Topic:

What sort of Democracy do we have in Australia? 

What does Democracy mean to us?
In Australia, we live in a liberal democracy. This exposition will look at what sort of democracy we have by discussing the Jack Lang and Gough Whitlam dismissals. To do this I will define democracy, explain the powers of the New South Wales Governor and Governor-General, and also explain how the governors used their powers in the dismissals of the Jack Lang N.S.W. Government and the Gough Whitlam Federal government. 

Democracy is a system where the citizens of a country have the power to vote in who they want for their governing bodies at Local, State, and Federal levels. 

Our democracy is a liberal democracy, which means our system is based upon both the British Westminster System and the American model of federalism. From the Westminster System we get the three arms of government: the Judiciary, which consists of the High Court; the Executive, which has the Queen and Governor-General; and the Legislature, which consists of the Senate and the House of Representatives. From the system of federalism the state government and federal government have their own and separate responsibilities. 

The Governor-General of Australia is the Queen’s representative here and has many powers that he or she can exercise in the Queen’s place in Australia. Their powers are defined in the Constitution. The powers that are relevant to the dismissal of the Whitlam government are that the Governor-General can dissolve the House of Representatives and the Senate at the same time and call for an election (a double dissolution). The Governor-General also has reserve powers that can be used under special circumstances such as the power to refuse a double dissolution, and the power to dismiss a Prime Minister in circumstances where the Government cannot obtain supply and the Prime Minister refuses to resign or call a full election. The Governor of New South Wales has similar powers. 

The use of the powers has been controversial on two occasions - when in 1932, New South Wales Governor Game dismissed Premier Jack Lang and in 1975 when Governor-General Sir John Kerr dismissed Prime Minister Gough Whitlam. 

On November 4, 1930 Jack Lang became the Premier of New South Wales for the second time (as he was previously Premier from 1925 to 1927). Jack Lang was elected during the Great Depression. In this time, he did many controversial things that got his party kicked out of the Australian Labour Party, and ultimately got him dismissed from government.  When removed from the ALP in March 1931 he formed his own party, the Lang Labour Party. Premier Lang defaulted twice on the loan interest payments to the Commonwealth government and their British creditors in April 1931 and then on 29th January in 1932. He did this as he wanted to spend the money on the people of New South Wales who were suffering because of the Depression. When this happened the Federal government paid the amounts to the respective creditors. After the January default the Federal government took it upon themselves to make the payments of interest. In doing this the government passed down an act that allowed them to take the money from any defaulting state. 

Jack Lang tried hard to keep New South Wales’ money out of the Federal Government’s hands by removing money from banks, and issuing circular warnings to the government, which resulted in NSW funds being impounded. The second circular warning was deemed illegal by the Governor and dismissed Jack Lang and his government on the 13th May 1932. 

Gough Whitlam was re-elected into government after a double dissolution election in May 1974, which he had called for in the hope that he would get more seats in the Senate. He was re-elected but the Opposition had more seats in the lower house than they had had before the election. In the Upper House, the Opposition held the power with more Senators including those independents and from the National Party) willing to vote in their favour. Due to this the Supply Bill for 1975 was blocked (the bill which the government needs to have passed so they have enough money to run the country). 

In July of 1974 Sir John Kerr became Governor-General and on 11th November 1975, he used the reserve power that allowed him to “dismiss a Prime Minister when the Government can not obtain supply and refuses to resign or call a full election”. Prime Minister Whitlam wanted to have a half Senate election in the hope that he would be able to get enough pro-Labour Senators elected and allow the Supply Bill to be passed. Unfortunately Whitlam was dismissed and Malcolm Fraser was given the position of interim Prime Minister until an election could be called. Malcolm Fraser won that election and became the Prime Minister. 

In my opinion I do think that the Governor and Governor General did have the power to dismiss the Premier and Prime Minister because it was in their reserve powers. So for as long as we have the Queen as head of government the Governors will have the power to dismiss our elected representatives. To change this Australia would have to become a Republic. 

So for now although we can vote for who we want to govern us someone has the power to change our choice under special circumstances.  
Ben Thomson


