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Introduction
Australia is often celebrated for its robust democracy and stable government, but the
intricacies of how the Australian government actually works can seem complex and
daunting to many people. Spanning three levels—federal, state or territory, and
local—the system is shaped by a unique combination of historical legacy,
constitutional law, and political convention. This book, Understanding how the
Australian Government Works: A Guide to the Australian Government
System, is designed to demystify Australia’s political and governmental landscape for
citizens, students, new residents, and anyone with an interest in how Australia is run.

The story of Australia’s government begins with federation in 1901, when six separate
British colonies united under a single constitution to form the Commonwealth of
Australia. This moment set in motion a system of government that blends aspects of
the British Westminster tradition with federal principles found in countries like the
United States. Australia’s constitutional monarchy and parliamentary democracy are
underpinned by the fundamental principle of the rule of law. Yet, the real-world
application of these principles involves a range of branches, roles, and responsibilities
that are not always explicit and often shaped by evolving conventions.

At the core, the federal government is divided into three branches: the Legislature
(Parliament), which makes the laws; the Executive, which administers and enforces
the laws; and the Judiciary, which interprets and applies the laws. The intricate
balance and separation—sometimes overlapping—of these powers are essential for
the protection of democracy and the prevention of abuses. Central to this system are
key concepts such as responsible government, which holds the executive accountable
to Parliament, and representative democracy, which ensures the public’s will is
reflected through the election of representatives.

Australia’s federal model also means that states and territories retain significant
powers alongside the national government. State and territory parliaments manage
crucial areas such as health, education, and policing, while also working within the
larger framework established by the Australian Constitution. Beyond this, over 500
local councils handle the immediate needs of communities, from libraries and garbage
collection to recreational services and town planning—ensuring that government
remains accessible and responsive at the grassroots level.

This book will navigate the architecture of each level of government, how they
interact, and the electoral and legal systems that underpin them. Along the way, it will
explore the checks and balances embedded in the system, shine light on critical topics
such as human rights, and examine the challenges Australia’s government faces today
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and into the future. Whether you are a curious citizen, a student, or a newcomer to
Australia, this guide will equip you with the knowledge to better understand how
decisions are made, who makes them, and how your voice is heard within Australia’s
vibrant democracy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Foundations of Australian
Government: From Colonies to Federation
Imagine a continent of disparate neighbours, each operating under its own rules,
collecting its own taxes at internal borders, and even maintaining its own tiny army or
navy. This was the reality of Australia through much of the 19th century. Far from
being a single entity, the landmass was divided into six self-governing British colonies:
New South Wales, Tasmania, Western Australia, South Australia, Victoria, and
Queensland. Each had its own distinct character, history, and set of priorities, born
from the unique circumstances of their settlement and development.

These colonies, though geographically connected, functioned much like separate
countries. They had their own parliaments, modelled closely on the Westminster
system in Britain, their own laws, and their own governors appointed by the Crown.
While they shared a common heritage and, for the most part, a common language and
culture inherited from Britain, the everyday experience of someone living in Sydney
could be quite different from that of someone in Melbourne or Perth. Travel between
colonies was often complicated, and goods moving across colonial borders were
subject to tariffs, those annoying taxes on imports and exports that make things more
expensive and trade more cumbersome.

Life in the colonies was shaped by their origins. New South Wales, the oldest, began as
a penal colony in 1788 but quickly grew into a diverse society. Van Diemen's Land
(later Tasmania) also started with convict settlements. Other colonies like South
Australia were founded by free settlers with different visions for their societies.
Victoria and Queensland boomed with the gold rushes and pastoral expansion, leading
to rapid population growth and wealth, though not always evenly distributed. Western
Australia, initially slower to develop, also grew significantly throughout the century.

Each colony developed its own infrastructure, its own railways often built to different
gauges (which made travel between them a bit of a logistical puzzle), and its own
approach to managing its economy and social affairs. Political life within each colony
involved lively debates, the rise of local leaders, and the gradual expansion of
democratic rights, such as the right to vote. While they looked to Britain as the mother
country and the ultimate source of authority, the colonists were increasingly making
their own decisions about their future.

However, as the 19th century drew to a close, a growing number of voices began to
question whether this colonial fragmentation was truly serving the best interests of
the continent. There were practical frustrations, certainly. Those internal customs
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duties, or tariffs, were a constant source of annoyance for businesses and consumers
alike, hindering the free flow of goods and creating unnecessary bureaucracy. Imagine
trying to send a shipment of wool from New South Wales to Victoria and having to pay
a tax at the border – it just didn't seem sensible in a land that shared so much in
common.

Beyond the economic headaches, there were strategic considerations that began to
weigh on the minds of colonial leaders. The global political landscape was shifting.
Other European powers were showing increasing interest in the Pacific region.
Germany, France, and others were establishing footholds on islands uncomfortably
close to Australia's shores. A collection of small, independent colonial defence forces,
often poorly coordinated and equipped, seemed ill-prepared to face any significant
external threat. A unified approach to defence felt increasingly necessary.

