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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis examines the strategic capacity of local government councils in New 

South Wales, Australia following the reforms of 1993. Strategic capacity is the unit 

of analysis for this research and the term is intended to capture the various factors 

that have enabled or constrained councils in becoming strategic; that is transitioning 

from a narrow function characterised by property related services, to the broader 

and legislatively mandated community building role.  

 

On analysis it is clear that a range of factors operates to constrain the development 

of strategic capacity. However despite this constellation of factors some councils 

have successfully developed strategic capacity. This seemingly paradoxical 

situation is the research focus of this thesis. The importance of this research arises 

from the need for local government to re-evaluate its traditional property services 

role and consider also providing for the human, social and environmental needs of 

the community.  

 

Three avenues of investigation constitute this thesis. They are a review and analysis 

of the relevant theory and practice literature followed by empirical research. The 

approach is primarily theory building, partly because of the limited empirical 

research in relation to the sector generally in Australia, and partly because local 

government is a unique tier of government warranting special consideration when it 

comes to joining public administration and strategic management.  

 

The empirical research takes a qualitative approach and was based upon an 

examination of four case study local councils undertaken during 2004 and 2005. 

The main research tool was the semi- structured interview. The data analysis was 

based on the technique of meaning condensation in which the transcribed interview 



 xiii

text was reviewed and natural meaning units relevant to the research questions were 

identified. 

 

Three research questions were sought to be answered by the project: what factors 

influence the development of strategic capacity, how do these factors operate, can 

these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory actors to 

facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

The research identified a number of factors, some already represented in the 

literature and others that are new. It is argued that in terms of influencing the 

development of strategic capacity, many of the factors from all three avenues of 

investigation suggest certain structural, managerial and practice barriers to the 

development of strategic capacity. These include weak strategic leadership 

arrangements, a need for stronger ideals of ‘place’ in strategic decision-making and 

a more informed and active deliberative process centred on elected representatives 

and their role in determining strategy. Without these changes, legislative reforms 

will only treat symptoms and strategic capacity will be slow in developing. 
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Introduction 

 

The local government sector in New South Wales (NSW), Australia is arguably in a 

state of strategic beleaguerment. It has been bestowed with a broad statutory charter 

but an incommensurate taxation base (LGSA of NSW 2006). Its history, until at 

least the 1970s, has confined the sector to being little more than an administrative 

extension of the State, operating year to year with little to no need for forward 

planning (Jones 1989; Tucker 1997). As a consequence, some local government 

observers have noted that the sector has struggled to evolve much beyond its 

colonial origins of the late eighteenth century (Sproats 2003; Mant 2005a).  

 

Today, communities want local councils to continue to provide the traditional 

property related services of road construction and maintenance, drainage, recreation 

facilities, waste collection and health and building inspection, while simultaneously 

extending their remit to include matters of environmental sustainability, public 

safety and improved lifestyle (Tucker 1997; LGSA of NSW 2001 & 2006). Within 

the sector itself the debate about the proper role and function of local government in 

relation to both sustaining communities and the Australian federated system of 

government overall, has taken on an added intensity (Brown 2007; Head 2007; Bell 

2007; Dollery 2009).  

 

Yet despite this blend of tensions, some NSW Councils have assumed a more 

comprehensive local governance role, adopting the broader mantle of community 

builder in relation to the social, economic, environmental as well as infrastructure 

aspects of their areas (LGSA of NSW 2001; Sansom 2004; Sproats 2005). 

According to the NSW State Government, the creator and overseer of local 

government within its borders, this broader more activist role is emblematic of what 
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it regards as a strategic approach (NSW Department of Local Government - DLG 

1991, 1999 & 2006a).  

 

This thesis aims to develop some insights into the confounding strategic context of 

the sector. More specifically it attempts to identify and theorise on why a proportion 

of local councils in NSW have assumed the more activist or strategic role favoured 

by the NSW Government, while others have not. 

 

Relevance and Importance of the Research 

The importance of this research arises from the need for local government1 to re-

evaluate its traditional property services role and consider also providing for the 

human, social and environmental needs of the community. As Sproats argues 

‘…communities are more than good roads and drains, and balanced budgets.’ 

(2001, 8). While some councils have already commenced this journey (Dollery, 

Wallis & Allan 2006), the sector overall has been slow to change (National Office 

of Local Government – NOLG 1998; Sproats 2003; Mant 2005a). 

 

From the late 1980s and early 1990s the State Government of NSW has exerted 

reform pressure on the local government sector in an effort to realise this broader 

community building role (DLG 1989 & 1991). The State has wanted local 

government to be:  

 

…involved in the assessment of the needs of the community, the expression of 

these needs in the form of council objectives, the design of action plans and 

work programs to achieve the objectives, the successful review of 

                                              
1 A reference to local government in this thesis should be read as a reference to Local Government in New 

South Wales unless otherwise specified. 
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administrative performance in meeting these defined goals, and the 

development of policies. (DLG 1991, 36). 

 

Reform incorporated the dual imperative of moving to improve the techniques of 

management (development of plans, objectives, work programs and so on) as well 

as the notion of addressing a broader range of community needs. The reforms were 

intended to encourage local councils to emerge from their traditional property 

services function and shape a new local governance and local leadership role which 

was to be ‘…responsive to the needs of citizens.’ (DLG&C 1991, 8).  

 

These expectations were incorporated into new legislation, the Local Government 

Act 1993 No. 30 of NSW (Local Government Act 1993), in an attempt to mandate 

this more expansive charter (see Appendix 1 for a copy of these legislative 

requirements). Amongst other things the statutory charter required local councils to 

provide appropriate community services and facilities, promote cultural diversity, 

plan for the needs of children, conserve and protect the environment and have 

regard to the long term cumulative effects of decisions (Local Government Act 

1993 s8). In 1998 this charter was further broadened with a legislative requirement 

for social and community planning which incorporated a demographic community 

analysis, a human needs assessment and priority actions focused on target groups 

including young people, women, older people, children, people with disabilities, 

aboriginal people and those from a culturally and linguistically diverse background 

(Local Government (General) Amendment (Community and Social Plans 

Regulation 1998; DLG 1998).  

 

In fulfilling this charter local councils were given significant discretion regarding 

the use of public resources to meet the needs of their communities (DLG&C 1991; 

Local Government Act 1993 s7 & 8). This discretion was allied with a 

responsibility to choose those programs and activities of greatest value to the 
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community (Local Government Act 1993, s8), which meant that the traditional 

services-to-property role could no longer be assumed to be the only appropriate one 

or the one embodying the services of greatest value. The relevance of this research 

is in better understanding the factors that enable or constrain local councils in 

transitioning to this broader community building role. 

 

A further potential confounding influence on strategy change in NSW local 

government is the nature of the management reforms mandated in 1993. The 

management framework imposed on local government can be categorised as a 

classical strategic management approach (Chandler 1962; Ansoff 1965 & 1968; 

Whittington 1993; Clarke & Clegg 1998; Palmer & Hardy 2000). The efficacy of 

classical strategic management is highly contested, primarily because of its 

inherently rationalist assumption and consequential failure to demonstrate adequate 

sensitivity to the political context of organisations and management (Considine 

1990; Backoff, Wechsler & Crew 1993; Gaddis 1997; Camillus 1997; Worrall, 

Collinge & Bill 1998)2. This is particularly relevant in local government as the 

sector is based on a weak or diffused executive leadership model with the role of 

the Mayor largely restricted to ceremonial functions (Local Government Act 1993). 

Executive authority is vested in the council as a whole, which is a parliamentary 

style committee consisting of different political parties, likely split into factions and 

coordinated by a Mayor that mostly changes annually (Mant 2000, 2005a & 2005b). 

In local government the classical strategic management framework needs to 

function in a context in which accountability for strategy is ambiguous as well as 

reliant upon leadership by committee (Jones 1989; Sansom 2001; Marshall 2003); 

both of these conditions are somewhat anathema to the inherent directive, top-down 

                                              
2 This thesis draws on an international local government literature, especially the UK, USA and New Zealand 

given the similarity of management reform and intergovernmental issues shared with Australia (Cochrane 

1991; Whiteoak 1996; Stoker 1996; Martin 2002 and Nalbandian & Portillo 2006 to cite a few). 
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nature of this highly rationalistic strategy and management paradigm (Ansoff 1968; 

Whittington 1993; Mintzberg 1994; Clarke & Clegg 1998; Palmer & Hardy 2000).  

 

The management reforms in NSW have been in place for sixteen years and their 

effectiveness has been a point of continuing debate in the sector (IPART 1998; 

LGSA of NSW 1998 & 2006; Sproats 2001; DLG 1999, 2006b & 2007b; Mant 

2000, 2005a & 2005b). At the very least this suggests that the classical strategic 

management model may also be partly responsible for constraining strategy change 

in the sector. This is another aspect of the value of the research; its ability to 

contribute to both the theory and practice of classical strategic management and 

how it needs to adapt, as critical observers and researchers argue, to extend beyond 

its limits as a rational analytic method into a set of organisational behaviours which 

take into account the political and social context of organisations (see for example 

Klay 1989; Mintzberg 1990; Worrall et al 1998; Pallot 1999; Levy, Alvesson & 

Willmott 2003). 

 

Unit of Analysis 

The unit of analysis for this research is strategic capacity. The term is intended to 

capture the various factors that have enabled or constrained councils in becoming 

strategic; that is transitioning from their narrow function characterised by property 

related services, to the broader and mandated community building role. In this sense 

the idea of becoming strategic is a continuation of its meaning as used by the State 

Government when it describes its reform aim of ensuring local government 

develops, prioritises and realises long-term goals based on a broad understanding of 

all of the community’s needs (DLG&C 1991; DLG 1999 & 2006b). This notion of 

being strategic is consistent with strategic management reform generally in the 

public sector over the last twenty or so years (Hughes 1998b & 2003). The state of 
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being strategic is succinctly described by Matheson, Scanlan & Tanner (circa 1996) 

in their analysis of strategic management reform in the New Zealand government: 

 

Being strategic means being selective – sorting out the critical few from the 

important many, and giving that selection ‘bite’ by shifting resources and 

demanding performance sufficient to make the desired difference. 

(Matheson, Scanlan & Tanner circa 1996, 4). 

 

Although the State Government did not use the term strategic capacity in relation to 

the local government sector until 2006 (DLG 2006b), it made statements such as:  

 

There is a need for councils to be as dynamic as the environment they 

manage, to take a forward-looking approach to their operations and to 

improve their focus and direction. (DLG 1990, 6); 

 

 [the Government’s objective is to] …encourage councils to adopt a strategic 

planning approach…’ (DLG&C 1991, 78); 

 

There has been some indication that the management planning process – in 

particular, the focus on developing, implementing and achieving long-term 

objectives – could yet be greatly improved. Problems identified in reviews 

and investigations of councils support this view. The proposal is therefore to 

take a more holistic and strategic view…The development of big picture 

objectives should be the focus…(DLG 1999, 10). 

 

By 2006 when the Government referred to the strategic capacity of the sector, it did 

so in a way that had become a familiar refrain of concern and criticism (see also 

Bains 1978; DLG 1989, 1990, 1991, 1999; DLG & C 1991) by stating: 
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In considering the future of local government, the department has become 

increasingly concerned about the strategic capacity of our industry and the 

long-term implications this may hold. (DLG 2006b, 3). 

 

Nonetheless is was clear that by strategic capacity it meant a Council’s capacity 

‘…to identify and respond to the influences and pressures affecting their 

community’s future, set key directions and priorities and develop strategies to 

achieve the outcomes their community wants…. (DLG 2006b, 2). 

 

While the concept of strategic capacity does not necessarily appear frequently in the 

strategic management literature3, either in the private or public management 

domains (Streib & Poister 1990; Gissendanner 2004), when it does it tends to 

remain consistent with that discussed above. Research by Streib and Poister (1990) 

of American cities equated the management capacity to implement the tools and 

processes of strategic planning with the concept of strategic capacity. For their 

purposes they defined the key steps of strategic planning as: 

 

(1) Organize, (2) Scan the Environment, (3) Select Key Issues, (4) Develop 

Mission Statements, (5) Conduct External and Internal Analysis, (6) Develop 

Goals, Objectives and Strategies, (7) Develop an Action Plan, (8) Implement, 

and (9) Monitor and Update. (Streib & Poister 1990, 31). 

 

Schick (1996) defined strategic capacity in the public administration domain as 

follows: 

 

                                              
3 Strategic capacity does have a major presence in the operations management literature where it focuses on 

the forecasting of production processes and quantum and supply chain transactions (see for example Dekkers 

2003; Chauhan, Nagi & Proth 2004).   
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Strategic capacity  is the capacity of the government or a department to 

anticipate and plan for future changes in its environment, recast its 

objectives and programmes accordingly, define and specify desired future 

outcomes, reallocate resources to achieve them, evaluate results, and 

measure progress. (Schick 1996, 53). 

 

Similarly, Gissendanner (2004), in his research, defined strategic capacity thus: 

 

…to make choices that (1) are based on a consideration of alternatives; (2) 

follow from an evaluation of market circumstances allowing for some form 

of calculation of the costs and potential benefits of a given policy; (3) are 

subject to an evaluation of implemented policies based on information about 

subsequent changes in local market needs, opportunities, and problems; (4) 

include coordination of the actors and organisations in policy making in a 

wide enough geographic region so as to avoid wastage of resources; (5) 

encompass a plan of implementation; and (6) are long term, which is defined 

as longer than the election cycle of elected officials who are part of the 

governance network. (Gissendanner 2004, 47). 

 

These conceptions of strategic capacity, while consistent with the notion articulated 

by the NSW State Government, are limited to a somewhat mechanistic idea which 

seems to exclude other contextual dynamics. For example Streib (1992) treated the 

barriers to embracing a strategic approach in local government (for example the 

political nature of decision-making processes) as irreconcilable structural features 

of the sector which stood outside the organisation, rather than as legitimate 

elements that are part of the pluralistic context of strategy development and 

implementation (Streib 1992; Jarzabkowski & Fenton 2006). He stated: 
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The central theme of this article is that strategic decision making, as 

commonly described, is simply too demanding for many local governments to 

use effectively…For local government applications, the most effective 

approaches are likely to be those that seek to do little more than establish 

some general objectives, most of which can be expected to be modified at 

some future date. (Streib 1992, 348). 

 

Ganz’s work on social movement theory (2000, 2005), which he developed in the 

organisation and strategy context, challenges this limited idea of strategic capacity. 

He asserts that strategic capacity, which he defines as the capacity to effectively 

mobilise and deploy political, economic, cultural and moral resources to influence 

others to achieve one’s goal, is more about organisation resourcefulness than 

organisation resources in the traditional sense (Ganz 2005, 211-213). His argument 

is that the conditions which engender good strategising are what distinguish 

comparative levels of strategic capacity in organisations (Ganz 2005, 212,216). This 

broader approach to strategic capacity suggests that it is both the elements of 

strategic planning and implementation as incorporated in the various sources cited 

above, as well as the conditions within which these choices are made and actions 

are taken. Such a conception of strategic capacity allows room for the idea of 

strategic thinking which is a critical component of the move to taking a more 

strategic approach (Hanford 1996; Sproats 2001; Bonn 2001). 

        

It is this conjoined notion of strategic capacity that is the subject of this thesis; that 

is to say strategic capacity is the aptitude shown by the organisation in overcoming 

all of the barriers and making the best use of all of the opportunities to evolve from 

a narrow, short-term property services role to one of community building and 

stewardship in the broader sense as discussed above. This thesis identifies and 

theorises upon the enabling and constraining factors which influence the 



 10

development and operation of strategic capacity. In particular the three research 

questions sought to be answered are: 

 

What factors influence the development of strategic capacity? 

How do these factors operate? 

Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory 

actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

Approach to the Research 

In undertaking this task, a triangulated qualitative case study approach is used 

incorporating the theoretical literature, practice literature and original empirical 

research. The theoretical literature includes research and writing on strategic 

management, strategic capacity, public administration and local government in 

Australia, the United States of America, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and 

some other European countries, as these countries have all implemented 

management reforms in their local government sectors with a concern for strategic 

capacity (Gissendanner 2004; Wollmann 2008; Dollery, Garcea & LeSage 2008). 

 

The practice literature has focused on documented material in the public arena, 

mostly relevant to strategic management and local government in NSW. This has 

included reports, inquiries, inquiry submissions and legislation by or to the federal 

and NSW State Government, in particular the State regulatory body for local 

government in NSW (the Department of Local Government). It has also covered 

papers and reports by peak bodies relevant to the NSW local government sector 

such as the Local Government and Shires Associations of NSW (LGSA of NSW) 

and the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA), which is the national 

industry body. The practice literature extends to conference papers written and 

published by local government practitioners and academics and copies of strategic 
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and operational plans from a number of local councils. Strategic and operational 

plans from the four case study councils used for the empirical research (see below) 

were also obtained and used. While not subject to formal archival analysis, the 

documents were used to understand strategic planning and management frameworks 

put in place by the case study councils. 

 

The empirical research of strategic capacity and its operation was undertaken as 

primarily theory building, and focused on organisational practice which lends itself 

to qualitative investigation in an organisational setting (Remeny, Williams, Money 

& Swartz 1998; Snow & Thomas 1994).4 A comparative case study approach 

offered a suitable setting to produce theory building data (Eisenhardt 1989; Jensen 

& Rodgers 2001; Yin 2003 & 2009). Consequently the research centred upon four 

case study local councils in NSW and their response to various pressures to 

embrace a strategic orientation.  

 

Using a group of expert advisers (an expert adviser was regarded as an academic or 

practitioner with acknowledged specialisation in local government in NSW – see 

Appendix 2 for details), two councils were chosen5 which were perceived to be 

demonstrating a high level of strategic capacity and two which were regarded as 

still in transition, not having yet made a significant change to a strategic orientation. 

In the former category are Penrith City Council, a large metropolitan fringe council 

experiencing significant residential growth, and Eurobodalla Shire Council, a 

medium-size regional council located on the south coast of the State (DLG 2007a). 

In the latter category are Leichhardt Municipal Council, a medium size inner-city 

suburban council and Cessnock City Council, a medium size regional council 
                                              
4 A more detailed account of using the theory building approach forms part of the Chapter on the field 

research strategy and methodology - Chapter 6. 
5 A more detailed account of sample size and selection forms part of the Chapter on the field research 

strategy and methodology - Chapter 6. 
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located in a popular tourist area (DLG 2007a). Having this mix facilitates a robust 

sample of ‘telling’ cases (McKeown 1999; Yin 2003 & 2009) which enabled the 

researcher to compare and contrast the data across this divide of distinctiveness.6  

 

The major research tool used was the semi-structured interview as this allowed 

sufficient freedom to explore in detail each individual’s perception of aspects of 

strategic capacity. Given the different roles and duties assigned to elected 

representatives versus the chief executive officer (and by inference his/her staff) 

under the prevailing legislation, both councillors and staff were interviewed. Two 

other key local government sector participants were interviewed. One (Rogers 

2005) was a senior bureaucrat who served with the relevant NSW State Department 

(Department of Local Government) involved in the supervision of local government 

including the development and implementation of the reforms of the 1990s. The 

second (Sproats 2005), a former Director of the Centre for Local Government at the 

University of Technology Sydney and academic in the field of local government, 

was Professor Sproats. Professor Sproats was also commissioned by the State 

Government to conduct an independent inquiry into aspects of the NSW local 

government sector in 2000 (Sproats 2001). 

 

The data analysis relied on the technique of meaning condensation in which the 

transcribed text was reviewed and ‘natural meaning units’ relevant to the research 

questions were identified (Lee 1999). Further analysis linked common meaning 

units into one of five themes. These are: Attempting Strategic Capacity, Embedding 

Strategic Capacity, the Political Administrative Relationship and Strategic 

Capacity, Councillor Relationships and Strategic Capacity and Organisational 

Commitment to Strategic Capacity. In each case the focus of the analysis was on the 

                                              
6 Further information about the case study forms part of the Chapter on the field research strategy and 

methodology - Chapter 6. 
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identification and understanding of how enabling and constraining factors operated 

on the unit of analysis. A number of verification strategies were used to minimise 

bias in the data collection and analysis process to safeguard the study’s reliability.7 

 

The theoretical and practice literature were used to argue a range of contextual 

barriers to the development of strategic capacity in local government. Within this 

context, the empirical research identified factors at the organisational level. The end 

result is a model of factors which suggest that the development of strategic capacity 

in local government is a difficult task. In particular the research indicates that issues 

such as financial capacity, strategic leadership accountability, a lack of capacity 

building and inadequate strategic purpose are key contextual factors which militate 

against the development of strategic capacity. These combine with determining 

factors at the organisational level, such as place based decision-making, which 

operate to influence the development of strategic capacity. The remainder of this 

Introduction provides an overview of the structure of the thesis. 

 

Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided into five main areas. The first three Chapters examine the 

NSW local government sector primarily from a practice perspective, investigating 

its past and current prospects and the influence this has had on the development of 

strategic capacity. The next two Chapters focus on an analysis of strategic 

management theory and the implications for local government and strategic 

capacity. Chapter six sets out the methodology for the empirical research and is then 

followed by the presentation of the empirical evidence. The final two Chapters 

answer the research questions and bring all three strands of the triangulated 

approach together. A brief summary of the subject of each Chapter follows. 

                                              
7 These strategies are discussed in more detail in Chapter 6 and Appendix 3. 
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Chapter 1 outlines the compelling influence of the history of NSW local 

government on the enduring nature of the sector and its lack of initiation in modern 

management practices. The Chapter argues that this positioned the sector poorly in 

terms of its readiness to embrace the move to a more strategic mode of operation. 

Chapter 2 examines the specifics of the 1993 management reforms and the 

contextual factors driving the reform program. It also investigates the evidence in 

the public domain as to the efficacy of the reforms and the progress made by the 

sector in achieving strategic change. Chapter 3 analyses, in the context of 

intergovernmental relations and fiscal federalism, the expectations, actual and 

espoused, that the two other tiers of government hold for local government. The 

opportunity for local government to develop strategic capacity is influenced by the 

enabling or constraining policies and practices which define these relationships. 

