
development cake. Thus the States, too, 
increasingly see the improvement of State-wide 
government efficiency as the means to create a 
business climate conducive to investment. This 
may well indeed be the main game for the 
middle tier of government. 

Perhaps it will be left to the Task Force to 
present us with the view from the third tier. 
Only time will tell. However, my guess is that 
the members of the Task Force will come to 
accept, with some regret, both the IC’s general 
position and the realities confronting State 
governments. 

In short, finance made available for ‘creative’ or 
‘innovative’ regional policy is likely to be 
severely limited. There may be some 
recommendations for seed funding of selected 
regional development organisations - that meet 
specified performance criteria; for the training 
of regional development officers; for improved 
dissemination of information and ideas 
concerning regional development practice. 
Perhaps, too, some scheme of cooperative 
federalism may be devised whereby such 
activities are funded jointly by the 
Commonwealth and the States. 

We turn briefly to the contents of the issue. As 
usual, we have a catholic range of material. It is 
encouraging that four states are represented: 
NSW, Queensland, Victoria and Western 
Australia. The topics also range widely across 
all tiers of government. Frank Hurley looks at 
local government reform, and Jeff Lewis 
examines the evolution of State regional policy 
in the West. Liam Ryan and Helen Monks both 
focus on local development mechanisms. Liam 
reports on Central Queensland attempts to 
engage communities more fully in defining 
problems and suggesting development options. 
Helen, in contrast, considers how the funders 
of regional development activities influence 
their management, functions and strategies. 
Finally, Tony Sorensen briefly considers some 
of the key recommendations from the important 
Industry Commission Report. 

There is enough potential controversy in these 
contributions to encourage readers to write a 
letter to the editors - which we reserve the right 
to publish, or to write articles of their own. 

Tony Sorensen, 
on behalf of Ann Hodgkinson 

and David Singe 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN 
VICTORIA: REFORM AT 

LAST? 

Dr Frank Hurley 
Dean, Division of Arts, Education and 
Humanities, 
Ballarat University College 

Introduction 

In March 1969, the citizens of the tiny Borough 
of Koroit in Western Victoria were urged to a 
rally “to keep Koroit on the map”. It was 
“MELBOURNE versus KOROIT - Put on your 
Guernseys, roll up and speak up”. Koroit won. 
Fifteen years later, [in 1984], the Borough 
quietly merged with the adjoining Shire of 
Warmambool on its own initiative. The story is 
remarkable for two reasons. First, the 1969 
response typified the historic local reaction to 
every proposed local government restructure in 
Victoria. Second, the subsequent merger 
reduced the number of Councils in Victoria 
from 211 to 210. Until very recently, it was the 
only local government merger achieved in this 
state in 50 years. Over the same period, the 
number of local governments in bigger NSW 
was almost halved down to 175. 

Committees of enquiry into local government 
chaired by Mohr (1962), Voumard (1972), 
Bains (1979) plus a raft of other agency reports 
in between recommended major structural 
change. Nothing happened. In 1986 the Cain 
government (Labor) bit the bullet. A new Local 
Government Commission under an enthusiastic 
young chairman, Stuart Morris, announced in 
February the principles and programme for a 
root and branch restructure. The state was 
divided into 14 “segments”. Detailed “options” 
for each segment were presented along with 
implementation plans. The timetable was for 
consultations and decisions for all segments to 
be completed in 15 months and restructured 
councils elections to be conducted in August 
and November 1987. All hell broke loose. The 
Labor factions in the inner Melbourne councils 
and the outraged councils in non-metropolitan 
Victoria organised and mobilised. Legal injunc¬ 
tions, filibusters at segment consultations and 
street marches dominated the news. By 
September, the government had waved the 
white flag. 
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The Current Attempt at Reform 

Harly in 1993, six local governments in the 
Geelong area were merged. In September the 
Kennett (Liberal) government dismissed the 
Melbourne City Council and announced a 
restructure of the City to include parts of several 
inner-city councils. All Melbourne’s major cul¬ 
tural and recreational facilities are now included 
in the new City Councils area. The government 
has passed a Local Government (General 
Amendment) Act which establishes a Local 
Government Board. First among the functions 
of the Board is ‘‘to advise the Minister on 
matters relating to the efficiency and effective¬ 
ness of the system of local government in 
Victoria.” (Section 220 A). 

