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Not enough Australians are voting and not enough young people have enrolled to vote, 

latest figures show. 

Statistics from the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) revealed 20 per cent of eligible 

voters did not cast their ballot in the last federal election and 25 per cent of young voters 

failed to enrol for the next election. 

Of those aged 18-24, 400,000 people did not enrol in time meaning they cannot vote in 

September's election, a trend that is of great concern to the AEC. 

"It is clear from the evidence that the trend is for increasing numbers of otherwise eligible 

electors to remain outside the electoral system," Electoral commissioner Ed Killesteyn said. 

The AEC studied the 2010 election and found more than 3 million Australians did not vote. 

Of those 1.5 million people were not enrolled, 900,000 people were enrolled but did not vote 

and nearly 750,0000 people cast an informal vote. 

An informal vote is a ballot paper which has been incorrectly completed or not filled in at all. 

The AEC says not all non-voters were doing so deliberately nor were all informal voters 

doing so on purpose. 

Attempts to boost voter numbers have been made by encouraging online enrolments. 

"Encouraging all eligible Australians to enrol to vote will continue to be a priority for the AEC 

at future elections, as will providing voter information and support services to those 

Australian who are under-represented in our electoral system," Mr Killesteyn said. 

Young voters are 'not engaged or interested' 

Associate Professor Joo-cheongTham, an expert in Australian electoral law at the University 

of Melbourne Law School, says the figures mean one-in-five Australians are not voting and 

that leads to a "democratic deficit". 



Professor Joo-Cheong Tham says many young voters are not engaged or interested in the 

electoral process. 

"One-in-five are not voting, that is a serious issue, a serious democratic deficit," he said. 

"It is concentrated among the young. We are talking about people coming into the political 

process, reaching adulthood who are for one reason or another disengaged from politics. 

"These are a set of issues that at the very least deserve serious consideration. There should 

be much more public concern about that." 

"I think it feeds into the aspect that the spirit of democracy is not as lively in this country as it 

should be." 

Source: 
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Some research suggests that young people are less engaged with political and civic activity 

than those in older age groups. Young people may not have the skills, awareness, guidance 

and pathways available to them that would bring them into closer engagement with 

Australia's governance, or they may have a lower level of interest in civic participation and 

the responsibilities of citizenship (EC 2001; Saha 2005b). 

 

Young adults in Australia are less likely to be enrolled to vote than older people. The AEC 

estimates that in 2008-09, 81% of eligible young Australians (18–25 year olds) were enrolled 

to vote, compared with 92% of all eligible Australians (AEC 1998-2009). In 2007, it was 

estimated that approximately 400,000 young Australians (aged 18–25 years) did not vote in 

elections because they were not registered (Saha 2009). 

 

The intention of students to enrol on the Commonwealth Electoral Roll and vote in federal 

elections was found, by a national survey of schools in 2004, not to be universal. The survey 

of 4,900 senior secondary school students at 155 schools (the Youth Electoral Study 

conducted in conjunction with the Australian Electoral Commission) found that of students 

aged under 17, the majority (87%) intended to enrol to vote when they turned 17, while less 

than a third of those who were 17 years of age had registered to vote (Saha 2005a). 

 

While young people can enrol to vote at the age of 17 years, they are able to vote in 



elections only when they have turned 18. While almost nine out of ten students surveyed 

said they intended to vote in federal elections once they turned 18 (87%), only one in two 

said they would vote in federal elections if this were not compulsory (50%) (Saha 2005a). 

 

While the intention to vote in federal elections was relatively high, half of the students felt 

that they did not have sufficient knowledge and understanding of the issues or the political 

parties to make a decision about voting. Nevertheless, most students (82%) considered 

voting to be important (Saha 2005a). 

 

Many senior secondary school students participate in political and civic activities. Over half 

of students surveyed in 2004 had signed a petition (55%), while 21% had collected 

signatures for a petition, and 15% had taken part in rallies or demonstrations. Students 

differentiated between the various social movements and causes they would support by 

taking part in a demonstration (Saha 2005b). 

 

The 2004 Youth Electoral Survey survey found that students who participated in political and 

civic activities such as signing petitions, attending demonstrations, contacting politicians, 

contacting the media, doing voluntary work, or being involved in a civic organisation, such as 

Rotary, were more likely to report an intention to vote in federal elections if voting was not 

compulsory, than students who had not participated in political and civic activities (Saha 

2005b). 