 

Chapter 4 begins an examination of the strategic management literature and locates 

with that literature the strategic management approach imposed on local 

government by the NSW State Government. The Chapter incorporates an 

investigation of some of the assumptions of the strategic management framework 

imposed on the sector and their general incongruity with the sector’s nature and 

structural arrangements. It is argued that this incongruity acted to constrain the 

development of strategic capacity. Chapter 5 argues the highly rational nature of the 

strategic management model mandated for local government and reveals how this 

unduly rational model has militated against strategic capacity. Chapters 1 to 5 are 

based on the first two avenues of research; the theoretical and practice literature. 

Chapter 6 justifies the empirical research strategy and methodology, including the 

approach to the field research, sample, data collection and data analysis. 

 

Chapter 7 through to Chapter 11 sets out the empirical evidence around the five 

themes mentioned above. Each Chapter argues the evidence to identify the relevant 
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factors effecting the development of strategic capacity. Chapter 12 sets out the 

answers to the three research questions posed to inform the research. This includes 

an overall analysis of the factors and the characteristics they have in common in 

terms of a broader meaning for the development of strategic capacity. The final 

Chapter, Chapter 13, has several purposes. First of all it brings together the three 

strands of research constituting the thesis in a consolidated model of factors 

influencing the development of strategic capacity. It then identifies where the 

research has confirmed existing theory or is contributing to theory building. This is 

followed by a review of the implications of the research for theory and practice. The 

Chapter concludes with an articulation of the contribution made by the study 

overall, its limitations and avenues for possible future research. 
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Chapter 1 - The Defining Origins – NSW Local Government to 

1993 

In mid-1993, as indicated in the Introduction, the NSW Government mandated, by 

way of legislation, the requirement for NSW local councils to plan and operate 

strategically (Local Government Act 1993). This occurred after nearly 150 years of 

traditional municipal administration. Municipal administration was based on the 

routine provision of a narrow range of property related services with little need for 

forward planning or evaluation of the relevance of existing activities (Tucker 1997). 

These defining origins firmly positioned much of local government as a 

subordinated administrative extension of the State (Jones 1989 & McNeill 1997) 

which, it will be argued, has, and remains, a significant influence on the sector’s 

readiness to take a more strategic approach, and to develop the necessary strategic 

capacity to do so. Local government’s history also highlights the somewhat 

unrealistic expectations of the State Government in assuming the efficacy of a 

legislative mandate in relation to strategic capacity. This Chapter argues the case of 

history militating against strategic capacity. 

 

Influence of Local Government Colonial History on Strategic Capacity 

The nature of local government in NSW can be traced to the State’s colonial 

beginnings and a series of defining events that unfolded during the first half of the 

nineteenth century. What follows has been drawn from the definitive works of 

Maiden (1966) and Larcombe (1973, 1976 & 1978) on the history of local 

government in NSW. 

 

As Larcombe (1973, 5) notes, the early years of settlement in NSW were by no 

means conducive to the establishment of local government entities. The penal 
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nature of the colony combined with a scarcity of resources required centralised and 

autocratic government in order to effect and sustain tight control over the 

settlement. Additionally the British Colonial Office made it clear that civic 

improvement was to be based on the community’s willingness to pay (Maiden 

1966, 21). This meant the introduction of some form of direct tax, a notion that was 

unpopular amongst free settlers (Larcombe 1973, 11).  There was also an inertia in 

the population which Crowley (1955 as quoted by Larcombe 1973, 6) described as 

‘…not in the least fired with the enthusiasm so often to be found at the 

commencement of other ventures in colonisation.’. This was likely a result of a lack 

of colonial administrative experience amongst officials in the early years of the 

colony combined with a jaundiced view of municipal government held by British 

settlers following the failure of municipal corporations in England at that time 

(Larcombe 1973, 6-9).  

 

Yet the continuing development of the colony brought mounting pressure to 

consider some form of local arrangement to address the urgent need for 

infrastructure. By the late 1830s the colony had spread geographically and the need 

for roads grew more important for both individual use and to provide commercial 

transport routes for the developing wool industry (Larcombe 1973, 16). The need 

for managed water supplies and related health services was critical and the Colonial 

Office was applying pressure to reduce outlays on the cost of local services 

(Larcombe 1973, 19).  

 

The first steps to creating local institutions came in the form of road trusts (Maiden 

1966, 37). These were an answer to the problem of funding, constructing and 

maintaining colonial highways and roads. The Parish Roads Trust Act of 1840 

empowered trusts of elected landowners to levy rates and borrow money for road 

construction and maintenance. They were also empowered to charge tolls for the 

use of the roads. Similar special local authorities began to develop, for example the 
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Parramatta Market Commission in 1841, the provincial market commissions from 

1847 and the Campbelltown Water Trust in 1855 (Larcombe 1973, 71-78).  During 

this time the Sydney City Incorporation Act 1842 came into operation to create the 

first municipal corporation in NSW. Following on from this came legislation to 

enable the creation of District Councils, although still based on specific legislative 

enablement instigated by the Governor (Maiden 1966, 51). The most significant 

development came with the passing of the Municipalities Act of 1858 which offered 

municipal incorporation based on a petition of at least fifty householders in any 

urban or rural area (Larcombe 1973, 261). Once proclaimed the new municipality 

was governed by an elected council.  

 

Under the 1858 Municipalities Act councils were invested with the power to obtain 

revenue from rates, fees for services and government grants. They were required, 

through somewhat rigid legislation, to take responsibility for  ‘…roads, streets, 

bridges, ferries, wharves, jetties, piers and public thoroughfares; the care and 

management  of public cemeteries; the provision of water supplies, sewerage 

services and lighting systems.’ (Larcombe 1973, 262). As well as this councils were 

required to manage, through by-laws of their own making:  

 

…the prevention and extinguishing of fires, the suppression of nuisances, the 

regulation and licensing of porters and public carriers, slaughtering, sale of 

meat, markets, fairs and sales, the preservation of public health and decency, 

the establishment of hospitals, asylums, public libraries, museums, botanical 

gardens and places of public recreation. (Larcombe 1973, 262). 

 

The Municipalities Act of 1858 commenced the provision of a general local 

government scheme in NSW. However it did not stop continuing debate and 

legislative reform.  The waves of reform were often driven by party political issues 
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such as the ‘one man, one vote’ policy of the first NSW Labor Government in NSW 

in 1910 (Larcombe 1978, 386). This issue provided the impetus for a new local 

government statute which was to be the most comprehensive attempt to that point to 

consolidate and mandate the activities of the sector (Maiden 1966, 126). 

Consequently about eighty years after the first legislative move to introduce local 

institutions (Parish Roads Trust Act of 1840), the NSW Government introduced the 

Local Government Act of 1919. This remained the key statute for the sector until 

the reforms of the early 1990s, when it was replaced by a new Act in 1993. The 

philosophy of the 1919 Act was to prescribe, in detail, the powers, functions and 

duties of local government. This narrow role and prescriptive approach largely 

remained the hallmark of municipal administration for the remainder of the 

twentieth century. The combination of prescription and circumscription prompted 

Jones to comment ‘Australian local government, handicapped by its limited 

nineteenth-century role, has survived rather than prospered.’ (Jones 1989, 48).  

 

The implications for strategic capacity as a result of these colonial origins are 

several fold. First, the penal nature of the colony and the belief that strong central 

government control was required, set the scene for local government to inherit a 

narrow residual role, mostly made up of infrastructure responsibilities that were not 

wanted by the Colonial, or later State, Government. As Larcombe observed, this use 

of local government as a ‘…creation for convenience to relieve the centre of 

functions it could not or would not undertake.’ (1978, 461) became an embedded 

feature of municipal government throughout the nineteenth and most of the 

twentieth centuries. This served to largely limit the status of the sector to something 

little more than ‘…an extension of a state’s administrative apparatus…’ (McNeill 

1997, 22). This experience has shaped an enduring role for local government that 

precluded its participation as a strategic actor either in the development of the 

colony more broadly, or later as a significant participant in the federation (Brown 

2002).  
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Second, under the 1858 Municipalities Act the threshold requirement of fifty 

householders gave the local government sector an early focus on creating a 

relatively high number of councils, especially given the need for the colony to 

operate over a large geographic area. By the beginning of the twentieth century 

there were 324 local councils so constituted in NSW (IPART 1998, 5). These 

councils were (and some still remain) limited both in terms of resources and 

influence because of their typically small size and highly localised focus (Barnett 

1973, 21; McNeill 1997, 21). With such high numbers of councils with limited 

critical mass professionally, financially and politically, they were readily ignored, 

destined, as Brown (2002, 25) observes, to remain in the shadow of more 

centralised government structures. This, coupled with their narrow role, maintained 

the status of local councils as non-strategic entities, not in control of significant 

populations or geographic areas. 

 

Third, the NSW Local Government Act of 1919 which, as Wensing (1997, 90) 

notes, was a product of nineteenth century thinking, prescribed in detail both what 

and how local government undertook its activities. It gave little room for any 

autonomy, allowing the State Government direct administrative and operational 

control of the sector. At the time of its passage through Parliament concerns were 

expressed about the extensive powers delegated to the relevant Minister of State 

which gave power over local government (Larcombe 1987, 391). A leading 

politician of the day declared ‘If you want local government to succeed in Australia, 

and take its proper place in the sphere of public affairs, local governing bodies 

must be taught to accept responsibility and to discharge it.’ (Lang 1918 as cited by 

Larcombe 1978, 391). Nonetheless the legislation proceeded with its extensive 

framework of Ministerial delegations. Larcombe observed: 
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The Local Government Act, 1919, was a most elaborate measure. No doubt 

as a codification of municipal law it had its advantages, but apart from the 

provisions for the county councils, it contained little of sufficient importance 

to alter materially the major principles of the 1906 system. It was thus a 

disappointing milestone in the advancement of local government. In fact it 

was characteristic of the scared attitude of modern non-labor governments 

towards municipal reform. Though it contained their most important 

achievement in the municipal field, the county system, it was a monument to 

their conservatism and cult for centralization. Local initiative tended to be 

stifled by the constant reference to ministerial decisions. This fact prevented 

the local authorities from taking advantage of any opportunities the Act 

possessed to create a stronger system of local government. (Larcombe 1978, 

391). 

 

The 1919 Act ensured that for a large part of the twentieth century, local 

government lacked autonomy, limiting its opportunity to develop into a more 

dynamic and independent sphere of community government. The sector’s role did 

begin to evolve during the fourth quarter of the century, coinciding with new 

planning legislation (Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 No. 203 of 

NSW), and in response to community pressures for a level of involvement in 

environment protection and community services, although these changes were 

largely ad hoc and not supported by an adequate expansion in revenue raising 

capacity (Dollery, Wallis & Allan 2006; Sansom 2009). This evolution in role has 

been characterised as a shift from a focus on property related services to one 

including services to people (LGSA of NSW 2006; Dollery et al 2006). This role 

change has occurred slowly. Even as late in the century as 1998 the National Office 

of Local Government stated the following about local government outlays 

generally: 
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It could be said that, compared to many countries, local government in 

Australia has a relatively narrow range of functions. For instance, it does 

not take general responsibility for providing services such as schools and 

policing. This, in part, is due to historical factors, including the fact that 

local government traditionally derives much of its revenue from property 

rates. As a result, functions and services are still heavily oriented to 

property, particularly outside the major metropolitan centres. (NOLG 1998, 

6). 

 

With the NSW local government sector not encouraged to take responsibility for 

itself, and unable to influence its own role and priorities in any significant way, it 

was therefore not effectively prepared for the 1993 reforms which expected 

councils to find their strategic feet after a century-and-a-half of State paternalism 

and legislative prescription. The 1919 Act also focused local government on what 

Jones refers to as ‘petty regulation’ (Jones 1989, 18), the minutiae of bureaucratic 

concern in relation to a broad range of approvals, consents and permissions. This 

preponderance of bureaucratic process did little to position the sector to take the 

‘big picture’ approach so valued by the State Government (DLG&C 1991, 9). 

 

Based on this history, it cannot be asserted that local government came to the 

reforms of the 1990s with much experience of being in charge of its own direction 

let alone having a reservoir of strategic practice. The sector’s colonial history and 

strong services-to-property focus were not the only influencing factors in the lead-

up to the 1993 reformation. A key point of transition relates to the structure of local 

council organisations and associated management practices which tended to 

maintain what has been referred to as ‘…excessive departmentalism…’ (Tucker 

1997, 69). As is discussed below, this absence of structural integration also 

impacted on the sector’s development of, and readiness to embrace, strategic 

capacity. 
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Influence of Local Government Management History on Strategic Capacity 

From the early 1970s to the early 1990s reform pressure was applied to the NSW 

local government sector. This section summarises the three main attempted reform 

phases of this period (Barnett Inquiry 1973; Bains Inquiry 1978; DLG management 

reforms 1989, 1990 & 1991). Because of the commonality of themes across these 

three phases, the implications for the development of strategic capacity are 

examined at the conclusion of the section.   

 

Barnett Inquiry 1973 

The first significant twentieth century examination of council administration in 

NSW occurred in 1971 with the constitution of a Committee of Inquiry chaired by 

Mr C.J.Barnett, a former Under Secretary of the NSW State Department of Local 

Government (Barnett 1973). The Report became known as the Barnett Report 

(Purdie 1976). The Barnett Report noted that many councils had failed to delegate 

statutory powers (under the then Local Government Act 1919) to Town Clerks 

which meant, by default, powers were exercised by the Mayor or Shire President 

who had become, in both name and practice, the chief executive officer of the 

Council (Barnett 1973, 50).  

 

The Report also observed that Mayors and Presidents, along with other elected 

officials, were often involved in the minutiae of the day-to-day operation of the 

council. Where there were high levels of cooperation and tolerance, the Report 

concluded that the councils so operating were satisfied with the arrangements; 

where there was conflict between elected and appointed officials, the outcome for 

the community was unsatisfactory (Barnett 1973, 50). The Report argued that ‘…the 

public should not, in our view, be expected to rely upon fortuitous circumstances at 
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the ballot-box to obtain efficient and competent administration of council affairs.’ 

(Barnett 1973, 50). 

 

Based on strong criticism of the lack of separation between elected and appointed 

officials, between policy and administration, and what Barnett saw as the 

amateurish enthusiasm of Mayors versus the professionalism of Town Clerks, a new 

structure of administration was proposed. It included the Town Clerk being given 

statutory recognition as the Chief Administrative Officer of the organization, 

responsible for carrying out the decisions of the elected representatives who 

constituted the council. Council would be responsible for larger matters of policy 

and administrative review, and not be involved in day-to-day matters (Barnett 1973, 

59). The report set out in some detail a division of duties accordingly (Barnett 1973, 

59-60). Underpinning this recommendation was a belief by Barnett in the role of a 

professional management class (Barnett 1973, 55). 

 

The Report noted that the LGSA of NSW, in its submission, highlighted the 

financial plight of local government as the matter of highest priority because of the 

difficulty the sector was experiencing meeting growing demands (Barnett 1973, 22). 

The Report did not suggest that there were necessarily high levels of support from 

the local government sector for its recommendations and there is little evidence of 

any change resulting from the Inquiry. In fact of local council organisations a short 

time later Jones made the following observation: 

 

The traditional local authority is dominated by its individual departments; 

corporate planning sees excessive departmentalism as the key problem in 

local management. Departments carry out their administrative routine and 

rarely question the need for change. Leadership is often weak, as separate 

departments develop an alliance against the town clerk and the mayor, and 
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often develop alliances with individual councillors to whom they grant 

favours – such as preferential treatment of a councillor’s pet project. Strong 

departmentalism creates weak leadership and reduces the capacity of the 

organisation to change. (Jones 1989, 80). 

 

This departmentalism was hardly surprising especially given the fact that the 1919 

Local Government Act, which was in operation at this time, helped embed this 

structure. As Mant (2005c, 6) notes: ‘Each professional group in council had its 

chapter [in the Act] with specific powers to produce particular outputs. This 

legislation was for the parts rather than the whole.’. 

 

Bains Inquiry 1978 

This inquiry came five years later in the form of a ministerially appointed review of 

local authority management by Malcolm Bains, who had been chief executive 

officer of Kent County Council in the UK, an organization of some five-thousand, 

and someone regarded as an expert on matters of local government management 

(Jones 1993, 150). Bains largely supported all of the views and findings of the 

Barnett Report (1973) and because little had changed in terms of administrative 

practice and organisation structure, the substantial part of his report also dealt with 

the matter of inadequate separation between the policy role of councillors and 

administrative role of staff (Bains 1978). Bains also concluded that there was very 

little forward planning in the sector, an insufficient focus on performance review 

and a need for greater education in management principles and practice (1978, 7). 

 

Bains (1978, 21-36) argued strongly in favour of councils adopting a corporate 

approach to management on the basis that problems and challenges for a local 

government organization were not necessarily confined to a single functional area. 

As well as advocating for a designated chief executive officer in similar terms to 
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Barnett (1973), he also proposed the use of an executive management team 

consisting of the chief executive officer and heads of functional departments. This 

executive team would meet regularly and coordinate matters of administration and 

provide advice and support to the council (Bains 1978, 29). Bains (1978) went on to 

recommend most elements of a corporate management approach including long-

range planning, external environmental analysis, objective and priority setting and 

the formal development and adoption of position statements for staff (1978, 32-33). 

In terms of process, Bains (1978, 34-35) proposed adoption of the management-by-

objectives system which was at that time being promoted by the LGSA of NSW. 

Management-by-objectives was originally made popular in the mid-1950s by Peter 

Drucker (1954) and was an early attempt to combine the use of explicit goals with a 

focus on performance (Stoner, Collins & Yetton 1985, 168-169). For local 

government Bains asserted that it would provide a systematic approach to clear 

objective setting as well as serve as an effective basis for measuring and monitoring 

performance (1978, 35). 

 

In terms of the sector’s position on the matters examined by Bains (1978) there is 

little evidence of support. The Report records the view of the then Australian 

Council of Local Government Associations (now ALGA) which articulated local 

government issues in the following way: 

 

 Inadequate financial resources 

 restrictive legislation; 

 unsuitability of quite a number of existing areas and boundaries; 

 transfer of services to non-elective bodies; 

 undue control by some government departments; 

 lack of proper recognition of the place of local government in the 

governmental structure of the nation by both Federal and State 

Parliaments; 
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 unwillingness of local authorities to co-operate with one another in 

services which go beyond the boundary of one authority; 

 the indifference of the community; and 

 ignorance of local government activities.8 (Bains 1978, 9). 

 

The LGSA of NSW made similar representations stating that local government had 

borne the brunt, financially and otherwise, of the negative impact of building 

booms, traffic and parking problems, changing social, health and welfare needs and 

immigration programs (Bains 1978, 11).  

 

In terms of management reform the Bains Report (1978) failed to induce any 

significant change in the sector, or action by the State Government, and the question 

of the role of Mayor (or Shire President) received no statutory attention as a result 

of the recommendations made. Continuing reform pressure was then a matter for 

the sector’s regulator – the New South Wales Department of Local Government. 

 

Department of Local Government  

In 1989 the Department of Local Government issued a circular to councils 

informing them of the outcome of a process of management reviews which had 

been introduced to assist councils improve management practices and structures 

(DLG 1989). The Department had completed 70 such reviews of councils during 

the previous year and the circular communicated the common deficiencies it found 

in management frameworks and urged councils to improve their corporate 

management practices. While it acknowledged that some councils had attempted to 

develop plans, the circular detailed a litany of problems, most of which were 

already familiar following the work of Barnett (1973) and Bains (1978). It included 

the failure of many councils to resolve the policy versus administration issue, noting 
                                              
8 Dot point format used in original text. 
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the involvement of elected members in the day-to-day business of the organization 

(DLG 1989, 5). Again councils were urged, but not required, to delegate power 

more comprehensively to the Town Clerk and establish the position as chief 

executive officer so it could then coordinate all matters of council management. The 

circular noted inadequate corporate planning as reviews had failed to find evidence 

of measurable target setting and review, public accountability, priority and objective 

setting, adequate support for the implementation and maintenance of plans and a 

linking of plans to budgets (DLG 1989, 1). Detailed criticism extended to financial 

planning and management, management information systems, organisational 

structures, internal co-ordination between departments and personnel management 

(DLG 1989). 

 

Also providing insights into further attempts at management reform was a 

management planning guidance document issued by the Department of Local 

Government a year later aimed at assisting elected members understand and 

implement corporate management (DLG 1990, 2). The document acknowledged 

that since the Bains Report (1978), corporate management had had a chequered 

history in the sector as a result of a number of pitfalls and barriers (DLG 1990, 11). 

The document cited fifty possible reasons why corporate management had failed 

including confusion or disagreement about the respective roles of councillors and 

staff, lack of leadership, resistance to adopting a corporate approach, lack of 

measurable objectives and the unduly jargonistic and complex nature of planning 

approaches (DLG 1990). Nonetheless the guidelines went on and exhorted 

councillors to embrace management planning because of its vital role in 

demonstrating accountability to constituents  (DLG 1990, 6-7).  

 

A year later, the Department of Local Government issued yet another guideline on 

council management, this time aimed at both elected members and staff of councils 

(DLG 1991). It offered much the same discourse of deficiency as previous 
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publications, including the unresolved tangle of the policy versus administration 

relationship (DLG 1991, 31-32). The document did note that the majority of 

councils were developing corporate plans (DLG 1991, 38) even though, according 

to the Department’s continuing management review program, they seemed largely 

inadequate for one suite of reasons or another (DLG 1991). These guidelines were 

the last attempt by the Department to seek a voluntary response from the sector to 

reform its management practices.  

 

Despite this continuing discourse of deficiency by the Department of Local 

Government (DLG 1989, 1990 & 1991), it is relevant to acknowledge that there 

were some councils who continued to adopt a broader community building 

approach and focus on strategy. For example Newcastle City Council, in 1985, 

adopted a new corporate planning model, which applied a comprehensive strategy 

structure alignment, even through to its committee system, in an attempt to improve 

its strategic ability (Jones 1989, 92-99). Wollongong City Council (a regional 

council in NSW located on the south coast about ninety kilometres from Sydney) 

was acknowledged as a leader following its development and use of a regional 

employment and development plan in an effort to address unemployment and 

contribute to the economic restructuring and expansion of the City (Jones 1989, 

144).  

