
These workers are meeting to discuss 
improving their work conditions, which 
shows democracy in action.

These students are voting for a class 
leader, which shows democracy in action 
at school.
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What Is Democracy?
Democracy is a way of making group decisions that allows everyone 
in the group to have a say. It is a system that tries to work out what 
is best for the whole group while keeping in mind the rights of the 
individuals within it. The word ‘democracy’ comes from the ancient 
Greeks, and it means the ‘rule of the people’ or ‘majority rule’. 
Abraham Lincoln, the 16th president of the United States, described 
democracy as ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people’.

Democracy: Key Beliefs

•	 Individuals	within	a	group	are	equal	and	
no one is better or has a higher value 
than anyone else.

•	 The	things	that	happen	to	a	group	affect	
all its members.

•	 The	best	decisions	for	a	group	are	
those that everyone has discussed and 
understood.

•	 Every	individual	within	a	group	needs	to	
feel	safe	and	be	protected.

Forms of Democracy
There are two main forms of democracy—
direct democracy and indirect democracy.

Direct Democracy
In a direct democracy, people can have a say 
in decision-making by voicing their opinions 
or voting directly on any issues that might 
affect them. Direct democracy works best 
in small groups and communities where it 
is easy for everyone to get information or 
to voice an opinion. In larger communities, 
this becomes too difficult. There are often 
hundreds of issues that need to be discussed, 
and it is impossible for each person to know 
enough about every issue to make an informed 
decision.

Indirect Democracy
In an indirect democracy, commonly called  
a representative democracy, certain people 
are elected by members of the community 
to represent them in an assembly or 
parliament. These representatives make 
decisions on behalf of the people who voted 
for them. Because of their size, modern 
democratic nations are nearly always 
representative democracies.

Protecting Democracy
In order for a democracy to be truly 
representative, it is important to ensure that 
there are safeguards to stop the government 
from becoming too powerful, and to 
guarantee that people’s rights and freedoms 
are protected. Some of the safeguards in a 
representative democracy include a written 
constitution, fair laws that can be upheld 
by an independent legal system, freedom 
of speech, a free media and access to 
government information.

About This Book
This book looks at the role and operation 
of government in the Australian democracy. 
It explores the operation and structure of 
government at federal, state and local levels, 
and details the roles of various government 
departments. The book also looks at ways 
in which Australians outside the government 
can work to persuade their leaders to act on 
particular issues.
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Australia’s Government
A government is a group of leaders who make decisions about how a 
society runs. To do this, governments make laws—rules that people 
must follow. They also make policies, which are guidelines or plans for 
what the government wants to do in particular areas such as defence, 
health or transport. Good governments make decisions that they feel 
benefit the people the most and, as much as possible, reflect what the 
majority of people want.

Government Services
People need many different services, such as 
schools, hospitals, rubbish collection, police 
to help keep order, and emergency services. 
They want national parks, courts of law and 
public transport. Our society works together to 
provide these things for everyone’s benefit. We 
choose representatives to form governments 
that make these types of decisions for us.

Different Types of 
Government
Different countries have different types of 
governments. Not all of them are chosen by 
the people. For example, in a military junta, 
the armed forces take power by force 
and military officers make the government’s 
decisions. In a dictatorship, one person 
(usually backed by the armed forces) has 
absolute power and makes decisions without 
being limited by laws. If religious leaders are in 
charge, the government is called a theocracy.

Australia is a democracy. In democracies, 
people vote in elections to choose their 
representatives. Regular elections give people 
the chance to choose new representatives.

Who Does What?
There are three levels of government in 
Australia: federal, state and territory, and local. 
The federal government makes decisions that 
affect the whole country. State and territory 
governments make decisions that affect their 
particular state or territory. Local governments 
take responsibility for small areas within a state.

Type of Government How Many Are 
There?

Makes Decisions About …

Federal 1 National matters:

•	 defence

•	 immigration and citizenship

•	 money	and	banking

•	 relationships	with	other	countries

•	 environment

•	 telecommunications	

•	 welfare	payments	and	other	types	of	 
financial assistance

•	 higher	education

•	 public	health	(including	Medicare)

•	 protecting	the	environment

State and territory 6 state

2 territory

State matters:

•	 hospitals

•	 police	and	emergency	services

•	 public	housing

•	 business	regulation

•	 schools

•	 state	roads

Local 565	(as	of	2011) Local issues:

•	 community	services,	such	as	child	care	 
and aged care

•	 libraries

•	 local	planning	and	development

•	 local	roads,	bridges	and	footpaths

•	 recreation	facilities,	such	as	pools	and	parks

•	 waste	management

•	 water	and	sewerage services

Levels of Government in Australia

Schools are the responsibility of state 
and territory governments.
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Australia’s Constitutions
A constitution is a written set of principles and laws that describe 
a government’s powers and duties. A constitution sets the ground 
rules for government. The Constitution of Australia guides the federal 
government, while state governments work within the limits set by 
their own constitutions.

