on new gun control laws which included 
cooling off periods for gun purchases, tighter gun licence requirements, mandatory recording of firearms 
purchases and tighter gun storage requirements.  
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polls that a hung parliament was likely it might have been expected that they would privately 

have made make some plans. 

After four days of intense negotiation Labor and the Greens reached a formal 

agreement known as ‘The Tasmanian Parliamentary Accord’ (Tasmanian Parliamentary Accord  

1989). Scott says the model used as the basis for the eventual agreement with the Greens 

came from Ontario, Canada. Scott recalled that Labor undertook some quick desktop 

research ahead of the negotiations to find precedents in other countries that follow the 

Westminster system (Scott 2018, p. 3) He references an article in the Commonwealth 

Parliamentary Association’s journal The Parliamentarian titled ‘Political Accord: An alternative 

to coalition government’ on how rival political parties in Ontario in 1985 developed ‘a modus 

vivendi to enact a legislative program and avoid successive general elections a few months 

apart’ (Breaugh 1988, p. 16). Scott also collected facsimiles of articles from Toronto 

newspapers that discussed ‘the accord’ and its potential constitutional issues. Haward & 

Lamour (1993) also point to the Ontario precedent and argue the Tasmanian Parliamentary 

Accord became an important ‘non-coalition’ mechanism of co-operation once Gray 

announced the new government would be decided on the floor of parliament (Haward & 

Larmour 1993, p. 3).  

With that background, Field formally wrote to the Greens setting out the agenda for 

a Labor government, which was essentially the ALP election platform. Scott (2018, p. 3) argues 

Labor, rather naively, had not seen that as the start of a negotiating process but notes that 

was how it was taken by the Greens. Brown (2019) notes in his interview that former Labor 

Premier Doug Lowe, who had left Labor to sit on the crossbenches as an independent Labor 

member in 1981 and a person Brown respected, had acted as an intermediary between the 

ALP and the Greens early in the negotiations. He also notes the Greens were influenced by 

the experience of the German and Swedish Greens in their dealings in minority government 

around that time (Brown 2019, p. 3). Milne says that while there were plenty of experiences 

of Greens in minority governments in Europe there was little to draw on in terms of 

precedents in Westminster system parliaments (Milne 2018, p. 3). 

For the purposes of this thesis the above discussion emphasises three key points. The 

first is that it confirms the negotiation process involved a very small number of people – for 

Labor it was Field, Patmore and Scott, although they sought political and legal advice from 

outside the group, notably retired Solicitor General Roger Jennings, and all five of the Green 
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Independents, also supported by a small number of advisers including Geoff Law and 

international law practitioner and academic James Crawford. The second is that the 1985 

Canadian model for the Accord, as noted above, the first of its kind in Australia, was 

specifically described as ‘an alternative to coalition government’ and a new mechanism of co-

operation for minority government formation to avoid multiple elections in a short period of 

time. It might thus be viewed, in line with HI and policy transfer theory, as a significant 

institutional policy transfer resulting in institutional change in Australia resulting from a critical 

juncture or disruption as discussed above – in this case a hung parliament which had resulted 

from a major shift in voting patterns and community expectations. The third point is the ad 

hoc nature of this substantial institutional change. That is, none the parties involved had put 

in place any specific plans of how to manage the hung parliament and the resulting minority 

government negotiations and no-one considered the long-term impact of those changes.  

6.4  THE ACCORD AND CONSTITUTIONAL ISSUES  
 

Haward and Lamour(1993) argue that the Accord can be interpreted on many levels 

but most crudely and most importantly it was a device to formalise the relationship between 

the ALP and the Greens and to allow Labor to sidestep the complications of a coalition – an 

option which was outside the ALP’s internal rules (Haward & Larmour 1993, p. 3) - to secure 

the required 50 per cent plus one majority on the floor of parliament. From a minority 

government formation and constitutional perspective, the central and most important aspect 

of the Accord was the agreement by the five Green Independents to support the Labor 

Government’s budget and supply bills, not to support or abstain from any Opposition motion 

of no confidence and to maintain the numbers in the House – unless pairs were granted by 

the Opposition (Tasmanian Parliamentary Accord  1989, p. 5). These commitments were central 

to the decision of Governor of Tasmania, General Sir Phillip Bennett, to appoint Field as 

premier.  

But the Accord went further than that, committing the government to a much broader 

program of institutional changes including a fixed four-year term, regular meetings between 

the Green Independents and cabinet, access by the Greens to ministers and heads of public 

service agencies, the option of Green members to attend ministerial conferences as observers 

and that the Greens be enabled to make policy submissions to ministers prior to cabinet as 

well as guaranteed pre-cabinet consultation on legislation (Tasmanian Parliamentary Accord  
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1989, p. 6). Additionally, the parties agreed to a wide range of parliamentary reforms – some 

of which were implemented and others which were initially delayed but subsequently 

implemented under future governments. These included: giving the Greens the same rights as 

the Opposition in the House (e.g., pro rata ability to ask questions and move motions, parity 

on staffing and other resources), changes to sitting hours, the establishment of new 

parliamentary committees – including estimates committees 28  - creation of a pecuniary 

interests register and record of gifts and donations to members and parties, the establishment 

of a Legislative Research Service in parliament, and guaranteed consultation on executive level 

public sector appointments (Tasmanian Parliamentary Accord  1989, pp. 8-10).  

These changes fit well with Pierson’s (2004) observation, noted in Chapter 3, that 

marginal groups are more likely to want to tinker with institutions because they are more 

often denied the social benefits of the current institutional settings (2004:135). A further 

significant policy reform was the Accord commitment for a review of forestry operations in 

national estate areas not already nominated for World Heritage Listing or inclusion in State 

reserves. This inquiry later became known as the Salamanca Agreement – a long-running 

negotiation process run independently of government but with government input - with both 

forest industry and conservation group representation. This inquiry, in turn, was 

institutionalised as the Forests and Forest Industry Council (FFIC).  

Arguably, at the time, the importance of these substantial changes was under-estimated 

due to the understandable focus on the central issue of the minority government formation 

process and on the public controversy created by the Accord’s substantial policy 

commitments.  

One of most contentious elements of the Accord – and one blamed for its eventual 

failure – was the inclusion of a series of policy commitments, such as  the creation of a new 

Douglas Apsley National Park, scrapping of the Huon Forest Products (HFP) venture, formal 

withdrawal of government support for the Wesley Vale pulp mill, setting a woodchip export 

quota of 2.889 million tonnes per year, additions of substantial new areas to the WHA, and  

further restrictions on logging in national forest estates.  

 

 
28   The estimates committee were not set up until 1994 under the Groom majority government but were part 
of the Accord package. 
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In the interviews, Field, Scott and Patmore all argued the inclusion of these policy 

commitments compounded the animosity of large sections of the public and key stakeholder 

groups, including some Labor-affiliated unions, towards Labor over its dealings with the 

Greens. The public perception was that the Accord was a Green-led document. This was 

reinforced by Brown’s public description of the Greens’ role as ‘keeping a firm hand on the 

shoulder of government’ and the Liberal’s taunt that it was a case of the ‘the tail wagging the 

dog’. Yet, documented evidence shows clearly that a high proportion of the key points in the 

Accord in fact came from Labor’s election platform and were first included in the letter from 

Field to all the Green independents on 23 May, 1989 (Field 1989). This included many of the 

key points in the Accord and its Appendix regarding reform of parliament as well as 

commitments on new national parks (as described earlier), creation of marine parks, new 

planning legislation, and freedom of information, equal opportunities and price control 

legislation. Milne says the Greens took a decision that they would take as agreed anything in 

the Labor Party policy platform that overlapped with their policy platform and their other 

‘asks would be separate’ (2018: 3). The Greens responded with their own list of preferences 

on 24 May, updated on 27 May, again demonstrating a broad overlap with Labor’s position, 

but insisting on their key demands regarding protection of forests. 

It was the issues insisted upon by the Green Independents and agreed to by Field in 

relation to woodchip exports that caused most tension and eventually ended the Accord. 

Distrust between the two parties due to long-held differences on Lake Pedder, the Gordon-

below-Franklin dam, the Wesley Vale pulp mill and the Helsham inquiry as well as electoral 

rivalry affected attitudes of both parties at the outset of negotiations. Perhaps underlining 

this distrust, Brown notes he entered the discussions with Field with the philosophy that 

‘what you don’t get up front in a minority government, you don’t get further down the line’ 

(Brown 2019, p. 1). Hence, he was determined to include the 2.889 million tonne ceiling on 

woodchip exports and a large extension of the WHA.  As Crowley (2009) notes, Labor’s 

attitude appeared to be that it was governing alone and this played a big part in the 

operation of the Accord (2009, p. 146). However, Field puts a large part of the blame for 

the Accord’s failure on the brinksmanship that Brown alluded to above as well as the 

competition between the two parties for same electoral territory. ‘The Greens couldn't 

really have the Labor Party appear to be performing too well without risking sections of 

their vote moving to the Labor Party’ (1997, p. 65).  
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The Backlash Against the Accord 

Once the agreement was publicised both the ALP and the Greens were confronted 

with a backlash from supporters. Brown (2019) argues that while the woodchip quota ceiling 

was controversial for Labor, it was also a hard sell for the Greens to its supporters which 

Field and his advisers failed to fully understand. ‘We were signing up for a level of woodchip 

exports and were validating that, which was very tough’ (Brown 2019, p. 3). So much so that 

the Greens felt compelled to mail out a two-page explanation to its members and 

conservation group supporters highlighting the gains from the Accord and addressing the 

question: ‘But aren’t the Independents giving up their independence by supporting Labor?’ 

(Independents 1989)29. Meanwhile the Gray government campaigned politically to disrupt the 

Accord. Then deputy premier Ray Groom, for example, on 31 May, wrote a letter to peak 

industry bodies, unions and other interest groups, accompanied with a copy of the Accord, in 

which he says: ‘I think it is fair to say the Greens have managed to win the day, with Mr Field 

making major concessions in the document’.30 He argues in the letter that the Accord focuses 

entirely on the environment and ignores job creation. Importantly Groom also notes that 

Brown failed to give Field any assurance of continuing support and that each of the 

Independents retained the right to move a no-confidence motion in the government. This 

point reflects a concern Gray raised with the Governor about the instability of the Agreement 

and was one of the reasons Governor Bennett later sought assurances from each of the five 

Greens individually regarding their support for a Field minority government. In the following 

weeks before Parliament sat on 28 June, Labor was bombarded with letters from unions with 

members in resource industries and businesses opposing the Accord, including criticism of it 

by secretary of the Tasmanian Trades and Labor Council Paul Lennon, a future Labor Premier 

(Patmore 2000, pp. 189-190). Scott (2018) notes his personal files from the time include a 

collection of letters from Labor-affiliated unions effectively withdrawing support from the 

Labor Party due to this agreement with the Greens. The anti-Accord campaign included a 

2000-strong crowd at a public demonstration outside Parliament in June 1989 and the 

circulation of a petition calling on the Governor to not appoint a Labor government.  

In mid-June, before the first sitting of parliament, the story broke of the arrest of 

Melbourne 3UZ radio marketing manager Tony Aloi, who was acting as an intermediary in an 

 
29 This document was mailed out to Green Independents supporters but is undated and not published. A copy 
is held by the author of this thesis. 
30 Groom letter dated 31 May, 1989 held by the author of this thesis. 
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attempt by prominent Tasmanian media mogul Edmund Rouse31 to bribe newly elected Labor 

Bass MHA Jim Cox to cross the floor. This extraordinary event dampened the public campaign 

for a period but did not deter Gray from his plan to demonstrate the Liberals still controlled 

parliament so as to provide an opportunity to ask the Governor for a fresh election. 

Formation of the minority Government 

In a paper later tabled in parliament Governor Bennett provides a record of the key 

constitutional events in the government formation process (Bennett 1990). The paper shows 

that despite the Accord agreement, on 29 May the Governor accepted Premier Gray’s advice 

that the Accord was deficient in a number of areas and agreed to the continuation of the 

Liberals as a minority government. Another former Governor, William Cox, also notes Gray’s 

advice to Bennett was that ‘as no formal coalition arrangement was in place, his commission 

as Premier should continue…and that the Government should remain in place as a minority 

government’ (Cox 2011, p. 5). The Governor accepted this advice, and a new ministry was 

subsequently sworn in on 1 June. (Arguably, this was therefore no mere caretaker government 

but a formal minority government). On 27 June Field wrote to the Governor forwarding a 

copy of the Accord signed by himself and all five Green Independents. In response Gray 

provided the Governor a number of legal opinions that he argued supported his advice that 

the House of Assembly be dissolved which would then require a new election. However, the 

Governor informed Gray that he was unlikely to accept that advice if a request was formally 

made and instead wanted to see what happened when the House met.  

In his biography Gray reveals that despite Bennett’s informal refusal of a new election, 

Gray had planned to push the issue and that, following a meeting of the parliamentary Liberal 

party on 1 June, cabinet had started preparations for a new election (Gray & Tilt 2020, pp. 

279-280). The theme for the new election was ‘honesty versus the misrepresentation of Field 

and the Greens over their intentions in relation to minority government’. Gray argues 

Tasmanians had not voted for the Greens to be involved in government as both major parties 

had promised to the contrary. Cabinet had also decided to reinforce the legal case that it was 

within the proper limits of constitutional convention for the premier to advise the Governor 

to dissolve the House of Assembly.32 As well, supply was not an issue as it had already been 

 
31 Rouse was chairman of ENT Limited which owned the Examiner newspaper in Launceston, two commercial 
televisions stations in Tasmania (and three in Victoria) and a stable of radio stations in both states. He was also 
chairman of forest company Gunns Ltd. 
32 Advice was received from constitutional experts Bob Ellicott, Tom Hughes, Maurice Byers and Prof. P.H. 
Lane. 
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agreed by parliament. Gray notes that he had a letter to the Governor on his desk awaiting 

his signature recommending a new election, but the arrest of Rouse on 27 June ‘changed the 

atmosphere and dynamics of the whole situation’ (2020, p. 283). Gray argues that although 

he ‘knew he could win’, given that the Governor had already indicated he would not accept 

advice for a new election, ‘there would be no clear path to a resolution’ (2020, p. 286). ‘Any 

standoff between a governor and a premier would be unprecedented. Where would it go for 

resolution? The Governor-General? The Queen? How could the Governor back down?’ (2020, 

p. 288). Gray says that as there were too many questions without answers and no Australian 

precedents it was his responsibility to ensure good governance and stability (2020, pp. 288-

89).  

This account underlines the role of the institution of the Governor and constitutional 

conventions in constraining the actions of political actors. In the end Gray had been unwilling 

to test the legal argument that under the Australia Act the Governor had to accept his advice. 

The House was recalled on 28 June where, on the first item of business, Labor’s candidate 

Michael Polley was elected as Speaker. Governor Bennett then officially opened parliament 

with the delivery of the traditional Governor’s speech outlining the (minority) Gray 

Government’s policy agenda for the term. What followed in the House were several attempts 

by the Liberals to demonstrate they still had control, first by thwarting Brown’s notice of 

motion to allow a no confidence motion in Gray by filibustering until time allowed for that 

debate expired and then by an attempt to adjourn the House33. Finally, Brown moved an 

amendment to the Address-In-Reply to the Governor’s speech expressing no confidence in 

Gray and confidence in a Field minority government. The Liberals again filibustered, this time 

with the intention of keeping that debate going for several days. Although Gray argues he had 

dropped plans to push for a new election following the arrest of Rouse, Field, Brown and 

Milne all contend these Liberal parliamentary tactics were to demonstrate to the Governor 

that the Liberals had control, but that parliament was essentially unworkable and thus to 

provide a basis for Gray to advise the need for a new election.  

In the early hours of the morning of 29 June, the Gray Government was defeated when 

veteran Labor Bass MP Harry Holgate used a little known parliamentary standing order to 

force the vote, catching some Liberals napping in their offices and thus slow to react to the 

tactic, and Gray was defeated. Later that day the Governor wrote to Field seeking assurances 

 
33 Based on a legal argument that if a government can adjourn the parliament it is evidence it has control of 
the House. 



135 
 

to five issues – those relating to the commitment of all five Green Independents to the Accord, 

the issue mentioned above regarding the Greens’ preserving the right to move no confidence 

motions against a Labor minority government, concerns about the constitutionality of a fixed 

four-year term and the extent of agreement between the two parties on policy. In his 

response on the same day, Field addressed all five issues. He stressed the firm commitment 

of the Greens to support the budget and supply bills, neither to support nor abstain from 

voting on opposition no confidence motions and to attend all sittings and vote on all divisions 

on bills and motions. 

 Field also wrote that the Greens had authorised him to indicate a further commitment, 

not originally in the Accord, ‘that none of them will move any motion of no confidence in my 

Government, unless some issue of gross impropriety, corruption or grave maladministration 

were to arise that could not be resolved by negotiation between the members of the Accord’ 

(Bennett 1990). This was a significant clarification which gave the Governor more confidence 

to commission Field. It was also flexible enough to later permit the Greens to move a motion 

of no confidence in the Field government on the woodchip quota issue. Gray subsequently 

resigned his commission and Field was sworn in as premier on 3 July. From the lesson learning 

point of view, this set of words regarding the limits to the commitment regarding no 

confidence motions, with minor variations, has been subsequently adopted in all minority 

government agreements since. 

Arguably, one of the legacies of the Accord and the government formation process 

outlined above was a greater understanding of the institutional constraints of conventions and 

formal constitutional rules. As Herr notes ‘Rundle's approach to minority Government was 

very much informed and modified by the earlier Field experiment’ (2005, p. 131). This 

educative role and its influence on similar agreements or accords in other jurisdictions was 

discussed in Chapter 5.  

6.5 MINORITY GOVERNMENT OPERATION  
 

From the moment the Accord was signed to its end, the Field minority government 

was dogged by a constant air of instability and crisis. There were many reasons for this. Key 

among them were the policy pitfalls in the Accord itself; personality clashes and trust issues 

among the Accord partners; electoral rivalry; the backlash against the Accord; perceptions 

of broken promises; the public’s non-acceptance of the legitimacy of the government; and 
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the dire financial and economic circumstances faced by the government. Field (1997) argues 

that regular threats by the Greens to bring down the government and breaches of cabinet 

confidences ensured that for much of the period between 1989 and 1992 the government 

was in a permanent state of crisis (1997, p. 65). The Greens counter argue that Labor failed 

to meet its Accord commitments. Issues such as the Rouse bribery affair and the subsequent 

Royal Commission established by Field to investigate the scandal, and a so-called ‘secret 

police inquiry’ which resulted in charges against Field’s chief of staff Alan Evans over 

allegations of bargaining for public office in relation to the appointment of ex-Labor leader 

Batt as Ombudsman (later dismissed), added to the drama. As well, the Liberal Opposition, 

still the biggest voting bloc in the House, continued an effective public campaign to 

destabilise the government, abetted by a conservative upper house (Crowley 2003b, p. 65) . 

However, the main issues were the impacts of the budget crisis, exacerbated by the 1990s 

recession, and disagreement over forestry. 

The bicameral nature of the Tasmanian Parliament and the powers of its upper house, 

the Legislative Council, was noted in Chapter 2. Crowley’s observation above that the 

(then) conservative upper house abetted the Liberal’s destabilising campaign requires some 

focus on the upper house role. As former Labor Party MLC and Minister Lin Thorpe (2008, 

pp. 14-15) notes, many see the upper house as a ‘House of Resistance’. Thorpe uses the 

example of the Franklin Dam dispute in the early 1980s when the Legislative Council 

rejected the government’s proposed dam option and insisted on the controversial Gordon-

below Franklin option which sparked the now famous Franklin dam environmental campaign 

which destabilised the Lowe government, leading eventually to its defeat at the 1982 state 

election. More pertinent to this study, Thorpe notes that the upper house delayed the Field 

government’s 1990 budget for three months due to its dissatisfaction with Field’s decision 

to form a minority government with the Greens (Thorpe 2008, p.15). Nevertheless, it 

eventually passed the budget. Crowley and Lippis (2020) note that historically the upper 

house has been relatively active in amending bills, citing other studies that suggest it amends 

up to 40 to 50 per cent of bills, (2020, pp. 107-108), whether or not there is a majority 

government in the lower house. 
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The Working Arrangements  

Arguably on one key measure of government stability – duration – the Field 

government was stable. It lasted from its commissioning in July 1989 to the election in 

February 1992 which, as noted in Section 2.7, is just below the historical average duration of 

governments in Tasmania. The interview participants agree largely on the detail of the day-

to-day working arrangements for the Accord but there is disagreement as to how well 

those arrangements worked.  

Under the Accord Denison Labor MP David Crean – a backbencher - was the 

designated liaison between cabinet and the Greens. His counterpart in the Greens was 

staffer Michael Lynch – not a member of parliament (Crean & MacKay 2018, p. 5). Crean’s 

recollection is that he would meet Lynch once a week to discuss the cabinet agenda to get 

the Green’s point of view on items that interested them and to answer any questions they 

might have. Perhaps one of the causes of friction was the different views of the purpose of 

the pre-cabinet briefings. Reflecting his view that it was a Labor cabinet and therefore a 

Labor government only, Field’s view is that it was a process to give the Greens an input. ‘So, 

as the cabinet agenda is circulated around departments in the 10-day rule, it was circulated 

to the Greens with David Crean as the liaison person. Just as all the departments make a 

submission, Crean would bring a cabinet addition from the Greens’ (Field 2018, p. 5). Field 

argues this was a significant change to long-held cabinet conventions but says it is difficult to 

say whether the Green’s input changed decisions as cabinet invariably considered all the 

submissions and made decisions accordingly on the weight of the arguments – not where 

they came from.  

Brown agrees generally with how the process worked but says having access and 

getting outcomes were two different things. He recalls that once cabinet made a decision it 

was too late to change anything (Brown 2019, p. 4). One example of where outcomes 

differed from the agreed process was over senior appointments. Brown recalls that the 

Greens did not agree to the appointment of Batt as Ombudsman (2019, p. 4) and Crean 

recounts they also disagreed on the appointment of Evan Rolley as chief executive officer of 

Forestry Tasmania (2018, p. 6). Field argues that while both sides started off in good faith 

there were many occasions where the Greens obtained information from cabinet briefings 

and then immediately ‘were in the media attacking the government’, before the government 

had a chance to announce its decision. He argues that at times they would signal agreement 
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on a policy or position in a meeting and then change their minds once they felt the public 

pressure. Field says the Greens had the freedom to go out to the media and say what they 

liked but he couldn’t respond without creating a new crisis and more headlines about 

‘Greens threatening Labor’ (Field 2018, p. 6). 

The Budgets, State Financial Crisis and the Economy 

At the launch of the election campaign Gray argued that in the seven years of his 

government Tasmania had ‘a more resilient and diversified economy than the one he 

inherited’ (Lester 1989b). Instead, the incoming government found it inherited a precarious 

budget situation and was forced to shelve key promises and move to address burgeoning 

state debt. Field, Patmore, Brown, Milne, Crean and economist Saul Eslake all argue that 

Gray had hidden the true extent of the State’s budgetary plight. Field says the advice from 

treasury when he took office was that 1989 would be the last budget the state could put 

together without running out of money (2018, pp. 6-7). Eslake is highly critical of the Gray 

Government, labelling it the ‘worst government in Tasmania’s post-war history’ (Eslake 

2018, p. 1). He argues that when faced with the Commonwealth Grant’s Commission cuts, 

the Gray government continued to spend. Felmingham (1993) details the extent of the 

state’s financial crisis and the measures taken by Field to address it, noting the projected gap 

between revenue and expenditure was expected to reach $279 million, or 18 per cent of 

budget revenue in 1990-91. The net debt servicing ratio, that is, the percentage of revenue 

needed to pay the interest on the debt, was 10 per cent and predicted to rise to above 40 

per cent in a decade if no action was taken to curb  expenditure (Felmingham 1993, pp. 46-

51).  

As discussed earlier in this Chapter, the financial crisis put enormous pressure on 

the government and its Accord partners. Patmore notes that Labor and the Greens had 

made promises during the election campaign and agreed on their implementation through 

the Accord based on Gray’s pre-election statements about the health of the budget and the 

economy. ‘Essentially we didn’t have any money so we had no capacity to deliver our 

promises and, in fact, had to even go back on some of our holy grails such as education and 

health’ (Patmore 2018, p. 1). Patmore argues the failure to meet public and parliament’s 

expectations ruined Labor’s credibility. He argues that initially people did not accept the fact 

that the state was near bankrupt or the need for the tough budgets from 1989 to 1991 

(2018, p. 2).  
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It has been well documented in the literature that the Greens stuck with Field on 

implementation of the financial strategy to get the state back on track. This point was 

emphasised by Milne, Brown, Patmore, Crean and Field in the interviews and summed up by 

Field thus: ‘The Greens did stick with us on the financial strategy, and I give them credit for 

that’ (2018, p. 7). However, he says their position in parliament was different to their public 

position where there was ‘no sense of solidarity’ and public dissention on the detail.  

The Labor-Green Accord was widely and, on the evidence, unfairly held responsible 

for the decline in in investment, employment and the subsequent recession in the early 

1990s. Gray’s mini-budget prior to the election indicated all was not well with the economy 

well before the Labor minority government came to office. Additionally, the downturn and 

eventual recession in 1991 was national and largely caused by national and international 

factors over which Tasmania had no control. The business/Liberal campaign against Labor 

prior to the Accord highlighted the state’s economic woes and that campaign continued for 

much of the term of the government. To address the issue both politically and economically, 

Field established an Employment Summit in December 1989 and invited representatives 

from business, union, community and conservation group, the Liberal Opposition and 

Greens to attend. The Liberals attended but did not contribute and were absent when a 

communique was moved and agreed to (Lester 1989e). The main outcome of the Summit 

was the establishment of The Tasmanian Economic Partnership which Field had hoped 

would achieve some consensus on economic stimulus strategies. It made some progress, but 

any achievements were overshadowed by the political fallout from the tough budgets.  Milne 

argues that the business community talked themselves into investment uncertainty which 

was then followed by Keating’s ‘recession we had to have’ and therefore could not be 

blamed on the Accord (Milne, 2018).  

Reflecting on the Accord, Eslake argues that, in fact, it might be the case that 

minority governments occur because the electorate is casting a vote on the performance of 

the previous government – that enough people are concerned to not award the incumbent 

government a new term, but that the opposition party has not done enough to convince 

voters to replace them in their own right (2018, p. 2). ABS real business new fixed capital 

expenditure figures show that investment held up in Tasmania from September 1989 

through to March 1991 with, on average, $147 million expenditure each quarter. This 
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dropped to an average of $89 million a quarter between June 1991 to June 1994,34 however, 

as noted, this decline in new private capital expenditure coincided with the national 

recession and the trend is apparent in all states over this period.35 Rather than cause the 

decline in investment, it is argued that this was a pre-existing trend and a normal cycle-of-

government factor. 

As Davis notes, the Greens nearly brought down the Labor Government over 

education in April 1991 following the government release and adoption of a report which 

recommended the closure of 20 schools with low student numbers and redundancies for 

teachers (2017, p. 323). The Greens moved a no confidence motion in education minister 

Patmore but, as noted in Section 2.6, Field told parliament that the school closures was a 

cabinet decision and therefore he would take any vote of no confidence in the education 

minister as a vote of no confidence in the government itself. As argued by Thomson et al 

(2017), this approach allows major party leaders to raise the stakes to try to deter balance 

of power holders from taking such actions but, in line with Westminster convention, it is up 

to a premier to decide whether a lost vote on such a motion is taken as loss of confidence 

in the whole government (Geller-Swartz, 1979). Despite Field’s threat, it appeared unlikely 

the Greens would back down with Milne arguing Patmore’s decision on the schools was 

brinkmanship and, as there had been no discussion with the Greens, ‘the Greens were not 

going to have a bar of it’ (Milne 2018, pp. 18-19). To defuse the situation Patmore recalls he 

hand wrote his resignation as minister during Question time in parliament and handed it to 

Field, who rejected it. However, before the no confidence motion could be brought on 

Patmore privately arranged to visit the Governor where he resigned from all portfolios36. 

‘The point, of course, is that the Governor had no authority to accept it as, by convention, 

he must be advised by the premier, not a minister’ (Patmore 2018, p. 3). Patmore says that 

he told the Governor that he could not stop him from resigning and ‘he accepted that’ 

(2018, p. 3). Since he was no longer a minister, the no-confidence motion, while debated, 

was of no effect. The end result of the whole episode was to further add to the public 

perception of a government in crisis as Patmore was soon re-appointed to new portfolios 

and remained deputy premier while the Greens successfully blocked closure of the schools. 

The post-script was that most of the schools in question were later closed with little public 

 
34 http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/5625.0Main+Features1Jun%202018?OpenDocument. 
35 Officially, March-June 1991 when Australia recorded two quarters of negative growth. 
36 Milne’s version of this is that Patmore was sent to Government House by Field but Patmore denies Field 
knew anything about his decision. 
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dissent, even from the Greens, under the Groom Liberal government between 1992 and 

1996.  

Collapse of the Accord and Field Government 

The Accord formally ended in October 1990 when conservation groups walked out of 

the Forests and Forest Industry Council after it recommended a strategy that would see an 

increase in export woodchip quotas and the subsequent Field government’s in-principle 

acceptance of this outcome. However, the minority government continued in office until 

Field brought in the Forest Resource Security bill in October 1991 which legislated logging 

in some national estate areas and raised the woodchip quota. The Liberals first intended to 

support the legislation but when Brown turned it into a no confidence motion, Gray 

reversed his position hoping to bring down the government and force an immediate election 

(Davis 2017, p. 323).  

While the House was suspended Brown met Field and offered to withdraw the no 

confidence motion provided Field agree to inform the parliament that the bill would be 

withdrawn and not reintroduced for the life of the parliament. Field acceded to that demand 

but the next day the Liberals, under intense pressure from industry and the unions, agreed 

to pass the legislation and not move or vote with the Greens in a no confidence motion 

before Christmas. Field then reneged on his agreement with Brown, re-named and re-

introduced the legislation as the Forests Reform Bill which was then passed (Brown 2019, p. 

5). Brown immediately brought on another no-confidence motion, but the Liberals stuck by 

the commitment not to support it. With the writing was on the wall Labor felt certain the 

Greens would again move a no confidence motion when Parliament resumed in 1992.  Over 

the Christmas-New Year break Field says he consulted cabinet and the consensus was ‘they 

all felt they had had enough’ and so he called an election for February 1992.  

6.6 THE LEGACIES - THE ACCORD’S LONG SHADOW  

 

The Accord is rated a success by most scholars as it provided stable government 

under very difficult circumstances in terms of duration and in terms of ensuring budget and 

supply. The Field minority government, with the support of the Greens, is also widely 

praised for the strategy to address the state’s financial crisis and for its substantial reform 

agenda. Brown (2019, p. 6) argues the agreement secured a 650,000 ha addition to the 
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World Heritage Area and the Douglas-Apsley National Park as well as significant legislative 

reforms such as the introduction of Freedom of Information legislation.  

This thesis is concerned with analysing the impact of previous experiences of minority 

government on the negotiation and formation of subsequent minority governments as well 

as addressing the question of whether parties and their leaders adopt different political 

strategies and positions in response to past experiences of hung parliaments. In this context 

the Accord’s political legacies are, perhaps, far more reaching than its policy legacies. Milne 

says she learned four lessons from the Accord negotiation process and the experience of 

the Field minority government which she subsequently adopted in the Greens’ approach to 

holding a balance of power in the 1996 Liberal minority government, at various times in the 

Senate throughout the 1990s and with the Gillard Government in 2010. These were that 

‘firstly it is important to get policy outcomes but there is also a need to improve the 

institutions that you work in. Then you need to agree up front to a process of how to 

achieve the policies and finally, you need timelines or deadlines, otherwise they get put off 

indefinitely and may never be achieved’ (Milne, 2018: 4).  

