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WHY DO WE  
NEED ELECTORAL REFORM?
The Northern Territory (NT) Government is committed to reforms which ensure open, accountable 
and transparent government. 

A fundamental principle of good governance is the participation of citizens in decision-making and 
public debate. Elections give every Territorian the opportunity to have a say about their government or 
to participate directly in government.

A good electoral system is one that works well for Territorians, is transparent and fair for voters and 
candidates, and which results in an effective democratic system of government. 

The electoral reforms aim to:

1. increase the participation of Territorians in governance and public life

2. enhance public support and confidence in our system of governance. 

These reforms are part of the development of a strong integrity framework for the Northern Territory 
Government. This means that our government systems are set up to be accountable to Territorians,  
with proper checks and balances on the powers exercised by politicians and public servants.
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INQUIRY INTO OPTIONS FOR 
THE REFORM OF POLITICAL 
FUNDING AND DONATIONS IN 
THE NORTHERN TERRITORY
BACKGROUND TO THE INQUIRY
In December 2016, the Legislative Assembly passed a motion establishing the Inquiry into 
Options for the Reform of Political Funding and Donations in the Northern Territory under  
section 4A of the Inquiries Act.

In June 2017, the Hon John Mansfield AO QC was appointed as Commissioner of the Inquiry.

Commissioner Mansfield conducted extensive consultation and investigations to fulfil the Inquiry’s  
terms of reference. This included inviting submissions on a Discussion Paper – Options for the Reform  
of Political Funding and Donations in the Northern Territory, which was released on the Inquiry’s website 
(www.donationsinquiry.nt.gov.au) in October 2017. A total of 13 submissions to the Discussion Paper were 
received and published on the Inquiry’s website.

In accordance with the Inquiries Act, the Inquiry Report was provided to the Administrator on 29 June 2018 
and tabled in the Legislative Assembly on 14 August 2018. The Report is now available on the Inquiry’s 
website www.donationsinquiry.nt.gov.au

KEY FINDINGS OF THE INQUIRY REPORT
The Inquiry found, through its public submission and interview processes, that there is either general 
agreement or acceptance to the proposals that:

• there should be a cap on how much parties (and candidates) can spend on a campaign, which can be seen 
as an appropriate condition of accessing public funding for elections;

• there should be partial public funding of political parties and candidates in an election;

• there should be, as there is, political donations disclosure requirements, and

• the current disclosure requirements for political donations do not require disclosure in a sufficiently timely 
manner in some respects.

The Inquiry made no concluding findings as to whether particular entities or groups of donors  
should be banned from making political donations or whether there should be a cap on the level  
of political donations.

REPORT RECOMMENDATIONS
The Inquiry Report includes a total of 31 recommendations, which have been presented as a package  
of complementary reforms. The recommendations relate to:

• the introduction of an indexed cap on electoral expenditure cap ($40,000 per endorsed or unendorsed 
candidate);

• the introduction of an indexed cap on political donations ($5,000 or $10,000 per year);

• the provision of partial public funding, on an “opt-in” basis, of political parties and candidates of $8  
(to be indexed) per first preference vote received by candidates, provided that the candidate received at 
least four per cent of the formal first preference votes in the electorate they sought to represent and the 
party and candidate submit to the electoral expenditure cap;

• increased reporting requirements for disclosure returns in election years and in the lead-up  
to polling day; and

• reforms to ensure compliance, of associated entities and third parties, with the Electoral Act.
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INITIAL NORTHERN TERRITORY 
GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO THE 
INQUIRY REPORT 
The Inquiry was an essential step in the electoral reform process which is a key element of the  
NT Government’s agenda to restore the public’s confidence in our electoral system.

The NT Government welcomes the Final Report of the Inquiry and thanks Commissioner Mansfield  
and the Inquiry staff for their time and efforts in conducting the Inquiry.

Following the tabling of the Inquiry Report on 14 August 2018, the NT Government announced its general 
agreement with the electoral reforms principles outlined in the Inquiry Report. These principles include:

• introducing an indexed cap on electoral expenditure;

• providing partial public funding of political parties and candidates in order to reduce the reliance  
on political donations; and

• introducing an indexed cap on donations.