 

During 1988 Penrith City Council successfully concluded a year long campaign to 

have a new university located within its local government area, realising its 

importance to the growth of the City as well as its capacity to distinguish Penrith 

from other areas of western Sydney (PCC 1988). On the national stage 1993 saw 

the release of the Integrated Local Area Planning initiative by the Australian Local 

Government Association (ALGA 1993). It aimed to encourage councils to take a 

more holistic approach to community development, coordinating across tiers of 

government and in relation to physical, environmental, economic, social and 
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cultural issues (ALGA 1993). This initiative was based on the premise that the role 

of local government was changing and there was an imperative for the sector to 

adopt wider responsibilities (ALGA 1993, 6). Some NSW councils and professional 

staff were involved in developing and promoting this initiative. These examples 

suggest that some councils were considering strategic capacity prior to its 

appearance in the 1993 reforms. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The State Government’s expectation of local government strategic capacity was that 

by the early 1990s, councils would be planning based on an effective assessment of 

the needs of the whole community, the translation of those needs into long-term, 

prioritised objectives and the enactment of the objectives through action plans 

supported by on-going monitoring and review (DLG 1991; DLG&C 1991). 

However this expectation largely ignored the fact that local government spent a 

large proportion of the twentieth century delivering routine services related to 

infrastructure, local regulation and waste collection, with some forays into 

community services, land use planning and economic development.  

 

Furthermore, many council organisations were fragmented, suffering from 

excessive departmentalism and with no co-ordinating mechanism to develop and 

provide an overview of activities and priorities. The roles of councillor and staff 

member lacked clear differentiation to the point where the former were routinely 

involved in the work of the latter at the expense of involvement in policy. Longer 

term objectives and measurable goals were not common to local councils and 

emphasis was on day-to-day operations. 

 

Table 1 (below) contrasts the State Government’s management and strategic 

capacity reform expectations of the local government sector in the period 1973 to 
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1993 with the actual position of local councils as recorded by the Barnett (1973) 

and Bains (1978) Inquiries and the Department of Local Government itself (DLG 

1989, 1990 & 1991). 
 

Table 1 – Corporate Management & Strategic Capacity Key Expectations and Position of Councils 

Corporate Management and Strategic 
Capacity – Key  Expectations 

Position of Local Councils  
From 1973 - 1993 

Clear role distinction between 
councillors (policy) and staff 
(implementation) 

Mayor (or Shire President) was 
nominally chief executive officer. 
Councillors were often involved in the 
detail of day-to-day operations.  

Nominated Chief Administrative Officer 
to whom other senior staff reported 

No senior staff member necessarily 
nominated as Chief Administrative 
Officer denying a single point of 
administrative accountability. 

Co-ordinated whole-of-organisation 
management approach via a Chief 
Officer’s committee 

Many councils failed to create such 
committees and there was little 
opportunity for senior staff to meet as a 
group and discuss priorities. 

Chief Officer’s committee provides 
Council with co-ordinated advice and 
view of major issues and financial 
position 

Department heads often worked directly 
to the relevant functional committee and 
did not focus on matters outside of their 
area. Departmentalism facilitated by 
legislation (Local Government Act 
1919) 

Develop objectives and goals based on 
community needs 

Decision-making ad hoc. Focus on day-
to-day operations with a lack of 
measurable objectives and targets. 
Where plans existed they were often 
fragmented or informal.  

Focus on efficient resource management 
to achieve council priorities 

Plans often not linked to budgets or 
funding strategies. Financial 
management usually limited to 12 
months. Whole-of-council priorities 
often not formulated or communicated 
because of the emphasis on departments 
as the unit of operation. 

Monitor and review performance  Typically a high level of informal 
planning made monitoring irrelevant and 
little evidence of review. Unclear 
accountabilities. 
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Link plans and budgets Generally lack of plans and poor quality 
budgets based on line items and 
historical costs with little to no review. 

 
Source: Barnett 1973; Bains 1978; Jones 1989; DLG 1989, 1990 & 1991; Tucker 1997; Mant 2000 

 

Clearly the largely unheeded exhortations of the Department of Local Government 

in the 1973 to 1993 period suggests there was considerable disinterest in, or 

resistance  to, management reform and the development of strategic capacity. As 

Jones observed of administrative units of central government, ‘It may be difficult to 

develop broader planning strategies when preoccupied with … delegated 

functions.’ (Jones 1989, 60). One can justifiably conclude that the state of the sector 

leading up to, and at the time of, the 1993 reformation, was the antithesis of that 

required for strategic capacity. This meant that responding to a legislative mandate 

for strategic capacity was going to require the sector to not merely improve its 

insights, plans and budgets but also reconsider its role, revise its organisation 

structures, re-fashion its political/administrative interface (especially the role of 

councillors and senior staff), develop the capacity to assess all of the community’s 

needs and considerably strengthen financial management and strategic skills. This 

would most likely mean a slow and incomplete response to the reforms at best as 

councils dealt with such a comprehensive change program which demanded skills 

and experience not widely found in the sector (Jones 1977; Bains 1978; DLG 1989). 

 

It is clear that from early colonial times to a couple of decades short of the end of 

the twentieth century municipal structures remained relatively constant and a short-

term operational focus dominated the approach to service delivery. The main 

purpose of the local government sector during much of this time was to provide a 

range of delegated infrastructure and regulatory services that neither the Colonial 

nor State Government was willing to provide. This was a matter of central 

government convenience.  
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The 1919 Local Government Act was based on nineteenth century thinking, yet 

remained in place and unreformed, although not unamended, for seventy-four years; 

the longest surviving twentieth century Local Government Act in Australia 

(Wensing 1997). This meant that on approach to the reforms of 1993, the sector 

remained significantly defined by a colonial historical paradigm, conducting 

municipal business (albeit modestly expanded into areas such as land use planning 

and community services), as it had been for a century-and-a-half. This colonial 

influence and residual role of local government have been so fundamentally 

defining that some observers still comment on its influence in the 21st century 

(Sproats 2003 and Mant 2005a).  

 

Local council organisations were slow to modernise and even into the late 1980s 

some had no nominated chief executive officer, no internally coordinated 

management team and no plan beyond an annual budget. In 1991 the Department of 

Local Government described many councils as: 

 

…spending most of their time engaged in resolving day-to-day 

problems…[and not] involved in the assessment of the needs of the 

community, the expression of these needs in the form of council objectives, 

the design of action plans and work programs to achieve the objectives, the 

successful review of administrative performance in meeting these defined 

goals, and the development of policies (DLG 1991, 36).  

 

However some councils did express a cognisance of strategic capacity and take 

significant steps to broaden their remit and adopt a more holistic consideration of 

the needs of their areas and of taking a more strategic approach (Jones 1989; PCC 

1988). The national integrated local area planning initiative also heralded the 

beginning of new perspectives and insights which reflected some strategic 

aspirations within the Australian local government sector overall (ALGA 1993). 
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While these developments were somewhat prescient, it did not change the general 

hue of the NSW local government sector which, in the main, had been limited to a 

bureaucratic service role and not given, or expected to play, a strategic role as a 

community builder for the colony or the State until changing State Government 

expectations from the mid-1970s, and particularly the early 1990s. However the 

previous century-and-a-half ensured the local government sector was largely ill-

prepared to take on a broader community building role, and adopt strategic planning 

principles and practices that addressed community needs holistically. In hindsight, 

the State Government’s expectations of the sector up to the early 1990s seem 

somewhat perverse given their role in keeping local government limited in scope, 

dependent in operation and subject to an outdated and unempowering legislative 

scheme. 

 

Furthermore, the century-and-a-half of local government municipal administration 

also sits in considerable contrast to the managerial reform demands of the State 

Government embodied in the new Local Government Act of 1993. This potential 

immiscibility sees a highly constrained and dependent local government sector on 

the one hand and a legislative mandate to develop and apply strategic capacity on 

the other. This tension is relevant to considering the efficacy of the 1993 reforms 

and the consequential development of strategic capacity. The following Chapter 

examines this tension, informed by a review of the broader context of local 

government reform. 
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Chapter 2 - Strategic Capacity Imposed – The Reforms and 

Their Aftermath 

The new Local Government Act 1993 came into operation on 1 July 1993 and 

incorporated a range of management and strategic planning reforms. This legislative 

scheme demanded a more strategically positioned local government sector, one that 

engaged more broadly with the needs of the community. The Act itself, while the 

centrepiece of the reform, was the result of a broader transformation program 

occurring at both the national and sub-national levels involving changes to 

microeconomic and public administration philosophies (Hughes 2003; DLG&C 

1991). This broader transformation program accounts for the nature and extent of 

reform in the local government sector. Using this broader program as context, this 

Chapter examines the specifics of the 1993 strategic management changes along 

with the evidence in the public domain as to their efficacy in the years following the 

changes. The examination focuses on the implications for strategic capacity. 

 

Local Government Reformation 

Over the last fifteen to twenty years there has been a major reform of economic 

theory and public sector administration in Australia and other countries, involving 

the adoption of private sector principles of strategic management and a preference 

for market mechanisms to improve economic efficiency (Hughes 2003). Tucker 

(1997, 71) notes that local government has been the last sphere of government to be 

affected by this change.  It is in this reform program that the governmental 

motivation to transform local government lies, including the impetus for mandating 

strategic capacity. The following section investigates the nexus between the broader 

national and sub-national transformation program and the demand for local 
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government to develop strategic capacity. In particular the section looks at how the 

nature of the reforms assisted or hindered in the development of this capacity. 

 

The Rise of New Public Management 

Traditional public administration had operated for many years on the assumption 

that government ought to be the direct provider of goods and services in areas of 

policy involvement and that the specialist nature of public administration required 

the skills of professional bureaucrats (Hughes 1994, 1). Fundamental to its role was 

a measure of independence and tenure to permit the provision of advice that was not 

just focused on the sectional interests of its political masters but also on the broader 

public interest (Smith & Corbett 1999, 27). It had established its key values as 

citizen participation, open policy-making processes, accountability and stewardship 

of the state (Terry 1993, 393) and its focus on resource management and efficiency 

was attenuated by a fundamental concern for equity and due administrative process 

(Dixon, Kouzmin & Korac-Kakabadse 1998, 166). 

 

However since the late 1980s public administration has undergone significant  

change (Hughes 2003) across a number of countries including Australia, New 

Zealand, the UK, Canada and the USA (Dixon, Kouzmin & Korac-Kakabadse 

1998, 164). This changed face of public administration has become known as New 

Public Management or NPM (Hood 1991; Dunleavy & Hood 1994; Leach & 

Barnett 1997; Hughes 1998b; Du Gay 2000). Hood (1991, 4-5) argues seven 

doctrinal elements of NPM: active professional management with clear allocation of 

responsibility and authority for action, formal and explicit goals and performance 

measures, resource consumption and performance expressed as outputs and 

outomes, disaggregation of public organisations reflecting purchaser/provider 

relationships including contracting out, use of competition through out-sourcing to 

improve efficiency, use of private sector management techniques to improve results 
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orientation and application of flexibility in employment and, finally, a focus on cost 

cutting, particularly in relation to labour management. 

 

Du Gay (2000, 1-5) suggests that the reason NPM gained acceptance was discontent 

with the public sector at the political and social levels. He argues three prongs to 

this anti-bureaucratic attack: the popular conception of public bureaucracy as 

ponderous, rule bound and self-serving, its highly instrumental and rationalist mode 

of operation, and its failure to be more entrepreneurial, both in terms of political 

responsiveness and managerial practice. Du Gay (2000) asserts that these strands of 

discontent came together to demand a reinvented public sector. Similarly to Hood 

(1991), although less in the context of critical analysis, Osborne and Gaebler (1992, 

19-20) characterised the reinvented service as one committed to competition 

between service providers, empowerment of citizens by devolving bureaucratic 

control to the community, performance measurement that is outcome focused, a 

culture that ensures a goal-driven rather than rule-driven mode of operation, 

primacy of customer service, problem prevention rather than reaction and a 

preference for market rather than bureaucratic mechanisms. 

 

Economic theory has been another driver of public administration reform and to 

some extent dominant economic discourses amplified the bureaucratic discontent 

articulated by Du Gay (2000). The spread of ideas of what is referred to as new 

institutional economics, particularly the notion of public choice theory, originally 

applied to the critical analysis of bureaucracies by Niskanen (1971),  have been 

influential reform concepts (Hood 1991; Leach and Barnett 1997; Harvey 2005). As 

Hood (1991), observes: 

 

The new institutional economics movement helped to generate a set of 

administrative reform doctrines built on ideas of contestability, user choice, 
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transparency and close concentration on incentive structures. (Hood 1991, 

5, emphasis in original). 

 

Public choice theory holds that bureaucrats operate to maximise their own private 

interests rather than the public interest through a focus on increased remuneration, 

expanded departmental budgets and more power and prestige (Hughes 2003). The 

antidote to this self maximising behaviour and the failure of the public sector to 

focus on the public good was argued to be the application of market forces to the 

task of public provision (Hood 1991).  

 

The idea of increased involvement of the private sector in the contested delivery of 

public sector services also enjoyed a strong political appeal and some writers argue 

that the economic and managerialist changes were the end result of a neo-liberal 

political agenda. For example Harvey (2005), citing the influence of various 

American economists during the 1950s to the 1980s as well as public choice theory 

states: 

 

The…commonality to these arguments was that government intervention was 

the problem rather than the solution, and that a stable monetary policy plus 

radical tax cuts in the top brackets, would produce a healthier economy by 

getting the incentives for entrepreneurial activity aligned correctly. The 

business press, with the Wall Street Journal very much in the lead, took up 

these ideas, becoming an open advocate of neoliberalization as the 

necessary solution to all economic ills. ( Harvey 2005, 54). 

 

The neo-liberal economic solution was enthusiastically embraced by Prime Minister 

Thatcher in the UK in 1979 and President Reagan in the US in 1980; both political 

heads of state being credited with embedding and spreading this approach and 

presiding over administrations which reduced the size and influence of the public 
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sector bureaucracy and increased private sector and open market participation 

(Leach & Barnett 1997; Hughes 2003; Harvey 2005). Harvey (2005) also argues 

that neo-liberal economic imperatives were subsequently globalised through 

international organisations such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the 

World Bank and the United Nations (UN). 

 

NPM, with its neo-liberal trappings, has also been the reform of choice by central 

governments for their local government sectors in a number of countries and 

jurisdictions. For example Leach and Barnett (1997) reviewed NPM reforms in 

English local government between 1992 to 1995, acknowledging its adherence to 

most of Hood’s (1991) seven key doctrinal elements. Central government changes 

to local government included privatisation of some operations (local authority 

housing), an emphasis on efficiency, effectiveness and economy, deregulation, the 

encouragement of competition in public transport and use of alternative forms of 

service provision (Leach & Barnett 1997, 42). The review concluded that just as the 

concept of NPM can be imprecise and ambiguous, so can its implementation and 

relevance, which is mostly why NPM failed to take effect at that time (Leach & 

Barnett 1997). It was not aided by a lack of consensus between the two tiers of 

government about the role and function of the local government sector (Stoker 

1996). 

 

Similar examples of NPM reform influences on local government in other countries 

are numerous and include Holland (Van Helden & Jansen 2003), Germany 

(Wollmann 2000), Israel (Razin 2004) and Austria (Hammerschmid & Meyer 2005) 

to cite just a few. Given such a global sphere of influence, Australia was not likely 

to escape neo-liberal forces and similar public sector reform. 
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Australian and NSW NPM Experience 

In the Australian context the reform agenda was initially advanced at the national 

level by the Hawke, then Keating, Federal Labor Government concerned to ensure 

effective ministerial control of the bureaucracy and its responsiveness to new policy 

directions. Its primary instrument for achieving change was the development of a 

Financial Management Improvement Program (FMIP) requiring agencies to reform 

management practices and conform to a new budget management and resource 

allocation framework (Johnston & Marshall 1994, 171).  

 

Carroll (1992, 10) argues that by the 1980s the top-level economic policy-making 

positions in the Federal bureaucracy in Canberra were occupied by those with a 

fervent belief in the superiority of market mechanisms to deliver positive economic 

outcomes for Australia. This economic hegemony, combined with what was 

presented as Australia’s economic problem of a continuing current account deficit 

during the 1980s, resulted in both Government and Opposition parties arguing that 

microeconomic reform was the reform necessary to restore Australia’s 

competitiveness and make the public sector efficient (Gerritsen 1994, 278). 

Gerritsen (1994, 271) defines microeconomic reform as ‘…the application of 

market disciplines to the provision of products and services to improve the volume 

of outputs obtainable from inputs available.’.  In other words microeconomic 

reform aims to optimise economic efficiency through the use of free market 

mechanisms. This led to such reforms as reduced tariffs, deregulation of the 

financial and telecommunications industries, labour market reform and a reduction 

in company taxation (Productivity Commission 1996, 27). In the public sector, 

broadly speaking, microeconomic reform drove changes in public sector financial 

and other management, commercialisation of functions and purchaser/provider 

arrangements both within government and through outsourcing arrangements 

(Productivity Commission 1996, 21).  
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In NSW, the coming to power of the Greiner Liberal/National Party coalition 

government in 1988 proved to be a major boost to management reform in the public 

sector, and was also influenced by the adoption of a microeconomic reform agenda 

in the economic rationalist and neo-liberal traditions (Gerritsen 1994 & Johnston & 

Marshall 1994, 170). The new public sector ethos in NSW was a belief that 

government could operate and be managed as if it were a private sector corporation 

(Johnston & Marshall 1994; Norton 1997).  

 

The new Greiner government appointed a Commission of Audit to examine the 

State’s financial position (Johnston 1993). One outcome of this Commission was its 

influence in encouraging the Government to include strategic management and 

planning requirements in the enabling legislation of certain statutory authorities, 

albeit in broad terms (Johnston 1993). This was later followed by an administrative 

requirement for all state-level agencies to develop strategic plans, and institutional 

arrangements in central agencies were enhanced to supervise this new responsibility 

(Johnston & Hyde 1990, Johnston 1993). The required form of the strategic plans 

mimicked private sector practice incorporating agency missions, strategic 

directions, objectives and performance indicators (Johnston & Marshall 1994, 173). 

Agencies were even encouraged to use the popularised Strengths Weaknesses 

Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) model to develop their plans (Johnston & Hyde 

1990). 

 

It was this intensity and rationale of reform that drove the changes to local 

government. Wensing (1997, 90-91) notes that during the 1990s all states undertook 

a substantial review of their local governments, resulting in new legislation and 

directions. Common to all the approaches was an attempt to make local government 

more accountable and reduce the prescriptiveness of previous legislation while, at 

the same time, providing a legislative framework that would support and encourage 

microeconomic reform (Wensing 1997, 91).  
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NSW Local Government NPM Experience 

The Greiner coalition government, with its economic rationalist ideology and 

commitment to microeconomic reform, believed that the local government sector 

was inherently inefficient at providing many goods and services and that the true 

benefit of improved economic efficiency was ‘…entirely a people exercise – it is 

implemented by the people and the benefits that result are for the people.’ (Greiner 

1990, Address to the Institute of Municipal Management). The State Government 

wanted to ensure that the microeconomic reforms occurring at the State level were 

pursued effectively in the local government sector, such pursuit being predicated 

upon modern management techniques and the efficient and disciplined management 

of public resources (Greiner 1990). It also expected that the management of public 

resources included the application of funds ‘…to the areas of greatest need and to 

the areas that will most benefit the community who provide the money.’ (Greiner 

1989, Address to the Local Government Shires Conference). Effectiveness in this 

regard required local government to ‘…improve efficiency through management 

reform,…flexible employment and management practices, effective forward 

planning, responsive and efficient service delivery, and high standards of 

accountability.’ (Greiner 1990). 

 

Hence the State’s reform motives were clear from the outset, stating in their White 

Paper: 

 

The review of the Local Government Act, 1919 is a part of the larger reform 

of local government which is aimed at improving the efficiency of local 

government and its responsiveness to the needs of citizens….The reforms to 

local government are an integral part of the broader social, administrative 
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and micro-economic reforms which are being pursued at the State and 

national levels. (DLG&C 1991, 8). 

 

The vanguard of the reform program was ‘Better accounting for performance’ 

(DLG&C 1991, 8) which encompassed greater accountability for performance, 

asset management and the provision of goods, services, amenities and facilities. 

This increased accountability for performance was to be achieved by the adoption, 

at organisational level, of a comprehensive strategic management framework which 

aimed to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of service delivery, enhance 

council decision-making by the adoption of strategic planning principles and 

techniques, determine the nature, demand and relevance of current and future 

services, formulate strategies, set objectives and report against them via much 

extended annual reporting provisions (DLG&C 1991, 78). In supporting 

microeconomic reform, it was proposed that there would be strong legislative 

encouragement in favour of competitive tendering and contracting out, but the 

White Paper stopped short of unconditional compulsion, which occurred in some 

other state jurisdictions implementing NPM style reforms in local government (Van 

Gramberg & Teicher 2000).  

 

Further accountability changes were supported by a proposal to ensure more clearly 

defined responsibilities for councillors and staff, in particular establishing the body 

of councillors as the supreme policy-making entity and the Town Clerk, to be called 

the general manager, as the chief executive officer, whose role was to implement 

council policy and decisions and manage the organization and its staff (DLG&C 

1991). In short the reforms imposed a strong NPM framework (as articulated by 

Hood 1991) on the sector, similar to that which had colonised the national and sub-

national governments in Australia in the preceding years (Carroll 1992; Gerritsen 

1994; Johnston & Marshall 1994; Hughes 1998b & 2003).  
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All of the White Paper proposals discussed here were incorporated into the new 

Local Government Act 1993 and the relevant statutory provisions came into effect 

on 1 July 1993. The introduction of the new Act followed quite a long period of 

consultation with the local government sector and other key stakeholders. The 

Department of Local Government and Co-operative summarised the consultation as 

follows: 

 

On 11 August 1991 a Discussion Paper was released for public comment. 

This document brought together reform proposals which had been discussed 

for several years. After a short but extensive period of consultation from 

which over 4,000 comments were received, a Draft Exposure Bill was made 

available in December 1991. This was followed by Draft Companion 

Legislation in January 1992…Further consultation on the Draft Bills yielded 

another 7,500 comments. The Department has now analysed and recorded 

more than 11,500 comments (representing about 20,000 pages). (DLG&C 

1992d, ix). 