Immigration was another area where a fragmented system presented challenges.
There was a strong desire across the colonies to control who entered the continent,
particularly to restrict non-European immigration. Implementing and enforcing
consistent policies across six different jurisdictions was difficult. A single, national
approach would be far more effective in pursuing the goal of a 'White Australia', a
policy that, while regrettable by modern standards, was a powerful driver for unity
among many at the time.

Improvements in communication and transportation also played a role in bringing the
colonies closer, both physically and mentally. The telegraph allowed for almost
instantaneous communication across the continent, and railway networks, despite
their gauge differences, were expanding, making travel quicker and easier. These
developments helped foster a growing sense of a shared Australian identity, distinct
from that of Britain or other parts of the world. People were starting to see themselves
not just as residents of New South Wales or Victoria, but as Australians.

This burgeoning sense of nationhood was nurtured by writers, poets, and artists who
celebrated the unique Australian landscape and way of life. Events like inter-colonial
sporting matches also helped to build rivalries and a shared sense of belonging. There
was a feeling that the time was ripe for the colonies to put aside their differences and
forge a single destiny. The idea of 'federation' – uniting the colonies under a central
government while allowing them to retain significant powers – began to gain traction.

The path to federation was not a sudden sprint; it was more of a marathon with
several false starts. The idea had been discussed for decades, but initial proposals
often lacked widespread support or a clear vision of how a united Australia would
function. There were concerns among the smaller colonies that they would be
dominated by the larger ones, and some colonial politicians were reluctant to give up
their power and authority to a central government.
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However, by the 1890s, the momentum for federation became undeniable. The
perceived benefits of unity – a single market without internal tariffs, a coordinated
defence strategy, a unified immigration policy, and a stronger international voice –
began to outweigh the fears and objections. Political leaders emerged who were
passionately committed to the cause, travelling across the colonies to campaign for
union and engage the public in the debate.

A series of conventions were held throughout the 1890s, bringing together delegates
from each of the colonies. These conventions were essentially constitutional
workshops, where the framework for a future Australian nation was debated, drafted,
and refined. Key figures like Edmund Barton, Henry Parkes (though he passed away
before federation), Alfred Deakin, and others played crucial roles in navigating the
complex negotiations and compromises required to bring the colonies together.

The delegates grappled with fundamental questions: How would power be divided
between the central government and the states? What would the structure of the
national parliament be? How would representation be fair to both large and small
colonies? How would the rights of citizens be protected? These were weighty matters,
requiring careful consideration and a spirit of compromise to ensure that the resulting
union was acceptable to all parties.

The result of these intensive debates was the drafting of a proposed Constitution for
the Commonwealth of Australia. This document outlined the structure of the federal
government, defined the powers it would have, and also specified the powers that
would remain with the states. It was a remarkable piece of legal and political
craftsmanship, drawing on ideas from the British Westminster system, the federal
model of the United States, and the experience of other federations like Canada and
Switzerland.

Once the draft Constitution was agreed upon by the convention delegates, it had to be
approved by the people of each colony. This was a crucial step, as the founders of the
nation believed that the legitimacy of the union must come directly from the consent
of the governed. Referendums were held in each of the colonies (though Western
Australia initially held out). The campaigns leading up to these votes were often
passionate, with both fervent supporters of federation and vocal opponents making
their cases to the public.

The referendums were ultimately successful in all six colonies, albeit with varying
levels of support. This popular endorsement gave the federation movement the
mandate it needed to take the final step. The drafted Constitution, having been
approved by the colonial electorates, was then sent to the Imperial Parliament in
London for formal enactment. This was a necessary step because, at this time,
Australia was still constitutionally subordinate to Britain.
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The British Parliament passed the Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act in
1900. This Act formally established the Commonwealth of Australia and brought the
Constitution into effect. It was a significant moment, marking the transition from a
collection of British colonies to a self-governing nation. While Australia remained part
of the British Empire and retained the Monarch as its head of state, the power to
govern itself had been firmly placed in the hands of the Australian people and their
elected representatives.

The culmination of this long journey was January 1, 1901, the date proclaimed for the
federation of the colonies. Celebrations were held across the continent, with the most
prominent being the inauguration ceremony in Centennial Park, Sydney. Lord
Hopetoun was sworn in as the first Governor-General, representing the Monarch, and
Edmund Barton was sworn in as the first Prime Minister, leading the inaugural federal
government. The six colonies officially became the six states of the Commonwealth of
Australia.

This momentous event did not erase the distinct identities or governments of the
former colonies; rather, it layered a new level of national government on top of them.
The state parliaments and governments continued to exist, retaining responsibility for
many areas of law and administration. The balance of power between the new federal
government and the state governments would become a defining feature of Australia's
political landscape, and one that continues to evolve to this day.

The establishment of the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901 laid the foundation for
the system of government that exists today. It brought unity to a divided continent,
created a national framework for defence and trade, and fostered a shared sense of
national identity. The process was a testament to the ability of diverse interests to
come together and forge a common future, guided by a vision of a united, self-
governing nation. The Constitution, born from these debates and compromises, would
become the bedrock of Australia's legal and political system, defining the structure
and powers of the new federal government and its relationship with the states.
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