The NT Government is now seeking public comment on the level of caps on electoral expenditure and 
political donations as well as the level of public funding. Targeted public feedback is sought in relation  
to these three recommendations to ensure Government’s approach reflects community expectations.



PUBLIC  
CONSULTATION
This consultation paper sets out the proposed levels of caps on electoral expenditure and 
political donations, as well as the introduction of partial public funding of political parties  
and candidates as recommended by the independent Inquiry.

HAVE YOUR SAY ON THE PROPOSED ELECTORAL 
REFORMS
Comments are now invited on the proposed reforms from members of the public with submissions 
closing on Friday 21st September 2018.

There are many opportunities to have your say:

You may like to provide feedback via the online survey at www.haveyoursay.nt.gov.au/reform  
or download and fill in the survey questionnaire for return by email to electoralreform.dcm@nt.gov.au  
or the postal address below.

The postal address for comments is:

Electoral Reforms 
Department of the Chief Minister 
GPO Box 4396 
Darwin NT 0801

WHAT HAPPENS TO MY FEEDBACK
Any feedback or comment received by the Department of the Chief Minister will be treated as a public 
document unless clearly marked as ‘confidential’. In the absence of such clear indication, the Department of 
the Chief Minister will treat the feedback or comment as non-confidential.

Non-confidential feedback or comments are likely to be made publicly available and published on the 
Department of the Chief Minister website. The Department of the Chief Minister may draw upon the contents 
of such and quote from them or refer to them in reports, which may be made publicly available.

After the public consultation period, Government will consider the ideas and opinions put forward by 
members of the public, and decide whether the Electoral Act needs to be amended.

This paper has been prepared for discussion purposes only and any views expressed are not to be taken  
to represent official policy or the views of the Northern Territory Government, the Northern Territory  
Chief Minister or the Department of the Chief Minister.

AREAS OF ELECTORAL REFORM
ELECTORAL EXPENDITURE, POLITICAL DONATIONS  
AND PUBLIC FUNDING
The Government is seeking public comment in relation to the following three reform areas  
recommended by the Inquiry:

1. INTRODUCING A CAP ON ELECTORAL EXPENDITURE;

2. INTRODUCING A CAP ON POLITICAL DONATIONS; AND

3. PROVIDING PARTIAL PUBLIC FUNDING OF POLITICAL PARTIES AND CANDIDATES IN ORDER  
TO REDUCE THE RELIANCE ON POLITICAL DONATIONS.

This is a package of electoral reforms and should be considered in conjunction with each other,  
rather than as individual, stand-alone reforms.
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ELECTORAL  
EXPENDITURE 
In the NT, there are currently no limits imposed on spending by parties, candidates or 
associated entities during election campaigns. Imposing a limit on spending may lead  
to a reduced reliance on political donations.

The Inquiry found that there is general agreement that there should be a cap on how much parties  
(and candidates) can spend on a campaign.

The NT Government agrees with the intent of the Inquiry’s recommendation to introduce a cap  
on electoral expenditure.

It should be noted that the cap will need to be determined subject to the definition of the electoral 
expenditure in section 199 of the Electoral Act (the Act).

As recommended by the Inquiry, the Government will review this definition, taking into consideration 
whether travel and accommodation expenses that may be incurred by candidates in rural and remote 
electorates should be excluded or included as an election expense.

The NT Government also agrees with the intent of the Inquiry’s recommendation that access to public 
funding should be conditional upon compliance with any electoral expenditure cap, as well as any 
requirements regarding electoral donations and disclosure returns.

OPTIONS FOR REFORM
ELECTORAL EXPENDITURE CAP

a. Introduce an indexed cap on electoral expenditure of $40,000 per endorsed candidate in  
the cases of registered political parties, and fixed at $40,000 per unendorsed candidate.

b. Introduce a cap of $________ on electoral expenditure per endorsed candidate in the cases of registered 
political parties, and fixed at $________ per unendorsed candidate (please specify the cap level).

TRAVEL AND ACCOMMODATION EXPENSES

a. Should travel and accommodation expenses be excluded or included in the definition of electoral expenses?



