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Preface 

I have had the good fortune to have been deeply involved with local government in NSW Australia 

over the last 40 years as both a Councillor and an academic. I was an elected councillor of Mosman 

Council (in Sydney) from 1979 to 1987 and had the honour of being elected Mayor by the other (11) 

councillors for two years, 1983 to 1985. And early on in that period, I wrote three papers on the role 

and benefits of local governments, published locally and internationally (Abelson, 1979, 1981a, 

1981b). 

On retiring from my local council in 1987 to spend more time on other interests, it was neither my 

intention nor expectation that I would return to the local council. However, in 2010, the local council 

(Mosman) resolved that, as from the next council election in 2012, the Mayor would be popularly 

elected. The council was also for various reasons quite unpopular and some “friends” proposed that 

I should stand for the position of Mayor. I agreed on the condition that I would stand, not as an 

individual, but as part of a group, which we established formally under the name of “Serving 

Mosman” with the Mission Statement: Consultation, Service, Courtesy, Accountability.  

This message proved to be very effective. When I was electioneering in the old-fashioned way, by 

door knocking, as a long-standing professional economist, I had developed a detailed policy platform 

for the group. But as I made the rounds, by far the most common response was – we agree your 

policies, but our big problem with council is the poor service. Letters and telephone calls are not 

answered, officers are impolite (or worse) and … So, in September 2012, I had the honour to become 

the first popularly elected Mayor of my local council and my group and a partner group had a 

working majority. At that time the appointment was to September 2016. As it turned out, for 

reasons described below, the 2016 elections were deferred to September 2017, when I retired 

(again with no expectation of returning!).    

But as before, the experience, stimulated by a prolonged and intense war with the state government 

over council mergers, led to more published articles on the economics and role of local councils 

(Abelson and Joyeux, 2015; Abelson 2016a, 2016b).  

These events have been some of the most interesting and personally rewarding ones that I have 

been fortunate to experience. But more broadly, and more importantly, reflections arising out of 

these experiences may be of both interest and some practical use to the wide community of people 

currently involved in local council or community activities in one or another way.1 

Acknowledgements 

I thank all the councillors and staff I worked with over 13 years at Mosman Council for making the 

work at the council such a great experience. And I thank my wife Jeanne and all the supporters in the 
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1 It should be acknowledged that the writer has experience principally with one small council in Sydney and 
that some of these reflections may not apply generally. However, the major conclusions find strong support in 
Grant and Drew’s (2017) authoritative 445-page book, Local Government in Australia.  
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Key Takeaways 
 
Role of local councils. Following the widely accepted Subsidiarity Principle, public decisions should 

be made, and public services provided, by the smallest, and least centralized, competent authority 

that is closest to the citizens. Thus, local government is the natural and most efficient provider of 

many local public goods and services. And, being the level of government closest to local household 

needs, it also has a substantial role in provision of local welfare services. Critically, local government 

is the bedrock of social capital and community, a much-needed ingredient in any society. 

Actual services. In NSW, most local councils provide a range of community, recreational and cultural 

services, local planning, transport infrastructure, open space and environmental management, water 

and sewerage services, health services and various economic services. In all, they often provide over 

100 different forms of service to their local community.  

State and local government. In NSW, the state government has increasingly sought to micro-

manage local councils rather than allow them to work as an autonomous third tier of government. 

The state government exercises various controls over local planning, controls local revenues by 

regulating local rates, prescribes detailed codes for council meetings and councillor conduct, and 

requires local councils to provide numerous reports on behaviour and performance to the state 

government. Its’ policy to merge councils into larger entities was conducted prejudicially and 

unprofessionally. The desire of the state government to micro-manage local affairs runs counter to 

the desire of most people for some autonomy and control over their lives and environment. 

Council management. Setting objectives and performance metrics for council services (especially 

community feedback) are critical to council management. Other critical elements are community 

engagement, robust short and medium-term financial plans, and good councillor / council staff 

relationships. The essay sides strongly with inclusiveness and empathy, along with energy, as key 

leadership attributes rather than with aggression and ego, which apparently feature as desirable 

attributes in some business management manuals.  

Then and Now. The essay identifies five significant changes between the 1980s and the present: the 

decline in local autonomy; the 1993 Local Government Act which changed and complicated the roles 

of the mayor, councillors and staff; the much expanded provision of social welfare and cultural 

services by local councils; in our council, the abolition of wards, the reduction in the number of 

councillors and the popular election of mayor; and, more generally, the substantial social and 

cultural changes that have occurred over the last 30 years, including increased anger and stress and 

the use of social media.   

But many things have not changed: the need to preserve open space and avoid oppressive over-

development and to deal with traffic congestion, the importance of council autonomy, the 

importance of strong local public schools and public transport services, and the importance of 

encouraging and engaging with local community groups. Most fundamentally, then and now, most 

people want some personal space, to have some say over their local environment and to be part of a 

caring local community. 

Conclusion. Working in local government can be a very rewarding experience. I strongly recommend 

this to any reader of these reflections.     
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Summary  
The main purpose of this essay is to show the special role of local government in our society, how it 

works and how perhaps it may work better. While the context is NSW, Australia, doubtless many 

issues are quite general.  An incidental purpose is to share some of my heart-felt experiences in 

working in local government over a total of 13 years. Thus, the essay is a somewhat eccentric 

combination of governance, economics and personal reflections. 

In the social democratic tradition, all government is a part of our lives.  But, of all levels of 

government, local government is most truly part of our lives. In my 13 years as a local councillor, I 

spoke almost daily to members of my local community. Conversely, as a member of the local 

community, I regularly speak with councillors about local concerns.  

Following an Introduction, Chapter 2 discusses the general principles and roles of local government. 

Chapter 3 describes the services provided by local councils in NSW. This is intended to provide an 

informed basis for the more contentious and critical discussions that follow. Chapter 4 discusses the 

fundamental issue of state and local council relations and interactions. Are local councils simply 

agencies of state government or an autonomous third level of government or simply agencies of the 

state government? Chapter 5 discusses the management of local councils with a focus on setting and 

meeting objectives. In Chapter 6, drawing on my council experience in both the 1980s and in more 

recent years, I discuss some of the ways that local councils have changed (and not changed) over the 

last 40 years.  A brief last chapter concludes with some personal thoughts. 

I should also note that, as indicated in the Preface, these Reflections draw heavily on my 

involvement with my local council. Thus, the essay does not discuss some issues that may be 

important issues for other local councils that I did not experience.  

Chapter 2: The role of local government: general principles  

Drawing on mainstream economics literature, Chapter 2 discusses the roles of local government (the 

third tier of government) suggested and supported by this literature. Following the subsidiarity 

principle, public decisions should be made, and public services provided, by the smallest, and least 

centralized, competent authority that is closest to the citizens. Local government is the natural and 

most efficient provider of many local public goods and services. 

As the level of government closest to local household needs, local councils also have a substantial 

role in provision of local welfare services. And importantly, local government is the bedrock of social 

capital and community, a much-needed ingredient in any society, especially in ours today.   

Chapter 3: The functions and services of local government in NSW 

Chapter 3 describes the legal status and functions of local government in NSW.  These are based on 

the NSW Local Government Act 1993, which at February 2019 ran to 851 pages, along with 

numerous other functions under various other state legislation.  Under the Act, Council functions are 

wide-ranging.  The Act specifically mandates provision of many services, including community health 

and recreation, education and information services environmental protection, waste removal and 

disposal, management of land and property, industry and tourism development and assistance. 
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Regulatory functions include development approvals and building certificates, regulating signage and 

regulating uses of public and community land.  The Act also authorizes a council to provide such 

goods, services and facilities as the local community and wider public may need.  

The Act also lays down how council must operate, including development of a community strategic 

plan, a resourcing strategy, a delivery program and an operational plan. The Act requires that all 

council meetings should be open to the public, in marked contrast to state government decision-

making meetings. 

In its Annual Report on local government, the NSW Auditor General identifies 12 main categories of 

local government services. From highest to lowest expenditure class in NSW, these are: governance 

and administration, transport infrastructure and services, environmental management, recreational 

and cultural services, water supplies, sewerage services, community services, planning and housing, 

economic services, health services, and mining and manufacturing. However, as described in this 

chapter, within these 12 broad categories there are numerous distinct services. Most local councils 

in NSW provide over a hundred different, discrete, services. 

Importantly, while local government was viewed traditionally as providing services to property 

(“roads, rates and rubbish”), it is increasingly providing many local social services.  This reflects in part 

social changes over the last 40 or so years, with large increases in elderly people living alone, divorce 

rates, domestic violence, women at work needing child assistance and mental health problems. It also 

reflects political changes with local councils now taking some responsibility for gaps in state services 

which they were reluctant to take on 40 years ago.  

This multiplicity of functions constitutes major management and financial challenges, including on-

going maintenance of council infrastructure, especially for more revenue constrained councils. 

Chapter 4: State and local government 

A major theme of this chapter (and other chapters) is that the NSW state government is increasingly 

treating local government as an agency of the state government rather than as an autonomous, 

democratically run, third tier of government.  As Grant and Drew (2017, p. 193) observe, in the 

United States there have been no amalgamations of local councils and no fundamental changes to 

the local government system. By contrast, local government in Australia is widely regarded as having 

an inferior and precarious status. 

This review discusses four aspects of this: the role of state and local government in land use planning 

and regulations, state micro-management of local councils, designing performance benchmarks for 

local councils, and the lessons from the flawed council merger process from 2012 to 2017.  

Starting with land use planning and regulation, it is a state responsibility to set appropriate housing 

and employment targets for local councils and to ensure that Local Environmental Plans (LEPs) are 

consistent with these targets. But state planning in NSW, especially in Sydney, lacks a coherent 

forecasting and evaluation methodology.   

Turning to developments, the regulatory system has a developer bias and undervalues the 

environment. Exempt and compliant developments bypass council consent, discretionary clauses in 

LEPs (notably Clause 4.6) allow developers to evade formal guidelines, private certifiers have wide 
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discretionary powers and are beholden to their (developer) paymasters rather than to the local 

community, and the state government has set up state-controlled assessment panels to determine 

contended development applications (DAs), including DAs on local publicly-owned land. In these 

ways, the community has low (or often no) weight in the decision process. This is an ongoing issue 

with the state recently bowing to pressure from major corporates to allow supermarkets in 

neighbourhood shopping areas.    

Secondly, turning to more general state government micro-management of local councils, we look at 

controls over rates, councillor conduct, council meetings and performance benchmarking. The state 

government has long controlled council rates in NSW, with the perverse result that councils almost 

always raise rates by the maximum amount allowed. It has also established lengthy codes for 

conduct of councillors and for council meetings. The code of conduct is not inappropriate but could 

usefully be shortened. The prescribed meeting procedures that require council meetings to be run 

like parliamentary debates are inappropriate and inefficient and should be revised (if not ignored).         

The NSW Government also requires local councils to provide numerous reports to it. These include: 

Community Strategic Plans (CSPs), annual reports, detailed four-yearly state of the environment 

report, detailed annual financial audit, an annual performance audit, an annual planning report to 

the Department of Planning and Environment, and several other reports, including use of library 

services for NSW Arts and Culture and road repairs for the NSW Roads and Maritime Services.   

Thirdly, to check or encourage council performance, the state government requires local councils to 

provide to it numerous reports and extensive data. However, measuring performance in local 

councils is complex. As noted above, councils provide numerous, and often different, non-

comparable, services. There are few ready measures of quality of services for example the quality of 

local social support services, local parks and gardens, local roads, library services, or indeed the 

quality of development approvals. Thus, performance metrics relating specifically to council 

objectives and services are required.  

In Victoria, councils are required to report publicly on 12 performance measures in a consistent way 

and that enables the metrics of a council to be compared with like councils. Such measures are low 

cost to produce, may be of some interest and should be available to the public. However, the 

metrics are too simple to provide substantive evidence for overall council performance.  

Our review concludes that regular community surveys provide the most valuable guide and 

feedback, both overall and for specific service performance, and should be strongly encouraged.  

Fourthly, we review the recent merger process in NSW and issues arising. Notwithstanding that 

Australian local governments are considerably larger than local governments in nearly all other 

western democracies, there has been ongoing national pressure to merge local councils into larger 

governing entities. Much of this pressure appears driven by property industry interests. 

This review finds, as many others have, that the attempted merger process in NSW was an 

undemocratic and largely unjustified, stitched-up, process. The state government failed to present 

cogent arguments for mergers, appointed bureaucratic lackeys to conduct and report on the issues, 

and took no account of contrary arguments and public opinion.    
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This review then examines four major criteria relating to optimum local council size. The first one has 

had special prominence in NSW. The other three are classic criteria in the public economics literature. 

1. Possessing strategic capacity to work with higher levels of government  

2. Economic efficiency, sometimes described as financial capacity 

3. Effective provision of preferred local services  

4. Effective local democracy and social capital. 

In NSW, there was much rhetoric about the need for “scale” in local government. However, scale is 

not a welfare objective. It is simply a possible means to achieve other objectives. 

The review finds strong arguments why small councils can provide preferred local services and create 

effective local democracy and social capital. An extensive literature shows no efficiency gains from 

larger councils. And the alleged greater capacity of large councils to work with higher levels of 

government depends more on rhetoric than evidence.    

Overall, the desire of the state government micro-manage local affairs runs counter to the desire of 

most people for some autonomy and control over their lives and environment. At this time, this 

conflict between state control and local autonomy is far from resolved. Hopefully, moving forwards, 

the state government will come to appreciate and respect the common feelings of people for some 

control over their lives, respect the contributions that local councils can provide to their community, 

and work more co-operatively with local councils. 

Chapter 5: Managing a Local Council 

 
In discussing council management, the chapter starts with the core principles of management: 

setting up objectives that have public support and performance benchmarks.  These objectives and 

policies should be set out in a Community Strategic Plan at the start of each Council term.  These 

objectives are illustrated by examples from my council experience. Importantly, it should be possible 

to develop useful performance measures for the many services identified in a CSP, albeit that many 

measures will be specific to the service being provided.  

The chapter then discusses some key elements of governance: community engagement, finance, and 

briefly some other issues. The essay stresses the importance of two-way consultations and 

communications between council and the local public. There is also a need for short and medium-

term financial plans that deals with long-term financial constraints and service and infrastructure 

needs. The NSW Auditor-General reports annually on six major financial ratios in each council. But 

these primarily indicate short-term financial security. They don’t address productive efficiency or 

long-term financial sustainability. There is a brief discussion of the issues of corruption, the difficulty 

of recruiting and retaining staff, and gender imbalance.    

Turning to councillor / staff relations, the NSW Local Government Act 1993 aimed to enhance 

efficiency by providing a clear political / administrative divide. In line with general public 

administration practice, councillors would be responsible for setting policies, council staff would be 

responsible for providing services efficiently. But the Act requires the mayor to give strategic 

direction to the general manager and councillors to be “accountable to the local community for the 

performance of the council”. Thus, the political / administrative divide is not an entirely clear one - 
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as our essay illustrates, for example, over a councillor expenditure review committee. Certainly, the 

public hold the mayor and councillors accountable not just for the provision of services but for how 

they are provided. Ideally the mayor and councillors will work co-operatively and with respect with 

officers, including through workshops, rather than by setting up walled areas. The essay also 

supports enlisting local expertise via community committees as an input to council operations.  

Chapter 5 also discusses the culture of management in local councils.  I here take strong sides with 

inclusiveness and empathy, along with energy, as key leadership attributes rather than with 

aggression and ego which apparently feature as desirable attributes in some business management 

manuals.  

The final section illustrates performance outcomes related to objectives. This draws on my 2012-17 

Mosman Council experience.  But the principal aim is to show how such outcomes can be assessed, 

rather than to self-assess.    

Chapter 6: Local Government: Then and Now 
 
In this chapter, I discuss how some things have changed and others have stayed the same in local 

councils over the last 40 years, 1979 being the first year I became a councillor. I identify five main 

topics, some of which are discussed or implied in the earlier discussions.  

First, the decline in local autonomy with increased state control of local government.  In the 1980s, 

local government was viewed widely as the third democratic level of government. There was respect 

and little interference or overbearing behaviour by the state government. While preparing this 

paper, I came across a letter written in 1986 by the then Secretary of the Department of Local 

Government responding to a question by a Mosman councillor (Dom Lopez) in which the Secretary 

wrote:  

“Councils are democratically elected bodies responsible for the local government of their areas and 

they are not subject to Ministerial of Departmental direction on matters of local administration”.   

Wow – things have changed since 1986!  

A second major change (possibly related) has been the roles of the mayor, councillors and staff, 

noted above in Chapter 5. Before the 1993 Act, the mayor was chief executive officer, the councillors 

had operational roles as well as policy making, and the senior council officer was known as the Town 

Clerk, not the general manager. 

The third major change, mentioned in Chapter 3, has been the greatly expanded provision of social 

welfare and cultural services by local councils.  In the 1980s, councils tended to take the view that 

most social services were state responsibilities. There is now a common council view that there are 

many gaps in the social services and that local councils can and should provide many of these 

services. 

