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Between 1891 and 1894, there were 17 different governments in power across the six Australian 

colonies. From 1894 to 1899, there was relative stability with five out of six colonial governments 

maintaining power; all of which were in favour of Federation. South Australia had a succession 

of Premiers during that period, including Playford, Holder, Downer and Kingston. All were 

committed to having a united Australia.

In the years before Federation, many people felt that there were aspects of society that needed 

to be changed or strengthened. The ability of Australia to defend itself – and help defend Britain 

– was of particular concern. South Australia felt that it was especially vulnerable to threats due to 

the fractured nature of Australia’s rail system. Then, in 1886, South Australia entered an economic 

recession, which meant many businesses and families struggled to make ends meet. The issue 

of trade came to a head as people wanted the freedom to trade between the colonies without 

paying intercolonial tariffs. Places such as Broken Hill in New South Wales, conducted nearly 

all of their trade with South Australia. The tariffs were often referred to as the ‘lion’ in the way 

of Federation. South Australia was also responsible for the administration of the Northern 

Territory, having taken over this task from New South Wales in 1863. This presented South 

Australia with a debt of £350,000 by 1895. 

For their part, the people of the Northern Territory felt that their needs were being overlooked and 

they longed for a railway system to be built that would connect them to the rest of Australia.

South Australians had their first opportunity to decide whether their colony would federate 

in 1898. Voting was not compulsory and many people did not vote in the referendum. The 

majority of those who did vote, however, voted ‘yes’. Referendums in Victoria and Tasmania 

were also successful, but the referendum failed to achieve the required number of votes in New 

South Wales. A second round of referendums were held in South Australia, Victoria, Tasmania, 

New South Wales and Queensland in 1899. A successful referendum in Western Australia 

followed in 1900.

In 1901, more than 10 years after Henry Parkes declared his vision of a ‘great national 

government’, which would deal with ‘all great questions … in a broad light and with a view to the 

interests of the whole country’, all six colonies united to form the Commonwealth of Australia.  

Investigations
 1. What were the issues surrounding Federation for South Australians?

 2. What resolutions passed at the first Australasian Federal 

Convention addressed the issues that concerned South Australians?

 3. Would the proposed representation for the new Federal Parliament 

be fair for South Australia? 

 4. What were the arguments for and against Federation that were put 

to South Australians?

 5. What were the results of the referendums on Federation?

Road to Federation
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InvestIgatIon 1

What were the issues 
surrounding Federation 
for South Australians?
For many South Australians, the decision to vote 

for or against Federation depended on how it 

would affect their colony, themselves and their 

families. They would also have been influenced by 

the idea and benefits of belonging to a new nation.

The main issues facing South Australia were the 

ability to defend itself against foreign powers, 

freedom of intercolonial trade, administration 

of its Northern Territory and the control of the 

river systems. Also, as Australia’s central colony, 

geographically, many felt that South Australia 

was ideally located to become home to the new 

nation’s capital.

These issues were widely discussed in South 

Australia in the 1890s. There was a widespread 

belief that it was time to take action and bring 

about change to build a better future. Many people 

believed that Federation was a key to achieving this.

activities
1. As a class, read the newspaper extracts on 

the different issues that affected the attitudes of 

South Australians towards Federation, including 

defence, trade, rivers, the Northern Territory and 

the nation’s capital. Use a dictionary to find the 

meaning of any words you don’t know.

2. Working individually, use the chart to rank the 

issues in order of importance from 1 to 5, with 1 

being the issue that you believe is the most important. 

Provide a reason for each of your rankings.

3. Find classmates that have the same issue ranked 

as number 1. Using the newspaper extracts about 

your issue, work as a team to develop an argument

about why your issue was the most important and 

urgently needed resolution. Do further research,  

if necessary.

 Provide an introduction to the issue. 

Why was it an issue?

 Present three reasons for ranking your 

issue as number 1.

 Conclude your case with a summary 

of the arguments.

Present your case to the rest of the class.

4. Have the arguments presented by the other 

groups convinced you to change your mind about 

which issue was the most important? Cast your vote 

using the voting slip, numbering the squares from  

1 to 5. Tally the votes. Which issue was voted the 

most important? Which one was the least important? 

Were any issues deemed to be of equal importance? 

