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Journey to Federation
In 1888, 100 years after the first European settlement, seven out 
of every 10 people who lived in the Australian colonies had been 
born there. Most of these people found it hard to accept government 
by a power on the other side of the world. While there were many 
differences between the colonies, there were many things they shared, 
and for some people, federation, or combining of the colonies into one 
nation, made a lot of sense.

Reasons to Unite
The idea of federation began to be taken 
more seriously in 1883 when two large foreign 
powers, France and Germany, established 
colonies in the Pacific. Many people were 
fearful that the Australian colonies could be 
invaded by one of these powers. They thought 
that the colonies would have a better chance 
of protecting themselves if they were united 
and could form a stronger defence force.

Other factors that made people think more 
about federation were transport and tariffs. 
Because the colonies had different rail 
systems, every time goods crossed borders 
they had to change trains. Each colony also 
put tariffs on goods as they crossed borders. 
This was expensive for individuals and 
confusing to manage, because each colony 
charged different rates—even for the same 
goods.

Opposition
Despite this, many people were against 
federation. Those in the smaller colonies 
feared that New South Wales and Victoria 
would control a federated nation. There was 
also a lot of rivalry between New South Wales 
and Victoria, and neither trusted the other not 
to take over. Furthermore, many Australians 
lived in remote parts of the country and did not 
feel connected to other areas—federation was 
simply not important to them.

Promoting the Idea
As time went on, it became obvious that the 
colonies had to work together. Tariffs were 
seen as a barrier to healthy trade. At the same 
time, better transport and communication 
would make more people feel part of the wider 
Australian community.

A small group of individuals began to promote 
the idea of a federated Australia. Men such 
as Sir Henry Parkes, Alfred Deakin and 
Edmund Barton changed the minds of many 
Australians about federation. They also worked 
out how federation could be achieved by 
putting forward a constitution to lead the new 
country into the 20th century.

Prior to Federation, trains travelled on 
different types of tracks in each colony 
and had to offload their cargo at colony 
borders.

Sir Henry Parkes

Sir	Henry	Parkes	(1815–96)	served	as	
premier	of	New	South	Wales	three	times	
between	1872	and	1891.	He	was	a	vocal	
promoter	of	federation	for	almost	50	years.	
He	was	behind	many	of	the	federation	
conferences,	including	the	1890	federation	
conference,	which	marked	the	turning	point	
in	the	acceptance	of	a	united	Australia.
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Creating a Constitution
National Australasian 
Convention
In March 1891, delegates met in Sydney 
at the National Australasian Convention to 
find common ground about federation. Sir 
Henry Parkes, who was elected president 
of the convention, presented a number of 
proposals to the group, including the structure 
of a national government that would oversee 
the running of the whole country. This 
government’s responsibilities would include the 
armed forces, transport and communication. 
According to this plan, the colonies would 
become states and remain in charge of their 
own areas and laws.

After six weeks of discussion by delegates, 
a draft framework for the Australian 
constitution was written. It provided a 
structure for the government with a bicameral 
parliament, made up of a lower house 
(House of Representatives) and an upper 
house (Senate). While the number of seats in 
the House of Representatives was based on 
population, the Senate would have an equal 
number of representatives from each state, 
regardless of size. This would help to protect 
the interests of states with small populations.

What Is a Constitution?

A	constitution	sets	out	the	way	in	which	a	
country is governed. It outlines the structure 
and	organisation	of	the	government,	its	
powers,	the	laws	it	can	make,	and	the	way	
the court system is run. Some constitutions 
also	contain	a	Bill	of	Rights	stating	the	
rights	of	the	nation’s	citizens.

Taking It to the People
For the next 10 years, a number of men, 
including Edmund Barton and George Reid 
from New South Wales, Alfred Deakin 
from Victoria and Sir Samuel Griffith from 
Queensland, dedicated their lives to the 
movement. They travelled across the 
continent, putting their ideas across to as 
many people as possible. After Federation, 
Barton was to become the first prime minister 
of Australia, while Deakin would become  
the second.

More conferences followed, including a 
‘people’s conference’ held at Corowa, Victoria, 
in 1893. There, a motion was passed that 
delegates to further conferences on federation 
should be elected by the people of each state. 
Another motion proposed that referendums 
be held in each colony so that the people could 
choose directly to become a part of federated 
Australia. At a conference in Bathurst, New 
South Wales, in 1896, representatives were 
chosen who would, supposedly, represent 
every class and as many different interest 
groups as possible.

Between 1897 and 1898, one last convention 
to finalise the constitution was held in 
Adelaide, Sydney and Melbourne. After all the 
points were finally accepted, the constitution 
was ready to be put before the people to 
approve in a referendum. In 1899, following 
two referendums, the people of the colonies, 
apart from Western Australia, agreed to 
federate. A year later, Western Australia  
also voted to join the new nation.

Sir Henry Parkes 
(seated, middle) 
poses for a photo with 
other delegates at the 
National Australasian 
Convention in 1891.