The fourth major change was a more local one: the abolition of wards, the reduction in the number 

of councillors and the popular election of mayor. This essay views wards as a major contributor to 

local democracy, not offset by economic or other disadvantages. On the other hand, as noted, 
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popular election of mayors is arguably more democratic than election by the councillors, but it risks 

a dysfunctional council or a dysfunctional mayor (or in other contexts a dysfunctional President).  

The fifth major change is a much more general one: the considerable social and cultural changes that 

have occurred over the last 30 years. When I became mayor in 2012, I was astonished by the 

amount of anger that I encountered. I felt like I had been asleep for some 30 years and woken up in 

a new world.  As is now well known and documented, this reflects both social changes and the huge 

growth of social media. A major challenge to me as mayor was to deal with, and try to soften, anger.        

Of course, many things do not change. I give a couple of examples and then present the larger 

picture. My first example is animal management, which was and remains a lively issue. Another then 

and now issue is visual amenity. In the 1980s, the council had a strict advertising code. Over the 

years, standards slipped. But the 2012-17 council took a strong position on the importance of visual 

amenity to our sense of both place and well-being and set up a visual amenity committee with 

community members. We took down nearly a thousand unnecessary public signs and designed a 

much more attractive generic sign board for urban places, parks and beaches.     

And so, to the larger picture. When preparing this paper, I came across the Mosman Daily’s 

presentation of my policies for Mosman when standing at my first council election (a by-election in 

1979), reproduced in Annex E.  It is extraordinary how many of the major issues then are still major 

issues to-day. The need to preserve some physical space and avoid over-development, to deal with 

traffic congestion, the importance of council independence, the importance of strong local public 

schools and public transport services, and the importance of encouraging local community groups.   

Most fundamentally, then and now, most people want some personal space, to have some say over 

their local environment and to be part of a caring local community. Meeting these concerns and 

aspirations is what local government is about, then and now, as I observed in my final formal 

Mayoral piece in the Mosman Daily, August 2017 (see Annex F). 

Chapter 7: Concluding Thought 
 
Working in local government has been one of the most fulfilling experiences in my life. I can strongly 

recommend this to any reader of these reflections.     
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1 Introduction 

My main aim in writing these reflections on local government is to show, with some affection, the 

special role of local government in our lives, how local government works and how perhaps it may 

work better.  This is written in part, it should be said, from the narrow experience of a small inner-

city council in Sydney (Australia).  As Stiglitz and Rosengard (2014, p. 28) point out, in the United 

States, there are 90,000 local governmental units, including townships and counties, and school, 

sewerage and library districts, with separate structures, taxing powers and responsibilities. But I 

hope that at least some of the observations in this paper may have general interest and some 

application more broadly in Australia and even internationally. 

To set the scene, I start with a discussion of the general principles that underlie the role of local 

governments as the third tier of government in a social-democratic state. In the economics literature 

(Musgrave, 1959; Abelson 2012), government has three main roles: overall management of the 

economy, the provision of various goods and services that for various reasons government provides 

better than markets, and provision of social welfare. In Chapter 2, we will see that local government 

has major role in providing local goods and services and, also, a substantial role in provision of social 

services.    

Chapter 3 describes the goods and services that local government provides in NSW in both law and 

practice. Typically, this is well over 100 different kinds of goods and services. Understanding the 

complexity of local services is essential for developing management and evaluation strategies. 

In Chapter 4, we turn to the important relationship between the state and local government. We 

start by discussing the major issues of joint interest and the need for co-operation. Section 4.2 

discusses the critical related issue of land use planning and regulation.  Sections 4.3 and 4.4 discuss 

management issues: state micro-management of local councils and performance benchmarks 

respectively. Section 4.5 discusses the contentious issue of council mergers. Section 4.6 concludes. 

In Chapter 5, I discuss issues in managing a local council.  These include the need for strategic 

planning, community engagement, financial management, and performance indicators. I also discuss 

the roles of councillors and council staff and provide some views on leadership.  The issues are 

illustrated with discussions of objectives and outcomes in my local council 2012-17.   

Chapter 6 describes the various ways in which local government in NSW has changed over the 30 

years between the 1980s and the present decade.  Chapter 7 summarises the main conclusions and 

provides some concluding observations, including some further personal observations. 

I also provide six short annexes. The first two provide a formal description of the benefits of 

decentralised services and a note of various state legislated council functions not covered in the 

main text. Annex C is a public letter regarding rate increases that led to my wholly unexpected 

election as local mayor in 1983. Annex D is letter in 2015 to the Premier and all state government 

Ministers urging an end to the war against local councils respectively. The letter was unanswered. 

The last two annexes are my first and last political statements in 1979 and 2017 respectively. They 

show the enduring nature of many important local community issues.  
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2 The Role of Local Government: General Principles 
 

As described in public finance texts, government has three main functions: overall management of the 

economy, provision of goods and services that markets fail to supply efficiently or at all, and provision 

of social welfare via income distribution and provision of social services. These roles are known 

traditionally as the “stabilization”, “allocation” and “distribution” functions of government (Musgrave, 

1959).2  

Clearly, central government (or central government agencies such as the Reserve Bank) has 

responsibility for overall economic management (fiscal and monetary policies setting aggregate 

demand, interest rates and so on). It would be inefficient to have two levels of government setting 

fiscal and monetary policies across the country.  

On the other hand, it is widely agreed that publicly supplied goods should be supplied by the level of 

government that can do so most efficiently – and this is often the level of government that is closest 

to users of the services. The roles of the various levels of government in social welfare are more 

disputed, but we will see that local government also has an important role here. We also highlight 

below the important relationship between local democracy and social capital in the community.   

Allocation role: local government provision of goods and services   

 
In the next chapter, I describe the goods and services provided by local government in NSW. To 

provide context here, we note that these include traditional provision and management of local 

infrastructure such as roads, footpaths and drainage, property-related services including waste 

collection, planning and development services, management of the natural environment, provision of 

local cultural and recreational facilities and increasingly services for local youth, families and seniors.  

It is a widely accepted principle that the provision of public goods by different levels of government 

should be determined by the ‘principle of subsidiarity’. The subsidiarity principle states that public 

decisions should be made, and public services provided, by the smallest, and least centralized, 

competent authority.3  

More formally, efficient provision of public goods and services requires that (i) they satisfy household 

preferences and (ii) do so at least cost. Prima facie, one would expect that local government would 

understand preferences better and respond to individual needs with greater alacrity than more distant 

levels of government. That would certainly by my experience from 13 years in local government 

compared with my experience in, and observations of, the working of other levels of government. In 

the famous words of Montesquieu (1748), “In a small republic, the public good is more strongly felt, 

better known and closer to the citizen”. 

This general observation is supported in the economics literature by the theorem of decentralization. 

As shown in Annex A, if preferences for public services vary and there are no economies of scale or 

 
2 “Stabilisation” refers to the role of the government in stabilising the business cycle of boom (high inflation) 
and bust (high unemployment).   
3 See Article 5.3 of the Treaty pf the European Union. See also 
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/subsidiarity 
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major third-party effects, decentralized provision increases welfare by setting output to meet 

different types and different levels of demand (Oates, 1972; Musso, 1998). By contrast, uniform 

services to all provide too few services to those who want more or higher quality services and impose 

too much taxation on those who want fewer services.4  

There are two potential caveats: possible cost economies with size of government and third-party 

effects. Regarding cost, many services have scale economies at least up to some point, for example 

hospitals and police services, and should be provided by the first or second tier of government rather 

than by local government. Determining relative cost efficiencies is an important practical issue. But 

local governments can achieve economies by sharing provision of facilities such as libraries or waste 

disposal services (see Dollery et al., 2012, for a comprehensive theoretical account and examples from 

Australia). They may also contract provision of services competitively to private firms who can provide 

the necessary economies of scale. Thus, we strongly caution thinking that larger agencies are always 

more cost-effective than smaller ones. They are often bureaucratically less efficient. These points are 

taken up in more detail in the discussion of optimum size of local councils in Section 4.5 below.     

Turning to possible third-party effects, a major concern is “Nimbyism” (Not in My Back Yard): local 

councils may act exclusively and minimise development in their area to the detriment of the rest of 

the city.5 The response here is that some superior planning body run by, and responsible to, the 

state or the city should determine appropriate, welfare maximizing, policies for the greater area. 

This issue is discussed in Section 4.2. Lesser third-party effects arise when local councils locate highly 

valued facilities centrally simply to benefit their communities and facilities with negative 

environmental features on the borders of other areas. However, the latter effect can be controlled 

by appropriate environmental regulations.  

Distribution role: local government provision of social welfare 

Central government has prime responsibility for provision of social welfare and distributional 

functions for two main reasons. First, only central government can ensure horizontal equity ⎯ this is 

the principle that like individuals should be treated in a like way across the country. Sub-central 

governments cannot achieve this because they have different fiscal capacities. Second, substantial 

sub-central attempts to redistribute income may be counter-productive. A local jurisdiction that taxes 

its affluent citizens heavily to redistribute extra income to its poorer citizens may end up with few 

affluent citizens and more poor citizens, as the rich exit and unskilled workers immigrate. This 

occurred in New York in the early 1970s when the world’s richest city nearly defaulted on its financial 

obligations as a result (Nussbaum, 2015).  

Notwithstanding the limited capacity of local government to redistribute income, many communities 

wish to support the more disadvantaged members of their community. This may be altruistic or reflect 

a view that this produces positive community benefits. Also, local communities are closer to 

individuals, often better at perceiving the needs of local individuals and more motivated to meet them. 

This is evidenced by the critical role of volunteers in providing community services. Volunteering is 

 
4 This assumes that central agencies cannot differentiate services across the community.  
5 This is principally an urban problem rather than a regional one.  
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fundamentally a function of social capital and tends to be higher per capita in smaller local councils.6 

Thus, subject to financial constraints, local governments often have a significant role in supporting 

disadvantaged households in their communities.7  

Local democracy and social capital 

Effective local democracy means having some control over your local services and local environment. 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2009. p.103) defined social 

capital as “the links, shared values and understandings in society that enable individuals and groups 

to trust each other and so work together”. This paper contends that local democracy and social capital, 

a sense of community, are strongly linked.  

In his best-selling, book, Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam (2000) showed that while Americans have 

grown more affluent, their sense of community has withered. Many cities and traditional suburbs have 

become anonymous places where people sleep and work and do little else. Putnam showed that as 

people spend more time working in their office and commuting to work and watching TV alone, they 

spend less time joining community groups and voluntary organisations and socialising with 

neighbours.  

In 2010, Andrew Leigh published Disconnected, a book exploring the decline in community in 

Australia. Leigh found that, between the 1980s and the 2000s, Australians had fewer friends they 

could drop in on uninvited and fewer friends they could call on for a favour.  

A major finding of the 2012 Nobel Prize winner in Economics, Elinor Ostrom (1990), was that small 

communities generate greater trust and social capital.  And as Grant and Drew (2017, p.217) observe: 

“the concept of community is one that is intrinsically associated with local government”.   

Conclusions 

Local government has a critical role to play in the provision of both local goods and services and 

social welfare. This view is strongly supported by Grant and Drew (2017, pp. 419-20). They conclude 

their discussion of the theorem of decentralization with reference to Australia by saying: “We have 

now established both a moral and economic case for greater levels of government decentralization”.   

Local government is the natural and most efficient provider of many public goods and services. In 

the leading international public finance text, Rosen and Gayer (10E, 2014, p. 510) observe rather 

quietly that “Allowing local communities to make their own decisions very likely enhances efficiency 

in the provision of public goods”. Indeed, it does! Local government also has a major role in 

providing local welfare services. And importantly, local government is the bedrock of social capital 

and community, a much-needed ingredient in any society, especially in ours today.   

 

 
6 I do not have formal reference for this. However, in 2013, the then general manager of my council provided 
me with numbers of volunteers in councils in the Northern Sydney region which supported this view.     
7 One reader, with considerable local governance experience, suggested that councils (often with limited 
financial capacity) had taken on these various extra functions at the expense of other services, especially 
infrastructure maintenance).  
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3 Local Government in New South Wales, Australia 

3.1 The Legal Status and Functions of Local Government in NSW 

A critical feature of local government is that, in almost all countries, it is the creation of a higher level 

of government. As Grant and Drew (2017, pp. 183-184) point out, in Australia, local governments are 

everywhere the creation of State government legislation and “local governments overwhelmingly 

serve at the pleasure of the state legislatures”.8 In NSW, in its current form, local government is 

regulated by the NSW Local Government Act 1993 (the Act). Accordingly, we look briefly at the key 

contents of this Act.  

Like many such Acts, the NSW Local Government Act 1993 is revised regularly. The observations below 

are drawn from the Act as at 25 February 2019. This is an extraordinarily long and detailed document 

running to 851 pages. It outlines the services that are required, and that may be provided, and the 

means to achieve them.9  Here we discuss four issues: the functions of local councils, their structures, 

some operational regulations, and the importance of community.  

Council functions 

Council functions are extraordinarily wide-ranging, as required by the Local Government Act, by 

numerous other pieces of legislation, and by open-ended civic responsibilities.  

Under the Act, council functions include service and regulatory functions (Chapters 5 and 6).  The 

service functions include community health and recreation, education and information services 

environmental protection, waste removal and disposal, management of land and property, industry 

and tourism development and assistance. Regulatory functions include development approvals and 

building certificates, regulating signage and regulating uses of public and community land.   

The Act also describes various ancillary functions (Chapter 8) required to carry out a council’s service 

and regulatory functions. These include revenue functions (Chapter 15), administrative functions 

(Chapters 11, 12 and 13) and functions relating to the enforcement of this Act (Chapters 16 and 17). 

In addition, councils have numerous functions under other state Acts. These functions include, inter 

alia, library services, managing local traffic (subject to agreement with Police and with Roads and 

Maritime Services), animal management, signage, inspections of food and food premises, and 

regulating backyard swimming pools.   Annex B lists 16 additional Acts with state legislated council 

functions. 

Moreover, under the Act (Chapter 6, section 24), councils have open-ended civic duties. “A council 

may provide goods, services and facilities, and carry out activities, appropriate to the current and 

future needs within its local community and of the wider public, subject to this Act, the regulations 

and any other law”.   

 

 
8  Local government is not recognised in the Federal Constitution. 
9 This Act is a cumbersome and poorly written and presented document. The main points could be made (in 

legislation) in a far shorter and more practical way and supported by appropriate regulations.  
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Council structures 

 
Under the 1993 Act, councils were reformed with the aim of separating the roles of councillors and 

council staff, in line with both common public administration and corporate principles. Under these 

principles, separate entities are responsible for setting policies and for carrying them out. 

Before 1993, the Mayor combined the roles of Chair of the Council and CEO. The General Manager 

was then known as the Town Clerk.  Following the Act, the councillors are responsible for setting 

policies including revenue raising and allocation of resources. The Mayor chairs council meetings and 

is the principal spokesperson and responsible for major communications with the media and the 

public generally.  The councillors appoint the general manager (GM) and determine the corporate 

structure but do not determine any staff appointments other than the GM.    

Under this structure, the staff are responsible for delivery of policies and services. The GM conducts 

the daily management of the council in accordance with the strategic plans, programs and policies of 

the council. He / she appoints and dismisses all staff in accordance with the organisation structure 

determined and the resources approved by the council. Also, the GM advises Council on numerous 

matters including potential changes in policies.  

Accordingly, councillors may bring service issues to the attention of the GM or senior staff. But they 

are not allowed to instruct staff on carrying out their duties. As we discuss in Section 5.4, these 

divisions of roles can be a tricky line to navigate when councilors are held accountable to the public.    

Council operations 

As laid out in Chapter 14 of the Act, there are several required council operations. These include: 

A Community strategic plan. Each council must have a community strategic plan that identifies the 

main priorities and aspirations for the future of the local government area covering at least 10 years 

from when the plan is endorsed. The council must establish and implement a "community 

engagement strategy" based on social justice principles, for engagement with the local community 

when developing the community strategic plan. 

A Resourcing strategy. A long-term "resourcing strategy" must identify and provide the resources 

required to implement the community strategic plan. The resourcing strategy is to include long-term 

financial planning, workforce management planning and asset management planning. 

Delivery program. A "delivery program" details the principal activities to be undertaken by the 

council to implement the strategies established by the community strategic plan within the 

resources available under the resourcing strategy. 

Operational plan. An "operational plan" before the beginning of each financial year details the 

activities during the year as part of the delivery program for that year. This must include a statement 

of the council’s revenue policy for the year.  

Integrated Planning and Reporting Guidelines. The Act (Section 406) authorizes the Office of Local 

Government to set requirements and matters that must be included in the preparation, 

development or review of plans, strategies, programs and reports.  Councils must comply with these 

guidelines.  
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Auditing. Under recent changes to the Act, Section 422, the state government has laid down that the 

NSW Auditor-General (AG) is the auditor for a council. The AG may appoint a person or a firm to be 

an auditor. The costs are paid by Council. 

