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ABSTRACT 
This paper initially takes a broad historical scan of key Australian urban planning and 

governance initiatives which have promoted or at least suggested the need for 

enhanced citizen participation and local decision making. Key initiatives highlighted 

include the Commonwealth’s post-war reconstruction program of the 1940s, the 

Australian Assistance Plan of the 1970s, various regional development and 

population growth management strategies during the 1990s and more recently a 

myriad of place based and community centred policies being developed by State and 

local governments.   A key issue for these initiatives was the relationship between the 

various spheres and institutions of the state and the 'messiness' of civil society.  The 

critical dimensions of this relationship remain unresolved and contested in 

contemporary international and national public policy.  Using a framework derived 

from network and participatory governance theory and practice, this paper explores 

this problematic relationship between the state and civil society by examining in-

depth qualitative policy research on recent urban and regional initiatives in 

Queensland where the discourses of community engagement and citizen 

participation have been evident.  Key dimensions such as the sources of democratic 

authority, innovative forms of public accountability and the capacity of devolved and 

participatory institutions to deliver community outcomes are examined as a basis for 

re-conceptualising state-civil society relations and constructing innovative 

technologies of participatory governance.   

 

Introduction 
The nature of public policy both nationally and internationally, appears to be 

undergoing a significant critique and reconceptualisation.  These changes have 

involved greater attention by governments to citizen engagement as well as shifts 

towards forms of localised social governance.  For the purposes of this paper citizen 

engagement and local social governance are differentiated.  I take the former to  

involve efforts to expand citizen participation into policy making.  The latter is based 

on local partnerships, networks and collaboration between civil society, the private 

sector and governments in response to ‘the challenge of governing complex and 

fragmented societies’ (Newman 2001:14).    
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These notions represent an attempt by researchers, policy makers and practitioners 

to come to grips with the changing nature of state/market/civil society relations.  

Notwithstanding a lack of clarity and consensus of meaning, they reflect a growing 

re-emergence in academic and policy thinking of the ideas of community, social 

capital, and localism as the foundations of political activity and policy making.  The 

dominance of new public management and competitive market solutions as the 

central tenets of political debate, policy development and public administration has 

been questioned, whilst support is growing for a supposedly revitalised community as 

a preferred site for political and policy activity (Adams and Hess 2001).  There is also 

an increasing political imperative for governments to be more responsive to 

community needs, social exclusion and other impacts of economic restructuring (Smyth 

and Reddel 2000).  

 

The recent resurgence of policy interest in more engaged, collaborative and 

community focused public policy and service delivery is evident in the international 

context, particularly in the United Kingdom and the European Union. The Blair’s ‘New 

Labour’ government in the United Kingdom has popularised a number of reforms 

centred on supposedly, the new ideas of ‘devolution’, ‘stakeholders’, ‘inclusion’, 

‘partnerships’ and ‘community’ in responding to social exclusion and disadvantage 

(Atkinson 2000; Geddes 2000). 
 
The notions of citizen participation and engagement, particularly in the context of the 

spatial dimensions of public policy and urban governance have a considerable (if 

intermittent) history in Australia (see Reddel 2003).  In recent times, the Howard 

Commonwealth government has shown some interest to notions of social capital, 

community and participation as important, but often undefined components of welfare 

reform (McClure 2000), and rural/regional policy (Beer et al 2003).  This national 

perspective is also increasingly being reflected in local and State government 

jurisdictions where a range of community building, citizen engagement and joined up-

government strategies are being developed (Cuthill 2001; IPAA 2002).   

 
From a theoretical perspective, proponents of critical approaches to urban and 

regional planning such as Healey (1997), Douglass and Friedmann (1998) and 

Forrester (1999) have posited innovative spatial and participatory governance 

practice frameworks based on collaboration, dialogue and deliberation.  Australian 

writers Gleeson and Low (2000) have applied these principles to a more multi-tiered 
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approach to urban policy and governance (2000:210-216).  Significantly their 

approach recognises the importance of dealing with the power differentials, linkages 

between participatory and representative democratic systems and the need for 

adequate closure to the deliberative process.   

 

This paper explores and analyses these diverse ideas concerning state and civil 

society relations by examining selected urban policy directions and governance 

initiatives in Australia’s post war history.  Key initiatives to be examined include the 

Commonwealth’s post-war reconstruction program of the 1940s, the Australian 

Assistance Plan of the 1970s, the regional policy initiatives and growth management 

strategies of the 1990s and more recently a myriad of place based and community 

centred policies being developed by State and local governments.   Following this 

examination, the contested nature of state-civil society relations will be explored 

using a framework developed from network and participatory governance literatures.  

A set of ‘participatory governance technologies’ is proposed as one way of bringing 

some strategic coherence to state and civil society relations and as a means of 

promoting participatory forms of democratic organisation which complement and 

extend liberal representative democracy.  

 

The Post-war Years: Reconstruction and Regional Planning 

National policy must affect in some manner every community and the life 

of all the people.... We stress the importance of setting up an 

administration which will enable the people themselves to initiate 

proposals and participate in formulating them. Planning should take place 

simultaneously from technicians employed by the government 

administration and from the people affected by the planning (Ministry of 

Post-War Reconstruction, Commonwealth Housing Commission, 

1944:27). 

 

A place and community perspective was an essential element of Commonwealth 

government efforts to redevelop post-war Australia, as evidenced by the prominence 

of ‘regional planning’ in the 1944 release of the Final Report of the Commonwealth 

Housing Commission.  The Commission argued strongly that national policies and 

programs must be seen in a regional context which promoted ‘a rising standard of 

human welfare’ and the participation of local people in planning for their communities 
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(Commonwealth Department of Post War Reconstruction, 1949:viii).  Following the 

release of this report, the first Commonwealth - State Housing Agreement (CSHA) 

commenced in 1945, as the Commonwealth government’s primary urban policy 

initiative.   The prominent ALP Federal Minister of the period, H.V. Evatt called for a 

‘new order’ of post-war Australia, based on social reconstruction by means of 

regional development, decentralisation of secondary industries, an alleviation of the 

housing shortage by means of government building programs, and the assurance of 

full employment (Evatt, 1942: 41).   
 