Brown (2019) and Milne (2018) both acknowledge the Greens, while retaining all five 

seats, lost electoral support, due to their participation in the minority government. Madill 

(1997) recounts the Liberals also learned lessons from the failings of the Field minority 

government and the political backlash against it which made them wary to the point of 

refusing any agreement or arrangement at all (Madill 1997, p. 71) as is explained in Chapter 

7 to follow. Herr (2005) also notes that Rundle’s approach to minority government ‘was 

very much informed and modified by the earlier Field experiment’ (2005, p. 131). As 

detailed above, the government formation experience during the Accord arguably left an 

institutional legacy in profoundly shaping norms and practices in relation to future 

experiences in that it made all parties much more aware of the constitutional rules of the 

game and the parliamentary steps required to remove a government or, indeed, to allow 

one to continue in office. 

Politically, Labor was most affected by the experience. Party membership fell, a 

number of prominent unions disaffiliated from the party and Labor suffered a heavy electoral 

backlash with its vote falling to new record low of just 29.8 per cent at the 1992 election. 

While there were many other issues, such as the economic crisis and associated budget 

cuts, which affected their popularity, Field argues that the Accord with the Greens eroded 
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Labor’s base. Patmore (2000) argues that Labor’s frustration with the Greens were such 

that it led Field to present a proposal to cabinet in 1991 to reduce the House of Assembly 

from 35 to 25 members and the Legislative Council from 19 to 13 members  – a model only 

slightly different to that which subsequently was passed by parliament under the Rundle 

government in 1998 (Patmore 2000, p. 144).  MacKay, who was senior private secretary to 

Field Government minister Ken Wriedt and who subsequently became Labor Party state 

secretary, says the Accord led to an ALP restructure, including ‘massive rule changes and we 

were the first branch in Australia to introduce rank-and-file voting’. She argues this was 

necessary to save the party which was in real danger of collapse (Crean & MacKay 2018, p. 

19). McKay says a major element of the recovery plan was Field’s declaration ‘to govern 

alone or not at all’ which the party took into both the 1996 and 1998 elections. McKay 

argues Labor had a two-term agenda. The central plank of everything was ‘we get back our 

base, we win government in majority’ (2018, p. 20). Chapter 7 discusses this aspect in more 

detail. 

Brown notes the other major institutional outcome of the Green’s experience in the 

Labor-Green Accord was the Greens’ formalisation of a party structure. ‘The Accord was 

pivotal to the establishment of both the Tasmanian and the Australian Greens’ (2019, p. 7). 

The Tasmanian Greens formed in 1991 and the Australian Greens in 1992. MacKay argues 

that by giving the Greens a formal role through the Accord it allowed the Greens to 

become a much more potent political force than they had been in the past (2018, p.16).  

Other institutional changes as a result of the Accord including the introduction of a 

parliamentary research service and changes to parliamentary procedures, committees and 

rules, as well as major changes to conventions around access by non-government members 

to cabinet and the bureaucracy are outlined in Section 6.4 above – all of which are still in 

place. Most importantly, one of the biggest institutional changes of the Accord is that it 

changed attitudes, perceptions and the approach of all three parties represented in the 

House of Assembly at that time, as well as public attitudes – in Tasmanian and nationally - to 

the formation of future minority governments.  
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6.7 SUMMARY 

 

This Chapter has argued that the experience of the Field Labor-Green minority 

government affected the attitude and the approach of all three parties represented in the 

House of Assembly at the time to the formation of future minority governments. It also has 

added to the work in Chapter 5 that highlighted that jurisdiction, the lifecycle of 

government and political context play an important role in the formation of minority 

governments and their operation. In the Field Labor-Green Government’s case, the history 

of conflict between the parties on forestry was a major factor determining the negotiation 

process. It has been shown that the budget crisis and the deteriorating performance of the 

economy did not affect the minority government negotiating process but had a major 

deleterious impact on the operation of the government and therefore on the relationship 

between the Accord partners because of the inability to implement promises and 

commitments. Despite overlapping policy platforms, the electoral rivalry and mutual distrust 

between the Accord partners made it difficult to resolve policy differences, even with 

modification to institutions and the introduction of new institutions to try to manage the 

relationship. The Chapter has demonstrated that there were substantial institutional 

changes introduced as a result of this minority government experience. 

Chapter 7 will demonstrate how the legacies of the Field Government affected the 

formation and operation of the Rundle Liberal Minority Government of 1996 to 1998. 
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CHAPTER 7 – THE RUNDLE MINORITY GOVERNMENT 1996-98 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The Tasmanian minority government of Liberal premier Tony Rundle between 1996 

and 1998 has been included as a case study for two main reasons. It is a good example of 

the third category of a minority government as defined by Moon (1995), Ward (1997) and 

Griffith (2010) and detailed in Chapter 2, that has received no assurances or agreements of 

support. It is also central to this study as it follows, with a gap of one term of government, 

the Field case study of the previous Chapter. This therefore allows an examination of how 

the legacies of the Field minority government - including institutional and policy change and 

the attitudes of political actors and the polity generally towards majority and minority 

government - affected the negotiation, formation and operation of the Rundle Liberal 

minority government. This case study is important for other comparative reasons. It 

involves a conservative government not as closely aligned with the Greens on policy and 

ideology which one could hypothesise might have the potential to create greater tensions. 

On the other hand, the Liberals and the Greens are also in less electoral competition than 

the Greens are with Labor. 

The chapter begins with an overview of the political context in Tasmanian in the mid-

1990s through an examination of the key issues and events in the lead up to the hung 

parliament of 1996. It then examines how the parties positioned themselves in relation to 

the question of minority government, drawing on the lessons learned from the earlier Field 

government experience. The chapter details the formation of government process, including 

how the constitutional lessons learned from the Field Government experience moulded the 

Liberals’ political manoeuvring to comply with established conventions, demonstrating the 

importance of institutions in both influencing and constraining the actions of political actors.  

In HI theory terms, the Port Arthur Massacre arguably may be viewed as an 

exogenous shock that changed the trajectory of the government by changing the attitudes of 

key political actors and this aspect is explored in Section 7.5. The Chapter details the day-

to-day arrangements employed to manage the Liberal-Green relationship and highlights the 

impact of several key policy and political issues on the minority government.  One of the 
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most important initiatives of the term was the Nixon Commonwealth-State Inquiry into the 

Tasmanian Economy and its 122 recommendations which had a major influence on the 

Rundle Government’s policy agenda, and which left long-lasting policy and institutional 

legacies in Tasmania. The first two of the Nixon Report recommendations dealt with 

reducing the size of parliament and making it possible for the government ‘to pursue its 

mandate’ (1997, pp. xiii-xiv) which sparked a series of events arguably leading to the biggest 

institutional and political legacy of the Rundle minority government.  

The Chapter combines both published accounts and interviews with key political 

actors and observers over the period including former Liberal premiers Ray Groom and 

Tony Rundle, then deputy Labor leader Paul Lennon (and later a Labor premier), and 

previously cited Milne, Field, Patmore and Eslake.  These interviews provide new and 

significant insights into the events leading up to and during the Rundle minority government. 

7.2  HOW AN UNSTABLE AND DIVIDED LIBERAL PARTY LED TO MINORITY 

GOVERNMENT 
 

As explained in Chapter 6, the Labor-Green Accord changed the attitude and 

approach towards minority government of all three parties and the key political actors 

involved. Following their massive defeat at the 1992 election, the Labor Party adopted a 

two-election strategy to get back into government, the centrepiece of which was a position 

that it would ‘govern in majority or not at all’. As Patmore (2000) has noted, the rise and 

role in the formation of new eco-centric political parties has had a major impact on the 

structure, ideology and electoral strategy of the Labor Party (2000,iv). Marsh and Miller 

(2012, p. 159) also note the impact of new social movements, particularly environmentalists, 

on the fragmentation of the left of Australian politics while scholars such as Norton (2002, 

pp. 33-35), Bowe (2010, pp. 138-142), Rodrigues and Brenton (2010, pp. 110-113) discuss a 

range of factors contributing to the decline in major party vote share including the rise of 

issue movements since the 1960s and the decline in voter identification with either of the 

major parties. Jackson (2016) argues the Greens, with 34 MPs in Parliament Australia-wide 

in 2016, are now the third force in Australian politics (2016, p. 2) and that although unions 

traditionally have been allied to the Labor Party, policy transfer between unions and Labor 

governments has declined significantly since the 1990s and policy transfer has shifted 
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between the environment movement and the ALP (Jackson 2016, p. 150) – a process that 

may be explained in part by cartel party theory discussed in Chapter 3.  

Acknowledging these shifts, Field (1997) argues Labor had to make a choice between 

accepting the only way to ensure a left-of-centre government was to find an accommodation 

with the Greens, or alternatively to shake off the minority government image and stake out 

the ground as ‘the’ progressive political party to govern alone in majority. Field argues any 

relationship between Greens and Labor is inherently unstable. ‘The Greens can't have Labor 

doing well, otherwise they lose their vote base’ (1997, p. 66). He argues that an additional 

problem is that the Greens are anathema to many traditional Labor voters, who he labels 

‘socio-economic’ voters, who ‘are very sensitive to a change of political focus away from 

their core concerns’ (1997, p. 66). He argues that for Labor to say that they would govern 

in minority would be letting the potential Green voter ‘off the hook’ because they then 

would not have to make a stark choice between a Labor or a Liberal government. As 

detailed by Milne in the previous Chapter, the experience of the Labor-Green Accord 

changed the way that the Greens approached future hung parliaments, while the Liberal 

party, emboldened by its landslide victory at the 1992 election, hardened in its resolve that 

campaigning against minority government was an electoral winner.  

It is not the purpose of this thesis to examine the period of Liberal majority 

government between 1992 and 1996. However, to put the 1996 hung parliament in context, 

it is necessary to examine some of the key issues and events during this term. At the 

February 1992 election the Liberals, led by Ray Groom won a landslide with 54.1 per cent 

of the votes, securing 19 of the 35 House of Assembly seats. Labor under Field received just 

28.9 per cent of the vote and was reduced from 13 to 11 seats. The Greens’ vote also fell 

(from 17.2 per cent in 1989 to 13.2 per cent in 1992) but they retained their five seats. The 

Groom government lasted a full four years after legislating for a fixed term of parliament37 – 

first proposed in the Labor-Green Accord, but not enacted.  

The Liberals were elected on a platform to provide stable majority government, 

renewed business confidence, increased investment, more jobs and an improved budgetary 

performance which created high voter expectations. However, a series of events 

demonstrated that majority governments also can be unstable. The first signs of disunity in 

 
37 The fixed four-year term was legislated for one term only. Groom (2018, p. 7) notes this was to satisfy the 
Governor Sir Phillip Bennett who had concerns that fixing terms could limit the reserve powers of governors. 
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Liberal ranks was the election of the speaker on the first sitting day of the new parliament 

on 14 April 1992. The Liberals nominated experienced Denison MHA Michael Hodgman for 

the role, but Labor surprisingly nominated Liberal Lyons MHA Graeme Page, who accepted 

the nomination. Page was subsequently elected 18 votes to 17 with at least two Liberals 

(Page and Braddon MHA Bill Bonde) voting with Labor and the Greens to ensure Groom 

lost his first vote as premier on the floor of Parliament (Lester 1992b).  

Despite campaigning that the State’s budget crisis was the fault of Field and the Labor-

Green Accord, Groom had to deal with the reality of the ongoing effects of the national 

recession and the state’s parlous budgetary position. Immediately after the election Groom 

appointed an independent commission headed by businessman Charles Curran to review 

Tasmania’s public sector finances. The Curran Report, tabled in April 1992, recommended a 

reduction in the number of local government councils in Tasmania from 46 to 29 and 

controversial industrial relations reforms which included the introduction of workplace 

agreements and measures to reduce the influence of trade unions (Curran et al. 1992). 

Among other measures, the Curran Report also recommended commercialisation or 

privatisation of government-owned assets and reducing the size of the public sector with the 

loss of 1100 jobs (Lester 1992a). Groom quickly adopted most of the measures in a detailed 

‘State of the State Address’ delivered to parliament on 29 April and these plans were 

carried out in stringent budgets between 1992 and 1993. 

In November 1993 Groom introduced a pair of linked measures – a reduction in the 

size of the House of Assembly from 35 to 30 and a 40 per cent pay rise for the remaining 

MPs. In the interview for this study Groom affirms the pay rise was proposed by Gray at a 

party meeting at Swansea. Gray had frozen MPs’ salaries during the 1980s which had led to a 

disparity in pay compared to MPs in other states. Groom says that he and ‘about six of his 

colleagues’ saw the move to increase salaries by 40 per cent as very dangerous politically, 

particularly as the government was cutting the public sector and arguing, based on the 

Curran Report findings, that wage increases needed to be in line with productivity gains. 

However, he says he was forced into it. ‘I had to decide whether I wanted to continue as 

premier and maintain a stable government, or step aside, and then it would have been 

chaotic’ (Groom 2018, p. 6). For consistency with their position on productivity for other 

workers, Groom proposed the cut in the size of parliament. However, while the pay rise 

passed, for various reasons, the reduction in members did not, leading to a public backlash 
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that carried into the 1996 election38 and arguably was a major contributing factor in the 

later decision by the Rundle minority government to cut the size of parliament. 

In March 1994 Groom established a board of inquiry into the size of the Tasmanian 

parliament, known as the Morling Inquiry, which reported in June 1994. This report 

recommended against a reduction in the size of parliament. However, it further argued that 

a reduction could only be achieved while maintaining good governance by moving to a 

unicameral parliament model. The report recommended that if a reduction became 

politically ‘imperative’ then it could be achieved by a cut from 54 (35 House of Assembly 

and 19 Legislative Council members) to 44 in a unicameral parliament, with seven members 

each elected from four Assembly seats under Hare-Clark and 16 from single-member 

electorates using preferential voting (Morling et al. 1994, pp. 1-16). In October 1995 Field 

who, as Patmore detailed in Chapter 6, had taken a discussion paper to cabinet on the 

reduction in MPs in 1991, introduced a bill to parliament for a reduction in MPs from 54 to 

40 (five each from five House of Assembly electorates and 16 MLCs). This bill lapsed 

without a vote being taken but arguably did its job as a political strategy to keep pressure on 

the government over the pay rise. 

Public attitudes regarding minority government also do not appear to have softened 

between 1992 and the 1996 election which further galvanised the position of Labor and the 

Liberals. An opinion poll conducted by University of Tasmanian Professor Richard Herr for 

the Mercury in 1995 showed 53.9 per cent of people would actually prefer a new election 

to a minority government in the event of a hung parliament, whereas just a third of both 

Liberal and Labor voters said they would still support them going into minority government 

in the event of a hung parliament (Lester 1995). 

The purpose of the above discussion is to highlight some of the key issues that had a 

major impact in the lead up to the Rundle minority government and the actions taken by 

that government. They demonstrate the ongoing legacy of the Labor-Green Accord on the 

negative attitudes of the public and political actors towards minority government, some of 

the factors which affected the declining popularity of the Liberal Party and a rise, albeit 

slowly, in the relative popularity of Labor. In particular, it demonstrates the move to reduce 

the size of parliament was an idea whose genesis can be traced back to the Field 

 
38 The Extremely Greedy 40% Extra Party was formed specifically to stand candidates in 1996 and thus appear 
on ballot papers to remind voters of the pay rise. 
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government39 as a result of the minority government experience and evolved through the 

following two parliamentary terms. 

7.3 POSITIONING THE PARTIES – ACCORD LEGACIES AND PUBLIC OPINION 
 

Labor’s two-term strategy to restore its supporter base on the foundation of the 

‘govern in majority or not at all’ policy is discussed in Chapter 6 and above. In December 

1994, as part of the strategy to convince the public of the sincerity of Labor’s ‘no deals’ 

stance, all members and candidates were required to sign a public letter committing to that 

position for the 1996 election (Herr 2005, p. 134). Mackay notes that all Labor candidates 

also had to sign a pledge to oppose the controversial 40 per cent pay rise (Crean & MacKay 

2018, p. 28). 

The Labor Policy was matched by the Liberals in the lead up to the 1996 election. 

Groom notes the Liberal party’s opposition to minority government ‘was a feature of the 

campaign’ and that his campaign launch speech, for example, focused on the theme ‘minority 

rule would ruin the state’ (Groom 2018, p. 1). Groom contends that, to the blue-collar 

working people of Tasmania, the Greens are public enemy No.1 and to win government in 

Tasmania a party needs to have a fair proportion of that blue-collar cohort on side. He 

argues that saying a party won’t have a bar with the Greens is ‘good politics.’ Perhaps 

reflecting minority government theory which hypothesises that parties close together 

ideologically and which share policies in common are more likely to align, Groom says one 

of the obstacles for any negotiation with the Greens was that the two parties were ‘polar 

opposites’ on the ideological and policy spectrums; in his view, the Liberals being centre-

right and conservative, and the Greens far left.  

The earlier experience of minority government in 1989 also influenced the Greens’ 

positioning. Milne (2018) argues the Greens had not been prepared for the balance of 

power in 1989 but in 1996, as part of their policy development process, they followed the 

example of the New Zealand Alliance by preparing a range of ‘bottom line’ policies as the 

basis for discussions with the major parties. In the event that neither Labor nor the Liberals 

would deal with them, Milne says the Green position was that they would allow the party 

with the most seats to govern in minority (Lester 1994). Crowley (1996) also notes that in 

 
39 Liberal Premier Robin Gray had considered a reduction in the size of parliament in 1983 but dropped the 
idea after a report recommended against it. The issue was not considered again until the Field Cabinet paper. 
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preparation for the 1996 election Milne detailed the Greens’ position in the event of a hung 

parliament was either to support the party with the most votes or the party that was 

prepared to deal with the Greens. The three options on which the Greens were prepared 

to negotiate with either Labor or the Liberals ranged from full partnership in office, 

including Green ministries, to arrangements for qualified support. The Greens also detailed 

how conditions such as support for appropriate and supply and confidence issues would be 

applied (Crowley 1996, p. 531).  

At that February 1996 election, the Liberals vote fell to 41.2 per cent and they were 

reduced to 16 seats. Crowley (2009) argues Labor benefited electorally from its ‘no deals’ 

position along with the public’s dissatisfaction with the Groom government, particularly the 

40 per cent pay rise (Crowley 2009, p. 148). At the election Labor won 40.5 per cent, 

increasing its representation to 14, while the Greens vote fell to 11 per cent, losing one seat 

down to four. The final parliamentary seat went to Franklin independent and former Liberal 

Bruce Goodluck. With no clear victor and both parties having campaigned on a ‘no deals’ 

platform, the challenge was how to resolve the issue without causing a constitutional crisis. 

7.4 FORMATION OF THE RUNDLE MINORITY GOVERNMENT  
 

Herr (2005) argues while party attitudes were most important in the campaign, 

constitutional factors also impacted significantly on the formation of the minority 

government. He argues that an underrated, yet positive, lesson of the Field Labor-Green 

Accord period for the Liberal Party was a greater understanding of the process through 

which minority governments are formed. Herr argues the Liberals could not constitutionally 

take the same action as Labor in requiring all members and candidates to sign a pledge 

renouncing minority government (Herr 2005, p. 135). ‘The ALP could promise not to accept 

minority Government from the safety of Opposition. The Crown could not compel the 

alternative government to accept ministerial commissions against their will. The same 

constitutional logic of Westminster democracy, however, prevented the Liberals from 

renouncing their commissions without another group of advisers being willing to advise the 

Governor’ (2005, p. 135).  

Thus Labor, in line with Strom’s (1990, p. 69) position cited in Chapter 2 - that it is 

rational for parties to look to long-term gain rather than the immediate reward of office – 
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dealt themselves out of government contention. Crowley (2009) notes Labor was in no 

position to offer another Accord-like agreement with the Greens, and as the major party 

with the lesser vote, it had no obligation to either (2009, p. 148). Despite that, Patmore 

notes that after the election ‘the knocks on the door started from the Greens’ pleading with 

Labor to take government’ reasoning the commitments Labor gave the electorate in relation 

to governing only in majority were somehow not as important as the commitments that the 

Greens gave to the electors.40 As Herr notes above, with greater understanding of the 

constitutional conventions as a result of the 1989 experience, the Liberals felt obliged to 

remain in government and to test their support on the floor of parliament. Given his 

campaign position of ruling in majority or not at all, Groom felt he had to resign. ‘I felt in all 

conscience that I could not remain as leader’ (2018, p. 2). Groom says he informed his then 

Treasurer Tony Rundle of his decision and asked him to take on the premiership. Although 

Health Minister Roger Groom also considered standing for the leadership (Cheek 2005, pp. 

64-65) there was no real challenge to Rundle who duly was elected Liberal leader. Premier 

Groom then visited Governor Sir Guy Green to inform him of his decision and of his 

support for Rundle to be installed as Premier. These arrangements are recorded in a series 

of letters between Government House, Groom and Rundle on 18 March 1996. Explaining 

the situation, Groom says that constitutionally someone must govern and the obvious party 

to do so was the Liberals who had the most seats. ‘I don’t think a party has to form 

government, but if it refuses then it becomes a constitutional crisis’ (Groom, p. 4). 

Milne (2018) argues that in the aftermath of the election, because Field stuck to 

Labor’s commitment of ‘no deals’, the Liberals did not have to talk to the Greens. ‘In order 

to be removed from government they would either have to resign or a no confidence 

motion would have to be successful’ (Milne 2018, p. 8). She argues that since Field would 

not take government, to move a no confidence motion would mean ‘forcing Tasmania back 

to the polls, which was not something I was prepared to do,’ (2018, p. 8). Milne concedes 

that the Greens had no choice but to support the continuation of a Liberal Government as 

she felt the party would be punished severely for sending the community back to an 

election. ‘Labor was thrilled to bits to blame the Greens for supporting a Liberal 

government. We were stuck with no arrangement with the Liberals, a totally toxic 

relationship and no options,’ (Milne, p. 9).  

 
40 Hansard 23 April 1996, p 15. 



153 
 

Perhaps underlining the importance of individual political actors in minority 

government formation processes, Crowley (2009) argues that the change in both Liberal 

and Green leadership from Bob Brown to Christine Milne before the election and from 

Groom to Rundle after the election considerably eased relationships, with Rundle proving 

more accommodating than Groom, and Milne ‘espousing a new consultative politics that 

departed from Bob Brown’s hard-nosed adversarialism’ (2009, p. 149). 

Milne recalls the attitude to the Greens and minority government was so toxic in the 

immediate election aftermath that Rundle initially refused to meet her to discuss 

government arrangements, either at the Premier’s office in Hobart or his electoral office in 

Devonport and ‘he most certainly wouldn’t be seen at mine’ (Milne 2018, p. 8). Their first 

face-to-face meeting occurred at the funeral of a mutual friend, Peter Gilham, in Devonport 

because ‘no media could make anything of two politicians talking at a funeral’ (2018, p. 9). In 

an attempt to avoid being seen to negotiate a Liberal-Green arrangement Rundle proposed 

a public ‘All Party Forum’ in the reception room at Parliament House on 11 April and 

invited Labor, the Greens and the independent Goodluck to attend (Rundle 2019, p. 1). He 

explains, ‘We had to deal with Labor and the Greens to negotiate how we could make 

parliament function satisfactorily and not let down the electors’ (2019, p. 1). In a media 

release on 28 March Rundle invited both parties to submit a list of items for discussion but 

said that the agenda should be confined to procedural matters, leaving policy to be decided 

by the House in the usual way.41 Labor refused to attend the forum arguing instead that all 

the matters should be decided in the House. Field’s response on 3 April was that the 

meeting between the Liberals and the Greens on the operation of Parliament was just the 

beginning of an unwritten agreement between both parties to maintain the status quo.42  

On their part the Greens released a paper titled ‘Tasmanian Greens Proposals to the 

1996 All party Forum on Minority Government’.43 Among other things, the document 

proposed additional resourcing, offices and facilities for all political parties, access for all 

members to legislation drafting services, introduction of pre-legislation committees and pro-

rata political representation on those committees, draft budgets to be released publicly six 

weeks prior to debate and re-introduction of the fixed four-year parliamentary term. The 

Government agenda for the forum focused on procedures and changes to parliamentary 

 
41 Tasmanian Government Media Release 28 March 1996. 
42 Labor Media Release 3 April 1996 ‘Greens slip into bed with the Liberals’. 
43 A copy of this paper is held by the author of this thesis. 
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standing orders regarding debates and private members time and the parliamentary sitting 

schedule and sitting times. Predictably, in a series of media releases after the forum, Labor 

declared it a waste of time and Rundle declared it had achieved more in one session than 

could have been achieved in weeks of debate in parliament.44 Rundle got what he wanted – a 

degree of parliamentary certainty and limits to the ability of the Opposition to create havoc 

on the adjournment (Lester 1996b). It is also important to note that the forum adopted 

some of the Greens’ demands. Rundle rejected the full amount of members’ funding 

requested by the Greens, arguing it would cost an additional $300,000 a year – about the 

same as the Labor Opposition. Instead he offered 4/14ths of the funding provided to Labor 

– that is, pro rata – with some additional funding for office equipment and office space 

(Lester 1996a). The Greens also got their wish for televised parliamentary sittings and a 

grievance debate immediately following question time to ensure more media and public 

attention to issues raised by non-government members. 

The forum was an innovation conceived by Rundle in an attempt to avoid comparisons 

with the Labor-Green Accord and public perceptions of a Liberal-Green agreement for 

minority government. While there was no formal agreement, arguably the device failed to 

achieve its political objective. Liberal Denison member Bob Cheek, a self-described ‘rebel’ 

and later Leader of the Liberal Opposition during the Bacon Labor majority governments, 

labels the arrangement ‘a de facto deal with the Greens’ to allow the Liberals to govern on 

the floor of the House. ‘Unlike the Field Labor-Green Accord there was no formal 

agreement and the Greens could bring down the government at any time, although it was 

not in their interests to do so because they wielded great influence with the balance of 

power’ (Cheek 2005, pp. 64-65). Cheek argues the arrangement allowed Labor to describe 

the Liberal-Green government as the ‘Libereens’ (2005, p. 71) – a play on the Greens’ use of 

the term ‘Laborials’ to describe the lack of policy difference between the Labor and Liberal 

Parties.45  

 

 
44 The media releases include ‘Forum a Waste of Time’ released by Labor 11 April, ‘Tasmanian Government 
Media Release, Tony Rundle, Premier 11 April’ copies of which are held by the author. 
45 See for example Hansard Putt, 4 October 1995 p103; Brown, 20 August 1992 p24; Field, 23 April 1996 p98; 
Patmore & Milne 23 April 1996 pp13-15.   
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7.5  PORT ARTHUR TRAGEDY CHANGED THE POLITICAL DYNAMIC  

 

While not directly germane to the thesis questions, the Port Arthur tragedy had a 

major impact on the dynamics of the Rundle minority government. Just eight weeks into the 

new term lone gunman Martin Bryant shot and killed 35 people at the Port Arthur Historic 

Site. Milne argues it forced all sides of politics to unite. ‘A lot of that hostility just went away 

because it had to in the practical reality of dealing with the aftermath of a disaster’ (Inglis 

2018a). Speaker of the House during the Rundle Government Frank Madill argues there is 

no doubt that the Port Arthur tragedy had a major effect on the Tasmanian Parliament, 

bringing together the three leaders immediately to share the expressed grief of the 

community and to move to try and do something (Madill 1997, pp. 71-72). Madill notes that 

Port Arthur affected the day-to-day operation of the minority government in parliament, 

including the attitude of the Opposition. ‘Some statements have been made that the Labor 

Party is a wrecker (in trying to disrupt the minority government). Well, if the Labor Party is 

a wrecker, it has not got its sledgehammers out yet because there have been no no-

confidence motions in the House, neither against the Ministers nor against the Government’ 

(1997, p. 72).  

Port Arthur led to major gun law reforms, not just in Tasmania but nationally. As 

noted in Chapter 6, gun law reform had been on the Green agenda since before the 1989 

election. It was also on Labor’s 1989 election platform and Patmore had introduced 

legislation for some gun law reforms to parliament in 1990. Rundle argues then Prime 

Minister John Howard deserves the credit for the quick move to reform gun laws in 1996 

after Port Arthur, moving within a day of the tragedy to call for national reform (Rundle 

2019, p. 6). However, he also argues the whole Tasmanian parliament could take credit for 

coming together on the issue. He notes that despite the strength of the gun lobby in the 

electorates of Bass, Braddon and Lyons and to some extent in Franklin, no member of any 

party from those electorates ‘caved in’ (2019, p. 5). The Tasmanian gun reform legislation 

was introduced by minister for police and public safety John Beswick on 7 May and passed 

with tripartite agreement (Milne 2017, p. 84). 

This thesis argues that Port Arthur profoundly affected the attitudes of political actors 

and the operation of the Rundle minority government from the outset, resulting in a more 
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collaborative approach to governing in the community’s interest, but was not the sole cause 

of the changed attitudes of key actors.  

7.6 OPERATION OF THE GOVERNMENT 
 

Despite the lack of any formal agreement and the ‘toxic’ attitude towards minority 

government at the beginning, the Rundle Government reportedly had a civil day-to-day 

working relationship with the Greens. As noted above, Rundle allocated the Greens better 

offices, more staff and parliamentary resources. Rundle says he met with Milne from time to 

time and leader for the government in the House Ron Cornish met with the Greens more 

regularly to discuss upcoming legislation. He also appointed a senior staff member to liaise 

with the Greens on other issues (Rundle 2019, p. 3). Overall, Rundle maintains there was a 

good level of trust and respect between he and Milne – a factor also noted by Milne (2018). 

Crowley (2003b) argues the Rundle minority government returned debate of issues to the 

floor of the parliament (Crowley 2003b, p. 66). As mentioned above, Crowley also argues it 

was different to the Labor-Green Accord era for its attempt at consultative, rather than 

adversarial, politics and because of the trust built up between Rundle and Milne. Madill 

(1997), writing nine months into the term of the Rundle minority government, confirmed 

more issues were being decided on the floor of the House rather than by pre-determined 

partisan alliances. He notes that from the first sitting day in April to late in October 1996 

there were 45 divisions on bills and motions. ‘The Liberals and the Greens voted together 

on 18 occasions; the Greens and the Labor opposition voted together on 21 occasions; and 

the Liberal government and the opposition voted together on four; and on two occasions 

there were conscience votes’ (Madill 1997, p. 70). On Madill’s assessment the Greens were 

marginally more supportive of the Labor opposition than of the government.46 

Groom (2018) argues that the relationship with the Greens worked reasonably well 

only because the government did not push ahead as hard with controversial development 

proposals as it otherwise might have done. He notes that when you have two parties far 

apart ideologically and you are dependent on the other group then there has to be 

compromises. ‘So, you water down some of your proposals and adjust them to keep the 

 
46 Madill makes the point these statistics do not indicate the relative importance of each vote. 
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other group reasonably on side’ (Groom 2018, p. 5). Thus, the minority government was 

forced to be pragmatic in order to maintain its relationship with the Greens. 