(Information on the preferential voting system can be 

found at www.aec.gov.au/Voting/counting/index.htm.)

Discuss the following questions as a class.

 Could the issues have been used as a reason for 

South Australians to federate with the other colonies?

 Could the issues have been used as a reason not 

to federate?

 Based on what you have found out so far, do you 

believe the road to Federation would have been  

an easy one or a hard one?

Explore the issues as  
South Australians considered 
the pros and cons of Federation. 

Your 
task

You Will need
Resource sheet 1

 extracts: newspaper

 extracts: speeches

 chart: rank the issues

 voting slip
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InvestIgatIon 2

What resolutions passed 
at the first Australasian 
Federal Convention 
addressed the issues 
that concerned South 
Australians? 
Adelaide hosted the first of three Australasian 

Federal Conventions, held between 1897 and 

1898, to debate the issue of Federation and 

work on a draft Australian Constitution. The 

Constitution is an important document outlining 

the powers of a government. The fact that this 

Convention was held in Adelaide was considered 

a victory by the smaller colonies as earlier 

Federation conferences had been held in the larger 

cities of Melbourne (1890) and Sydney (1891).

South Australian Premier, Charles Cameron 

Kingston was an original member of a drafting 

committee for the Constitution at the 1891 

conference. The draft was presented to delegates 

at the Convention in Adelaide, held from  

22 March to 23 April 1897, and work continued 

to formulate a Constitution that all colonies 

could agree upon.

After the Convention, delegates adjourned  

to their home colonies to consider the draft. The 

delegates would later meet in Sydney from 2 to 

24 September 1897, and again in Melbourne, from 

22 January to 17 March 1898. They went through 

the Constitution clause by clause and made any 

necessary amendments to finalise it.

Examine which of the 
resolutions passed at the 
first Australasian Federal 
Convention addressed 
issues that were of concern 
to South Australians.

Your 
task

activities
1. As a class, read through the resolutions 

passed at the Convention. Use a dictionary to 

find the meaning of any words you do not know.

2. Consider the issues of concern to South 

Australians that you investigated previously, 

inlcluding defence, trade, rivers, the Northern 

Territory and the nation’s capital. As a class, 

discuss the following questions.

 Which issues were resolved in Adelaide? 

 In your opinion, were the resolutions fair? 

 Which issues were not resolved? 

 Why might those have been left unresolved?

3. Work in pairs to answer the following questions.

 Which resolutions were introduced that related 

to a new issue? 

 Why might these resolutions have been 

introduced? 

 Do you foresee any problems for South 

Australians related to those resolutions?

4. Share your response with the rest of the class.

You Will need
Resource sheet 2

 extract: resolutions passed 

at the first Australasian 

Federal Convention, 1897
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InvestIgatIon 3 You Will need
Resource sheet 3

 extracts: the issue of State rights

 data: population for each colony, 

1899

 diagrams: proposed representation 

in a new Federal Parliament

activities
1. As a class, read through the items on the issue 

of State rights. 

2. In small groups, consider the following questions.

 Which States would benefit from a one-chamber 

parliament? Why? 

 Which would benefit from a two-chamber 

parliament? Why? 

 What do you think was meant by the phrase, 

‘Democracy is partly a matter of longitude and 

latitude’? 

Share your group’s responses with the rest of the class. 

3. In small groups, look at the population data 

in 1899 and the number of representatives for  

the House of Representatives and the Senate. Use 

these figures to consider the following questions. 

 Would the proposed Federal Parliament be fair 

to the people of South Australia? Take a vote.

 Why might smaller colonies have been concerned 

about the number of representatives in the House 

of Representatives being proportional to the 

number of people living in each colony? Could this 

issue have affected progress towards Federation?

 Vote again on whether you think the proposed 

representation for the new Federal Parliament 

would be fair. Has the result changed?

Share your small group’s responses with the rest  

of the class.

4. Design a graphic to represent how the two 

parliamentary chambers create a fair system.  

Share your designs with your classmates.

Investigate whether or not the proposed representation for 
the new Federal Parliament was fair for South Australians.

Your 
task

Would the proposed 
representation for the new 
Federal Parliament be fair  
for South Australia? 
The Federal Parliament proposed in the draft Australian Constitution had two chambers: the House  

of Representatives and the Senate. To make laws, a majority of votes in both chambers would be needed.