Importantly, housing policies and urban and regional development were seen to be 

the centrepiece of this  ‘new order’ of post-war Australia.  The centrality of housing 

policies and programs to the ‘new order’ is highlighted by the views expressed by the 

Commonwealth’s Ministry of Post-war Reconstruction: 

Housing is an important instrument of planning social policy both in 

respect to the maintenance of employment and social security and in the 

application of decentralisation (Ruddock, 1947:20). 

 

These intentions were not matched by sustainable practical action and following the 

defeat of the Chifley Labor government in 1949, the Commonwealth did not pursue 

an integrated urban and regional development agenda or promote meaningful 

pathways for localised citizen participation in policy and planning (Harris 1989:109).  

Despite the promises inherent in a ‘new order’ of people centred planning, the 

prevalence of centralised planning bureaucracies, technocratic ‘master plans’ and the 

fragmentation inherent in Australia’s federalism neutered the more participatory and 

social democratic dimensions of post-war reconstruction.  Technocratic policy 

development and planning were seen to be in the ascendency in Australia’s cities 

and regions (Howe 2000).  
 

The Whitlam Years: Regionalism and Communities 
The 1950s and 1960s saw a radical diminution of any Commonwealth government role 

in urban and regional planning exemplified by laissez faire policy preferences which 

promoted individual home ownership rather than any collective or social democratic 

form of policy interventions (Lloyd and Troy 1978:21).  Increasingly during this period, 

state and local governments argued that the introduction of statutory land use planning 

processes would regulate the excesses of unfettered urban capitalism.  However, the 
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limitations of these planning arrangements were significant and tended to reinforce the 

entrenched power of private property investors and did little to address emerging 

transport and infrastructure problems, the shortage of community services and the lack 

of affordable housing in Australian cities (Berry and Sandercock 1983: 51).  The 

Whitlam government, elected in 1972, promised revitalised Commonwealth leadership 

in urban and regional policy.  Significantly the place of citizen participation in urban 

governance was highlighted.  This was particularly evident in the policy initiatives 

associated with the Department of Urban and Regional Development (DURD) and the 

Australian Assistance Plan (AAP).  It is worth noting at the outset that neither DURD nor 

the AAP survived the change of Commonwealth government in December 1975.  The 

incoming Liberal/Country Party Coalition Federal government, however, lacked any 

comparable commitment to urban and regional policy agenda (Higgins and Zagorski 

1989:110; Stilwell and Troy 2000:912).  

 

DURD was established in 1972 with a dual focus on attending to the problems in the 

major cities, notably declining access for low-income earners to housing, infrastructure 

and other services; and implementing a major program of decentralisation by directing 

urban settlement growth into newly designated regional centres such as Albury-

Wodonga and Bathurst-Orange (Gleeson and Low 2000).  This program of 

decentralisation was aimed at improving employment opportunities in disadvantaged 

areas (Fincher and Wulff 1998:149).  

 

A critical factor impacting on DURD’s effectiveness was the opposition of many State 

governments to the Commonwealth’s policy of regional decentralisation (Stilwell and 

Troy 2000).  Much of this opposition reflected more generalised tensions associated 

with Commonwealth/State relations within Australia’s federal system of government.  

However, in the Queensland context at least, it can also be argued that there was 

significant political hostility from a conservative and reactionary State government to a 

reformist Federal Labor government and its regional agenda (Caulfield 1993).  

 
The AAP: regionalised and participatory social governance? 
Of particular relevance to this paper’s examination of state/civil society relations is 

the AAP which was established by the Whitlam Commonwealth government's 

Australian Social Welfare Commission, on an experimental basis in 1973, with the 

objective of assisting ‘in the development, at a regional level within a nationally co-

ordinated framework, of integrated patterns of welfare services, complementary to 
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income support programs and other welfare-related aspects of health, education, 

housing, employment, migration and other social policies’ (Australian Government 

Social Welfare Commission 1973:3).  The major focus of the AAP was the 

development and maintenance of locally determined welfare programs, which 

combined the key aims of regional participation in decision making with control over 

the administration of social welfare budgets (Hayden 1996:186).   

 

The AAP represented a shift in social policy processes, structures and outcomes.  

Instead of social policy being seen purely in terms of pensions and residual welfare 

services, the complementary roles of community planning and participatory 

processes were promoted (Roper 1993:195).  Indeed, the Australian Labor Party's 

(ALP) 1969 and 1972 Federal election policy speeches by Parliamentary Leader, 

Gough Whitlam, made a direct link between this approach and the development of 

new responses to poverty.  The ALP Federal election policy of 1972 stated: 

The Australian Assistance Plan will provide the basis for cost-sharing with 

local authorities and voluntary agencies over a wide range of welfare 

services in each locality.  The over-riding aim will be to expand and 

enhance, co-ordinate yet diversify the activities of welfare agencies, both 

Government and voluntary, with the emphasis on the need for contact, 

counsel and compassion as an addition to cash payments (Whitlam 

1972:17). 