 

A few months prior to the passing of the legislation in Parliament, the Department 

announced that, in association with the LGSA of NSW, a series of seminars and 

training courses on key elements of the new Act would be conducted over the 

course of the year (DLG&C 1993a). This program was aimed at both senior staff 

and elected representatives of councils. The relevance of citing the reasonably 

strong consultative approach adopted by the Department of Local Government and 

Co-operatives is that it stood in some contrast to its role subsequent to the 

introduction and implementation of the legislation, especially in relation to the 

development of strategic capacity. This theme is re-visited later in the Chapter. 
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As well as new legislation, a new accounting standard for local government 

(AAS27) was also introduced from 1 January 1993 which required, for the first 

time, financial accounts to be prepared on a consolidated accrual basis (DLG 1995, 

39). This followed on from a similar reform in the NSW public sector. The new 

standard was intended to strengthen local government asset management and 

provide better costing information about council activities and programs (Bishop 

1997, 174). 

 

The new Act did move away from the narrow prescriptive approach of the earlier 

1919 Local Government Act on which property service functions were based, and 

provide something close to a general competence power that would enable councils 

to deliver whatever services and facilities were needed by their communities 

(DLG&C 1991, 51). This was reflected in the legislation which included a council’s 

charter that defined local government’s role as, amongst other things: 

 

To provide directly or on behalf of other levels of government, after due 

consultation, adequate, equitable and appropriate services and facilities for 

the community and to ensure that those services and facilities are managed 

efficiently and effectively. (NSW Local Government Act 1993 No.30, s.8 

(1)). 

 

The key instrument for driving the management reforms was the management plan, 

with its detailed requirements set out in the Act along with extended provisions for 

annual reporting (Local Government Act 1993, s 402-407 and 428 – see Appendix 

1). The Act required management plans to be based on a minimum three-year 

planning horizon as well as contain some other plans in the context of clearly 

articulated objectives, performance targets and stated methods of assessing 

performance progress (Appendix 1). Councils were required to state in annual 
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reports their planned and actual performance, giving reasons for any discrepancies 

between the two. The Act applied the provisions across the board and all councils 

were required to develop and implement management plans accordingly.  

 

Insofar as the Government was concerned, it delivered the legislative regime 

providing local government with the necessary broad charter, classical strategic 

management framework, delineation of roles and responsibilities and monitoring 

and public reporting mechanisms to provide, as was foreshadowed, an efficient and 

effective local government sector based on managerialist practices and prevailing 

economic theory. Having delivered the new Act, the Government expected the local 

government sector to embrace it enthusiastically.  

 

Reform Implications for the Development of Strategic Capacity 

Given local government’s dominant focus on services-to-property along with its 

general lack of readiness to embrace the requirements for strategic capacity (see 

Chapter 1), the 1993 reformation represented a major challenge for the sector in 

several respects.  

 

New Skills and Management Practices Required 

To effectively embrace the change, the sector, at the organisation level, was going 

to require new skills and new ways of operating. Under the 1919 Local Government 

Act, councils had not been required to operate corporately in the production of 

whole-of-council plans or action blueprints and only a small number had experience 

in doing so (Larcombe 1978, 441; Sproats 2005). The new Act required a strong 

corporate approach and the application of strategic capacity in order to meet the 

requirements of the new management plan provisions (Local Government Act 1993 

S402 - 406). With a minimum planning horizon of three years, part of what the new 

Act required was: 
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 (1) A draft management plan must contain the following statements with respect 

to the council's activities for the period to which it relates: 

 

 a statement of the principal activities that the council proposes to 

conduct 

 a statement of the objectives and performance targets for each of its 

principal activities 

 a statement of the means by which the council proposes to achieve 

these targets 

 a statement of the manner in which the council proposes to assess its 

performance in respect of each of its principal activities  

 

(2) The statement of principal activities must include the following particulars: 

 

 capital works projects to be carried out by the council 

 services to be provided by the council 

 asset replacement programs to be implemented by the council 

 sales of assets to be conducted by the council 

 activities of a business or commercial nature to be undertaken by the 

council 

 human resource activities (such as training programs) to be 

undertaken by the council 

 activities to properly manage, develop, protect, restore, enhance and 

conserve the environment in a manner that is consistent with and 

promotes the principles of ecologically sustainable development 

 activities in response to, and to address priorities identified in, the 

council's current comprehensive report as to the state of the 

environment and any other relevant reports 
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 programs to be undertaken by the council to implement its equal 

employment opportunity management plan. (Local Government Act 

1993, s403). 

 

As part of the transition arrangements for the 1993 Act, the Government required 

councils to advertise for and appoint chief executive officers, to be called general 

managers (previously called Town or Shire Clerks), within two years of the new 

Act coming into operation (DLG&C 1992a). Previously the 1919 Act mandated a 

requirement for the Town or Shire clerk to hold certain industry qualifications. 

These were abolished by the new Act as the Government believed mandatory 

certification gave undue emphasis to qualifications rather than skills (DLG&C 

1992a). This transitional provision gave councils an opportunity to introduce new 

senior staff with skills in the strategic planning and management area and 

experience in taking a more corporate approach. It was certainly anticipated that the 

new open provisions for employing general managers would result in an influx of 

newcomers to the sector with relevant experience from the private or other public 

sectors (Clarke 1994).  

 

However research by Clarke indicates that based on a sample of more than eighty 

per cent of Council general managers, the sector’s first general managers were 

largely re-appointments of existing Town or Shire Clerks or other senior staff 

members working at the same Council (Clarke 1994, 5). Overall only nine per cent 

of the sample of general managers came from somewhere other than local 

government (mostly replacing Town or Shire Clerks who chose to retire) and the 

large majority (about 70%) had no tertiary qualifications (Clarke 1994, 4). Clarke 

concluded that ‘…there has been little change in the personnel or the types of 

General Managers in the NSW Local Government sector.’ (Clarke 1994).  
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Adding to Clarke (1994) is a longitudinal research project by Jones (2002) which 

commenced in 1994 on four NSW local council general managers. This research 

suggested that those general managers who were the product of their own 

environments (for example re-appointed Town or Shire Clerks) rather than, say, 

appointments from the private sector, tended to ‘…exhibit greater sympathy and 

affinity towards inherited personnel, structures and symbols…[and]…leave 

institutions largely in place…’ (Jones 2002, 52).  

 

The implications of the Clarke (1994) and Jones (2002) research for the 

development of strategic capacity are significant. The new legislation separated the 

role of Mayor and chief executive officer, in the expectation that the new role of 

general manager would provide professional managerial leadership to the council 

(DLG&C 1992a). Previously the town clerk had not generally operated as a chief 

executive officer and in many cases, not even as the chief administrator9. 

Additionally the more prescriptive 1919 Local Government Act had set out the 

duties and functions of councils and town clerks in detail and there was little need 

for autonomy or discretion. The business of council was operational, largely 

repetitive and in the main confined to a narrow range of functions. 

 

However if the new role of general manager was to lead the adoption of strategic 

planning principles and techniques, determine the nature, demand and relevance of 

current and future services and provide strategy advice to council on a wider range 

of functions and community needs, significantly different knowledge and skills 

would be required. General management practice was also going to change. General 

managers could no longer look to the prevailing legislation to understand the details 

of their role, but were required to assume greater autonomy and strategic leadership, 

including influencing councillors and senior staff towards a corporate strategic 

                                              
9 See Chapter 1 
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orientation. The lack of change of chief executive officers, and the attachment to the 

status quo, in the senior ranks of local government as suggested by Clarke (1994) 

and Jones (2002) meant that the necessary leadership qualities, skills and experience 

to drive the many changes embodied in the 1993 reforms were not the dominant 

ones.  

 

The reforms were not just mechanistic, technical changes but required a revision of 

organisation structures, a re-fashioning of the political administrative interface and 

a considerable strengthening of financial management and strategic skills. This 

degree of change required a range of relationship building, strategic management 

and political skills not regarded as the typical hallmark of the sector to that point. 

As a consequence, the development of strategic capacity was, as evidenced below in 

examining the post-reform years, slow to form. In essence major changes were 

required of the sector for which it had insufficient skills and experience. As a 

consequence, the development of strategic capacity was to be highly attenuated. 

 

Management Plans – The First Decade 

The argument that strategic capacity was going to be slow to develop was given 

impetus by Professor Sproats who, at the time of the reforms, was the Director of 

the Centre for Local Government at the University of Technology, Sydney. He 

conducted a review of many of the first management plans produced by the sector 

consequential to the reforms (Sproats 2005). He stated: 

 

I looked at them [Management Plans] and saw in many cases, well in most 

cases I think, very little strategic, what I would call strategic intent. I 

remember one of them, I don’t know where it was from, but it just had page 

after page of street numbers. (Sproats 2005, 5). 
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This confusion and lack of capability in relation to being more strategic was not 

aided by the fact that the NSW Government’s Department of Local Government 

offered no sustained capacity building programs or resources to assist with the 

development of strategic skills, perhaps one of the more difficult areas of change 

introduced by the new legislation, despite being aware of significant change 

resistance from the local government sector (DLG&C 1992b & 1992c). Initially the 

Department of Local Government and Co-operatives did establish a reform 

implementation group to oversee implementation of the new legislation and develop 

support resources for key aspects of the Act (DLG&C 1992b). This Group 

commenced in June 1992 and included representation from the LGSA of NSW and 

the sector’s managerial professional body, the Institute of Municipal Management 

(DLG&C 1992b). The Group, along with an implementation unit within the 

Department, provided guidance and a telephone hotline service to assist councils 

with the reforms (DLG 1995). Even as late as the 1994/95 financial year, the hotline 

received two-thousand calls (DLG 1995). 

 

However the main thrust of the support programs were in areas such as rating, land 

classification, regulatory processes, council management and so on, with little 

emphasis on strategic planning and strategic management (DLG&C 1992b & 

1993a; DLG 1995). A review of Departmental circulars and publications in 1994/95 

also reflect a strong technical/mechanical focus on guidance on the new Local 

Government Act 1993. Strategic planning and management guidelines were not 

issued by the Department of Local Government until the year 2000, some seven 

years after the new legislation and its strategic planning and management 

requirements (DLG 2000a). 

 

It is not surprising then that for many councils the new requirements for 

strategically focused management plans did not ‘bite’ immediately, as noted by 
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Rogers, the former deputy head of the Department of Local Government (Rogers 

2005, 7), and that overall the sector’s response seems to have been weighted in 

favour of maintaining the status quo rather than an enthusiastic embrace of the 

changes. 

 

Other than the review of Management Plans by Sproats (Sproats 2005), one of the 

first, more public, indications of the sector’s faltering experience with strategic 

capacity post the reforms was an inquiry by  the NSW Independent Pricing and 

Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) on the need to benchmark local government 

performance (IPART 1998). By the time this Inquiry commenced, a State Labor 

Government had been in power in NSW since 1995 under Premier Bob Carr. In its 

final report IPART, based on a review of management plans, concluded that there 

was inadequate public consultation in the formulation of management plans, a poor 

quality of performance measures, a consequential lack of usefulness of the plans 

and a need for a greater focus on objectives and performance outcomes (IPART 

1998, vii). IPART recommended that management plans and annual reports be 

subjected to periodic independent audit and that the Department of Local 

Government produce an aggregated report based on these audits for release in the 

public domain (IPART 1998, vii). The Tribunal also recommended that the 

Department of Local Government assist councils to define and develop improved 

performance measures (IPART 1998, 29).  

 

The relevance of the IPART (1998) review is that it signifies how slowly strategic 

management and strategic planning reform was occurring in the sector. The lack of 

public consultation around the formulation of management plans observed by 

IPART (1998) meant that opportunity was being denied for strengthened 

community engagement and inclusiveness which was important as councils were 

required to consider community needs more broadly, and understand community 

priorities. The need for a greater emphasis on objectives and performance measures 
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suggested that councils were not effectively looking beyond the short-term. The 

recommendation that the Department of Local Government conduct periodic audits 

and use the results to improve strategic management practice suggested the need for 

some on-going capacity building by the NSW Government. All of this suggests that 

strategic capacity was still at a rudimentary level and strategic management and 

planning a nascent discipline in the sector. 

 

Later that year the Department of Local Government undertook the required 

statutory review of the new Local Government Act 1993 (DLG 1999). In response 

to this review the LGSA of NSW complained about the excessive prescription of 

the management plan provisions, urging legislative change in order to allow 

councils to develop and adopt plans more suited to the needs, opportunities and 

limitations of their areas (LGSA of NSW 1998, 19). However the Department of 

Local Government concluded in its review that the new Act had been broadly 

successful, while at the same time acknowledging some concerning common 

themes appearing in a number of stakeholder submissions (DLG 1999, 2-3). Of the 

four themes identified, one was the management planning process (DLG 1999, 2). 

In relation to this theme the review confirmed that the development, implementation 

and achievement of long-term objectives could be greatly improved (DLG 1999, 

10). It intended to do this by encouraging councils, through proposed new 

guidelines, to ‘…take a more holistic and strategic view of the role of management 

planning in councils.’ (DLG 1999, 10). In this revised process councils would be 

encouraged to focus on the development and achievement of ‘…big picture…’ 

objectives (DLG 1999, 10). These Departmental observations and intentions 

revealed a sector that was still having difficulty with the idea of stepping back from 

day to day operations and taking a broader and more long-term approach to 

strategising. It appeared that strategic capacity remained elusive.  
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The LGSA of NSW (1998, 19) also raised the issue of wishing to reinstate the 

Mayor/President as the chief executive officer as had been the case under the 

previous legislative scheme. The 1993 reforms transferred the executive power of 

the Mayor/President to the council and to the general manager. This loss of Mayoral 

power and the creation of a necessary power sharing arrangement between the 

council and the general manager was a significant change for councils (DLG&C 

1992a & DLG 1999). The tense relationship was raised as an issue in the 

Departmental review of the new Local Government Act 1993 although they 

declined to pursue any further legislative solutions (DLG 1999). It did however 

reveal the elected representatives unease with the arrangement of executive 

authority vested in the council and the general manager. The LGSA of NSW (1998) 

implied that, under the 1993 arrangement, the Mayor was no longer the head of 

council. Certainly the 1993 Act envisaged a largely ceremonial Mayor, unless the 

council as a whole wished to delegate him or her extensive powers. This rarely 

occurred (DLG 1989, 1990 & 1991). It meant that the council as a whole had to 

engage with the general manager and senior staff to formulate policy and ensure the 

affairs of council were being conducted as they wished. The opportunity for the 

Mayor to direct the management team no longer applied. This began a sense of 

organisational bifurcation given the absence of a clear line of executive authority 

from the Mayor downwards and raised issues of policy and strategy leadership 

accountability.10  The unease experienced by elected representatives at the political 

administrative changes in power and roles remained a reason why many did not 

want to remove themselves from the day to day and change to a focus on strategy 

(Marshall 2003). This unwillingness to vacate the operational terrain did not assist 

with the development of strategic capacity. As one Victorian local government chief 

executive officer observed: 

 

                                              
10 These issues are analysed in more detail in Chapter 4. 
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Unfortunately elected councillors generally find it easier to deal with service 

delivery issues rather than grappling with strategic or intellectual questions. 

They prefer answering questions about traffic in residential streets rather 

than engaging in debate about economic prosperity…(Dore 1998, 98). 

 

The next public articulation about local government strategic capacity was the NSW 

Government Inquiry into the structure and efficiency of Sydney’s eight inner-city 

councils, which took place over seven months from October 2000 (Sproats 2001). 

The Inquiry, known as the Sproats Inquiry, so named after its presiding 

Commissioner Professor Kevin Sproats, examined the potential for council 

amalgamations. The terms of reference required Commissioner Sproats to evaluate 

the structure and efficiency of the eight councils and if found to be deficient, to 

make recommendations for change that would enhance the provision of services 

and facilities to the relevant communities.  

 

In his Inquiry Sproats was critical of the lack of ability on the behalf of councils to 

both think and act strategically; to raise their view beyond day-to-day operations 

and envisage communities as more than just ‘…good roads and drains, and 

balanced budgets.’ (Sproats 2001. 4-5). Sproats (2001) did acknowledge 

improvements in general corporate management in the eight councils he 

investigated although he otherwise characterised them as showing inadequacies in 

the following areas: 

 

 Deficient strategic planning 

 Inadequate formulation and communication of policy and sustained 

commitment to it 

 Minimal regional perspective and focus 

 Poor inter-governmental cooperation 

 Unresolved aspects of the roles and functions of mayors and councillors 
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 Inability to manage cross boundary issues, particularly on several key 

region-level sites 

 Inequitable distribution of, and access to, resources.11 (Sproats 2001, 48) 

 

His view of an appropriate strategic orientation was a council that was ‘…outward 

looking, creative and responsive.’ , and one that was prepared to think and 

strategise beyond its immediate boundaries (Sproats 2001, 29). Of particular 

significance was the following concluding remarks: 

 

At the end of the Inquiry I have come to the firm judgement that local 

government in the area should be recast to provide fewer, better resourced, 

more strategically focussed councils. The very few voluntary attempts to date 

in NSW have involved simplistic amalgamations of two or more adjoining 

councils. But as this Inquiry has shown restructuring must be substantially 

broader than simply achieving scale. It has also highlighted the imperative 

of more strategically focussed attention to the characteristics and 

aspirations of suburbs at one level and region at another level. (Sproats 

2001, 49-50). 

 

This finding certified the eight councils as lacking in any strategic purpose and 

Sproats (2001) subsequently proposed their amalgamation into four new councils 

designed to reclaim a strategic relevance (Sproats 2001, 53). He also advocated for 

strategic planning to have a higher profile in local government generally and called 

for a greater and more comprehensive legislative mandate to achieve this (Sproats 

2001). With the evidence suggesting a weak response to the strategic management 

mandate of 1993, it is difficult to comprehend how an extended mandate requiring a 

deeper engagement with strategic planning and management would be effective.  

                                              
11 Dot point format used in original text. 
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The findings of the Sproats Inquiry strongly suggests that after eight years of 

intended strategic reform, many councils remained operationally focused and had 

not envisioned a greater strategic purpose for themselves beyond delivering 

municipal services. Yet Sproats (2001) also identified strategic failure as having a 

significant exogenous cause; a lack of strategic role provided by the NSW State 

Government for most of the eight councils he investigated, suggesting they were 

little more than administrative service delivery units. This finding suggests that the 

development of strategic capacity will be limited if there is little to be strategic 

about.12 Other than some relatively minor boundary adjustments, no changes 

followed as a result of the Sproats Inquiry (Sproats 2003).  

 

Strategic Management Practice Over a Decade Later 

A more recent inquiry into local government financial sustainability commissioned 

by the LGSA of NSW examined most aspects of council operations including 

management practices (LGSA of NSW 2006, 245). Overall commentary about 

management practices was positive. These findings accord with a recent view 

expressed by the Department of Local Government which suggested significant 

progress had been made in council governance frameworks and associated 

performance management (DLG 2007b, 10). Given the passing of years since the 

1993 reforms, some level of incremental improvement is to be expected. 

Nonetheless both commentators continued, to a greater or lesser extent, the 

discourse of deficiency in relation to councils taking the longer term strategic view, 

especially given the threat for the unknown but likely high cost of asset stewardship 

to disrupt service delivery in the future. The LGSA of NSW inquiry formally 

recommended that councils develop and adopt long-term (ten-year) strategic and 

financial plans, such plans being subjected to an annual external compliance audit 
                                              
12 This issue is examined further in Chapter 3 in the context of intergovernmental relations. 
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(LGSA of NSW 2006, 311). This recommendation was influenced by the belief that 

such plans were either not in common use in the sector or were not strategically 

focused (LGSA of NSW 2006, 236).  

 

Similar inquiries at around this time occurred in a number of local government 

jurisdictions around Australia as well as a national investigation of local 

government financial sustainability overall (LGA of SA 2005; ALGA 2006; LGA 

of Tasmania 2007; LGA of WA 2008). The recommendations of the LGSA of NSW 

inquiry to strengthen long-term strategic and financial planning and asset 

management are buttressed by similar recommendations from this suite of other 

investigations into local government around Australia as they are indicative of a 

problem besetting the Australian local government system in general (LGA of SA 

2005; ALGA 2006; LGA of Tasmania 2007; LGA of WA 2008). This issue of the 

tyranny of asset stewardship combined with inadequate revenue raising capacity is 

examined in more detail in Chapter 3. 

 

At about the same time as the LGSA of NSW inquiry, the NSW Department of 

Local Government offered a somewhat qualified indication of its view of strategic 

capacity in the sector when it commented ‘Most councils are able to exhibit some 

degree of strategic focus, but it is at times poorly articulated and not effectively 

documented or communicated to the community.’ (DLG 2007b, 10). To remedy 

this, the Department indicated that further strategic planning reforms were 

proposed, the centrepiece of which would be a statutory requirement for a ten-year 

strategic plan supported by a four-year delivery program, coinciding with the four-

year political term of council (DLG 2006b). As part of the proposed reform the 

NSW State Government would repeal the current prescriptive requirements for the 

three-year management plan. One of the key drivers for this statutory reform was 

the Government’s concern that ‘…the majority [of councils] currently do not plan 

beyond three years, nor budget beyond one year, for most of the services they 
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provide.’ (DLG 2006b, 3). This should not have been surprising given it reflected 

the 1993 legislation with its poor focus on longer term strategy and strategic 

leadership accountability. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

It seems that while there have been incremental improvements to management 

practice more broadly, concern remains about the sufficiency of the sector’s 

strategic capacity, to the point where the NSW Government intends to embark on a 

second round of statutory reforms. Sixteen years after the first round, the sector, 

insofar as strategic capacity is concerned, has not yet achieved the Government’s 

objective of effective forward planning (Greiner 1990; DLG&C 1991; IPART 1998; 

DLG 1999, 2000, 2006b & 2007; Sproats 2001; Mant 2005c; LGSA of NSW 2006). 

This is consistent with similar strategic management reforms in other Australian 

and overseas jurisdictions that are regarded as essentially incomplete or 

unsuccessful, despite the passage of a considerable period of time (Stoker 1996; 

Martin 1999; Van Gramberg & Teicher 2000; Kloot & Martin 2007). In fact the 

incompleteness of reform programs has prompted the asking of a fundamental 

question about whether reform in local government by way of State Government 

fiat is even possible (Martin 1999; Kloot & Martin 2007).  