In the House of Representatives, the number of representatives would be proportional to the number  

of people living in each colony. Colonies with larger populations, such as New South Wales, would have 

more representatives than colonies with smaller populations, such as South Australia. 

In the Senate, each colony was to have an equal number of representatives. This meant that colonies 

with small populations, such as South Australia, would have the same number of votes as colonies with 

large populations, such as New South Wales. In the Senate, each colony would have the same power to 

influence the laws of the new nation. This idea bothered a number of politicians in larger colonies.
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InvestIgatIon 4

Explore the arguments for and 
against Federation put to the 
voters of South Australia.

Together with many leading politicians, the 

South Australian branches of the Australian 

Natives Association and Australasian Federal 

League actively campaigned for Federation by 

participating in the Commonwealth League. The 

Anti-Commonwealth Bill League was established 

relatively late by people who opposed Federation 

and the draft Australian Constitution. The Anti-

Commonwealth Bill League had the support of 

some leading politicians, such as Tom Price, who 

would later become the first Labor Premier of 

South Australia.

You Will need
Resource sheets 1, 3 and 4

 poster: The Commonwealth 

League – benefits of 

Federation

 flyer and summary: The 

Anti-Commonwealth Bill 

League

Your 
task

activities
1. As a class, read the promotional material 

from The Commonwealth League and The  

Anti-Commonwealth Bill League. 

2. In small groups, complete the following 

tasks.

 Make a list of the reasons for and against 

Federation outlined in the promotional 

material.

 Add any other reasons you can think of 

to the list. You can refer to the primary 

sources in Resource sheets 1 and 3. 

3. Share your responses with the class and 

have a ‘question and answer’ session. Ask any 

questions you may have about the reasons for 

or against Federation, or anything else that 

may be unclear to you.

4. Based on what you know about Federation, 

if you had the right to vote in South Australia 

at the time, would you have voted for or 

against Federation? Write the reasons for  

your thinking. 

5. Find three or four classmates who share 

your views about Federation. Your small group 

will develop a political campaign to convince 

others to join you.

 Decide who the target audience for your 

campaign for or against Federation will 

be. Remember, different groups in the 

community had a range of concerns  

and/or priorities.

 Record a short number of reasons why 

people should support your point of view. 

You might like to include catchy slogans  

with your reasons.

 Design a series of campaign posters. 

Each poster could have a different reason 

represented by a graphic or cartoon  

and slogan. 

 Display your posters around the classroom.

What were the arguments  
for and against Federation 
that were put to South  
Australians?
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What were the results 
of the referendums 
on Federation? 
In 1898, the people of South Australia, New  
South Wales, Victoria and Tasmania voted in  
the first referendum on Federation. For Federation  
to proceed, the referendums had to achieve a 
majority of ‘yes’ votes. The New South Wales 
Parliament had increased the required level of ‘yes’ 
votes to 80,000, which was more than a majority.  
Due to this special quota, the first referendum  
failed in New South Wales.

The colonies’ Premiers met in Melbourne from  
29 January to 3 February 1899 in an attempt to  
find common ground and agree to amendments  
to the draft Australian Constitution. The conference  
was called the Premiers’ ‘secret’ conference, as 
neither the media nor the public were allowed to 
attend. This conference finally did resolve differences 
so that plans for Federation could move forward.  
The New South Wales Parliament also removed the 
quota for the 1899 referendum.

Referendums were held in New South Wales, Victoria, 
South Australia, Tasmania and Queensland in 1899. 
Western Australia held its referendum in 1900.  
The results of these referendums determined which 
colonies would become States in a federal system.

InvestIgatIon 5

activities
1. As a class, examine the referendum results 

in city and country South Australia for both 

referendums. Then, in pairs, complete the 

following tasks.

 Compare the number of people who voted 
in the first referendum with the number who 
voted in the second. Why do you think there 
was such an increase?

 Compare the results of city voters and 
country voters at the first referendum in 
South Australia. Make a list of the most 
significant differences in the results.

 Compare the results of city voters and 
country voters at the second referendum 
in South Australia. Make a list of the most 
significant differences in the results.