 

The linkages between the social development focus of the AAP and the role of more 

traditional social welfare programs for housing, employment and family support was a 

major theme in early policy pronouncements by the Whitlam government.  The AAP's 

focus on integration, participatory policy and planning processes was highlighted by 

the responsible Minister, Bill Hayden's comments when tabling the Plan’s first 

Discussion Paper in the House of Representatives.  Hayden (1973:667) saw the AAP 

as: 

An attempt to bring together the threads of planning, regionalism, true 

democratic participation, community development and regular critical 

evaluation of the performance of programs to ensure their continued 

relevance and satisfactory operation  
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Roper (1993:196) highlighted linkages between the major themes of the AAP: social 

planning, regionalism and participation in policy development.  Graycar notes that the 

size of the AAP regions was conducive to social planning, but too large for 

meaningful participatory processes (Graycar and Davis 1978:80-94).  The focus on 

regionalism was also a cause of concern to State governments who feared that the 

AAP together with initiatives developed by the Commonwealth Department of Urban 

and Regional Development (DURD) such as the establishment of regional 

organisations of local government councils would diminish State power and authority 

(Roper 1993:196). 

 

There was also some debate about the fundamental policy purpose of the AAP 

centred on a tension between a concerted attack on poverty and its causes on the 

one hand and a more generalised developmental approach that involved the 

participation of the whole community on the other.  This tension can be seen in the 

respective comments from a government official involved in the Plan’s development 

and a community work academic, Les Halliwell, who played a key role in the 

establishment of the AAP in Brisbane.  

The ultimate concern of the AAP is to involve in community organisation 

and action the people in the back streets who are poor, underprivileged 

and comparatively powerless to achieve justice for themselves and their 

immediate community.  The means to achieve this end is a regional 

structure through which funds can flow to local community groups 

(O’Brien 1975:144-145).  

 

.... the Australian Assistance Plan is not concerned only with the poor 

and the alleviation of their difficulties but also, and indeed principally, with 

the promotion and preservation of social development as it affects every 

person.  It is not without significance that the regional body is to be called 

a council for social development, not a council of social welfare (Halliwell 

1975:136).  

 

Taking a more comparative stance by considering the linkages between the AAP in 

Australia and a related United States response to urban poverty, the Model Cities 

Program, Graycar and Davis (1977:89) argued that the AAP was not about the 

eradication of poverty, but rather it aimed to enhance the urban environment, 
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principally by enabling citizens to participate in decisions that impacted on their life 

choices. 

 

By the end of 1975, thirty four AAP regions had been approved for the 

implementation of this experimental program, however, the Social Welfare 

Commission had fallen out of favour, with the end result that the AAP was gradually 

wound down and eventually disbanded by the new Fraser Coalition Federal 

government in 1977 (Higgins and Zagorski, 1989:110).   

 
The Outcomes of the AAP - Policy Confusion and Administrative Uncertainty?  
An initial point is that the legacy of the AAP had particular characteristics that were 

peculiar to different States and regions. For instance, Halliwell, Toohey and Campbell 

(1974:48) in their evaluation report argued strongly against a ‘social planning’ and 

‘expert’ focus for the AAP in Queensland. Instead, the evaluators emphasised a 

locality based, community development and participatory philosophy for Queensland 

(1974:42-49).  This approach can be contrasted with more centrally or expert driven 

approaches from other States.  In Victoria, for example, whilst acknowledging the 

importance of community ownership, policy makers argued for a much more rational 

social planning approach that emphasised the importance of state-wide 

governmental and community sector processes and the planning function of regional 

councils for social development (Victorian Council of Social Service 1975).  

 

The mixture of value-laden concepts and techniques such as ‘community 

development’ and ‘social planning’ is a critical factor in the apparent philosophical 

and methodological confusion of the AAP.  The work of Adam Graycar (1977, 1977a, 

1978, 1979 and 1979a & Graycar and Davis, 1977, 1978, 1979) who was one of the 

primary evaluators of the AAP highlights many of these tensions, particular when he 

considers the connections between the Plan's themes of regionalism, participation 

and the alleviation of poverty.  Poverty is seen not just as a lack of material 

advantage but also related to powerlessness.  In order to overcome powerlessness 

(and therefore poverty) programs should be developed which facilitate greater 

participation by the disadvantaged in shaping their life and environment (Graycar, 

1977:242).  In reflecting on the AAP’s philosophy and methodology he argues that 

the Plan’s use of the discourse of “citizen power” became diluted by the reality and 

limits of traditional government program structures (Graycar and Davis 1979:59). The 
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participatory ethos of the AAP required a more strategic interface with this reality in 

order to deliver social development outcomes. These sentiments are illustrated in 

Evaluation Report No. 2 (Graycar and Davis 1979:60-61): 

Participation alone cannot deliver program effectiveness. Expertise alone 

cannot deliver program effectiveness. Community leadership alone cannot 

deliver program effectiveness. These three values are invariably in 

competition and it is the task of those responsible for program 

development to ensure some sort of balance among these three variables 

if they want their program to be regarded as containing an element of 

social justice. 

 

Given this call for a more strategic interface between a participatory value base and 

public administration, Graycar argued that there were four major barriers to the 

successful implementation of the AAP (Graycar, 1979:468a): the quirks of Australia's 

federal system creating ongoing structural tension between national, state, regional 

and local policies and organisations; the activities of the inter-organisational field 

which meant that new structures such as regional councils for social development did 

not have the local legitimacy or capacity to co-ordinate already existing community 

and government agencies; poor implementation skills; and insufficient understanding 

of the term citizen participation and the lack of an Australian ‘participatory culture’. 