One of those areas of compromise was the issue of gay law reform which the Liberal 

Party had long opposed. Milne recalls how, in April or May 1996 Rundle asked her what the 

Greens wanted in return for securing support for the State Budget. ‘He agreed that if the 

Greens could get gay law reform through the lower house then he would instruct 

government leader in the upper house Tony Fletcher to get it through the Legislative 

Council’ (Milne 2018, p. 10). She also had to do it in a way that allowed Liberals Michael 

Hodgman, who had dubbed her the ‘mother of teenage sodomy’ over her position on the 

reform and Groom, who had accused her of ‘letting paedophiles run wild in the streets’, to 

save face. She achieved that by getting University of Tasmanian law lecturer Kate Warner 

(who in 2014 was appointed as Tasmania’s Governor under the Liberal government of 

premier Will Hodgman) and the secretary of the Department of Justice to explain how the 

reforms would not legalise or legitimise crimes. Homosexual law reform had been on 

Labor’s election policy platform and Field had previously indicated Labor’s intention to 

introduce its own bill (along with anti-discrimination and protection of whistle blowers), so 

gay law reform was assured of support in the lower house. Milne (2018) recalls Fletcher 

timed the debate in the upper house to ensure the absence of two independent MLCs who 

were known opponents of gay law reform so that it passed (2018, p. 18). Milne then kept 

her side of the bargain to help get the budget through but said that was also politically 

difficult for her as some Greens were open to the idea of blocking the budget, ‘but I argued 

that if we were going to bring the government down, we should move a no-confidence 

motion in the government, not by way of blocking the budget’ (2018, p. 10). Herr (2005) 

argues the absence of an accord-like pre-set policy agenda enabled the Greens to propose 

issues such as gay law reform more easily. ‘They were as aware as the Liberals that the 

Rundle Government needed to ‘score runs’ politically if they were to regain lost electoral 

ground’ (2005, p. 140). 

Forestry is another issue that illustrates the different attitude of the Greens to the 

Liberals than for Labor in the 1989 minority government. Rundle was a signatory to the 

Regional Forest Agreement (RFA) with the Australian government in November 1997 (one 

of 10 signed across Australia between 1997 and 2001) which, among other things, facilitated 

the continuation of logging of native forests on public land. Rundle called a cabinet meeting 

at his Devonport home to brief his ministerial colleagues on the RFA aware it could spark a 
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Green no-confidence motion. He recalls saying to them, ‘I don’t think we can survive this 

because forestry is what the Greens are all about, and the deal I’ve signed with Howard, I 

can’t see how they can possibly live with that’ (Rundle 2019, p. 2). Rundle says Beswick 

disagreed on the grounds the Greens had too much to lose. Rundle now feels the Greens 

wanted to avoid bringing down another minority government. ‘One of Milne’s strongest 

convictions was that having failed with Field in the Accord, she didn’t want a repeat of that 

because it would put the Greens in a position where the public would never believe, if they 

were in a hung parliament again, that they wouldn’t do the same thing’ (2019, p. 2-3). Milne 

argues that it was pointless to bring the Liberals down on this issue because she believed 

Labor was worse when it came to forestry (Inglis 2018a). In a document titled ‘A Year of 

Cooperation’ Milne writes the RFA saw the logging industry compensated with $110 million 

for not logging the people’s forest, and some small conservation gains.47 Milne says that this 

was a watershed moment for the Greens, choosing compromise over adversarialism. 

Highlighting the ongoing trail of institutional change brought about by minority 

government, Madill (1997) argues there were significant positive reforms to parliament as a 

result the Rundle minority government. He argues that those reforms built on the earlier 

work of the Field government and the Groom majority Liberal government with the 

establishment of a pecuniary interest register, a code of conduct for ministers, televising of 

parliament, access to legislative drafting by any member, a budget consultation process for 

any members who wished to have specific briefings, new committees, pre-legislative 

committees and creation of new gender-neutral Standing Orders, as well as a total ban on 

smoking in the Parliament (Madill 1997, pp. 70-71). All of these reforms are still in place in 

the Tasmanian Parliament. 

7.7  THE NIXON REPORT  
 

Due to concern about Tasmania’s ‘persistent and obvious poor economic 

performance’ (Nixon 1997, p. 35) the Howard-led federal coalition undertook during the 

campaign for the March 1996 Federal  election, to establish an inquiry into the Tasmanian 

economy. That inquiry, the Nixon Report, was jointly commissioned by Howard and Rundle 

in October 1996. The report, publicly released in July 1997, noted Tasmania’s economic 

 
47 Letter from Milne to Michael Lester 15 December 1997 outlining Green gains from the minority government. 
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activity and jobs growth was the worst of all the states. It noted that over the past decade 

to that point gross state product (GSP) had increased by only 13 per cent in real terms 

compared to 35 per cent nationally, output per capita had fallen to only 79 per cent of the 

Australian average, there had been a fall in full time employment and the unemployment rate 

was 10.8 per cent compared to the Australian average of 8.8 per cent. Nixon also reported 

state debt had increased by $566 million since the Field government had commenced the 

debt reduction strategy in 1989 (1997, pp. 34-47). On this evidence of a decade-long 

problem, it is difficult to argue the state’s economic and budget problems were caused by 

business uncertainty and instability due to the 1996 minority government. 

It is not the purpose of this thesis to fully detail the Nixon Report’s recommendations 

which were very broad and cover two volumes, however the adoption of many of its 

recommendations played a significant role in the political fate of the Rundle minority 

government and some far-reaching political and institutional changes in Tasmania. Among 

the many findings were recommendations to abolish both house of state parliament and 

replace them with one 27-member house with three members elected (by proportional 

representation) from each of nine electorates, cut the number of government departments 

from 18 to just seven, reduce the size of cabinet, reduce local government from 29 councils 

to 10, privatise  the entire Hydro-Electric Corporation (HEC) to raise $3.7 billion, sell the 

Spirit of Tasmania, privatise the four main ports, allow all-week shop trading and establish a 

Tasmanian AFL team (Lester et al. 1997, pp. 1-7).  

These were the issues on which the 1998 state election was fought, particularly the 

reduction in the size of parliament and the sale of the HEC. Cheek, who was then 

parliamentary secretary for small business, argues he had reservations about the Nixon 

Report process and had urged Rundle to act before the report was handed down. He notes 

his concern was that if the Rundle government waited until Nixon reported it would look 

like it had given up and was handing over decisions about Tasmania’s future to Canberra 

(Cheek 2005, pp. 118-119). Whether or not it was on Cheek’s urging, on April 10, three 

months ahead of the release of the Nixon Report, Rundle released his government’s 

‘Directions Statement’ which, among other things, also acknowledged the need for reform 

of state parliament and local government, the disaggregation and partial sale of the HEC to 

reduce state debt and a commitment to construct the Basslink Energy cable. The Directions 

Statement stated a preference for a unicameral parliament and committed the government 
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to develop appropriate questions for a referendum ‘before the end of the year’ (Nixon, p. 

145). The fateful proposal to restructure parliament is discussed in the following section. 

7.8  REDUCTION IN THE SIZE OF PARLIAMENT – COLLAPSE OF THE GOVERNMENT 
 

On 16 September 1997 Rundle introduced the Referendum (Structure of Parliament) 

Bill 1997 to parliament which proposed a referendum be held on 29 November that year. 

Two questions were to be put to Tasmanians – ‘Do you support reducing the number of 

members of the Tasmanian Parliament from 54 to 40’? And, ‘If a majority of electors vote 

“Yes” to Question 1, do you support reducing the Tasmanian Parliament from two Houses 

of Parliament to one’?48 Instead of the Nixon Report recommended model, Rundle’s model 

aimed to reduce the House of Assembly from 35 to 28 from four multi-member electorates 

using a Hare-Clark proportional voting system and cutting the upper house from 19 to 12.49 

The Greens supported the Rundle model as it maintained the status quo in regards to the 

quota needed for a member to get elected (12.5 per cent), arguing ‘It does not advantage 

any party or favour any party.’50 Labor continued to push for its model of a 25-Member 

House of Assembly with five members each from five electorates and a 15-Member upper 

house. During debate on the bill through September and October Labor revealed the 

parliamentary Liberal party had made a submission to the earlier Morling Inquiry supporting 

the 25-member model proposed by Labor and argued it was only now pushing for the 28-

Member House to avoid a Green no-confidence motion. On 21 October then Labor leader 

Jim Bacon, who had replaced Field, made the extraordinary offer to not support any no 

confidence motion if the government agreed to support Labor’s preferred model.51 The 

referendum bill eventually failed after repeated attempts to amend it in the upper house. 

Debate on the issue of parliamentary restructuring/reform resumed again in early 

1998, first with a  proposal by Cheek that each of the 19 MLCs receive a $1 million 

redundancy to disband the upper house as an incentive for them to support a referendum 

(Marshall & McCall 1998, p. 610).  In May, Rundle again suggested a referendum but wanted 

first to push ahead with other policies such as the partial sale of the HEC and the council 

 
48 The source for this is the bill tabled in the House and Rundle’s Second Reading Speech. 
49 There were three possible outcomes from the referendum had it gone ahead: no change, the adoption of 
the 28/12 model or the abolition of both houses to be replaced by one house of 40 MPs. 
50 Tasmanian Greens Media Release 29 August, 1997. 
51 Letter 21 October 1997 from State Labor Leader Jim Bacon to Premier Tony Rundle. 
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amalgamations.  Cheek then made his second bid to force the parliamentary restructure by 

announcing he would cross the floor to support Labor’s position. (Michael) Hodgman had 

indicated he would join Cheek but backed out. Independent MHA, Bruce Goodluck, also 

supported Labor’s model (Cheek 2005, pp. 124-132). To capitalise on this, Labor announced 

it would re-introduce its legislation into the House of Assembly in August. Rundle was 

convinced both Cheek and Hodgman would vote with Labor when parliament returned and 

was also aware that the Legislative Council would accept the proposed reduction of the 

upper house from 19 to 15. As Rundle was unable to get upper house support for his 

proposal and felt unable politically to abandon the issue, he eventually succumbed and 

supported Labor's bill. On Monday 13 July 1998 Rundle announced that the Parliament 

would meet for a special sitting on Wednesday 22 July 1998 to reduce the size of the 

parliament and then go to an election immediately after this legislation was passed. In 

reaction, Milne accused the Liberals and Labor of a conspiracy to rig the electoral system 

and disenfranchise small political groupings (McCall 1998, p. 293).  

Throughout the term of the Rundle minority government 13 opinion polls consistently 

showed Labor ahead in the polls and a deterioration in Liberal support from 37.5 per cent at 

the election in February 1996 to 28 per cent in August 1998 just ahead of the election. One 

of the drivers for Rundle’s decision to back Labor’s model undoubtably was public opinion 

against minority government. Two polls in August 1998 found a majority would prefer a 

second election rather than a minority government in the event of a hung parliament at the 

August election. A poll conducted by the Centre for Research and Learning in Regional 

Australia at the University of Tasmania and published in The Examiner in August 1998 found 

53 per cent of voters wanted a second election if there was a hung parliament, including a 

high 62.1 per cent of Labor supporters (Prismall 1998). This was consistent with an earlier 

poll conducted by University of Tasmania Professor Richard Herr for the Mercury between 

2 August and 4 August 1998 which found 51.2 per cent of voters would prefer a second 

election, with 41.3 per cent agreeing to the proposition that one of the parties should form a 

government without a majority52.  It was also consistent with the earlier poll on the same 

question in 1995 cited earlier. These poll results would seem to indicate that there were 

strong political incentives for the major parties to continue to pursue the ‘no deals, no 

minority government’ policy stance. 

 
52 Source is copy of the summary of findings by Professor Richard Herr and Mercury 8 August 1998.  
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Rundle argues his decision to accept Labor’s position on the reduction to the 

number of MPs in parliament and call an election was because it had become progressively 

more difficult to deal with the Greens and get agreement on legislation. However, his 

reasoning seems to indicate the long-term future of the Liberal Party was a greater concern. 

‘I think the longer we stayed in there, the more likely we were going to end up where Field 

ended up, and getting down to 30 per cent or below meant it was going to be a long time 

before we managed to get back into government again’ (Rundle 2019, p. 10). 

At the election on 29 August Labor received 44.8 per cent of the vote and won 14 of 

the 25 House of Assembly seats, the Liberals 38.1 per cent and 10 seats and the Greens 

were reduced to 1 after their vote dropped to 10.2 per cent. Though the Greens put most 

of the blame for the loss of seats on the reduced size of parliament and the increased quota 

(16.6 per cent) they only succeeded in getting more than 12.5 per cent (the former quota) 

in Denison. It is therefore debatable whether they may have scrapped in with more seats on 

preferences had the size of the house not been reduced.  

7.9  SUMMARY 
 

This Chapter has used new interview-based insights with key political actors and 

relevant secondary sources to examine some of the central events that shaped the Rundle 

minority government and its lasting political, policy and institutional legacies. It has argued 

that the Rundle minority government was significantly different to the Field minority 

government experience for several key reasons. It is a case where a Liberal conservative 

government was supported by the left-of-centre Greens yet, at least on the surface, the 

relationship lacked the mutual animosity on display in the Field government, [see for 

example, Crowley and Tighe (2017)]. It is a case study where the minority government was 

formed with no formal agreement but with an innovative approach of a public all-party 

forum to establish the ‘rules of the game’ which was a bid to avoid public perceptions of the 

Liberals doing a deal with the Greens. 

 Demonstrating the lesson drawing from earlier minority government experiences, 

one key aspect of the Rundle government formation process was the departure from the 

Labor-Green Accord model with its substantial emphasis on policy commitments which 

Crowley and Tighe (2017), among others, have argued made it easier to negotiate legislation 

in the parliament. However, the government was inherently unstable and lasted just two 
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years. It will be argued in Chapter 8 that the Bartlett/Giddings Labor minority government 

learned from this and the previous Field government experience and consequentially 

adapted their approach to minority government negotiation and formation to include 

Greens in a coalition cabinet, to address this question of stability (Crowley and Tighe (2017, 

pp. 585-586). 

The Chapter has also explored the proposition that a key element in the success of 

the minority government – in the sense that it lasted two years and was not under day-to-

day threat in relation to confidence - was a high level of trust and respect between the two 

leaders, Rundle and Milne. It is argued that initially the co-operative attitude of the parties 

within parliament, reported by Madill (1997), was greatly influenced by the tripartite 

response to the Port Arthur tragedy.  

The reduction in the number of members of parliament is the single most significant 

institutional change that occurred in the Rundle minority government period. This thesis has 

argued that the reduction in numbers had its origins in the Field government period and was 

at the forefront of political and public debate throughout the 1990s. It was linked to questions 

about political certainty and business confidence as well as ‘sharing the pain’ – that if people 

were being asked to become more efficient and increase productivity then parliamentarians, 

who had voted themselves a 40 per cent pay rise, needed to do the same. Nevertheless, there 

is no doubt the major parties saw it as an opportunity to make it more difficult for the Greens 

to gain a balance of power. 

While there were other factors involved, the electoral rise of Labor from the 

historic low of 28.9 per cent in 1992 to 40.5 per cent in 1996 and then to 44.9 per cent in 

1998 – a rise of 16 per cent – affirmed Labor’s belief in the long-term political benefits of 

adherence to the ‘govern in majority or not at all’ approach. That approach was maintained 

through the 2002, 2006 and into the 2010 election. A change to that policy after the 2010 

election, due in part to the reality of the constitutional conventions which apply to the 

incumbent government, is discussed in detail in Chapter 8. 

Finally, the policy decisions of the Rundle minority government, based on the Nixon 

Report, has had significant ongoing policy legacies for Tasmania. In particular, the Rundle 

government was able to secure agreement from the Greens on the RFA, which arguably would 

not have occurred with Labor. While not sold, in July 1998 the HEC was subsequently broken 

into three organisations (Aurora, Transend and Hydro Tasmania, representing the retail, high 



164 
 

voltage transmission and generation arms of the business) and exposed to national 

competition and the Bacon Labor government later pursued and established Basslink. Without 

Basslink Tasmania may have had to ration electricity in the early 2000s due to low hydro dam 

storages caused by drought. 

In summary, the importance of these substantial policy and institutional changes have 

been understated by most accounts of this period of government which have tended to focus 

more on the balance of power and Green context of the period. The next Chapter will 

examine how the legacies of the Field Government, the Rundle Government as well as the 

lessons from the experience of minority government in other jurisdictions, influenced the 

negotiations and formation of the Bartlett/Giddings government in Tasmanian in 2010.  
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 CHAPTER 8 - THE BARTLETT/GIDDINGS MINORITY GOVERNMENTS 2010-

2014 
 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This is the final Tasmanian case study. It is of particular significance to the study of the 

key themes of this thesis for several reasons. Firstly, it is an example of a type 1 form of 

minority government. That is, a post-election coalition under the typology derived from 

Moon (1995), Ward (1997) and Griffith (2010) and detailed in Chapter 2. Thus, it provides 

an opportunity to analyse the key questions and theories developed in Section I under a 

coalition model of minority government. Secondly, it again demonstrates the importance of 

‘agent based’ explanations of institutional change where a small number of political actors 

shape the minority government formation process. Thirdly, the Chapter highlights the effect 

of lesson learning from past minority governments on the negotiation and formation of this 

government as a conscious attempt to avoid perceived problems of the two previous 

Tasmanian minority governments in 1989 and 1996. As discussed in Chapter 5, the 

Bartlett/Giddings government’s adoption from South Australia of an unconventional model 

to include non-government party members in the cabinet, along with changes to the normal 

Westminster system convention of joint ministerial responsibility to facilitate minority 

government formation and stability, also permits examination of a clear example of 

institutional change and policy transfer. Reflecting these themes, the Chapter further details 

the critical role of institutions, particularly that of the constitution and conventions, in 

constraining the decisions of key political actors, and some of the key institutional and policy 

legacies of the minority government. 

As with the previous two chapters, this case study first examines the political context 

that gave rise to the minority government. It then details the pledges and positions of the 

parties concerning the formation and practices of the proposed minority government before 

examining the influence of key institutions on the government formation process. A 

particular focus is the negotiations that led to cross-jurisdictional and across-time adoption 
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of a coalition model from South Australia, with the inclusion of two Green MPs in a Labor 

government ministry, as a mechanism to deliver a minority government outcome and 

resolve a stand-off between Labor and the Liberals over who should take on government. 

These were not only a novel approach in the Tasmanian context but also represent a 

significant and substantial change to pre-existing cabinet conventions and parliamentary 

practice. Finally, the Chapter examines the reasons for the termination of the coalition just 

short of a full four-year term and the implications of that for future minority government 

formation in Tasmania.  

8.2  THE POLITICAL CONTEXT – THE LEAD UP TO THE 2010 MINORITY GOVERNMENT 
 

The outcome of the 1998 election affirmed the belief of both major parties of the long-

term political benefits of the ‘govern in majority or not at all’ approach. Both parties 

maintained that position through the 2002, 2006 and into the 2010 election. Lennon 

reluctantly took over as premier in March 2004 after his predecessor and good friend Jim 

Bacon was diagnosed with terminal cancer and remained a strong advocate of Labor’s 

‘majority government or not at all’ stance until his resignation in May 2008. Giddings, who 

was first elected to parliament in 1996, argues the position was based purely on history. ‘We 

all believed that Tasmanians don’t like minority government because they blame minority 

government for downturns in the economy, purely because, it seems, that minority 

governments have been voted in during economically tough times’ (2019, p. 5). Noting the 

political and electoral impact on major parties that form minority governments, she argues 

that Labor was ‘ripped to shreds’ in 1992 after the Labor-Green Accord and Rundle lost badly 

in1998. On the other hand, Labor had won in 2002 and 2006 on the back of their commitment 

to majority government. Giddings argues there were big doubts Labor could win in 2006 and 

Davis (2017, p. 352) also notes that a ‘cliff-hanger’ was the expected outcome. However, 

Lennon ‘stuck very strongly to the no minority government line’ and had managed to get 

business on side with a campaign urging the electorate to ‘vote Labor for majority government’ 

(Giddings, 2019, p. 6). Despite the doubts, Labor’s unexpected win in 2006 was emphatic with 

49.3 per cent of the vote and 14 seats compared with the Liberals’ 31.8 per cent and seven 

seats. McKim (2018) agrees that Lennon’s majority government position won him the election 

in 2006, due partly to the ‘band wagon effect’. ‘There is a late swing to whichever of the major 

parties people think are most likely to win and historically that late swing is driven in part by 
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Tasmanian voters who don’t really care whether its Labor or Liberal that form a majority,’ 

(McKim 2018, p. 2). 

The Greens also did very well in 2006 to win 16.6 per cent and retain four seats.  

Crowley (2008) argues the 2006 state election was noted for its level of nastiness with anti-

Green propaganda coming from major political parties, the business community and 

conservative Tasmanians, all attempting to head off another Green-supported minority 

government (2008, p. 482). She argues that with no dominating campaign issue to galvanise 

the public, no mood for change in a period of relatively strong economic conditions and only 

a relatively slight likelihood that the Liberal opposition could win or that the Greens would 

be routed, the result was unremarkable. While the Greens’ result appears to be strong 

Crowley argues they not only failed to pick up the two extra seats they had hoped for, but 

almost lost one seat which would have affected their party status in parliament with a 

consequential loss of staff and resources (2008, p. 483).  

Despite Labor’s electoral success, the Lennon majority government was dogged with 

controversy. Deputy premier Bryan Green was forced to step down as minister over charges 

he signed a multi-million contract with the private building registration firm Tasmanian 

Compliance Corporation to benefit an ex-Labor MP just prior to the 2006 election. While 

two juries failed to agree on a verdict, it left Green in limbo sitting as a backbencher. In 

October 2006 Green’s replacement as deputy premier and attorney-general Steve Kons was 

forced to resign from the ministry for misleading parliament over the appointment of a 

magistrate and the shredding of a submission to cabinet (Davis 2017, p. 353).   

The other big issue before and after the 2006 election was the Gunns’ Tamar Valley 

pulp mill proposal. Davis (2017) argues that by early 2007 the pulp mill had become one of 

the most divisive issues in Tasmanian history (2017, p. 354). While supported by both Labor 

and the Liberals, it was strongly opposed by the Greens and by a range of interest groups in 

the Tamar Valley and more broadly in Tasmania. In March 2007, the Resource Planning and 

Development Commission (RPDC) drafted, but did not send, a letter to Gunns informing the 

company that the project was critically non-compliant. Gunns withdrew the project from the 

process arguing that the delays that would result from meeting the RPDC’s processes would 

be too costly to proceed. The Lennon government then agreed to fast track the mill through 

parliament with the support of the Liberals and a majority in the Legislative Council (Davis, p. 

354).  Lennon (2018) argues that the whole period from the election of the Bacon majority 
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Labor government in 1998 through to 2008 is one of the State’s great development periods 

with massive economic and social change. ‘Whatever people say about us, they can’t say we 

wasted majority government’ (Lennon 2018, p. 13). Lennon argues that while the pulp mill 

was unpopular in some quarters, it was the lack of discipline of ministers that damaged the 

government. He notes that at the time he left office in May 2008 the pulp mill had been 

approved. He argues it was not its unpopularity that stopped the pulp mill, but the global 

financial crisis (GFC). Lennon also argues that the Greens’ campaign did not stop logging. 

‘They didn’t stop timber exports out of Tasmania. All they stopped was further processing of 

timber here’ (Lennon, 2018, pp. 13-14).  

Lennon’s successor as premier David Bartlett was a relative newcomer to parliament 

who topped the poll in the electorate of Denison (now Clark) in 2006. Herr (2009) notes 

Bartlett began his term as premier drawing ‘a line in the sand’ over support for the pulp mill, 

arguing that it was a commercial venture which would rise or fall on market forces (2009, p. 

297). Bartlett notes that when he took over as premier on May 28, 2008, Lennon’s popularity 

had fallen to 17 per cent. In the first state opinion poll after taking over Bartlett’s rating was 

52 per cent ‘so we were back in the game’ (Bartlett 2018, p. 10). Then came 8 August, which 

Bartlett describes as the worst day of his political life, where he was struck by three 

foundation-shattering events. The first came at 6am when he was informed Police 

Commissioner Jack Johnston had been arrested and charged with illegally disclosing official 

secrets to former premier Lennon and former police minister David Llewellyn (a charge 

thrown out of court two years later). At 10am he got a call from his chief of staff to say that 

economic development minister Paula Wriedt, after long suffering from depression, had 

attempted suicide on the verge of disciplinary action over an affair with a ministerial driver. 

With Wriedt unable to decide when to return to work and refusing to resign, Bartlett in 

September asked Governor Peter Underwood to withdraw her commission (Herr 2009, p. 

298). The third seismic shock came at 3pm the same day with a visit from secretary of treasury 

Don Challen to inform him that the share price of global investment firm Babcock and Brown 

had crashed from $99 to $1 with the result that they were abandoning financing of the Tamar 

Valley gas-fired power station project. ‘Challen’s advice was that unless you buy this thing for 

$400 million by the middle of the week it will not be built in time for winter and, as we’d  had 

seven or eight years of drought and hydro dams were down to 18 per cent storage, we would 

have blackouts’ (2018, p. 11). That was a major hit on an already struggling budget. 



169 
 

The three events were just the harbinger of things to come. Herr (2009) notes that 

from late September the GFC began to affect the Tasmanian economy which is more 

dependent on exports and tourism than any other state and therefore more vulnerable to 

international economic upheaval (Herr, p. 98). Davis (2017) cites economist Bruce 

Felmingham’s assessment that Tasmania took longer than the rest of the country to fully 

recover from the GFC and, combined with a wages deal struck by Bartlett with unions to lift 

teachers’ and public service salaries to parity with their mainland counterparts, created a long-

term budgetary black hole (2017, p. 356). In an attempt to address the problem Bartlett was 

forced to bring down a tough Budget in May 2009. Soon after another minister, upper house 

member for Pembroke Alison Ritchie, resigned both her ministry and her seat following 

revelations that she had appointed family members to her staff.53 That seat was subsequently 

won by the Liberals’ Vanessa Goodwin, providing them a boost heading towards the 2010 

election. 

The combination of the pulp mill issue, an accident-prone and undisciplined ministry and 

the GFC saw a fall in support for the Labor Party in the polls to 26 per cent and a rise in 

support for the Liberal Party to 33 per cent, again raising the prospect of a hung parliament 

at the looming election in 2010 (Davis, 2017, p. 356). Added to this was the time factor. By 

the 2010 election, Labor had been in office for three terms and almost 12 years, raising 

concerns it had run out of steam and talent to fill the ministerial benches. 

8.3  PRE-ELECTION PLEDGES AND POSITIONING OF THE PARTIES 
 

The Commonwealth Parliamentary Association’s quarterly journal ‘The 

Parliamentarian’ notes the Tasmanian House of Assembly completed its sittings on 19 

November 2009. In February 2010 its four-year term concluded and the House was 

dissolved, the Legislative Council prorogued and a general election called ('Tasmania's Tied 

Election'  2010, p. 154). The election was held on Saturday 20 March 2010. Even before the 

election was called both major parties had publicly re-stated their now long-held position 

that they would not enter a minority government with the Greens (Alessandrini 2010, p. 

666). Greens leader Nick McKim (2018) notes as early as February he had publicly stated 

this position was constitutionally untenable and the Greens would, to the best of their 

 
53 An investigation found that this did not break any law but became a major public embarrassment to the 
government.  
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capacity, deliver a stable government in the event of a ‘power-sharing’ parliament. Drawing 

on the lessons from the Rundle minority government experience, McKim notes ‘It is one 

thing for an Opposition leader to make that claim. It’s another thing entirely for a premier,’ 

(McKim 2018, p. 1). McKim argues that in the event of a hung parliament the Governor was 

always going to ask the premier to go back to the house and test their support. Davis 

(2017) argues that with the high likelihood of a minority government Labor had two choices 

– the ‘Olive Branch’, which meant an accommodation with the Greens, or the ‘Poisoned 

Chalice’, which would mean initial tolerance of a Liberal minority government to force it 

into a self-destructive alliance with the Greens as had occurred with Rundle in 1996 (Davis 

2017, pp. 358-359).  

Bartlett started off in the campaign saying Labor would not go into minority 

government under any circumstances, but then moved to an extraordinary position of 

stating publicly that if the Liberals got more seats and more votes than Labor, then he would 

‘let’ Liberal leader Will Hodgman take the premiership before later reverting to the more 

realistic position that ‘if the constitution demanded it’, Labor would form government, but in 

minority and with no deals with the Greens. Bartlett (2018) says looking back, he had tried 

to articulate a rather politically naïve view of how to make it work in the event of a hung 

parliament. ‘Of course, the party elders who had been there and done that were horrified 

by me flirting with this idea because it was very easy then, and still is now, to play the fear 

card in Tasmanian politics’ (Bartlett 2018, p. 1). Bartlett argues there are only six variations 

of election campaign narratives – ‘new hope’; ‘don’t change horses in midstream’; ‘we have 

listened, and we’ve learned’; ‘are they experienced?’; ‘time’s up’ and ‘be afraid’ (2018: 1). 

Bartlett says he tried to run as the ‘new hope’ leader but learned that in a campaign, the fear 

card against minority government with the Greens in government trumps every other card. 

Bartlett acknowledges minority government wasn’t the only issue that affected the 

election outcome in 2010, having had to deal with the GFC, ministerial scandals, the arrest 

of a police commissioner, the need to spend $450 million buying the Tamar Valley power 

station to avoid blackouts due to drought ‘and we had about $600 million ripped out of GST 

receipts over the forward estimates’ (2018, p. 1).  

At the 2010 election Labor and the Liberals each won 10 seats and the Greens won five. 

In terms of votes, the Liberals won 124,933 or 39 per cent of the votes state-wide, Labor 

won 118,168, or 36.9 per cent and the Greens 69,233 or 21.6 per cent. The higher Liberal 
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vote took on greater significance given Bartlett’s pre-election suggestion that the major party 

with the most seats and the most votes should be commissioned to form minority government. 

8.4 CONSTITUTION MATTERS - GOVERNMENT NOT A PREMIER’S GIFT TO GIVE 
 

After the distribution of preferences and confirmation of the election result, there was 

a flurry of letters between the political parties and the Governor of Tasmania Peter 

Underwood.54 On 6 April, one day ahead of the return of writs to officially declare the 

results of the election, McKim wrote a letter to Hodgman (and copied to Bartlett) to 

confirm the Greens’ view that a negotiated agreement between at least two of the three 

political parties represented in the House of Assembly would provide the best framework 

for stable government and good governance. He notes in the letter that the Greens’ 

expression of a lack of confidence in the Bartlett Government just months earlier in 

November was ‘irrelevant to the issue of confidence in any future government’. On 7 April 

2010, after the election writs had been returned, Bartlett wrote formally to advise the 

Governor that Labor did not have an absolute majority and that the Liberal Party had 10 

seats in the House of Assembly and gained the most first preference votes in the election. 

‘Therefore, I do not consider that it is appropriate for me to advise you at this time that I 

should retain my commission to form a government’. In the letter Bartlett informs the 

Governor of his pre-election commitment and advises that the Governor should invite 

Hodgman to indicate ‘whether he is willing and able to accept a commission to form a 

Government’. On the same day Hodgman also wrote to the Governor noting Bartlett’s 

letter and going further to say that ‘Given that Mr Bartlett has stated that his party would 

not vote against legislation appropriating supply, nor would they wantonly move or support 

a no-confidence motion in the government, that would mean at least twenty members of 

the new House of Assembly would support a government I lead on these key motions’. In a 

detailed appendix to the letter, Hodgman references the statements made by Bartlett during 

the election campaign. In response to questions from the Governor following his receipt of 

Hodgman’s letter, Bartlett wrote a second letter on 7 April rejecting suggestions he had 

given commitments regarding supply and confidence and noting only that he believed 

Hodgman should be given the opportunity to form a government.  