 
The importance of community and openness 

An important feature of the Act (Chapter 4), and indeed of local government, is its openness to the 

public. This is in major contrast to the deliberations of the state government cabinet meetings which 

are usually shrouded in secrecy.  

Excepting major commercial in confidence matters, all meetings of councils are open to the public. A 

council must give notice to the public of the times and places of its meetings and of meetings of its 

committees of which all the members are councillors. Any members of the public can attend these 

meetings.  Copies of the agenda and the associated business papers for the meeting must be 

available for the public at council offices and at each meeting. 

3.2 Services of Local Government in New South Wales 

 
Broadly, local governments in all countries provide local public goods and regulations and some 

welfare services. Within Australia, as the Productivity Commission (2017) notes, there is substantial 

diversity in the functions of local government due to both differences in governance frameworks and 

geographical differences. As we have seen, in NSW the Act prescribes many services that a council 

must provide, but it also authorises local councils to provide, subject to the Act, for the current and 

future needs of their local community and of the wider public. As Grant and Drew (2015, Chapter 5, 

note Table 5.2) observe, this is consistent with legislation in most Australian states empowering local 

government to do whatever is necessary for the wellbeing of the local population.  

In its Report on Local Government 2017, the NSW Audit Office (2018) identified 12 main categories of 

service based on the Local Government Purpose Classifications issued by the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics. Table 3.1 shows these categories along with the percentage of local expenditure in NSW in 

each category in 2016-17 and some examples of services in each category. 

While Table 3.1 provides a summary picture of local council services, most local councils in NSW 

provide over a hundred discrete services. The following observations on some key services add 

(selectively) to the picture of local government services.    

• Governance: Consultation and communication are essential features of effective local services. 

They are key inputs to provision of many services. They are help people better understand and 

appreciate the nature of the services, many of which are personal (council to individual) services.    

  

• Governance: Financial management. Custodianship of commercially valuable public assets 
requires professionally skilled management.   

 

• Governance: Co-operation with other councils in service provision is another key activity of 

many councils. This may involve sharing of emergency services, waste disposal facilities, road 

maintenance, library services and many other services.  
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Table 3.1    Examples of local council services 2016-17 

Category of service Expenditure Examples of services 

Governance / admin. 18% Council admin; finance; corporate support; administration of public 

assets; communications; information services; engineering worksa 

Transport 18% Roads; footpaths; parking; bridges; signage; management   

Environment 17% Waste management, street clearing, drainage; water quality; plant 

/ insect controls 

Recreation & culture 15% Libraries, community centres, art galleries, sporting grounds, parks 

Water supplies  6% Water services 

Sewerage supplies  6% Sewerage services 

Community services  5% Services for aged, families, youth, children; disabled; Aboriginal; 

migrants  

Housing & planning  5% Town planning; private development approvals, community 

amenities; housing accommodation;  

Public order / safety  4% Emergency services; beach control; animal controls 

Economic affairs  4% Industrial and real estate development; tourist promotion, 

camping  

Health services  1% Food control, immunisation and health centres 

Mining / 

manufacturing 

 1% Building controls; quarries; mineral resources 

(a) It is not clear why NSW Audit General (2018) included engineering works in this category. 

Sources: NSW Audit Office, Report on Local Government 2017, and author’s experience. 

• Environment: Maintenance and improvement of all public land, urban and other land, is a major 
role of councils. The preservation and quality of public land and public spaces is an important 
element of well-being for many people.  
 

• Environment: Related to this is the visual amenity of urban and recreational areas (active and 

passive). This involves both a positive approach to creation of visual amenity in public areas and 

detailed controls of public signage and private advertising. 

 

• Community services: Many councils provide an extraordinary range of social services, including 

for example, home support (meals and books) for housebound residents, recreational social 

activities for seniors, community transport services and many child-care services.   

 

• Housing and planning: In determining private development approvals, a key role of councils is to 

balance private landowner rights with the broader public environmental good. The state 

government has recently taken over this power and responsibility for large projects and limited 

local council determination on many other private development applications (see Section 4.2). 
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• Regulations generally: Councils are responsible not only for drawing up regulations (for example 

for building approvals, disposal of wastes, traffic parking and animals) but also for compliance 

with these regulations. Without compliance, regulations are ineffective. Regrettably, this often 

occurs with private certification of building approvals taken out of local council controls (see 

Section 4.2). 

 

• Economic affairs: The council may also support and promote local businesses. 

 

• Infrastructure investment and maintenance. Underlying many of these services are all the 

council infrastructure assets, buildings, roads, drainage, water and sewerage services and so on. 

These need to be maintained on an on-going basis.    

These are just some examples of the 100 plus services of local councils.; many more could be given. 

These show the multiplicity and complexity of local government services and hence some issues in 

setting up effective performance benchmarks (see Section 4.4). 

Importantly, while local government was viewed traditionally as providing services to property 

(“roads, rates and rubbish”), it is increasingly providing many local social support services.  This may 

reflect in part social changes over the last 40 or so years, with large increases in elderly people living 

alone, divorce rates, domestic violence, women at work needing child assistance and mental health 

problems.  

It also reflects political changes with local councils now taking some responsibility for gaps in state 

services. When the writer was a councillor on a Sydney council in the 1980s, there was a strong 

consensus in the council that provision of welfare services was a state government responsibility. 

The council provided support for voluntary social services but shied away from using local rates for 

undertaking perceived state responsibilities. This is not the view to-day on most councils. One of the 

most popular initiatives that our council took a few years ago was the introduction of a community 

youth forum to encourage social interactions between local youth.   

 

However, this multiplicity of functions also constitutes major challenges, including on-going 

maintenance of council infrastructure, especially for more revenue constrained councils.  

 

4 State and Local Government 

4.1 Introduction  

 
As we have seen, in NSW, several state Acts lay down both the functions of local councils and state 

controls over these functions. There are also many interactions between state and local government 

regarding public services and environmental issues across local council areas or even large parts of 

urban areas or regions, which require state – local council cooperation. Examples include transport 

infrastructure and traffic management, land use planning, and public safety requiring cooperation 
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between state police and council rangers. However, the state government has increasingly adopted 

a top-down approach over-riding local autonomy and local decision making and practices.10    

In this chapter, we discuss land use planning and regulation, various ways in which the state 

government seeks to manage local councils and the role of performance benchmarks. We also discuss 

the acrimonious issue of council mergers. Our discussion relates to NSW but many of the observations 

may have some relevance elsewhere. There is a brief concluding section.    

4.2 Land Use Planning and Regulation   

 

Land use planning is a prime example of the need for cooperation between state and local 

government and the drift towards top-down state government controls. Land use planning covers all 

uses of land, but we focus here on housing. On the one hand, housing stock is needed to meet 

population growth and assist housing affordability by keeping down house prices and rents.  On the 

other hand, poorly planned and regulated housing can have major detrimental effects on local 

environments and reduce the quality of life for both existing and new residents.  

The context in Sydney is large increases in national migration, the high economic and environmental 

attractiveness of the city, coastal constraints on any expansion to the East, and inland waterways 

that constrain transport infrastructure and increase congestion. Reflecting its relative attractions, 

median house prices tend to be around 40 per cent higher than in other Australian capital cities 

(Abelson, 2018). As average household income in Sydney is only about 10 per cent higher than the 

average (mean) across Australia, housing costs are always a significantly higher proportion of 

household income in Sydney than in other cities in Australia.  

There has been special concern about the extraordinary 40 per cent rise in real house prices in 

Sydney from around 2010, post the global financial crisis, to 2017 (Abelson, 2018).11  But four points 

need to be made about this.  

1. House price inflation was a national phenomenon (not a Sydney one). In the longer run from 

2003 to 2017, average house prices rose by slightly more in other capital cities than in Sydney 

(Abelson 2018).  

 
2. Despite the higher house prices, housing costs have not risen relative to incomes. Both rents and 

housing user costs (principally loan and interest repayments) for homeowners have risen 

broadly in line with incomes as large falls in interest rates offset the rise in home loans (Abelson 

2018).12  

 
3. House prices are driven primarily by borrowing costs and ease of borrowing (Abelson, 2018). 

This view was reinforced by RBA researchers, Saunders and Tulip (2019, p,19) who found that a 

sustained one per cent drop in interest rates raised house prices by 17 per cent.  

 
10 At the same time, the NSW Government moved the Office of Local Government (OLG) out of Sydney to a 
small town (Nowra) two and a half hours’ drive south of Sydney. OLG officers there are out of touch with the 
activities of local councils in Sydney (over half the state population) and with most other councils in the state.    
11 By mid-2019, house prices everywhere fell by 10 to 15 per cent from the peak in mid-2017.  
12 However, as Abelson (2018) shows, first homeowner deposits have risen relative to household income. 
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4. Despite vigorous advocacy by the property industry that increasing housing supply would fix 

housing costs, changes in housing completions have limited impact on house prices. Saunders 

and Tulip (2019, p.28) estimated that a 1 per cent increase in the housing stock reduces dwelling 

prices by 2½ per cent.  This may sound a lot. But, to put this in perspective, in Sydney, housing 

completions in one year typically add only 1.3 per cent to the 1.9 million dwelling stock. This 

means that raising completions by say 50% in a year increases the stock by about 0.65 per cent 

and reduces house prices by about 1.6 per cent.               

These observations are intended to provide a realistic context for land use planning and housing 

supply. The reality is that Sydney will always have a housing price premium. This creates special 

housing affordability problems for households in the lowest income quartile. In a report prepared for 

NSW Treasury (Abelson, 2016c), I recommended that more should be done to assist low-income 

households as well as to assist first homeowners. Inter alia, there has been minimal increase in the 

public housing stock over the last ten or more years.   

But here we focus on general land use planning issues. As a starting point, it is a state responsibility 

to set appropriate housing targets for local councils and to ensure that Local Environmental Plans 

(LEPs) are consistent with these targets. These targets should be based on a transparent cost-benefit 

approach that fully takes account of the benefits and costs of more housing in each area (Abelson, 

2014). But state planning is essentially an ad hoc process. Neither the NSW Department of Planning 

and Environment nor the Greater Sydney Planning Commission has produced any coherent 

methodology for determining preferred sub-regional locations of housing (or employment).   

It may be observed in passing here that state agencies appear to have given little consideration to 

the extreme tax concessions to various entities, including religious and not-for profit land owners 

and various recreational uses such as golf and horse racing, that encourage low value use of high 

value land.  In the high value Eastern suburbs close to the centre of the city, there are 13 golf 

courses with an estimated residential land value of around $20 bn.13,14  Although the writer plays 

golf, it is hard to justify so much low utilisation of such high value land.       

Turning to the development approval process, as shown below, there has been a steady erosion of 

local council controls: with extended developments exempt from regulations, private certification 

wide open to abuse, and the state government takeover of major planning approvals.  

Under State Environmental Planning Policy, Exempt and Complying Planning Codes: 2008, the state 

government regularly increases the scope of exempt and complying developments.  For 

developments deemed exempt, neither community consultation nor council approval is required. 

Complying developments have recently been been extended in some areas to medium density 

housing, terraces, dual occupancy, manor houses with several dwellings. For developments deemed 

 
13 Golf courses in the Eastern Suburbs include: The Australian, Bonnie Doon, Botany, The Coast, East Lake, The 
Lakes, Moore Park, North Bondi (9 holes), , NSW GC, Randwick, Royal Sydney (27 holes), St. Michaels, 
Woollahra Public (9 holes). 
14 Allowing an average of 500,000 m2 per golf course, the 13 golf courses occupy some 6.5 million m2 of land 

(i.e. 650 ha). At an average low density of 15 dwellings per ha and average land value of $2m per dwelling, the 
residential land value of these 13 courses is collectively about $20bn.  
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to meet Complying Development criteria, approval can be issued by a private Accredited Certifier. 

Council approval is not required. Immediate neighbours must be informed but have no rights or 

powers even though they may lose privacy, light, views (and house value). 

All LEPs that prescribe development guidelines are required also to include Clause 4.6. This Clause 

enables developments that do not meet the prescribed development standards to be approved if 

the development is deemed to be are consistent with the LEP’s objectives. A high proportion of 

development applications (DAs) are lodged citing the Clause 4.6 loophole. 

In 2017, the NSW Government made Independent Hearing and Assessment Panels (IHAPs, previously 

known as Local Planning Panels, LPP) mandatory for all councils in Greater Sydney. The Minister 

decides what DAs will be determined by IHAPs and approves all members of the LPP. Previously 

councils could choose whether to have an independent LPP, and determine the matters referred to 

it, its procedures and its members. In Mosman, where we had an LPP, all matters concerning public 

land were determined (appropriately) by elected community representatives. Now, any such 

proposed developments are determined by state appointed LPP members.  

It should be noted here that the writer supports the principle of IHAPs. Few councillors have the 

necessary technical skills for determining DAs and some may be conflicted.15 But, in my view, the 

restrictions on local autonomy have gone too far especially for use of publicly owned land.   

The state government has also established Joint Regional Planning Panels (JRPPs) to oversee large 

projects, usually developments valued at over $30m. This panel consists of three persons appointed 

by the Minister and two by the respective Council. There is no appeal process even if the JRPP makes 

a decision that is inconsistent with LEP.  

All developments require certification. A Principal Certifying Authority (PCA) is required to inspect 

the building work during the construction to ensure appropriate compliance with the relevant 

standards. The PCA is also expected to ensure that the building is in accordance with the 

development consent and fit to occupy. Traditionally, councils undertook certification. For some 

years now, developers have been able to choose a private certifier, and almost always do so. This is 

a highly conflicted situation as certifiers are paid by the property owners and sometimes have a 

substantial relationship with them.  

Overall, the state has a key role in determining city planning and hence local housing and 

environmental plans. However, as practiced, the regulatory system has a developer bias and 

undervalues the environment. The community often has little (or no) weight in the decision process, 

notably with exempt and complying developments. Private certifiers have wide discretionary powers 

to determine whether a development complies with the approval and are beholden to their 

paymasters. And councils representing local communities are being displaced by state-controlled 

agencies. (See, for example, the discussion of the legislatively inscribed role for the Greater Sydney 

Commission in Grant and Drew 2017, pp.399-403). This is an ongoing issue with the state 

government recently bowing to pressure from major retail corporates to allow supermarkets in 

neighbourhood business areas where they were previously excluded. 

 
15 It should be acknowledged that some councillors may have rent-seeking (corrupt) motivations in their 
decision making. These are generic political issues at all levels that have to be managed. 
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The regulatory process should be reviewed. The scope of exempt and complying developments and 

of Clause 4.6 in LEPs should be limited. Councils, not IHAPs, should determine use of local public 

land. Certification of developments should be primarily a public function, with a limited private 

certification process for minor developments. There should be an avenue for appeals against poor 

decisions of JRPPs.   

4.3 State Micro-Management of Local Councils  

 
We now look briefly at some other state government regulations: for running council meetings, 

codes of conduct for councillors, and control over council taxation (rates). In particular, the first and 

third of these are examples of micro-management.      

Council meetings. Under the Local Government Act Division 1 - Code of Meeting Practice and related 

regulations, the state government sets out procedures for council meetings. The regulations 

prescribe “a Model Code of practice for the conduct of meetings of councils and committees of 

councils of which all the members are councillors.” Thus, the Mosman Code of Meeting Practice runs 

to 60 page and includes no fewer than 72 clauses that deal with the running of council meetings 

contained in either the Local Government Act or related regulations dealing with council meetings.   

In effect, the Model Code of practice sets up council meetings to operate like parliamentary debates 

rather than as decision-making cabinet meetings. The mayor typically sits at a higher level to run the 

meeting like the Speaker of the House. Key features of the state government Code are that, for any 

agenda item, a councillor (or the mayor) must move a motion (or an amendment) for debate, 

councillors are required to stand to speak to the motion, and councillors are allowed to make only 

one speech on a motion or on an amendment other than the mover who has right of reply.  

This is a sterile way to discuss often complex issues and develop and reach decisions. Under this 

formal process, councillors do not talk to each other; they make speeches at other councillors.  This 

makes obtaining sensible modifications and compromises difficult. It puts the onus on the chair to 

try to craft amendments that will get compromises accepted. Of course, council can resolve to move 

into a full committee of council where the discussion can be more informal and constructive. But this 

tends to produce repetition: issues are discussed first in full committee and then councillors repeat 

their views in speeches in the formal Council meeting that follows.   

Doubtless many councils work around these regulations. One of my first actions as mayor was to 

take down the higher-level flooring, where the mayor and senior staff traditionally sat, and to sit 

around the councillor table, with staff adjacent at the same level. And where issues were complex, I 

encouraged councillors to speak sitting, and talking to, other councillors before formal motions were 

moved, and even sometimes after they had been moved.  Preferably the Code of Meeting Practice 

would be substantially revised. One possibility would be to draw on the much simpler models of 

corporate Board Charters as suggested by the Allan Report (2006).      