 

The effectiveness of the AAP was dependent on the planning, decision making and 

resource allocation processes of the regional councils for social development.  A 

number of commentators have questioned the capacity of regional councils for social 

development to operate as effective planning and decision making bodies (Australian 

Council on Aging 1975; Harris 1976; Graycar and Davis 1977).  As the Australian 

Council on Aging Review (1975:2) of the AAP commented, the AAP depended: 

 …heavily, for its success, on an untried community organisational 

structure without roots, tradition, proven design features or record of 

achievement; a structure which by nature, is likely to sit ill at ease in the 

company of the older government and non-government agencies whose 

experience, knowledge and personnel the structure, if it is to endure, must 

inevitably draw. 
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Legitimacy and capacity are important themes in the implementation of regional 

social development policies, as exemplified by the operation of the AAP’s regional 

councils for social development. The creation of regional structures and processes 

for planning, decision making and resource allocation has been a contentious issue 

for a number of reasons. Regional councils for social development were ‘new kids on 

the block’ with the explicit aim of challenging the existing power arrangements 

involving government and non-government agencies. Tensions developed between 

the power positions of community groups and the different spheres of government 

regarding "representativeness" and real decision making power. Specifically, elected 

representatives of government questioned the legitimacy of non-elected community 

‘leaders’. The belief that regional administration and political decision making could 

prosper within the framework of Australia's federal system of government was seen 

as unrealistic given its history and the structural confusion which exists between the 

spheres of government regarding the planning and delivery of social services 

(Hayden 1996:191).   

 

The relationship of regional councils of social development with local government 

generally and more specifically with regional organisations of councils can be 

characterised by both co-operation and competition (Harris 1976; Graycar and Davis 

1977).   The AAP can be seen as a classic example of the federal government trying 

to create a new power structure which was larger than local government, smaller 

than state government, not directly accountable to the community through 

parliamentary or electoral processes and without clearly defined roles and 

responsibilities (Graycar 1977:89).  Harris (1976:85) in his minority report for the 

Australian Social Welfare Commission’s Report on the AAP argues that social 

planning organisations such as regional councils for social development did not have 

the necessary authority to implement proposals developed from the community i.e. 

the ‘power to act’.  Local government, as an elected political institution, and not some 

‘new statutory regional advisory structure’ is the most appropriate social development 

authority because of its capacity to make decisions and its direct accountability to the 

community.  

 

Other critics have argued that a fundamental tension existed in the AAP between the 

proponents of a universalist social program which dealt with a broad range of social 

needs and groups (including the middle class) and a more targeted approach which 
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focused on the needs of the marginalised (Jones 1975:63; Hayden 1996:190).  With 

somewhat convenient hindsight, Hayden is especially critical of what he calls the 

‘welfare colonialism’ of the AAP in which middle class social planners determined the 

most appropriate responses to the needs of the needy and marginalised (Hayden 

1996:190).  There were obvious tensions between the notion of the marginalised and 

working class becoming "activists", championing their needs and developing 

innovative solutions, and the belief by many service providers and decision makers 

that the ‘poor and needy’ only want ‘services and cash, as quickly as possible and 

with few questions asked’ (Hayden 1996:190).  The AAP’s approach was illustrative 

of the separation between economic and social development that was apparent in 

much of the Whitlam government’s policy approach (Whitwell 1993).  Social 

development did not seem to include local economic programs or employment 

generating initiatives.  This echoes a more general criticism of urban and regional 

policy in Australia where social planning has been marginalised and not integrated 

with economic planning (Jones, 1995).  

 

Despite its significant limitations, the AAP remains an important episode in 

attempting to implement alternative forms of local governance (see Wiseman 

1998:142).  Almost thirty years on from its abolition, remnants of the AAP are still 

evident in current Australian regional policy and debates about the relationship 

between state institutions and civil society.  An in-depth study of a ‘surviving’ regional 

council for social development from the Mackay region (MRCSD) in Queensland 

highlights many of the broader themes and dilemmas for the AAP as a form of local 

governance (see Reddel 2003).  Of particular relevance to contemporary debates is 

the capacity of organisations such as regional council for social development to 

engage a diverse range of state and civil society actors at the regional level whilst 

also influencing policy development at a more central level.  The MRCSD had a 

longstanding commitment to localised decision making and control. Such values 

must be linked with governance and policy systems.  The necessary political and 

administrative resources such as mandate, authority, legitimacy and funding must 

support organisational or structural responses based on principles such as citizen 

participation.  The challenge for such forms of spatial governance is to both 

complement existing liberal democratic political and administrative institutions, whilst 

ensuring that they are informed by a participatory ethos that includes all regional 

actors and their voices.  
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The 1990s – 2000s: Reports and Experiments, but few Policies 
Regional Development, Metropolitan Planning and Social Democracy 
Despite some limited state-based initiatives, the 1980s could be described as the 

‘years of neglect’ where there was little attention by governments and other policy 

makers to the spatial dimension of poverty in Australian social policy (Smyth and 

Reddel 1997). The hegemony of economic rationalism appeared to neuter any policy 

agenda which attempted to link the notions of equity, social justice and locational 

disadvantage (Alexander 1994). The Hawke and Keating ALP governments of the 

1990s oversaw a limited resurgence in Commonwealth policy attention to regions 

and social policy. The integration of social, economic and environmental matters 

became a dominant theme in much of the policy rhetoric of regional development and 

planning of the 1990s.  National initiatives such as the National Housing Strategy 

(1991/92), the Social Justice Program into Locational Disadvantage (1992), Better 

Cities Program (1992), the Regional Development Taskforce (1993), Integrated Local 

Area Planning (1992/93), the McKinsey Report (1994) and the Working Nation 

program (1994) all included social and economic policy objectives within a spatial or 

place framework.  However, as Alexander (1994:23) notes, a degree of confusion 

existed over the utility of these reports and their relevance to local and state 

governments.  

 

The Better Cities Program was seen to be a signal that the Commonwealth was 

returning to a leadership role in urban policy and metropolitan planning (see Orchard 

1995; Lennon 2000).   ‘Better Cities’ focused on implementing a range of 

demonstration projects (mainly physical infrastructure) based on ‘integrated area 

strategies’ in selected urban communities across the nation.  Over $800 million was 

spent through the program with the overall aim of improving the management of 

change in Australian cities (Orchard 1995:72).  Its critics argued that Better Cities 

reflected a ‘crisis management’ approach to urban affairs without any capacity to 

develop more strategic processes for engaging the variety of actors and interests in 

Australia’s cities (Badcock 1993).    