2. Write three questions about the results 
for other students in the class to answer. 
Your questions could, for example, focus on 
comparing the results for two referendums.  
A possible question could be: ‘What 
percentage increase was achieved for ‘yes’ 
votes in South Australia at the 1898 and 1899 
referendums?’ Or, your questions could focus 
on comparing one part of South Australia to 
another. A possible question could be: ‘What 
percentage difference was there between ‘no’ 
votes in East Adelaide and West Adelaide at 
the 1899 referendum?’

3. Swap your questions with another pair of 
students. Answer their questions. When you 
and the other pair of students have finished 
answering the questions, correct one another’s 
responses.

You Will need
Resource sheet 5

 data: breakdown of the 

referendum results in  

South Australia

calculators

Examine the results of the 
referendums in South Australia.

Your 
task
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What 
are you 

thinking 
now?

Now that you have completed the investigations in Road to 

Federation, use your knowledge to explore connections to your 

life today. Do one or more of the following activities.

1. To build your understanding of how the two chambers of 

the Parliament of Australia work to turn a Bill into law, go 

to ‘Kidsview – Parliament in Focus’ on the Parliamentary 

Education Office website www.peo.gov.au/kidsview/menu.html. 

Click on ‘Law making’ to access ‘Pass the Bill’, then follow the 

instructions for this online interactive.

2. The road to Federation involved many meetings and debates 

in order to resolve issues that faced the colony of South 

Australia. As a class, brainstorm a list of current school, local, 

State or national issues that affect you. Decide what changes are 

needed. How could the issue or issues be successfully resolved? 

What actions can you and your classmates take? How can you 

get the community involved in the process? Present your ideas 

for resolving the issue to your school council, local council or 

member of parliament.
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RESOURCE SHEET 1

Complete freedom of trade 

The consumer who lives a few miles from an imaginary boundary-line 
will not have a fine imposed upon him because he dares to spread with 
South Australian butter his bread made of South Australian flour, or 
because he puts his crop with a South Australian stump-jumping plough, 
and harvests it with a South Australian stripper … What more could the 
business man—especially the business man in the central colony—desire 
than complete freedom of trade? … Viewed from every trading point of 
view, a federation which would ensure freedom and equality of commerce 
would prove a great boon to the business classes of this province. 
South Australian Register, 27 April 1898.

 

Federation will not help

It has already been admitted that Federation will crush a number of 
manufacturing industries, throw the men employed out of work, and 
generally reduce the standard of wages. I ask what advantages the 
producers are to gain. Our chief lines are wool, wheat and copper, the 
market for all of which is at the other end of the world. Federation will not 
help the farmer and the grazier. The dairyman may rely on suffering loss. 
… Far more Victorian butter will be sold in South Australia than South 
Australian butter in Victoria.
The Advertiser, 4 May 1898.

about trade
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RESOURCE SHEET 1 continued

a general feeling of insecurity 

In the first half of the year 1882 Europe was in a most unquiet state … and 
a general feeling of insecurity prevailed in those colonies where defences did 
not exist or were insufficient. This colony felt the infection, and Sir William 
Jerois, our then Governor … suggested the acquisition of a warship …
The Advertiser, 1 October 1884.

one great federal army

General Edwards had also advised that the forces of the various colonies 
should be federated for operation in unison in the event of war so as to act as one 
great federal army. If an attack were made upon any of the colonies, it might be 
necessary for us to bring all our power to bear on one spot of the coast.

The great question which they had to consider was, whether the time 
had not now arisen for the creation on this Australian continent of an 
Australian Government … to preserve the security and integrity of these 
colonies that the whole of their forces should be amalgamated into one 
great federal army … They had now, from South Australia to Queensland, 
a stretch of about 2,000 miles of railway, and if the four colonies could 
only combine to adopt a uniform gauge, it would be an immense advantage 
to the movement of troops. 
Extract from speech by Henry Parkes at Tenterfield, 24 October 1889, The Sydney Morning Herald, 
25 October 1889.

about defence
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RESOURCE SHEET 1 continued

Part of one great system 

All these rivers are part of one great system. I am now attempting to 
combat the proposition laid down by [New South Wales Premier] Mr. Reid 
that there should be no joint control over any river unless that river ran 
beyond the borders of any one colony … They are no more the rivers of 
New South Wales in that sense than the sun which warms them belongs to 
New South Wales, or the air which sweetens them is the air of New South 
Wales …
JH Gordon, 1898 Australasian Federal Convention, Melbourne, 21 January 1898.

no claim on the river question

New South Wales, so far as the Rivers Darling and Murray were 
concerned, could have been pumped every drop out of them, and in fact 
the waterworks officials of that colony had propounded schemes which 
would have done that. They had no remedy against that now. It was the 
legal right of New South Wales. Until they federated … [South Australia] 
would have no claim on the river question.
JH Gordon, speech at Norwood, South Australian Register, 19 April 1898. 