Council code of conduct. Section 44 of the Act describes various improper behaviours by councillors 

and staff. In effect, councils are required to adopt a Code of Conduct manual that incorporates the 
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provisions of the Model Code of Conduct prepared by the state government.16 The Model Code 

prescribes actions where it is thought that the code of conduct has been breached. The adopted 

Code of Conduct may contain supplementary provisions to those in the Model Code.  

To provide context, the NSW Government also has a detailed Code of Ethics and Conduct for NSW 

Government Sector Employees (the Government Sector Employment Act, GSE). This Code identifies 

mandatory requirements and best practice conduct for all state government employees and 

agencies which is consistent with Part 2 of the GSE (the Ethical Framework for the government 

sector). This Code also specifies actions to be taken if there are breaches, or allegations of breaches, 

of the Code. 

Given this, the Model Code of Conduct for local councils is not exceptional. However, it tends to 

result in a long council code of some 50 pages.  Arguably, this is unnecessarily long and may not be 

read. More people would read a shorter document. And, in my experience, there is a risk that 

accusations of breaches of the Code of Conduct are made for political, even malicious, purposes. 

But, given the misbehavior observed at all levels of government, it is probably desirable to err on 

over-prescription.   

Rate controls. Rate capping by the state government has been in place in NSW since the 1970s. It 

was also introduced in Victoria in 2016-17 but does not operate currently in other Australian states.  

In NSW, since 2011-12, the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) has set the annual 

limits to increases in Councils’ general rate income. The regulated increase is based on estimated 

recent changes in the local government cost index (LGCI) less an assumed, or desired, increases in 

productivity.  The rate peg was set at 1.5 per cent in 2017-18, 2.3 per cent in 2018-19 and 2.7 per 

cent for 2019-20. There is no allowance in this regulated rate for additional services as demand for 

services rises with local incomes or as local needs grow. 

Councils can request IPART to allow a special variation to the rate peg to be considered against the 

guidelines set by the NSW Office of Local Government. Councils need to show IPART there is: 

community awareness of their plans, a demonstrated need for higher increases to charges, a 

reasonable impact on ratepayers, a sustainable financing strategy and a history of well-documented 

council productivity improvements.  

As the Productivity Commission (2017) observed, for a State Government “rate capping can protect 

ratepayers from excessive rate rises by Local Government. Given Local Governments are a creation of 

the States, they have an interest in containing overall tax burdens and ensuring that Local 

Governments determine rates responsibly.”  Rate capping may also provide an incentive to raise local 

productivity.  

On the other hand, the Allan Report (2006) found financial restrictions were severely constraining 

councils and advocated that councils should determine rates and be answerable to their local 

constituency.  The Henry Tax review (Henry et al., 2010) likewise found that the use of rate capping 

limits the accountability of Local Government to their ratepayers. And the NSW Independent Local 

 
16 The Model Code of Conduct applies to over 45,000 staff and nearly 1,300 councillors at 128 councils across 
NSW. 
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Government Review Panel (IPART, 2013a) found no evidence in other states to suggest that councils 

would subject their ratepayers to excessive or unreasonable imposts if rate-pegging were relaxed.   

In practice, with rate pegging, councils invariably raise to the maximum amount that has been 

certified as reasonable rather than adopt lower rate increases. Box 4.1 provides a dramatic example 

of this. Other issues include: administrative costs of the special variation process; the motivation for 

councils to look for other revenue sources (increasing local fees and charges) that may be less 

preferred, an issue stressed by Grant and Drew (2017, p. 281); and provision of lower than desired 

local services. This paper concludes that more local autonomy in rate decisions would be desirable, 

with perhaps some oversight by IPART (or by other regulatory bodies in other states as appropriate). 

Box 4.1   Raising the rate to the maximum regulated amount: author’s experience 

In the 1980s, councils in NSW were permitted to raise rates by the regulated amount and, where 

they had not done so fully previously, to raise rates to collect any backlog. In 1981, Mosman Council 

decided unanimously that it was prudent and responsible to raise rates by 19%, including a 10% 

regulated amount reflecting the inflation rate then and a 9% catch-up on rate increases not 

previously claimed (to preserve the revenue base). As Chair of the Finance Committee, I agreed. 

However, in the following 1981-82 financial year, Council ran a $1 million surplus in the then $8 

million budget. I thought we had erred and that this was inappropriate and proposed that there be 

no rate increase in 1982-83. However, the other councillors did not agree and again resolved (nearly 

unanimously) on a maximum rate increase.  I resigned as Chair of the Finance Committee and 

explained my reasons in a letter to the local newspaper (see Annex C – An Unnecessary Rate 

Increase) and the local community rose in considerable anger, led by another councillor who swiftly 

changed sides! Following the September 1983 election, the council was split 6-6 all between the rate 

risers and non-rate risers, with both groups led by well-known, long-standing, local personalities 

(with otherwise very similar political views). However, the non-rate risers decided to vote for me as 

Mayor if someone would switch sides to vote for me. As it happened, one councillor (Zara 

Grayspence) chose to do this and I became a somewhat accidental Mayor for two years. In 1984, our 

council passed a no-rate increase budget for 1984-85. No council has passed a zero-rate increase in 

the 35 years since then.       

4.4 Performance Benchmarks for Local Councils 
 
Performance is a fundamental issue in any public agency and, ideally, we would like to have 

recognised performance benchmarks.  However, most local councils produce a great number and 

variety of services and measuring their performance is a complex matter that is often not well 

understood. Here we look at some general and specific issues of performance, note the many ways 

in which the NSW Government tries to determine performance and draw some conclusions. A major 

conclusion of our discussion in this section and elsewhere is that community views are a critical 

measure of performance.    

In general terms, performance reflects productivity, which is the relationship between output and 

inputs (capital, labour and land) and technology. 

 O = f (K, L, Land, T)        (4.1)  
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where K is capital, L is labour and T is technology. Because land is a fixed resource, output is usually 

expressed as a function of changes in K, L and T. At firm level, output is generally expressed in terms 

of revenue measured in constant prices. Changes in (real) revenue reflect changes in the value of 

goods and services provided to users.   

But there is no ready equivalent measure of the value of public goods and services. In national 

accounts, national or state output (GDP or GSP) are also expressed in dollars. But it would be a brave 

assumption to suppose that the value of public output necessarily rises closely in line with 

government expenditure.  

Similarly, with local councils, total council expenditure represents the cost of resources employed 

not the value of services produced. High-expenditure councils may be efficiently providing high 

quality, community desired, services or may be inefficient and / or providing services that the 

community does not want. Given the variety of local services, no single variable represents output 

and no simple metric shows the overall productivity of local councils.  

As we have seen, most local councils provide numerous (over 100) services. Some may be produced 

efficiently and others not. Also, councils often provide different, non-comparable, services. There 

are no ready measures of the quality of many services, for example the quality of local social support 

services, local parks and gardens, local roads, library services, or indeed the quality of development 

approvals. Let us consider some core council services, potential performance benchmarks, and some 

associated issues.  

Governance: financial performance. Financial benchmarks indicate principally the financial security 

of a council. They generally indicate financial or economic efficiency only to a limited extent.  

Governance: Customer service quality. Simple benchmarks, such as the percentage of customer 

issues responded to in (say) 5 working days, can provide a useful performance benchmark. However, 

this does not distinguish between genuinely helpful responses and formal empty responses.  

Governance: Behavioural issues range from minor code of conduct matters through to criminal 

corruption. There should be reporting and accountability for any serious issues. However, there are 

several degrees of poor conduct and simple benchmarks could be misleading.    

Transport: Infrastructure maintenance and traffic management. Most councils report on the 

conditions, depreciation and management of road and other transport assets. However, councils 

adopt different standards and depreciation rates.   

Environment: Management of public land. The quality of an environment depends on its natural 

quality as well its management.  Views on the quality of local urban and recreational land are 

subjective. The quality may be assessed though community surveys but not readily by independent 

auditors.  

Recreation and culture: Libraries, sporting facilities etc. A common metric for local libraries is the 

number of books lent out per resident or per library employee. This makes no allowance for library 

reading services to young children or to visitors with a reading disability.  Usage figures may also be 

supplied for sporting ovals but use per oval will be higher when oval space is relatively scarce.    
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Community services: Services for seniors may include meals served in community restaurants or 

“meals on wheels” at homes, transport by community bus to medical or other important services; 

recreational trips for seniors, and so on. Utilisation rates are a partial performance measure, which 

implicitly reflect quality of service.  Other community services include services for families and young 

children and general community events. It is possible to report child utilisation data in long-day care 

or after-school care. But without a context, such as the availability or school or private care, it would 

be hard to draw conclusions on the adequacy of childcare.         

Planning and environment:  Local planning is critical to achieving and maintaining a quality local 

environment. Again, other than community consent, there is no credible simple metric of the quality 

of local planning.  

Planning and housing: Development approvals (DAs). The approval process is designed to achieve 

both public values and private development. The state government has placed great weight on 

lowering average DA times to 40 days. But the size and complexity of DAs vary greatly. Likewise, the 

of reviews including the public consultation process.  DA time may be cut by increasing resources 

(the cost per DA) or by significantly compromising the quality of the DA process. Average DA time is 

a poor metric of the quality of the DA process.  

Notwithstanding these issues, as we saw in Section 3.1, the NSW Office of Local Government (OLG) 

and other state agencies require local councils to report extensively on their performance. These 

reports include:  

• Four yearly Community Strategic Plans (CSPs) at the start of each Council term and a Report on 

the State of the Plan at the end of each council term. 

• An annual report to OLG by 31 October each year.  

• A detailed four-yearly state of the environment report for the OLG.  

• An annual financial audit based on council data produced by the NSW Auditor-General (AG).  

• An annual performance audit that is currently being developed by the AG.  

• An annual planning report to the Department of Planning and Environment. 

• Several other reports, including use of library services for NSW Arts and Culture and road repairs 

for the NSW Roads and Maritime Services.   

The CSP “should identify the main priorities and aspirations of the community, providing a clear set 

of strategies to achieve this vision of the future”.17 An End of Term report presented on the last 

meeting of council prior to an ordinary election (usually every 4 years) is expected to evaluate 

progress in achieving those objectives during the term of the council. However, there are no 

mandated KPIs, indicators or targets in these reports.  In the next chapter I discuss in greater detail 

the relationship between setting objectives and measuring performance outcomes drawing on my 

own experience between the start and end of a council term.  

 
17 https://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/councils/integrated-planning-and-reporting/framework/community-strategic-
plan 
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The Annual report covers numerous services and requires over 50 specific responses / indicators.18 

These include details, inter alia, on: 

• Activities funded by special rate variation 

• Detailed expenses (under 8 categories) incurred by councillors  

• Details on contracts greater than $150,000 and on costs of legal proceedings 

• Statement of all external bodies exercising delegated functions 

• Statement of all bodies in which council holds a controlling interest 

• Details of remuneration packages of general manager and all senior staff members 

• A detailed record (7 points) on animal management, dog attacks etc. 

• A report on certain proposed capital works projects 

• A report on compliance with CR Act (carer services) 

• Information on implementation of council’s Disability Inclusion Plan 

• Particulars of compliance with planning agreements 

• A report on (several) measures on state of the environment in the council area. 

• Details on inspections of private swimming pools 

• Information on government information public access activity 

• Information on public interest disclosure activity. 

     

Many of these are important governance issues, but they describe probity rather than performance.  

The NSW government has also developed financial benchmarks for councils to be provided to the 

OLG and the NSW Auditor-General (see Table 4.1). But these are essentially prudential benchmarks; 

they do not measure productivity. There is little difference between councils that are just above, or 

just below, the prudential benchmarks. Also, they do not deal with infrastructure backlogs or long-

term financial sustainability of councils, which the Allan Report (2006) identified as critical omissions.  

So, where do we go from here?  There is a need for both a short and medium-term financial plan 

that describes planned service and infrastructure actions, revenues and any financial constraints. 

Performance benchmarks should be based on clear objectives and useful (based on specific concepts 

of outputs), but not unduly burdensome, costly and inefficient red-tape expenditure.  

The Victorian approach (Victorian DEWLP, 2018) meets some of these objectives. Under the 

Reporting Framework, councils are required to report on 12 performance measures. On the “Know 

Your Council” website, the user can identify these performance indicators and compare the metrics 

of their council with five other councils in a similar category: metropolitan, interface, regional city, 

large shire and small shire.19  These performance measures are low cost to produce, may be of 

interest and should be available to the public. However, they do not provide overall evidence for 

performance or productivity or lack of it. The metrics are too simple to achieve such an outcome.20 

 
18 The requirements in the act for the annual reports are detailed in: 

https://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/OLG%20-%20Annual%20report%20checklist%20-
%20August%202018%20-%20Checklist.pdf  
19 https://knowyourcouncil.vic.gov.au/ 
20 Grant and Drew (2017, pp. 285-9) strongly stress the need for, and importance of, performance measures 
but have no specific proposals, concluding that “local government finance and economics scholars need to 
start thinking about performance monitoring”.   

https://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/OLG%20-%20Annual%20report%20checklist%20-%20August%202018%20-%20Checklist.pdf
https://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/OLG%20-%20Annual%20report%20checklist%20-%20August%202018%20-%20Checklist.pdf
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Table 4.1     Financial ratios and benchmarks 

Ratio title Ratio measure Performance benchmark  Purpose 

Audited Performance Indicators    

1. Operating 

performance 

Operating revenue / 

operating expenditure  

Ratio > 0.0 Operating efficiency 

2. Own source 

revenue 

Own revenue exc. grants/ 

total revenue inc. grants 

Own source revenue > 60% 

of total revenue 

Fiscal independence  

3. Unrestricted 

current ratio 

Unrestricted current assets / 

unrestricted current liabilities 

Ratio > 1.5 Adequacy of working 

capital  

4. Debt service 

cover ratio 

Operating result exc. interest 

and depreciation / principal 

repayments and interest   

Ratio > 2.0 Ability to service debt 

5. Outstanding 

charges / debts 

Rates & charges outstanding/ 

rates and charges collectible 

Ratio < 5.0 for city and <10 

for rural councils  

Efficiency and impact 

on liquidity 

6. Cash 

expense cover 

ratio 

Months Council can pay 

immediate expenses without 

new cash inflow 

Benchmark > 3.0 months Financial security 

Source: Code of Accounting Practice and Financial Reporting #26 

In conclusion, much existing reporting on performance standards is useful, but could be improved by 

more detail to specific services. Ultimately, community satisfaction is the critical barometer of 

council performance. Does your council provide, overall, the quantity and quality of services that the 

local community wants for its tax payments? As shown in Section 5.6 below, regular community 

surveys can provide strong indicators of both overall council performance and performance on 

detailed services. Undertaking and publishing objective community satisfaction surveys should be 

made an obligatory requirement.  

4.5 Council Mergers 

In the last 20 years, the eastern states of Australia have significantly reduced the number of local 

councils. In the mid-1990s, Victoria slashed the number of local councils from 210 to 79. In 2008, 

Queensland reduced the number from 156 to 73, but with four de-amalgamations in 2014, the 

number is now 77. In May 2016, the NSW Government amalgamated 43 councils which reduced the 

number from 152 to 129. It intended then to amalgamate another 19 councils subject to the 

outcomes of legal proceedings, but in 2017 backed down from any further amalgamations (at least 

temporarily).  

These amalgamations occurred despite much local opposition and the relatively large size of 

Australian local councils, with an average population of 41,000. The average population is 75,000 in 

Victoria, 50,000 in NSW and generally below 41,000 in the states with less population. Among 22 
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“Western” countries in Europe, North America and Australasia, only local governments in the UK, 

Ireland, Denmark and New Zealand have larger populations. On the other hand, the average 

population per local authority is 37,500 in the Netherlands, 32,500 in Sweden, 9,000 in Canada, 

6,500 in Germany, 4,500 in the United States and only 1,500 in France.21  Also, in terms of land area, 

Australian local governments are considerably larger than local governments in the UK, Ireland, 

Denmark and New Zealand.   

In the following sub-sections I discuss some, mainly poor, features of the recent merger process in 

NSW and the main issues in determining appropriate local council size.  

Observations on the council merger process in NSW: 2011 to 2017 
 

Table 4.2 sets out a chronology of the merger process in NSW. This was designed to meet the 

requirements for mergers as outlined in NSW Local Government Act 1993.  

The process started indirectly when the NSW Treasury Corporation (2013) reported on various 

financial ratios (see Table 4.1 above) and made predictions of financial viability based on these 

ratios. However, financial ratios do not indicate present financial capacity, and even less future 

viability. The Productivity Commission rightly stated that “the fiscal capacity of a council is best 

measured as the aggregate after-tax income of the community”. Grant and Drew (2017, p.365) also 

observed that the relationship between financial ratios and financial strength in the TCorp report 

lacked rigour and was not explained.     