 

This interest in more strategic and participatory approaches to metropolitan and 

regional planning was given impetus by the mixed impacts of globalisation, 

deregulation, population growth and urban consolidation (see Lennon 2000).  State 

governments, in particular, began to explore news ways of planning and engaging 
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with disparate interests. Strategic metropolitan and regional planning exercises were 

implemented in key centres and regions.  In Queensland, the SEQ 2001 project was 

established in 1991 as response to projections of significant population growth in the 

southeast region of the State.  In contrast with the ad hoc localised focus of previous 

regional initiatives in Queensland (Caulfield 1995), the SEQ 2001 project proposed a 

comprehensive regional planning process where the State government was 

committed to ongoing engagement with local governments and community groups.  

The promise of collaborative planning arrangements was actioned through a complex 

set of regional institutional arrangements comprising representatives from the three 

spheres of government and members representing business and industry, the 

professional sector, trade unions and non-government (human services and 

environmental) sectors.  Despite its corporate management and corporatist features 

where citizen engagement was tightly controlled, the SEQ 2001 project represented 

an important (albeit tentative) shift in the State government’s recognition of the need 

for more participatory approaches to policy development and regional planning, 

particularly within the national and Queensland context (Low Choy and Minnery 

1994).   

 

At the broader level a sustainable program of initiatives has, however, not matched 

the policy rhetoric of integrated regional development and planning associated with 

the early 1990s.  Rather, as Vipond (1989) and Alexander (1994) have noted, there 

has been a plethora of regional planning experiments in Australia during this period 

that have not led to any longer term strategic commitment by all spheres of 

government.   Jones (1995) reiterates the need for a policy framework for regional 

social planning particularly in the Queensland context.  A neglected area of study 

when considering these regional experiments has been the governance 

arrangements necessary to support more integrated and participatory regional 

planning and policy development.   

 
Rediscovering Community and Place? 
The election of the Howard Coalition Commonwealth government in 1996 saw the 

demise of any substantial spatial or place policy agenda. Indeed, one of the early 

expenditure savings exercises of the new Coalition Commonwealth Government in 

1996 was to abolish the Commonwealth Department of Regional Development and 

its associated regional development funding programs. A Regional Australia Strategy 
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was established by the new Commonwealth government in its place. This Strategy 

focused on a relatively small number of service-based initiatives spread across a 

range of portfolios (Gleeson and Carmichael 2000:41). In more recent times, political 

imperatives including the influence of the One Nation political movement coupled 

with broader concern about the consequences of regional socio-economic disparities 

for national solidarity and political stability have placed the themes of ‘regions’ and 

‘regionalism’ back on the policy agenda of the Commonwealth government (Leach, 

Stokes and Ward 2000; McManus and Pritchard 2000).  Urban policy, however, 

remained largely the prerogative of State and local governments.  

 

Complementing the partial rebirth of regional policy in Australia has been a growing 

interest by the current Commonwealth government in the notions of social capital, 

community and participation as important, but largely undefined components of 

family and social welfare policy (McClure 2000).  As a number of commentators have 

noted, the Commonwealth appears to argue that social capital and community 

association is best left alone without unwanted interference from governments, their 

bureaucracies or indeed their resources (Cox and Caldwell 2000; Everingham 2001).  

Despite some limited attempts by the Commonwealth to develop more 

institutionalised approaches to community association and social capital in rural and 

regional policy (see Beer, et al, 2003), a neo-liberal governance regime remains in 

the ascendancy at the national level.   

 

There has, however, been significant policy interest by State jurisdictions in the 

themes of place; community and participation (see IPPA 2002).  For example the 

ACT and Victorian governments have commenced work on community capacity 

building, measures for social capital, service integration and community well being 

and local learning and employment networks (see Curtain 2002).  The governments 

of South Australia and Victoria have recently established a Social Inclusion Unit and 

a Department of Victorian Communities respectively to provide improved political and 

bureaucratic focus for a range of community building and ‘joined-up’ strategies.  The 

Bacon Tasmanian government initiated a major statewide engagement process, 

‘Tasmania Together’ in 2000.  The initiative’s aim is to develop a new vision for the 

State through a consensus building process under the direction of a community 

leaders’ group tasked with maneuvering a comprehensive consultative process into a 

series of specific goals and outcomes that over time would guide the State budget 
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process (McCall, 2001:297).  The New South Wales government also implemented 

an engagement strategy including the trialing of place management initiatives, 

together with more generic polices and programs (Mant 2002).  These initiatives 

have been the subject of some limited documentation and preliminary evaluation 

(see Mant 2002; Walsh 2001).  In Queensland, the Beattie Labor government which 

was elected in June 1998 promised a more community responsive policy 

development and program delivery (Smyth and Reddel 2000).  Specific initiatives 

based on spatial and people centred policies have been implemented together with 

the recently established Community Engagement Division in the Department of the 

Premier and Cabinet aimed at providing public sector leadership for a citizen 

engagement agenda (see Queensland Department of the Premier and Cabinet, 

2001).  These policy and program initiatives are complemented by a regular schedule 

of Community Cabinet meetings with a focus on rebuilding the relationship of 

executive government with local communities. 

 

While the primary focus has been on State governments, the role of local 

governments should not be excluded.  Local governments have become more 

attuned to a broader (but perhaps less defined) set of responsibilities beyond the 

traditional “rates, roads and rubbish” scenario.  Human service planning and 

coordination, community development activities and citizen participation in land use 

planning are increasingly seen to be important directions for local government (Cuthill 

2001).   