 

In recent years the importance of including civics and citizenship in the school curriculum 

has been recognised. Between 1997 and 2004, the Commonwealth government's 

Discovering Democracy program ran in Australian primary and secondary schools (DEST 

2010). The program recognised that to participate as active citizens throughout their lives, 

students need a thorough knowledge and understanding of Australia's political heritage, 

democratic processes, system of government, and judicial system. Following on from this 

program, curriculum statements of learning for civics and citizenship were developed 

collaboratively in 2006 by state, territory and federal education authorities, to be used by the 

separate jurisdictions in their own school curriculums (DEEWR 2006). 

Source: http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/federal-election-2013/young-voters-
rate-jobs-housing-uni-funding-as-main-issues-20130806-2rdba.html 

Caroline Braithwaite, like many members of her generation, wants to see the nation's 

politicians do more about "big picture" issues such as climate change. 



But the 24-year-old law student from Thornbury also has views that are just as strong on 

more day-to-day issues affecting young people. 

"Things that directly relate to us – Centrelink, university funding and practical things like that, 

that affect us in the short-term," she says. 

 

Ms Braithwaite is far from alone among young voters at this election. 

New research by think tank the Australia Institute has found that it is jobs, housing and 

university funding that will most affect how those aged 18 to 25 will vote. 

 

And while same-sex marriage, immigration and the carbon tax have featured heavily in the 

media, the poll found only same-sex marriage and climate change were among the top five 

issues that will influence the votes of young people on September 7. 

"Young people don't feel as though they are being represented by politicians – they don't 

feel as though they are being listened to," says the Australia Institute's Bridget Daly. 

"We hear a lot about climate change and immigration policy. Absolutely they are front and 

centre and very important issues. [But] if you're struggling with housing ... then it's quite 

difficult to engage with those bigger picture issues." 



Ms Daly says almost half the nation's voters aged under 25 believe no party represents their 

interests. 

The institute surveyed 806 people aged between 17 and 25 in May, and asked them to 

nominate the top issues that would sway their vote. 

Of those surveyed, 51 per cent ranked jobs for young people in their top five issues at this 

election. Rent was a key issue for 47 per cent. 

A previous survey by the institute found that 1.2 million young Australians felt no political 

party represented their needs. 

"Things like gay marriage and climate change are secondary; I wouldn't change my vote 

over either though I know they are important," says Anthony Osborne, 22, from Rowville. 

Mr Osborne says he considers issues such as housing and urban rail infrastructure crucial. 

"I would love for a political party to look at housing affordability, to increase social housing," 

he says. 

Mr Osborne is looking for a job but also "looking to go to university if I can afford it", and 

voted for Liberal MP Alan Tudge at the last election. He is undecided this time around. 

Ryan Lim, 19, from Melbourne's western suburbs, is studying arts and business at Monash 

University. He says that while he will vote for the Coalition this election, the issues that are 

important to him as a young voter, including HECS and university funding, often go 

unaddressed. 

For many others though, nothing is as crucial this election as climate change. 

"[It] is the issue I will be voting on," says Alice Simpson-Young, from Glebe in Sydney. The 

20-year-old, who is studying at Sydney University, will vote in her first election next month. 

She says the major parties' climate change policies were the key to her vote. This view is, 

she says, "highly reflective of many of my friends". 

In regional areas, practical concerns appear to be the key for many young voters. 

Matt Barton, 18, from Armidale in NSW, says politicians using social media can often seem 

patronising to young people. 

"The use of social media, it's almost this really nonchalant position that politicians take, that 

the only way to engage with young people is to use Facebook or Twitter," he says. 

"Social media is a powerful political tool, but they seem to have decided that people of my 

generation won't listen unless it's in 140 characters. I find that really offensive – we seem to 

be taken as this really superficial group rather than a powerful voting base who have views 

on a range of issues." 

Mr Barton was one of several young voters Fairfax Media heard from on Tuesday who were 

taking a gap year between high school and university to help fund their housing bill while 

studying. 



"I'm working as a checkout operator at our local supermarket in Armidale, and I just started a 

second job as a waiter," he says. "I had to take a gap year because ... I need to earn that 

money before going off to university." 

Maddalena Easterbrook, from Sydney's Mosman, is 17 but will become old enough to vote 

just before the election. 

A resident of Tony Abbott's seat of Warringah, she is weighing up whether to back Labor or 

the Greens. 

Ms Easterbrook says she wants to hear more from all political parties on practical issues 

such as rent and the high costs of getting through university. 

Top Issues For Young People 

1     Jobs for young people 

2     Rent and housing affordability 

3     University funding 

4     Same-sex marriage 

5     Climate change 

6     Youth allowance 

7     NBN 

8     Superannuation 

9     Bulk-billing doctor visits 

 

	  