Under the Act, the Minister may respond to a 
request from a local government or of his/her 
own initiative ask the Board to conduct a 
municipal boundary review. The city councils 
of Ballarat and Bendigo requested the reviews 
currently occurring in those respective districts. 
Initial practice of the Board has been to assign 
these hearings to a division of itself - any group 
of up to three members including at east one 
member of the Board may constitute ‘‘a 
division”. The hearing may be conducted as the 
Board determines. It may, ‘‘at its discretion 
have regard to all or any of the following 
considerations: 

(a) sociological, demographic, topographic, 
economic and employment patterns and 
factors in the area covered by the review; 

(b) community or diversity of interest in the 
area covered by the review, including 
community identity, expectations and 
involvement; 

(c) the impact of any proposals being 
considered by the Board on the 
accessibility to and the effective and 
efficient delivery of local government 
services in the area covered by the review; 

(d) the financial impact of any proposal being 
considered by the Board on the area 
covered by the review; 

(e) any other matters that the Board considers 
to be relevant. (Section 220 I). 

Notice of Ministerial referrals and the terms of 
reference for a review of boundaries must be 
published “in a newspaper generally circulating 

in any relevant municipal district” (Section 220 
F). 

Legal injunctions, filibusters at 
segment consultations and street 
marches dominated the news. By 
September, the government had 
waved the white flag. 

The Board is required to submit an interim 
written report to the Minister on a review con¬ 
taining any proposals for restructure. The pub¬ 
lished interim report must give notice that a 
voters’ poll may be requested. Such a request 
may be signed by 10% of voters in the “relevant 
area” defined as “the area comprising any mu¬ 
nicipal district that would be constituted if the 
proposal contained in the interim report is 
implemented”. (Section 220 L). In its final 
report, the Board must consider any written 
submissions and the results of any poll con¬ 
ducted “The Minister must consider the final 
report before making a recommendation to the 
Governor in Council but is not bound by any 
recommendations made in the final report”. 
(Section 220 M(2)). 

At present, divisions of the Board are reviewing 
municipal managements in the Ballarat and 
Bendigo regions as well as in areas on the 
periphery of the City of Greater Geelong. There 
the ripple effect of the merger of the Cities of 
Geelong, Geelong West, Newtown, South 
Barwon, Corio, the Shire of Bellarine and parts 
of the Shires of Barrabool and Bannockburn 
have left residual territory to be incorporated 
into other, probably newly merged 
municipalities. 

Arguments for and against 
Amalgamation 

Seven years ago the “hands off' placards 
abounded and prevailed. They are re-appearing 
around regional Victoria but, more 
significantly, many municipalities are 
acknowledging acceptance of the view that “no 
change” is not an option in 1993 and some 
“friendly mergers” (of the largely rural Shires 
of Grenville and Leigh between Geelong and 
Ballarat, for example) have been mooted 
voluntarily. What has changed in conservative 
Victoria? 

The arguments have not changed. With some 
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variations in emphasis according to local cir¬ 
cumstances, the case for restructure of local 
government, particularly in inner Melbourne, 
the larger provincial centres and the small 
population rural shires has been much the same 
for decades. In brief it is that: 

• urban growth has left us artificial 19th 
century boundaries in single communities 
of interest. 

• planning for land use, recreational, social, 
cultural and welfare infrastructure and 
services in inefficient and the costs of 
provision are inequitably shared. 

• decision-making authority is fragmented 
and resources are dissipated; a single local 
government authority marshalling 
resources and making decisions in one 
council rather than 9 (Geelong as it was), 6 
(Ballarat) or 5 (Bendigo) is better able to 
promote development and less confusing to 
potential investors. 

• many shires are too small to be viable and 
their administration costs are excessive. 

Nor have the arguments against restructure 
changed over the years. In brief they are that: 

• resource sharing and coordination among 
councils can produce economies and 
efficiency; alleged economies of larger 
councils are not proven. 

• areas may lose their identity and citizens 
their accessible representation in larger 
councils. 

• rural interests will be swamped in large 
provincial city councils. 

• well managed, debtless municipalities 
should not be obliged to pick up a share of 
the debts of profligate neighbouring 
councils. 

• forced restructure is not democratic. 

A host of other debating points from head and 
heart are cited by opponents of change. Most of 
these focus on the past or the immediate future 
(staff retrenchments and rate adjustments, for 
example) rather than strategic considerations. 

Why Now? 

What has changed in Victoria is the context and 

the government. Specifically: 

• the Kennett coalition government has a 
strong leadership core centred on the 
Premier (who has frequently stated that he 
wants fewer local governments) and the 
Treasurer. It is a government of the radical 
right. 

• the government uses the perception of a 
public finance crisis to enable it to drive 
through policy changes. 