 
54 Source of all correspondence referenced here is the Tasmanian Parliamentary Library and copies are held by 
the author of this thesis. 
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On 8 April McKim distributed a media release detailing a Greens’ party room decision 

that in the absence of any negotiated agreement they would not move or support a no 

confidence motion in the incumbent Labor government, except in the case of gross 

malfeasance or corruption. This statement, which Bartlett describes as a political 

masterstroke (2018, pp. 12-13), left no doubt that, as in the 1996 Rundle government case, 

in the absence of any agreement the incumbent government should continue. Bartlett says 

that at the time his choices were to follow Groom’s precedent in 1996 and resign as 

premier given the election commitments he had made, thus allowing the ALP to elect a new 

leader who would then have been instructed by the Governor to go and test support in the 

parliament, or go back to parliament himself, concluding ‘so, what’s the point’ of resigning as 

the outcome would be the same (2018, p. 13). Bartlett argues that he does not believe the 

Governor would have commissioned Hodgman at that stage.  

On 9 April Governor Underwood released a document titled ‘The Reasons of the 

Governor of Tasmania, the Honourable Peter Underwood AC, for the commissioning of the 

Honourable David Bartlett to form a government following the 2010 House of Assembly election’.55 

In his reasons Underwood notes it is his duty to ensure an orderly transition of government 

and to find the person who can form a stable government. He argues that the Governor 

takes advice from the current holder of the commission ‘but is not bound to act on that 

advice’. He notes that it is his duty to ‘act in accordance with the constitutional conventions 

that have been built up over the years’ to choose a person whom he is satisfied can form a 

stable government’. Underwood notes that in his view ‘it is entirely the Governor’s 

prerogative and is not within the gift of any political leader to hand over or cede to another 

political leader the right to form government, whatever the result of the election’. He also 

argues the total number of votes (rather than seats) gained by a party at an election is 

constitutionally irrelevant to the issue of who should form a government. Underwood notes 

his conversations and correspondence with Bartlett and Hodgman regarding the disputed 

Labor commitment not to block supply or move or support a no confidence motion. He 

concludes that even if he could determine whether Bartlett made those commitments 

during the election, the incumbent Premier’s present intention was clear, and this was the 

salient issue. In effect, the Governor was saying election promises have no constitutional 

relevance to the issue of determining government. Underwood concluded that Hodgman 

 
55 Source – Tasmanian Parliamentary Library. A copy of this document is held by the author of this thesis. 
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was not in a position to form a stable government and informed Bartlett that he had a 

constitutional obligation to form a government so that parliament could be recalled and the 

‘strength of that government tested on the floor of the House of Assembly’.  

In the interviews for this thesis Bartlett, Giddings and McKim all argue it was up to 

Hodgman to secure agreement of support from the Greens if he had wanted to form a 

minority government, which they say he had failed to do. McKim and O’Connor note that 

Hodgman did call ‘at the eleventh hour’ while they were in the midst of a party room 

meeting and ‘left a long-winded and rambling message on Nick’s phone’ suggesting they talk 

about some of the accommodations that could be made on the floor of parliament’ 

(O'Connor 2018, p. 3). However, in their view Hodgman was offering nothing and the call 

came too late. Hodgman has often stated he was prepared to govern in minority on the 

floor of the house without any agreement.56 

The Parliamentarian journal cited earlier notes Hodgman argued that the Governor 

erred in his decision and that his party should have been given the first chance to test its 

ability to govern on the floor of the House, given their vote and the pre-election 

commitments made by Bartlett and the Greens ('Tasmania's Tied Election'  2010, p. 154). In 

an opinion paper published in the online news site TasmaniaTimes, senior lecturer at the 

Law School of the University of Tasmania Michael Stokes (2010) disagrees with the 

Governor’s decision, arguing that he gave too much weight to incumbency. Stokes argues 

that the Governor required Hodgman to demonstrate that he was able to form stable 

government with a guarantee of support from one of the other two parties, but he did not 

require the same standard from Bartlett. Stokes makes the point that whomever the 

Governor commissioned was likely to be able to form a government in the circumstances 

(Stokes 2010, p. 1). Furthermore, Stokes argues that Bartlett had only two choices – either 

accept the commission as soon as it was offered or resign his commission immediately if he 

did not believe he could or should govern (2010, p. 2). In that sense, the constitutional issue 

of how to resolve a hung parliament when both major parties have equal numbers and have 

given pre-election commitments not to go into minority government remains open to 

question. However, it should be noted that Underwood’s decision appears to be consistent 

with that of Bennett in 1989 where Field had to demonstrate Labor enjoyed the support of 

 
56 See for example, House of Assembly Hansard 28 May 2012 – Estimates Committee A (Giddings) – Part 1. 
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each of the five Green Independents while Gray, as the incumbent, was not asked to 

demonstrate that he was able to form stable government.  

The above discussion highlights several significant issues for this thesis. Firstly, it 

demonstrates the legacies of the 1989 and 1996 minority government experiences weighed 

heavily on the three political parties and increased their awareness of the constitutional 

requirements. There was a clear awareness of the responsibility on those elected to provide 

a government and there was an awareness that the Governor would insist on a test of the 

ability of a party to govern on the floor of the parliament. Secondly, while the Governor 

reinforced the decisions of his predecessors in 1989 and 1996 on the convention of taking 

advice from the currently commissioned premier, he also strongly reinforced the position 

that the Governor is not bound to act on that advice. Thirdly, the decision underlines the 

McKim position that while an Opposition leader may take a firm position to refuse 

government in a hung parliament scenario, the incumbent Premier is more constrained by 

convention. On this last point, the discussion underlines the crucial role of the institutions 

of the Governor, the constitution and associated conventions in constraining and shaping 

the actions of political actors. Finally, unlike in 1989, the record shows there was no request 

for, and certainly no likelihood, of a new election being granted before the ability to govern 

was tested on the floor of parliament. As discussed, a question remains as to whether the 

Governor might have instead commissioned the Opposition leader in these circumstances 

and whether that doubt might have an influence on the formation of future minority 

governments. 

8.5 BAND OF BROTHERS – MAKING THE DEAL 
 

McKim’s pre-emptive strike to declare the Greens would support a Labor minority 

government, with or without an agreement, Hodgman’s reluctance to negotiate with the 

Greens and the Governor’s decision to recommission Bartlett left open the key question of 

how to make minority government work. Bartlett notes that until that point he had had ‘no 

conversations, no dealings, no deals and not even one word with McKim after the 2010 

election’ (Bartlett 2018, p. 2). He says that once McKim made his announcement there was 

no doubt Labor was back in government. ‘So, the question in my mind was, okay, we’re back 

in government. How do you make this last four years and avoid the disaster and chaos and so 

on’ (2018, p. 2)? Bartlett relates that as he was pondering this question, he got a call from 
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former South Australian premier Mike Rann who provided him with some draft letters used 

by Labor in that state to appoint two independents as ministers to his cabinet. Additionally, 

Rann advised him of the supreme importance of establishing a personal trusting relationship 

with the non-government party ministers. Rann had stressed that it could not be just a party-

to-party relationship, or an outsourcing of responsibility to another cabinet minister, staffer 

or bureaucrat. It had to be premier to minister.  

Bartlett recalls that he subsequently called McKim and said, ‘Let’s go and have a bike 

ride and talk about how we’re going to make the Parliament work’ (Inglis 2018b). They 

famously went to Fern Tree above Hobart and rode along the Pipeline Track, which runs 

alongside the still-active Mount Wellington water supply system established in the 1860s. 

Bartlett says the discussion they had that day established trust and bond between them. 

‘McKim later said to me that we rode that day to St Crispin’s Well on the Pipeline track 

where we sat and talked it through. He [McKim] noted the St Crispin’s Day speech in 

Shakespeare’s Henry V, on the eve of the Battle of Agincourt, talks about “we band of 

brothers” and we often quote from that to each other’ (Bartlett 2018, p. 9). Bartlett says 

that on the day what McKim actually said to him was ‘we will hang together, or surely we 

will be hung separately’57 and that always reminded him of the need to stick together (2018, 

p. 9).  

Bartlett notes the two leaders explicitly agreed they did not want to make the mistakes 

of Field and Brown in the 1989 Accord. ‘Their mistakes were that they tried to solve policy 

problems before they signed the Accord’ (2018, p. 2). Instead, he and McKim decided not to 

talk about policy at all but to agree to a set of protocols through which the parties could 

resolve policy differences, either in cabinet or, if they could not be resolved, then on the floor 

of parliament. Those protocols were set out in a suite of letters which Bartlett describes as 

‘effectively a new institution of a non-single party cabinet’ (2018, p. 2). 

The transfer across jurisdictions and across time of a variation of this type of cabinet 

agreement goes to the heart of the question for this thesis as to whether parties and their 

leaders adopt different political strategies and positions as a response to past experiences of 

hung parliaments. As detailed in Chapter 5, this model of appointing non-government party 

members to cabinet originated in the ACT in the second Carnell Liberal minority 

 
57 The quote ‘We must, indeed, all hang together or, most assuredly, we shall all hang separately’ is from 
Benjamin Franklin at the signing of the US Declaration of Independence in 1776.   
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government of 1998. The mechanism was then used in South Australia in 2002 by the Rann 

Labor minority government to appoint an independent as minister, and again in 2004 with 

Rann’s appointment of a National Party member to cabinet. Subsequently, in 2008 the 

Barnett Liberals in WA formed a minority government with the support of the National 

Party as an informal coalition with an independent in the cabinet. In all these cases the non-

government party ministerial appointees agreed to support the government in parliament on 

supply and any confidence motions but with limits to the application of the convention of 

ministerial solidarity on specified subjects. On these specified matters the protocols require 

the non-government minister to advise the premier in writing in advance and then to absent 

themselves from cabinet discussions. The non-government ministers are then free to vote 

against government decisions in the parliament. 

Both Bartlett and McKim consulted their respective parliamentary parties and 

Bartlett’s first offer was to appoint one Green MP – McKim - to cabinet. O’Connor says this 

was unacceptable to the Greens’ party room as the position of a sole Green minister in a 

Labor cabinet would be untenable because they would be constantly outnumbered, out 

voted and have no support (O'Connor 2018, p. 2). Moreover, there was strong opposition 

both in the Green party room and among the Greens’ broader membership to any deal with 

Labor. ‘Some of our membership would have preferred an arrangement with the Liberals’ 

(O’Connor, 2018, p. 3). The Greens rejected the first offer and Bartlett then made a second 

offer to appoint McKim as a minister and O’Connor as secretary to cabinet and this was 

accepted. A short time later O’Connor was promoted to a full minister. The agreed 

arrangements were detailed in an exchange of letters between Bartlett and McKim and 

O’Connor setting out their rights and entitlements as ministers. The letters state that the 

Green ministers are subject to all the usual cabinet conventions including those of cabinet 

solidarity and confidentiality but with separate provisions for dealing with ‘matters of 

significant concern’. Those matters are where a cabinet decision might be inconsistent with 

the policies of the Green party or other matters of conscience.58 McKim recognises the 

arrangement broke new ground, but argues cabinet is not a creature of statute or 

legislation. ‘Cabinet is effectively an informal arrangement put in place by the premier of the 

day in order to manage executive government’ (McKim, 2018, p.  8). He says there is no 

way the Greens could have been part of cabinet if it locked in their votes and kept them 

 
58 These letters and ministerial authorisations are sourced from the Tasmanian Parliamentary Library and 
copies held by the author of this thesis. 
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silent. Reflecting on the ongoing legacy of the Rundle minority government’s decision to 

reduce the size of parliament, McKim notes that it is ‘beyond ironic’ that the reason Bartlett 

could not govern in minority without the Greens was due to the ‘collusion’ by Labor and 

the Liberals to reduce the size of parliament in 1998 (2018, p. 8). Interestingly, in September 

2010 all three political party leaders - Bartlett, Hodgman and McKim – signed an agreement 

for parliamentary reform. This agreement included restoration of membership of the House 

of Assembly to 35 members at the next election and public consultation to reform laws 

relating to political donations, electoral spending, fixed terms of parliament and introduction 

of a code of conduct for MPs. Despite the agreement this still has not occurred 

(Alessandrini 2010, p. 324), although 11 years later there is some progress on donation 

reform with the circulation by the Gutwein Liberal government of a discussion paper. 

8.6 MAKING IT WORK –THE IMPORTANCE OF TRUST 
 

In addition to the protocols and processes set out in the letters, Bartlett, and Giddings 

after him, followed Rann’s advice to have a close personal relationship with McKim and 

O’Connor. Bartlett notes he met McKim every Monday morning to discuss the week ahead 

– parliament, cabinet, and arising issues and to discuss compromises if need be. ‘I didn’t want 

them absenting themselves from cabinet. We worked really hard to keep them in cabinet 

every time and worked out compromises’ (Bartlett 2018, p. 9). Only on a very small number 

of issues were they too far apart so that the Greens needed to absence themselves from 

cabinet and allow the matter to be decided on the floor of parliament. Bartlett appointed an 

adviser in his office to liaise with all the chiefs-of-staff of the other ministerial offices as well 

as the deputy secretary of the Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPAC) Greg Johannes 

to liaise with all the heads of agencies.  Bartlett notes it is hard enough for the bureaucracy in 

a one-party cabinet where sometimes an agency has two or more ministers for different 

divisions. ‘Then when you add two ministers that are not in your party, the bureaucrats freak 

out’ (2018, p. 7). Bartlett argues this is because they question themselves as to whether they 

should be providing information to the Greens while understanding that as ministers of the 

Crown they should be told. The chiefs of staff of all ministerial offices, including the Greens, 

also attended the morning strategy meetings as one government. Bartlett says all this was a 

massive cultural challenge for those involved (2018, p. 8). Analytically, this change to the 

culture and attitudes of the two parties involved in cabinet from combative to cooperative on 
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strategy, as well as that of the bureaucracy, may be explained in terms of the sociological 

strand of new institutionalism discussed in Chapter 3 which argues for the inclusion of 

attitudes and cultural practices as institutions (see Hall and Taylor, 1996, for example).  

Former secretary of DPAC Rhys Edwards notes the arrangement with two non-

government ministers in cabinet caused issues for the public sector, a huge amount of extra 

work and the acquisition of different skills to manage the different relationships (Edwards 

2019, pp. 1-2). ‘It caused a range of issues because all of our cabinet processes that sit behind 

cabinet meetings and then parliamentary processes, or the instructions that go to ministers 

(to implement decisions) post cabinet meetings, are all designed for members of the same 

party’ (2019: 1). Edwards notes that this is a highly confidential process and very transparent 

between the ministers ‘so we had to think through the mechanism to manage that’ which is 

set out in the letters of appointment mentioned above. Edwards notes that for either one of 

the major parties the bureaucracy pretty much knows in advance which issues are politically 

problematic based on previous experience. However, understanding the position of the 

Greens required a lot of work. Additionally, there was disparity within the Greens (this is 

discussed further below). While a united position could be expected from the Labor cabinet 

ministers and the parliamentary Labor caucus, McKim and O’Connor did not have the same 

guarantee of a majority in their own party room (2019, p. 2).  

Edwards’ recollection is that there was general agreement on most issues and the 

operation of cabinet was no more difficult than those he had observed with ministers of the 

same party (2019, p. 3). One issue of difference was in relation to school closures. The Labor 

government had a difficult budget position and, as a previous Education Minister, Bartlett had 

been working with communities to voluntarily close some schools. However, when McKim 

became education minister, he just decided not to do it. Edwards argues that in a normal 

cabinet a premier had options to persuade a minister, such as an appeal to party loyalty or 

cabinet solidarity or even a threat to sack the minister, but these options were not available 

to Bartlett, and later Giddings, in such cases with the Greens, as rare as they were. Edwards 

says he is unable to reveal the detail due to cabinet confidentiality, but he also recalls another 

incidence where McKim announced a major funding commitment before it, or other options, 

had been considered by cabinet (2019, p. 4). 

This arrangement set up by Bartlett was continued by his successor Giddings who 

became premier in January 2011 after Bartlett resigned from parliament, also creating history 
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by becoming the first woman to hold the position in Tasmania. Giddings remembers there 

were only two occasions in four years where the Greens privately threatened to bring down 

the government (over forestry) but noted those occasions did not become public indicating, 

in her view, the strength of the relationship and stability of the minority government 

arrangement (Giddings, 2019). Giddings says that from a practical point of view one of the 

most difficult tasks was to decide which portfolios to offer the Greens in her cabinet so as 

not to cause too much difficulty. ‘We couldn’t give them forestry or environment because 

they would just take things too far from a Labor perspective. The closest we got was giving 

Cassy O’Connor climate change as a policy portfolio. Other than that, she had human services 

and Nick had education’ (2019, p. 10). Giddings says giving McKim education was hard too 

because that is a real ‘Labor’ core area. Overall, Giddings says both McKim and O’Connor 

performed very well as Ministers. 

Giddings notes the other important aspect of the minority government arrangement 

was that the Labor government did not work with the non-cabinet Greens to gain 

parliamentary support. ‘We left it to Cassy and Nick to do the discussions with the other 

Greens’ (Giddings 2019, p. 8). Thus, this was not a coalition of the two parties but between 

Labor and two Greens, albeit their leaders, and the other Green MPs were not bound by a 

coalition agreement between parties. 

8.7 KEY ISSUES AND INFLUENCES 

 

In terms of delivering stable government, the coalition structure set up by Bartlett and 

McKim and continued by Giddings worked very well. There appeared little sign of the 

almost daily crisis and brinkmanship that was a hallmark of the Field minority government 

nor the sense of impending electoral doom that clouded the Rundle period. In fact, the 

government ran a full four-year term, with the coalition agreement surviving all but 10 

weeks of that which is all the more remarkable against the backdrop of the GFC. It is not 

the purpose of this section to recount all the history and issues of this period of 

government. The focus here is on the key legacy issues – those that either resulted in the 

introduction of policy and institutional change or which affected perceptions of this 

government and ultimately contributed to the Tasmanian public’s antithesis towards 

minority governments generally.  
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The deterioration in the economy and the state’s budgetary position at the end of the 

previous term of government discussed in Section 8.2 continued to plague Tasmania 

through this term of government, and much of this was attributed to minority government. 

As well, having been in government for 12 years, Labor was unable to blame a previous 

administration for the economic legacy as Field had done in 1989. Davis (2017) notes that 

Giddings wasted no time in demonstrating her intention to tackle the parlous economic 

situation, arguing reduced GST, the after effects of the GFC and the high Australian dollar 

(which affects Tasmanian exports) had blown out the state deficit (Davis 2017, p. 373). 

Giddings notes her response was to rein in expenditure and cut $200 million from the state 

budget, the financial equivalent of cutting 2300 public sector, police and health jobs, and she 

refused to rule out forced redundancies which angered unions (Giddings 2019, p. 3). ‘While 

the GFC was in 2008 it did not actually affect our budget severely until 2011’ (2019, p. 5). 

Giddings argues there had been some belt tightening between 2008 and 2010 but not much 

as ‘there was still some hay in the barn’ at that stage.  

Edwards (2018) argues that Tasmanian governments have very little ability to affect 

the state’s economic fortunes. ‘Issues to do with exchange rates, interest rates, trade 

agreements, the international economy and so on have a much bigger impact than anything a 

state government could possibly do’ (Edwards 2019, p. 9). He argues the mining boom in 

Western Australia, for example, caused by the rise in Chinese demand, drove the value of 

the Australian dollar well above par with the US dollar which reduced the value of 

Tasmanian exports by 35 per cent compared to current (2019-2020) rates (2019, p.10). 

Irrespective of the causes, Giddings acknowledges that people blamed the government for 

the downturn so there was both a major impact on Labor’s relationship with the unions and 

with the voting public (Giddings 2019, p. 5).  

Giddings’ observations are supported by the data in Figures 4 and 5 below from the 

Reserve Bank of Australia’s ‘The Recent Economic Performance of the States’ Bulletin, March 

2017 (Carr, Fernandes & Rosewall 2017) which compare gross state product growth (GSP) 

and unemployment across the states respectively during the period immediately before, 

during and after the 2010-14 Bartlett/Giddings minority government.  Figure 4 shows that 

Tasmania’s GSP growth compared well with the average of other states until 2006/-07 but 

then trended downwards, reaching its lowest point in 2012-13. It did not bounce back as 

quickly as most states and territories. Figure 5 shows Tasmania’s unemployment rate began 

to increase from 2008, reaching a peak in 2013.  
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Figure 4 – Comparison of Gross State Product 2001-02 to 2015-16 

Source: Reserve Bank of Australia/ABS  
 

 

Figure 5 – Comparison of Unemployment Rates by State 2004-2017  

Source: Reserve Bank of Australia/ABS 
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At the Federal election in August 2010 the Gillard Labor Government won a second 

term and formed a minority government with the support of three independent MPs and 

one Australian Greens MP in the House of Representatives. The minority government 

agreement with the Greens also delivered their support to pass mutually agreed legislation 

through the Senate from July 2011. As Crowley and Moore (2019) note, the Gillard 

minority government was attacked as unstable and incompetent from the outset and, 

although it ran full-term, relations between the government and the Greens and the 

independents were strained. They note the Greens eventually abandoned ‘the increasingly 

besieged government prior to the election’ and their relationship remains strained today 

(2019, p. 9). The parallels between the two women Labor leaders in Gillard and Giddings, 

both in an alliance with the Greens, invites obvious comparisons. The Guardian, previewing 

the 2014 Tasmanian election notes, for example, that comparisons are inevitable, ‘A tough 

but beleaguered female Labor leader in a politically damaging alliance with the Greens, 

assailed by a populist, conservative opposition that enjoys a yawning lead in the opinion 

polls’ (Milman 2014). 

One of the questions arising from this is what impact, if any, that having a federal 

minority government had on the Tasmanian minority government. Gillard’s well-publicised 

misogyny speech and the chapter on ‘the curious question of gender’ in her autobiography 

highlight the impact of this aspect of the national campaign against her (Gillard 2015, pp. 97-

114). Giddings is not certain whether that campaign against Gillard directly impacted on her 

and Labor in Tasmania but does believe the gender factor played a role in public attitudes 

towards her and the Labor minority government (Giddings 2019, p. 15). Arguably, the 

involvement of two prominent Tasmanian Greens in the federal minority government 

agreement – Brown and Milne – put additional pressure on both Labor and the Greens to 

make the Tasmanian minority government arrangement work. McKim (2018) notes having a 

balance of power simultaneously in federal and state jurisdictions created significant 

opportunities, but also significant risk (McKim, 2018, p. 12). Kelly (2014) argues that 

negative perceptions of both the Giddings and Gillard experiences hardened Labor’s 

national resolve to ‘govern alone or not at all’ and points to the drop in the Labor vote in 

Tasmania to the low 20s as a warning to national Labor about minority government deals 

with the Greens (Kelly 2014, pp. 41-42). However, as noted earlier, there were other major 
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issues that contributed to Labor’s decline in Tasmania, not the least of which was that 

voters were just tired of a fourth term government which had run out of talent. 

One of the major outcomes from the Tasmanian Labor-Green Coalition was the 

Tasmanian Forest Agreement (TFA). In 2010 Gunns’ announcement that it would move to a 

plantation model for its proposed Tamar Valley pulp mill opened the door to new 

negotiations between the forest industry, unions and environment groups to resolve a 

three-decade old battle over forestry in Tasmania (Davis, 2017, p. 372). Had it not been for 

the Labor-Green coalition in Tasmania and the Gillard minority government agreement with 

the Greens federally it is very doubtful the TFA would have occurred. Gillard notes she 

viewed the Tasmania forest issue as ‘political kryptonite’ and was not intending to touch it 

(Gillard 2015, p. 405). She says that ‘amazingly, the combatants in the forest wars started to 

lay down their arms’ (2015, p. 405). McKim, Giddings and Bartlett argue it was one of the 

major successes of their Tasmania minority government arrangement but were happy to 

stay at arm’s length while it was negotiated. The ‘combatants’ met and hammered out a 

statement of principles then asked for government help. Gillard (2015) says she responded 

by appointing well-known former union leader Bill Kelty as an independent facilitator. The 

key factor for environmentalists, as always, was the protection of old growth forests. The 

key interest of industry was long-term guarantee of timber supply and international 

certification by environmentalists that the wood was from a sustainable source. This was 

necessary to guarantee access to increasingly environmentally conscious international 

markets (Gillard: 2015, p. 406). An interim head of agreement between the parties was 

signed in July 2011 with a more detailed agreement in August but the process stalled several 

times – partly due to the reluctance of old campaigners including Brown - to support the 

process, and then due to discoveries by Professor Jonathon West, who was appointed to 

verify resource estimates, that figures provided by Forestry Tasmania were vastly 

inaccurate. Gillard (2015) argues a statement by minister for the environment Tony Burke 

that the Federal government was not going to impose an outcome and nor was it going to 

fund an open-ended subsidy to the forest industry forced the protagonists to reach 

agreement (2015, p. 410).  

On 22 November 2012, 11 signatories signed up to the agreement including the 

Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF), the Wilderness Society, the Tasmanian 

Conservation Trust (TCT), forestry industry bodies, and unions. The TFA agreed to protect 

504,000 ha of forests, including 400,000 ha as soon as legislation passed the Tasmanian 
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parliament, add parts of the Weld, Styx and Florentine valleys to the World Heritage Area 

(WHA), and provide a federally funded package of $277 million to support logging 

contractors to leave the industry, fund regional development projects, and fund mental 

health counselling and community wellbeing projects. Importantly, the agreement included a 

market compact whereby conservation groups would certify the sustainability of product of 

Tasmanian forest companies to foreign markets. The agreement was passed by the 

Tasmanian parliament in 2013 with an amendment in the Tasmanian Legislative Council to 

delay 300,000 ha of reserves until October 2014 (Davis, 2017, p. 380). Crowley and Lippis 

(2020) argue the Council’s amendments to the forestry legislation provides a concrete 

illustration of the actions and influence of independent upper house members (2020, p. 105). 

It is important, however, that while the upper house delayed that legislation and make a 

significant amendment to the bill, it did not thwart its passage and nor did its actions 

threaten the stability of the minority government. While the changes angered conservation 

groups, they decided the prospects for protecting Tasmania’s forests and wildlife under the 

agreement were the best they ever had. O’Connor (2018) argues the Greens’ support of 

the package ‘got the loggers out of 576,000 ha’ and for her, was the most significant vote 

she had participated in (O'Connor 2018, p. 9). McKim also argues the TFA got the loggers 

‘out of all the most bitterly contested forests in Tasmania,’ (McKim, 2018: 11). However, it 

also highlighted divisions among the Greens with Bass Green Member Kim Booth crossing 

the floor to vote against it.  

The above discussion illustrates the ongoing effects of the economy and budgetary 

concerns on the minority government, the pressures and benefits of having Labor-Green 

minority government agreements at both the federal and state levels and the divisions that 

arose, even on major policy gains like the TFA. The discussion also highlights one of the 

policy legacies of the Labor-Green coalition government – the establishment of the TFA – 

which continued until repealed by the Hodgman Liberal Government in August 2014. 

Nevertheless, some forest companies continue to operate as if the TFA market compact is 

still in place and, as yet no-one has sought to log the areas put into reserves for a future 

decision by the Legislative Council amendment.59 

The discussion also highlights one other facet of the Labor-Green Coalition agreement 

in that while the Green ministers were able to support the TFA legislation, one of the 

 
59 This is the situation as at January 2021. 
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Green crossbench members was able to vote against the bill without jeopardising the 

stability of the government.  

8.8 THE END GAME AND IMPACT 
 

McCall (2013) notes that five months out from the March election in 2014, the Labor-

Green minority state government was in deep political trouble with polls in October 2013 

indicating the likelihood of a significant defeat and the election of a majority Liberal 

government. He cites A ReachTEL Mercury poll of more than 2,700 voters showing state-

wide support for the Liberal Party of 49.2 per cent, with Labor on just 23.2 per cent and the 

Greens on 14.8 per cent (McCall 2013). McCall says a stagnating economy with high 

unemployment had generated a broad sense of despair and many Tasmanians did not relate 

to the government’s progressive policy priorities such as euthanasia, same-sex marriage, 

animal welfare and removal of plastic bags from supermarkets (2013). 

While the Labor-Green coalition agreement delivered longevity, it came at a big cost 

to both parties. McKim (208) and O’Connor (2018) both note a backlash from their own 

supporters. O’Connor notes many of the Green membership wanted policy outcomes in an 

agreement in preference to the ministerial appointments. She recalls there was real anger by 

long-term Green members, conservationists, people fighting to protect forests, and people 

in the Tamar Valley ‘still suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder’ from their fight 

against the pulp mill, over the deal with Labor, and some of those people had never forgiven 

them (2018, p.  8). O’Connor argues personal attacks on her and McKim using words like 

‘betrayal’ and ‘sell outs’ by some high-profile people like author Richard Flanagan were 

particularly hard to bear (2018, p. 9). Davis (2017) notes that after his defeat in the 2014 

election Greens’ Lyons MP Tim Morris felt his electoral fate had been sealed as soon as his 

party did a deal with Labor in 2010 (2017, p. 369).  

Edwards (2019) observes that the Greens were not united in support of the coalition 

deal. He argues Booth appeared to have been very difficult and largely uncontrollable to the 

point of sometimes not even being really committed to his party’s platform. ‘I think also that 

very early on in governing, the Greens realised that ‘actually, governments have to make a 

lot of decisions that are unpopular’ and they had to share joint responsibility for tough 

budgets which they had not had to do previously. Some of those issues included McKim’s 

attempts as education minister to close schools following a cabinet decision which, as noted 
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above, he later abandoned. As corrections minister there was also tension with unions after 

McKim stood down dozens of prison workers without pay during a 2011 industrial dispute 

and prepared to use what unions labelled ‘scab labour’. Edwards argues dealing with the 

decisions of government put pressure on the two Green ministers because members of 

their party disagreed with the decisions of the joint coalition cabinet (2019, p. 2). ‘There 

were reports of people resigning from their party – something that happens to both major 

parties in government but which the Greens were unused to’ (2019, p. 2). 

Perhaps reflecting the anti-minority government view of his electorate, through 2013 

Labor Braddon backbencher Brenton Best repeatedly called for Giddings to resign and be 

replaced by economic development minister David O’Byrne. Giddings notes that by late 

2013 the pendulum had swung too far against minority government. She recalls the union 

movement and the party’s administrative committee were pressuring her to pull out of the 

arrangement (Giddings 2019, pp. 5-7). She withstood the pressure during 2013 because she 

wanted to prove that minority government could work and run a full term. She also 

believed that Labor would be in a better position tactically to campaign on its minority 

achievements if it held the minority government together. However, she argues that in the 

end the position became untenable. ‘We had been threatened that the unions wouldn’t 

campaign for us and wouldn’t give us money for the campaign. I don’t think they did in the 

end anyway, but I felt I had taken it as far as I could so, towards the end of January (2014), I 

asked Nick and Cassy to leave the cabinet,’ (Giddings, 2019: 6). Giddings notes that after the 

fall out with the unions and the State ALP’s administrative committee, the party 

subsequently changed its rules. The state parliamentary Labor Party now cannot decide to 

go into minority government without going back to the party’s administrative committee to 

seek agreement. Moreover, the state branch also adopted the national rules implemented in 

the wake of the Gillard-Rudd leadership fiasco to ensure a ballot of membership for the 

party leadership. These two significant rules changes will make it more difficult, if not 

impossible, for leaders to quickly negotiate future minority government agreements (2019, 

p. 7). 