Table 4.2    The merger process in NSW: 2011 to 2017 

Date Event 

2011 State Government commits to no council mergers (and at 2014 LG conference) 

2013 NSW Treasury Corporation report on council financial ratios and strength  

2013-14 Independent Local Government Review Panel (ILGRP) recommends mega mergers 

2014 NSW Government solicits voluntary council merger proposals (only 4 provided) 

2015 NSW Independent Pricing and Regulatory Panel reviews ILGRP and other proposals 

2015 December NSW Government announced 62 proposed forced mergers  

2016 Jan-Feb NSW Government releases limited assessments commissioned from KPMG 

2016 Jan-April Appointed delegates completed reviews of each proposed merger 

2016 April-May Boundary Commission reviewed delegate reports 

2016 April-May Some councils initiate legal actions concerning merger process 

2016 Mid-May NSW Government declared 43 council mergers  

2016-17 On-going legal actions on merger processes 

2017 January NSW Government withdrawal of not-completed regional mergers 

2017 July Withdrawal of other not-completed forced mergers shortly before council elections 

 
21 These data are drawn from Callanan et al. (2014). 
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The merger process opened formally when the Independent Local Government Review Panel (ILGRP 

2013a, 2013b) recommended mega mergers based on its’ view that at least 200,000 people are 

necessary for strategic and financial local council capacity. This appears to have been a pre-

conceived position. The size was arbitrary and the ILGRP gave no evidence to support their position. 

It may also be noted that all three Panel members were professional public servants without any 

elected experience.22 

In 2014, the NSW Government commissioned the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Panel (IPART) 

to review the merger proposals by the ILGRP and any council alternatives. Many councils provided 

no alternatives.  Subserviently, following the terms of reference set by the NSW Government, IPART 

(2015) found that most councils in NSW were “not fit for the future” because they lacked requisite 

scale and capacity of at least 200,000 people. IPART (2014) provided no justification for accepting 

this criterion.23 

Following the NSW government announcement of 62 proposed forced mergers in December 2015, 

the government released highly superficial financial reports by KPMG Consultants purporting to 

justify each merger. KPMG (2016) reported, inter alia, that they assumed 3% saving on 80% of 

expenditure on materials and contracts, 7.4% overall staffing efficiencies in metropolitan areas but 

none in rural areas, and various savings in information, communications and technology 

investments. These savings were partly offset by some assumed minor merger transition costs. 

Typically, the KPMG projections produced minimal net savings of about 2.5% of expenditures over 

some 30 years.    

Apart from minimalist nature of the forecast outcome, there were other major problems with these 

estimates. First, the assumptions were based, not on evidence, but largely on forecasts of savings in 

reports on earlier amalgamation proposals in Queensland and Auckland.24 Second, KPMG assumed 

that if the savings were technically achievable by a merged entity, they would occur. This assumed 

away any bureaucratic risk and the evidence on costs cited below. Third, the analysis failed to 

account for some key costs such as a major new head office or the integration of very different 

workforce systems, for example integrating in-house services with outsourced services. Nor did it 

account for the travel time costs that mergers would impose on residents. Bluntly, the released 

merger reports were mechanical, poor quality and unreliable financial guides to post-merger costs.25  

The work of the state-appointed delegates was also generally low quality, controlled by the 

Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC)26 and conflicted. At public meetings, the delegates neither 

presented proposals nor responded to questions. They undertook no surveys of public opinion of the 

merger proposals. Large parts of different delegate reports were word-for-word similar, strongly 

 
22 One of the Panel members had been chief executive officer of the Brisbane City Council (BCC) with some 
900,000 residents. About a year after the final ILGRP report was published, I met someone in Sydney who had 
worked in the BCC and asked him – “Did the CEO ever talk to a voter?”. “Good heavens, no” he replied.    
23 At the annual local government conference in 2015, I publicly asked the then Acting Director of OLG whether 
having adequate “scale and capacity” was one criterion or two. He was unable to provide an answer.  
24 This was revealed in KPMG (2015).  However, this report became available only in legal proceedings many 
months after KPMG (2016) was published.    
25 Grant and Drew (2017, p.368) note some further errors in the KMPG work. 
26 At a Mosman councillors’ workshop with the delegate in January 2016, the delegate indicated how he would 
proceed. When I asked him afterwards to confirm a minute of the meeting, carefully citing his comments, he 
advised that these comments could not be made public.   
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suggestive of central drafting. In the case of the proposed Lower North Shore merger (merging 

Willoughby, North Sydney and Mosman), there were over 900 public submissions and the delegate 

somehow produced his report in 10 days after close of submissions!  Numerous points were ignored. 

Following the 62 forced mergers, many delegates were appointed to highly paid positions as 

Administrators of the newly merged councils!  

The government-appointed Boundaries Commission (BC) review of the delegate reports was no 

more independent. Under the Act, the BC is required to give weight to the “attitudes of the residents 

and ratepayers of the areas concerned”. They did not do so. The BC reviewed simply whether the 

various criteria, outlined in the Act, had been considered.  Not surprisingly they found that, in nearly 

all cases, the delegates under DPC guidance had met these formal requirements. The BC paid no 

attention to the merits of otherwise of the delegate reports. Apparently, this was outside their brief.   

As time passed in legal disputes, the NSW Government became more aware of the intense public 

opposition to the proposed forced mergers. In November 2016, the National Party lost their long-

held seat of Orange in regional NSW to the Shooters, Fishers and Farmers party mainly because of 

the proposed forced amalgamation. To shore up the National Party going forwards, the state 

government declared, in January 2017, that there would be no more forced amalgamations in 

regional NSW. Then in July 2017, some eight weeks before new council elections, without warning 

the state government withdrew all proposed Sydney council mergers.  The government recognised 

that forced mergers were far too toxic to take to the September 2017 council elections.  

Many people have observed since to me that opposing the proposed local merger must have been 

very stressful. My response was that, no, it was not stressful because in our council we were 

representing the 80 per cent of residents who strongly (many passionately) supported 

independence. However, dealing with an arrogant government that had made up its mind, set up a 

palpably stitched-up process and refused to engage in appropriate democratic consultation was 

most disagreeable.27  

Optimum size of local councils 

In this review, I briefly examine four major criteria relating to optimum local council size.28 The first 

one has had special prominence in NSW. The other three are classic criteria in public economics 

literature.  

1. Possessing strategic capacity to work with higher levels of government  

2. Economic efficiency, sometimes described as financial capacity 

3. Effective provision of preferred local services  

4. Effective local democracy and social capital. 

As we have seen, in NSW there has been much rhetoric about the need for “scale” in local government. 

However, scale is not a welfare objective. It is simply a possible means to achieve other objectives.  

 
27 From 2015 to 2017, in my capacity as local Mayor, I wrote several detailed and carefully reasoned letters to 
the Premier and Minister for Local Government.  I received either no response or a short, standardised, form 
reply which did not respond to the points raised in the letters. See, for example, my letter to the Premier 
copied to 22 Ministers in Annex D.    
28 The issues are discussed in more depth in Abelson (2016a, 2016b).  
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Strategic Capacity: The rationale is that local councils should have the capacity to assist with 

metropolitan planning and provision of transport and housing infrastructure. A major motivator of 

the state government’s merger policy was the desire to address the problems of high house prices 

by facilitating property development across the city. And some state government agencies, notably 

Transport, find that dealing with large numbers of councils is time consuming and resource 

intensive. In the reported words of the NSW Premier, “It is impossible to run the State with so many 

local councils”.29    

However, critically, the state government has (appropriately) the over-riding power to determine 

sub-regional housing targets and major transport infrastructure projects. It determines the LEPs that 

determine local planning (zoning) regulations. It has the power to make state significant planning 

decisions and to determine land uses around major transport projects. And it can require councils to 

cooperate in sub-regional planning via sub-regional bodies. Thus, while councils must be capable of 

strategic planning for their communities, it is not clear why they should have larger strategic 

capacity.     

Grant and Drew (2017, p. 358) were more stridently critical. “Strategic capacity is a new approach 

which deviates from empirically testable claims; instead it uses qualitative and somewhat dubious 

arguments to progress the ‘bigger is better dictum’ so cherished by forced amalgamation 

advocates.”  They then excoriate the many variants on the claims that capacity is increased by larger 

but fewer councils. 

Financial capacity and efficiency: a major claim of proponents of larger councils is that they produce 

significant cost savings though economies of scale. However, possible technical disadvantages of 

small scale can be responded to, at least to some extent, by shared service arrangements and 

competitive out-sourcing of service provision. On the other hand, there may be diseconomies of 

larger governments with coordination problems, duplication of effort and reduced motivation and 

transparency.30   

Critically, we need therefore to look at the evidence. The results are plain. Numerous empirical 

studies in Australia and other countries have shown that larger councils do not produce savings. 

These studies include Allan (2003, 2013), Abelson and Joyeux (2014), Dollery et al. (2012, 2013, 

2014), and Bell et al. (2016).  And analysis of the seven new mega Sydney councils finds that 

collectively they are $114 million behind government forecasts (Save our Councils Coalition, 2019). 

Provision of desired local services: apart from financial capacity discussed above, the delivery of 

desired of local services depends on three main factors:  

(i) the capacity to understand local needs  

(ii) the motivation to meet local needs and  

(iii) the ability to deliver services.  

 
29 The NSW premier reportedly made this remark in a local Liberal Party meeting in Willoughby a few years 
ago. 
30 I asked one of our managers who had come from a very large local council in Sydney how he compared 
working in the two councils. He replied: “In x, 20 per cent of my time was productive and 80% was spent in 
dealing with the rest of council; in Mosman 80% of my time is productive”. 
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Clearly (i) and (ii) are most likely to be achieved in small communities. The capacity to deliver 

services (iii) is a function of clearly defined tasks and delegations for council staff. It is also a function 

of volunteer services. These are generally greater in small communities where potential volunteers 

will feel more connected with their 'local' community and therefore more motivated to contribute. 

As it happens, the writer has surveyed service standards (as measured by communications between 

elected councillors and local residents) in local councils of varying size. Using these metrics, Abelson 

(1981) showed that households in small local government areas in Sydney receive much higher 

levels of service from their elected councillors than do households in larger areas.   

This reflects popular expectations. A national survey by the Australian Centre in Excellence in Local 

Government (Ryan et al. 2015) found that 48% of respondents expected that their interests would 

be worse, or much worse, represented by councillors in an amalgamated council and only 7% 

expected an improvement in representation, with the balance having no view either way. Regarding 

actual council services, 36% expected that local services would be worse or much worse and only 7% 

expected an improvement in service, again with the balance having no view either way.          

Effective Local Democracy and Social Capital:  Effective local democracy means having some control 

over your local services and local environment. As we saw above, social capital is “the links, shared 

values and understandings in society that enable individuals and groups to trust each other and so 

work together” (OECD, 2009, p, 103). In The Art of Belonging, a leading Australian social analyst, 

Hugh Mackay (2014, p.1), wrote: “We rely on communities to support and sustain us and, if those 

communities are to survive and prosper we must engage with them and nurture them”.  Indeed.  

Elected councillors provide an essential link between the community and the council officers and 

administration. As stated in the NSW Local Government Act (Section 232) a key role of a councillor is 

to “facilitate communication between the community and the council”.  In small local government 

areas, citizens are represented by local councillors, all or most of whom have extensive local 

knowledge, emotional connection to place and community, and are available for consultation. 

Substantially reducing representation per head of population significantly weakens accountability and 

hence service levels. This was a major concern expressed in resident submissions to the NSW 

Government’s merger proposals.    

In our view, the democratic will of the local population is the most critical criterion.31 If a well-informed 

community expresses a preference for a smaller local governance model, this would generally indicate 

that they believe they were getting better value for money than they would in a larger local council 

area. In so far as the larger unit might provide savings or improved services, the local community is 

still saying this is a cost it would willingly bear for the gain of effective local democracy and social 

capital.   

Following the subsidiarity principle of democratic government ⎯ public decisions should be made as 

closely as possible to the citizens affected by the decisions. This should be the default position. As I 

remarked earlier: “In a small republic, the public good is more strongly felt, better known and closer 

 
31 Grant and Drew (2017, p. 376) concur: “The final and critical strategy … of boundary reform is for the state 
government to facilitate an informed referendum of affected residents”.  
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to the citizen” (Montesquieu, 1748). Grant and Drew (2017, Chapter 10) provide strong supporting 

narrative and evidence for the points made and conclusions in this section. 

4.6 Concluding Observations 

The state government has an important role in setting up a macro-framework for local councils. This 

includes strategic planning and reporting requirements with key goals for local environmental 

planning, short and long-run financial viability, infrastructure sustainability and community 

satisfaction, and associated KPIs. 

But, as this chapter (and earlier chapters) have shown, the NSW government exerts, and seeks to 

exert, strong micro controls over local councils. As Grant and Drew (2017, p. 193) observe, in the 

United States there have been no amalgamations of local councils and no fundamental changes to 

the local government system. By contrast, local government in Australia is widely regarded as having 

an inferior and precarious status. They observe (p. 215) that the “mild-mannered” former Minister 

for Local Government in NSW (Don Page) commented in 2011 that the relationship between state 

and local government in NSW “could accurately be observed as toxic”. Unfortunately, following the 

vexatious “reform” process since then, with much more aggressive Ministers, state-local 

government relations “have now reached heightened levels of toxicity”.32    

There has been an intense conflict between the desire of most people in local communities for some 

autonomy and control over their lives and environment on the one hand and the desire of the state 

government to take more control over local affairs. A larger council does not reduce the amount of 

government that people experience. Rather, by increasing the distance between the government 

and the governed, it disempowers citizens and increases the sense of being governed.  

At this time, this conflict between state control and local autonomy is far from resolved. Hopefully, 

moving forwards, the NSW state government will focus on macro issues and appreciate and respect 

the common feelings of people for some control over their lives, respect the contributions that local 

councils can provide to their community, and work co-operatively with local councils.33   

5 Managing a Local Council  

5.1 Introduction  
 
As we have seen, the NSW Local Government Act prescribes not only what councils may do but also 

how they should do it. But there is more to managing a council than the Act tells us – and indeed 

more than can be described in a short chapter in this essay.   

As a preliminary observation, I should recognise that there is much diversity among councils ─ in 

size, location and geography, demographics, income and wealth. These will inevitably influence the 

nature and services of the council.  Also, some councils are run by mayors and councillors with major 

party allegiances and other councils are run by independents, albeit often with formal or informal 

 
32 When I observed to our local state member (Jillian Skinner) at a High School function in December 2016 that 
we had not seen her much in Mosman recently, she replied “Well, the people of Mosman don’t like me very 
much”.   
33 Moving the Office of Local Government back from Nowra to Sydney would be a start (see footnote 9). 
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alliances between councillors. The presence of wards within councils may also affect council 

management (as discussed more in Chapter 6). Management issues and processes will inevitably 

vary with these geographical, socio-economic and political features. 

Nevertheless, there are some core features of managing a council such as setting up a strategic plan 

and establishing related actions, setting performance indicators, communications and customer 

service, financial management, and relations with council officers. This chapter attempts to 

communicate these core features.  To illustrate some of these issues, the chapter draws on the 

council experience of the author, recognising that these examples may have limited relevance to 

some other councils.     

Section 5.2 discusses the core first steps in management: setting up council objectives, corporate 

strategy and performance indicators, and includes examples from my local council experience.  

Section 5.3 described some more detailed management issues, including community engagement, 

financial management and various other issues. Section 5.4 discusses the roles of mayor, councillors, 

general manager and council staff in council management and services. Section 5.5 provides some 

observations on leadership and the culture of management. To exemplify the relationship between 

objectives and performance, Section 5.6 discusses whether my council achieved the objectives set at 

the start of our 2012-17 council term, as outlined in Section 5.2. The final section provides the main 

findings.     

5.2 Setting Council Objectives, Strategy and Performance Metrics 

General Issues 

Setting out objectives and policies is an essential part of any management, including council 

management. It is also essential to set out how these policies are to be achieved. Policies without 

practical measures are of little use.  

In the case of local councils, these should be objectives that meet community preferences, 

established by voting, surveys or public consultations of some kind. The objectives should generally 

be measurable and, of course, achievable financially and operationally.   

As we saw in Section 4.4, the NSW Office of Local Government (OLG)34 requires councils to set out a 

Four-Year Community Strategic Plan (CSP) at the start of each Council term and to report annually 

on progress.35  The CSP should set out the objectives of council and how these objectives are to be 

achieved. A short-run and longer run (usually 10 year) budget are fundamental requirements.  

Following OLG guidelines, the CSP should address four key questions for the community: 

• Where are we now? Where do we want to be in ten years’ time? How will we get there? How will 

we know when we have arrived? 

Ideally the CSP will cover all the major services of the local council described in Chapter 3 above, 

including governance (which includes community engagement and financial planning), housing and 

 
34 https://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/councils/integrated-planning-and-reporting/framework/community-strategic-
plan. 
35 Of course, the CSP can be revised during the term of the council. 
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planning, transport, community services, recreation and cultural activities, the environment and 

related services including waste disposal, and public health and safety.  Depending on the nature of 

the council, the Plan may also include economic services, water and sewerage supplies and other 

services. 

