Abstract

The powerholders of democratic innovations:
To what extent is local governance in Australia an institution for deliberative power-sharing?

This presentation aims to examine to what extent local governance in Australia is an institution for
deliberative power-sharing between democratically elected councillors and community members.
The outcomes of it seek to contribute to the wider literature on power, democratic innovations and
deliberative democracy in the context of local governance in OECD countries. Australia is a
particularly relevant geographical case to explore in this context because there has been a rapid
decrease in trust in politics and government throughout the last decade. This is reflected in the
democratic dissatisfaction, particularly in political leaders’ inability to address public policy issues,
with only 43% of citizens who indicate they have a medium to high trust in Australian local
governments (OECD 2023). The use of deliberative power-sharing can potentially contribute to
higher trust for citizens in political leaders and public government institutions because this type of
power-sharing assumes the power that is shared between councillors and community members is
the power to directly impact political decision-making. Australia is one of the leading OECD countries
in representative deliberative processes, but they do not give community members any binding
power neither does it require councillors to implement the recommendations. Deliberative power-
sharing hence offers a new and deliberative approach to trust building and shared decision-making
power between councillors and community members in Australian local governance.

In this presentation, | argue that we need a nuanced understanding of how councillors share power
with community members in Australian local governance. | build this argument in two parts. First, |
present the findings of my systematic review of how power is shared in 34 Australian local
governments catalogued in the Participedia database. Second, | present the findings from my 27 in-
depth qualitative interviews with councillors, community engagement officers and deliberative
democracy practitioners in three case studies of Australian local governance. These interviews
explored how power is experienced, exercised, and shared, and to what extent power-sharing has
deliberative dimensions. In this study, | found that there are four ways councillors share power with
community members in Australian local governance: (1) Deliberative power-sharing, (2) the sharing
of power with deliberation, (3) power-sharing with deliberative elements, and (4) deliberation with
limited to no sharing of power. This research has scholarly significance because of Australia’s existing
initiatives at bridging the voices of community members and councillors. Theoretical implications
include advancing how power is conceptualised and empirically operationalised in deliberative
democracy. Practical implications include exemplifying for local governments and deliberative
democracy practitioners what democratic, political, and institutional conditions can enable a best-
practice model for deliberative power-sharing in local governance in Australia and in OECD countries
more broadly.
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