O’Connor acknowledges the need to differentiate between the two parties going into 

the election but was disappointed with Giddings’ decision. She believes the two parties 

could have campaigned on different platforms on the environment and other issues while 

being able to both campaign on the minority government’s achievements. She argues the 
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sacking made it impossible to talk about the stability of government and their achievements 

and to campaign on their record (O’Connor, 2018, p. 10). 

At the election in March 2014 the Liberal Party, with 51.2 per cent of the vote, won 

15 seats, an increase of five seats over the previous parliament. Labor received 27.3 per 

cent, losing three seats for a total of seven, and the Greens got 13.8 per cent, losing two 

seats for a total of three – a repeat of the outcomes of 1989-92 and 1996-98 where both 

the parties involved in minority government suffered a significant voter backlash. 

8.9 SUMMARY 
 

This Chapter shows how the political legacies of the 1989 and 1996 minority 

government experiences in Tasmania continued to affect the attitudes and political 

strategies of the two major political parties towards minority government through the 

majority government terms of 2002 and 2006 and the lead up to the 2010 Tasmanian 

elections. It demonstrates the effect of institutional legacies in how the constitutional 

lessons from the two earlier minority government periods made the political leaders much 

more aware of the constraints and limitations of their stance regarding minority 

government. Furthermore, it shows how the Governor’s decisions bolstered the convention 

that – despite promises by party leaders of ‘no deals’ and not to accept minority 

government – someone has to accept responsibility for government and to then test their 

support on the floor of the House. The 2010 experience also reinforces that, in the absence 

of the Opposition parties reaching an agreement, this responsibility will fall to the incumbent 

government.  

The Chapter also adds weight to the theory of cross-jurisdictional and cross-time 

adoption and adaption of institutions to manage minority government negotiation and 

formation as a response to the perceived political failure of past minority governments.  In 

this case, the inclusion of two non-government Greens in cabinet but with the freedom to 

absent themselves from cabinet discussion on specified subjects and to argue against, and 

vote against, government decisions was adopted from South Australia which, in turn, 

adopted the mechanism from the ACT. This represents a significant departure from the 

Westminster convention of cabinet solidarity. Additionally, the three crossbench Green MPs 

were able to vote against government policy without jeopardising government stability. 

These novel cabinet changes forced significant changes to the attitudes and culture of the 
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Tasmanian public service in how it manages the provision of advice and sharing of 

confidential information due to the unusual ministerial relationships.  

Politically the Labor-Green coalition agreement was history-making in that this was 

the first case in Australia of Greens Party members in a cabinet. The Chapter demonstrates 

that lifecycle of government factors such as the economic, budgetary and political context, 

major policy issues such as the TFA, negotiations style, trust and personal relationships, and 

the extent of electoral and policy rivalry between the parties are all significant factors in 

determining government formation processes and outcomes. However, it also demonstrates 

that institutional settings such as the coalition cabinet arrangement have major political 

consequences for both of the parties involved in the minority government. As noted above, 

both the Labor party and the Greens experienced intense internal party conflict, with both 

parties losing members and the support of key stakeholders due to the agreement [see 

McKim (2018), Giddings (2019) cited above for example]. In the case of Labor, it resulted in 

changes to their rules to prevent the Tasmanian parliamentary party from entering minority 

government arrangements without the ALP’s Administrative Committee’s approval which 

represents a significant institutional change and limitation to the power of its political 

leaders in relation to government formation (Giddings, 2019).  

Finally, while the new coalition arrangement resulted in a stable government which ran 

an almost full term, it proved unsuccessful in changing public perceptions of minority 

government, with both parties suffering significant losses of votes and members at the 2014 

election and Crowley and Tighe (2017, p. 586).  
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 CHAPTER 9 – THE QUEENSLAND BEATTIE MINORITY GOVERNMENT 1998 

9.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The purpose of the next two Chapters is to compare and contrast the observed 

outcomes in the three Tasmanian case studies with a jurisdiction with a different political 

context and set of underlying institutional structures. Using the comparative ‘most 

difference’ method detailed in Chapter 4 these chapters provide an opportunity to examine 

the similarities and differences between the three Tasmanian and the two Queensland 

minority government case studies– Beattie 1998 and Palaszczuk 2015.  

Queensland has a unicameral parliament, with 89 members elected to single-member 

electorates by way of optional preferential voting. Academics and political actors generally 

agree the Queensland constitution is flexible, allowing the executive ‘to do almost anything 

it wants, including changing the constitution’ (Davis 2019, p. 2) and that it is, at best, silent in 

relation to the question of minority government formation (Wanna 2019, p. 9), in keeping 

with the Westminster tradition of conventions rather than formal rules (Hazell et al. 2009, 

p. 12). The FitzGerald Inquiry in 1989 highlighted the ineffectiveness of parliament in holding 

the executive to account resulting in a range of recommendations for administrative 

reforms in Queensland aimed at restoring a balance between the two key institutions 

(Lewis, Ransley & Homel 2010, p. 185); (Preston 1997, p. 89). Many of those reforms were 

introduced under successive governments during the 1990s, but there is ongoing debate as 

to their success [see Preston (1997) and Prasser and Aroney (2009) for example]. Thus, the 

electoral system, the single chamber structure of the parliament and limits to the 

effectiveness of the constitution as a check on executive government are key elements of 

the political and institutional context for this study. 

Another important difference between the Tasmanian and the two Queensland 

minority governments is the subsequent electoral outcome. In Tasmania, the three minority 

governments and the Greens party each suffered an electoral backlash to various degrees –

losing government, votes and party membership after their term in minority as detailed in 
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Chapter 5 and each of the Tasmanian case study Chapters. In contrast, in the two 

Queensland case studies both minority governments subsequently won a majority at the 

next election and the independent balance of power holder – the Member for Nicklin Peter 

Wellington in both cases – was also re-elected. As discussed below, this may have been due 

to the lifecycle of the respective governments and the fact that the governments were 

dealing with a pragmatic independent rather than the Greens, but also, importantly, the 

nature of the agreements and relationship between Wellington and the two premiers.  

Minority government negotiations in Queensland also involved a wider range of 

political players, including the sudden arrival of the One Nation Party (ONP) on the 

Queensland political scene at the 1998 election, two independents, the Liberal National 

Party Coalition, complicated by the tensions and rivalry between the coalition partners, and 

Labor. (The mix of political competitors for the 2015 election is discussed separately in 

Chapter 10). Indeed, much of the focus on the outcome of the 1998 Queensland election 

was the emergence of the ONP which won 11 seats (Newman 1998); (Grant 1997). The 

broader mix of parties in a hung parliament, and therefore greater complexity of possible 

outcomes, is another important variable for this study. The effect of the ONP on the 

election outcome is discussed below. 

The economic and budgetary circumstances faced by the Beattie minority government 

(and Palasczcuk) also differ markedly to that faced by the three incoming Tasmanian 

governments discussed in earlier chapters. As we have seen in earlier chapters, minority 

government in Tasmania coincided with major, pre-existing economic and budgetary 

challenges. These issues do not appear to have been significant factors in the Queensland 

cases and this is analysed further below. 

Finally, Tasmania has a long history of minority government, although it is argued the 

circumstances in the ‘new era of minority government’ as defined in Chapter 5, are very 

different to the pre-1989 examples in Tasmanian. However, Queensland has no such 

history, and it is argued the modern examples of minority government discussed below are 

very much part of the ‘new era’ and that they draw on contemporary Australian experience 

in other jurisdictions. Indeed, Williams in Chen et al. (2019) describes the Queensland 

political period prior to the landmark Fitzgerald Inquiry in 1989 as having ‘just two electoral 

‘hegemonies’: Labor from 1915 to 1957 (with a single interruption 1929–32) and the 

Coalition from 1957 to 1989, (2019, p. 250). 
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This Chapter focuses on the Beattie minority government following the June 1998 

State election. However, it should be noted the Beattie minority government followed a 

volatile period from the election in July 1995 which continued through to the State election 

in February 2001. In July1995 the Goss Labor Government was returned with a majority of 

just one. Less than a year later it fell into minority after losing a seat at the Mundingburra 

by-election, forcing it to cede government in February 1996 to a Coalition minority 

government led by the National Party leader Rob Borbidge [See Williams in Chen et al. 

(2019, pp. 251-252)] Furthermore, Beattie’s minority government was short-lived after it 

achieved a majority early in the term by winning a by-election in the seat of Mulgrave in 

December 1998 (Wanna 1999, p. 276). However, his government again slipped into 

minority towards the end of the term, forcing him to call an election four months early in 

February 2001. Given the importance of these shifts and changes and the impact that this 

may have had on the attitudes of political actors, as well as the public perceptions, it is 

necessary to understand the whole period from 1995 to 2001 Wanna (2001, pp. 34-38). 

This Chapter therefore commences with an overview of the circumstances which gave 

rise to the Beattie Government. It then examines the minority government negotiations and 

formation process, the letter of agreement between Beattie and independent MP Peter 

Wellington and notes again the key role of a small number of political actors in minority 

government formation. The Chapter than analyses how the minority government worked in 

practice and what, if any, were the political, institutional and policy legacies of the 

government. 

9.2  THE POLITICAL CONTEXT – A NEW ERA OF MINORITY GOVERNMENT 
 

Arguably debate around the issue of police and political corruption has dominated and 

shaped Queensland politics since the mid-1980s. Whip and Hughes (1991) note, for 

example, that corruption emerged as a key issue for the 1986 election and became an all 

pervasive issue for the election in 1989, due primarily to the high profile investigations 

conducted by the FitzGerald Inquiry (1991, pp. 71-80). With that background, it was not 

surprising that issues relating to the implementation of the FitzGerald Inquiry 

recommendations and the ethical conduct of ministers played an important role in the 

outcome of the 1995 election and the events which led to Queensland’s first modern-era 



192 
 

minority government in 1996. Preston (1997) argues that Queensland ‘has had coalition 

governments, unstable governments, caretaker governments and wafer-thin majorities’ but 

until 1996 had not had a functioning minority government and, in fact, little experience with 

power sharing (Preston 1997, p. 88). As mentioned above, he argues there was no sense of 

a strong, independent parliamentary tradition in the State due to unicameral nature of the 

Parliament and the limited number and operation of committees, at least not before reforms 

introduced in the wake of the FitzGerald Inquiry (Preston, 1997, pp. 88-89). Williams (2019) 

argues the Fitzgerald inquiry marked a new era in Queensland politics which commenced in 

1990 and continues to the present. In this period the major parties – Labor and the 

Coalition – continue to dominate but with increased competition from minor parties and 

with significant constraints due to the post-Fitzgerald reforms such as the independent 

Crime and Corruption Commission and independent Electoral and Integrity Commissions 

and reforms to the public service, cabinet and parliamentary practices (Williams in Chen et 

al. 2019, pp. 250-253); (Lewis, Ransley & Homel 2010). 

Newman (1998) argues that the story of the 1998 Queensland election starts with the 

inconclusive nature of the previous election. As noted above, at the July 1995 Queensland 

election the Goss Labor Government retained power with 45 seats, a one seat majority, 

despite polling 46.7 per cent of the vote compared to the LNP’s combined 53.2 per cent (43 

seats) and one independent. However, this majority was threatened when a Court of 

Disputed Returns overturned the result in the Townsville seat of Mundingburra. At the 

subsequent by-election Labor lost the seat to the Liberal Party (Newman 1998). The make-

up of the Legislative Assembly then became 44 Coalition, one independent and 44 Labor. 

When the Independent member for Gladstone Liz Cunningham announced to the Governor 

and the media that she would support a Coalition government, Goss resigned the 

premiership and Borbidge was commissioned as Premier.  

Williams (2019) argues that Goss, although now in minority, did not need to resign 

and, constitutionally, could have chosen to test his support in parliament. However, knowing 

he would be defeated, he decided instead to resign rather than face a no-confidence motion, 

a course of action accepted by the Governor. The obvious comparison here are the actions 

by Gray in Tasmania in 1989 as discussed in Chapter 6, in struggling to hang on to 

government to the point of being prepared to challenge the ability of the Governor to 

exercise his reserve powers and take advice other than from the Premier. Goss 
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subsequently resigned from Parliament and Beattie was elected as Labor Leader. In effect, 

this pitted a well-prepared Labor opposition just out of government against a less prepared 

Coalition government (Williams 2019, pp. 1-2). Preston (1997) and Williams (2019) argue 

that this parliament, Queensland’s first real minority, was in fact one of the state’s better 

parliaments because it kept everyone honest (2019, p. 2).  

Cunningham guaranteed supply and to support the Coalition in any confidence 

motions and publicly stated there was no reason the government could not run its full term 

(Preston, 1997, pp. 89-90); ('Political chronicle: July-December 1996: Queensland'  1997, pp. 

233-234). There appears to have been no formal agreement nor any exchange of letters 

formalising the arrangement which had not yet been universally adopted in Australia, despite 

the earlier 1989 Accord in Tasmania and the 1991 Charter of Good Government 

agreement in NSW. However, Preston argues Cunningham ‘was consulted on every piece of 

legislation and ministers have to take her views more seriously than any of their colleagues 

other than the Premier and certainly more seriously than any of their backbench colleagues,’ 

(1997: 90). Griffith (2010) notes the compact struck between Cunningham and the Coalition 

hardly qualifies as a Charter in that it was completely devoid of detail and made no 

accountability demands on the in-coming minority government (Griffiths 2010, pp. 16-17). 

Preston (1997) and Newman (1998) argue Cunningham rarely voted against the government 

on matters of any importance, categorising it, in Moon’s (1995) typology, as an ersatz 

majority government.  

Newman (1998) notes that on assuming office the Borbidge Government had 

considerable public support with a Newspoll conducted in April and June 1996 showing 

support for the Coalition at 52 per cent compared to 40 per cent for Labor. He notes, 

however, that over the course of 1996 and 1997 the Coalition steadily lost support and by 

January-March 1998 another Newspoll gave Labor 41 per cent, a two-point lead over the 

Coalition on 39 per cent. Newman notes that the term of the government was 

characterised by considerable speculation regarding an early election due to its minority 

status. 

Wanna (2019) argues that during this period of minority government the Coalition 

‘fractured’ while in contrast Labor strengthened (2019, p. 2). Williams (2019) contends that 

while the Borbidge Government made mistakes, it also faced issues outside of its control 
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such as implementation of national competition policy and Howard’s gun buy-back policies 

in the wake of Port Arthur, both of which were unpopular with National Party voters in the 

regions and helped give rise to Pauline Hanson’s One Nation (ONP) party (Williams 2019, 

p. 2). He points to the refusal by Attorney-General Denver Beanland to resign after 

parliament passed a motion of no-confidence in him, and Borbidge’s subsequent continued 

support for Beanland, as an example of self-inflicted damage. As well there was public 

disquiet over a decision to establish a new Crime Commission in competition to the 

Criminal Justice Commission (CJC) which had been set up after FitzGerald. Williams (2019) 

notes this was seen as payback over an early 1990s CJC finding that both Nationals and 

Labor MPs had breached travel arrangements, forcing the resignation of former National’s 

leader Russell Cooper (2019, p.2). His summary of the Borbidge minority government is 

that ‘a hung parliament put a poor government through its paces and tested it. It was found 

to have failed and therefore failed to get the electorate’s confidence in the 1998 election’ 

(2019:2). Wanna (1998) notes the one thing in the Borbidge government’s favour during this 

period was the ‘unshakeable backing of independent Liz Cunningham who could be relied 

upon to provide support to the government on tests of confidence’ (Wanna 1998, pp. 261-

262). Towards the end of 1997 opinion polls showed the ALP ahead of the Coalition 53 per 

cent to 47 per cent on a two-party preferred basis (Courier Mail, 11 October 1997). 

Beattie’s Chief of Staff Rob Whiddon and his Deputy Chief of Staff Damian McGreevy 

(2019) argue one of the reasons for Labor’s gains in the polls was Beattie’s work in 

Opposition putting in place a cabinet-like system to develop policies so that when an 

election was called Labor was able to present a full raft of policies, a proposed restructure 

of the public sector and had even identified people to head a new public sector 

administration (Whiddon & McGreevy 2019, p. 1). Wanna (1998, pp. 264-268) and Williams 

(2019, p. 2) both point to a series of political blunders including, for example, the refusal of 

Attorney-General Denver Beanland to resign despite losing a vote of no-confidence and the 

decision by Borbidge to continue to back him and the establishment of a new Crime and 

Misconduct Commission to rival the Criminal Justice Commission which, in the early 1990s, 

had found that a number of Labor and National MPs had breached travel arrangements – 

leading to the resignation of former Nationals leader Russell Cooper (Williams 2019, p. 2).  

Borbidge did call the election slightly early on 19 May with polling day set for 13 June 

1998. However, ONP dominated the campaign narrative from day one with speculation 

about whether it would win seats, whether it would direct preferences to the Coalition and 
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what impact would the decision by the Coalition to direct preferences to One Nation have 

on the election outcome? (Newman, 1998). Wanna (2019) describes the rise of One Nation 

as ‘arriving like a juggernaut’, winning an unprecedented 23 per cent of the vote and 11 seats 

as a first-time party. ‘No new party has ever got that percentage in Queensland,’ (Wanna 

2019, pp. 3-4). The 1998 election in Queensland resulted in a hung Parliament, with two 

independents and ONP holding the balance of power. The ALP won 44 seats while the 

Coalition won 32 - the National Party 23 seats and the Liberal Party nine. The two 

independents were Cunningham, who had previously backed the Borbidge Coalition 

minority Government, and parliamentary newcomer Peter Wellington, representing the 

Sunshine Coast seat of Nicklin (Wanna 1999, p. 271). 

 For several weeks no one knew what was likely to happen and how formation of 

government would be resolved, which Wanna describes as ‘a period of intense waiting and 

laborious vote counting’ (Wanna 1999, p. 271) due to the mechanics of vote counting as 

discussed in Chapter 6 in relation to the 1989 Tasmanian minority government. In his 

campaign director’s report, then Queensland Labor’s state secretary Mike Kaiser describes 

the outcome as a historic result, noting Labor had ‘defeated a first term incumbent 

government for the first time since 1932’ and had ‘also withstood the onslaught of a new 

political force, the destructive nature of which has not been experienced since the 

formation of the Democratic Labor Party in the mid-1950s’.60 However, as noted above, it 

was the dramatic arrival of the ONP and the threat that posed to the major parties and 

majority government that dominated the public narrative. 

Initially, the popular analysis of the success of One Nation was that it took votes and 

seats from the Coalition. However, One Nation took seats from both sides, six seats from 

Labor and five from the Nationals. Since Labor had taken six seats from the Liberals, the net 

outcome for Labor was neutral (Brennan & Mitchell 1999, p. 382)61. Whiddon concedes 

Labor was acutely disappointed not to get across the line due to the impact of One Nation 

(2019, p. 1). Beattie (2005) agrees that the ONP nearly cost him the election. ‘Our policies 

 
60 Source the Campaign Director’s report, Mike Kaiser, 13 July 1998 titled ‘The 1998 Queensland State Election 
Campaign’. A copy of this report is held by the author of this thesis. 
61 While this outcome has been attributed to exchange of preferences between the Coalition parties and ONP, 
Brennan and Mitchell (1999), using median voter theory analysis, argue that ONP succeeded in placing itself 
between Labor and the Coalition on the Left-Right policy spectrum so that it won votes from Labor in 
metropolitan areas and the Nationals in rural electorates. 
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were striking a chord with the electorate. However, at the end of the campaign we were 

derailed a little by One Nation and the preference deal they struck with the Nationals,’ 

(Beattie 2005, pp. 120-121).62 

Wanna (2019) argues both the Coalition and Labor planned for majority government 

and did not have alternative strategies in place for minority and, as appears usual with hung 

parliament outcomes, had to ‘scramble around once they knew the likely results,’ (2019, p. 

2). Whiddon and McGreevy (2019) also note Labor had no plans in the event of a hung 

parliament and went into the election confident of winning a majority (2019, p. 1). Unlike in 

Tasmania, neither party appears to have run a ‘majority government or not at all’ campaign. 

However, while there was no Labor pledge not to accept minority government, Beattie 

made it clear that he would not accept ONP preferences ‘and I would not govern with 

them’ (2005, p. 125). Beattie notes this decision during the campaign was later endorsed by 

the party’s Administrative Committee which formally decided to place One Nation last on 

all Labor how-to-vote cards (2005, p. 121). Beattie acknowledges that this pledge cost Labor 

the ability to govern in its own right but says that it was a decision made on principle. The 

commitment not to accept government with support of One Nation meant that had Labor 

needed more than the two independents then Beattie would have opted for minority 

government. This is similar to Labor’s position in Tasmania in 1996 where it opted to stay in 

Opposition and allow Rundle to form minority government rather than rely on the support 

of the Greens, as discussed in Chapter 7. The difference between Labor in Queensland in 

1998 and Labor in Tasmania in 1996 and 1998 is that Beattie’s position was not against 

minority government per se, but against minority government with a specific party, the ONP 

in much the same way as European minority governments, for example Sweden, reject 

partnerships with extreme right-wing parties.  

9.3 MINORITY GOVERNMENT NEGOTIATIONS AND FORMATION 

In the immediate aftermath of the election, the outcome was unclear and created 

uncertainty about who would govern. With such a close result and the counting and 

distribution of preferences incomplete for some two weeks, theoretically there were a 

number of possible outcomes. Given that Wellington had won a former National Party seat 

 
62 Interestingly Kaiser’s analysis is that the Coalition’s decision to put One Nation ahead of Labor caused ONP 
to win eight seats and argues that had Labor retaliated by putting ONP ahead of the Coalition parties then ONP 
would have won 20 seats and emerged as the official Opposition in Queensland. 
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and Cunningham had previously supported the LNP, initial speculation was that the most 

likely outcome would be a Coalition minority government supported by One Nation and 

the two independents (Wanna 1999, p. 271-72) The other alternative was Labor with the 

support of at least one of the independents.  During the interregnum Wellington, a former 

popular Maroochy Shire councillor, recalls he and his wife and campaign strategist Jenny, 

came under much pressure to do a deal with the Nationals. ‘Everyone said, you can’t go 

with Labor’ (Wellington 2019, p. 1). Wellington resolved to meet all party leaders and the 

independent Cunningham to determine a course of action. However, he notes ‘at the time 

One Nation didn’t have a leader’ and the Coalition were dismissive of his approaches. ‘The 

meeting with Borbidge was reasonably fruitful but when we met with the Liberal Party 

Leader David Watson his opening line was “Well, who are you” and he presented me with 

his maiden speech to read. That was it’ (2019, p. 1). Wanna (1999) records that the other 

Independent Liz Cunningham complained that Wellington had jumped the gun by not waiting 

for meetings with One Nation.  

For a Coalition with a high expectation of returning to government it seems an 

extraordinary political gaffe. Wanna (2019) argues it was a miscalculation of the same order 

as Jeff Kennett in Victoria in 1999 when Kennett just assumed the three country-based 

conservative independents would automatically back him into minority government and had 

‘sent a chauffeur around to negotiate with them’ (2019, p. 3). Instead, they were so annoyed 

they backed Labor Leader Steve Bracks who formed a minority government.  Similarly, that 

is what happened with Wellington. The disrespect shown to him by the Coalition annoyed 

him while Beattie was much more receptive. He and Beattie and their spouses had dinner 

together and discussed in detail how a minority government might work. Wellington (2019) 

says Beattie was the only leader to respond in writing and was able to address all the issues 

he and Jenny had raised with him, noting ‘We didn’t receive any letters from Borbidge, 

Watson or One Nation’ (Wellington, 2019, p. 3). Wellington notes also he was impressed 

with Beattie’s policy platform and plan for government and concluded that supporting 

Beattie was the only way to ensure a stable government. ‘The alternative was to support the 

Coalition which meant a marriage of them with One Nation which was, I believe, from the 

extreme of politics, and the independents, which I thought would not last’ (Wellington 2019, 

p. 1). This position is confirmed by Wanna ‘From this perspective he considered the 

prospect of One Nation forming a loose coalition with the Nationals and Liberals as 

detrimental to the state’s interests’ (1999). Wanna argues that as a true Independent 
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Wellington was also concerned that majority governments in the past had ‘ruled with an 

iron fist’ and did not take parliament seriously. (2019, p. 272). Twelve days after the 

election, following the ‘frank’ conversation with Beattie, they exchanged letters in which 

Wellington provided assurances in relation to motions of confidence and to support the 

budget but in relation to other matters he made it clear he would ‘vote as I believe my 

constituents would want me to vote’ (2019, p. 1).  

The above analysis highlights several important points raised in this thesis. Firstly, 

that it was a deal done involving very few people – essentially just Beattie and Wellington 

with support from advisers. Secondly, the importance of establishing a rapport and 

relationship of trust. And, thirdly, the high emphasis put on ensuring the stability of the 

government – which is really the essence of any minority government deal. 

9.4 MAKING THE DEAL – THE LETTER OF AGREEMENT 

Williams (2019) argues that the past experience of the Borbidge minority 

government influenced the way Beattie set out to reach agreement with Wellington, 

particularly the focus on integrity issues (2019, p. 2). Thus, a legacy of the previous minority 

government was its impact on the attitudes of future political actors, perhaps underscoring, 

as we have seen in Chapter 3, the role of institutional learning and the way that institutions 

interact with values, norms and beliefs in bringing about institutional change (Bakir and 

Jarvis, 2018 p. 9). From the interviews carried out for this thesis it is not clear whether the 

contents of the letter of agreement between Beattie and Wellington were based specifically 

on earlier accords, charters or agreements., The letter also appears to have much in 

common with the October 1991 Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the NSW 

Greiner minority government and three non-aligned Independents rather than on the earlier 

Tasmanian Labor-Green Accord – although there are some aspects common to both earlier 

agreements. Griffiths notes that the six-page letter dated 25 June 1998 was written by 

Beattie (2010, p. 19) based on his conversations with Wellington and this is confirmed by 

the interviews with Whitton and McGreevy (2019), Davis (2019) and Wellington (2019). 

Beattie’s commitments in the letter, later tabled in Parliament, included the 

nomination of a senior member of his staff (McGreevy) with responsibility for ‘assisting the 

two independents to ensure access to ministers, key public servants, including the heads of 

departments, and the premier’ (Beattie 1998b). It also committed to providing an extra staff 
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member each to help the two independents. The letter also detailed changes to 

parliamentary standing orders to allow independents the ability to ask more questions, to 

introduce, and have debated, private members’ legislation and to participate in parliamentary 

committees, including estimates committees. Beattie’s commitment to a ‘stable government’ 

and to run a full term is restated in the letter to Wellington – a promise confirmed by 

Beattie in a motion in parliament that the government would run until May 2001, provided it 

continued to enjoy supply and confidence (Wanna 1999, p. 273). While this is not the 

introduction of a fixed-term, as such, it had the same effect. In rejecting Wellington’s 

request for the introduction of citizen-initiated referenda, Beattie proposed as an alternative 

community consultation with 15 regional cabinet meetings each year at which both ministers 

and departmental heads would be obliged to attend, listen to the community and answer 

questions – a policy idea copied by the majority Bacon Labor Government in Tasmania later 

that year. The letter commits to maintaining surplus budgets, to reducing debt and imposing 

‘stringent guidelines on ministerial financial arrangements including ministerial travel, 

entertainment and office expenses’ as well as undertaking an urgent review of parliamentary 

entitlements. These latter measures were a response to perceived ministerial rorts in the 

previous two governments. In return Wellington confirmed his support on motions of 

confidence and supply unless there was evidence of gross fraud, misappropriation or like 

illegal activities. On the first day of the new Parliament both Wellington and Cunningham 

supported the Government on a confidence motion (Wanna 1999, p. p.273); (Griffith, 2010, 

p. 48). Beattie (2005) argues Cunningham’s support surprised a lot of people as she was 

naturally more comfortable with the National Party. He notes that ‘By comparison, 

Wellington was not a Labor person in disguise but a genuine independent. A rare 

phenomenon’ (2005, p. 124). 

9.5 MAKING IT WORK – THE IMPORTANCE OF TRUST AND GUARANTEED STABILITY  

Beattie (2005) argues that the agreement struck with Wellington gave him 

confidence of stability. ‘I announced that we would govern as if we had a majority of ten, 

and, ultimately, we did do that’ (Beattie, 2005, p. 124). Beattie confirms his high opinion of 

Wellington as ‘a person of extraordinary integrity, he was primarily interested in his 

electorate and not himself’ (Beattie 2005, p. 124). Wanna notes that Labor won a by-

election on 2 December 1998 for the seat of Mulgrave ‘giving Queensland (and Beattie) 

majority government for the first time in almost three years.’ (1999, pp. 275-276). Despite 
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having a majority, Beattie notes that even after a long time had passed since when Labor 

needed his support to govern ‘I have continued to work with him and enjoy doing so. I still 

find Peter Wellington to be a very impressive individual’ (2005, p. 124). 

According to Wellington, he and Beattie formed a very good personal relationship 

with a commitment to work together and liaise on a regular basis. In contrast to the 

relationships between the premier and crossbench supporters in some other minority 

governments that are the subject of this thesis, for example premier Field and the five 

Green MPs in the 1989-92 Tasmanian Labor minority government, the less ideological and 

more practical Wellington maintains that this solid relationship was the foundation for the 

stability of the government. Wellington (2019) and Whiddon and McGreevy (2019) argue 

that the Beattie minority government was never under any threat of being brought down 

and, while there was some media speculation, the government remained stable. Wellington 

maintains he operated under the principle that ‘they were the government of the day’. He 

believed the government needed to have confidence to provide stability and while he, on 

occasion, voted against the government on legislation ‘it didn’t bring them down and the 

government moved on’ (Wellington, 2019, p. 2). Whiddon and McGreevy recall Wellington 

‘never once threatened to put us out of government if we didn’t give in to a demand’ (2019, 

p. 4).  

From his position as director general of the department of Premier and Cabinet 

during the Beattie term of government, Davis (2019) observes that Wellington was ‘one of 

the most honourable men I have met’ and never asked for ‘anything improper’ and that ‘he 

used his balance of power very judiciously’ (2019, p. 1). Wellington notes it was a personal 

rule not to ask for anything unreasonable or that any other member of parliament could not 

reasonably ask of government for their electorate (Wellington, 2019, p. 9). Davis (2019) 

argues that it wasn’t that Wellington wasn’t interested in policy but that his key platform 

was about integrity and honesty and that this tied in well with Beattie’s own agenda. On the 

other side of the political equation, Wellington argues Beattie ‘delivered everything he said 

he would do’ (2019, p. 2).  
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The way the relationship with Wellington worked was that if he had an issue with 

legislation or a constituency matter, he would raise it first with the premier’s office through 

McGreevy. McGreevy recalls that he would then decide as to whether he could fix it by 

liaising directly with whichever minister was responsible or elevate it to Whiddon or Beattie 

himself (Whiddon and McGreevy, 2019, p. 3). Additionally, Wellington (2019) notes that at 

times he was able to liaise directly with the premier and ministers on some issues. 

Furthermore, Whiddon notes that Wellington had access to heads of agency for briefings on 

issues (Whiddon & McGreevy 2019, p. 7).  