RESOURCE SHEET 1 continued

about the rivers
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Relief from the burden

South Australia at present submits to a loss of £70,000 per annum in 
relation to the Northern Territory … We might avoid this by disposing 
of the Territory … [South Australia] is content to abide the loss until a 
United Australia takes charge of the Territory and relieves us of the debt 
and responsibility in the interests of all. Mutually satisfactory terms 
would not be difficult to arrange, and when arranged South Australia may 
be fairly credited, as a result of Federation, with the relief from the burden 
which she now cheerfully undertakes in trust for Australia and in the 
interests of posterity …
South Australian Register, 3 June 1898.  

all to gain from Federation 

It requires no elaborate article to discover to readers that we have all to 
gain from Federation and nothing to lose. Under a United Australia the 
Territory must obtain those many adjuncts to advancement which South 
Australia has denied her. There can be no two questions as to the effect of 
Australian unity upon the Territory, hence there should be no hesitation 
as to how Northerners should vote. 
Northern Territory Times, 3 June 1898. 

RESOURCE SHEET 1 continued

about the northern territory
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RESOURCE SHEET 1 continued

Why not Port augusta?

… what of South Australia’s geographical position … why not Port Augusta?
CC Kingston, 28 February 1899, South Australian Parliamentary Debates, p 1222.

Reaches into the heart of australia 

Every development of the resources of Australia, every step that is  
taken towards the federation of the colonies only hastens the proud day 
when Port Augusta must become one of the queenliest cities of the south 
… [a city] situated at the head of the waterway which reaches into the 
heart of Australia; the town which is the point at which the railways to and 
from WA, NT, Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria must meet. Must 
become mighty, flourishing and important … [it] is destined to become the 
emporium of the vast interior. 
Mayor of Port Augusta, Dispatch, 16 October 1896.

about the nation’s capital
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RESOURCE SHEET 1 continued
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Rank the issues in order of importance from 1 to 5; with 1 being the most important.  

Provide a reason for this ranking.

Rank the issues

The issue
Your 

ranking
Reason for this ranking

Defence 

Trade

The rivers

Administration  
of the Northern 
Territory 

Location of the  
new nation’s capital 

Voting slip
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RESOURCE SHEET 2

Official report of the National Australasian Convention, Adelaide, 22 March to 5 May 1897.

extract from resolutions passed at the first australasian Federal 
Convention, adelaide, 1897

That in order to enlarge the powers of self government of the people of Australia, 
it is desirable to create a Federal Government which shall exercise authority 
throughout the Federated Colonies, subject to the following principal conditions:-

That the powers, privileges, and territories of the several existing colonies shall 
remain intact, except in respect of such surrenders as may be agreed upon to 
secure uniformity of law and administration in matters of common concern.

II. That, after the establishment of the Federal Government, there shall be no 
alteration of the territorial possessions or boundaries of any colony or colonies 
concerned …

III. That the exclusive power to impose and collect duties of Customs and excise, 
and to give bounties, shall be vested in the Federal Parliament.

IV. That the exclusive control of the military and naval defences of the Federated 
Colonies shall be vested in the Federal Parliament.

V. That the trade and intercourse between the Federated Colonies, whether by 
land or sea, shall become and remain absolutely free.

Subject to the carrying out of these, and such other conditions as may be 
hereafter deemed necessary, this Convention approves of the framing of a federal 
Constitution, which shall establish-

(a) A Parliament, to consist of two Houses, namely a States Assembly or Senate, 
and a National Assembly or House of Representatives: the States Assembly to 
consist of representatives of each colony, to hold office for such periods and 
be chosen in such manner as will best secure to that Chamber a perpetual 
existence, combined with definite responsibility to the people of the State which 
shall have chosen them: the National Assembly to be elected by districts formed 
on a population basis, and to possess the sole power of originating all Bills 
appropriating revenue or imposing taxation.