 

An Emerging Framework: Networks, Institutions and Participatory 
Governance   
This historical scan of post-war Australian urban governance and citizen engagement 

initiatives is by no means a complete project.  Many key themes and debates have 

been omitted or merely glanced over.  However, it does highlight the lack of 

consensus regarding the theoretical foundations and policy methodologies evident in 

the relationship between various spheres and institutions of the state and the 

perceived messiness of civil society.   Drawing on recent experience in Queensland, 

there appears considerable policy interest in developing more spatially sensitive 

programs which can respond to this contested policy arena, particularly increasing 

citizen alienation (Smyth and Reddel 1999; Reddel 2002; Reddel and Woolcock).  

Whole of government policies and more specific initiatives have promoted multi-
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dimensional responses to the diverse needs of clients and communities, centred on 

more responsive government policy processes and improved place based service 

delivery (see Queensland Department of the Premier and Cabinet 2001).  The 

language of community, participation, engagement and cross-government practice 

has been used to describe the broad intent of these initiatives.  There appears to be 

an implicit but often un-stated view that traditional notions of consultation and 

centrally managed community input into the policy process are no longer sufficient to 

manage community expectations and the complexity of modern political life (see 

Davis 2001:230).  Multi-sector partnerships, networks, institutions and various forms 

of citizen engagement appear central in the Beattie government’s rhetoric and 

practice (Queensland Government 2001:10).   
 

However, the strategic foundations and policy methodologies underpinning this 

rhetoric require elaboration and analysis.  It is not this paper’s intention nor capacity 

to canvass the full range of theoretical and strategic policy issues evident or implied 

in these debates.  Rather, the aim is to build an indicative framework for 

understanding of the policy foundations and methodological approaches of citizen 

engagement and urban governance.  A starting point for this framework building is to 

reaffirm the argument that the traditional consultative model for defining state-civil 

society relations is no longer viable.  Building on classical critiques of Sherry 

Arnstein, urban policy writers such as Leonie Sandercock (1978) have argued that 

there are inherent dangers in an overemphasis on citizen participation leading to a 

‘new conservatism’.  She clearly outlines the limits of traditional technical approaches 

to citizen participation in urban policy: 

Participation.... is irrelevant at the level of major policy issues.  

Participation is not a substitute for planning or for regular government.  It is 

not an effective means of changing important policies.  So why should we 

advocate participation, especially for the poor?  They want better housing, 

better jobs, and better schools.  They want results.  If participation can get 

them these things, that is fine.  But it has not, so far. If governments 

provide those things, as they should, they do not need participation. And if 

governments do not provide those things, then participatory mechanisms 

are unlikely to improve the situation of the poor (Sandercock, 1978:117). 
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Echoing this blunt critique from the late 1970s, more contemporary analyses have 

raised concerns about the increasing focus on civil society as a critical site for the 

development of new forms of politics that place the citizen and collective modes of 

association at the centre of the democratic project (see Brown, Kenny, Turner and 

Prince 2000:204).  Terms such as community, citizen participation and later, social 

capital, took on a rhetorical if not philosophical and analytical significance (see 

Adams and Hess 2001).  Juxtaposed with the gradual emergence of this discourse 

about community was the existing primacy (from the early 1980s) of economic 

rationalism in various waves of public sector reforms based on corporate 

management and the supremacy of market relations (Davis and Rhodes 2000).  

These reforms assumed a minimalist or at best diminished role for the state and its 

political, policy and administrative institutions in allocating public resources and 

making policy choices (Davis and Rhodes 2000:92).  Such negative or passive 

conceptions of the state were complemented by underdeveloped notions of 

‘community’ as the focus of public policy, a reductionist approach to citizen 

participation reaffirming the limited methodologies of community or stakeholder 

consultation, and a consumer discourse replacing notions of citizenship (Bryson and 

Mowbray 1981; Everingham 2001).   

 

Traditional urban governance approaches based on a mix of hierarchies, markets 

and corporate management seem incapable of addressing the contemporary 

challenges of reconceptualising state and civil society relations.  Urban planning and 

decision making models have been traditionally preoccupied with top-down technical 

analysis and management by objective (Healey 1997; Douglass and Friedmann 

1998; Forester 1999).  In a more general sense, conventional governance systems 

have resulted in fragmented service delivery, role confusion between policy makers, 

purchasers and providers and concerns about accountability (Davis and Rhodes 

2000).  A new form of network governance based around the interactions of the 

socio-political system involving the public, private and civil sectors has been 

promoted as an alternative model.  This new mode of governance focuses on 

management by negotiation and horizontal networks, policy learning and organic 

organisational forms rather than traditional methods of hierarchical command and 

control or market models (see Marsh 1995; Amin and Thomas 1996; Rhodes 1997; 

Jessop 1999; Davis and Rhodes 2000; Considine 2001).   
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The translation of these ideas, principles and indicative methodologies into a more 

systematic urban governance framework remains a substantial and an unfinished 

task.   A substantial European literature (particularly British) has emerged in recent 

times focusing on the sustainability of local partnerships and associational modes of 

local governance (see Bogason 2000; Geddes 2000; Geddes and Benington 2001; 

Lowndes and Wilson 2001; Coaffe and Healey 2003). Of particular relevance is the 

role of policy networks and support for a differentiated polity comprising an active 

state and engaged civil society.  Such research directions are not limited to 

generalised institutional accounts or narrowly defined technical descriptions, but 

explore the means, mechanisms, instruments or what post-structuralists have called 

‘technologies’ (Rose and Miller, 1992) necessary to assemble, implement and 

sustain participatory forms of urban governance.   

 

A considerable literature has highlighted a range of practice concepts consistent with 

the development of participatory urban governance technologies that are 

“heterogenous means, mechanisms and instruments” centred on dialogue, 

deliberation and association in the context of an active state and differentiated polity 

(see Reddel 2003).  In summary, these concepts include: political and policy 

learning; inter-institutional dialogue; reciprocity and trust within governance 

institutions; more strategic forms of social capital; linkages between representative 

and participatory democratic systems; innovative forms of deliberative democracy; 

institutional arrangements based on networks and diplomacy; and new forms of 

state/market/civil society relations.   
 