Further as noted by OLG, the Plan should identify the parties responsible for its implementation, 

including State agencies, non-government organisations, business partners and community groups. 

It should also describe inter-council services and cooperation.  

A key issue is development of meaningful and operational performance indicators, including 

progress indicators. As discussed in Section 4.4, it is not easy to develop performance benchmarks 

that summarise a council’s total services, except by surveys. However, it is usually feasible to 

develop key performance indicators (KPIs) for specific projects and programs. In my experience on 

council, progress would often be reported qualitatively as satisfactory or slow or some such 

description. Qualitative indicators often lack clear guidance to councillors.  The meanings often need 

to be teased out with relevant questions and answers.  Clear, quantified, metrics, supported as 

necessary by textual discussion, are preferred.       

Setting Objectives and Policies in Mosman: 2012-17 

Mosman Council was an early developer of a corporate strategic plan (Mosplan) before 2012 and 

before it was compulsory.  However, the Plan was a ponderous read at some 200 pages and light on 

metrics. I was not aware of any local resident who had read this Plan.  

Mosplan 2013-2023 greatly improved the presentation. Also, council staff prepared quarterly 

progress reports for councillor and public review. However, our corporate plan remained rather a 

lengthy and metrics were an on-going work in progress.  A possible approach, that we did not try, 

would be to produce a short summary version alongside the longer report.   

Turning to the 2012 council election, my group (Serving Mosman, SM) prepared several policy 

brochures. However, in consultations with the community, it became clear that council issues were 

not simply policy matters, they were also cultural. The council was widely viewed as not engaged with 

the public, or worse dismissive. The abolition of wards for the new 2012 council, discussed below in 

Chapter 6, in clear disregard for public opinion expressed in consultations, was an outstanding case. 

Footnote 35 cites various comments to me during pre-election consultations.36 One councillor on the 

2008-12 council unwittingly but eloquently summarized the attitude of the council, in a council 

meeting, quoting the 18th century British politician Edmund Burke: “Your representative owes you, 

not his industry only but his judgment and he betrays, instead of serving you, if he  sacrifices it to your 

opinion.”37 Thus, our policy documents addressed council culture as well as policies. 

 

 
36 “Council service is terrible. They don’t reply to my letters about my renovation. I am having to get a lawyer to write 

for me.”. “I have called the council several times about the water coming into our house from next door. And can get no 
response.  No one ever answers the phone.”. “We are terribly concerned about Council’s eight storey plans for 
Spit Junction – but they just ignore the residents. The councillors have no respect for public opinion.” 
37  Cr. Warren Yates citing Edmund Burke, Speech to the Electors of Bristol, November 3, 1774. 
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At a high level, the key policies of our party, Serving Mosman, were: 

• To provide as efficiently as possible all the core services that local council is expected to provide 

to the local residents and ratepayers. 

• To provide special services to those who are most in need in our community, families under 

stress, the elderly and the sick. 

• To protect the wonderful built and natural environment that residents of Mosman have 

inherited, are privileged to enjoy and should pass on to future generations.  

Fundamental to our policies was our Mission Statement on how these policies would be achieved by: 

Consultation, Service, Courtesy and Accountability.  

• Consultation means actively listening to and acting on the views of residents.  

• Service means purposeful provision of the services that the residents of Mosman and visitors 
wish to receive.  

• Courtesy means acting with respect and friendliness to all persons.  

• Accountability means transparency and financial responsibility with regard to decision making, 
financial affairs and any other actions of Mosman Council.   

Of course, the above are generic principles. Box 5.1 below provides, albeit briefly, more detailed 

examples of policies. Further details were provided in various pre-election communications.  

5. 3 Council Management: Some Further Issues  
 
In this section we turn to some more specific issues in council management. As we have seen, 

managing a council has many dimensions, including corporate planning, financial management, 

managing a wide variety of services, community engagement, and co-operation with other councils 

and the state government. Here I make a few comments on community engagement and financial 

management, and on three other issues raised by readers. The following sections provide further 

comments on various management issues. But I should note that this is not intended to be a full 

management manual.    

Community engagement 

As I have observed, in the council term in our area before 2012, interactions between councillors 

and resident were infrequent and, when occurring, overly formal. At council meetings, members of 

the public who expressed an interest in speaking to an agenda item were invited to stand at a 

lectern and speak for up to 3 minutes and return to their seat. This was a very formal process and 

there was minimal dialogue with councillors. (I observed a similar vacuous practice at a neighbouring 

local council.)  Most community committees had been disbanded.  And there were very few public 

meetings. Also, at that time, few council staff had training in communications or in dealing with the 

media, or skills in social media.  

To respond to these issues, at council meetings, I invited members of the public who expressed an 

interest in an agenda item to join councillors seated around a table and to discuss their issues with 

us. I held regular public meetings on issues of public interest, such as uses of open space, major civic 

development options and, of course, council amalgamation. I also prepared regular one-page  
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Box 5.1   Some Major Local (Mosman) Policies  

Community engagement:  To implement a culture of service and respect for the community. Engage 

community with real options and information. Reform council meeting practices to engage actively 

with members of the community. Hold open meetings with public.  Improve communications with 

public. Set up community committees to work with council.   

Community and cultural services.  Enhance community services for the youth, young families and 

the elderly. Provide a high-level occasional care child service. Set up a Youth Forum with special 

youth officer. Provide strong support for library and art gallery services. Engage with sporting clubs 

to share access to grounds and encourage sport. 

Planning and built environment Support strong LEP controls. Stop draft changes to LEP that would 

permit 8-10 storey buildings around Spit Junction and Mosman Square and on the village green 

adjoining the Square. Retain Mosman independent planning assessment panel (MDAP). But council 

to determine uses of public land (and oppose DA in Wyargine reserve). Present to MDAP on behalf 

of residents. Achieve more effective compliance for approved developments. 

Natural environment and parks.  Strong protection policies for natural environment. Oppose 

developments in these environments. Support citizen groups to work in parks.  

Urban amenity. Improve street amenity: cleaner and greener streets. Protect urban parks and ovals. 

Oppose demountable structures on the periphery of Allan Border oval. 

Transport and traffic Oppose arterial traffic using local roads (notably in Beauty Point and Parrawi 

Road) . Support traffic calming devices in local roads, but not road closures. Engage public on issues 

such as restrictions on vehicle turning movements.  

Financial management Return council from $3.0m deficit on operating budget to a balanced budget. 

Pro-active review of council policies, staffing and costs to ensure that community gets effective 

value for money. Avoid wasteful projects, e.g. expensive stormwater reuse scheme, under-utilised 

council bus service, major cost over-runs e.g. on swimming pool renovations. Develop internal and 

external audit to assure probity, efficiency, effectiveness and manage risk.  

Inter-Council co-operation Co-operate with Northern Beaches councils on various services including  

Kimbriki Resource Recovery Centre to better manage waste. 

Democracy and wards Oppose amalgamation and, subject to clear community support, aim to 

restore wards for the next election.  

 

Occasional Letters, each three or so weeks, for a wide email list, which provided a summary of the 

three of four key issues that council had dealt with over the previous few weeks and explained 

council decision making. I did not twitter. 

The feedback from these initiatives was generally appreciative.  One morning, when meeting a local 

resident about an issue, she remarked “I have been going to council meetings for 20 years since 

1993 and your council meetings are far and away the most respectful and best that I have ever been 

to”.  
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Importantly, one of our Council’s first decisions after the 2012 election was to appoint a Manager of 

Communications, with both private media and council experience, and an ability to respond to social 

media. This became ever more important with the eruption of social media over the past half dozen 

years and its’ profound impact on communications and transparency. 

Financial Management 

Drawing up a robust short and medium-term financial plan (annual budget and 10-year financial plan 

respectively) is fundamental to council management. In this section I briefly discuss three key issues 

in financial management: overall fiscal viability, efficient expenditure on services and efficient asset 

management. I do not discuss several other important financial issues, including use of various 

revenue sources, efficient out-sourcing of service delivery and inter-council co-operation.  

First, the NSW Treasury Corporation (2013) report introduced the important distinction between 

operating and capital budgeting (excluding capital grants and expenditures from operating budget 

reports) and set up the financial benchmarking metrics described in Section 4.4. The NSW Auditor-

General now audits and reports annually on the six key financial ratios in Table 4.1 for all councils. 

These financial benchmarks primarily indicate financial efficiency or security and are generally 

recognised as sensible and useful benchmarks.  However, they are indicative in that there is little 

difference between outcomes that are marginally higher or lower than the benchmark. And, as 

remarked above, these financial ratios have limited utility as predictors of medium-term financial 

viability. Medium-term financial viability depends on local household and business incomes (and 

property values) as well as efficient accounting rather than on annual accounting ratios.  Also, the 

outcomes reflect state government rate pegging operating for over 40 years in NSW.  

Second, turning to ensuring efficiency in expenditure, there needs to be transparent and timely 

assessments. In some councils, internal audits or audit committees may provide this assessment. But 

auditors are engaged more often with the relationship between actual expenditures and budgets 

and probity of financial procedures than with ensuring least cost, most efficient, provision of 

services. Also, costs of services may be reduced by cutting service quality and this is not typically 

examined in local council audits. Alternatively, councils can authorise an external expenditure 

review. However, this approach risks showing disrespect to senior council staff.   

Third, a few observations on asset management. The Allan Report (2006) highlighted the long-term 

financial and asset problems of infrastructure backlogs. Table 5.1 shows four asset benchmarks 

proposed by the NSW Auditor General and reported (unaudited) in the AG’s Annual Report, based 

on council information. However, these financial measures (and ratios) are largely subjective and not 

auditable. Councils adopt quite different depreciation rates for assets such as roads and stormwater. 

And concepts of adequate asset standards, required asset maintenance and the estimated cost to 

achieve an agreed service level are all distinctly subjective. Thus, the reported ratios represent the 

start of a conversation, but certainly not the end of it.38   

 

 
38 The various estimates of depreciation also affect council’s operating budget results as depreciation is an 
operating expense in accrual budgeting (as distinct from cash budgeting). Australian governments adopted 
accrual budgeting in July 1999. But there remains much confusion between cash and accrual budgeting.   
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Table 5.1 Asset benchmarks: un-audited performance indicators  

Ratio Ratio measure Performance benchmark 

Buildings and infrastructure 
renewals ratio 

Asset renewals / depreciation 
amortisation & impairment 

Ratio > 1.0 

Infrastructure backlog ratio 

 

Cost to meet adequate asset 
standards / value of infrastructure 

Ratio > 2.0 

Asset maintenance Actual asset maintenance / 
required asset maintenance 

Ratio > 1.0 

Expenditure to bring assets to 
agreed service level 

Estimated cost for agreed service 
level / gross replacement cost 

No prescribed benchmark 

Source: Code of Accounting Practice and Financial Reporting #26 

In conclusion, the key issue is the ability of councils to balance their operating budget in the medium 

and longer term (5 and 10 years). In accrual budgets, this depends in part on the treatment of 

depreciation in the short run. And, in the long run, the financial plans should allow for capital 

renewal. In the next Section, I discuss possible councillor involvement in expenditure reviews.  

Three other issues: staff attraction and retention, gender balance, and corruption 

I now briefly three council management issues (staff attraction and retention, gender balance, and 

corruption) that are important issues for some councils, though not ones which I experienced.  

Staff attraction and retention. I understand that staff attraction and retention are major sector-

wide issues with a high movement of staff from local councils into private sector work, often doing 

similar jobs for higher pay.  It is not clear whether this reflects poor workforce management issue in 

councils or, more likely, a remuneration issue.  At our council we recruited several senior managers 

from larger councils, several other senior staff had worked with us for nearly their whole lives, and 

we had an overall low churn rate, perhaps due to the fortunate location as well as to positive 

workforce morale statistics. Given the more general problem exists, this needs examination beyond 

the scope of this paper.     

Gender imbalance. According to my correspondent, only approximately one-third of all councillors 

and one-third of senior council staff are female and only about one in ten general managers in 

Sydney are female.  Again, my local council seems to be unrepresentative. Since 1990, we have had 

11 mayors with women have outnumbering men by 6 to 5. And, at my retirement in September 

2017, 11 of our 19 senior staff (GM, Directors and Managers) were female.  However, if the first set 

of statistics above is accurate, there is a wider sectoral issue that needs attention.    

Corruption. As ICAC (2018) noted, corruption is not readily observed, data on corruption are 

inherently hard to obtain, and there are no ready statistics on corruption at national, state and local 

government level in Australia. Certainly, in my total 13 years on council, I never observed nor was 

informed about any officer corruption. In my earlier period, one councillor was widely thought to 

exercise subjective preferences in his judgements on development applications. This quite widely 

held general conjecture about councillors supports the establishment of independent planning 

assessment panels (which I support). Suffice to say here that this is an important issue needing on-
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going supervision, at all levels of government levels. In my experience, corruption was certainly no 

greater at local government than at other government levels.        

5.4 Roles of Councillors, the General Manager and Council Staff 

Good relations between councillors and staff are critical to the effective functioning of a council. 

Councillors rely on informed and timely advice from council officers. They also must have confidence 

that officers will carry out council policies efficiently and achieve quality service levels.  

The NSW Local Government Act 1993 lays out the formal responsibilities. The principles of the Act 

have been variously described to the writer as principles of public administration and as setting up 

local councils along the lines of private corporate businesses.39  Either way, the role of the elected 

councillors would be to determine council policies and appropriate resourcing. The council officers, 

notably the general manager, would be responsible for carrying out these policies and for provision 

of all services. Grant and Drew (2017, p.296) describe this separation of powers as a political / 

administration divide. But, as we will see, and as Grant and Drew (Chapter 8) discuss, the actual local 

government system is more of a hybrid and there are several grey areas on the precise roles of 

councillors and staff.  

The role of the mayor is set out in Clause 25 of the Act. The responsibilities include acting as the 

principal member and spokesperson of the governing body; promoting effective and consistent 

implementation of the strategic plans, programs and policies of the council; advising and providing 

strategic direction to the general manager in relation to the implementation of the strategic plans 

and policies of the council; and in conjunction with the general manager, ensuring adequate 

opportunities and mechanisms for engagement between the council and the local community. These 

roles would seem to go some way beyond those of a Chair of a corporate entity and to imply some 

operational role for the mayor. 

The formal role of a councillor under Section 232 is more limited. It includes: being an active and 

contributing member of the governing body; making well-informed decisions as a member of the 

governing body; participating in the development of the integrated planning and reporting 

framework; representing the collective interests of residents, ratepayers and the local community, 

and facilitating communication between the local community and the governing body. But note also 

that under changes to the Act in 2016, it critically now includes: “A councillor is accountable to the 

local community for the performance of the council (emphasis added)”.  

Turning to the general manager (GM), under Section 335, the GM must conduct the day-to-day 

management of the council in accordance with the strategic plans, programs, strategies and policies 

of the council. Importantly, the GM has the responsibility and power to direct, select and dismiss 

staff, except for appointment and dismissal of a few senior staff when the GM must consult council. 

Neither the mayor nor councillors may direct staff in their duties. Indeed, in our council, neither 

mayor nor councillors are allowed access into the staff areas without senior officer consent.   

 
39 As advised by John Mant, a lawyer who was largely responsible for drafting the Act and who later served as a 
councillor on the Sydney City Council.   
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In practice, there are many grey areas. For example, while councillors cannot instruct staff or even 

try unduly to influence their decisions, they can inform senior staff of issues of concern. Another 

grey area is communications. As seen above, the mayor is the principal spokesperson of the council. 

While I could of course use my own channels to communicate with the local public, the three GMs 

over this council period monitored all my messages using the Council email list, press hand-outs or 

other mediums to extract any parts that they would deem to be political. In practice, I did not find 

this to be a problem. But it is not hard to think of situations of conflict between a mayor and a GM 

over drafts of public messages.    

A more fundamental issue is responsibility for service quality – including timeliness, courtesy and all 

other aspects of service quality. As described above, this was a major issue in the 2012 Mosman 

election. In post-election induction seminars, the then GM made it clear to councillors that council 

officers were responsible for providing services and were not to be instructed on service delivery by 

councillors (or the mayor). However, one of our first council initiatives was to significantly upgrade 

the public service area, an issue of much importance to me. And I am pleased to be able to write 

that over time a cooperative culture developed between the councillors and senior staff and that, as 

recorded in council surveys, noted below, council service quality rose steadily over the next five 

years. Even written correspondence became more courteous!40  

Two other related operational issues should be mentioned: councillor oversight of council 

operations and the role of community committees. Our council was keen to set up an Expenditure 

Review Committee (ERC).  Councillors felt that this was part of their responsibility to the public and 

they had some areas of specific concern.  The then GM opposed this on the ground that efficiency is 

an operational issue to be managed by the GM. And, where there are efficiency issues, councillors 

should deal with them at budget time. The councillor view prevailed and an ERC was established. But 

without enthusiasm by the (then) GM, and given the extraordinary demands of the merger process 

on staff time, the ERC was not effective.   

