From Neil Cdark [neil @cslink.aone. net. au]
Sent: Thursday, 6 June 2002 5:38 AM

To: efpa.reps@ph. gov. au

Subj ect: Local governnent reform

I respond to the invitation to nake a subnmission in today's Australian
News paper .

The operation of |ocal governnent in Australia and its relationship with other
| evel s of government are matters which require urgent attention by all three
| evel s of government and action by all |evels.

Problens in rural and regional Australia, in particular, which periodically
bother all parties, are unlikely to be properly addressed unl ess solutions are
found whi ch enbrace local councils in significant ways.

Put anot her way, solutions to problems of support for business, unenpl oynent,

| oss of services and many other difficulties in rural and regional areas cannot
be solved by individual departnents, either at state or federal levels, trying
to secure solutions without really engaging |ocal councils.

That both state and federal governments for so many years have tried to secure
changes without seriously involving |ocal councils, and with so little success,
shoul d really pronpt sone consideration of whether or not they are sinply on the
wrong track.

It is, however, undeniable that many |ocal councils are inconpetent and il

equi pped to take on added responsibilities. It is equally clear that the "ring

fencing" of grants by departments creates an unsatisfactory environnent in |oca
areas where local planning often has to give way to practical considerations of
policy driven grant opportunities.

So any solutions to these problens nust be built on securing major changes to
the operations and conpetence of |ocal councils as well as providing themwth
nmore noney and responsibilities.

Now it is very fortunate that these sane probl ens have existed in the U K and
even nore fortunate that the Blair governnent in the Local Governnent Act 2000
and in a recent |ocal government white paper "Strong |l ocal |eadership, quality
public services" has introduced sonme very sensible solutions. These sol utions
woul d need adapting to Australian circunstances and would al so require

| egi stative changes in the various state |ocal government acts. But the
conplexity of the solutions, and maybe political difficulties in securing them
shoul d not blind us to the clear directions indicated by the U K reforns.

First and forenost in these reforns is the enpowernent of Local Governnent to do
what ever is necessary for the betterment of their local communities against
econoni ¢, social and environmental bottom i nes.

Second, is the requirement of councils to prepare community strategies
(community plans) by a process of consultation involving all |ocal players of
signi fi cance and governnent objectives. The consultation process is called
"Local strategic networks (or partnerships)."”

The Departnent of Transport, Local Governnent and Regi ons has issues guidelines
on the preparation of community strategies and the U K 's Local CGovernnent
Associ ation has issued many papers setting out details of the governnent's
proposal s and assessing their inpact on individual councils.

The governnent has explicity recognised that the forner nethod of trying to run
things via departments operating at a distance is not as satisfactory as



requiring local councils to do the job. There is a clear intention by governnent
to encourage departnments to nove in the direction indicated.

On the financial side a nmechani smknown as Public Service Agreenents allows
councils to secure major grants in response to significant planned service
i mprovenents.

Additionally, a new system of council borrow ng provides greater flexibility for
counci |l s.

As part of the reforns the government is encouraging councils to look to their
own political arrangenents, noving to a cabinet style of operation with directly
el ected mayors.

Councillors not involved in cabinets will be involved in Overview and Scrutiny
Committees (along with coopted external nenbers) in assessing |ocal perfornance.

The new white paper, referred to above, proposes to give a lot nore attention to
the training of both council staff and councillors. It also proposes to have the
performance of councils to be reviewed by the Audit Conm ssion which will use a
four-point ranking system The starting point for assessnments will be a

consi deration of the methods and outconmes of the community planning processes.

It is clear that the U K solutions tackle the problemof |ack of
professionalismby councils in planning their operations and often poor efforts
i n maki ng sensi bl e policy recomendati ons to governnent.

In the Australian context changes al ong these |lines would give governnents at
other levels far nore confidence in providing added and non ring-fenced funds to
counci | s.

I mention that in Victoria about a dozen councils, inspired by recent work in
the U K on community planning, have introduced comunity plans follow ng
extensive public consultation. No doubt there are other councils across
Australia which have gone in the same direction

I also nmention that the Victorian Governnment has recently introduced to
parlianent a review of the Local Governnent Act which tidies up the wording of
the Act but does al mbst nothing significant even to support its innovative |oca
counci | s.

| attach at the bottomof this email a submi ssion nade to the Local Governnent
M ni ster which protests strongly at the backwardness of the Departnent.

Finally | nention that | ama retired acadenic who for a long tine has taken a
keen interest in regional devel opment and the role of local councils in that
effort. | amalso a private nmenber of the Victorian Local Governance

Associ ati on.

N. J. dark
8 Anderson Wl k, Kensington, Vic. 3031
Tel ephone 03 9376 5252 or 0408 509 737



COPY OF EMAIL TO M Nl STER FOR LOCAL GOVERNVENT
For M ni ster Bob Caneron
Dear M ni ster,

You may recall that several nonths ago | commented to you that | had never
seen a Mnister being nore slowy but surely nurdered by his advisers than
you.

In the sane vein, there is a story floating around | ocal governnent circles
that the Czarina of Russia got better advice from Rasputin than you are
getting fromsonme of your advisors.

Perhaps this introduction will serve to get ne sone attention. | certainly
hope so.

I have carefully read all of the material sent to ne in the Update and | do
not agree that "it has been a very successful project.” My own view is that
it is a very disappointing outcone indeed and will do little to make any
significant difference to the performance of councils.

Additionally, though | amfar frominpressed with the Qpposition's
performance, | do believe that it is correct in pointing to the timdity of
government in several areas. Local governnment is one such area

The changes indicated in the Update, for the nost part, are likely to be
useful and an inprovenent on the present state of affairs. But the rea
problemis that so much nore remains to be done and at present there is no

i ndication that either you, or your advisors, have any real grasp of how far
Victoria is behind in the | ocal governnent reform stakes.