A record board in Western 
Australia shows the results of 
the referendum of Australian 
federation in July 1900.
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Government in Australia
Australia has three levels of government: federal, state and local.  
The federal government is responsible for areas such as defence, 
trade, taxes and foreign relations. The states and territories have 
their own governments that are responsible for schools, hospitals, 
police and ambulance services, housing and transport. Local 
governments run smaller areas and take care of parks and gardens, 
rubbish removal and planning.

Federal Government
The Australian constitution sets up a 
bicameral federal parliament made up of  
a House of Representatives and a Senate. 
The government is divided into three branches: 
the executive, which runs the country; the 
legislature, which makes the laws that govern 
the country; and the judiciary, which enforces 
and interprets the laws. 

Structure of Federal 
Government
Executive
• The	British	monarch	is	the	head	of	state	in	

Australia. His or her role is ceremonial.

• The Governor-General acts as the head 
of	state	for	the	monarch	but	has	little	real	
power.	The	Governor-General	assents	
(agrees)	to	legislation	after	it	has	been	
passed	by	both	houses	of	parliament.

• The	prime	minister	is	head	of	government	
and	the	leader	of	cabinet. He or she 
is	always	a	member	of	the	House	of	
Representatives.

•	 Cabinet	is	made	up	of	the	government’s	
most	important	ministers.	Cabinet	helps	
the	prime	minister	decide	on	policies.

•	 Government	departments	put	laws	and	
policy	into	action.	Each	department	is	
headed by a minister.

Legislature
•	 The	Australian	Parliament	has	two	houses:	

the	House	of	Representatives	and	the	
Senate.	The	House	of	Representatives	
has	150	members.	The	Senate	has	76	
members.

Judiciary
•	 The judiciary includes the High Court that 

deals	with	constitutional	issues	and	is	
also	a	court	of	appeal.	Below	that	is	the	
Federal	Court,	which	deals	with	matters	
to	do	with	federal	government	laws	and	
native title; and the Family Court that 
deals	with	divorce	and	child	custody.	
A	federal	magistrate’s	court	hears	less	
complex	cases	to	do	with	federal	law	 
or	families.

State, Territory and Local 
Governments
State and territory governments deal with 
issues and services to do with their areas. 
Like the federal government, they have three 
branches. The states each have a governor 
who acts as a largely symbolic head of state, 
as well as their own constitutions, while the 
territories refer to the Governor-General and 
the federal constitution.

Local governments provide services to local 
areas. They have elected councillors who 
steer the direction of the council, while paid 
employees deliver services.
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This diagram shows 
the party allocation of 
parliamentary seats in the 
House of Representatives 
in 2011.

Australia’s federal parliament meets 
at Parliament House in Canberra. This 
picture shows the Australian House of 
Representatives.
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Choosing Representatives
In an election, there should be a wide range 
of candidates and parties for voters to 
choose from; and all adult citizens should be 
eligible to vote, regardless of race, gender 
or beliefs. When Australia became a nation in 
1901, only white males were allowed to vote. 
Suffrage was granted to women in 1902, but 
Indigenous people were not granted that right 
in federal elections until 1962.

Elections
In Australia today, with a few exceptions, it 
is compulsory for citizens over the age of 18 
to vote. When they do, there are a variety of 
political parties and independent candidates 
for them to choose from. Federal elections 
are held every three years, and most state 
elections and local government elections are 
held every four years.

Electorates and Seats

Each	member	of	the	House	of	
Representatives	represents	an	area	called	
an electorate,	which	contains	on	average	
94	000	people.	These	representatives	hold	
a seat	in	parliament.

Different Voting Systems
In federal elections, the House of 
Representatives is elected using the 
preferential voting system. In this system, 
voters put numbers beside each candidate in 
the order of preference, starting with 1 beside 
the candidate they most want. A candidate 
who wins more than 50 per cent of the 1 votes 
will win. If this does not happen, the candidate 
with the least 1 votes is eliminated and their 
number 2 votes are given to the other 
candidates. This process continues until 
someone gains more than 50 per cent of  
the votes.

Voting for the Senate is done by proportional 
representation. Again, voters put preference 
numbers next to the candidates’ names. The 
numbers are worked out on percentages 
and the candidates who get the most 1s are 
given the seats that are available. Similar 
voting systems are used by state and local 
governments throughout Australia.

Political Parties
The first political party in Australia was the 
Australian Labor Party (ALP), which was 
formed in 1890 to protect the rights of 
workers. Another important party in Australia, 
the Liberal Party, was formed in 1944 as a 
supporter of business and free enterprise.  
At times, to help win government, the Liberal 
Party has formed a coalition with the National 
Party, a party that looks after the interests of 
farmers. Since the 1920s, these three parties 
have controlled government.

Some smaller parties, such as the Australian 
Greens, which focus on social and 
environmental issues, have also gained seats 
in parliament, mostly in the Senate. Smaller 
parties sometimes hold the balance of power 
in the Senate, which means they are able to 
stop laws being passed by the Senate if they 
do not agree with them.

Politicans at the Constitutional 
Convention at Old Parliament House in 
Canberra ready to hand in their ballot 
papers, 13 February 1998.

Former Prime Minister John Howard (third from 
left) with cabinet ministers, January 2007.

This is a ballot paper from 
an Australian election.
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