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THE ROLE
OF LOCAL

GOVERNMENT
Section 7 of the Act provides a description of the broad 
functions Councils must undertake in exercising its 
powers.

This includes (amongst other things) providing services 
and facilities that benefit its area, its ratepayers and 
residents, and visitors to its area.

Many of the services delivered are legislated including:

Services provided as 
required by the Local 
Government Act 1999

• Planning and development services;
• Some public health services such as monitoring of                

cooling towers for Legionnaire’s Disease;
• Some fire prevention activities relating to buildings 

and land;
• Dog and cat management; and
• Some administrative requirements, such as preparing 

strategic plans for the area, maintaining an office, 
keeping records, employing a Chief Executive Officer 
and supporting the elected Council.

In addition to the legislated requirements, local 
government offers an extensive and varied range of 
discretionary services to their communities. Services 
vary from one area to another, and depend on the size 
of the council area, the population, where the area is 
located, what the priority needs of the local 
community are and the resources and funding 
available. 

Some of these core and discretionary services include:
• Immunisation;
• Libraries;
• Parks and gardens, playgrounds, swimming pools, 

ovals and sporting facilities;
• Regional airports;
• Tourism information centres;
• Community buses;
• Caravan Parks;
• Childcare and Aged care facilities;
• Cemeteries;
• Community development, arts and cultural 

programs;
• Home and Community Care services;
• Rubbish collection, disposal and recycling initiatives;
• Local roads, footpaths and stormwater;
• Landcare and Coastcare projects;
• Heritage support;
• Crime prevention;
• Community Wastewater Management Schemes; and
• Community festivals and events.

Services local
government provides 
outside of legislative
requirements



Local government, and governments 
generally, have historically been perceived 
as inefficient owing to an excess of red tape 
that hinders innovation and efficient project 
delivery, and idle bureaucrats that are more 
concerned with their own careers rather 
than delivering the best service possible.

There are several factors that point to the 
continual perpetuation of this perception:

05
The constant reorganisation of 
government organisations is often 
perceived as an attempt to shake up 
‘lazy’ staff

01
Some political leaders criticise the
performance of local government to
deflect scrutiny of their own
inadequate leadership

03
Pay levels in professional posts in 
local government have lagged 
behind those of the private sector 
fuelling the inferiority perception

There has been enough truth in some 
imagery of obstructive unions and 
unhelpful ‘street level bureaucrats’ to 
drown out the much more positive 
images of devotion to public good

04

02Pressure on governments to be 
run more like a business rather 
than being devoted to public 
good

THE
PERCEPTIONS

OF LOCAL
GOVERNMENT



The general public permit a variety of indicators and 
sources of information to shape their perceptions of 
government. Absent any rational yardstick for 
assessing government performance, citizens assemble 
their perceptions of government and governmental 
performance through an amalgamation of sources 
and personal experiences. 

Although citizens’ perceptions of government can in 
some cases be traced to specific policies and actions, 
much remains unexplained about what drives citizen 
definitions of governmental performance and 
consequently what actions government can take to 
reduce the breach between citizens and government.
          - Glaser & Denhardt (2000) 
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CASE STUDY:
THE FUTURE

CITIZEN

The traditional approach to consultation and engagement has centred around a public notice in the 
local newspaper and on Council’s website. Typically, this approach generates feedback from a narrow 
cross-section of the community.

This approach is evidenced by the recent Gawler Rivers Flood Prone Area Development Plan 
Amendment advanced by Light Regional Council. This DPA proposed to introduce new flood mapping 
and identified a number of properties as being prone to flooding in a 1:100 year Annual Recurrence 
Interval flood event. The Light Regional Council followed the standard engagement process (as 
mandated by the Development Act 1993) which included placement of notices in the local newspapers 
and the government gazette. With the addition of community information sessions the DPA was 
released for consultation. At the conclusion of the two (2) month consultation process, no public 
submissions were received.

In contrast, the City of Melbourne undertook an integrated offline and online engagement/consultation 
process when advancing a project dubbed ‘Return to Royal Park’. This project involved the construction 
of a new park on a former hospital site which linked with a larger park network, and was a contentious 
project by reason of the site’s history and community expectations for the future of the site.

The City of Melbourne’s comprehensive engagement strategy included offline engagement; however 
had a focus on online involvement in the form of surveys and forums on a broad range of matters 
including the park's design. The outcome of the online engagement provided for a much broader 
cross-section of views than would otherwise be collected by traditional off-line means, and allowed for 
new ideas to be openly discussed.  In total, the online approach resulted in some 14,000 visitors, 330 
forum participants and 6,500 document downloads.
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In local government, service 
efficiency and effectiveness can 
be defined as: “providing 
infrastructure and services to 
communities that meet 
reasonable expectations and 
represent best value”.

Rather than merely attempting to ascertain 
whether local government is efficient 
enough, it is imperative to ask whether it is 
effective enough. To ensure local 
government meets its strategic objectives, 
it must focus on both efficiency and 
effectiveness. This is important both at an 
organisational level (each Council), as well 
as across the local government sector. 

The Local Government Act 1999, requires 
each Council to develop and adopt 
Strategic Management Plans, which at a 
high level  identify the Council's objectives 
for their area over a period of at least four 
years.

A component of these Strategic 
Management Plans, is a Community Plan 
that sets out the Council’s objectives 
aligning directly to the needs and 
expectations of the community. Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs) provide an 
indication as to how effective a Council is 
in meeting these objectives.