These concepts, while individually significant, are not sufficiently developed and 

ordered to fulfil the task of framework building.  Existing frameworks from writers 

such as Marsh (1995), Davis and Rhodes (2000) and Sullivan (2001) have been 

significant resources for the development of a more thematically ordered framework 

of participatory governance technologies.  These writers have, in different ways, 

addressed critical practice themes associated with power and legitimacy in decision 

making, political learning, innovative approaches to policy practice based on 

networks, partnerships and stakeholder analysis, the skills, knowledge and resources 

necessary for policy innovation and the relationship between representative and 

participatory democratic institutions and processes.   
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Building on these themes, the diagram below summarises eight participatory 

governance technologies: source of authority; policy making focus; culture; 

implementation strategies; skills; infrastructure; resources; and accountabilities.  

These technologies are presented relative to a form of contract or market 

governance, thus providing a comparative perspective.  



UUrrbbaann  ggoovveerrnnaannccee,,  tthhee  ssttaattee  aanndd  cciivviill  ssoocciieettyy    RReeddddeell  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  2200  

 

  Governance 
Technologies 

Contract/Market 
Governance 

Participatory Governance 

Source of Authority  Supremacy of the market 
and minimalist state  

Interdependence of active state and 
diverse/engaged civil society  
 

Policy Making Focus Technical - Focus on Outputs 
& Outcomes  

Political - Focus on shared ownership 
with vision driving strategic change  
 

Culture  Public Interest limited 
Consumer choice promoted 

Build ad hoc coalitions to understand 
complexity of policy issues 
 

Implementation Strategies Confrontation, Agreement & 
Compromise based on ‘The 
Contract’ 

Networks & Partnerships but 
Confrontation & Conflict can be 
necessary 
 

Skills Performance Assessment & 
the Monitoring of Contracts 
 

Stakeholder analysis & diplomacy 

Infrastructure Bureaucratic & Expert 
Structures with 
representation of directly 
affected interests 

Devolved & centralised policy 
institutions involving 
elected/community/bureaucratic 
representation & ad hoc coalitions 
 

Resources Focus on minimising public 
sector expenditure & 
maximising private sector 
profits 
 

Strategic mix of public, private & 
community based resources 

Accountabilities Enhancing consumer choice Vertical & Horizontal accountabilities 
 

 

Space presents a detailed explanation of all eight governance technologies.  Two 

sets of technologies will be addressed in the remainder of this paper as basis for 

future development.  First, from a methodological perspective key implementation 

strategies and related infrastructure arrangements for participatory urban governance 

will be explored.  Second, the technologies of the sources of authority and 

accountability will be discussed to bring some order to the problematic relationship 

between representative and participatory forms of governance. 

 

Implementation Strategies and Infrastructure: Networks and Institutions 
The indicative patterns evident in the many contemporary urban governance 

initiatives highlight the potential of policy networks and partnerships, whilst also 

alluding to the distance between their theoretical construction and policy practice.  

The tentative steps by government policy makers, program administrators, 

community sector organisations and local groups to engage with each other, outside 

the traditional routines of a consultation event or an agency coordination meeting, is 
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often clumsy and difficult but also innovative and challenging given the traditional 

dominance of hierarchies and policy control agendas.  From a theoretical 

perspective, these findings also reflect some of the literature’s definitional debates 

about the terms ‘policy networks’, ‘policy communities’ and ‘partnerships’ (Rhodes 

1997; Lowndes and Skelcher 1998).  At a more technical level, the key properties 

underpinning these concepts such as trust, resource exchange, negotiated 

processes and outcomes, knowledge, power, legitimacy and the capacity to influence 

policy outcomes (Rhodes 1997) require further examination.   

 

Amin and Thomas (1996:257) highlight five elements of network governance for 

particular attention: a high level of interest representation and organisation; a spread 

of decisional authority and autonomy; the state as an arbitrator and a facilitator 

between autonomous organisations; a dense network of vertical and horizontal 

channels of representation and communication; and a reliance on iterative dialogue 

for conflict resolution and policy consensus.  Importantly, Jessop (1999) also 

considers new forms of state legitimation and authority by arguing that the state has 

a ‘meta-governance’ role in managing the plurality of social, economic and political 

life.  

 

The translation of these ideas, principles and indicative methodologies into a more 

systematic practice framework remains a substantial and an unfinished task.  Two 

specific areas are highlighted for future research and policy development. 

 

First, there are dangers in an overly generalised account of the place of networks in 

local social governance.  Power differentials, differences between state and civil 

society networks and the diversity of network properties require careful attention (see 

Bogason and Toonen 1998).  What forms of networks are most effective in policy 

implementation and the reform of local social governance?  There are significant 

dangers in an overly technical or organisational analysis of the governance role and 

capacity of networks which assume a consensus and fail to address the conflictual 

nature contemporary social and political relations (Lowndes and Skelcher 1998). 

From a practical policy orientation, writers such Marsh and Smith (2000) have 

interrogated the concept of networks in terms of cohesion, interconnectedness, policy 

context, structure, skills, resources, and interaction.  Each of these variables has an 

impact on the relationship between the form of network and its policy outcome.  
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Peters (1998) analyses the ‘administrative Holy Grail of coordination’ in the context of 

a differentiated polity, inter-organisational politics and a focus on networks.  He 

concludes that despite their limitations and contradictions, networks offer an effective 

coordination strategy, especially in implementing solutions to local and grounded 

problems and promoting more citizen-centred local governance (Peters 1998:308).   

