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Findings

The Albanese government has proposed suspending the law requiring the government 
to fund the publication and distribution of an official pamphlet setting out the “Yes” 
and the “No” case for any referendum to change the Australian constitution. This 
means there would be no publicly funded information campaign to inform voters 
of the arguments for and against changing the Australian constitution to include an 
Indigenous-only Voice to Parliament. 

The results of the public submissions in respect to the government’s proposed changes 
are overwhelming:

• There were 78 submissions.

• 64 expressed a clear opinion on the Yes/No pamphlet.

• 97%, or 62, of those submissions which expressed a clear opinion were in 
favour of a Yes/No pamphlet or some similar alternative.

• Only 3%, just two submissions, were against.

• Of these two, one was a government department (the Department of Finance), 
and one was a pro-Voice academic (Professor George Williams).

• Of all submissions (those which expressed a clear opinion and those which did 
not) 79% were in favour, 3% were opposed, and 18% were unclear.

Support for some kind of official Yes/No information pamphlet was supported across 
the political spectrum, with even the left-leaning Australia Institute and pro-Voice 
academic Professor Anne Twomey supporting an information pamphlet. Although 
they argue the method for preparing it should be changed, from the current process 
where it is prepared by members of parliament in favour of or against the referendum 
question, to one authored by an expert panel.

In December 2022, the government introduced legislation to implement their decision 
to cancel the pamphlet, the Referendum (Machinery Provisions) Amendment Bill 2022 
(the Bill). Clause 4 of this Bill suspends the operation of section 11 of the Referendum 
(Machinery Provisions) Act 1984. This section required the government to prepare a 
2000-word essay setting out the arguments for any proposed referendum, and an 
essay against the referendum, and distribute them as a pamphlet to all voters. 

A publicly funded Yes/No pamphlet has been an Australian tradition since 1912, 
helping to inform Australians of the merits and issues regarding any proposal to 
change the Australian constitution. When introduced it had bipartisan support, with 
then opposition leader Alfred Deakin arguing:

It is our duty, when we ask the electors to vote for or against momentous proposals 
of this kind, to give them the best material we have in order that they may form an 
independent judgment.1

1 Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 16 December 1912, 7154 (Alfred Deakin).
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The pamphlet has been a mainstay of referendums since then.

The Bill was sent to the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters for review which 
opened submissions from the public from 1 December to 15 December.2 In total, 78 
submissions were received, and the Committee is expected to release its report on 
Friday 10 February 2023.

The Institute of Public Affairs has analysed the submissions made to the Committee. 
There was overwhelming support for the Yes/No pamphlet.

Of the 78 submissions made, 79% support the publication and distribution of a 
pamphlet in some form or are unambiguously opposed to the government’s proposed 
amendments to the referendum laws. 18% did not express a clear view on this aspect 
of the Bill. Only 3% could be said to be in favour of the government’s approach. 

Of those who expressed an opinion either way about the pamphlet, 97% support it in 
some form. 84% support it unconditionally, or otherwise are unambiguously opposed 
to the proposed changes. 13% support in principle the concept of providing taxpayer 
funded information setting out the Yes and the No case, but by adopting a different 
procedure. Only 3% support its abolition. 

In real terms, of the 78 submissions, 62 support a Yes/No pamphlet, only two were 
against it. 

The verdict is clear: left or right, individuals and organisations, overwhelmingly 
Australians want a Yes/No pamphlet and oppose the government’s changes.

However, the parliament appears to be ignoring the overwhelming sentiment 
expressed in the submissions. On 19 December 2022, the parliament selected six 
individuals or organisations who made submissions to the inquiry to give evidence at a 
public hearing. The six witnesses called were the Department of Finance, the Australian 
Electoral Commission, Professor George Williams, Professor Anne Twomey, Dr Paul 
Kildea, and Dr Gabrielle Appleby. 

Among the six witnesses invited to the public hearing were the only two submissions 
which explicitly supported the abolition of the referendum pamphlet: one was the 
Department of Finance, the other Professor Williams.

The voices that were given special attention by the Committee at the hearing were 
government departments and academics—and two of the six invited (33%) were 
in favour of abolishing the pamphlet. This is a vastly disproportionate perspective 
compared to the weight of the submissions made by the public, where only 3% of 
submissions supported the Bill.3 

2 Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, ‘Committee to examine referendum process’ (Media Release, 1 
December 2022) <https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/House_of_Representatives/About_the_House_
News/Media_Releases/Committee_to_examine_referendum_process>. 

3 Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, Official Committee Hansard of Hearing into the Referendum 
(Machinery Provisions) Amendment Bill 2022 (19 December 2022) <https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_
Business/Committees/Joint/Electoral_Matters/ReferendumMachineryBill/Public_Hearings>. 
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The public hearings did not feature a single witness who gave unconditional 
support for retaining the Yes/No pamphlet, which was the largest position of all the 
submissions in both real and percentage terms. Those who were against the pamphlet 
were far overrepresented in this hearing.

Even a proponent of abolishing the pamphlet is critical of the overall government 
approach to referendum reform. Professor George Williams stated in his submission to 
the Committee:

With an uncertain period now available until a referendum on the Voice, changes 
must be made to the Referendum Machinery Act but there is not enough time to 
prepare a modern and fair referendum process. The result will be that Australia 
will go to its first referendum in nearly a quarter of a century without the best legal 
foundation for holding the vote. The vote will be conducted according to an out-
of-date Act jerry-rigged for the 2023 poll.4

If the government is genuinely open to public consultation, and genuinely desirous of 
an open and frank debate on the most significant proposed constitutional reforms in a 
generation, the government must commit to publicly fund the Yes/No pamphlet, or a 
suitable alternative that similarly helps inform the public of both sides of the debate. 

Table: Summary of positions on the referendum pamphlet expressed in 
submission to the parliamentary inquiry into the Referendum (Machinery 
Provisions) Amendment Bill 2022

Number % (all submissions)
% (submissions 
which expressed an 
opinion)

Support retaining 
the pamphlet

62 79% 97%

Support pamphlet 
unconditionally

54 69% 84%

Support retaining 
pamphlet with 
reform

8 10% 13%

Support 
abolishing 
pamphlet

2 3% 3%

No opinion on 
pamphlet

14 18% -

TOTAL 78

4 George Williams, Submission No 1 to Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters, Inquiry into the Referendum 
(Machinery Provisions) Amendment Bill 2022, 2 December 2022, 4.
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