(b) An Executive, consisting of a Governor-General, to be appointed by the Queen, 
and of such persons as from time to time may be appointed as his advisers.

(c) A Supreme federal Court, which shall also be the High Court of Appeal for 
each colony in the Federation.

.
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RESOURCE SHEET 3

The subsequent utterances of speakers [at the Convention] confirm the view that 
State rights in their various ramifications will form the crux of the Convention’s 
decisions. Representatives from of the numerically smaller colonies evidently 
intend to insist firmly on the practical co-equality of the Senate with the House 
of Representatives … On the other hand the delegates from Victoria and New 
South Wales naturally wish to grant a preponderating influence to the House 
of Representatives as the Chamber in which those States will have practically 
supreme authority.
South Australian Register, 25 March 1897. 

Democracy is partly a matter of longitude and latitude … In the two larger  
colonies it demands a One-Chamber Federal Parliament, so that 2½ million  
people may enjoy a heavy balance of influence proportioned to their numerical 
advantage. In South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania it requires two  
co-ordinate Houses so that the interests of three quarters of a million people may 
be conserved.
South Australian Register, 30 March 1897. 

Roughly speaking, and taking human nature as it is in relation to personal 
interests, the House of Representatives will be the larger colonies’ Chamber and 
the Senate the safeguard of the smaller colonies; but none the less it is a mistake 
to suppose that the minor and major States would necessarily always work against 
each other. It is quite conceivable that in many matters Tasmania would join with 
Victoria and Queensland with New South Wales instead of co-operating with South 
Australia or Western Australia. 
South Australian Register, 31 March 1897. 

So far as I am individually concerned, I do not recognise that any concessions 
have been given, or that any sacrifices have been made by the larger states … I say 
that, if it were not that we believed that the principle of equal state rights would be 
conceded, the smaller colonies would not have come into the Convention. For many 
years we were told that there was a lion in the path of federation; but, now that we 
have been enabled by our united action to remove that animal from our path, what 
do the larger states invite us to do? They ask us to take part in the creation of a 
monster more desperate than the lion apparently was-they ask us to destroy our 
state rights!
JH Howe, Australasian Federal Convention, South Australia, 1897.

the issue of state rights
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Number of representatives per colonyNumber of representatives per colony

RESOURCE SHEET 3 continued

Population data for each colony in 1899

Colony NSW VIC QLD SA TAS WA

Population in 1899 1,348,400 1,162,900 482,400 370,700 182,300 171,030

Souvenir of the Inauguration of the Australian Commonwealth, 1901, State Library of New South Wales.

Proposed representation in a new Federal Parliament

the senate

66

6

6

6

6

the house oF RePResentatIves

5

5

7 9

26

23
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RESOURCE SHEET 4

the Commonwealth League – benefits of Federation

Advance Australia, May 1898, State Library of South Australia.
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RESOURCE SHEET 4 continued

the anti-Commonwealth Bill League flyer

Anti-Commonwealth Bill League, yellow flyer, State Library of South Australia, Advance Australia.
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RESOURCE SHEET 4 continued

summary of the anti-Commonwealth Bill League flyer 

1. The Commonwealth will be expensive to run. Taxes will rise.

2. South Australia will have to collect taxes for the Commonwealth. 
This will be costly for South Australia.

3. A national defence force will be very expensive. South Australia will 
have to help pay for other colonies.

4. The Commonwealth will take over South Australia’s income but not 
its debts.

5. Industries are expected to move to the larger colonies of New South Wales 
and Victoria. This will lead to a rise in unemployment in South Australia.

6. Wages are likely to be reduced in South Australia.

7. Things will become more centralised around New South Wales 
and Victoria.

8. Post office telephone and telegraph services would be better and 
cheaper under local control.

9. There could be state taxes on land, added on to Commonwealth taxes. 
This would harm farmers.
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RESOURCE SHEET 5

Results of the 1898 referendum  
in south australia

Results of the 1899 referendum  
in south australia

The Observer, 25 June 1898, State Library 
of South Australia, Advance Australia.

The Observer, 27 May 1899, State Library of South 
Australia, Advance Australia.
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