EFFICIENCY VS
EFFECTIVENESS:

SECTOR
COMPARISON

 
Research indicates:
 
• No model of ownership (public, private, or mixed) 

is intrinsically more efficient than the others, but 
there are efficiency differences within certain 
service sectors and specific contexts.

 
• Literature which broadly compares efficiency 

between public and private models lacks rigour, 
whereas sectoral literature, especially in health 
and education, is more rigorous although often 
inconclusive.

 
• Efficiency of service provision under all ownership 

models depends on factors such as competition, 
regulation, autonomy in recruitment and salary, 
and wider financial and legal institutional 
development.

The key challenges to comparing efficiency between public and private 
ownership models are the range of models (including hybrids), and 
variations in defining efficiency. Different models of service provision 
vary in the types of goods they deliver and the characteristics of the 
sector they operate in. This means each model is vulnerable to different 
causes of inefficiency and like-for-like comparisons are difficult. 
Efficiency is difficult to measure with certain types of goods and 
services, especially public goods which are non-rivalrous and 
non-excludable: that is, where one person’s use does not prevent 
another’s use, and it is not possible to exclude those who do not pay 
from benefiting (e.g. street lighting).

- UNDP Global Centre for Public Service Excellence (2015)



CASE STUDY:
STORMWATER
MANAGEMENT

& REUSE
SCHEME



CASE STUDY:
SOCIAL

PROCUREMENT
POLICY



CASE STUDY:
FROME

BIKEWAY



Did you know?

In South Australia, approximately around
$483 million is spent by local councils on roads 
and bridges (local roads represent 76% of the 

State's total roads network).

The figure that local government spends on
building and maintaining the local road network 
can be seen as good value for money when it is 
considered that the State Government will be 

spending $500 million this year on only 24% of the 
network.
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IS LOCAL
GOVERNMENT

EFFICIENT
ENOUGH?

Is local government efficient 
enough?
The concept of ‘enough’ is subjective and 
therefore is difficult to measure.  There is a 
complexity around measuring the success of 
programs that have non-financial outcomes, in 
particular programs that provide ‘public good’.  
Public good can be defined as a service with no 
financial gain that benefits the public. Without 
financial measurables, it is often difficult to identi-
fy a successful outcome when looking at commu-
nity programs provided by Council.

Evaluating community programs needs to 
consider a number of areas including:
• whether the desired outcome has been achieved 

for the community; 
• meeting strategic objectives of Council and its 

elected members;
• that the project is managed correctly; and 
• the impact on the community where it is being 

directed.

Outcome based evaluation looks at whether the 
right program is being directed in the right place 
and benefitting the people in the community. 
Outcomes reflect the vision of the program, in 
addition to looking at what was set out to be 
achieved at its commencement.
 
Measurement of public good programs are wide 
and varied from using community surveys to  
Results Based Accountability (RBA) using planning, 
evaluating and continuous improvement with a 
variety of other evaluation methods available.

Councils can measure success by creating 
benchmarks or indicators at the commencement 
of programs that can be used as measurement 
tools to assess their performance against the 
goals. The indicators can be defined based on a 
community needs assessment, program aims or 
other methods.

Since the direct funding of Local Government by 
the Commonwealth Government was introduced 
in the 1970s, Councils have taken on an expanded 
range of services and delivered a broad range of 
infrastructure to meet the community’s 
expectations, needs and demands. Whilst some of 
this has been driven by communities themselves, 
part has been driven by:

• Councils aspiring to develop their communities 
in new directions;

• State Governments creating, through legislation, 
new roles, responsibilities and standards of 
service delivery to be administered by Local 
Government eg environmental protection, waste 
management, public health; and

• Short term grants offered to Councils by the 
other spheres of government which often result 
in community expectations that Councils will fully 
fund those services in ensuing years.

Provided the local government sector can 
maintain financial sustainability, the fact that it 
provides services and programs to the community 
that exceed its legislative obligations evidences 
that it can be efficient and effective.

However, in order to determine whether the local 
government sector is financially sustainable, three 
essential criteria must be satisfied; 

• ensuring the maintenance of a Council’s 
expenditure programs, both operating and 
capital;

• ensuring a reasonable degree of 
stability and predictability in the overall rate 
burden; and, 

• promoting a fair sharing in the distribution of 
Council resources and the attendant taxation 
between current and future ratepayers

While in some instances, these criteria have been 
met, in other Councils, particularly those with 
limited resources, measures need to be taken to 
address future sustainability.



OPPORTUNITIES

Councils are ideally suited to build strong 
communities and influence the quality 
of life experienced at local levels. Local 
Governments need to identify opportunities 
to maintain community cohesion, advocate 
for communities at the state and federal 
level and contribute to equity and 
positive quality of life for local 
areas. Some of these 
opportunities 
include:

PARTNERSHIPS & 
COLLABORATION

INFLUENCE &
LEADERSHIP

MARKETING &
CHALLENGING
ASSUMPTIONS

COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT

Partnerships/collaboration 
with Government, 
not for profit and 

private sectors

Includes lobbying for 
local communities, 

empowering communities 
to lead change 

and supporting new 
initiatives and 

entrepreneurship 

Promoting the work of 
Local Government to dispel myths 

and assumptions that 
exist in the community 

Identify and harness new 
ways of involving 
the community in 
decision making 

and planning 

TRANSPARENCY

Use technology to involve 
more people in the 

governance process, 
participate in open 

data and performance 
comparison initiatives, 

e.g. MyCouncil 
website used in Victoria

SUSTAINABILITY

Consideration of local 
government reform 

including amalgamations, 
rate capping and shared services. 
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