 

Mehde (2006) argues that whenever central governments want to reform local 

government, they rely heavily on legislation as the key reform instrument. In the 

case of the NSW State Government, the strategic elements of the reforms of 1993 

relied almost exclusively on such an approach; certainly the emphasis in terms of 

implementation support was on other areas. The limitation of this approach is that 

legislation can only provide a framework within which changed practice must 

develop. The change itself requires a range of responses, resources and skills to be 

mobilised and applied. These include financial resources to meet the transactional 
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costs of the changes, new skills such as strategic thinking, and new understandings 

of political and administrative roles and relationships. As the 1993 reforms included 

entry into new areas such as environment protection and later social and community 

planning, there was a need to significantly broaden areas of professional expertise 

and integrate these into the new strategic management regime. There was also a 

need to evolve and strengthen leadership qualities given the move away from 

detailed prescription requiring an emphasis on compliance to one requiring a focus 

on broader and more long-term strategy.  

 

A legislative fiat alone cannot and does not provide these resources or the necessary 

strategic resourcefulness to apply them effectively (Ganz 2000). Combining this 

with the observation by Sproats (2001) that perhaps many councils have little to be 

strategic about, the limits of a legislative fiat demanding strategic capacity become 

apparent. In the sixteen years of reform since the 1993 Act the situation can be best 

described as somewhat of a stand-off with an opinion held by the NSW State 

Government of strategic inadequacy on the part of many local councils. 

 

However understanding the insufficiency of strategic capacity in local government 

does require not just a focus on the sector’s commitment to the 1993 management 

reforms, or its technical capability to build and apply such capacity, but also to 

matters of role and autonomy argued by Sproats (2001). While the sector was 

endowed with a broad legal charter via the 1993 Act, it remains highly constrained 

in other respects. Mowbray (1997, 249) has argued that local government reforms 

have been ‘…essentially about administrative, financial, legislative and regulatory 

reforms rather than substantive changes to services or outcomes.’. He asserts that 

no fundamental social change has resulted and that the significance of the reforms is 

highly overstated (Mowbray 1997, 249). As well as noting an absence of strategic 

purpose for many individual councils (Sproats 2001), Sproats has expressed a 

similar view to Mowbray’s, acknowledging the occurrence of change initiatives in 
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the sector, particularly in the latter part of the twentieth century, but concluding 

nonetheless that in Australia ‘…local government structures remain largely as they 

were at the beginning of the century.’ (Sproats 2003, Foreword). 

 

The theme of strategic failure or strategic under-development in many local 

councils in the years following the 1993 reforms was a clear articulation that, 

broadly speaking, the sector generally continued to struggle to adopt the strategic 

orientation sought by the State Government. So strong was this perception that it 

had even been adopted by some councils themselves, indicating the extent to which 

the view had become internalised in the sector itself (Witherby 2001, 11) as well as 

reverberating in other fora (see for example May 2002). For the NSW State 

Government’s part it had arguably not done enough to bring about the development 

of strategic capacity.  

 

The overall context of the 1993 local government reforms was the managerialist and 

economic rationalist ideology of the late 1980s and early 1990s in NSW introduced 

by the Greiner coalition government which came to power in 1988. However 

despite this influence, and the continuing commitment to the reforms by successive 

Labor governments in NSW, it can be argued that as the end of the millennium 

approached, strategic change in the sector was well below that expected. It can also 

be posited that the role of the State, in both the pre-reform and post-reform eras, 

combined with a general resistance from the sector to relinquish its familiar 

traditional terrain and operational focus, contributed to this outcome and the 

incomplete development of strategic capacity. 

 

While this Chapter has examined the drivers of reform and argued the tentativeness 

of the sector to come to terms with strategic capacity, it has alluded to other 

interests at stake that raise questions about the sufficiency of autonomy of local 

government to justify and motivate a strategic approach. These issues, which may 



 62

well contribute to the reason for the strategic failure of the sector relate to the 

financial sustainability of local government and its somewhat vexed place in the 

Australian Federation. These issues are dealt with in the next Chapter and provide a 

broader intergovernmental context for understanding the sector’s struggle to 

develop strategic capacity. 
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Chapter 3 - Strategic Capacity and Intergovernmental Relations 

The common argument in favour of strategic planning generally is that it is a 

necessary antidote in a complex and uncertain world in which cause and effect 

relationships are difficult to discern (Viljoen 1994; Lewis, Morkel & Hubbard 1993; 

Davis & Devinney 1997; Brown & Eisenhardt 1998). One of the fundamental 

assumptions, and arguably prerequisites, of strategic planning is autonomy; that is 

the freedom to act in ways likely to achieve desired objectives (Lynn 1987; Allison 

1992 & Terry 1993). In the case of NSW local government Mant (2005c) asserts 

that as many councils have chosen not to stray too far from their colonial origins 

and largely continue with a services-to-property role, they have no need to be 

developing and managing long-term and complex strategy. Rather they should be 

concentrating on delivering outputs as efficiently as possible. In other words he 

challenges the need for them to have strategic capacity. 

 

Mant (2005c) and Sproats (2001, 2003 & 2005) also question the degree of 

autonomy given to local government in the context of considering its weak strategic 

role. Without sufficient autonomy, including the capacity to mobilise adequate 

resources, or the opportunity to sustainably extend into areas beyond its traditional 

remit, the sector cannot possibly constitute the space necessary to develop and 

achieve long-term community building goals, irrespective of strategic capacity. This 

Chapter examines the strategic legacy provided by the other two tiers of 

Government in the context of intergovernmental relations, analysing the role and 

autonomy of the sector and the implications this has for developing strategic 

capacity.   
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Intergovernmental Relations 

The 1919 Local Government Act of NSW (and its equivalents in other 

jurisdictions), was first being considered around the time of Australian federation in 

1901. Despite the fact that federation loomed large as an event for the states, it 

mostly by-passed local government. This was not so much the result of an explicit 

decision to exclude the idea of local government, as the effect of an atmosphere in 

which there seemed little thought for inclusion (Aulich & Pietsch 2002, 14-15). 

This resulted in local government not receiving recognition in the Australian 

Constitution; an omission that has been an issue in the sector ever since (Kane 

2006, 25).  

 

Nonetheless local government needs to be seen in the context of Australia’s 

federation as it is this three-tiered system of Government that determines or implies 

the power and role each sphere is able to legitimately claim and act upon. Such 

claims do not remain static and all three tiers are usually involved in on-going 

power struggles (Head 2007, 160), some of which have significant implications for 

local government (Brown and Bellamy 2007, 3).  

 

These power struggles are not new and some writers argue that they emerged within 

a year of federation (Solomon 2007). One key theoretical context for these struggles 

is the concept of fiscal federalism, a notion given prominence in the early 1970s by 

Oates (1972). In essence the concern of fiscal federalism is the determination of the 

optimum allocation of functions (and their associated funding mechanisms) to the 

different levels of government for the delivery of public goods (Dollery, Crase & 

Johnson 2006). This determination is guided by a correspondence principle which 

exhorts that government functions are optimally provided by the lowest level of 

government best able to correspond the service with the relevant group of 

consumers, without straying into other groups (Oates 1972; Dollery, Crase & 

Johnson 2006). This principle implies the relevance of a geographic factor in 
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determining the optimum allocation of functions and the delivery of services in the 

most economically efficient manner. Dollery, Crase & Johnson (2006, 47) express it 

in the following way: 

 

The concept of a benefit region is crucial to the assignment of functions in a 

federal system of governance, since almost all public goods and services 

have limited geographical areas in which they confer benefits on citizens. 

For instance, while some public sector functions have a benefit incidence 

that is nationwide, such as national defence or monetary policy, other 

functions are spatially limited, such as sewage systems and street lighting. If 

the geographical benefit area is confined, the benefits of a given public good 

are limited to residents of that area. Moreover, if the costs of providing the 

public service are also met by the residents (and if these costs would be the 

same for any level of government), then economic efficiency will be achieved 

if the service is provided by the lowest level of government possible. 

(Dollery, Crase & Johnson 2006, 47). 

 

This idea of decentralisation suggests a straightforward allocative determination to 

shape fiscal federalism to deliver the most efficient economic outcomes for 

Australia’s federation. Yet Oates himself later acknowledged (Oates 2005) the 

operation of complicating forces to what he referred to as his ‘…first generation 

theory of fiscal federalism…’ (Oates 2005, 350) such as the political context, 

information asymmetry and strengthened notions of public choice which support a 

more competitive idea of service provision amongst decentralised governments, 

especially in times of budget constraints. 

 

Local government in Australia supports the devolutionist idea of the 

correspondence principle, which accords with the more general principle of 

subsidiarity, and sees services (and the associated revenue raising capacity) 
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delivered by the lowest appropriate level of government (ALGA 1997; Hughes 

1998a; Head 2007). If local government in Australia was to be gifted with such a 

clearly defined role and associated funding philosophy, it would certainly enjoy 

greater autonomy; arguably a critical ingredient for strategic capacity. However the 

power-political dynamic which is Australian federalism has evolved in the almost 

opposite direction, developing a serious case of vertical fiscal imbalance which has, 

up to now, militated against local government autonomy (Dollery, Crase & Johnson 

2006). 

 

Vertical fiscal imbalance can be succinctly defined as: 

 

…the federal government [raising] more revenue than it needs to meet its 

expenditure obligations, while the reverse is true for the lower levels of 

government, both state and local. That is, state and local governments have 

expenditure responsibilities that are not matched by a corresponding ability 

to raise revenue. (Dollery, Crase & Johnson 2006, 37). 

 

This stronger revenue raising capacity of the Federal Government and the 

consequential state of vertical fiscal imbalance has been a feature of Australian 

federation since inception (Dollery 2002; Solomon 2007). The acuteness of the 

problem was starkly put by the LGSA of NSW Inquiry into the financial 

sustainability of local government when it pointed out that the Commonwealth 

collects over eighty per cent of all government revenue despite being responsible 

for only about forty-three per cent of outlays (LGSA of NSW 2006). 

 

One of the responses to vertical fiscal imbalance is a scheme of grants from the 

Federal Government to sub-national and local government levels, although this 

raises arguments of economic efficiency, electoral accountability and ‘hand-out’ 

dependency (Warren 1999; Dollery 2002; Solomon 2007). While an in-depth 
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analysis of vertical fiscal imbalance is not necessary for the empirical objectives of 

this thesis, it does significantly influence intergovernmental relationships in the 

Australian federation, and these impact on the local government sector’s sense of 

status and autonomy, and arguably on strategic capacity. The specifics of these 

relationships and their relevance to strategic capacity are examined in the next 

section. 

 

The Federal Relationship 

Chapman (1997, 44-45) argues an absence of any sort of significant local/federal 

relationship until the election of the Federal Whitlam Labor government in 1973. 

He asserts that Whitlam sought to strengthen local government through a vastly 

expanded system of grants that aimed to take advantage of the key role local 

government could play in community development, and as a way of neutralising 

political interference by the states, which he argued were not well placed to deliver 

on Labor policy. This push to give local government a greater role at the national 

level was continued by the Fraser Liberal coalition government in 1976 when it 

created a statutory advisory body known as the Advisory Council for 

Intergovernmental Relations (Chapman 1997, 46). In summary the work of this 

body “…helped to bring local government into intergovernmental processes in 

Australia and indirectly led to its entrenchment in several state Constitutions…” 

(Chapman 1997, 47). Consequently the federal relationship has brought two 

important foci of influence to local government; representation at the national level 

and grant funding.  

 

By the 1980s and 1990s local government was represented at the national level by 

the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) which was a signatory to the 

Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment in 1992 (Commonwealth of 

Australia 1992), had observer and then member status of the Council of Australian 
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Governments (COAG) and was actively involved in a wide range of 

intergovernmental fora and activities (Chapman 1997, 52). A further step forward in 

terms of status and recognition was the development and signing of the Accord 

between the Commonwealth of Australia and local government under the Keating 

Labor government in 1995. This document recognised the importance of the local 

and national relationship in building communities throughout Australia 

(Commonwealth of Australia 1995).  

 

More recently, and with the Howard Liberal coalition government in power, the 

Commonwealth Parliament conducted an inquiry into local government funding 

around Australia (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Economics, 

Finance and Public Administration 2003). Its focus was on unfunded mandates and 

cost shifting which arise in various circumstances, all of which involve local 

government not being transferred the required resources for a responsibility it has 

been allocated, either directly or indirectly, from one of the other two spheres of 

government (Dollery, Crase & Johnson 2006, 26-27). The Standing Committee 

made a number of recommendations to address cost shifting by State and Federal 

Governments, one of which resulted in a tri-partite intergovernmental agreement to 

guide future dealings with local government (Commonwealth of Australia 2006). 

 

Local government’s involvement in key national decision-making fora has 

seemingly positioned the sector to influence major policy and strategy initiatives 

such as harmonisation of planning approaches across State boundaries, development 

and implementation of information sharing arrangements across governments, 

specifying program responses for all three tiers of government to support stressed 

communities and regions and participation in the national infrastructure debate 

(Commonwealth Department of Transport and Regional Services 2007, 9-10).  
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Federal grant programs have continued, some of which have been aimed at local 

government capacity-building and others in support of local infrastructure (NOLG 

2002). The purpose of the capacity-building grants program has been to help build 

and share expertise across councils, promote community leadership by councils and 

increase council’s capacity to contribute to regional development (NOLG 2002, 68). 

It also helped councils support the development and delivery of services to 

Indigenous Australians (NOLG 1998). In the 2005-2006 financial year the Federal 

government provided about $1.7 billion in Financial Assistance Grants (the main 

but not only funding program) to Australian local government, $518 million of 

which was allocated to NSW (Commonwealth Department of Transport and 

Regional Services, 2007, 30).  

 

Using a methodology determined by the statutory body known as the 

Commonwealth Grants Commission, grant programs are shaped to ensure 

horizontal equalisation across the entire local government sector (Commonwealth 

Department of Transport and Regional Services, 2007, 41). The prevailing 

Commonwealth legislation, the Local Government (Financial Assistance) Act 1995, 

sets the necessary horizontal equalisation principles that must be observed in 

determining the quantum of grants. Horizontal equalisation: 

 

a) ensures each local governing body in a state is able to function, by 

reasonable effort, at a standard not lower than the average standard of 

other local governing bodies in the state; and 

b) takes account of differences in the expenditure required to be incurred by 

local governing bodies in the performance of their functions and in their 

capacity to raise revenue. (Local Government (Financial Assistance) Act 

1995, s6(3) a and b). 
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The Federal Government uses the principle of horizontal equalisation to determine 

the quantum of grants to each state and the Northern Territory who then, via local 

grants commissions, apply the same principles to determining the specific allocation 

to each local council within their jurisdiction (Commonwealth Department of 

Transport and Regional Services, 2007, 41-44). From the point of view of strategic 

capacity, this means that while the quantum of overall grants from the 

Commonwealth is usually regarded as insufficient (ALGA 2005 & 2008), the 

allocation of these insufficient funds is at least done equitably. This ensures an 

appropriate measure of financial capacity is distributed which can be equally 

applied to enhance autonomy. In Australia, the practice of horizontal equalisation in 

Federal Government grant programs has been in place since the early 1930s, as has 

the Commonwealth Grants Commission (Dollery 2002). 

 

However the benefit of grant funds and the various recognitions that have given 

local government a formal place at the national table have not necessarily resulted 

in a lessening of tensions about revenue shortfalls and the role and autonomy of the 

local government sector within the Australian federation. For example the inquiry 

conducted by the Commonwealth Parliament House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Economics, Finance and Public Administration into unfunded 

mandates acknowledged that cost shifting by the States and Commonwealth had 

occurred (2003). In its final report it recommended that in future, appropriate 

allocations be made when responsibilities to local government are devolved (House 

of Representatives Standing Committee on Economics, Finance and Public 

Administration 2003, 52). The Federal Government’s response to this Inquiry, 

which took nearly two years to hand down, failed to support a number of the key 

reform proposals (Australian Government 2005).  

 

In relation to federal grants the ALGA, even with its much enhanced position in the 

federation, has not been able to turn the tide on federal Financial Assistance Grants 
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declining relative to Gross National Product (ALGA 2005). While funding has, over 

the years, mostly kept pace with inflation, its relativity to Gross State Product 

(GSP) or Gross National Product (GNP) is a more appropriate comparison as it 

compares funding to society’s growing needs (Byrnes 2005, 4). Byrnes notes that 

on this basis grant income from the Commonwealth is falling behind (2005, 4). It 

also remains the case that over the last twelve years Federal funding to local 

government has declined when measured against growing Commonwealth revenue, 

a situation that the ALGA has tried to address, to date unsuccessfully, in its budget 

submissions to the Federal Treasury (ALGA 2005 and ALGA 2008). In its 2008 

Budget Submission the ALGA stated: 

 

The Australian Government annually adjusts the quantum of FAGs 

[Financial Assistance Grants] using an escalation factor based on inflation 

and population growth…While this delivers a small annual growth in grants 

to local government, it is insufficient to meet growth in demand for 

infrastructure and services and the escalating cost of providing them. Over 

the past 20 years, the application of this escalation factor has resulted in a 

decline of FAGs as a percentage of total Commonwealth revenue…The 

2007/2008 Federal Budget papers indicate that this trend is set to continue. 

The value of FAGs, as a proportion of total Commonwealth revenue, will 

have fallen from 1.01 per cent in 1995/1996 to just 0.71 per cent by 

2008/2009. (ALGA 2008, 11). 

 

The ALGA has been advocating for financial assistance grants from the 

Commonwealth to increase to 1 per cent of Commonwealth revenue, which would 

see an additional $620m per annum returned to the sector nationally (ALGA 2008). 

In overall terms local government across Australia receives, on average, around 

nine per cent of its revenue from Federal Government grants (Commonwealth 

Department of Transport and Regional Services, 2007, 14) and the sector regards 
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the Commonwealth’s financial support as important, partly because it provides a 

small measure of autonomy from sub-national governments (Self 1997, 301), 

especially in NSW where additional financial constraints apply.13 On this basis the 

Commonwealth’s on-going funding provision for local government makes a 

contribution to its autonomy. However given the size of the NSW local government 

infrastructure funding gap alone, estimated to be a backlog of $6bn with a further 

$1bn per annum needed going forward (LGSA of NSW 2006), the significance of 

the financial relationship with the Commonwealth may also be in decline.  

 

Whether the new Rudd Federal Labor Government, elected in late 2007, will 

reverse this trend in any sustained way given its priority on infrastructure (ALP 

2008; Commonwealth Infrastructure Australia Act 2008) is yet to be seen. Insofar 

as the autonomy of local government is concerned, and therefore its ability to 

exercise strategic capacity to plan and provide for its communities, the Federal 

Government has demonstrated a continuing decline in financial support over the last 

twelve or so years. Without support from the Federal sphere to facilitate local 

government’s greater involvement in regional affairs, the sector will continue to be 

seen as ‘…the stepchild of the Australian constitution… underappreciated and 

neglected compared to its more legitimate siblings.’ (Kane 2006, 24). In a context 

of an on-going weakening of its role and overall capacity, it is unrealistic to expect 

the sector to demonstrate strong strategic capacity, particularly as it is significantly 

preoccupied with its financial survival and avoiding further cost shifting from other 

levels of government (LGSA of NSW 2006). 

 

The State Relationship 

The stated aim of the 1993 reforms was to make local government more efficient 

and have it provide, more comprehensively, for the needs of its communities 
                                              
13 The issue of local government revenue is discussed in more detail below. 
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(Greiner 1990; DLG&C 1991). To achieve this, it was argued that the sector needed 

to modernise its management practices and learn to forward plan effectively. Yet as 

has been examined so far, the sector was not well prepared for this change and has 

been slow to embrace sufficient strategic capacity to satisfy the NSW State 

Government. One of the influential tensions in this change process has been the role 

of the NSW State Government in preventing local government develop adequate 

autonomy to plan for and deliver this broader agenda. 

 

One of the key issues in the 1993 legislation was the extent to which the local 

government sector was to be granted a general competence power that would 

legally allow it to undertake whatever activities its local community required. While 

the Act notionally stops short of such a grant, it still provides broad function to the 

sector (LGSA of NSW 2001, 6). Nonetheless the failure to be forthcoming about a 

broad and unimpeded general competence power is probably explained in the 

concern felt by the NSW State Government in the handover of power to local 

government. This sentiment has been succinctly captured by the Advisory Council 

for Intergovernmental Relations (ACIR) when it stated ‘In such circumstances 

[granting of a general competence power to local government] local government, 

especially large and powerful metropolitan councils, could use their powers to 

circumvent or negate State government policies.’ (ACIR 1982, 37).  

 

This acknowledgement of the role of political power is an important factor in the 

dynamic of local and state relations and underpins an on-going theme of constraint 

on the one hand by the NSW State Government and a quest for autonomy by local 

government on the other. Without an enacted commitment to enabling the local 

government sector in its community building role, the State Government itself 

imposes a constraint on strategic capacity. However from a political perspective, a 

local council could adopt a highly activist role (Wallis 2003) and formulate a policy 

direction at odds with its governmental parent. If the local policy direction proved 
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popular, this could create political tensions with negative electoral consequences for 

the State Government. The lesson here, and one of the constraints to the 

development of strategic capacity, is that despite the managerialist origins of 

strategic management reform in NSW local government,14 its effective adoption can 

be disrupted by intergovernmental power politics.  

 

Another expression of this constraint has been the accusation by local government 

over many years that they have been treated as little more than an arena of 

convenience, to undertake those tasks the State Government wished to avoid, or 

worse, not fund. In 1978 Larcombe (1978) stated: 

An outstanding feature of municipal government in New South Wales is the 

dominant manner in which governments of every political colour have dealt 

with local authorities forcing them to become creations for convenience to 

relieve the centre of functions it could not or would not undertake. 

(Larcombe 1978, 461). 

 

In 2002 the LGSA of NSW accused the State Government and Opposition in the 

following terms: 

The NSW Government and the Opposition have clearly wiped their hands of 

Local Government by not endorsing the unfunded mandate legislation. They 

seem to be content to continue shifting costs and responsibilities onto 

councils without any funding possibilities whatsoever…(LGSA of NSW 

2002b). 