I have recently spent a long tine reviewing the major elenents of the UK 's
Local Governnment Act 2000 and also a recent \Wite Paper which proposes even
nmor e changes, building on the major reforns in 2000.

In terns of timng we night guess that work on the 2000 Act began about 3
years earlier and included the production of a Wiite Paper setting out the
government's vision. Then foll owed a period of coments and after that some
rethinking, all before the 2000 Act was passed. So that neans we have a
total period, until now, of sonme 5 years.

The Local Governnment Act 2000 not only nade many significant differences to
the operation of U K councils but it, obviously, has influenced at |east a
dozen Victorian Councils in their thinking, notably in the desirability of
goi ng beyond corporate planning to the production of comrunity strategies.
(I'n England the process is called comunity planning and the outcomes are
comunity strategi es) Another area in which sone |ocal councils have been
influenced is in the executive arrangenents in councils with severa
councils setting up cabinet type structures.

It is very inmportant to recogni se that this good work by sone of our
councils mrrored simlar good work by U K councils prior to the Act so
that, in some ways, the 2000 Act caught up with best practice. However it
did a lot nore than sinply catching up because it set out a vision for
council leadership in local areas and spelled out a nmechani smfor achieving
that vision, nanmely the production of conmunity strategies via a process of
public consultation involving Local Strategic Networks (sonetines called
Part ner shi ps) which included all of the mmjor |ocal players including
government and quasi governnent representatives.



Meanwhi | e, back on the hone front we see many |ocal councils show ng
commendabl e initiative in this area of comunity planning and many of us had
an expectation that we would see sonmething simlar to that seen in the 2000
Act in Victoria. But no, all we get is a proposal for Council Plans

i nvol ving sone consultation with ratepayers. The terninology is wong and
the | eadership from governnent has gone mi ssing.

But the 2000 Act went a lot further that comunity planning. It also nade it
quite clear that councils were expected to show community | eadership in
their areas and that they had the power to do virtually anything which m ght
promote the well-being of their areas in economc, social and environnental
ways. The | eadership role was to be backed by a whol e of governnent
recognition that there had to be major changes in the ways in which
government departnents tended to operate in local areas, often ignoring or
side-lining councils.

I would like you to conpare this approach with that of your office in sinply
proposing a better recognition of the role of |ocal government

Q her inmportant changes in the 2000 Act included new executive arrangenents
for councils to streamnine decision making. Three major and one minor option
were offered. Two of the options included the public election of mayors. Now
while the small size of many Victorian councils might be thought of a
precluding publicly elected mayors, as well as the practical necessity to
pay them properly, there are several najor provincial cities, as well as
sone suburban areas, which would clearly benefit fromthis kind of
arrangenment. The U. K. Departnment has even gone to the trouble to provide a
bookl et for ratepayers telling themhow to petition for a publicly elected
mayor .

And in case you think that small size is decisive | draw to your attention
the council in Karoonda in South Australia, one of the smallest in
Australia, which saw the nerit of having a publicly el ected mayor and took
steps to get one.

There are other elenents in, or associated with, the 2000 Act which are al so
i nportant. The use of Local Public Service Agreenents was extended as a
means of providing funds for plans to inprove | ocal services. The
establ i shnment of Overview and Scrutiny Conmittees in councils was al so seen
as a way of securing much nore careful consideration of |ocal governnent
activities.

The new White Paper is entitled "Strong |ocal |eadership: quality public
services." It sets out proposals for a new perfornmance assessnent franework,
a package of deregulation of councils, changes to the finance regi ne and new
support for capacity building.

It is of sone interest that performance assessnent, to be undertaken by the
Departnent of Audit, will ook carefully at comunity strategies and action
pl ans derived fromthemto see if goals are being met. This will be the
starting point for best val ue exercises.

It is also of interest that councils which are graded in the bottom of four
categories run the risk, if they do not inprove, of being put into
admi ni stration.

Quite apart fromthe work descri bed above in England and Wal es conmunity
planning in Scotland has followed a simlar path to that in Engl and.

However, a significant difference is in the area of econom c devel opnent-the
first of the tri-partite bottomlines.



In Scotl and consi derabl e work has been done on setting up Local Econonic
Foruns which are intended to replace the many different efforts being nade
in the econonic devel opnment area by different departnents and other bodies.
There is crying need for sonething simlar in Australia particularly in
regi onal areas where Federal bodies are also involved.

So what does all of this mean for Victorian | ocal government? The first

thing is this: governnment needs to pull the proverbial finger out and get
weavi ng on a new range of local governnent refornms w thout any further

mucki ng around Only this time we need to see a white paper up front setting out
sone vision fromthe governnent. Further, froma political viewpoint, this
further reform agenda should be announced right now to head off the current

wi de | evel of discontent, rmuch of it captured in this email, before it

becones even | ouder.

Second there has to be a far greater willingness on the part of departnenta
of ficers and advisors to learn fromthe experience of others, particularly
inthe UK Al of the information given in this email is available fromthe

departnmental web site and that of the U K 's Local Government Association.

I have prepared a Powerpoint presentation which el aborates on the points
made here and which gives all relevant URLs.

Third, there is a need to support the Victorian councils which are already
showing initiative in the community planning area and to use their
experience to help inform government of desirable |egislative changes.

Finally, in relation to the present Update it would be foolish to let the
term"council plan" remain. That term shoul d be replaced by "conmmunity plan"
and work should begin inmediately to adapt the U K Departnent's Quidelines
on the preparation of conmmunity strategies to Victorian circunstances.

Ki nd regards,

Neil O ark