POLITICAL  
DONATIONS
There are currently no caps on monetary donations in the NT, except for those given by anonymous donors.

The Inquiry has recommended the introduction of an indexed cap on donations to registered political parties 
and individual candidates.

The Report proposed $5,000 or $10,000 per year but described these levels as “tentative.”

The NT Government supports the introduction of an indexed cap on donations to political parties  
and candidates, and is seeking public comment regarding the appropriate level of such a cap.

As an example, New South Wales has annual caps on donations ($6,300 to a party and $2,800 to 
candidates) and, earlier this year, Victoria introduced a cap on donations of $4,000 per donor for each  
four-year election period.

In determining the level of any cap on donations, consideration should be given to how the level of political 
donations may impact on the integrity of the electoral system as well as the reduced need for political 
donations if public funding is provided.

OPTIONS FOR REFORM
a.  Introduce an indexed cap on political donations of $10,000 per year.

b.  Introduce an indexed cap on political donations of $5,000 per year.

c.  Introduce an indexed cap on political donations of an amount less than $5,000 per year  
(please specify the cap level $________).

d.  Introduce an indexed cap on political donations of an amount more than $10,000 per year  
(please specify the cap level $________).
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PUBLIC  
FUNDING
The primary reason for public funding is to reduce the perceived or actual influence of private money  
on elections and public policy.

All other Australian jurisdictions (except Tasmania) provide a form of public funding to candidates.

There is currently no public funding provided to parties or candidates in the NT. 

The Inquiry has proposed the introduction of a partial and ‘opt-in’ public funding model for the NT.

Candidates and/or parties would be required to ‘opt-in’ to receive public funding and comply with any electoral 
expenditure cap.

The recommended level of funding is $8 (to be indexed) per first preference vote received by a candidate, 
provided that the candidate received at least four per cent of the formal first preference votes in the electorate 
which that candidate sought to represent.

The funding would be limited to the amount required to reimburse expenditure only; recipients would not be 
able to make a profit from public funding.

The proposed four per cent qualification threshold is consistent with all other jurisdictions that provide public 
funding (except Queensland, which has a six per cent threshold).

The Inquiry Report notes that public funding is likely to create an expectation by the public that electoral 
expenditure will be regulated. The Report also notes that linking access to these funds to disclosure obligations 
may increase rates of compliance by candidates and parties with statutory requirements.

The introduction of a partial public funding model, including the use of a qualification threshold to determine 
eligibility to access funds, is supported by the NT Government. The adoption of an ‘opt-in’ public funding model 
is also supported by the Government, with access to funding to be conditional upon compliance with any 
electoral expenditure cap, as well as any requirements regarding electoral donations and disclosure returns.

The Inquiry Report notes that the NT Electoral Commission suggested the adoption of a public funding model 
using the ACT level of funding of $8 per first preference vote. The Report also notes that a different level of 
funding could be applied provided that it is “at a level which incentivises the political parties and individual 
candidates to opt in to the public funding scheme and complementary expenditure cap”.

The NT Government is therefore seeking public comment regarding the qualification threshold to access public 
funding as well as the level of funding that should be provided per first preference vote.

OPTIONS FOR REFORM

QUALIFICATION THRESHOLD

a. Introduce a partial and ‘opt-in’ public funding model with a qualification threshold of four per cent of the 
formal first preference votes in the particular electorate where the candidate is standing for election.

b. Introduce a partial and ‘opt-in’ public funding model with a qualification threshold of _____ per cent of the 
formal first preference votes in the particular electorate where the candidate is standing for election  
(please specify the qualification threshold _____ per cent).
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LEVEL OF PUBLIC FUNDING

a. Introduce a partial and ‘opt-in’ public funding model with a level of funding of $8 (to be indexed) per first 
preference vote received by a candidate (based on reimbursement of campaign expenses in election years), 
provided that the candidate meets the qualification threshold.

b. Introduce a partial and ‘opt-in’ public funding model with a level of funding of $_____ (to be indexed) per 
first preference vote received by a candidate (based on reimbursement of campaign expenses in election 
years), provided that the candidate meets the qualification threshold (please specify the level of public 
funding to be applied per first preference vote received by a candidate).