 

                                              
14 See Chapter 2 
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In theory, the application of the correspondence or subsidiarity principle, discussed 

earlier in the Chapter, should be guiding and resolving such disputes (Oates 1972 & 

2005; Hughes 1998a; Dollery 2002). However as Head (2007, 160) observes, 

‘…subsidiarity is widely invoked and supported, but in practice it is highly 

contested…[and] has not supplanted power-politics…’. In effect, despite the local 

government sector being granted a virtual general competence power, there has 

been no considered application of the principle of subsidiarity and the sector has not 

receive a revenue raising capacity commensurate with this broader statutory charter. 

As both Mant (2005c) and Head (2007, 160) argue, it appears that sub-national 

governments have been satisfied with local government retaining a narrow role, 

achieved through denial of revenue raising capacity rather than theoretical charter. 

Mant, talking specifically about the NSW context, is very clear on this point stating: 

The central means of constraining the roles and operations of councils has 

been to limit the money available to them. Even if there is community 

demand for a higher level or greater range of services and an exhibited 

willingness to pay for them, State Government generally has not permitted 

an increase in income to achieve those objectives. In doing so State 

Governments have centralised decision-making and reduced the clarity of 

accountability. (Mant 2005c, 7). 

Without revenue raising capacity that more or less matches the statutory role of 

local government, the ability of the sector to develop strategic capacity is highly 

debateable. The absence of funding to realise the sector’s broader community 

building role challenges, fundamentally, the efficacy of the 1993 reforms. In the 

context of intergovernmental relations, unless funding or revenue raising issues are 

adequately resolved by the higher jurisdictions, the inadequacy of resources will 

remain a significant barrier to the sector in its struggle to be more strategic and 

deliver on its broader agenda. 
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However this role-versus-capacity mismatch is not the only element of a financially 

constrained local government sector in NSW. A recent inquiry into NSW local 

government financial sustainability, commissioned by the LGSA of NSW, 

concluded, that in relation to the sector’s traditional role there is an infrastructure 

maintenance and renewal backlog of around $6b (LGSA of NSW 2006, 13). 

Furthermore about twenty-five percent of NSW councils are not financially viable 

under current funding arrangements and an additional $1b per annum is needed to 

address the infrastructure problem going forward (LGSA of NSW 2006; ALGA 

2006; Productivity Commission 2008). This in part has been created by the fiscal 

stress imposed upon the sector by rate-pegging (Dollery, Crase & Johnson 2006, 

30), which has been in place in NSW since 1977. It is the only State to have 

imposed such a regime (Productivity Commission 2008, 97).  

 

Rate-pegging prevents councils from increasing their annual rates revenue above a 

certain level prescribed by the State Government except by special approval of the 

relevant Minister of State (Local Government Act 1993 s508 (2) & s548 (3)(a) 7(b) 

and DLG 2001a). This has slowed local government revenue growth in NSW local 

government, demonstrated in comparative figures showing that in the period 

1998/99 to 2005/06 council own-source revenue per person in NSW grew 0.3 per 

cent a year compared to a national average of 2.2 per cent. This rate pegging 

constraint is seen by the sector as both unjustified and outmoded and prevents the 

sector from achieving the taxation autonomy it argues is appropriate, and for which 

it takes electoral accountability at the ballot box  (LGSA of NSW 2001, 17-18).  In 

its criticism it draws on the principles of local self-government articulated by the 

International Union of Local Authorities which includes a declaration of autonomy 

in matters of local taxation (IULA 1993), and which has been adopted by the 

ALGA (ALGA 1997).  
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Individual councils have argued, quite legitimately, that rate-pegging prevents the 

development of robust revenue and expenditure plans relevant to their communities 

which are critical at a time when demand for infrastructure maintenance and 

renewal is outstripping service provision (Sproats 2001, 33; LGSA of NSW 2006, 

13). Despite the State’s expectation of local government taking greater 

responsibility for its long-term planning and delivery (DLG 1999), councils can be 

perceived as little more, from a budget control perspective, than a State outpost 

(Mant 2005c, 4).  

 

This lack of self determination in relation to the one form of taxation possessed by 

the sector, property rates, means a significant lack of autonomy for local councils. 

In essence their budgets are heavily shaped by the constraints imposed by the State 

Government, reducing the capacity of the sector to plan, financially, or more 

broadly, for the needs of the community. Thus rate-pegging emerges as another 

constraint imposed by the State Government on the propensity of the sector to 

develop strategic capacity. 

 

While rate-pegging is unique to NSW, the overall picture of the financial position of 

NSW local government, as articulated by the LGSA of NSW Inquiry (2006), is 

common across the system of local government in Australia. For example a similar 

inquiry in South Australia (LGA of SA 2005) concluded that high operating deficits 

and considerable infrastructure renewal and replacement backlogs in the context of 

inadequate revenue meant that about a third of the State’s councils were financially 

unsustainable. The recommended responses to this predicament included 

expenditure reductions, revenue increases and more equitable funding arrangements 

with the other levels of government (LGA of SA 2005, 1). While marginally less 

serious than the South Australian situation, the Tasmanian inquiry concluded, for 

the same reasons, that about a fifth of the State’s councils were financially 

unsustainable, although these represented only about eight per cent of the 
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population (LGA of Tasmania 2007, iii). Both inquires recommended greater 

investment in long-term financial planning as did the Western Australian inquiry for 

the same reasons and underlying problems (LGA of WA 2008). 

 

Overall, the conclusion reached by the national inquiry into Australian local 

government financial sustainability commissioned by the ALGA was that up to 

thirty per cent or even more of Australian local councils could face sustainability 

issues and that the sector required an additional $2.16b in revenue annually to cover 

asset renewal commitments (ALGA 2006, 11-12). It is hardly surprising that the 

priority for the ALGA in terms of working with state and territory local government 

associations is to: 

 

 Enable councils to better meet their fiscal obligations as well as the growing 

demands for infrastructure and services, and 

 Provide a sound approach for targeted support to local government for 

consideration by other spheres of government.15 (ALGA 2006). 

 

The challenges faced by NSW local government and its struggle for financial 

sufficiency in order to adequately respond to community priorities is clearly 

reflected in the national picture. While rate-pegging remains a unique constraint for 

the NSW local government sector, its experience overall in terms of achieving 

strategic autonomy is not. 

 

Other than legalistic and financial constraints, it has been argued that without 

institutional arrangements beyond legislation for facilitating local/state relations it is 

difficult, if not impossible, for local government to sustain a coherent involvement 

in broader matters of community planning and development (LGSA of NSW 2001, 

                                              
15 Dot point format used in original text. 
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33).  In this sense a virtual general competence power for local government is not 

sufficient to facilitate such a partnership. In NSW the LGSA of NSW have called 

for the development of a state-wide protocol to encourage and support partnering 

and so increase the capacity of the sector to deliver improved community outcomes 

(LGSA of NSW 2001, 33). So far there has been little interest shown by the State 

Government to strengthen a partnership approach; in fact there has been a move to a 

regional emphasis with a reduced focus on local government (Head 2007, 162; 

Catchment Management Authority – CMA 2004; NSW Department of Planning 

2009) which could signal a future diminution of the relevance of local government 

insofar as the NSW State Government is concerned.  

 

Other than some amalgamations in the first few years of the millennium (DLG 

2004), the NSW State Government remains one of the few sub-national 

governments in the federation that has not moved, or is not planning to move, to 

significantly reduce the number of local councils in favour of larger regional entities 

(May 2003; Dollery & Johnson 2007; State of Queensland 2007). Without 

assuming a larger regional role, the strategic relevance of a number of councils 

remains a moot point. This has a bearing on strategic capacity and raises, yet 

again16, the question of whether many councils have sufficient to be strategic about. 

 

The debate in the sector about the role of local government refers to the services-to-

property function as the ‘minimalist’ or ‘contracted service model’ in which a 

council limits itself to its traditional role of road maintenance and waste removal 

(also known as the three R’s – roads, rates and rubbish), while the other end of the 

spectrum, that of  providing holistic government to the area, is known as the 

maximalist or growth model (Dollery 2005, 1-2; DLG 2006a, 8; LGSA of NSW 

2006, 98). In a recent paper published by the Department of Local Government 

                                              
16 See Chapter 2 
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entitled A New Direction for Local Government (DLG 2006a), it appeared to be 

advancing the maximalist model, using strong normative language such as: 

 

Local government is about sustaining communities. It is much more than 

providing services. Services are a council’s response to its community needs 

in a wider context of local democracy and local representation. (DLG 

2006a, 3). 

 

The matters raised in the paper are based on the assumption that the local 

government sector is committed to innovation and continuous improvement. 

(DLG 2006a, 3). 

This paper is based on the assumption that local government wishes to take 

the path of increasing its role to match the changing needs of local 

communities. (DLG 2006a, 8). 

 

The paper contains no proposals for additional resources or supplementary revenue 

raising capacity. Its language suggests that it is a matter of choice for councils as to 

whether they wish to choose a maximalist pathway or not. As noted by the recent 

inquiry into NSW local government finances ‘In practice councils in NSW do not 

have a free choice as to which role [minimalist or maximalist] they may adopt.’ 

(LGSA of NSW 2006, 98). The DLG paper however suggests that efficiencies to be 

achieved through new ways of delivering services are the answer: 

If this paradigm of thinking is embraced by the entire local government 

sector the possibilities are vast. Councils could be ‘community franchises’ 

purchasing or trading services from a local government market place of 

specialist providers…New business models could emerge resulting in 
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increased efficiencies, improved services, and a fresh new image for local 

government. (DLG 2006a, 11). 

 

The paper’s basic proposal is that local government can be master of its own fate 

and with the elimination of duplication and inefficiency, fund a maximalist 

governance model. No statutory changes are proposed to enhance the sector’s 

revenue raising capacity or reduce or repeal rate pegging limitations.  

 

In the light of constraints discussed so far it is hard to regard the Department’s 

proposal as little more than rhetoric. It is also contrary to community opinion which 

has been shown recently to rank local government’s traditional infrastructure role as 

the highest priority (IRIS 2005).  

 

Dollery contends that those councils which have moved to a maximalist model have 

done so in a somewhat incremental and ad hoc way, mostly in response to 

community demands (2005, 1). He also argues that the maximalist model does not 

represent local government’s traditional terrain of municipal advantage and cites 

some early evidence suggesting a greater likelihood of failure (Byrnes & Dollery 

2002; 2005, 6). He concludes by stating ‘If councils are to be burdened with 

additional, more complex functions along activist lines, then this bodes ill for their 

future efficacy.’ (Dollery 2005, 7).  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Since the early 1970s the Federal Government has provided significant grant 

funding to local government (Commonwealth Department of Transport and 

Regional Services 2007) and in more recent times included representation from the 

sector on key intergovernmental bodies. However federal funding is in decline 

relative to the nation’s growing needs and national and sub-national levels of 
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revenue growth (Byrnes 2005). The sector’s enhanced representation has not helped 

to reverse this decline, even though it may have been successful maintaining a level 

of increases (ALGA 2005 & 2008). Furthermore, the growing interest in regional 

government and semi-government structures may reduce the space for local 

government to develop its strategic purpose. Without adequate financial support 

from the Federal Government to enable local government to pursue a more 

significant role in rural, regional and urban development, the strategic purpose of 

the sector remains limited. The early signs from the Rudd Federal Labor 

Government are positive for local government with significant increases in 

infrastructure grants to local government and enhanced national representation 

through the newly created Australian Council of Local Government (Dollery 2009). 

The Australian Prime Minister has also indicated the need to review current 

responsibilities across the three tiers of government and move to a model of 

‘optimal federalism’ (Dollery 2009, 138). If this were to occur, it may bring a 

strengthened role for local government in the federation. 

 

However it is too early to predict the impact of the Rudd Federal Labor Government 

and whether it will be sustained in order to shape the longer term strategic role for 

the sector. Partly this is a result of increased grants being a feature of the federal 

government’s financial stimulus package to combat the global financial crisis, 

which means its availability in the long-term is unknown. In fact as the national 

government seeks to bring its own budget back into balance in the coming years, 

future grant funding may well be in jeopardy. 

 

The constraints imposed by the State on local government deny the sector the 

opportunity to regard itself, and take action as if it were, a legitimate level of 

government. To be so it needs a broad charter supported by adequate taxation or 

other revenue raising capacity to fund the priority needs of its communities. With 

the State Government only providing a charter, local government remains highly 
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constrained and lacking in the most necessary element of government autonomy – 

revenue raising capacity. This problem is shared across the system of local 

government in Australia. As a consequence, changes in the sector to embrace a 

more maximalist role have been ad hoc.  

 

Strategic capacity has struggled to gain strong expression because of a lack of clear  

role definition in the context of the Australian federation and a preoccupation with 

administrative tasks delegated to it, often without adequate resources, by other 

levels of government. Without adequate resources and a fundamental level of 

control of its destiny, it is not realistic to expect local government to respond to a 

State Government fiat for strategic capacity. In fact it can be argued, as Mant 

(2005b & 2005c) does, that given all of the constraints and lack of autonomy, 

perhaps the sector, or most of it, does not need strategic capacity but just a focus on 

the efficient production of outputs. This may well be one reason that explains the 

sector’s incomplete transformation to a more strategic mode of operation. 

 

In the last sixteen years the NSW State Government has expected the local 

government sector to provide for its communities more comprehensively, endowing 

it with a virtual general competence power to do so (Local Government Act 1993). 

With little enhancement to the sector’s capacity to raise revenue over that period, it 

is struggling financially to fund its minimalist role to the amount of $1b per annum 

and a $6b infrastructure maintenance and renewal backlog (LGSA of NSW 2006; 

Productivity Commission 2008). Local government has signalled this funding 

problem as a key issue over the last thirty years with little response from the NSW 

State Government (Barnett 1973; Bains 1978; LGSA of NSW 2006) other than a 

demand for strategic management reform (DLG 1989, 1990, 1991; DLG&C 1991; 

DLG 2006b).  Achieving expected levels of strategic management reform has not 

occurred in any comprehensive way across the sector (Sproats 2001; Mant 2005c; 
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DLG 2006b) and it remains the government’s view that local government needs to 

strengthen its strategic capacity to plan beyond a three-year horizon (DLG 2006b).  

 

The State Government appears satisfied constraining local government, despite its 

rhetoric (particularly see DLG 2006a), through a denial of commensurate resources 

or the capacity to raise them (Mant 2005c; Head 2007). Some councils have taken 

on a maximalist role (Sproats 2001, 2003; Sansom 2005; LGSA of NSW 2006) 

with some early evidence suggesting that this may not be sustainable (Byrnes & 

Dollery 2002; Dollery 2005). In any event it is likely that only the much larger, 

better resourced councils will be in a position to choose a growth model (LGSA of 

NSW 2001) although this choice may ultimately be eroded by the impact of rate 

pegging. Where other councils make such a shift, it will arguably be at the expense 

of maintaining and renewing core infrastructure (LGSA of NSW 2006). This 

challenge is replicated across most of the Australian local government system (LGA 

of SA 2005; ALGA 2006; LGA of Tasmania 2007; LGA of WA 2008). 

 

From the foregoing it is hard to avoid concluding that the available evidence 

justifies McNeill’s epithet of local government constituted by non-autonomous 

administrative units of the State (McNeill 1997). Certainly strategic capacity and 

long-term planning has not been the sector’s strength at any time, although it has 

seemingly made some modest improvement in more recent years. However, other 

than a few councils which have taken the activist course, it is not clear why long 

term strategic planning is so necessary for the remainder, if they are constrained to a 

services-to-property role for which, by order of the State Government, they are 

already developing three-year plans (DLG 2006b). In other words, the extent of 

forward planning happening across much of the sector is arguably appropriate for 

its current role. In any event any lack of strategic capacity is not just a matter of 

inadequate ability or commitment on the part of individual councils but also the 

effect of a lack of autonomy, strategic purpose and financial means as a result of 
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State and Federal Government relations. Whilst the sector remains in a financial 

straightjacket and its purpose in the federation is unclear, the development of 

strategic capacity will remain an ambition difficult to realise. 

 

Even if that were not the case, another cause for the sector’s lack of deep 

engagement with long term strategy relates to the highly rationalistic strategic 

management framework imposed upon it (Local Government Act 1993, s402), also 

referred to as classical strategic management (Whittington 1993). The relevance of 

the nature of the particular strategic management paradigm imposed on local 

government is two-fold. First, the very genealogy of classical strategic 

management, which can be traced from the scientific management movement of the 

early twentieth century, assumes ideas of organisation, leadership and autonomy 

which are remote from the experience of local government. Second, research 

suggests that highly rational strategic management frameworks are self limiting 

because of their failure to adapt to the broader political context of management 

(Greenley 1989; Backoff et al 1993; Mintzberg 1994; Bryson 1995; Worrall et al 

1998).  

 

In the next Chapter the former of these two issues is examined; that is the notion of 

a general incongruity between the nature of the local government sector up until at 

least the 1993 reforms and a comprehensive classical strategic management ethos. 

The more specific arguments dealing with the limits of rational strategic 

management frameworks are dealt with subsequent to this. 

 



 86

Chapter 4 - Local Government, Classical Strategic Management 

and Strategic Capacity 

 

While previous Chapters have investigated the detail of aspects of the local 

government sector and its experience with management reform and strategic 

capacity, this Chapter takes a view of the strategic management literature and 

analyses the consequences for strategic management and strategic capacity in the 

local government sector. In the first instance the Chapter locates the strategic 

management framework imposed on local government within what is an expansive 

literature on the management of strategy. While previous Chapters have 

characterised the local government  strategic management framework incorporated 

in the 1993 reforms as classical strategic management, it has been left to this 

Chapter to set out the argument supporting this assertion. This is done by taking a 

high level view of the various paradigmatic approaches to the management of 

strategy. Each approach is explained and its possible relevance to local government  

postulated, except in the case of classical strategic management and in this case it is 

argued to be the model imposed on the local government sector. The Chapter goes 

into some detail about the classical strategic management model to demonstrate 

both its well established pedigree and its embeddedness in the 1993 reforms. The 

other approaches are explained partly to give context and thrust to the location 

argument regarding the strategic management approach imposed on local 

government, and partly to build a theoretical perspective against which the 

empirical data from the research can be examined. This is providing for different 

paradigmatic possibilities in which to consider strategic capacity. 

 

After examining the different approaches to strategic management and arguing the 

relevance of the classical model to the 1993 reforms, the Chapter investigates some 

of the assumptions on which classical strategic management is based and their 
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general incongruity with the sector’s nature and structural arrangements, 

particularly at the time of the 1993 reformation and the years following. It is argued 

that this incongruity has, as a general phenomenon, acted to constrain the 

development of strategic capacity.  

 

Approaches to Strategic Management 

Theories about the management of strategy are numerous and are predicated on 

differing assumptions and sometimes differing epistemologies (Palmer & Hardy 

2000, 139; Whittington 1993, 2). Palmer and Hardy (2000, 140) note that there are 

many approaches to strategy and that several ways have been developed to 

distinguish and group major conceptualisations. One such typology is Whittington’s 

(1993, 3) four generic perspectives on strategy. Whittington (1993) is not the only 

scholar to categorise approaches to strategy. For the purposes of developing a 

theoretical platform for this thesis other typologies could have been used such as 

Chaffee’s (1985) three models of strategy – linear, adaptive and interpretive; 

Hatch’s (1997) three alternative perspectives on strategy – rational, emergent and 

symbolic; Joyce and Woods’ (1996) paradigmatic distinctions of modernist, 

postmodernist and new modernist, or even Zanetti and Cunningham’s (2000) public 

sector typology of the ecological perspective, the decision-making perspective and 

the leadership perspective.  

 

The advantage of Whittington’s (1993, 2-3) approach is that the four perspectives 

are not mutually exclusive but permit degrees of overlap and a stronger or weaker 

categorisation of approaches based on the positioning on two axes; one identifying 

the key outcomes of strategy and the other identifying the key processes (see Figure 

3). At the same time the four strongest categorisations that fall clearly within one 

quadrant represent the fundamental differences in approach.  
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       OUTCOMES 

   Unitary  

 

 

CLASSICAL         EVOLUTIONARY 

 

PROCESSES 

Deliberate  Emergent 
 
 

SYSTEMIC        PROCESSUAL 

 

 

 Pluralistic 

 
Figure 1: Generic  Perspectives  on Strategy. Source – Adapted  from Whittington 1993, 3. 

 

By his typology of four generic perspectives, Whittington (1993) is drawing from 

the strategy literature and categorising approaches based on different purposes 

around processes and outcomes. This means he is not the first scholar to use the 

terms which constitute his framework as shown above (Figure 1). 

 

Whittington (1993, 17) states that evolutionary approaches aim to understand 

organisations by regarding them in the broader context of the market and the 

population of other organisations. In this sense the evolutionary approach builds on 

the biological and ecological metaphor. There is not the emphasis placed on senior 

management’s role to lead strategy in a rational-analytic way as evolutionists argue 

that markets and other external forces will exert pressure on the organisation with 
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deliberative approaches giving way to evolutionary forces in much the same way as 

Darwin’s theory of evolution (Whittington 1993, 18). Thus the strategy process is 

inherently more emergent as it is not under the rational control of the management 

team but in the environmental forces that shape both the individual organisation and 

the larger population of organisations. In this context designing elaborate rational 

strategy intended to guide the organisation in the long-term is nothing more than 

‘…vain distraction; managers would do much better to get down to the modest 

business of making sure that what they do now is done as efficiently as possible.’ 

(Whittington 1993, 22). The implication for strategy is to focus on experimentation 

in order to maintain a constant offering of ideas and approaches to the market on the 

basis that some will flourish while others will fail (Whittington 1993, 22). 

 

Early foundational work in this perspective was undertaken by Hannan and 

Freeman (1977) in which they theorised about organisations in the broader context 

of population ecology. They sought to answer the question ‘Why are there so many 

kinds of organisations?’ (Hannan & Freeman 1977, 956), as understanding this 

heterogeneity, they argued, would reveal a wide variety of environmental influences 

on organisations and their life cycles. Another influential theory of the evolutionary 

perspective is institutional isomorphism posited by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). 

