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Abstract

Data from the 2016 report from the Australian Election showed that between 2007 and
2016 the percentage of people who said they were not satisfied with democracy
increased dramatically - from 14% to 40%. This level of dissatisfaction calls for a
considered examination of Australian democracy and the efforts being made to address
its perceived deficits. This research focusses on one important, yet often neglected,
aspect of the Australian federal system, local government. Since the 1990s local
governments across Australia have been undergoing a process of reform. The main
stated objective has been to strengthen local democracy and make local governments
more effective and efficient in order to ensure their financial sustainability and their
ongoing capacity to provide services to the community. The central foci of this study
are local representation and democracy. It uses Bourdieu’s theories of habitus, field and
capital together with Habermas’s conceptualisation of deliberative democracy and its
constituent parts, to investigate the role of locally elected councillors in the Australian
state of New South Wales. Drawing on 28 semi-structured interviews with councillors
and general managers, this study investigates elected members’ motivations for running
for office and the consequent implications for local democracy. It examines the role of
the councillor and compares their responsibilities and functions as described in the
legislation with councillors’ actual understanding and experiences. In this regard the
role and power of the general manager is also examined as this position is pivotal within
the local government system. Finally, the processes of councillor decision-making are
examined, with a particular focus on the volume of material that elected members must
consider when trying to identify the best options for their communities. The study
concludes with a discussion of suggestions for further research and comments on the
utility of using the theoretical frameworks of Bourdieu and Habermas in consideration

of the question of local democracy and how councillors view their role.
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