 

Second, more participatory forms of urban governance are not simply reliant on 

diverse networks, but must also construct a sustainable institutional framework or 

what Jessop (1999) has called an ‘institutional ensemble’ comprising a mix of policy, 

discourse, negotiation and arbitration based structures that can negotiate the 

complexity of political, social and economic life.  The design of this ensemble is 

critical.  Fung and Wright (2001) propose a series of design properties such as 

administrative and political devolution; centralised supervision and coordination 

connecting local institutions to higher order structures; and authoritative state 

leadership to mobilise and legitimise deliberative and democratic action.  New 

institutional theory provides some further insights particularly in understanding the 

relationship between values, structure and organisation (see Bogason 2000; 

Lowndes and Wilson 2001).  Institutions are not simply administrative and political 

organisations, but comprise a set of networks, interrelated norms, routines and 

incentives, and have the capacity to generate order and promote a collective 

understanding of meaning (Bogason 2000:110; Lowndes and Wilson 2001:632).   

 

At a more practical level, Lowndes and Wilson (2001:631) argue that the local state 

is crucial in shaping the institutional conditions for democratic renewal and can 

facilitate the active promotion of the ‘virtuous combination of civic engagement and 

good governance’.  In this context, participatory urban governance arrangements 

must provide accessible pathways for citizen participation, and a practical 

deliberative and problem solving orientation to community issues. Addressing 

network form and institutional design are thus fundamental to the development of 

democratic and effective urban governance systems. 
 
Authority, Legitimacy and Accountability 
Despite their individual merit, many of the current community and place based 

initiatives remain fragile and need to contribute to a broader strategy which can deal 

with the realities of local politics and Australia’s federal system of governance.  The 

multiple relationships between federal, state and local governments and the 
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increasing importance of the private and community sectors in the planning and 

delivery of services mean that the sources of authority and legitimacy are often 

ambiguous and contested.  Accounts of recent spatial policy initiatives in Queensland 

experience also highlight some of the tensions between hierarchical state-centric and 

more diversified and participatory notions of authority and legitimacy (see Reddel 

2002).  Democratic authority has been achieved traditionally through instrumentalist 

forms of hierarchical control and in more contemporary policy settings via competitive 

market forces (Davis and Rhodes 2000).  Dryzek (2001) provides an alternative 

approach based on the notion of ‘deliberative or discursive legitimacy’.  He proposes 

that democratic legitimacy and, by extension, authority can be enhanced by marrying 

collective decisions with informed public opinion based on the democratic 

contestation of ideas (Dryzek 2001:664-66).  The implementation of such new forms 

of democratic legitimacy and authority remains untested and the challenges 

considerable for urban policy makers and activists.  

 

In a similar vein, traditional approaches to political and bureaucratic accountability 

are increasingly contested.  Accountability systems have been constructed in terms 

of hierarchical command and control and are based on legal obligation and economic 

performance.  Government officials are answerable to their respective departmental 

managers and chief executives, who are then accountable to their Ministers who are 

collectively responsible to parliament (see Edwards 2002:58).  More attention to 

horizontal accountability based on an organisational culture of shared values and 

principles, network theory and understanding process as a device for feedback and 

review is necessary.  The ‘local modernization’ reforms of the current British 

government highlight the tensions in endeavoring to balance vertical and horizontal 

accountabilities.  Central vertical accountability requirements tend to subsume the 

‘many hands’ in local communities (Sullivan 2003).  As with much of the network 

tradition, the tools of horizontal accountability are lacking.  Rhodes (1997:21) also 

acknowledges that horizontal accountability has the potential to ‘undervalue(s) the 

traditional mechanisms of representative democracy’.  These issues and tensions are 

highlighted to some extent by attempts to align local community outcomes with the 

government’s strategic priorities.  The challenge is for central authorities (parliaments 

and executives), bureaucracies and the civil society to collaborate in defining roles 

and responsibilities and developing accountability systems which encapsulate 

vertical/hierarchical and horizontal dimensions (Edwards 2002:59).   
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Conclusion 
This overview suggests historical debates about urban governance and the nature of 

state and civil society relations have much in common with more contemporary 

politics, policy and theory.  The tension between the promise of a ‘new order’ of state 

leadership, citizen engagement and the dominance of rational, hierarchical and ‘top-

down’ policy, planning and governance systems is as relevant today as in post-war 

Australia.  The AAP’s short-lived tenure during the 1970s produced limited tangible 

outcomes.  Mainstream welfare programs and broader economic policies 

marginalised the impact of the AAP’s local initiatives.  An over reliance on process 

and unauthoritative administrative structures was a further limitation.  Despite these 

important caveats, the AAP model has a significant legacy in Australian urban, 

regional and public policy.   Importantly, the regional councils for social development 

provided an institutional platform for local policy development and action.  The 

Queensland experience highlights the ongoing role of these bodies and their 

successors in many of the current community building and place base initiatives 

(Reddel 2002, 2003).  It is suggested this would be an important factor in many other 

regions and communities throughout Australia.   

 

The development of a sustainable and participatory institutional framework remains a 

critical and unresolved issue for urban governance.  Thus, urban governance 

systems must ensure an institutional balance between state and civil society.  The 

state has a critical governance role in facilitating, arbitrating and managing the 

plurality of networks and other associational activity (Amin and Thomas 1996; Jessop 

1999).  New institutional theory gives as some conceptual direction for new forms of 

networked governance based on Granovetter’s notion of ‘the strength of weak ties’ 

which binds disparate actors together across organisational boundaries (Granovetter 

1973; Lowndes 2001).  Expressions of the ‘local-state’ which foster these network 

forms (or ‘weak ties’) are critical, but are not a substitute for the welfare state, the 

mainstream economy or authoritative central governance systems (Amin, Cameron 

and Hudson 2002:125).  A diverse ‘institutional ensemble’ of state, market and civil 

society structures and networks is required to negotiate the complexity of political, 

social and economic life (Jessop 1999).  Exploring these theoretical directions while 

critically examining historical and contemporary practice seems a promising 

methodology for deepening our understanding of the contested nature of state and 

civil society relations in urban life.   
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