DiMaggio and Powell argued that institutional isomorphism goes beyond ecology 

theory in that it acknowledges the power-seeking behaviour which occurs between 

and within organisations and ‘…is a useful tool for understanding the politics and 

ceremony that pervade much modern organisational life.’ (DiMaggio & Powell 

1983, 150). They build the notion of institutional isomorphism by focusing on the 

issue of why the form and practice of many organisations is so similar. In other 

words institutional isomorphism arises from an emphasis on homogeneity rather 

than variation (DiMaggio & Powell 1983, 148). This homogeneity, which is 

particularly likely amongst organisations in the same field, can ultimately entrench 
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structures and practices constraining further flexibility and adaptation (DiMaggio & 

Powell 1983, 148).  

 

As discussed in earlier Chapters, local councils in NSW share a history which has 

tended to bring about homogeneity in the sector, that is its residual role based on 

services-to-property, entrenching a traditional notion of municipal administration, 

underpinned by legislation and which has resisted significant change over much of 

the twentieth century (Jones 1989; DLG 1989; Mowbray 1997; Sproats 2003; Mant 

2005x). Such an entrenchment would, in the context of the evolutionary strategic 

management paradigm, require a willingness to experiment with strategy in order to 

counter-act the potentially constraining nature of the environment. Larcombe (1978) 

contends that even during the 1970s there were some progressive councils that were 

innovative for their time. He cites, for example, Campbelltown City Council’s (a 

local council located in south west Sydney on the metropolitan fringe) foray into 

business ventures associated with commercial development as a way of accelerating 

development of the new City (Larcombe 1978, 443). Yet strategic experimentation 

has not been the hallmark of the sector and its history, as a general rule, does not 

suggest rapid offerings of new strategy. The evolutionary strategic management 

perspective may assist in understanding the enduring nature of municipal 

administration in local government. 

 

The processual approach, with its emergent strategy process and mix of different 

strategic intentions and outcomes, is the ‘…sticky messy phenomena, from which 

strategies emerge with much confusion and in small steps.’ (Whittington 1993, 22).  

The thrust of the processual perspective is the argument that organisations and 

human beings operate in an imperfect and complex world which cannot be fully 

known or understood, or reduced to rational prescriptions. The umbrella of this 

perspective incorporates a number of influential theorists. One of these is Mintzberg 
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(1978, 1987, 1990, 1993, 1994 & 1996) and his challenge to the rational limits of 

strategy formulation.  

 

Mintzberg’s critique of strategic planning (1994) is given credibility by his own 

research program. In 1971, as a result of a chance reading of an unusual definition 

of strategy, Mintzberg, with support from a number of colleagues at McGill 

University, designed and initiated a research project on strategy formation that was 

to unfold over the next twenty-five years (Mintzberg 1987, 75). In these studies, 

known as the McGill Tracking Studies (Mintzberg 1978; Mintzberg & Waters 

1982; Mintzberg & Waters 1984; Mintzberg, Taylor & Waters 1984; Mintzberg & 

McHugh 1985; Mintzberg, Brunet & Waters 1986; Mintzberg, Otis, Shamsie & 

Waters 1987; Austin & Mintzberg 1996), strategy was identified and tracked over 

several decades in various organisations from both the private and public sectors. 

The conceptual focus of the studies included the pattern of strategic change and the 

processes by which strategy was formed (Mintzberg 1987, 75). The finding to 

emerge from all of the studies in the project was that despite differences in the way 

strategy was formed in organisations, it was not the product of formal strategy-

making systems (Mintzberg 1987, 68). The Studies revealed the complex and 

iterative nature of strategy formation which Mintzberg contended was more a form 

of adaptive learning than explicit strategy formulation (1994, 110). 

 

The processual perspective also incorporates the more incremental approaches to 

strategy formation (Whittington 1993). One of the primary theorists in this regard is 

Quinn (1980) who also noted that in relation to significant strategic change in 

organisations, it held ‘…little resemblance to the rational, analytical systems so 

often described in the planning literature.’ (Quinn 1980, 14). Quinn (1980, 15) 

asserted that formal planning approaches were not only overly reliant on 

measurable quantitative data, but ‘...underemphasise the vital qualitative, 

organizational, and power-behavioural factors that so often determine strategic 
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success...’. He argued that strategy evolved from the osmotic combination of 

internal decisions and external events which create a shared understanding of 

direction among the executive and which become, incrementally, purposive 

strategies. He referred to this as ‘logical incrementalism’. 

 

Quinn (1980, 16-17) described the process of logical incrementalism as arising from 

a series of strategic formulation subsystems, groups of activities and players about 

which decisions regarding direction have to be made, but which have 

interdependencies with other subsystems. Within the context of a subsystem, 

strategy is developed and changed relatively logically. The subsequent coming 

together of strategies from different subsystems occurs incrementally and 

incorporates the necessary power-behavioural factors (for example executive 

bargaining) to result in an understood strategic position for the organisation. Quinn 

(1980, 17) does not suggest that this is an automatic or erratic process. He states: 

 

In the hands of a skilful manager, such incrementalism was not muddling. It 

was a purposeful, effective, proactive management technique for improving 

and integrating both the analytical and the behavioural aspects of strategy 

formulation. (Quinn 1980, 17). 

 

According to the processual perspective and its acknowledgement of power-

behavioural factors, it cannot be assumed that members of the organisation share a 

unitary notion of objectives or even similar conceptions of how the organisation 

should behave (Whittington 1993, 24). This means that strategy is likely to be more 

treaty than rational plan as interests are negotiated, compromises struck and deals 

done. Other theorists and scholars who have influenced the processual perspective 

include Simon (1957), March (1978, 1996 and 1997), Pettigrew (1987) and Weick 

(1988 and 2001). 
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Some local government researchers do acknowledge the intensely political context 

of strategic management in local government (Box 1993; Backoff et al.1993; 

Worrall et al. 1998) which underscores the relevance of the processual strategic 

management paradigm. In NSW, where executive authority is exercised by the 

Council itself rather than a single political head such as the Mayor (NSW Local 

Government Act 1993), the coalitional nature of the processual approach could be 

particularly useful to consider. It may well be that those few Councils that embraced 

the 1993 reforms and developed a strategic capacity did so because there was 

sufficient management and political leadership to bring different interests together 

and develop the requisite treaty. 

 

The systemic perspective argues that particular rationales which support or enliven 

strategic activity in organisations are a result of social systems which go beyond 

mere economic meanings (Whittington 1993, 28). The organisation is seen as being 

so enmeshed in the social system that theories of strategy that assume impersonal 

financial conceptions or linear and machine-like means-ends relationships are 

replaced with ideas of rationality, success and action that are reasonable and 

appropriate as defined by the particular set of social relations relevant to the 

individual and the organisation (Whittington 1993, 28). For example Clegg (1990) 

argues that the manufacture of French bread in France does not occur in the 

normative corporate environment of the hierarchically organised factory, which is 

the case for the USA and Britain. In France, over 50,000 individual bakeries 

provide for around 90 per cent of the market (Clegg 1990, 108-109). This strong 

artisanal approach to bread manufacturing is embedded in the social system and 

defies any hegemonic corporate colonisation. Clegg (1990) argues similarly in 

relation to the Italian fashion industry and many Asian enterprises stating: 

 

In Japan, in South Korea and in overseas Chinese family businesses in 

countries like Taiwan and Hong Kong there are Asian enterprises which do 
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not seem to be designed by people with a good grasp of the contingency 

design features of rational organizations. Despite this handicap they none 

the less appear to be rational and efficient in their functioning. (Clegg 1990, 

6). 

 

The highly social context of the systemic perspective means that strategy will be as 

much a product of social and cultural systems as it will be of deliberative processes. 

As social and cultural contexts differ, so will conceptions of strategy (Whittington 

1993, 38).  

 

For local government, which is the tier of government closest to the community, 

there is considerable potential for councils to become enmeshed in local social 

systems. For example in rural and regional NSW, local government faces difficult 

and complex issues and policy choices. Community pressures are particularly 

sharply felt in these non-metropolitan areas as councils are often the only 

organisations that can represent local interests and deal on behalf of the community 

with other spheres of government (Daly 2000, 196). In fact in some rural 

communities the local council is the only institutional presence (DoTaRS, 2002, 

39). Given the choice of responding to community needs and becoming shaped by 

local forces or embracing the universalistic strategic management mandates of the 

State Government, local social contexts may well dominate.  

 

Furthermore the impacts of the rural-city divide leave local councils under pressure 

to deal with the resulting situation (McMannus & Pritchard 2000, 7). These impacts 

include such things as the depopulation of rural areas and growing unemployment 

resulting from large, intensive agricultural corporates (Lockie 2000), the withdrawal 

of public and private services from rural areas which reduces the economic and 

social capacity of communities (Gerritsen 2000) and the deepening sense of 

isolation and increasing suicide rates in remote rural areas (Monk 2000). In this 
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context local councils are likely to become reflective of local social systems and 

regard the dictates of rational management and the professional manager as 

depersonalising and disempowering (Box 1993). 

 

The systemic perspective acknowledges that local councils are particular types of 

organisations and therefore are defined by their history and context and the social 

relations in which they are enmeshed. With artefacts such as the highly proscriptive 

and prescriptive Local Government Act 191917 and limited resources compared to 

their statutory function18, there is a layer of homogeneity across the sector in 

relation to municipal business. However to suggest that this results in only one 

perspective of local government denies the social force of the systemic paradigm. 

Other perspectives of local government  include local government  as builder of 

social capital (Warner 2001), as an arena of social, economic and political conflict 

(Gargan 1989), as a community advocate (Hill 2000), as urban entrepreneur 

(Robinson 1995), as myth (Purdie 1976), as a development arm of business (Scott 

1988), as a means of deepening a sense of citizenship in a multicultural society 

(Thompson & Dunn, 2002), as a force to facilitate indigenous self-determination 

(Sanders 1996) and as the steward of the places within which we co-exist 

(Sandercock & Kliger 1998). The extent to which each local council is embedded in 

its own local social system may well account for differences in strategic 

responsiveness; this means differences in strategic capacity. 

 

The final perspective is the classical approach (Whittington 1993). Its principal 

initiators were writers such as Chandler (1962), Ansoff (1968), Learned, 

Christensen, Andrews and Guth (1969) and Porter (1980) and it epitomises the 

formal, prescriptive, top-down and analytical approach reflecting the privileging of 

                                              
17 See Chapter 1 
18 See Chapter 3 
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rationality in management theory (Toft 1989; Gergen & Thatchenkery 1996; 

Fineman 1999; Rutgers 1999). The classical approach has its origins in scientific 

management and the necessary genealogical links can be traced back to Taylor 

(1912) through writers such as Emerson (1913 as cited by George 1972), Fayol 

(1916 & 1923), Gulick (1937), Urwick (1944) and Drucker (1954). 

 

Writers on strategic management (Whittington 1993; Pugh & Hickson 1996; Toft 

2000) generally suggest that classical strategic management, as a discrete body of 

knowledge, began to emerge in 1962 with the publication by Chandler (1962) of his 

book on the importance of strategy and structure in modern industrial enterprises. 

Chandler, an American economic historian, based his 1962 book on a case study of 

four large industrial organisations; Du Pont, General Motors, Standard Oil of New 

Jersey and Sears Roebuck (Chandler 1962, 20-22). Through an examination of the 

role of senior managers as well as organisation structures before and after changes 

in the business direction of the enterprises, Chandler came to a number of 

conclusions about the structure/strategy nexus and its management (Chandler 1962, 

7-17). He identified a key task of management as planning the continuing health of 

the organisation in a framework of long-term goals and policies (Chandler 1962, 9). 

He argued the importance of the organisation’s growth plan and the systems and 

resources used to execute it (Chandler 1962, 13). Building on this idea of the 

deliberate growth plan and its execution he defined strategy as ’…the determination 

of the basic long-term goals and objectives of an enterprise, and the adoption of 

courses of action and the allocation of resources necessary for carrying out these 

goals.’ (Chandler 1962, 13). In this definition Chandler incorporated both the 

strategic content in the form of long-term goals and objectives and implementation 

through the adoption of courses of action and associated resource allocation.  

 

Chandler’s study of large enterprises convinced him that structure followed strategy 

and that even ’…the most complex type of structure is the result of the 



 97

concatenation of several basic strategies.’ (Chandler 1962, 14). In other words the 

organisation was the primary instrument used to implement the chosen strategies 

and it needed to be manipulated accordingly to provide the best possible 

implementation platform. Chandler’s view of structure and strategy was predicated 

on the assumption of a rational organisation able to formulate its goals and 

objectives and make the optimal structural adjustment to ensure economic 

efficiency. In his praise of the industrialists he studied, Chandler noted that the 

criteria for success was the availability of meaningful data, clear-cut lines of 

communication and authority and the planning, evaluation and coordination of 

economic activities in the context of a systematic structure (Chandler 1962, 396). 

Others then built on these basic building blocks.  

 

Management texts and journal articles that discuss the emergence of strategic 

management as a discrete body of knowledge also invariably acknowledge the 

major influence of H. Igor Ansoff, Professor of Industrial Administration at the 

Carnegie Institute of Technology during the 1960s (Mulhare 1999, Pindur, Rogers 

& Kim 1995, Fulop & Sheather 1992, Whipp 1999, Clarke & Clegg 1998, 

Micklethwait & Wooldridge 1966). Ansoff (1965) argued that the capacity of 

management science for analysis and rational problem solving was sufficiently 

powerful to permit organisations to know the future and organise to take advantage 

of it.  

 

Ansoff’s conception of strategic management (Ansoff 1965, 1968) consisted of four 

key attributes. First was the theme of integration in which a wide range of activities 

were brought together under the one umbrella of managing corporate strategy. This 

included the development and use of rational problem solving and decision making 

tools, the analysis of data, the use of formal planning techniques, the development 

of objectives and plans and their subsequent undertaking and the technical training 

of managers in the processes (Ansoff 1965, 175-176). Secondly was the very 
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systematic approach advocated by Ansoff. This included the analysis and synthesis 

of data, the use of rule-based decision making matrices and the formulation of 

objectives and plans in a manner that has been described as virtually algorithmic 

(Joyce & Woods 1996, 35). Thirdly was the emphasis on knowing the future - ’Not 

only will the successful firm be able to perceive opportunities, but it will also know 

how to anticipate them.’ (Ansoff 1965, 167). In other words the purpose of such a 

comprehensive approach to corporate strategy was the development and use of 

rational and systematic techniques for anticipating environmental change and 

opportunities (Ansoff 1965, 176). It aimed to focus on future direction and the 

construction of detailed plans of action about how to get there. Fourthly, like 

Chandler (1962), Ansoff incorporated organisational change as an important 

ingredient in the management of strategy. Ansoff (1965, 167, 170) argued that in 

order to take full advantage of any predictions made, there was a need to focus on 

the nature of the organisation to ensure it was flexible enough to adapt to a shorter 

product cycle and make well-considered decisions about areas outside its traditional 

markets. Ansoff’s conception of strategy has been described as an exemplar of the 

rationalist paradigm of strategic management (Clarke & Clegg 1998, 2000). 

 

The top down characteristic of classical strategic management was argued by 

Ansoff and Brandenburg (1969) on the basis that top managers ought to be free 

from daily operational demands in order to apply their full potential to matters of 

strategy. It is the top managers, Ansoff and Brandenburg (1969, 61) asserted, that 

‘…are assigned total responsibility for efficiently using the resources allocated to 

them in achieving the goals of the firm.’. Top managers were expected to be able to 

make decisions about strategy formulation, demonstrate market anticipation with 

the support of rational analysis and specialist experts, build flexibility and 

adaptiveness and commit to continuous planning (Ansoff and Brandenburg 1969, 

69).  
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By the late 1960s and 1970s there was a significant growth in interest in the field of 

strategy and its management, with an emphasis on looking outside the organisation 

and developing long-term plans to take advantage of environmental changes and 

opportunities (Pindur, Rogers & Kim 1995, 73). Emerging from the Harvard 

Business School’s case study program in 1969 came a conception of strategy and its 

treatment developed by Learned, Christensen, Andrews and Guth (1969). Building 

explicitly on Chandler’s definition of strategy (Learned et al. 1969, 16) the Harvard 

Business School group argued that the principal concern of strategising was 

identifying environmental opportunities and threats and quantifying associated 

risks, in the context of examining the company’s strengths and weaknesses to gauge 

its capacity to respond to the opportunities and threats identified. The purpose of 

this was to match what the organisation might do by way of business action with 

what is was capable of doing. Learned et al. (1969) also contended that this 

essentially analytical task needed to be tempered with the chief executive officer’s 

and executive’s personal values and aspirations for the company and some ethical 

consideration of how proposed action may contribute to societal good. This set of 

questions (what might we do; what are we capable of doing; what do we want to do 

and what should we do), or more accurately the answers to them, defined the 

organisation’s strategy. While less concerned with strategy formulation as a science, 

Learned et al. (1969, 20) still conceptualised planning as top-down and rational, 

warning that improvisation, no matter how potent, could not substitute for forward 

planning. The Harvard Business School approach was subsequently popularised by 

other strategic management writers (Lewis, Morkel & Hubbard 1993, Hunger & 

Wheelan 1996, Flavel & Williams 1996, Forster & Browne 1996, Thompson & 

Strickland 2001) who focused mainly on the analytical components of internal 

strengths and weaknesses and external opportunities and threats, producing the 

acronym SWOT. 
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Perhaps the next most influential development in the advance of rational modes of 

strategic management was the publication in 1980 by Michael Porter of his book 

Competitive Strategy (Forster and Browne 996, 37; Porter 1980). Porter was critical 

of previous approaches, particularly the lack of discipline and substance, and he 

attempted to provide a comprehensive framework for the analysis of environmental 

determinants of strategy (Forster and Browne (1996, 39). Porter argued that there 

were five key competitive forces that determined industry profitability – the 

bargaining power of buyers (for example volume), the threat of substitute products 

(for example the impact of different price performance of the substituted product), 

the determinants of supplier power (for example supplier concentration), the extent 

to which barriers prohibit new entrants to the industry (for example capital 

requirements) and the state of competition within the industry (Porter 1985, 6). 

Porter (1985, 7-8) advocated an analysis of each of the structural elements of the 

particular industry relevant to the organisation, noting that the identification of 

industry trends in these structural matters, and the extent to which the organisation 

could change and shape the structure, would influence its strategic choices. These 

structural elements of the industry needed to be complemented by a choice of 

competitive strategy of which Porter (1985, 11) argued there were three – cost 

leadership, differentiation and focus. The strategies differed in terms of the breadth 

of their application but each of them assisted to define, in fundamental terms, the 

competitive approach of the firm. 

 

The classical approach to strategic management continued beyond Porter (1980) 

and has changed little in definition from Chandler’s original view (1962, 13 – see 

above). For example Sharplin defines strategic management as ‘…the formulation 

and implementation of plans and the carrying out of activities relating to matters 

which are of vital, pervasive, or continuing importance to the total organization.’ 

(Sharplin 1985, 6). The strategic management process proffered by Sharplin (1985, 

5 – see Figure 2 below) is a similar although more detailed version of the SWOT 
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model. It relies on a similar analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 

threats and incorporates an analytical dependency and linear planning-action 

approach, although with an evaluation component to complete the cycle (Sharplin 

1985, 12).  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2:  Strategic  Management Process. Source - From Sharplin 1985, 12. 

 
Viljoen (1994) similarly defines strategic management as: 
 

The process of identifying, choosing and implementing activities that will 

enhance the long-term performance of an organisation by setting direction 

and by creating ongoing compatibility between the internal skills and 

resources of the organisation, and the changing external environment within 

which it operates. (Viljoen 1994, 4). 
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Once again the process map offered by Viljoen has obvious similarities to its 

predecessors (Viljoen 1994, 190 – see Figure 3 below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Strategic Management Process. Source – From Viljoen 1994, 190 

 

A review of further management texts reveals the endurance of the classical 

conception of strategic management and the strong similarities in the various 

process maps and framework elements offered by the proponents (see for example 

Lewis, Morkel & Hubbard 1993; Hunger & Wheelan 1996; Flavel & Williams 

1996; Thompson & Strickland 2001). The other enduring feature of the classical 
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approach is the role of the chief executive officer and other executives. Joyce and 

Woods (1996, 34) characterise their role as the decision-making elite who, guided 

by their analysis tools ‘…determine the new strategic moves.’. Hatch (1997, 110) 

argues similarly, referring to the role of top managers as conducting the SWOT 

analysis and devising the optimal strategies. 

 

The firm entrenchment of the classical strategic management paradigm in the 

private sector influenced the nature of public sector reform19 in Australia and 

overseas. In the case of local government in New South Wales a classical strategic 

management framework was embedded in the 1993 legislation. The relevant 

sections of the Local Government Act 1993 (ss402-407) which set out the 

requirements for Council management plans (see Appendix 1) reflect this classical 

rationality. In summary the sections mandate in a management plan the articulation 

of objectives, the principal activities that will achieve the objectives, the 

performance targets and measures that will be used to measure performance and 

achievement, all of which are to be set out over a minimum three-year period. A 

later section (s428) requires that Council disclose in its annual report what it 

planned to achieve, what it did achieve and a statement of reasons where there was 

a difference between the two. The assumption of the legislation is that all of the 

activities of the Council can be characterised in this structured, goal-oriented 

manner and made the subject of clear measures of success.  

 

To achieve the construction of the management plan the Department of Local 

Government (2000, 6) issued guidelines to Councils promoting the development of 

a vision and mission statement, the conduct of a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities and Threats) analysis, the incorporation of key performance 

indicators and various other elements which are the traditional components of a 

                                              
19 See Chapter 2 
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classical strategic management approach (Sharplin 1985; Whittington 1993; Viljoen 

1994; Mintzberg 1994). The era of classical strategic management in the local 

government sector had begun and was intended to be used as the platform for 

developing strategic capacity. 

 

Local Government Coming to Terms with Classical Strategic Management 

From the classical strategic management literature cited in the preceding section, a 

number of key attributes of this strategy paradigm can be argued. At a minimum the 

attributes include: strategic leadership from the top of the organisation, a strategy 

structure nexus, resource allocation reflective of strategy and strategy informed by 

analysis and environmental scanning (Chandler 1962; Ansoff 1968; Ansoff and 

Brandenburg 1969; Learned, Christensen, Andrews and Guth 1969; Porter 1980; 

Whittington 1993; Mintzberg 1994). These attributes are contrasted to the local 

government sector and in particular the nature and structure of local council 

organisations. 