• swift, determined action in transport, edu¬ 
cation and health policy areas where the 
previous Labor government failed to 
achieve significant change has shown 
councils everywhere the Kennett govern¬ 
ment’s strength and commitment to 
deregulation and restructure. 

• the government has a clear majority in both 
chambers of the Parliament. 

• the prolonged recession has made the rais¬ 
ing and expenditure of public funds subject 
to greater scrutiny. The costs of local 
government are increasing; funds from 
State and Federal sources are reducing. 
There is less scope to use ratepayers’ 
money on overt anti-restructure campaigns. 

... a single local government au¬ 
thority marshalling resources and 
making decisions in one council 
... is better able to promote 
development and less confusing to 
potential investors. 

Apart from these broader contextual changes, at 
the local level the 1986 saga probably did set 
more people thinking about local government. It 
led to a reform of internal boundaries thereby 
correcting some gross gerrymanders. In some 
provincial local government areas, for example, 
up to 80% of a shire’s population lived in 2% 
of a shire’s area in a riding returning perhaps 
25% of the councillors. 

Also, the arguments aired in 1986 provided a 
backdrop against which the gap between the 
reality of territorial interest and the rhetoric of 
cooperation has been starkly illustrated in many 
places. In Ballarat, for example, the urban 
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population of about 85,000 is governed by six 
councils. Attempts to reach agreement among 
the six on the site and shared funding of a new 
regional surviving centre dragged on for about a 
decade. 

So subsequent squabbles among and 
temporising by neighbouring councils have 
reinforced the arguments of 1986 and earlier 
advocates of restructure; hard times have 
concentrated minds on achieving economies. 
But if the Kennett government has had,, 
fortuitously, a setting more propitious for local 
government change in Victoria than did its 
predecessors, it has also been tactically much 
smarter than the Cain government was in 1986. 
It amended the Act to give the government 
legally unchallengeable authority to achieve 
restructure and less scope to local governments 
to resist. The Cain government did not have a 
majority in the Legislative Council and would 
never have been able to achieve this legislative 
framework for reform. 

But the Kennett government and the new Local 
Government Board have also been more politi¬ 
cally astute in approaching municipal restructure 
serially rather than comprehensively, as in 
1986, with simultaneous proposals covering the 
whole state. The latter approach allowed hostile 
councils everywhere to combine in systematic, 
well-resourced opposition. In the long run, the 
swift, decisive strike in restructuring Geelong 
may well be seen as the signal that even the 
most stubborn opponents of change elsewhere 
recognised as presaging a new order. In the 
case of Geelong, the government had both solid 
evidence of local support for restructure there 
and a symbol for change elsewhere. 

But if the Kennett government 
has had,, fortuitously, a setting 
more propitious for local gov¬ 
ernment change in Victoria than 
did its predecessors, it has also 
been tactically much smarter than 
the Cain government was in 1986. 

The Geelong Regional Commission was abol¬ 
ished when the Greater Geelong Council was 
created. It is likely that regional boards of the 
type operating in the larger provincial centres 
would cease to receive State government fund¬ 
ing were single councils to be created in these 
centres. More problematic is the future of water 

boards. Many regional municipalities in their 
submissions to the Local Government Board 
reviews are pointing to the de facto planning 
powers these board exercise. This issue 
involves cross ministerial portfolio complexities 
but hopefully rationalisation of local 
government will take account of this anomaly. 

In the long rung, restructuring of boundaries 
may not be the most significant local govern¬ 
ment changes under the first Kennett govern¬ 
ment. In a deregulated, privatised ethos for 
public sector agencies and instrumentalities, 
requirements for competitive tendering for 
specified portions of a council’s expenditure or 
works and services above a given cost will in¬ 
fluence the organisation and staffing of coun¬ 
cils. We might expect more entrepreneurial 
councils developing specialist contract services 
to public and private sector users. Blue collar 
staff of Councils maybe very vulnerable under 
this regime as were school cleaners in the State 
education system. Victoria may become the 
pacesetter in municipal change, whether for 
better or worse, rather than the sluggard it has 
been.* 

A book entitled Prospects and Policies 
for Rural Australia will be published in 
November 1993. The editors are Tony 
Sorensen and Roger Epps (Department 
of Geography and Planning, University 
of New England) and the publisher is 
Longman-Cheshire. Copies should be 
available at the ANZRSA conference in 
Armidale. The first section examines 
significant processes and constraints 
affecting regional communities. Several 
chapters consider economic, social, 
political, environmental, and 
regulatory issues. The next section 
focuses on current problems, 
developments and policies involving 
transport, agriculture, mining, tourism, 
towns, and service delivery. A 
concluding section considers possible 
policy alternatives and responses. 
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