AUSTRALIAN CHURCH TO ELECT A NEW PRIMATE
by Muriel Porter
Two major events in the life of the Australian Anglican Church are happening later this month, both of them
in Adelaide. A new primate, or presiding bishop, is to be elected, and the General Synod (the Church’s
“national parliament”) will meet.
The primatial election will be held on 28 June, the day before the General Synod begins its week-long
deliberations. The current Primate, Archbishop Phillip Aspinall of Brisbane, who will chair the General
Synod meeting, concludes his term as soon as the synod ends.
Unlike some national churches within the worldwide Anglican Communion, the role of Primate is an “addon” to the duties the person already has as a diocesan bishop. They continue in their episcopal position while
shouldering the additional duties, meaning that the overall burden is quite onerous. For these reasons, the
General Synod in recent years has changed its legislation to give the role a limited tenure, rather than
continuing until the person retires from their episcopal office.
Archbishop Aspinall, who became the youngest Australian Primate in living memory when he was elected
in 2005 at the age of 45, was the first to be elected under the new system. Under the old rules, he would
have been expected to continue in office until he retires or resigns as Archbishop of Brisbane. Instead, he
now concludes his primatial role after fulfilling the new maximum nine-year term.
In the election to be held on 28 June, there will be another first. This time a woman will be among the
possible candidates: Bishop Sarah Macneil of Grafton, Australia’s first woman diocesan bishop. She will be
one of the 18 diocesan bishops who will automatically be candidates in the first round of voting. (There are
23 dioceses of the Australian Church, but four dioceses are currently vacant and Archbishop Aspinall is
ineligible for re-election.)
While all the diocesan bishops are eligible, in practice the role has to date been held only by an archbishop.
Although the General Synod provides some primatial financial resource, it is not regarded as sufficient to
make it feasible for most diocesan bishops – particularly those in small rural dioceses – to carry out the role.
Only the five archbishops come from reasonably resourced dioceses, with assistant bishops on hand to carry
some of the diocesan load on their behalf.
The House of Bishops (the diocesan bishops, together with the Indigenous bishop, Bishop Saibo Mabo)
forms part of the Board of Electors of the Primate; the other electors are 12 elected House of Clergy
representatives and 12 elected House of Laity representatives. The election is conducted through a series of
exhaustive ballots until one person gains a majority in all three houses. The new primate will be elected
initially for a six-year term, and will be eligible for election for a further three-year term at its conclusion,
unless they reach the age of 70 in the meantime.
It is expected that the name of the new Primate will be announced at the conclusion of voting on 28 June,
and will formally take up office some time after the General Synod meeting.
*Dr Muriel Porter will be one of the electors on 28 June. She has participated in four previous primatial
elections.