Wellington (2019) also introduced his own private members legislation, for example, 

an amendment to the Double Jeopardy law to allow a person acquitted of a crime to be 

charged a second time for the same crime if significant new evidence came to light, and a bill 

for the Rights for the Terminally Ill. Wellington argues that, despite government 

reservations about both pieces of legislation, he was able to negotiate support for these bills 

without ‘holding a shotgun to anyone’s head’ (2019, p. 2). In the case of the Double 

Jeopardy issue, he negotiated a compromise for the law to apply to future cases and not be 

retrospective as he had originally planned, and notes it was subsequently passed. With the 

Rights for the Terminally Ill bill, the compromise was that the government would support it 

only if Wellington was able to get key stakeholders including the Australian Medical 

Association, the Catholic Archbishop of Brisbane, nurses, the Salvation Army and unions, to 

agree (2019, pp. 2-3). Wellington says it took 18 months to secure that support and by then 

the government no longer relied on his vote but had nevertheless ‘largely rubber stamped’ 

the bill through Parliament (2019, p. 3). McGreevy recalls that for its part, the Beattie 

government had difficulties convincing Wellington, himself a farmer, to support legislation to 

halt new land clearing on freehold and leasehold property. ‘The issue was the big 

environmental issue during the time he held the balance of power’ (Whiddon and 

McGreevy, 2019, p. 7). McGreevy says this was resolved by a promise by Beattie to fund 

from state treasury a $150 million compensation package for farmers disadvantaged by the 

legislation. He notes that by the time consultation with green groups and farmers was 

finalised Wellington no longer held the balance of power but was still able to support the 

legislation.63  

 
63 Beattie (2005) lists this as one of his biggest achievements during the term of government but the legislation 
was later largely wound back by the LNP government. 
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Wellington (2019) and Whiddon and McGreevy (2019) note that an unexpected side 

effect of the agreement was that it gave Beattie authority to stand up to the unions and 

Labor factions by being able to say ‘no, Wellington won’t wear it so you can’t do it’ 

(Wellington, 2019, p. 4). 

Recognising early the potential of minority government to damage business 

confidence, Beattie set up a business round table to reassure business the government was 

stable and going to go full term. ‘Beattie did everything possible to confirm to them that 

while the government theoretically was on a knife edge, it was actually a very stable 

government’ (Whiddon & McGreevy 2019, p. 7). Whiddon notes Beattie used the business 

round table to detail the government’s budget and industry development plans and to 

provide an opportunity for business to raise issues directly with him, arguing ‘the business 

community relationship was excellent’ (2019, p. 7).  

As mentioned above, the economy and government budgetary position – key factors 

in the Tasmanian case studies – do not appear to have been major factors in Queensland 

during this period and this is likely to have had a strong positive impact on the public’s 

perception of Labor’s management of government which carried into the 2001 election. 

Whiddon and McGreevy (2019) note that the ‘economy was pretty good’ and in his 

autobiography Beattie talks about his ability to increase funding for health, education, 

industry development policies such as the Smart State initiative, biotechnology, tourism and 

the creation of jobs while maintaining budget discipline (Beattie 2005, pp. 154-155).  

By 1998 Australia had largely recovered from the recession of the early 1990s. As 

Table 6 below shows, Queensland’s economic growth rate compared well with the national 

growth rate for the period from 1995 to 2001, covering the two minority governments of 

the period. 
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Table 6 – Economic Growth Rate Queensland 1995-96 to 2000-01  
Data source: Queensland Treasury, State Accounts64 

 

 

 On other measures the Queensland economy also performed well. Queensland 

Gross State Product (GSP), for example, grew in every financial year during the period, from 

$76.43 billion in 1995-96 to $101.62 billion in 2000-01 (adjusted for 2019-20 prices).65 

While unemployment fluctuated annually during the period, Figure 6 below shows there was 

no demonstrable deterioration during the minority government term under review and, 

indeed, a trend improvement.  

This economic growth rate, GSP and unemployment rate data runs counter to 

business fears and popular claims in the media that minority government has a negative 

impact on the economy. Rather, if anything, it appears to support the theory that there is no 

universal causal link between minority government and deterioration of an economy. 

Despite this, Wanna (2019, p. 6) and Williams (2019, p. 4) note that concern about 

instability and, in particular, the potential for sovereign risk in a minority government, which 

affects investment decisions, remained key issues for the business community. 

 
64 https://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/statistics/theme/economy 
 
65 Source: ABS 5220.0, Australian National Accounts, State Accounts, Queensland Gross State Product at Factor 
Cost 1989-90 to 2019-20. 

https://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/statistics/theme/economy
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Figure 6 – Queensland unemployment rate – June 1995 to June 2002. 

Source: ABS 6202.0 Labour Force Australia, Employment, Unemployment and 
Unemployment Rate Queensland 1978 to 2020. 

 

9.6  INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE – NEW OR A CONSOLIDATION OF PAST CHANGE? 
 

Arguably, the Beattie minority government resulted in institutional change but not of 

the same scale as in some other jurisdictions. There are perhaps three reasons for this. The 

first is that there was no long history of minority government in Queensland as there had 

been in other jurisdictions such as Tasmania, and in the sole prior example, the Borbidge 

minority government, political problems and instability were either of its own making or a 

result of national policies – not caused by the any actions of the independent balance of 

power holder Cunningham. Secondly, many of the institutional changes to parliamentary 

rules and access by non-government members to cabinet, ministers and the bureaucracy 

were enhancements to earlier changes that occurred as a result either of the 

implementation of the recommendations of the FitzGerald inquiry or the preceding 

Borbidge minority government. Thirdly, and principally, the minority government relied 

entirely on an agreement with just one independent with a strong commitment to allowing 

the government to govern and who had a narrower range of demands in return for support.  

However, this does not mean the Beattie minority government resulted in no 

institutional change. Arguably the letter of agreement between Beattie and Wellington was 
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an institutional innovation in that it was the first case of a formal agreement between a non-

government member and the government in the Queensland setting and formed the basis of 

a subsequent agreement in the future Palaszczuk minority government, demonstrating 

lesson learning over time. Whether this agreement can be described as a direct legacy of 

past minority government experiences in other jurisdictions is not proven. However, it is 

shown that the terms of the letter of agreement have much in common with the earlier 

NSW MoU and some aspects of the Tasmanian Accord. While it is difficult to prove a direct 

policy transfer and lesson-learning, as discussed in Chapter 3, when different jurisdictions do 

the same or similar things, policy transfer theory allows that it is reasonable to conclude 

copying, emulation or inspiration occurred. 

What the research indicates is that the minority government resulted, in many cases, 

in consolidation and enhancements of previous practices. For example, Wanna (2019) 

argues many of the ministerial integrity measures outlined in the agreement with 

Wellington, such as avoiding ‘jobs for the boys’ appointments, transparency of ministerial 

travel expenditure, use of credit cards and entertainment expenses, had already been 

implemented post the FitzGerald Inquiry but were tweaked or reinforced (2019, p. 6) under 

the Beattie government agreement with Wellington. 

Davis (2019) argues that some of the institutional changes resulting from the Beattie 

minority government are: the appointment of a person in the premier’s office to liaise with 

the balance of power holder, direct access of the independent to ministers and the heads of 

the public service which constitutes a fundamental change to previous cabinet and public 

service practices, a commitment to liaise with the independent on all legislation and the 

important changes to parliamentary standing orders in relation to question time, 

participation on key parliamentary committees and the ability of MPs to bring forward 

private members’ legislation (Davis, 2019, p. 1). As noted in earlier chapters, some of these 

types of changes were introduced in earlier minority governments, for example, by Field in 

1989 in Tasmania. Noting that many of these changes have just arisen rather than being 

planned practice, Davis argues that if minority governments are going to be part of 

Australia’s future, it is important to get protocols in place about how they are supposed to 

run. ‘In each of the incidents of minority governments we have now had the swing MPs on 

whose vote the government’s fate rests, usually put up clear criteria around issues like 

confidence’ (2019, p. 3). He notes that the criteria include commitments to vote with the 
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government on confidence and supply subject to concerns about integrity or corruption. 

‘That is good. We have sort of got the beginnings of constitutional protocols’ (2019, p. 3). 

Newton (2005) notes the Queensland constitution underwent substantial review over 

a nine-year period, culminating with the enactment of the Constitution of Queensland 2001 

and the Parliament of Queensland Act 2001. However, she argues these were more a 

consolidation of constitutional matters previously spread over a variety of different Acts 

rather than new measures (Newton 2005, pp. 145-146). Some of the key recommendations 

including a referendum for a fixed four-year term66, the incorporation of some conventions 

into the Constitution Act and a stipulation that the ‘Governor shall, in accordance with the 

constitutional convention, act on the advice of the premier’ were not implemented at that 

time (2005, pp. 147-150). While these institutional changes occurred during the Beattie 

government, it is argued they were more the result of a continuation of a longer process 

and not a consequence of the minority government. In a study of the effectiveness of 

Queensland parliamentary committees Ojha (2012) notes there were substantial changes to 

the committee system in the post-FitzGerald period with much of that change occurring 

during the two minority governments (Borbidge 1996 and Beattie 1998). He notes that 

prior to this period Queensland had an ineffective committee system (Ojha 2012, pp. 71-

73).  

However, as with the constitutional changes, while the committee system was 

enhanced during the minority government periods, this was also more a continuation of 

reform than a specific consequence of minority government. Ojha’s (2012) study focuses on 

the work of the Public Accounts Committee, Public Works Committee, the Estimates 

Committees, the Legal, Constitutional and Administrative Review Committee, the Members’ 

Ethics and Parliamentary Privileges Committee and the CJC. He notes that while there was 

a very high level of take-up of the recommendations of the committees, this mainly 

occurred when the recommendations were not in conflict with government policy. He also 

found that ability of the committees to hold governments accountable was marred by the 

chairmanship and domination of membership of the committees by government members 

(2012, pp. 77-84). 

 
66 A referendum for a fixed four-year term in 1991 was narrowly defeated. However, a referendum was held in 
March 2016 which was successful and legislation for the four-year term introduced in May 2016.  
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Whiddon and McGreevy (2019), Davis (2019) and Wanna (2019) also acknowledge 

Beattie’s expanded regional community cabinet meeting program as an institutional 

innovation and one that was a direct result of the negotiations and agreement with 

Wellington – a point that Wellington is also keen to highlight as one of the beneficial 

outcomes of his negotiations for minority government with Beattie. Additionally, it has been 

argued that this expanded community cabinet concept later transferred to other 

jurisdictions, notably the adoption of the idea by the incoming Bacon Labor government in 

Tasmania in the second half of 1998. 

9.7  THE POLITICAL LEGACIES – ELECTORAL ENDORSEMENT OF THE GOVERNMENT 

In a media release marking the first 100 days of his government Beattie says: ‘Our 

record proves we have a strong cabinet, that we have governed as if we have a majority of 

10’ (Beattie 1998a). The minority status lasted only a short time – approximately four 

months - with Labor becoming a majority government in December 1998 after winning a by-

election in the seat of Mulgrave caused by the resignation of a One Nation member (Wanna 

2001, pp. 34-35). Wanna notes that Beattie then enjoyed a one-seat majority government 

for almost two years until an electoral fraud scandal ‘which tested Labor's credibility’ (2001, 

p. 35). Beattie (2005) notes he was also rocked by the so-called Net Bet Affair where 

government MP Bill D’Arcy, ministerial staff member Don Livingstone and Ipswich councillor 

Paul Pisascale had a perceived conflict of interest through having an interest in a company 

awarded a government internet gambling licence. Beattie reacted to that incident by 

introducing retrospective legislation to prevent the three from gaining any profit and forcing 

them to relinquish their interests. He also established an internal inquiry to ensure the 

department had followed due process and referred the matter to the CJC (Beattie 2005, pp. 

130-131).  

Beattie was further shaken by the findings of an inquiry established by attorney-general 

Matt Foley on behalf of the government into allegations of electoral rorting within the ALP 

in Queensland which Beattie also referred to the CJC (2005, p. 132). Wanna (2001) notes 

that ‘a teary-eyed Beattie took a strong stand against the self-confessed electoral rorters 

within his own party - both MPs and ordinary party members’ (2001, p. 35). The rorts issue, 

which included misuse of campaign funds and wrongly enrolling people in electorates to gain 



208 
 

advantage in pre-selection votes - engulfed three Labor MPs, including his good friend and 

deputy premier Jim Elder.  

 To further complicate the issue, in November 2000  D'Arcy was tried and convicted 

in the Brisbane Supreme Court of one charge of rape and seventeen other charges of sexual 

assaults on children in his care as a young teacher at the Yalleroi School in the mid-1960s. 

McGreevy (2019) recalls phoning Wellington to let him know of the court finding before it 

broke in the news to reassure him that this related to events before D’Arcy became a 

member of parliament and therefore had nothing to do with the term of parliament and the 

government that Wellington was supporting. ‘The only question Wellington asked me was 

just to make sure he was not a member of parliament at the time’ (Whiddon and McGreevy, 

2019, p. 5). Wanna (2001) notes that with cases of electoral fraud hanging over their heads 

the government adjourned parliament in mid-November 2000, not intending to recall 

parliament in the New Year. He notes the LNP accused Beattie of being scared of allowing 

parliament to meet, out of fear he would lose his majority on the floor of the Assembly. ‘But 

Beattie was not fearful of lacking the confidence of the House: rather he did not wish to be 

seen to be relying on two former Labor members who had admitted electoral fraud in the 

event that the Independents would no longer support his government’ (Wanna, 2001, p. 35). 

Thus, Beattie was again in minority relying on the support of the two independents - 

Wellington and Cunningham. In January 2001 Beattie called the election for 17 February – 

three months short of the full term.  

At the time of the elections the make-up of the Queensland parliament had changed 

from that which entered parliament in 1998. It comprised 45 Labor, 23 Nationals, nine 

Liberals, six City-Country Alliance (CCA) and six independents. The six CCA MPs and four 

of the independents had been elected as One Nation in 1998. Wanna (2001) notes the 

electoral rorts issue did not resonate with voters and had minimal impact on the election 

outcome.  

At the 2001 election Labor won a landslide securing 66 of the 89 seats in what Wanna 

(2001) describes as a seismic shift in the electorate’s sentiment which ended an 

extraordinarily tumultuous period between 1995 and 2001. The Nationals won 12 seats, the 

Liberals 3, ONP 3 and there were five independents. The CCA did not win a seat. Whiddon 

(2019) argues that this result is the measure of the success of the Beattie minority 



209 
 

government. ‘Minority gave Beattie a huge authority in government which he wouldn’t have 

otherwise had,’ (Whiddon and McGreevy, 2019, p. 6). Arguably that authority gave Beattie 

the freedom to tackle electoral rorts within his own party and thus avoid the taint of 

corruption that had overshadowed the Goss and Borbidge governments before him. 

Thus, despite a number of major political scandals that might otherwise have severely 

damaged the government electorally, and the reliance on balance of power holders at both 

the beginning and end of the term in office, the Beattie government was judged well by the 

electorate and rewarded with a landslide majority government at the 2001 election. This 

case study therefore underlines the point made in Chapter 5 that not all minority 

governments result in political and electoral damage to the parties involved in the 

partnerships.  

9.8 THE ROLE OF OPTIONAL PREFERENTIAL VOTING 

In earlier chapters the important role of Tasmania’s Hare-Clark proportional electoral 

system in minority government formation has been noted. While Queensland has a 

unicameral parliament with 89 single-member electorates, its optional preferential voting 

system also plays a significant role. As discussed above, Beattie’s pledge in the 1998 

campaign not to accept ONP preferences, to put ONP last on Labor how-to-vote cards and 

to not govern with their support, played a significant role in the election outcome and 

subsequent minority government formation. Green (2017) notes that at the 1998 

Queensland election the Borbidge Coalition government ‘realised the only way the National 

and Liberal Parties could win re-election was by recommending preferences to One Nation 

in the hope of encouraging One Nation voters to direct preferences back to the Coalition’ 

(Green 2017). He notes the decision worked in that One Nation preferences heavily 

favoured the LNP but ‘the problem was the decision benefited One Nation as much as the 

Borbidge government’ (2017). A legacy of that outcome was the decision of the Nationals 

and Liberals to preference One Nation and the CCA last on how-to-vote cards in 2001 to 

try to avoid a repeat of the 1998 outcome. They further asserted that after the election 

they would not form a coalition with either of the right-wing parties (ONP and the CCA) 

nor rely on them for votes of confidence (Wanna, 2001, pp. 41-42). However, the effect of 

this pledge was damaged somewhat by a decision by two Nationals’ candidates in northern 

Queensland to preference ONP and the CCA ahead of Labor.  
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Labor maintained its 1998 position of not governing with the support of the ONP and 

the CCA. However, Labor also changed its position after the lessons of 1998, introducing a 

'Just Vote 1' strategy at the 2001 election. Labor how-to-vote cards recommended that 

voters 'just vote l' which meant that any votes for unsuccessful Labor candidates in seats 

where there is a strong contest between National and One Nation candidates would just 

exhaust. Wanna (2001) argues they did this strategically because in 1998 nine of the 23 

Nationals MPs elected had been returned on Labor preferences (2001, p. 41).  

At one level, these political messaging and how-to-vote strategies rightly can be seen 

simply as manoeuvring to gain an electoral advantage. However, in this analysis it is argued 

they may be seen additionally as strategy to use electoral laws and institutions to minimise 

the election of minor parties or independents and thus an attempt to avoid minority 

government, though perhaps not on the same scale as the Tasmanian example of reducing 

the number of members of parliament to increase the quota to win a seat, as detailed in 

Chapter 7. 

9.9 SUMMARY 
 

This Chapter has examined the theoretical claims developed in Section 1 of the thesis 

by comparing and contrasting the formation of government process within the Queensland 

context with a range of different variables. These include a different electoral system, 

constitution and parliamentary system, no long history of minority government and a 

stronger economy and budgetary position which affected people’s attitudes in relation to 

the government. The Beattie minority government was also formed through negotiation and 

agreement with just one independent rather than a competing political party. 

The analysis shows that, in response to the third theory identified in Chapters 1 and 2, 

the importance of jurisdiction, the lifecycle of government and contextual and institutional 

factors, such as negotiation styles and the extent of electoral and policy rivalry between the 

parties, played a key role in determining the government formation process and outcomes. 

It is argued above that the economic and budgetary position faced by the Beattie minority 

government gave it room to deliver on its election pledges which reduced pressure on the 

government and minimised negative perceptions of it. 
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The thesis also argues that legacies of past government experience, particularly 

concerns about the taint of political corruption, affected the attitudes and actions of key 

political players in the establishment of the minority government and the way in which it 

subsequently operated. As with Peacock’s (2018) study in the United Kingdom this indicates 

lesson-learning from past experiences from within their own jurisdiction. However, the 

analysis also argues that the letter of agreement between Wellington and Beattie, while not 

proven, to be an example of policy transfer, is similar to earlier minority government 

agreements in Tasmania and New South Wales. Further, it is argued that this agreement 

established a new institutional arrangement that was later copied by the Palaszczuk minority 

government in 2015. As in the earlier case studies, it is shown that a very small number of 

leaders and their advisers were involved in the minority government formation process.  

The list of changes to parliamentary institutions, rules and practices, as well as the 

introduction of community regional cabinet meetings, are discussed in section 9.6 above and 

are lasting legacies of the Beattie minority government. 

Importantly, the analysis of the Beattie minority government highlighted the 

importance of integrity, trust and a close working relationship between the government 

leader and the balance of power holder as a key determinant of the success of the 

government by providing stability and contributed to the electoral success of the 

participants at the 2001 election. Due to the success of the partnership between Beattie’s 

Labor and Wellington, there was no negative legacy. It also demonstrates that who a 

government relies upon for support matters. Wellington, in Beattie’s terms, was a real 

independent whose main concerns were the integrity of government and the interests of his 

constituents rather than an alternative ideological and policy agenda that challenged the 

government. 

One key difference between this case study and the three Tasmania case studies is the 

variation of the ‘no deals’ pledge. In the aftermath of the 1989 minority government in 

Tasmania which ended in tears and electoral pain, both Labor and the Liberals took the 

position of ‘no deals’ with the Greens to the point of ‘majority government or not at all’ 

despite the constitutional constraints on their ability to achieve that. In this case, the 

commitment by Labor in 1998 and by Labor and the LNP in 2001, was more specific in that 

they ruled out an exchange of preferences with, and accepting support from, the parties 

perceived to be on the extreme right - One Nation and the CCA – to form minority 

government. This is a party-specific commitment rather than ruling out acceptance of 
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minority government at all. Importantly, it is argued that the changes by the LNP and Labor 

in relation to the preferencing of the right-wing parties and how-to-vote cards discussed in 

section 9.8 demonstrate that in this case, as in Tasmania, the parties and leaders do adopt 

different political strategies and positions in response to past experiences of hung 

parliaments.  

Chapter 10 will examine the formation of another Queensland minority government 

with the governing party rising from Opposition and subsequently securing majority 

government in different political circumstances. 
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CHAPTER 10 – THE PALASZCZUK 2015 MINORITY GOVERNMENT  

10.1  INTRODUCTION 
 

The Palaszczuk Labor minority government of 2015 is only the third minority 

government in Queensland’s history following the Borbidge LNP minority government in 

1996 and the Beattie minority government in 1998 which was the subject of the previous 

chapter. As with Chapter 9, this case study provides an opportunity to examine the 

similarities and differences between minority government formation and operation in the 

Queensland setting against the observed outcomes in the three Tasmanian case studies. 

Additionally, studying a second Queensland minority government allows a comparison of 

minority governments within the same jurisdiction. Thus, it presents a further opportunity 

to examine the theories developed in Section 1 to address the question of how the legacies 

of past government formation effect the formation of subsequent governments in hung 

parliaments in the Queensland context. This Chapter seeks to assess whether the 

experiences of minority government in 1996 and 1998 resulted in the adoption of different 

political strategies and/or institutional changes in relation to the formation and operation of 

the Palaszczuk government of 2015 and the policies and positions that the parties and 

independents took in the lead up to the 2017 election. 

Following the approach used for the previous four case studies, this chapter 

commences with an overview of the circumstances that gave rise to the Palaszczuk 

government. This includes an examination of some of the key variables and issues that 

contributed to the electoral outcome such as the emergence of new parties due to 

dealignment with the Labor and the LNP, the optional preferential voting system, budgetary 

and other policy decisions by the previous LNP government, the economy and the effect on 

the major parties of ongoing influence of minor parties such as One Nation and the Katter 

Australia Party (KAP).  It then examines the pre-election positions taken by Labor and the 

LNP in relation to deals with minor parties and/or independents in the event of a hung 

parliament, particularly in relation to preference deals. The Chapter then examines the 

minority government formation negotiations between the political parties and independents 
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and the eventual letter of agreement between Palaszczuk and independent MP Peter 

Wellington that secured minority government for Labor.  

The analysis argues that Wellington’s previous experience with minority government 

and ongoing willingness to adopt that approach, how the minority government worked in 

practice and the importance of trust and a close working relationship between the premier 

and Wellington in delivering on the commitments of the letter of agreement, were 

fundamentally important to the stability of this government and the subsequent electoral 

outcome for the Labor Government and Wellington at the 2017 election. Finally, the 

Chapter analyses the political, institutional and policy legacies of the government and 

whether these can be attributed to the minority status of the government or to other 

factors. 

10.2  THE POLITICAL CONTEXT – THE ROAD TO MINORITY GOVERNMENT 
 

At the state election in 2012 the Liberal National Party (LNP), a single party following 

the merger of the Nationals and the Liberal Party in Queensland in 2008, won 78 of the 89 

seats under Campbell Newman while Labor was reduced to just seven seats. This was not 

just a record for Queensland but ‘the biggest landslide in Australia’s political history,’ (King 

2015, p. 194). Less than three years later at the January 2015 election Labor, under Annastacia 

Palaszczuk, won 44 of the 89 seats, the LNP 42 seats, the KAP won two seats and Wellington 

was again elected as an independent, resulting in a hung parliament (McCann & Speldewinde 

2015, p. 1). Williams (2015) notes the swing of 14 per cent created ‘Australian political history 

in dispatching, after a single term, a government with the largest ever parliamentary majority’ 

(Williams 2015, p. 637). Many reasons have been put forward to explain this remarkable 

reversal of form and while it is not the purpose of this study to fully analyse the election 

campaign, it is pertinent to note some of key issues here which, it is argued, subsequently 

played an important role in the minority government letter of agreement between Palaszczuk 

and Wellington.  

King (2015) notes that, following his 2012 election win, Newman undertook a range of 

very tough budgetary measures, for example announcing 14,000 public sector job cuts in his 

first budget to save $3.5 billion of expenditure over the term of the government, and became 

‘the face of public service cuts, taking most of the hits for the government in the media and 

parliament’ (King 2015, pp. 199-213). King argues that despite the merger, there was a ‘lack 
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of partnership’ between the Liberals and the National Party which had an impact on the LNP’s 

ability to present publicly as a united party. In Queensland historically there had been strong 

electoral rivalry between the Liberals and Nationals and, while the merger was a pragmatic 

compromise to win government, tensions remained.  

King notes that from the final quarter of 2013 until the election in 2015 Newman faced 

damaging fights on many fronts including with doctors and unions over public sector 

expenditure cuts, and with criminal bikie gangs and the judiciary over the Vicious Lawless 

Association Disestablishment Act (VLAD) (King, pp. 231-244). Wellington and Labor argued 

in parliament against the VLAD laws, not to support bikie gangs but because they believed it 

to be an over-reach of executive power and an abuse of human rights (Williams, 2015, p. 638). 

The battle with the judiciary arose over the appointment of Tim Carmody as Chief Magistrate 

who drew media attention for public comments perceived to be supportive of the Newman 

government. Carmody’s decision to direct that all bikie-related bail applications be heard in a 

specific Brisbane court room effectively prevented them being heard by other magistrates and 

this was taken by the judiciary as a slight on those magistrates and was therefore seen as 

undermining the judiciary's independence from the government (King 2015, p. 252). 

Towards the end of 2013 Newman was also embroiled in a battle with the Parliamentary 

Crime and Misconduct Committee (PCMC) which had been set up to oversee the work of 

the Criminal Justice Commission (CJC), which had subsequently been rebadged the Crime 

and Misconduct Commission (CMC) in 2002 under Beattie. Any tampering with these 

institutions that arose out of the Fitzgerald corruption inquiry is particularly politically 

sensitive in Queensland.  King (2015) argues that the PCMC had been in Newman’s sights 

since 2011-12 when he believed it had become a blatant political tool for Labor and so moved 

to replace the PCMC’s chair. Wellington (2019) who, as noted in Chapter 9, was first elected 

to parliament on an integrity and anti-corruption platform, was highly critical of the move 

which he saw as an example of misuse by the LNP of its huge majority in parliament. He argues 

the Newman government used its control of the PCMC to stifle a report critical of the 

government’s choice of chair of the CMC (Wellington 2019, p. 8). Just a few days out from 

the election the CJC’s architect Tony Fitzgerald publicly attacked the LNP government, 

accusing it of ‘laying the foundations for a return of the type of corruption he had exposed in 

the 1980s’ (King 2015, p. 272). In October 2014 the Newman Government became the 

subject of a senate inquiry established with the support by the Palmer United Party (PUP), the 

ALP and the Greens ‘into administration of Commonwealth funds allocated to Queensland 
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since 2012, judicial independence and separation of powers in the Queensland courts and 

judicial system, the approval process for development of projects and the Commonwealth 

Government’s oversight of approvals for coal seam gas projects’ (McCann & Speldewinde 

2015). These issues combined to build a perception that under Newman Queensland’s 

political system had fallen back into pre-Fitzgerald Inquiry bad habits.  

Another key factor both during the campaign and in negotiations for minority 

government was Newman’s leadership style. Winther (2015) argues that Newman became 

the sole focus of the campaign, but many voters had already decided that they didn’t like 

Newman and, as a result, it made it increasingly difficult for the LNP, while media focus on 

polling forecasts that the premier may lose his seat of Ashgrove became a serious 

distraction to the LNP campaign. King (2015) notes that after crushing by-election defeats in 

the seats of Redcliffe in February 2014, where there was a14.4 per cent swing against the 

LNP, and Stafford in July 2014, where there was a 19.1 per cent swing, Campbell was well 

aware of the impact his leadership style was having on the LNP’s re-election chances and 

made an offer to LNP president Brad Henderson, in the presence of several witnesses, to 

stand down as premier in the belief that his personal brand of leadership was damaging the 

government’s chances of re-election. King argues that Newman was talked out of resigning 

as premier but later regretted the decision (2015, p. 264).  

The election was not due formally until June 2015 but there was media speculation of a 

snap election in January 2015 which was the pretext used by Newman to ask the governor 

for an election to be held on 31 January 2015 (King 2015, pp. 269-270). Williams (2015) argues 

that while Newman insisted the early election was ‘to give business certainty’ the move was 

designed to catch Labor unprepared (2015, p. 637). Williams notes that opinion polls in the 

first week of the campaign showed the LNP had a 53 per cent to 47 per cent lead over Labor 

on a two-party preferred basis (2015, p. 637). However, by the second week of the campaign 

polls were indicating a swing across the state of up to 12 per cent ‘sufficient to produce a 

hung parliament’ (2015, p. 639). 

Williams notes the major election issues were: Newman’s combative leadership style, 

unemployment which was the highest on mainland Australia at 6.9 per cent, law and order 

(on which the government had a good record with crime rates having fallen over the term of 

the government), the environment, particularly water quality on the Great Barrier Reef, and 

‘the government’s contentious policy to lease $34 billion of major public assets’ to pay down 
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state debt and fund new infrastructure projects (Williams 2015, p. 637). This last issue 

prompted a big anti-Newman spending campaign by unions who were already angry at the 

public sector funding cuts of the previous three years. King (2015) and Williams (2015) both 

note that the increasingly unhelpful behaviour of the Abbott Federal Coalition government, 

for example, during the Queensland campaign announced then withdrew a $20 reduction in 

Medicare rebates for GP visits, announced a knighthood for Prince Phillip which crowded out 

debate on other state policy issues just a few days before the election, and speculation by 

federal Trade Minister Andrew Robb of a GST increase, which also had a negative impact on 

the state election campaign for the LNP. Media speculation in relation to the danger of 

Newman losing his own seat of Ashgrove due to polls showing Labor’s Kate Jones ahead by 

eight points, and the failure of the LNP campaign ‘to launch’ an all-out negative advertising 

campaign against Labor for fear it would be seen as too aggressive were also key factors (King, 

2015, pp. 277-279). 

Williams argues that an email request to members by the LNP - which had attracted 

$18.6 million in donations in 2013-14 compared to Labor’s $8.4 million - for $100,000 in small 

donations and the approval just prior to the election of the Acland coal mine, a project owned 

by a company that had donated $650,000 to the federal Liberal Party and state LNP, created 

further disquiet about the secrecy of donations and links between political donations and 

project approvals (2015, p. 638). Added to that was a LNP statement that voters would only 

get promised local projects if they voted for specific LNP members or candidates which was 

taken by voters and the media as a form of electoral blackmail (King 2015, p. 279). 

As will be examined in greater detail below (10.4), all these issues – public sector 

expenditure cuts, the asset lease plan, the VLAD laws and the erosion of human rights 

protections, the independence of the judiciary, political interference in the CMC and the work 

of the PCMC, the lack of transparency of political donations and Newman’s leadership style 

– had an impact on the minority government formation process and are reflected in the letter 

of agreement between Palaszczuk and Wellington.  
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10.3 Minority Government Positioning and the Electoral System 

As was shown in Chapter 9, in Queensland in 2001 the major political parties adopted 

two main tactics in attempts to minimise the electoral success of minor parties and thus to 

avoid a repeat of the hung parliaments experienced in 1996 and 1998. Beattie had made it 

clear in 1998 that he would not govern with One Nation, would not accept preferences from 

them and that Labor would preference them last. In 2001 the Nationals and Liberals changed 

tactics from sharing preferences with One Nation to preference One Nation and the right-

wing City Country Alliance (CCA) last on how to vote cards. Labor also changed its policy 

for the 2001 election, introducing the ‘Just Vote 1’ strategy possible under Queensland’s OPV. 