A similar issue arose over the councillor proposal for an Urban Design Committee (UDC) to include 

external experts on urban design to advise on major development applications. Council planning 

staff did not share councillor views on the need for, of benefits from, such external advice. Although, 

council formally determined to have a UDC, it never became active.       

A much more successful committee was the Visual Amenity Committee, which we set up with 

several local resident participants including architectural expertise. Visual amenity is, I believe, an 

important contributor to our well-being and improving visual amenity was one of our major council 

initiatives. Our council removed nearly 1,000 ugly and redundant signs around the municipality and 

redesigned our basic place sign posting with elegant new designs. This was a major improvement. 

Regrettably, NSW Roads and Maritime Services were not cooperative and declined our requests to 

take down ugly and redundant signage on streets across local roads. 

 
40 There are two kinds of letters. Bureaucratic letters acknowledge receipt of a complaint and explain to the 
letter writer why council action(s) are right and the letter writer is wrong. Courteous letters acknowledge the 
concerns of the letter writer, recognise council fault or explain why council has acted as it has, and finish with 
a note to offer help to the writer if he or she needs more discussion or assistance.       
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Mention should also be made of the work of Mosman Parks and Bushland Association both for their 

voluntary work and for their role on a special community committee. They advised successfully on 

an appropriate bushland solution in a controversial reserve, which had been vandalised and where 

residents were at extreme loggerheads with council officer responses. Also, community members 

make a strong contribution to the many projects of the Art Gallery.   

In conclusion, I should make a couple of points. First, I strongly support community advisory 

committees an input to council operations. Prior to our 2012 election, the then GM tended to regard 

community committees as unnecessary or even a burden on staff and had phased out most 

community committees. I am pleased to say that this view of community committees has changed.41   

Secondly, in the council where I was privileged to be mayor, we were, and continue to be, very 

fortunate to have many highly dedicated senior and other officers who have worked for the council 

for many years, and in several cases for decades. There is today a high level of mutual respect 

between the councillors and the staff. Long may this continue because it is critical to the effective 

working of a council.     

5.5 Leadership  

Grant and Drew (2017, Chapter 8) devote a whole chapter to leadership in Australian local 

government, which they describe as the second most discussed issue in local government literature 

after amalgamations.  My discussion here is more limited. My principal proposition on leadership is 

that a good leader is inclusive, not divisive. He or she leads by mutual respect not by an old-

fashioned dominant exercise of power. Inclusiveness and respect motivate people, in the case of 

council - councillors and staff, to work with a greater sense of purpose for the good of the 

community.  

I have emphasised above the importance of credible and transparent engagement between council 

and community. Here I write briefly about running council meetings, the winning of support and the 

role of compromise (when and when not to). I also describe a general approach to leadership that 

emphasises inclusiveness versus dominance which I reflected on after a personal experience with 

management issues in the state government.   

I discussed some aspects of the running of council meetings in Section 4.3.  As indicated there, the 

state guidelines on meeting procedures are a recipe for sterile meetings. The aim of the Chair (the 

mayor) of the meetings should be to encourage interactive and constructive discussions between 

councillors and, in appropriate contexts, with members of the public. The appalling and 

unconstructive behaviour in the federal and state parliaments are examples of exactly how not to 

run meetings. Clearly there is a need for some discipline and for a compromise between formality 

and informality.  

One of the first things I did was to change the start of meetings process. Traditionally a council 

officer would enter the chamber and request all those present: “To be upstanding for his Worship 

the Mayor” who then entered the chamber, took his or her place at an elevated level above the 

 
41 For completeness, it should be acknowledged that council has long encouraged and appreciated the large 
number of volunteers helping with delivery of social services.  



45 
 

other councillors, and announced the meeting open. This was followed by singing of the National 

Anthem and recital of a prayer by a councillor. To start the meeting, I simply sat at the same table 

with the councillors and announced quietly at the appropriate time, usually 7.0 pm, that the meeting 

would start. And the councillors agreed by a 6-1 vote that the meeting should proceed without the 

formality of the National Anthem and recital of a prayer. I believe that this more informal and 

democratic behaviour set an appropriate tone for the evening’s discussions. 

I also advocate strongly an inclusive approach to leadership.42 Where possible, my aim was always to 

achieve a vote of 5-2 or 6-1 instead of a narrow 4-3 resolution. Unfortunately, a vote of 7-0 was 

almost impossible to achieve. Providing the core issue was not compromised, I would generally work 

with amendments to achieve larger majority support. This can be much better achieved by 

discussion than by speeches.      

However, there are limits to compromise, especially when a compromise gives way on a major 

principle and opens the way to further worse compromises. In our many discussions about council 

mergers, three of the seven councillors held the view that Plan A (no merger) would not be 

achievable and argued therefore that we should adopt Plan B — the least bad merger with one other 

council of our choice as distinct from the state government’s proposal for a larger merger with two 

or more other councils. However, the majority view on council was that, if we adopted Plan B, the 

state government would respond that council had accepted the principle of merger and that it was 

simply proposing an improved model. I shared the majority view.   

What then are the important attributes of a manager? In 2016, the NSW Treasury abolished the rank 

of tertiary technical officer, the professional rank under which I was then working two days a week. 

To maintain my pay level, I had to show (along with many actual Managers) that I could undertake 

management tasks. This was tested over a half-day set of exercises run by a contracted HR company. 

Several game-playing sessions required one, as a notional newly appointed manager, to implement a 

Minister’s decision to merge a state agency promoting risk capital ventures with another agency 

dealing with employment issues in quite different parts of the city. There were several personal and 

other complexities, even absurdities, in this proposal and my approach was to assess these issues 

before acting. The reviewing psychologist, half my age, deemed me to be indecisive and not 

management quality. Although I did not seek to be a manager, and so informed the interview 

committee, I was somewhat surprised by this judgement.43         

Following consultation with a friend and expert in management training, I informally tested this 

judgement by undertaking the HUMM – Wadsworth personality test for management. In this test, 

there are seven criteria which may, at some risk, be summarised as follows.44  

Mover (Socializer): Socializers love to communicate. But they are not decisive. 

Double-checker: Strong on family, friends and security. Rick averse. They tend to worry. 

Politician: No trouble ordering or criticizing others. A strong desire to win and to be important. 

 
42 Theresa May’s non-inclusive approach to negotiations over Brexit is a classic contemporary example of the 
failure of narrow leadership.  It will be interesting to see if Boris Johnson’s non-inclusive approach is more 
successful.   
43 My position at Treasury was subsequently changed from employee to contractor (with no change in role).  
44 https://www.aurorasa-coaching.com/humm-wadsworth-temperament-scale-2. 
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Hustler: Seeks material success. Manipulative, flexible, entrepreneurial and good negotiators. 

Artist: Creative, idealistic an empathetic. Weak at putting ideas into action and don’t like to fight. 

Engineer: Technical knowledge important, organized and detailed. Typically, not a “people person”.   

Regulator / normal.  Rational personality; consistent, reliable, and predictable. Stay under radar. 

My friend informed me that my test showed that I scored both too high on the regulator / normal, 

engineer and double checker criteria and far too low on the politician and hustler criteria to be 

deemed a high-level manager – thus confirming the Treasury test!   

I have a rather different view on the attributes of a good manager. Drawing on my experience, Table 

5.2 below sets out what I view as the critical tasks, actions and requirements of effective 

management in local councils, and I suspect in many other forums. To these requirements must be 

added energy, for nothing happens without energy.45 

Energy and empathy are critical at each stage of each task. Along with inclusiveness, they are 

essential to create intrinsic motivation in the organisation. On the other hand, aggression and ego 

(the Hustler or Politician in the Humm- Wadsworth scale) at any stage in this process are likely to be 

harmful.   

I am pleased to be able to write that the responses from Mosman Council community surveys by 

random polling reported below showed a positive view of my approach to council management.  

Table 5.2    Tasks, actions and requirements of effective management in local councils 

Task Actions Requirements 

1 Assess issues Consult, listen Respect, empathy, patience 

2 Design 

resolution 

Develop options; determine solution Intelligence, some creativity 

3 Articulate  Develop message and explain Intelligence, some extroversion 

4 Implement Communicate with officers Firmness, clarity, empathy.  

 

5.6 Mosman Outcomes 2012-17 

I have already mentioned some outcomes of the 2012-17 council. At risk of some repetition, this 

section provides a brief summary of outcomes. To do this, the first part below reports on how 

particular objectives described in Section 5.2 above were met. The second part draws on community 

responses to biannual community surveys. The main purpose is to illustrate how outcomes can be 

measured and reported. More details can be found in Mosplan Review 2012 2017: a 200-page end-

of-term report on the progress of Mosplan 2013-23. 

 
45 I can still vividly recall my school history master bursting into the classroom five minutes after the class was 
scheduled to start and, observing the idle chattering class, expostulating: “And what is it, boys, what is it that 
all great men have in common?”. Total student silence. “Well, boys”, he loudly exclaimed, “Energy, boys, 
energy!!!”   
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Box 5.2 summarises some key outcomes. These indicate an active program to implement our 

objectives. 

Box  5.2   Some (Mosman) Outcomes in 2012-17  

Community engagement:  A major renovation of the customer service area provided much 

improved user-friendly service. Metrics were established for response times to resident issues. 

Council meeting practices were reformed. Several community committees were set up to work with 

council. Several public meetings were held on uses of open space, civic developments and 

amalgamation. A Manager of Communications was appointed. The council website was re-designed 

to be more user-friendly. Council engaged more with various media and expanded digital offerings.  

The Mosman App was set up.  

Community and cultural services. Council ran very active programs for children and families and 

seniors, provided a high- level occasional care service, and established the Mosman Youth Forum 

with its own space and officer support (see Mosman Review 2012 2017, pp. 54-56). The Library had 

extensive use.  The Mosman Art Gallery won numerous awards 2012-17 (ibid. p. 76). Agreements 

were reached with sporting clubs on priority use and financial contributions to sporting facilities.   

Planning and built environment. Council reversed draft changes to the LEP planned by previous 

council that would have allowed excessively large developments. To protect bushland, several sites 

were rezoned to E2 Environmental Conservation. Heritage sites were more clearly identified. 

Objectives in the LEP were tightened to restrict abuse of Clause 4.6 that allows developers to bypass 

LEP standards. Councillors made presentations on development applications to MDAP. A Manager 

for Compliance was established to oversee compliance issues and restrict egregious determinations 

by private certifiers.      

Natural environment and parks. To preserve fauna and flora, Council undertook a comprehensive 

biodiversity assessment of bushland areas.  Council upgraded playgrounds in several parks.  Council 

took planning control over developments on public land. It prevented a private road through 

Wyargine bushland reserve, excessive private marina development at the Spit, and a proposed club 

development over Harnett Park.  

Urban amenity. Council created a Visual Amenity Committee with community members. A new 

signage design was implemented. Nearly 1000 redundant and ugly signs were taken down, mainly 

street signs. 

Transport and traffic. Council introduced traffic slowing devices in Beauty Point area and protected 

local Parriwi Street from regional through l traffic. Council introduced smart parking technology 

parking sensors to improve efficiency of use of parking spaces. 

Financial management. Council inherited an operating budget deficit of 3.8% in 2012-13. Within a 

year, Council achieved a balanced operating budget. Each year, Council ran a small budget surplus 

without sacrificing services. Introduced several technology upgrades. Mosman Review p. 196  

Inter-Council co-operation. Council co-operated with Northern Beaches councils on various services, 

to minimize the costs of road maintenance and to manage waste cost-effectively. 

Democracy and wards.  Amalgamation was successfully opposed. But under serious and prolonged 

threat of amalgamation, it was not possible to start a ward re-introduction consultation and process.   
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The Mosplan Review 2012 2017 also reports the results of community surveys carried out biannually 

in 2012, 2014 and 2016 and a final survey in 2017. These major community surveys seek information 

on the needs and aspirations of the local community, social connectedness, and community 

satisfaction with Council performance.  The 2017 survey, by independent market research 

consultants, involved 400 randomly selected Mosman residents in telephone interviews.  

Some headline results were:  

• Resident satisfaction scores with councillors trended steadily upwards from a mean score of 5.95 
(in a scale of 0 to 10) in 2012 to 6.54 in 2017. 

• In the 2017 survey, 93% of residents reported that they were moderately, or more than 
moderately, satisfied with Council's performance. 

• Of residents who could recall contact with Council staff in the previous 12 months, 94% reported 
at least a moderate level of agreement that staff were courteous and helpful.    

• Of the 23 services on which comparable satisfaction data are available for other NSW Councils, 
Mosman Council rated above the benchmark for 18 of these services. 

Table 5.3 (next page) shows mean satisfaction levels in more detail, on a scale of 0 to 10, for 22 services 

from 2012 to 2017.   

These results are strongly positive for the 2012-17 council.  

• Compared with 2012, the starting position, mean satisfaction levels had risen by 2014 for 21 of 

the 22 services, and were equal for the other service. 
 

• By 2017, mean satisfaction levels were higher again for 21 of the 22 services compared with 

2014 outcomes, and marginally lower for just one service. 

Notwithstanding these improvements, there remained some weak performers with mean satisfaction 

scores below 6.0 in 2017. These were traffic management, provision of car parking, managing 

development, the development approvals process and diversity-related services. These largely echo 

the perennial major local concerns: traffic congestion and over-development. Some of these are 

external problems largely outside of the control of council. A major one is the lack of public control 

over private certifiers. Nevertheless, council must work continuously with external parties to try to 

find ameliorations, if not solutions. During the 2012-17 council, we did examine developments for 

more parking but could not find a cost-effective parking development. At times, our development 

approval process was slow because of staffing shortage.         

While these are inevitably selective observations, the 2017 council elections confirmed that the 

community was comfortable with the directions of the 2012-17 council. The new leader of our group 

Serving Mosman (Carolyn Corrigan) was comfortably elected in the popular election as Mayor and the 

group obtained three of the seven councillor positions (with 16 candidates running for the 7 positions).   

It should also be stressed that the outcome results for the 2012-17 term reflected a team effort of 

councillors and staff. The generally positive community responses regarding council services described 

above reflected the very able and conscientious staff that our local community was fortunate to have 

over this period. 
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Table 5.3   Key Performance Indicators: 2012 to 2017  

Performance measure: residents’ satisfaction score (0-10 scale) 2012 2014 2016 2017 

Services and facilities for children and families 6.76 7.13 7.05 7.25 

Services and facilities for older people 6.68 6.96 7.04 7.28 

Services and facilities for people with a disability  6.28 6.43 6.65 6.68 

Services for young people 6.04 6.11 6.32 6.46 

Services and facilities: people with diverse backgrounds  5.37 5.66 5.67 5.92 

Library services 7.69 7.72 7.51 8.09 

Mosman Art Gallery and Community Centre 6.73 6.83 6.81 7.48 

Managing development – land use planning 5.81 5.91 5.80 5.95 

Development approval processes 5.12 5.22 5.47 5.63 

Providing and maintaining local roads 6.56 6.75 6.61 6.98 

Providing and maintaining footpaths 6.01 6.53 6.48 6.66 

Provision and maintenance of parklands and foreshores 7.75 7.77 7.83 8.04 

Sport and recreational facilities 6.69 6.86 6.96 7.44 

Cleanliness, management and appearance of public spaces 7.36 7.79 7.69 8.02 

Waste and recycling collection services 7.37 7.70 7.55 7.83 

Management and protection of the environment 7.29 7.42 7.40 7.38 

Traffic management 5.84 5.84 5.79 5.93 

Provision of car parking 5.97 6.02 5.91 6.03 

Overall cleanliness and management of public spaces  7.37 7.79 7.69 8.02 

Council engaging with the community 5.93 6.04 6.19 6.50 

Council leadership on matters important to the community 5.74 5.87 6.13 6.37 

Overall delivery of council services 6.60 6.80 6.95 7.05 

Sources: Community surveys in 2012, 2014, 2016 and 2017, Mosplan Review 2012 2017. 
 

5.7 Conclusions  

In discussing council management, we start with the core principles of management: setting up 

objectives that have public support and that can be measured.  These objectives and policies should 

be set out in a Community Strategic Plan at the start of each Council term. Importantly, practical 

performance measures for the many services, including community satisfaction, should be identified 

in a CSP.  

Section 5.3 discusses some key elements of governance, namely community engagement and 

finance. The section stresses the importance of two-way consultations between council and the local 

public and the need for robust short and medium / long run financial plans.  
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Section 5.4 discusses the critical issue of councillor and council staff relations and responsibilities. 

The NSW Local Government Act 1993 was intended to produce management clarity, as well perhaps 

as efficiency, by providing a political / administrative divide and make the General Manager clearly 

responsible for management. But this is not the public perception and the mayor and councillors are 

accountable to the public not just for the provision of services but also for how they are provided. 

Ideally the mayor and councillors will find a way to work co-operatively and with respect including 

through workshops rather than by setting up walled areas. I strongly support enlisting local expertise 

via community committees as an input to council operations.  