Australia’s Federal 
Constitution
The Constitution of the Commonwealth of 
Australia came into effect on 1 January 1901. 
Before this, Australia was made up of a 
collection of separate British colonies, each of 
which ruled itself. The new constitution created 
a commonwealth, changing the colonies into 
Australian states with a federal government in 
place above them.

The Constitution is specific about what the 
federal government can do. It states that 
the government can ‘make laws for the 
peace, order and good government of the 
Commonwealth’, then lists what those laws 
can cover. Some of these responsibilities 
are listed in the chart on page 7. Other 
responsibilities include:

•	 lighthouses

•	 the	postal	system

•	 quarantine

•	 marriage	and	divorce

•	 trade	with	other	countries.

Any area not covered by the Constitution is  
the responsibility of the states. However, if  
a state law says one thing and a federal law 
says something different, the federal law  
must be followed.

State Constitutions
State constitutions existed before there was  
a federal one, because before 1901 the 
colonies governed themselves. The states  
of Victoria, New South Wales and Tasmania 
were established first, with constitutions 
passed in 1855. A state constitution describes 
how the state government is set up, what 
powers it has, how the state constitution can 
be changed and how long politicians serve 
once elected.

Territories
Australia controls 10 territories, eight  
of which are offshore. These include the 
Australian Antarctic Territory, the Coral Sea 
Islands and Christmas Island. No territory has 
a constitution. However, three territories have 
their own governments: the Australian Capital 
Territory, the Northern Territory and Norfolk 
Island. In practice, the Australian Capital 
Territory and Northern Territory are treated  
like states.

Difference between States 
and Territories

State Territory
Does it have a constitution?  
Was	it	once	an	independent	
colony?  
Was	it	created	by	a	law	
passed	by	the	federal	
government?

 
Can the federal government 
override	its	laws?  

Making Changes to the  
Federal Constitution

Australia’s Constitution can be changed but 
the	process	is	complicated.	To	change	any	
part	of	the	Constitution,	the	following	steps	
must	be	followed.

1	The	federal	government	must	vote	to	ask	
the	Australian	people	for	change.

2 The Governor-General	must	put	the	
question	to	voters.

3 A ‘double majority’ of voters must 
approve	the	change	before	it	can	become	
part	of	the	Constitution.	This	means	a	
majority of voters across the country and 
a majority of voters in at least four of the 
six	states	need	to	approve	the	change.

Australians voted in a 
referendum to change the 
Constitution in 1999 to make 
Australia a republic. The ‘no’ 
vote was victorious. Since 
1906, only eight changes to 
the Constitution have been 
passed from 43 attempts.

The original Constitution of the Commonwealth of Australia is held at the National 
Archives in Canberra. It was originally an Act of the British Parliament, so it was held 
by the National Archives in the UK until 1988, when it was lent to Australia. In 1990, 
the British Government gave it to the Australian people as a gift.
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Structure of the  
Federal Government
There are three branches that make up the federal government. The 
first is called the legislature or parliament, which makes Australia’s laws. 
Australia’s federal parliament is made up of two groups of elected 
officials: the House of Representatives and the Senate. The other two 
branches of the federal government are the executive, which runs the 
government and puts the laws into action, and the judiciary, which 
interprets the laws and makes sure that they are followed.

Two Houses
Australia has a bicameral system of 
government. ‘Bicameral’ refers to the 
government’s two houses (also called 
‘chambers’). Australia’s bicameral federal 
legislature is made up of the House of 
Representatives (the Lower House) and the 
Senate (the Upper House).

House of Representatives
The House of Representatives is made 
up of 150 members of parliament. Each 
member represents approximately the same 
number of people from their state or territory. 
The population of each state or territory is 
divided into roughly equal pieces, called 
electorates, and each electorate votes for 
one representative in the House. The more 
people a state or territory has, the more 
representatives it elects.

How Many People in an 
Electorate?

The	number	of	people	in	an	electorate	is	
around	94	000	on	average,	although	the	
figure varies from electorate to electorate. 

Senate
The states are represented equally in the 
Senate, with 12 senators from each. The ACT 
and Northern Territory add two more senators 
each, bringing the total to 76. Every voter in a 
state or territory votes for the same candidates 
for the Senate. The Constitution says the 
Senate should be around half the size of the 
House of Representatives.

Both houses must pass every proposed law 
(also called ‘bills’) for them to take effect, and 
any member or senator can introduce a bill. 
The exceptions are money bills, which must 
come from the House of Representatives.

Three Branches
The House of Representatives and the Senate 
form the legislature, which makes laws. 
The party that has the most members in the 
House of Representatives takes control of the 
government’s executive branch. The executive 
makes sure existing laws are put into practice 
and guides the government’s day-to-day 
decisions.

The third branch is the judiciary. This is made 
up of courts, which make sure that laws are 
being followed. Because laws cannot cover 
every possible situation, it is up to the courts 
 to interpret how laws apply when there is  
a disagreement.

The High Court of Australia is the 
nation’s highest legal authority.

The Senate meets in the Senate Chamber 
to discuss new laws.
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