Green (2020) notes Labor’s electoral victories in 2001 and 2004 were due to inter-coalition 

competition, the rise of One Nation and the adoption of the ‘Just Vote 1’ tactic. He argues 

that optional preferential voting (OPV) also was a major factor in the merger of the Nationals 

and Liberals in 2008. As a single party the LNP became converts to the ‘Just Vote 1’ strategy 

at the 2009 and 2012 elections (Green, 2020).  

Williams (2015) notes that during the 2015 election campaign Newman ‘almost 

inexplicably given the splintering of the conservative vote among the LNP, KAP and PUP’ 

urged a ‘Just Vote 1’ strategy, arguing that this would prevent a hung parliament (Williams 

2015, p. 639). Williams notes that at this election Labor overturned its long-standing policy 

of putting One Nation last to urge voters to put the LNP last and that this strategy thus saw 

a return by Labor and the Greens in Queensland to the practice of distributing how to vote 

cards (2015, p. 642). As a result, Williams (2015) notes that Labor received strong 

preference flows from minor parties while the LNP ‘all but starved.’ While the LNP led on 

primary votes in 51 seats it won only 42 seats (2015, p. 642). King (2015) notes 

Queensland’s OPV system allowed Labor’s second-placed candidates to leapfrog the LNP to 

win enough seats to form a minority government despite the LNP having secured 1,084,060 

primary votes (41.32 per cent ) compared to Labor’s 983,054 (37.47 per cent) (2015, p. 

283). 

While preferencing tactics adopted by the major parties have an impact on elections 

generally, it is argued, that in the 2015 Queensland election, such tactics played a significant 

role too in the result, underlining the importance of electoral systems in determining 

minority government outcomes, as noted in Chapter 5 and elsewhere in this study. It also 

highlights again how parties and their leaders learn from past experiences and adopt new 
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strategies to try to avoid hung parliaments. Arguably, the electoral tactics of the major 

political parties were restricted and influenced by the institution of OPV which had been 

introduced in Queensland in 1992. However, each party reacted within those institutional 

constraints in a bid to affect the election outcome.  

The second main tactic important to this study is the position taken by the main 

political parties on the question of whether they would do deals to secure minority 

government. Jabour (2015) reports that during the election campaign both Labor and the LNP 

ruled out forming minority government in the event of a hung parliament. She quotes Newman 

urging people not to ‘hang Queensland with a hung parliament’ and saying he would rather 

lose government than make a deal with minor parties. Palaszczuk also announced ‘there will 

be no deals’ (Jabour, 2015). Jabour notes that neither party leader elaborated on what would 

happen in the event both major parties refused to form government if there was a hung 

parliament. Williams (2019) argues, however, that while Palaszczuk said no deals, she didn’t 

really mean it. He argues the mantra for Labor and the party’s union supporters was ‘anything 

to get rid of Newman’ (2019, p. 5). That is, both the Labor leadership and the broader labour 

movement were in agreement of a deal. This contrasts with the position of the Giddings Labor 

minority government in Tasmania as detailed in Chapter 8 where the unions and party 

membership were opposed to the minority government coalition with the Greens and 

underlines the need of leaders and the parliamentary wing of parties to consider the views of 

their membership. 

In the immediate aftermath of the election, the ALP had 43 seats to the LNP’s 38 with 

five seats still to be determined by the distribution of preferences, leaving an inconclusive 

result (Williams, 2015, p. 643).  McCann and Speldewinde (2015) note that during this interim 

period Newman had remained as caretaker Premier until the return of writs but there was 

intense speculation about who should govern. They note the LNP had publicly indicated that 

the party would write to constituents about a potential election re-run. However, as the 

results became clearer, on 11 February Labor leader Annastacia Palaszczuk approached 

Governor Paul de Jersey to advise him that she could form a minority government. The 

Electoral Commission of Queensland declared the results on 13 February showing Labor had 

secured 44 seats, the LNP 42, KAP 2 and Wellington was elected as the sole independent. 

On the same day the Governor invited Palaszczuk to form a government and she was sworn 

in as the 39th Premier of Queensland on 14 February (McCann and Speldewinde, 2015).  
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Newman, who had lost his seat to Jones, was replaced as leader of the LNP by the 

National party’s former leader Lawrence Springborg. Wellington (2019) says that during the 

interregnum he commenced negotiations with Palaszczuk. He recalls Springborg also had 

contacted him to ‘see if there was any way I would support them’ (2019, p. 6). However, 

Wellington notes he believed the LNP in government had behaved ‘like absolute spoiled brats 

and school bullies’ treating him and the Labor Opposition like dirt (2019, p. 6). He argues he 

had no confidence in many former LNP ministers and therefore could not support them to 

return to leadership roles in government (2019, p. 6). As well, Wellington notes the LNP 

would require all three crossbench members including himself and the two KAP members, 

who he felt were making unrealistic demands. ‘Some of the Katter Party policies were extreme 

and unreasonable and, in my view, the way they were negotiating with the ALP was also like 

holding a shotgun to the head’ (Wellington, 2019, p. 7). Williams (2015) notes that the KAP 

had presented both major parties with a ‘wish list’ of 28 demands in return for their support. 

Wellington believed a Labor government requiring just his support would be more stable. He 

argues that by contrast to the KAP demands, the letter of agreement between himself and 

Palaszczuk, discussed in detail in following section, was more reasonable and sustainable (2019, 

p. 6).  

What the above analysis shows is that while the LNP and Labor had both categorically 

ruled out deals with minor parties to form minority government, both had nonetheless sought 

agreements – the LNP with the KAP and Wellington and Labor with Wellington – in the post-

election period, just as had occurred in Tasmania in 2010. As Wanna (2019) notes, ‘there is 

always a government’ (2019, p. 9). Stressing that the important issue for a governor is whether 

a government has supply and confidence and that governors prefer solutions to be worked 

out in parliament, Wanna points to a precedent in 1899 when a Labor government was 

appointed when neither of the then two major groupings, the Protectionists and Free Traders, 

were prepared to form government. That(ABC 2010 Election Preview  2010) Labor government 

lasted just a week but was then brought down when Protectionists and Free Traders, sorted 

out their differences (2019, p. 9). 



221 
 

 

 

10.4 MINORITY GOVERNMENT FORMATION – EXCHANGE OF LETTERS 

 

From Wellington’s point of view, the agreement to support a Palaszczuk minority 

government was similar to his earlier experience with Beattie in 1998. He notes that it 

started with a general discussion with Palaszczuk about a range of issues which resulted in 

an exchange of letters in which he undertook to provide support for the government on 

confidence motions and supply, with the now usual caveat of ‘unless there is evidence of 

gross fraud, misappropriation or like activities’ (Wellington, 2019, p. 6). In return Palaszczuk 

made some 21 commitments in a four-page document covering integrity and accountability 

matters, state finances, the public sector and policy and infrastructure issues (Palaszczuk 

2015). The thesis has not directly established whether Palaszczuk was briefed by Beattie 

during this process, however it was highly likely an example of lesson learning from the 

earlier minority government experience given her father Henry Palaszczuk was a minister in 

the Beattie government, Beattie is acknowledged as her mentor and she was advised on 

how to set up government by another former Beattie government minister Terry 

Mackenroth (Ludlow 2015). Some of the commitments to Wellington were not a big stretch 

for Labor as they were part of the ALP’s election platform. For example, the document 

commits Labor to oppose asset sales, pay down state debt and restore frontline public 

services (Palaszczuk, 2015, p. 1). The document also includes commitments to restore or 

reinvigorate institutions weakened during the Newman term such as the parliamentary 

committee system and regular community cabinet meetings. 

While for Wellington it was a similar document to the Beattie agreement, it is 

significantly different in two ways which further reinforce the argument that it is an example 

of lesson learning and transfer. Firstly, the agreement is more a hybrid document in that it 

has much in common with the 1998 Beattie-Wellington agreement and the October 1991 

Memorandum of Understanding between the NSW Greiner minority government and three 

non-aligned Independents detailed in Chapter 5. However, it also contains a number of 

strong policy commitments much like the 1989 Tasmanian Labor-Green Accord which was 

discussed in Chapter 6. Some examples include a review of the process to approve the 

Acland coal mine, an end to dumping dredge oil on the Caley Valley wetlands and the 
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restoration of the legal rights of communities, residents and individuals to object to 

developments (Palaszczcuk, 2015, pp. 2-3). 

Secondly, as noted in the introduction above, the Palaszczuk-Wellington agreement 

is in large part a repudiation of the perceived excesses of the Newman government. This 

includes commitments to redress concerns regarding Newman government changes to the 

CCC, appointment of a new chair for that body, reform of electoral donation laws, 

establishment of a commission of inquiry into organised crime and a high-level taskforce to 

include the Bar Association and the Law Society to review the VLAD laws (2015, pp. 1-2). 

Perhaps the most important of 21 points was the commitment to investigate the issues 

related to ‘a possible Bill of Rights in Queensland’ (2015, p. 3). This was an issue that 

Wellington had championed for many years and which came to the fore again due to the 

perceived Newman government’s overreach of executive power in relation to the VLAD 

laws discussed above. Williams (2015) notes the agreement also includes commitments to 

electoral reform including the reintroduction of a $1000 disclosure threshold for political 

donations, down from the LNP’s $12,800 threshold, and an inquiry into links, if any, 

between political donations and the awarding of tenders, contracts and approvals (2015, p. 

644). In addition to the concerns regarding political donations noted above, Wellington 

(2019) notes he was personally against accepting donations of any kind, preferring to rely on 

‘an army’ of supporters and social media campaigning to avoid being beholden to anyone 

(2019, p. 7).   

The final element of the agreement is a list of commitments by the government to 

issues in Wellington’s seat of Nicklin on the Sunshine Coast including, for example, a review 

of road maintenance contracts to create more local jobs, changes to infrastructure charges 

in relation to Caloundra South, upgrades to the Nambour rail station and Nambour hospital 

parking (2015, pp. 3-4). Wellington (2019) acknowledges these infrastructure requests 

attracted criticism of pork-barrelling but argues that he asked for nothing that was not 

reasonable for any member to seek on behalf of their electorates (2019, p. 9). 

While there is no mention of it as part of the agreement, Labor supported 

Wellington’s election as Speaker on the first sitting day of the new parliament on 24 March 

2015 in what Williams (2015) describes as ‘Queensland’s first truly independent Speaker 
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since Henry Ward in 1888’ (2015, p. 644). Wellington’s nomination was moved by 

Palaszczuk, and he was elected unopposed.67 

10.5 STABLE GOVERNMENT – HOW THE MINORITY GOVERNMENT OPERATED  
 

Williams (2019) notes that the political and media narrative of the Palaszczuk 

minority government was not whether it would fall but ‘when is it going to fall?’ (2019, p. 5). 

He argues few felt it would go the full term because Labor had a majority of just one vote 

and the LNP remained ‘a robust force,’ in the parliament (2019, p. 5). The sense of 

impending doom for the government was heightened by a series of resignations of members 

and ministers. McCann and Spendleman (2015) record that within a few days of the official 

opening of the Queensland Parliament Palaszczuk was forced to respond to the so-called 

Billy Gordon affair (ABC, 29 March 2015). Gordon was elected as the Labor member for 

Cook in 2015 but it was quickly revealed he had domestic violence convictions, unpaid child 

support payments and accusations by women of receiving sexting messages from him. 

Williams (2015) notes Palaszczuk immediately urged Gordon to resign from parliament but, 

while he resigned from the ALP, he continued to sit in parliament as an independent and on 

most issues continued to support the government (2015, p. 645). The media widely 

reported that the issue put Labor’s majority at risk, ('MP's past puts ALP majority at risk'  

2015). Palaszczuk also referred the matter to the Queensland Police Commissioner to 

investigate (McGann and Spendleman, 2015). A second crisis occurred in June when it was 

alleged the Labor member for Pumicestone Rick Williams had threatened neighbours, 

sexually harassed women and ‘conducted dodgy financial dealings’ – a matter also referred 

to police for investigation (Williams, 2015, p. 645). Williams remained in parliament but was 

dis-endorsed by Labor in 2017. The political instability continued through the second year of 

the government with the Labor member for Cairns Rob Pyne resigning from the ALP to sit 

as an independent and two ministers being forced to stand down - one following an 

investigation by the CCC over allegations of combining ministerial and union business and 

doing deals for mates, and another over unpaid local government rates (2019, p. 5). 

Williams argues that, consequently, there were a lot of skirmishes, a lot of bad press and the 

government looked unstable (2019, p. 5) but didn’t lose its support in the parliament. 

 
67 Source. Record of Proceedings Queensland Parliament 25 March 2015, page 5. 
http://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/work-of-assembly/hansard 
 

http://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/work-of-assembly/hansard
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Unlike the circumstances faced by minority governments in the three Tasmanian 

case study chapters, the economy and the government’s budgetary position do not appear 

to have been major destabilising factor for the Palaszczuk government. Williams (2019) 

argues that by 2015 the worst of the global financial crisis effects were abating, the Rudd 

package of stimulus measures had kicked in and ‘we didn’t have a recession’ (2019, p. 8). 

Queensland’s economic growth rate was 3.2 per cent in 2015-16 compared to the 

Australian average of 2.8 per cent. In 2016-17 it matched the Australian average rate of 2.4 

per cent and in 2017-18 it achieved a 3.8 per cent growth rate compared to 2.9 per cent 

nationally.68 Williams (2019) argues Queensland still had unemployment of around six per 

cent, but this did not feature as a major issue. ABS figures show Queensland unemployment 

peaked in October 2014 at 7.1 per cent then fell to 5.9 per cent in June 2015 and stood at 

6.2 per cent at June 2016 and 6.3 per cent at June 2017, remaining higher than the 

Australian rate throughout the Palaszczuk government period.69 This is demonstrated by 

Figure 7 below which shows the Queensland unemployment rate comparison with Australia 

from 2000 to 2020. 

Figure 7 – Queensland unemployment rate comparison with Australia. 

Source: Queensland Economy Watch 
 

  

 
68 Source: Queensland Treasury, Queensland State Accounts, June Quarter 2020   
69 ABS Employment, unemployment and unemployment rate - Queensland, Feb 1978 to Oct 2020  
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Williams (2019) notes Queensland did have the highest level of public debt 

nationally, both in real and per capita terms, which Newman had attributed to the previous 

Labor government, but the LNP did not exploit it against Palaszczuk (2019, p. 8). Wanna 

(2019) agrees the State’s high debt of nearly $100 billion was mainly due to the heavy 

investment in infrastructure by the previous Beattie and Bligh Labor governments, much 

needed due to the rapid population growth in the state’s south-east, whereas previously 

Queensland had very little debt and a fully paid superannuation scheme (2019, p. 7). 

Williams (2019) argues that while the Palaszczuk government budgets ‘were not great’, they 

were not as bad as the media, LNP and the business community painted them, due in part to 

continuing strong revenue from coal mining (2019, p. 6). He argues that Palaszczuk 

government relied on its pre-election story that they had dropped Newman’s proposed 

asset sales and leases and could point to the benefits of revenue from government-owned 

businesses, but otherwise had no strong economic narrative. 

Wellington (2019) argues that despite the bad press and constant media stories 

about instability, in fact he never felt the government was likely to fall. Furthermore, he 

believes the relationship and trust between himself and Palaszczuk propped her up against 

‘people with egos’ who may have wanted to challenge her leadership. ‘I made it crystal clear 

that when I said I would support her government that my support was for Annastacia as 

premier for the life of the parliament’ (Wellington, 2019, p. 7). Wellington argues this gave 

Palaszczuk a great deal of confidence to govern. In terms of arrangements for liaison and 

consultation Wellington notes he had a similar working relationship with Palaszczuk as he 

had with Beattie, which is detailed in Chapter 9 and included a liaison officer in the 

Premier’s office, access to ministers and briefings on key legislation and other significant 

issues (Wellington, 2019, p. 6). Williams (2019) notes that Palaszczuk was very good at 

negotiating with the crossbench members and ‘built a very harmonious, amicable 

relationship’, not just with Wellington but the KAP as well (2019, p. 7) who, for example, on 

29 November 2016 voted with the government to overhaul the controversial VLAD laws 

(AAP 2017) and this provided stability. To underline that point, Williams notes that during 

the term the minority government lost the vote on only two bills – sugar industry 

deregulation and the reinstatement of a ban on tree clearing on private land (2019, p. 7).  

On the importance of the style and attitude of the government under Palaszczuk, 

Salisbury (2018) also argues there was a significant shift in voter attitudes in Queensland 

towards a more consultative and approachable style of leadership ‘a change manifested in 
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rejecting the action-oriented “strong man” for an emotionally attuned “everyman” (or 

woman) as leader’ (2018, p. 51). Salisbury argues it was a surprise that Palaszczuk benefited 

so much and so quickly for ‘a pulpable anti-Newman sentiment’ (2018, p. 52). Salisbury 

notes that as a leader of a minority government Palaszczuk adopted a more collaborative 

approach and engaged style than her predecessor; willing to listen to stakeholders and 

communicate with voters and colleagues through the community cabinets and policy forums 

discussed above, even to the point of accommodating the KAP on some issues (2018, p. 52).  

Williams (2015) argues the first two years of the Palaszczuk minority government 

were all about undoing work of the previous government or, as he describes it the ‘de-

Newmanisation’ of key LNP legislation (2015, p. 644).  This included decisions such as 

ending asset privatisation, bringing forward the end of sand mining on North Stradbroke 

Island by 16 years to 2019, scrapping a proposed Bus and Train tunnel in Brisbane, repealing 

a controversial law that to vote people had to show photo identification, reducing the 

political donation threshold and abandoning electricity deregulation (2015, p. 644). Williams 

(2019) also notes there were changes to restore the independence of the public service and 

social reforms such as reform of abortion laws, removing 17-year-olds from prison and 

expunging convictions for homosexuality (2019, pp. 5-6). 

While these actions were important to the minority government in meeting its 

election platform commitments, they were also important for the stability of the 

government in meeting the commitments made to Wellington in return for his support on 

confidence and supply. In April 2015, Wellington commented in the media that while the Bill 

of Rights was important due to the excesses of the Newman government, the approach of 

the Palaszczuk government negated the need for urgency. Wellington later noted in a media 

interview in 2017 that only two matters from the agreement with Palaszczuk were still to be 

delivered - the protection of sub-contractors in Queensland and the bill of rights – but he 

was confident that progress was being made on those issues (Caldwell 2017). While not 

directly a focus of this thesis, the protection of sub-contractors came into effect on 1 

January 2019 and the Human Rights Act became law in March 2019.  

This thesis argues that the Queensland Human Rights Act (2019) is a significant 

political, or legislative legacy which came as a direct result of the agreement between 

Wellington and Palaszczuk. Institutional changes that resulted from the agreement include 

changes to parliamentary committee membership, the re-institution of community cabinet 
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meetings – dubbed ‘Governing from the Regions’ – and the political donations law reform. 

There were three significant institutional changes to the electoral system during the 

Palaszczuk minority government, and these are discussed in detail in the following section. 

10.6 CHANGING THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM 

 

There were also three significant changes to the electoral system in Queensland 

during the Palaszczuk minority government. Four-year parliamentary terms are common 

across the Australian states and territories, with NSW, Victoria, WA and SA adopting them 

in the 1980s, Tasmania in 1972, the NT since its establishment and the ACT in 2003. More 

recently some jurisdictions moved to fixed terms – NSW in 1995, and Victoria and the ACT 

in 2003.70 Queensland introduced a fixed four-year term for government during this term of 

minority government. There was also an increase in the size of the parliament from 89 to 93 

members and replacement of the OPV with compulsory preferential voting (CPV). It is 

argued that all three represent major institutional changes that are a legacy of the Palaszczuk 

minority government. It is further argued that the change from OPV to CPV is a direct 

result of minority government. It is argued that there were a number of factors that 

contributed to the other two institutional changes but that the experience of minority 

government was a contributing factor. 

 As discussed in Chapter 9, the proposal for a fixed term parliament had its origins in 

the failed 1991 referendum on the question which, in turn, was a response to the Fitzgerald 

Inquiry’s recommendations. It was also shown in Chapter 9 that Beattie agreed to run a full 

(three-year) term as one of his key commitments to Wellington in the 1998 letter of 

agreement in return for Wellington’s support which he confirmed in a motion in parliament. 

In 2000 the Queensland Parliament’s Constitutional and Administrative Review Committee 

recommended a four-year term and that no election be permitted during the first three 

years providing the government continued to enjoy support on confidence and supply.  

For various reasons, principally that any change of this nature required public 

support at a referendum and the need to get cross-party support for the proposal, there 

was no action until after the election of the Palaszczuk minority government in 2015.  A 

referendum in March 2016 approved a change to the Queensland Constitution to allow the 

 
70https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Completed_Inquiries/em/elect04/chapt
er7 
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introduction of a fixed four-year term with a phase-in period to follow the 2017 election (in 

which Palaszczuk won a majority). Under the phase-in arrangements, the election was held 

on 31 October 2020, with elections to be held every four years in October following that, 

except in cases where the government loses confidence, is unable to pass appropriation bills 

or is dissolved by the Governor.71  

In April 2016, faced with an impending electoral redistribution, the LNP, with 

crossbench support, introduced a bill to increase the size of parliament from 89 to 93. In 

May 2016, the Queensland Legislative Assembly passed the Electoral (Improving 

Representation) and Other Legislation Amendment Act 2016 (Qld) which increased the 

number of members of the Legislative Assembly from 89 members to 93 from the 2017 

election. The Act also introduced full preferential voting, also referred to as CPV. Green 

(2016) argues the political objective of the LNP was to protect conservative held seats in 

Queensland’s north from abolition while new seats were likely to be created on the 

Sunshine and Gold coasts which had a record of voting conservative (Green 2016).  

During debate in the committee stages of the bill Labor moved an amendment to 

abandon OPV and reintroduce full preferential voting. Again, the crossbench members 

supported this proposal. Green (2016) argues the LNP opposition had no choice except to 

support this proposal or lose crossbench support on the whole bill (Green, 2016). As 

detailed in Chapter 9 and in section 10.3 above, both Labor and the LNP have changed their 

positions on preference allocation and on their support for OPV versus CPV. Green (2016) 

argues that such a major change by Labor to the state’s electoral system, unannounced and 

at such short notice, was ‘slip shod legislative behaviour’, abandoning a method of voting 

that was recommended post-Fitzgerald by the Electoral and Administrative Review 

Commission in 1990 (Green, 2016). He argues that Labor supported OPV when it benefited 

them due to the splintering of the vote for conservative parties with the rise of One Nation 

(and later the CCA, KAP and PUP) but that Labor’s position changed from support of OPV 

and the ‘Just Vote 1’ strategy to full preferencing due to the rise of the Greens and the 

weakness of that party’s preference flow to Labor.  

Conversely, the LNP became converts to ‘Just vote 1’ strategies (Green, 2016). 

Salisbury (2018) argues these changes had a major impact on the 2017 election (2018, p. 50). 

 
71 Source: Constitution (Fixed Term Parliament) Amendment Act 2015. Queensland Parliament. 
Act No. 15 of 2016 
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Analysing the reasons for this, Raue (2020) argues that the resurgence of One Nation in 

Queensland in 2017 potentially made CPV less advantageous for Labor but surmises that ‘as 

long as the Greens are the biggest minor party, and independents are a stronger presence in 

conservative seats, Labor will benefit from CPV and the LNP from OPV’ (Raue 2020). 

Mackerras (2018) further argues that overall there was no swing in the 2017 election to 

Labor and the achievement of majority government is therefore attributable to the 

combined effects of the increase in the Legislative Assembly seat numbers and the ‘tight 

exchange of preferences on the left between Labor and Greens which was not matched on 

the right between LNP, ONP and KAP’ (Mackerras 2018). Williams (2018) also records that 

Palaszczuk’s Labor Government enjoyed a small after-preference swing to it as a result of 

full preferencing, despite a small primary swing against it (2018, p. 6). 

10.7 THE 2017 ELECTION – LEGACIES AND LESSONS LEARNED 

 
Salisbury (2018) notes that heading into the 25 November 2017 election most 

commentators found it difficult to predict the outcome due to the convergence of many 

issues like the redraw of electoral boundaries, the increase in the number of MPs and the 

reintroduction of compulsory preferential voting. Additionally, ONP remained ‘stubbornly 

popular’ in the state’s regions and the Greens continued to perform well in opinion polls 

(2018, p. 50). Like Field in Tasmania in 1996, during the 2017 election campaign Palaszczuk 

announced she would not hold discussions ‘with any crossbenchers if she fails to get enough 

seats to govern on her own’ and that voters ‘can either elect a majority Labor government 

or a "chaotic" LNP minority government’  Palaszczuk also committed to ‘going into 

opposition rather than minority government’ (Wiggins & O'Brien 2017).. 

In contrast, LNP leader Tim Nicholls’ position was the LNP would work with the 

parliament Queensland voters provided, with the condition that no One Nation MP would 

get a ministry if he were to form a minority government with that party’s support (Wiggins 

and O’Brien, 2017) – a position akin to Field’s 1989 position discussed in Chapter 6 where 

he did not rule out minority government with the Greens but narrowly defined government 

to mean cabinet. Salisbury (2018) argues that both Labor and the LNP were aware of a 

growing anti-major party sentiment and that Palaszczuk’s position of ‘majority government 

or nothing at all’ represented a stark point of difference with the LNP (2018, p. 56). He 

argues that Nicholls’ decision to swap preferences with One Nation – putting One Nation 

ahead of Labor - and to form minority government with their support, while realistic, cost 
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the LNP votes in Queensland’s more progressive south-east, while his own ‘urban Liberal’ 

image cost the LNP votes in the more conservative regions (2018, pp. 56-57).  

As was the case in 2015, it took two weeks for the distribution of preferences 

before the result was clear. In the interregnum Nicholls sought a commitment from 

Palaszczuk that she would stand by her position and go into opposition rather than 

negotiate with the crossbenches for minority government. The Queensland Greens, 

following precedents in Tasmania and with Gillard in the federal parliament in 2010, released 

a list of demands as the basis for their support for a minority government in the event they 

held a balance of power after the counting and argued they expected Palaszczuk would 

negotiate with them in the event of a hung parliament despite her pre-election pledge 

(MacMahon 2017). However, when the ECQ declared the results Labor had won 48 of the 

93 seats, the LNP 39, the KAP 3, One Nation 1, the Greens 1 and 1 independent.  

In line with the declining trend in the major party vote discussed in Chapter 5, there 

was a swing away from Labor and the LNP in the Queensland election. Labor received 35.4 

per cent of first preference votes while the LNP 33.7 per cent. One Nation averaged 21 per 

cent of the vote in the seats it contested and 13.7 per cent across the state while the 

Greens also polled 10 per cent state-wide.72 The KAP received only 2.3 percent. In the 

aftermath of the election, former National’s premier Rob Borbidge declared One Nation 

toxic to the LNP, arguing they had cost them government in 1998, 2001 and again in 2017. 

He argued that while the LNP had directed preferences ahead of Labor, One Nation had 

‘directed preferences against every sitting LNP member’ (Guest & Yaxley 2017).  

The analysis shows that both major parties changed their position on whether they 

would accept minority government – Palaszczuk by hardening the position to say they would 

rather be in opposition than in minority government, like Newman in 2015 - and the LNP to 

acknowledge they would negotiate for minority government and preference One Nation 

ahead of Labor. Whether Palaszczuk would have held that position had Labor fallen short of 

majority is open to speculation given her decision in 2015. However, Williams (2018) rates 

the electorate’s ‘desire for political stability and majority government as the primary 

motivation for voters’, and the damage to the LNP’s credibility in relation to its statements 

 
72 Source: https://results.ecq.qld.gov.au/elections/state/State2017/results/summary.html#9 
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of not accepting ONP support in a minority government resulting from preferencing of 

ONP above Labor as major factors in Labor securing majority government (2018, p. 7).  

As with the Beattie minority government, the analysis indicates another example of a 

government going from minority to majority at the following election which contrasts to the 

three Tasmanian minority government case studies where each of the minority governments 

subsequently lost office. However, it is important to note that in all five case studies for this 

thesis, the minority governments have been followed by a return to majority government – 

in this case, despite a swing against both major parties.  

10.8 SUMMARY 

 

This Chapter has shown that the experience of past minority governments 

influenced the formation and operation of the 2015 Palaszczuk minority government in 

terms of the political positioning of the parties discussed above. It has also again 

demonstrated the key role of a very small group of political actors in the minority 

government negotiating process. As in the other case studies, it highlights how minority 

government agreements which include basic guarantees of supply and confidence, subject to 

specified conditions relating to the integrity of government, are the emerging norm 

following hung parliaments in Queensland. The Chapter demonstrates the role of 

institutions such as the electoral system in minority government formation and, importantly, 

that political parties seek to change the rules of the game in attempts to minimise the 

influence of minor parties and independents and thus to avoid future hung parliaments.  

The Chapter presents a case that the ongoing legacies of this minority government 

are significant institutional change including three major constitutional changes – an increase 

in the number of MPs, the change from OPV to CPV and, while acknowledging a deeper 

history for change and the influence of other factors influencing constitutional change, a 

fixed-term parliament – political donations reform, the eventual introduction of a bill of 

rights and changes to political institutions such as membership of parliamentary committees, 

the reintroduction of community cabinet meetings and better parliamentary resources for 

crossbench members.  

The Chapter demonstrates that while factors such as the lifecycle of government and 

the economy are important in framing the government, trust, communication, and a more 

collaborative style of leadership had a major impact on the stability of the government and 
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public attitudes towards minority government. Finally, the Chapter argues that a legacy of 

the experience of minority government were the changes to the political tactics of all the 

parties in the lead up to the 2017 election. 

The final section of this thesis will bring together the research and the conclusions 

that can be reached regarding the three hypotheses derived in section 1 in relation to the 

research questions of how the legacies of past government formation effect the formation of 

subsequent governments in hung parliaments in Australia.  
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 SECTION III 

 

 

CHAPTER 11 – CONCLUSIONS 
 

This thesis has provided a detailed analysis of the legacies and learnings from 

minority governments in Australia since 1989, with a focus on Tasmania and Queensland.  

These include the introduction of, or changes to, formal and informal institutions relating to 

the formation and management of minority government and the transfer of policies across 

national and sub-national jurisdictions, as well as analysis of political strategies adopted 

either to try to avoid or to manage future minority government formation and operation.  

This concluding Chapter summarises the main findings of the research and assesses 

their theoretical implications as well as their insights for future political practice. This thesis 

has sought to make an original contribution to the study of minority government in 

Australia but inevitably it also highlights questions and agendas for further research. 

The thesis has adopted an innovative methodology in three ways. Firstly, while 

acknowledging the growing body of scholarship in this field, it has argued there has been 

relatively little systematic comparative analysis of the political impacts of the minority 

government in Australia generally, and even less so at the sub-national level. This thesis adds 

to the body of literature that analyses the political and policy impacts of minority 

government. Secondly, the combination of a comparative study using interviews of actors 

involved in the negotiation, formation and operation of minority governments affirms and 

elaborates earlier academic studies of the key role of leaders in the minority government 

process which, in turn, provides insights into negotiation and government operation 

processes not previously studied in any systematic way. Thirdly, the historical 

institutionalism and policy transfer theory framework detailed in Chapter 3 permitted a 

temporal and spatial analysis of the origins and dynamics of institutional change resulting 

from the experience of minority government and enabled the analysis of the fundamental 
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changes that this has brought about to the Westminster system of government in the 

Australian context. 