Section 5.5 provides some substantive observations on the culture of management in local councils. I 

here take strong sides with inclusiveness and empathy, along with energy, as key leadership 

attributes rather than with aggression and ego which apparently feature as desirable attributes in 

some business management manuals.  

Section 5.6 discusses the outcomes in relation to the objectives, drawing on my experience in the 

local Mosman Council. I am fortunately able to report positive resident satisfaction as measured in 

community surveys.      

6 Local Government: Then and Now 

Shortly after I completed my time as Mayor in September 2017, the local (Mosman) Rotary club 

invited me to talk about my time on council at a lunchtime meeting. Clearly, in a 20-minute talk I 

would have to be highly selective and I thought that an interesting and important subject would be 

Mosman Council: Then and Now. How had things changed between my (rather unusual) times on 

council: between 1979 to 1987 and then from 2012 to 2017?  

I identified five main topics:  

i. The decline in local autonomy with increased state control of local councils;  

ii. The roles of the mayor, councillors and staff;  

iii. The greatly expanded provision of social welfare and cultural services;  

iv. The changes in political council composition following electoral changes; and  

v. Some major social and cultural changes, with many drivers including social media.  

I have already mentioned several of these changes in albeit different contexts. In this section I 

highlight some of the important changes while trying to minimise repetitions. I finish by noting some 

things that have not changed. 

Local autonomy. Starting with the decline in local autonomy, a major change since the 1980s has 

been the increased (and increasing) role and oversight of the state government. Chapter 4 provides 

numerous examples of this oversight. In the 1980s, local government was viewed widely as the third 

democratic level of government. There was respect and little interference or overbearing behaviour 

by our NSW state government. There were controls over rate increases. But there were no detailed 

guidelines for council meeting processes and codes of conduct. As a councillor and mayor in the 

1980s, I cannot recall any overbearing state mandates or indications of disrespect.  While developing 

this paper, I came across a letter written in 1986 by the then Secretary of the Department of Local 

Government (the name under the signature is unclear) responding to question by a Mosman 

councillor (Dom Lopez) in which the Secretary wrote:  
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“Councils are democratically elected bodies responsible for the local government of their areas 

and they are not subject to Ministerial or Departmental direction on matters of local 

administration”.   

Wow – things have changed a lot in the last 30 years!  

Roles of councillors and council staff. In Section 5.3, I described the roles of mayor, councillors and 

staff since the introduction of the Local Government Act 1993. Roles of all three were very different 

before 1993 when the mayor was chief executive officer, the councillors had effective operational 

roles as well as policy making, and the senior council officer was known as the Town Clerk, not the 

general manager. Of course, the Town Clerk (not the mayor) managed the day to day council 

services. But the mayor, with council consent, could instruct the Town Clerk how council wanted 

services provided. As mayor in 1984, I held a meeting with some 50 workers in the outdoor 

workforce section to discuss productivity, workforce and general employment issues.46 A councillor 

works committee oversaw all building developments requiring council approval and made formal 

recommendations to full council, which determined them. A Parks and Gardens Committee oversaw 

all activities and determined detailed works and planting in parks and gardens across the 

municipality, subject to full council consent.47              

Changes in council services. My third observation is the great expansion of social services and, to a 

lesser extent, cultural services over the last 30 years.  As discussed in Section 3.2, this change reflects 

a major change in social values. In the 1980’s, councils tended to take the view that most social 

services were state responsibilities. There is now a common council view that there are many gaps in 

the social services and that local councils can and should provide many of these services.  

Also, in the 1980s, many councils provided very large subsidies, often amounting to 80 per cent or 

more, to sporting recreational facilities, mainly for males, while they provided few cultural facilities, 

for example no art gallery in our local area. Today, there is a more balanced approach to provision of 

recreational facilities, including a very popular art gallery. At the start of our 2012-17 council, the 

main sporting groups agreed that they would pay at least 50 percent of recreation facility 

maintenance costs in exchange for recognition of priority use of these facilities by the major 

contributing sporting body.  

Political / electoral changes. The fourth major change in my experience was political following 

electoral changes: the abolition of wards, the reduction in number of councillors and the popular 

election of mayor. Before 2012, my local council area had been divided into wards ever since its 

inception in 1893 (four wards initially and then recently three wards). In 2010, despite strong public 

opposition represented in submissions to council during a short consultation period, the council 

resolved to abolish wards and the Minister for Local Government so determined. Concurrently, the 

council also resolved to reduce the number of councillors from nine (three in each ward) to seven 

 
46 Another major change, in the 1990s, after the 1993 Act, the then General Manager decided to move from a 
largely in-house workforce to contracted labour services.  
47 To facilitate management, at my suggestion when mayor in 1984, council agreed that where council 
committees resolved as per officer recommendations and were unanimous, these became council 
recommendations.  
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and again the Minister concurred.48,49  Quite separately, earlier in a public poll at the 2008 election, 

the public voted for popular election of mayor to start in 2012. 

As far as I am aware, most councils have wards and very few councils with wards have abolished 

them. But popular election of mayor has become more common. In the early 1980s, only two 

councils had popularly elected mayors. To-day, there are 17 popularly elected mayors in NSW (Grant 

and Drew, 2017, p. 305) including in about a third of the 34 councils in the greater Sydney area.  

The changes that occurred in Mosman, abolition of wards and popular election of mayor, have 

significant consequences. They affect whether the mayor and councillors are elected as individuals 

or as members of a party. They also affect the relationship between the community and the elected 

representatives. 

My view to-day remains that the abolition of wards and the reduction in councillors reduces local 

democracy without any offsetting economic or other advantages. Consistent with my earlier theme 

that small councils provide more opportunity for democracy than larger ones, I support wards within 

councils as a facilitator of democracy.  

There are, I think, three good reasons for wards. First, they allow individuals with little financial 

means to stand as independents for council. This was certainly my experience in standing for council 

in 1978, 1980 and 1983 elections. I could not have funded an election over the whole council area. 

Holding elections across a whole council area encourages parties at the expense of individuals. 

Second, the voting system, whereby to gain election as one of three ward representatives, one had 

to win 25% plus 1 vote, had an interesting democratic outcome. Typically, the three representatives 

included a senior citizen, a local business person, and a professional person usually working outside 

the area. This provided a well-balanced council. Third, and most importantly, citizens voted for 

someone to represent them. When wards were abolished, the local connection to a representative 

was greatly diminished. Along with the popular election of the Mayor in my council, this meant that 

when someone had an issue to raise with the council, they did so most often directly with the Mayor 

rather than with a representative councillor. This reduced the role of councillors.  

The main argument against wards by advocates of a single voting area are that wards are divisive: 

councillors should represent the whole council area and not just their part of the council area. Grant 

and Drew (2017, p.279) add a related suggestion: that ward representation leads to greater council 

expenditures.  While I was aware of some special area pleadings when on council from 1978 to 1987, 

I certainly did not have the impression that these overrode a feeling for the whole community (or 

countervailing interests on council!). My experience was that checks and balances on ward 

expenditures (as a result of ward representation) effectively constrained expenditure. However, 

these are of course impressions rather than statistics.     

 
48 The General Manager (GM) of the time (2010) was a strong driver of both abolition of wards and fewer 
councillors. There was a wide public view that the GM found both wards and councillors something of a 
nuisance.  
49 I do not discuss here the optimal number of councillors. But I would observe (from experience) that 
personality disputes between councillors are more intense and harder to resolve with a smaller number of 
councillors. 
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The case for a popularly elected mayor is more balanced. Indeed, I voted against the change in the 

local 2008 council poll (as did Mosman’s longest serving mayor, Barry O’Keefe). My concern (and 

Barry’s) was that this could create a dysfunctional council for a term of four years if a majority on 

council did not support the elevated role of the mayor or the mayor’s general policies or mode of 

leadership. This was evident in the North Sydney council in the 2012-17 term, though it appears not 

post-2017.  Once voted in, there is no process for getting rid of a dysfunctional mayor in under four 

years. Again, partly to avoid this dysfunction, the mayor would generally need to campaign as a 

leader of a party or at least a group rather than as an individual.  

On the other hand, it is arguably more democratic that the mayor should be elected by the 

community rather than as an outcome of often non-transparent, back-door, negotiations between 

councillors. Thus, many communities may prefer to vote for their mayor.  

General social and cultural changes. The fifth major change is a much more general one: the 

considerable social and cultural changes that have occurred over the last 30 years. This is of course a 

huge subject. Here I focus on one topic: anger.  When I became mayor in 2012, I was astonished by 

the amount of anger that I encountered. I felt like I had been asleep for 25 years and woken up in a 

new world.50  The general manager of the day (who had been in the office for 26 years) confirmed 

that it was indeed a different world where anger had been growing consistently over time. Clearly, 

this has been reinforced by instant email correspondence and the power of social media. Early on in 

my more recent term, I held a meeting with residents of a street about a proposed major 

development in their street. The residents had sent me several very angry, indeed impolite, emails. 

At the meeting, the tone was completely different: everyone was polite and courteous, and the 

outcome was constructive. This was not an exceptional case.51 A major challenge to me as mayor 

was to deal with, and try to soften, anger.       

Of course, many things do not change – far too many to cite in full. I will give a couple of small 

examples and then give the larger picture. My first case is animal management. As it happens, this 

was one of the first political issues I had to deal with. Just before the by-election that I was 

contesting in 1979, the council had banned dogs year-round from Balmoral Beach. Many residents 

had strong views on this, split evenly (as far as I could tell) for and against. So, door-knocking to talk 

to voters, what was I to say? I could lose a lot of votes on this! Well, I could see a problem with dogs 

on the beach in summer, but not so much in winter. So, my door-to-door policy was to ban dogs in 

summer but allow them on the beach in winter. Whatever, they thought of this, I did win the by-

election. Perhaps needless to say, when I introduced a motion along these lines in council, the 

motion was lost comprehensively. But I had stood by my policy.  

When I re-entered council in 2012, animals were again a live issue. Where should dogs be allowed? 

How should rabbits be killed mercifully? And so on. I am pleased to say that we did relax restrictions 

 
50 I have recently been talking with a few school-teachers, including one of my sons, about their experiences in 
school teaching. A central and common observation is the great increase in student stress that has occurred. It 
seems to me, albeit not a psychologist, that there is likely a very strong connection between social stress and 
anger. 
51 As one reader pointed out, DAs are a major source of community anger. Our councillors did try to engage 
with local residents and, where justified in our view, represent them at meetings of the local planning panel.     
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on dogs in the popular Clifton Gardens reserve and beach and around Balmoral oval and even on the 

island in the centre of Balmoral beach. I am not sure that we resolved the rabbit issue.      

Another then and now issue is visual amenity. In the 1980s, with general councillor agreement, the 

council had a strict advertising code. No commercial advertising was allowed above shop awnings on 

the second or higher floors or buildings and commercial advertising signs had to be approved as 

meeting appropriate aesthetic style and colours for the neighbourhood. I am unaware when council 

dropped these standards. But, back in council in 2012, officers told me that advertising signs on 

second or higher floors that had been approved, however ugly, could not be overturned. However, 

council did take the view, which I strongly advocated, that visual amenity is important to our sense 

of both place and well-being and set up a visual amenity committee with community members. As 

mentioned above, we did take down nearly a thousand unnecessary public signs and designed a 

much more attractive generic sign board for urban places, parks and beaches.     

And so, to the larger picture. When writing this paper, I came across the Mosman Daily’s 

presentation of my policies for Mosman when standing at the 1979 by-election, which is reproduced 

as Annex E.  It is extraordinary how many of the major issues then are still the major issues to-day. 

These include the need to preserve some physical space and avoid over-development, the need to 

deal with traffic congestion, opposition to council amalgamation and the importance of council 

independence, the importance of strong local public schools and public transport services, and the 

importance of encouraging local community groups.   

Most fundamentally, then and now, most people want some personal space, to have some say over 

their local environment and to be part of a caring local community. Meeting these concerns and 

aspirations is what local government is about, then and now, as I observed in my final formal 

Mayoral piece in the Mosman Daily, August 2017 (see Annex F).  

7 Concluding Thoughts 

As the main conclusions of these reflections are provided in the Summary at the start of this essay, I 

won’t repeat them here. Rather, I will conclude, as I started in the Preface, with some personal 

reflections.   

When I joined my local council in 2012, my motivation was the same as it had been 33 years earlier 

when I joined in 1979. It was a strong desire to be part of, and play a role in, my local community. I 

was brought up in a small town of 30,000 people in the south of England. My mother was a local GP 

and my father a local teacher. I went to the local schools, played in the local sports teams, went to a 

local church and drank at a local pub. I had the good fortune to experience a thoroughly friendly and 

enjoyable childhood.  

I have no doubt that many people desire the same kind of community life and experiences to-day. In 

one or another way, these are the strong feelings of many people. Our local communities are 

incredibly important to our sense of well-being. So too is the desire for personal space and some 

control over our lives and our local environment. The collapse of people’s feelings of control over 

they own lives produces anger (as I observed above) and division. And has, I and many others would 

argue, been largely responsible for the unfortunate divisive events of Trumpism and Brexit. We must 

avoid, or at least minimise, such anger and division here in Sydney and indeed across Australia.  
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I have also been privileged to work as an economist for 12 years part-time (2 days a week) for the 

NSW government (in NSW Treasury). The work has invariably been interesting. And I have worked 

with many friendly, intelligent and socially conscientious people. But most state government 

agencies are large and personal effectiveness is not always obvious. And many state public servants 

rarely, if ever, talk to a voter.   

By contrast, I see local government not primarily as an agency of the state government, but as the 

critical third level of government.  Local government is the closest level of government to ordinary 

people. It is the level of government most able to provide people with a sense of personal space, a 

sense of community and a sense of some control over their local environment and their own lives.  

Early in my career teaching at Macquarie University, in about 1978 as I recall, Professor Harry 

Edwards came to give a talk to us. Harry Edwards had recently left his Chair at the University to 

become the local Representative in the Federal Parliament. He had been in the parliament for only a 

few weeks when an elderly member of his (Liberal) party stopped to talk to him on the steps of the 

then Parliament House.  The elder member chatted in a friendly way and then asked Harry if he 

would like a friend in the parliament. Thinking that he was offering to be such a friend, Harry replied 

enthusiastically “yes”. To which the old member replied: “Then, you had better get yourself a dog”!   

I am delighted to say that was not my experience in local politics! I made many friends. Working in 

my local council has been one of the most fulfilling experiences in my life. I strongly encourage 

others to enjoy this experience.  
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Annex A Benefits of Decentralised Services 
 
Figure A.1 illustrates the benefits of decentralisation in serving different preferences. This shows a 

local public good produced at constant marginal cost. The demand curves DA and DB show aggregate 

demand for the local public good in two communities, A and B. The efficient quantities would be QA 

and QB respectively. If a single government provided a uniform output (QU) to the two communities, 

area A would receive too much of the good and area B too little. The welfare gains from decentralised 

provision equal areas ABC and CEF respectively. Conversely, the welfare losses (known as deadweight 

losses) from centralised uniform provision of services would be represented by the triangles ABC and 

CEF. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure A.1  Deadweight losses due to uniform provision of a public good 
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Annex B Further NSW State Legislated Council Functions 
 

While the NSW Local Government Act 1993 prescribes the main functions of councils in NSW, 

councils also have many functions under other Acts. These include:  

 
Community Land Development Act 1989 
 

planning functions as consent authority 

Companion Animals Act 1998 
 

companion animal registration and control 
 

Conveyancing Act 1919 
 

placing covenants on council land 
 

Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 
 

environmental planning 
 

Fire and Rescue NSW Act 1989 
 

payment of contributions to fire brigade 
costs and furnishing of returns 
 

Fluoridation of Public Water Supplies Act 1957 
 

fluoridation of water supply by council 
 

Food Act 2003 
 

inspection of food and food premises 
 

Impounding Act 1993 
 

impounding of animals and articles 
 

Library Act 1939 
 

library services 
 

Protection of the Environment Operations Act 1997 
 

pollution control 
 

Public Health Act 2010 
 

inspection of systems for purposes of 
microbial control 
 

Recreation Vehicles Act 1983 
 

restricting use of recreation vehicles 
 

Roads Act 1993 
 

roads 
 

Rural Fires Act 1997 
 

issue of permits to light fires during bush 
fire danger periods 
 

 requiring the furnishing of information to 
the Rural Fire Service Advisory Council and 
its Co-ordinating Committee 
 

State Emergency Service Act 1989 
 

recommending appointment of local 
commander 
 

Strata Schemes Development Act 2015 
 

approval of strata plans 
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Annex C An Unnecessary Rate Increase: Letter to Mosman Daily 1982 
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Annex D     It is Time to End the War on Local Councils:  

Letter to Premier and all Ministers in NSW Government, October 2015 
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Annex E First Political Statement: Mosman Daily 1979 
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Annex F Final Mayoral Column in Mosman Daily: August 2017  
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