Spotlight on Community Councils Outputs Report
This event was the second in the four-part Reimagining Governance for the ACT event series.

The ACT has had self-government for over 37 years. The purpose of this event series is to spark
public conversation, generate practical proposals and build momentum for democratic renewal in
the ACT.

Refer to the end of this report for a short history and functions of Community Councils.
The Panel

A diverse panel participated in a discussion MC’d by Genevieve Jacobs at the Irish Club on Monday
20 July:

e Jeff Bollard, Tuggeranong Community
Council President

¢ Nelson Tang, Woden Valley Community
Council President

e Andrew Braddock, Greens MLA

e Fiona Carrick, Independent MLA

e Peter Cain, Liberal MLA

e Taimus Werner-Gibbings, Labor MLA

35 Canberrans attended, including representatives from Community Councils, Save Phillip Pool and
the Canberra Planning Action Group.

The panelists’ reflections on the following questions prompted a fascinating and thought-provoking
discussion about grassroots democracy in the ACT, with a very engaged and knowledgeable
audience:

e  What do Community Councils think is their role in governance (not government) of the ACT?
What do they think about expanding their role as representative volunteer non-partisan
community organisations?

e What does the Government think?

e What does the cross-bench think?

e What does the community think?

e Where does the Greens’ concept of neighbourhood democracy fit in relation to the role of
Community Councils and governance of the ACT?

e What are the panelists’ views on the themes emerging from the poll and workshop*?

e The Community Councils emerged organically after self-government. If we were
intentionally designing a governance structure for community consultation in the ACT what
might it look like?

*Relevant themes emerging from the Re-Imagining the ACT Assembly event, poll and workshop:

¢ Make Community Councils directly elected by citizens, receive funding from the ACT
government, and require their consultation on issues.


https://canberra-alliance.org.au/activity/
https://www.canberraplanningactiongroup.com/

e Establish participatory budgeting, involving randomly selected citizens, as a regular process
for projects of different sizes.

e Create development committees in each suburb to provide responses to all development
applications affecting the suburb and Development committees for regions / electorates not
for each suburb.

Key issues raised at this event

Key issues raised included the tension between the voluntary aspect of Community Councils and
being able to represent the community effectively; lack of transparency and accountability from
government; issues relating to the diversity of different models; the question of paid support;
suggestion of a contact point for Community Councils in government; the benefits of digital
democracy in increasing engagement; lack of equity across Canberra and suggestion of a Standing
Committee on infrastructure; Local Area Planning Advisory Committees (LAPACs) under the former
Liberal government; and whether an elected Local Government model would be more effective in
representing/protecting the community.

Key points included:

e The current model is broken. Hard to work full time and do Community Council work in your
spare time, trying to fulfil the role of a local council in town planning.

e Does the voluntary nature of Community Councils allow their advice to be ignored? Lack of
transparency and accountability. They should get a reasoned response to their suggestions.

e There needs to be good faith in listening to Community Councils, and a vehicle to implement
recommendations.

e Government is ignoring Community Council recommendations rather than rejecting them. A
lot of detailed feedback is ignored in Listening Reports.

e Advantages and disadvantages of a diversity of different models. Community Councils need
to reflect local circumstances. They could have a stronger voice if they worked together and
didn’t compete. Is the diversity and community roots nature of Community Councils the
reason government can ignore advice - not seen as representative?

e Tension between volunteer aspect and being able to represent the community effectively.
Would the Community Councils be stronger if they were provided with secretariat and
administrative support, and a contact point in government, perhaps in Chief Minister’s
Directorate?

e Community Councils play an important role in early advice to government on emerging
issues. MLAs use them as sounding boards. A contact point for each district in government
regarding important local functions would be an enhancement, strengthening the voice of
Community Councils, with government recognising the diversity of districts. This would
support better planning.

e Community Councils don’t get the breadth of engagement they would like. Suggestion that
digital democracy tools could help eg vTaiwan. Residents can propose solutions and be
active co-creators with a structured deliberation process.

e Importance of the non-partisan aspect of Community Councils.

e |Important role played by Community Councils in community building.



e Need for a level of equity across Canberra. City Renewal Authority exists for the city, but
nothing for other areas. Suggestion of a Standing Committee on priorities for local
infrastructure/gaps.

e Greens’ concept of neighbourhood democracy involves local decision-making about how
each suburb develops and grows. Having a greater level of control/ownership of the place
where you live develops the muscle for participation. Example of Brisbane City Council
where people have the opportunity to upvote different projects.

e Legislated Local Area Planning Advisory Committees (LAPACs) were established by the
Liberal Government and abolished by Labor. They were committees of local residents,
community groups and business people who provided community advice to the Minister for
Urban Services on planning and development matters. They developed and maintained
Community Value Statements which aimed to define the community’s aspirations on the
area’s future development. There were two representatives from each suburb, elected every
two years by suburb. They met monthly, with an agenda on the Planning and Land
Management (PALM) website. Developers had to respond to issues raised. There was a
Secretariat through PALM.

e Would an elected Local Government model be more effective in representing/protecting the
community?

The Chief Minister has a centralised vision for Canberra — the golden triangle. Government is
running roughshod over the top of citizens, with no meaningful consultation. Community
Councils do a terrific job, but someone has to stand up for the community. Woden is
becoming a dormitory, with significant loss of social infrastructure.

Phillip pool has been a planning disaster - changed to a 25m pool with no consultation. Same
with cemetery, Scentre Group proposal and ice rink. Everything pushed through without
listening to the community. Similar losses with Manuka Cinema and the Kingston Arts
Precinct.

The government doesn’t want to lose the power.

The videos of the panel presentations and audience inputs are available here (panel) and here

(audience).
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History and functions of Community Councils:
Initially the ACT Advisory Council was established in 1930 to provide a voice for local issues.

Following the establishment of self-government in the ACT in 1989, Local Area Planning Advisory
Committees were established, subsequently replaced by Community Councils in 2001 to provide
more direct community representation in local issues including planning and development.

Community Councils primarily advise the ACT government, on local matters and community needs
providing a unique role in local community engagement. They can be seen as residents’ associations
which are not part of government and do not have the power to make laws or develop policies.


https://youtu.be/dwj1ku0bD3Q
https://youtu.be/jhhXqdF1dnQ
https://youtu.be/jhhXqdF1dnQ

They receive some government funding to assist in covering various costs associated with their
representations and community-building activities eg public meetings and SouthFest In
Tuggeranong.

There are eight Community Councils in the ACT, for which the peak body is Combined Community
Councils of the ACT.

They are elected by (interested/aware) local residents at annual AGMs.

They attempt to contribute community perspectives to decision-making processes that are not
always readily available otherwise.

They face many challenges in the current climate, with a number of well-motivated citizens
attempting to contribute usefully with limited means/resources.