11.1 THEORETICAL APPROACH AND INNOVATION 

 

This study has provided a detailed empirical analysis of five sub-national minority 

government case studies from two Australian states with recent experiences of minority 

government. Three of the cases are from Tasmanian (1989, 1996, 2010) and two from 

Queensland (1998 and 2015), which the thesis argued collectively represented all models of 

minority government found in Australia over the study period, and thus allowed a 

comparison of jurisdictions with different institutional and political contexts.   

While it is acknowledged that there is a wide range of definitions of minority 

government in the literature, for the reasons explained in Chapters 1 and 2, this study 

defined the term to include any Australian governments (federal, state or territory) formed 

post-election in the context of a hung parliament, irrespective of whether they are single-

party governments supported by agreements or coalitions. The definition excluded any pre-

election coalitions such as the long-standing Liberal National Party Coalition. Applying this 

definition to all Australian governments at both the national and sub-national level, the thesis 

found (Chapter 5) that there have been 23 minority governments in the study period from 

1989 to the present. Moreover, it is argued that while minority government was relatively 

common in Australia in the early to mid-20th century, particularly at the sub-national level, 

majority government became the accepted norm, with far fewer minority governments from 

the mid-1960s (Moon 1995). That changed from the late 1980s with an increase in the 

incident of hung parliaments in, it is argued in this study, a new era of minority government 

across Australia.  

 A number of explanations for this phenomenon are offered in the literature, 

particularly the decline in the major party vote share (Chapter 5), the dealignment of voters 

with major parties and the consequential rise in the election of minor party candidates and 

independents. It was argued these trends were due to factors such as fundamental changes 

in the roles and capacities of major political parties, and the emergence of new channels of 

engagement, mobilisation and participation.   

The minority government literature in Chapter 2 notes the crucial role of political 

actors in the minority government negotiation process, and HI theory (Chapter 3) argues 
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that while such actors are constrained by institutions, they have choices and work within 

institutional settings to bring about change. The thesis argues that in this ‘agent-centred’ 

model, political actors are socialised within institutional settings which establish appropriate 

behaviour and thus ‘reflect, refract, restrain and enable’ human behaviour, whilst in turn, it is 

the behaviour of agents that reproduces or transforms institutions over time (Bell, 2011). 

Thus, recognising the important role of political leaders as key ‘agents’ in minority 

government formation, a mixed-method approach combined interviews of 21 leaders and 

senior advisors with direct experience of minority government formation with data from 

other primary and secondary sources including the broader scholarly literature as a key 

component of the research method, as detailed in Chapter 4.  

The HI definition of institutions used in this thesis and detailed in Chapter 3 is broad. 

It includes both formal organisations and informal rules, routines, procedures that structure 

conduct, as well norms and conventions embedded in the organisational structure of the 

polity or political economy, and ‘the symbol systems, cognitive scripts and moral templates 

that provide frames of meaning guiding human action’ (Hall and Taylor, 1996, pp 1-15). This 

broad definition allowed analysis of both formal and informal institutions including, for 

example, normalised attitudes of the public and political agents towards majority and 

minority government.  

In relation to the question of societal attitudes towards minority government 

discussed above and in seeking to address the research question of how the legacies of the 

experience of past minority government affect the formation of future minority 

governments it was necessary to identify some of the key factors that affect attitudes to 

minority government (Chapters 2 and 5). These included the lack of a mandate for a 

government to implement its policies and pledges due to failure to achieve more than 50 

per cent of the vote; questions about a government’s legitimacy; the longevity of minority 

governments as a measure of their stability, and measures of government performance such 

as the volume of legislation passed, parliamentary accountability, and reform.  

As Strom (1990) and Crowley (2003) note, the aversion to major parties to hung 

parliaments and minority government, especially in two-party dominant Westminster 

systems with their expectations of winner takes all governments, is no surprise since they 

would prefer not to have to share power. However, the empirical evidence for the often 

claimed electoral backlash against those parties and independents involved in minority 
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governments is less clear. While an electoral backlash against the government parties and 

the Greens was demonstrated in the three Tasmanian case studies in Chapters 6, 7 and 8, 

this was not the case in the two Queensland case studies in Chapter 9 and 10. In fact, the 

research in Chapter 5 found that (only) about half of the minority governments in Australia 

since 1989 lost the next election due to a fall in support and the impact on the minor 

parties or independents was even less severe with just over a third losing support at the 

next election. The two Queensland case studies of Chapters 9 and 10 are among this ‘other 

half’ where the parties to the minority government not only held, but increased their 

support – in both those cases, resulting in a return of the governing party to majority 

government. It is thus far from a fait accompli that all parties in a minority government will 

suffer an electoral backlash. 

The analysis presented in Chapter 2 found that instability, in terms of longevity of 

governments, is often used as a measure of minority government performance. Certainly, as 

the insights of those interviewed for the case studies showed, there was a sense of crisis 

and instability around the Field and Rundle governments whose terms were cut short - in 

Field’s case by choosing to call an election rather than face a likely no confidence motion 

and in Rundle’s case, seeking a mandate for a range of radical economic reforms that he felt 

unable to implement in a minority government. However there does not appear, on 

average, to be major disparities in length of terms of majority and minority governments. 

This was borne out through the empirical research where three of the five case studies – 

the two Queensland minority governments and the Bartlett/Giddings coalition government 

– effectively ran full terms.  

Exogenous factors such as the economic and budgetary circumstances affect 

attitudes to minority governments, due to the impacts on the ability of those governments 

to implement their policies and pledges. These issues are often grouped together by 

commentators and political interest groups as indicators of stability or instability and thus 

may contribute to negative perceptions of minority governments. This thesis confirmed that 

these factors do contribute to public and political negativity about minority government. 

However, there was a major question over what is cause and what is effect.  The empirical 

evidence from the literature, the case study interviews, and analysis of economic data and 

government reports was that budgetary and economic pressure were not the result of the 

minority governments under question but of the prevailing economic and financial 

circumstances that they inherited. It is argued that the 1989 Field government (Chapter 6) 
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inherited the debt crisis from the previous Gray government and the Tasmanian state 

economy further deteriorated due to Australia’s slide into a recession in the early 1990s. 

Rundle in 1996 (Chapter 7) inherited an underperforming economy as highlighted by the 

Nixon Report (1997) in the lead up to the 1996 state election. Chapter 8 argued the 2010 

Tasmanian Bartlett/Giddings minority government inherited enormous economic and 

budgetary problems as a result of a very slow recovery out of the global financial crisis.  By 

comparison it is argued in Chapters 9 and 10 that the Beattie and Palaszczuk minority 

governments, while they faced their own set of economic pressures and financial 

constraints, came to office during relative periods of economic growth and thus public 

attitudes toward them were not tainted by economic and budgetary factors to the same 

extent as in the Tasmanian case study governments.  

The research found there was little difference in the record of keeping election 

promises between governments with or without legislative majorities but that single-party 

minority governments had a slightly better record than coalitions, possibly due to the need 

for the parties in coalitions to negotiate and compromise on their legislative agendas. 

Nevertheless, policy compromises due to the need to negotiate legislative majorities, actual 

or perceived broken election promises, the decline in the major party vote share noted 

above, and ‘a primitive fear’ of minority or coalition governments (Laver, 2000) do create 

legitimacy problems for minority governments. An example of this noted in Chapter 5 was 

the backlash suffered by the Gillard 2010 Labor federal government in relation to the 

carbon tax which was seen as a broken promise, and this factor was also highlighted by 

those interviewed in relation to the three Tasmanian cases, but not in the two Queensland 

cases, due largely to the nature of the agreements and relationship between the premiers of 

the two Labor governments and independent Peter Wellington.  

Several studies cited in Chapter 5 argued there was little difference between the 

legislative programs of majority and minority governments. This was confirmed by analysis in 

Chapter 5 in relation to Tasmania and Queensland parliaments which showed that, while 

there was year to year variation in bills passed, there was very little difference between the 

legislative record of majority and minority governments.  

The justification for interviewing selected political actors due to their importance in 

minority government negotiation, formation and operation was confirmed through the case 

studies. Given the high political stakes at play and the relatively narrow window for 
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negotiations between election day and the return of writs for elections described in the case 

study Chapters, it was understandable that the responsibility for negotiations fell on a very 

small group of leaders and their key advisers. The thesis tested this observation in all the 

interviews of those involved in the minority government case studies. The categorical 

evidence from the interviews strongly confirms this observation which has major 

implications the formation and successful operation of minority governments. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, one of the reasons for comparing case studies in 

Tasmania and Queensland was to test whether the unicameral or bicameral nature of a 

parliament affected the formation and performance of a minority government in any way. 

Chapter 2 briefly discussed the role and history of the Tasmanian Legislative Council and 

noted that the Fitzgerald Inquiry in 1989 identified the abolition of the Queensland upper 

house in 1922 as a contributing factor the parliament’s ineffectiveness in ensuring 

accountability of the executive and government in that state. In the Tasmanian case study in 

Chapter 6 it was shown that the conservative-leaning independent dominated upper house 

of the late 1980s and early 1990s had delayed legislation and the budget due to their 

disenchantment with the Labor-Green Accord minority government arrangement, and thus 

put pressure on the government. In Chapter 8 it was also shown that the Legislative Council 

delayed and amended the Labor-Green coalition government’s legislation which aimed to 

protect Tasmanian forests. However, overall, it showed the Tasmanian upper house’s 

record of amending legislation over time was much the same no matter whether it was a 

Labor or Liberal government or whether there was a minority or a majority in the lower 

house. Thus, it is possible to conclude that the bicameral nature of the parliament had only a 

minimal impact on the three Tasmanian case study minority governments compared to the 

unicameral Queensland experience. However, it should be noted that Tasmania’s historically 

independent upper house is an anomaly in the Westminster system, and therefore this 

conclusion may not hold in party-dominated upper houses in other jurisdictions. 
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11.2 THE FINDINGS: LEARNING AND EVOLVING PRACTICES  
 

There are three broad and interrelated categories of learnings from past minority 

government experiences which affect future government formation – political strategies, 

policy transfer and formal and informal institutional change. This delineation is not clear cut 

and there is overlap between these categories. For example, political strategies are often 

constrained by the formal institutional environment in which actors operate, such as 

constitutions. As well, a political strategy may involve the adaption of existing institutions, 

for example, in changing cabinet conventions. 

Chapter 1 highlighted the paradox that, on the one hand, there is a widely held belief 

in Australia that minority governments are unpopular yet, on the other hand, the electorate 

delivers them, and they appear to be becoming more common. In response of actors and 

parties to their experience of hung parliaments political actors and parties have adopted 

new political strategies to deal with them. The first of these strategies is the promise to 

‘govern alone or not at all’ and ‘no deals’, despite the constitutional constraints on this 

position – especially for the incumbent, as pointed out in Chapters 2, 6 and 7 – as well as 

the obvious requirement of needing, at a minimum, a legislative majority to pass supply bills 

and legislation.  

The extent to which this can be classified as a learned experience from past minority 

governments that influences future minority government formation, or whether it is merely 

a normal part of the political campaigning process, is open to debate. However, this thesis 

argues that there is clear evidence of cross-jurisdictional and across time adoption of 

variations of this strategy which demonstrate learning and transfer from one political setting 

to another, much as policy transfer theory discussed in Chapter 3 describes. Chapters 6, 7 

and 8 showed how a version of this approach was first used by Field in Tasmania in the lead 

up to the 1989 state election where he argued there would be no Greens in government, 
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meaning there would be no Greens in ‘cabinet’, but he did not rule out governing in 

minority with some sort of arrangement with the balance of power holders. As was shown 

in Chapter 6, the public ultimately rejected this approach. However, a more sophisticated 

version of this position was adopted by the Tasmanian ALP for all subsequent state elections 

– to the extent that Labor required all members to sign pledges renouncing any deals with 

minor parties or independents. Furthermore, Labor credits this ‘no deals’ policy for the 

resurgence in the ALP vote in Tasmania in the second half of the 1990s which eventually 

resulted in a return to a Labor majority government regime that stretched 16 years from 

1998 to 2014. Interestingly, in 2020, the Tasmanian ALP had again reverted to this position 

after suffering a voter backlash at the 2014 state election (Chapter 8). 

The data from interviews shows that the Tasmanian Liberal Party also learned the 

lesson from the 1989 outcome and successfully tapped into this emerging institutional norm, 

or public attitude, to appeal to the electorate to return a majority Liberal Government in 

1992. The Liberals in Tasmania also maintained a ‘no deals’ position at all subsequent state 

elections.  

Additionally, it is argued that this ‘no deals’ approach was emulated and synthetised 

by political actors and parties in Queensland in the context of that state’s institutional and 

political settings, particularly amid the rise of the Pauline Hanson One Nation party (ONP) 

and a response to minority government outcomes in 1998 and 2015 (Chapters 9 and 10). In 

the Queensland cases the thesis has noted the influence of the Optional Preferential Voting 

(OPV) system on the strategies adopted; morphing from Beattie’s ‘Just Vote 1” strategy and 

pledge not to form government with One Nation support in 2001, to full pledges of ‘No 

Deals’ by both the LNP and Labor for the 2015 election. 

These developments may be regarded simply as electioneering aimed to both 

maximise the vote of the party adopting the strategy and to minimise the vote of opponents. 

However, the thesis contends that these positions reflect a process of isomorphism and 

demonstrate a legacy of past minority government experience that applied in jurisdictions 

with remarkably different institutional and political contexts.  

Based on the case study research and the interviews with key political actors, it is 

argued that there has been little or no change in the attitudes of parties or the public 

towards minority government in Tasmania over the period since 1989 and therefore the ‘no 

deals’ pledge remains a potent campaigning tool. In Queensland, where the Beattie and 
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Palaszczuk governments were returned in majority following their respective minority 

governments in 1998 and 2015, it is possible to hypothesise greater public acceptance of 

minority government. However, the thesis interviews and research of the actions by 

political actors and parties at subsequent elections in that state (Chapters 9 and 10) leads to 

a conclusion that this is not the case. Both parties still perceive electoral advantage in 

campaigning on a ‘no deals’ platform.  

The thesis argues that the experience of minority government has resulted in 

substantial changes to some fundamental formal institutions in each of the case study 

governments. Perhaps the most significant of the formal institutional changes identified in 

the case studies are those to electoral systems. It is argued in Chapter 7 that, while other 

factors were involved, the experiences of the 1989 Labor and the 1996 Liberal minority 

governments in Tasmania were the underlying motivation for the decision in 1998 to reduce 

the size of the Tasmanian House of Assembly from 35 members to 25 members (and the 

size of the upper house from 19 to 15). Under Tasmania’s proportional voting system for 

the House of Assembly, this move increased the quota for each member to be elected from 

12.5 per cent to 16.6 per cent and, it is argued, that this was an attempt by the two major 

parties to make it more difficult for minor parties and independents to be elected, and thus 

to minimise the likelihood of future minority governments.  As a political strategy, this 

institutional change partially succeeded in that Labor won majority government in 1998 and 

held it until 2010 when the Greens won five seats and again held the balance of power. In 

addition to the electoral consequences, the reduction in the size of the House has been 

criticised for reducing the talent pool for the ministry, reducing the accountability of 

ministers to the government party room, due to the very small number of backbenchers, 

and reducing parliamentary scrutiny of government.  As such this major change to the 

Tasmanian electoral system is an institutional legacy of the 1989 and 1992 minority 

governments.  

In Queensland it is argued that the replacement in 2016 of OPV with Compulsory 

Preferential Voting (CPV), discussed in Chapter 10, while undoubtedly a political strategy, is 

also a major institutional legacy change that resulted from the experience of the 2015 

Palaszczuk minority government. Whereas there is a history of political tactics around 

preference tickets such as the ‘Just Vote 1’ strategy discussed above, the reintroduced of 

CPV was an institutional change that influenced electoral dynamics and had ramifications for 

future government formation.  
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The thesis extends the work of Griffith (2010) and Horne (2010) who detailed the 

various accords, charters, memorandums of understanding and agreements used as the basis 

for the establishment of minority governments in Australia to that time. The thesis argues 

from an HI perspective these types of agreements have become institutionalised as the basis 

for minority government formation in Australia, having been introduced into the country as 

a result of a critical juncture– the hung parliament in Tasmania in 1989 – which created a 

new institutional pathway to resolve the minority government formation conundrum and 

then, through a lesson learning and policy transfer process, was emulated in other states and 

nationally.  

Figure 3 in Chapter 5 demonstrated the evolution and diffusion of three main 

variants of these government formation devices – those that follow the Tasmanian Accord 

model, the NSW Charter of Good Government/Memorandum of Understanding model and 

the ACT model of including non-government MPs in cabinet with and the associated 

relaxation of rules regarding the convention of joint ministerial responsibility. The case study 

interviews, and extant literature indicated that the 1989 Tasmanian Accord, the first of its 

kind in Australia, was adapted from a 1985 Canadian model which was specifically labelled as 

‘an alternative to coalition government’ and ‘a new mechanism of co-operation for minority 

government formation to avoid multiple elections in a short period of time’ (Chapter 6). 

Furthermore, as noted in Chapter 9, in each of the incidents of minority governments the 

balance of power MPs make almost identical commitments to vote with the government on 

confidence and supply ‘unless there is evidence of fraud, misappropriation or illegal activities’ 

or mismanagement and corruption’ which, as Davis (2019) noted, form the beginnings of 

new constitutional protocols for minority government formation. 

The Queensland agreement between Beattie and Wellington (Chapter 9) appears to 

be modelled closely on the 1991 NSW MoU, though it also contains elements of the 

Tasmanian Accord. The thesis establishes there were direct links between Tasmania and 

NSW, with the Greens and their constitutional lawyers attending meetings and advising the 

NSW Independents. It was also demonstrated in Chapter 5 that Victorian Independents 

directly contacted Premier Beattie and the Independent Wellington to obtain copies of their 

agreement as the basis for the Victorian agreement and, of course, the 2015 Palaszczuk and 

Wellington letter of agreement (Chapter 10) largely emulated the earlier 1998 Beattie 

minority government letter of agreement but went further to include some policy 

commitments as occurred in the original Tasmanian Labor-Green Accord in 1989.  
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The thesis also identifies that the 2010 Tasmanian Labor-Green coalition 

government model was explicitly copied from South Australia which, in turn, had copied the 

idea from an earlier experience in the ACT. In Chapter 8 former Labor premier David 

Bartlett related how he learned of the model through a telephone call from former SA 

premier Mike Rann who suggested the model as a mechanism to resolve the Tasmanian 

hung parliament impasse and deliver stable government. This independents in cabinet model 

was subsequently copied by WA. Two former Tasmanian Greens’ leaders – Brown and 

Milne – were directly involved in the negotiations that led to the minority agreements 

between the 2010 Gillard minority federal government and the Greens and Independents. 

The thesis argues that, while in some cases it is difficult to prove, policy transfer theory 

permits a conclusion that lesson-learning occurred to across all jurisdictions to a greater or 

lesser extent.  In all cases studied, these agreements were negotiated by a small number of 

political actors but, in keeping with HI theory explanations of the role of actors, while 

actors were influenced and constrained by institutions, they had choices and worked within 

institutional settings to bring about incremental change in response to the particular political 

context in which they found themselves. Thus, the thesis argues two things – that these 

forms of agreements represent new institutions in the Australian setting and that the 

patterns emulation and diffusion of such agreements is a clear case of policy transfer across 

jurisdictions and time.  

The agreements that underpin the minority governments documented in Chapter 5 

all include a suite of measures to reform the operations and accountability of the 

parliaments. These reforms typically include the introduction or strengthening of institutions 

such as parliamentary committees, a more independent role and status for the Speaker, 

tighter time limits for questions, answers and ministerial statements, more time allocated for 

debate on matters of public importance, enhanced opportunities for private members to 

speak and make constituency statements, changes to sitting hours and more resources for 

parliamentary services such as research services. It is argued that these all represent change 

to important parliamentary institutions. 

As detailed in Chapter 10, four-year parliamentary terms are common across the 

Australian states and territories, with NSW, Victoria, WA and SA adopting them in the 

1980s, Tasmania in 1972, the NT since its establishment and the ACT since 2003. However, 

more recently some jurisdictions moved to fixed four-year terms, many of them as part of 

the commitments made in minority government agreements. These include NSW in 1995, 
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Victoria and the ACT in 2003. As argued in Chapters 9 and 10 Queensland’s bid for a fixed 

term originated in that state with a failed referendum in 1991 following the Fitzgerald 

Inquiry, but Beattie did deliver a fixed term for his minority government through a promise 

in the letter exchanged with Wellington. A four-year term, fixed for the first three years, 

was also a recommendation of a Queensland parliamentary committee but a new 

referendum was not held until 2016 during the Palaszczuk minority government. In some 

cases where they previously did not exist, the agreements include the introduction of 

pecuniary interests registers and a record of gifts and donations made to members and 

parties. As Peacock (2018) argued in relation to the UK in Chapter 5, and is equally the case 

in Australia, that on the surface these may look to be relatively inconsequential changes, but 

they are, in fact, major institutional changes carried out in a piecemeal way with no serious 

consideration of the impacts of changing constitutional arrangements and little, if any, public 

involvement. 

Political parties and party systems are institutions in the HI theory outlined in 

Chapter 3. In Chapter 6 Brown (2019) argued that the establishment of the Tasmanian 

Greens in 1991and then the Australian Greens a year later was a direct consequence of the 

experience of the 1989 minority government. Giddings, in Chapter 8, also argues that the 

backlash by the Labor organisational wing and unions against the decisions of Bartlett and 

herself as the Parliamentary Labor Party leadership team for negotiating the 2010 Labor-

Green coalition agreement led to major rule changes aimed at preventing future Labor 

leaders from negotiating minority government agreements without prior agreement of the 

party’s organisational wing. It is argued that in both cases these actions represent 

institutional change that have left long-term legacies for each party respectively and, indeed, 

for Australian and Tasmania politics generally. In the case of the establishment of the Greens 

party, this has already had an impact on the formation of subsequent minority governments 

in Tasmania in 1996 and 2010 and at the national level in 2010. It is highly likely that the 

Tasmanian ALP rule changes following the 2010 Tasmanian minority government will impact 

on negotiations and the formation of future minority governments involving that party in 

that state. 

Both the central role of political actors in minority government formation and their 

relationships with institutions highlighted in the literature are confirmed through the 

interviews for the five case studies, as well as by biographical material. As with other 

studies, two specific trends that have ramifications for successful minority government 
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formation and operation emerged from the interviews in relation to this role of actors and 

the institutional settings within which they operate. These are the high importance of trust 

between those sharing power, and the rules, or mechanisms, put in place to facilitate a 

strong working relationship. These may appear obvious and of low importance, however the 

thesis argues that they are rated of very high importance by those political actors involved in 

ensuring stable minority government. All the interviews, supported by academic accounts, 

biographical material, speeches and media reports, emphasise trust as a key element in 

ensuring the stability of three of the five case study governments – the Beattie and 

Palaszczuk governments in Queensland and the Bartlett/Giddings government in Tasmania – 

all of which ran near full terms.  

As discussed in the five case study Chapters new rules, procedures and protocols 

were put in place in each case to ensure the stability of these minority government 

relationships. In each case the balance of power MPs had direct access and regular meetings 

with the premier as well as a senior adviser as the nominated liaison officer in the Premier’s 

office. To a greater or lesser extent, they also had access to the ministers and briefings by 

senior bureaucrats on legislation and policy. It is argued that, applying the definition of 

institutions detailed in Chapter 3 and above to ‘include the formal and informal procedures, 

routines, norms and conventions embedded in the organisational structure of the polity or 

political economy’ (Steinmo et al., 1992; Hall and Taylor, 1996), that these are more than 

mere mechanisms to protect the relationship. They represent substantive changes to long-

held institutional practice within government administration and the bureaucracy.  

While trust and a close working relationship between the minority government 

partners was not as strong in either of the 1989 Field Labor and the 1996 Rundle Liberal 

minority governments – as Milne (2018) noted, the learning process from those experiences 

informed the nature of discussions in relation to these issues for future minority 

government negotiations, a finding also noted by Crowley and Moore (2019) in relation to 

the learning experience of Green Party involvement in minority governments in three 

countries. Other policy changes to enhance these power sharing relationships, such as 

better funding, staffing and office facilities for the non-government MPs, are detailed in each 

of the case study chapters.  
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Chapter 5 documents the introduction and diffusion of the inclusion of non-

government members in cabinet as one of the three major types of agreements to facilitate 

minority government formation. While that is a significant institutional change, equally 

important is the resultant change to the Westminster system government convention of 

joint ministerial responsibility and solidarity (Peacock, 2018). Chapter 5 detailed how, under 

this agreement model, non-government party ministers were able to exclude themselves 

from cabinet consideration on specified issues and subsequently vote against the 

government with no threat to either their own position, or the stability of the government. 

This institutional change has occurred in minority governments in the ACT, SA, WA and 

Tasmania and is examined in detail in the 2010 Tasmanian Labor-Green minority 

government case study. 

Under the broad HI definition of institutions detailed in Chapter 3 and above, the 

theory allows the inclusion of norms and conventions as well as the ‘the symbol systems, 

cognitive scripts and moral templates’ as informal institutions. In this regard, one of the 

learning outcomes from the experience of minority government is a far better 

understanding of the constitutional requirements and constraints on political actors in 

relation to minority government formation and the role of the Governor. For example, it 

became clear after the 1989 Tasmanian election, and explicitly detailed in published papers 

by Governors Bennett (1990) and Cox (2011) and by Twomey (2010) that in hung 

parliament scenarios, the convention is that Governors (or Governors-General at the 

national level) prefer that parliamentary support for a minority government be tested on the 

floor of parliament before any intervention such as agreeing to a new election. This was the 

case in 1989 (Chapter 6) when incumbent Liberal premier Gray initially sought, but was 

informally denied, a new election rather than accept inevitable defeat in parliament at the 

hands of Labor and the Greens. Reinforcing an older convention, this position now appears 

widely accepted as the normal course of action where the resolution of hung parliaments is 

unclear. 

Likewise, experiences of minority government have also reinforced the convention 

that an incumbent prime minister or premier remain in office in caretaker mode unless and 

until someone can be commissioned to form an alternative government. In relation to the 

Rundle minority government in 1996 this meant that, despite public pledges to the contrary, 

the incumbent Liberal government was unable to simply forgo office, even with the 

resignation of former premier Groom to make way for his successor Rundle. With Labor 
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refusing minority government, Rundle had no choice except to continue as premier. As 

detailed in Chapter 8, Bartlett’s attempt to hand over government to the Liberals under 

Hodgman in 2010 on the grounds that the Liberals had more votes than Labor was also 

thwarted by the same constitutional convention. Neither of these situations arose in either 

of the two Queensland case studies where the agreements with Wellington ended any 

debate about who should form government. 

The thesis has argued that the notion of Australia as a two party system had become 

an embedded institutional norm since the 1940s with the founding of the Liberal-National 

Coalition, but an attitude certainly consolidated through the 1960s and 1970s such that the 

polity viewed majority government as the acceptable outcome of elections and, conversely, 

minority government as unacceptable. It has also been argued that minority government 

outcomes have become institutionalised in the Australian context since 1989 and are 

becoming more common. Moreover, while there are variations to the models in different 

jurisdictions and at different times, patterns of rules, conventions and processes have 

emerged in relation to the formation and operation of those governments as the major 

parties learn and adapt. Despite this, minority governments are still considered to be 

undesirable by the electorate, in part because major parties are critical of them and perceive 

electoral advantage in campaigning against them, indicating the stickiness of institutionalised 

societal attitudes to change. 

11.3 IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE  
  

  The thesis has identified and analysed a range of emerging strategies and 

institutional adaptions which have evolved over the last 30 years to facilitate the formation 

and administration of minority governments in Australia. This evolution underlines the 

adaptability of the Westminster system which is largely grounded on unwritten conventions. 

These changes have wide-ranging implications for the future of our democracy yet, as 

Peacock (2018) noted, largely without the involvement of the public. Given that the high 

incidence and likely continuing trend of minority government is likely to continue and place 

increasing pressure on democratic practice, there is a need for further research on the 

ramifications of these ad hoc changes to many institutions, protocols and conventions.  
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Since some of these institutional changes aimed to prevent minority government, is it 

possible to argue they have created a better environment for stability of future hung 

parliaments, or have they further entrenched societal attitudes in favour of the two-party 

dominant system? The answer may be that some have, and some have not. Changes to 

electoral systems, for example, are used to benefit some political actors at the cost of 

others, whereas changing institutions to enhance parliamentary accountability are inherently 

good for democracy. Whether Westminster systems can continue to adapt remains to be 

seen but is a central question for the future of liberal democracy.  

 Furthermore, based on the scholarly and empirical evidence presented in this study, 

while all models secure democratic representation, it is difficult, if not impossible, to 

conclude which model of minority government works best in relation to the performance 

criteria. Looking at the Queensland case studies presented in this thesis, it is possible to 

conclude based on performance measures such as length of term, legislation, and success at 

subsequent elections that a single-party minority government with the support of one (or a 

small number) of independents is preferable to, say, a minority government formed with 

support of activist-driven minor or third parties (either with support agreements or through 

a coalition) such as in two of the three Tasmanian cases. Yet, the 2010 Tasmanian coalition 

between Labor and the Greens also ran full-term, was stable and had a successful legislative 

program but failed dismally on the electoral performance criteria. From a major party 

perspective, as minority government theory demonstrated, single party minority 

governments work better due to the greater ability of the governing party to fulfill its 

pledges and promises with less need to compromise on policy. In any case, the option of 

securing support from a single or small number of independents is not always available. 

A further question for future research arising from this study is whether Australian 

democracy is best served by an increasingly fragmented and pluralistic party system, with 

the continuing decline in the electoral success of the major parties and increase in the 

election of more independents and minor and third parties? After all, the formation of first 

the Labor Party in the early 1900s and then the Liberal Party in the 1949 was a reaction to 

the political instability and difficulties in securing parliamentary majorities in those times. 

This thesis has noted the stickiness of negative attitudes towards minority 

government and this is an area where there appears to be scope for more research. Do 

people consciously vote for minority government or do minority governments simply occur 
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because the vote of those who might prefer a majority government is split relatively evenly 

between the major parties due to factors such as voter preferences for candidates, their 

views about who will best manage the economy or concerns on a wide range of other 

policy issues? Apart from a small number of ad hoc media opinion polls, some of which have 

been cited in this study, research on this aspect appears scant. This is surprising given the 

mainstream political mantra that people do not want minority government and the 

strategies adopted by the major parties to avoid ‘deals’ with particular minor parties or 

candidates. Whether a majority of people intend to vote for majority government or are 

ambivalent to a government’s majority or minority status, could be tested systematically 

through opinion research, such as a series of exit polls in different elections and in different 

jurisdictions, to examine whether voter intentions are reflected in the results. Potentially 

such research would not only promote a better understanding of minority government but 

might cast light on reasons for the institutional ‘stickiness’ of public attitudes towards 

minority government despite an increasing trend towards it. 

The analysis presented in this thesis could be expanded to include all Australian 

national and sub-national minority government cases. The likely benefits of this would be to 

increase scholarly knowledge of ‘real world’ motivations of the political actors involved, the 

critical junctures that lead to new trajectories and a much deeper understanding of the 

across jurisdiction and over time influence of political and institutional lesson-learning. 
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