 

Strategic Leadership from the Top of the Organisation 

Up until the 1993 reformation, the Mayor or Shire President was both the political 

head of council and the chief executive officer. He or she was empowered to 

control, direct and suspend staff, carry out the day-to-day operations of the council 

within budgetary limits and direct the town clerk who was referred to as the chief 

administrative officer (Local Government Act 1919 s87(2)(a)-(e) now repealed; 

DLG 1991). Some councils were structured so the head of each internal department 

reported directly to the Mayor/President which, in the understated words of the 

Department of Local Government ‘…was not found to have assisted in the 

development of the leadership qualities and abilities of the senior staff…’ (DLG 

1991, 25).  In these cases the town clerk was ‘…merely performing the role of the 

Departmental Head of the administrative and accounting areas…in other words the 
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Clerk was acting as the “Secretary” to the Council’. (DLG 1991, 25). For the town 

clerk to have sufficient authority to perform any sort of leadership role required 

extensive delegation of powers by Council. This was not generally forthcoming and 

a re-occurring theme in the sector’s regulation by the Department of Local 

Government was an urging for this delegation to occur to facilitate councillors 

focusing on larger matters of policy (Barnett 1973; DLG 1989, 1990 & 1991; 

DLG&C 1991). This urging arose because of councillor involvement in the day-to-

day detail of operational matters of the Council; a situation not in accordance with 

good public administrative practice according to the Department of Local 

Government (DLG 1991) but one certainly encouraged by the prescriptive statutory 

framework applying at the time.  

 

Without the benefit of a leadership structure amongst the senior staff of the 

organisation and with the elected representatives involved in daily matters, the 

operating experience of many councils essentially precluded the development of 

any ideas of strategic leadership or even organisation-wide notions of management. 

Furthermore, the Mayor, as political and managerial head, was shadowed by a 

parallel decision-making structure; the various committees of the council. 

Committees, composed of councillors, were established to deal with particular areas 

of operation such as finance, engineering, development applications and so on 

(Jones 1989). Jones (1989, 82) observed that the committee system:  

 

…often creates weak and inconsistent policies. Strong leadership is difficult 

when compromise and internal power struggles are the dominating 

influences; yet rapid changes in social and economic conditions may demand 

strong, decisive leadership. (Jones 1989, 82). 

 

In essence, the pre-1993 leadership structure in local government was weak. While 

the combined role of political and managerial head had the virtue of a clear line of 
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executive authority operating from the top of the organisation, it resulted in poorly 

defined leadership roles for the town clerk and other senior staff and it entrenched 

the involvement of elected representatives in the day-to-day operation of the 

Council. It was also a barrier to the forming of a senior management group to 

discuss and coordinate major strategic issues. It was a time when council’s top 

managers would more likely have been regarded as the Mayor/Shire President along 

with the councillor chairpersons of the various council committees, rather than 

senior employed staff. Decision-making was cumbersome because of the extensive 

council committee system and a general lack of delegation of powers to officers. 

Under these conditions leadership, let alone strategic leadership, from the top of the 

organisation was almost impossible. These poorly defined leadership structures 

were the foundation for the strategic management regime introduced in 1993.  

 

The 1993 reforms attempted to clearly separate the role of political and 

administrative head of council by assigning the responsibility for the efficient and 

effective management of the organisation to the new chief executive officer position 

to be known as general manager (DLG&C 1992a). This meant that councils were 

required to come to terms with the idea of organisational leadership being exercised 

by a professional manager and a loss of executive authority in the position of 

Mayor. The Local Government and Shires Associations of NSW (LGSA of NSW), 

the peak bodies representing the elected members of the sector, were reluctant to 

see the Mayor/President lose the role of chief executive officer and as late as 1998, 

when the statutory five-year review of the Local Government  Act 1993 was 

occurring, advocated, unsuccessfully, for its returned enshrinement in legislation 

(LGSA of NSW of NSW 1998). The new separate roles were given legislative 

backing in the Local Government  Act 1993. Marshall (2003, 143) argues that the 

new arrangement was intended to reflect a degree of power-sharing between 

councillor and manager, each with clear accountabilities; for councillors this 

included strategic leadership.  
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However, one of the issues to emerge from the new arrangement was the loss of a 

clear line of executive authority exercised from the top of the organisation. While 

the political administrative separation of roles created by the 1993 reforms 

replicated the institutional arrangements in other tiers of government in Australia 

(Hughes 1998a) it did so without providing the equivalent of a Minister of State to 

exercise executive authority over the agency; this power was vested in the council 

as a whole. Without a political head exercising executive authority, that is ensuring 

a clear political administrative nexus, local councils become bifurcated, resulting in 

a management entity, the organisation, led by the general manager, and a political 

entity, the council, with little more than a ceremonial leader as the Local 

Government  Act 1993 gave no significant leadership authority to the Mayor. 

Furthermore, the Mayor, when elected by the council, only served a twelve month 

term. This potential for constant change further reduces the likelihood of stable 

political leadership. 

 

Australia inherited its local government system from the United Kingdom (Jones 

1989). Reform of local government in England (and a number of other European 

countries) over the last decade has aimed to overcome the cumbersome decision-

making and weak political leadership characteristics of the British model of local 

government  through such changes as popularly elected, executive Mayors (Rao 

2003; Wollmann 2008). Under this new model, local government  in England 

reflects the structural arrangements in Australia’s other tiers of Government with a 

clear line of executive authority exercised by the political head (Minister/Mayor) to 

a professional manager who has the responsibility for managing the organisation 

and implementing policy (Hughes 1998a; Rao 2003; Wollmann 2008). 

 

Thus the 1993 reforms in NSW, in moving to untangle the longstanding problem of 

a combined political administrative head, have, on one argument, only served to 
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weaken the leadership structure of councils. The implication for the efficacy of the 

classical strategic management framework imposed upon the sector and the 

consequential development of strategic capacity is significant.  

 

A key question is who is responsible for strategy under the current legislative 

arrangements? The word strategy does not actually appear20 in the more than 800 

pages of the Local Government Act 1993 and Local Government (General) 

Regulation 2005. While there are comprehensive requirements for the content of the 

three year management plan (see Appendix 1) and a statutory statement regarding 

the charter of the council (see s8), the notion of strategy is mostly absent. Strategy 

could be inferred from the charter statement, although even this would require an 

enthusiastic interpretation. It seems that provided councils have a reasonable idea of 

their operational commitments and budget over the coming one to three years, that 

is sufficient. The development of strategy is apparently discretionary and lacks a 

specifically allocated accountability in the current legislative scheme.  

 

Consequently, the potential here is for the following mix; a bifurcated organisation 

which juxtaposes a managerial leader without policy or strategy authority next to a 

ceremonial leader without political authority, who may change every twelve 

months, exacerbated by an absence of statutory clarity regarding strategic 

leadership accountability in the context of a governing body constituted by 

councillors with different political affiliations. An expectation that councils would 

embrace the mandated strategic management framework and develop the requisite 

strategic capacity in these circumstances is structurally perverse. This has recently 

been partly conceded by the Department of Local Government  which stated that 

one issue affecting the sector’s ability to develop and deliver strategic plans was a 

                                              
20 The word appears once in an explanatory note in introductory remarks to Chapter 13. It does not appear in 

any of the sections or clauses to the Act or Regulations as at September 2009. 
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‘Confusion over roles and responsibilities… specifically relationships between 

senior staff and councillors.’ (DLG 2006b, 6). 

 

The critical analysis articulated so far in this Chapter about leadership structures 

aims to emphasise both the weakness of these structures as well as the complexity 

of the leadership task in a politically dynamic and bifurcated organisation which is 

simultaneously immersed in strategic change. In the UK context, acknowledgement 

of the complexity of the leadership role in a modernising local government sector 

has resulted in a call for conceptions of leadership congruent with this context 

(Hartley & Allison 2000). The idea of leadership as an inter-subjective, inter-group 

and inter-organisational process focused on mobilising resources, broadly 

conceived, to solve problems, was one such conception (Hartley & Allison 2000). 

As Hartely and Allison (2000) observe: 

 

Leadership and influence at the corporate and strategic level (by both 

elected members and managers) have been concerned not only with the 

organization (the local authority) but also with leadership between 

organizations. Here leadership is concerned with building alliances, links 

and networks with and between several organizations to achieve synergies, 

integration and joint outcomes. (Hartley & Allison 2000, 38). 

 

 In Australian and NSW local government, which do not have executive Mayors21, 

traditional ideas of leadership as a position sitting at the apex of the organisation are 

not particularly relevant. The bifurcated nature of NSW councils means there is not 

such a position and the respective political and managerial heads, the mayor and 

general manager, and the broader group of councillors and senior staff, need to 

                                              
21 The Mayor of Brisbane City Council does have some executive authority under the City of Brisbane Act 

2010 s14(4) Act 
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collaborate to conduct the business of council. This more collaborative and process 

notion of leadership is more congruent with the Australian context. Its congruence 

is further strengthened by Wallis and Dollery (1999) who argue similarly, positing 

leadership as a collective activity, taking place in a leadership network which has 

both horizontal (leader to leader) and vertical (leader to follower) dynamics of some 

complexity. Certainly with the diffused model of leadership and leadership 

authority characteristic of local government in Australia, it places significant 

pressure on the key players in the strategy domain (the councillors and senior staff) 

to achieve collaborative success. 

 

Strategy Structure Nexus  

As late as 1991 audits of local councils in NSW were revealing fragmented 

organisations, lacking in internal integration and coordination and at times hostile to 

the idea of taking a corporate approach. The Department of Local Government 

commented critically and publicly on what it described as ‘…not uncommon…’ 

(DLG 1991, 4) internal organisational tensions such as the Chief Engineer and 

Town Clerk vying with each other for control of the Council’s resources in the 

context of departments operating independently of each other in almost all respects, 

including different personnel management practices and separate customer service 

counters within the one administration building (DLG 1991). The Department of 

Local Government  cites one Council in which staff had been instructed ‘…not to 

think corporately, but to look after their own Departments.’ (DLG 1991, 36).  

 

Strong criticism was also made of the local government sector  in relation to 

organisation structures, which were typified as antiquated, ad hoc and suffering 

from excessive layers of administration, (DLG 1991, 49). One of the defining 

features of classical strategic management is the idea of top-down strategy 

development in which the strategies pursued by each unit within the organisation 
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are shaped by overall strategies at the enterprise level. This feature suggests a 

greater good argument in which the objectives of the enterprise provide an overall 

unity of purpose. However the foundations of local government organisations 

around 1993 suggest a significant number of councils with discordant structures, 

self-interested departmentalism and lack of internal coordinating mechanisms. 

Arguably this resulted in an absence of both a corporate consciousness and an 

understanding of the need for a higher level whole-of-Council way of operating or 

strategising; organisation structures were shaped to suit the purposes of self-

interested departmental heads. The reforms of 1993 were intended to enable 

councils to apply strategic planning and management principles and practices 

(DLG&C 1991). The reforms were built on organisations which largely had little 

experience in either taking a corporate approach, operating with a set of overarching 

strategic objectives or organising to give effect to such enterprise level imperatives. 

This misalignment would inevitably slow, and perhaps even distort, the intentions 

of the reforms. 

 

The evidence in the public arena about the impact of the 1993 reforms on the 

strategy structure nexus is somewhat mixed. Mant (2000) observed that 

dissatisfaction with the performance of the NSW local government sector was in 

part a result of the failure of councils to adopt modern organisation structures, 

remaining focused on professional silos rather than strategy outcomes. He described 

councils as having: 

 

…nineteenth century structures which were designed to comply with 

legislation that demanded separate divisions of engineers, health and 

building surveyors and clerks…’ (Mant 2000, 6). 

 

Mant (2005a) put the same argument five years later asserting there had still been 

little fundamental change in organisation design in the sector; rather a re-naming of 
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divisions which kept their professional identifies and boundaries. Mant (2005a) 

advocated a strong strategy structure focus in which the organisation was structured 

to deliver on outcomes for the community rather than outputs tied to the various 

professional groupings. He explained the consequences of this in the following way: 

 

The typical [local government] organization is still concentrated on outputs 

with little clear responsibility and accountability for the achievement of 

complex outcomes…As is the case with most compartmentalised output 

based organizations, nobody is empowered to act unilaterally with respect to 

a complex outcome since it involves outputs produced by different divisions 

each of which operates as a self-standing entity. (Mant 2005a, 4 – emphasis 

in original). 

 

Mant (2005a) cited a few councils which he regarded as achieving the appropriate 

strategy structure alignment, identifying the benefits as a clearer accountability for 

the implementation of strategy, greater efficiency and business acumen in the 

delivery of services and a fairer and more transparent regulatory function. However 

none of these benefits influence the strategy formulation end of the strategy 

structure nexus. 

 

Alongside Mant’s (2000 and 2005a) arguments, the LGSA of NSW (2006) engaged 

a private sector company to benchmark the management capacity of nine volunteer 

councils. The LGSA of NSW (2006, 246) acknowledges the issues with the size and 

representativeness of the sample and putting these aside, the results suggest 

comparable or superior management capacity as benchmarked against the sector 

internationally as well as service organisations globally. Nonetheless, and as argued 

in Chapter 2, while several sources suggest an improvement overall in the 

management capacity of the sector, the improvement, according to the Department 
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of Local Government, has not been anywhere near enough in terms of strategic 

capacity (DLG 2006b). 

 

Resource Allocation Reflective of Strategy 

A key element of Chandler’s advocacy of strategic management was the need to 

allocate resources to fuel the actions which were to achieve the organisation’s 

overall goals (Chandler 1962). When examining the origins of local government in 

Chapter 1 the point was made that up to the early 1990s, councils had not been 

undertaking long-term financial planning and there was little evidence across the 

sector of any link between corporate plans, where they did exist, and resource 

allocation (DLG 1989 & 1991). Budgets were set historically, using an incremental 

approach, with no consideration of any program-based methods to link objectives, 

actions and resources (DLG 1989, 1990 & 1991). What of the years since the 

reforms? 

 

Despite the severe financial restrictions experienced by NSW local government as 

discussed in Chapter 3, it remains common that councils do not develop long-term 

financial plans (LGSA of NSW 2006; DLG 2006b). This, combined with the lack of 

long-term planning generally, has resulted in the Department of Local Government  

(2006b) expressing concern about the short planning and budgeting horizons 

typically in use (three year and one year respectively).  

 

The Department itself concedes that planing requirements are complex and councils 

have difficulty integrating the various requirements, especially considering the 

continuing changes instigated by the State Government in relation to areas such 

land use planning and natural resource management (DLG 2006b). In these 

circumstances it is only the larger and more sophisticated councils that are linking 

strategy and resource allocation (Marshall 2008). This suggests that strategic 
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management reform and the development of strategic capacity will be slow as it 

parallels the attempts of councils in the sector to understand how to link strategy to 

long-term financial planning in a context in which the sector’s financial resources 

are inadequate and as many as one of four councils may be financially 

unsustainable (LGSA of NSW 2006; Dollery 2006). Once again it needs to be 

observed that this state of affairs is replicated across the Australian local 

government system (LGA of SA 2005; ALGA 2006; LGA of Tasmania 2007; LGA 

of WA 2008). 

 

Strategy Informed by Analysis and Environmental Scanning  

Classical strategic management is characterised by a comprehensive dealing with 

strategy formulation through data collection and analysis and environmental 

scanning in an attempt to understand and anticipate the external environment and 

align it to the organisation’s internal strengths and weaknesses (Lewis, Morkel & 

Hubbard 1993; Hunger & Wheelan 1996; Flavel & Williams 1996; Thompson & 

Strickland 2001). The general absence of strategy in many councils in the period up 

to the 1993 reforms, as well as poor management information systems (and even 

more basic information systems) which were insufficient to support decision 

making, review financial positions or assist in performance monitoring (DLG 1991, 

49) were argued in Chapter 1. Beyond 1993 the efforts of the sector to undertake 

analysis and conduct environmental scanning to assist with strategy identification 

and choice have not generally drawn unqualified praise. In the Inquiry into the 

Structure of Local Government in Eight Council Areas in the Inner City and 

Eastern Suburbs of Sydney conducted on behalf of the NSW Government by 

Professor Sproats (2001) the observation was made that the eight reviewed councils, 

even by the year 2000, needed to be more outward looking and take a wider 

perspective in their strategic planning (Sproats 2001, 4-6). It was in this context that 

Sproats (2001) observed that local government’s conception of communities needed 
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to be more than merely the sum of its infrastructure. Certainly the argument of 

strategic failure of some councils has been strongly argued to be a result of a lack of 

regional perspective, the ability to think beyond administrative boundaries and 

generally behave as islands of self-interest (May 2002).  

 

In 2006 the Department of Local Government acknowledged that a lack of technical 

expertise and insufficient supporting information were both factors contributing to 

the sector’s struggle to develop strategic plans (DLG 2006b). These factors were 

exacerbated by resource constraints in which ‘…councils find it difficult to devote 

funding to strategic planning when there are more urgent, operational needs.’ 

(DLG 2006b, 6). Perhaps the more relevant acknowledgement is a recent one by the 

LGSA of NSW (2007a) in its submission to the NSW State Government on a 

proposed further round of strategic planning reforms. While generally supporting 

the intended reforms and recognising improvement in the sector, the submission 

makes it clear that many councils do not have the financial resources or technical 

expertise to invest sufficiently in strategic planning and supporting systems (LGSA 

of NSW 2007a, 2). The point was again made two months later when the LGSA of 

NSW (2007b) provided its response to proposed State Government changes to asset 

management and planning in local government. The Associations stated: 

 

Although there are councils who do asset management and financial 

planning well, many councils, particularly in regional and rural areas, 

struggle or will struggle to implement asset management and financial 

planning systems for a lack of strategic guidance, technical expertise and 

financial resources. (LGSA of NSW 2007b, 2). 

 

Rural and regional councils make up about two-thirds of the total number of local 

councils in NSW (DLG 2007a).  

 



 116

Discussion and Conclusion 

This Chapter has examined the fit between classical strategic management 

approaches and strategic practice in operation in the NSW local government sector 

leading up to and following the reforms. The 1993 reforms were intended to deliver 

significant improvements to the strategic planning and management practices of 

local government (DLG&C). It can be argued that the improvements were 

inevitably going to be introduced over poorer current practice. However this 

Chapter has aimed to argue that the efficacy of the changes has been fundamentally 

impaired by the sector being so unprepared for strategic management reform. Many 

of the foundational organisational conditions and practices assumed by classical 

strategic management theory were not and are not well established in many local 

government organisations, thus limiting the adoption of the strategic management 

framework imposed and the consequential development of strategic capacity. 

 

As argued in the Introduction, strategic capacity is the capacity ‘…to identify and 

respond to the influences and pressures affecting [the] community’s future, set key 

directions and priorities and develop strategies to achieve the outcomes [the] 

community wants… (DLG 2006b, 2) in the context of the organisation learning to 

overcome barriers and utilise opportunities to achieve this capacity. Strategic 

capacity can be considered to be an ideal of classical strategic management (and 

other strategy approaches), even though it is not necessarily the case that strategic 

capacity can only be a product of technologies of rational analysis. In fact the 

critical capability of strategic thinking, which is an element of strategic capacity,22 

is more to do with reflective learning, creativity and an ability to conceptualise the 

organisation and its connectedness to its environment rather than data-driven 

rational analysis (Hanford 1996; Bonn 2001).  

 

                                              
22 See Introduction 



 117

This is not to deny that a level of rational analysis has a part to play in strategising; 

this is acknowledged even by some of the more strident critics of classical strategy 

approaches (Mintzberg 1994, 329). However to expect the sector to embrace the 

‘one size fits all’ management reforms and develop strategic capacity when there is 

such immiscibility between its structural arrangements and manner of operation on 

the one hand and the organisational, technical and resource requirements of 

classical strategic management on the other, is unrealistic. Had the NSW 

Government caused some preparatory research to be conducted prior to the 1993 

reforms, it may well have discovered this discontinuity and taken action 

accordingly. For example a reform program accompanied by a necessary period of 

capacity-building could have been more productive. Interestingly, the sector is now 

seeking, through the NSW LGSA, such a program to be the vanguard of the next 

round of strategic planning reforms (LGSA of NSW 2007a & 2007b).  

 

As with many aspects of local government in NSW, capability is unevenly spread 

and tensions arise when ‘one size fits all’ reforms are applied across the sector. The 

strong emphasis of classical strategic management on systematic analysis and 

scanning does mean it is a resource hungry approach to strategy formulation. While 

such rational processes may well contribute to the formulation of strategy, they do 

demand clear leadership and accountability, significant expertise and supporting 

information management systems. These demands remain a challenge for 

significant parts of the sector. 

 

It is also illogical to expect local councils to craft and deliver on strategy when the 

current legislative requirements are largely operational in nature and do not clearly 

articulate accountability for strategic leadership. The weak civic leadership 

structures, made cumbersome by a continuation of decision-making by committee, 

militate against the ready expression of community leadership and an effective 

working relationship between the political and management entities which 
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constitute the council. The NSW Government needs to decide how civic leadership 

is to be delivered. At present, the only answer to the questions ‘Who is responsible 

for strategy?’, ‘Who exercises executive authority over the organisation?’ and ‘Who 

is the Local Government Area’s civic leader?’ is ‘The Council’. Such traditional 

political structures and blurred accountability may not be the most effective for 

strengthening local council’s responsiveness to, and leadership of, modern 

communities. 

 

Yet even if the local government sector had been perfectly prepared for the 1993 

changes, strategic management reform and the development of strategic capacity 

may still have been constrained. Research suggests that highly rational management 

models such as the classical strategic management paradigm need to be 

significantly adapted if they are to operate with sufficient sensitivity to political and 

organisational forces that define the context of management generally and local 

government specifically (Greenley 1989; Backoff et al. 1993; Mintzberg 1994; 

Bryson 1995; Worrall et al. 1998). Achieving such an adaptation requires a degree 

of organisational learning, particularly insofar as blending the political and 

managerial elements of the organisation is concerned (Backoff et al. 1993; Bryson 

1995). Given the longstanding issue of tension in the political administrative 

interface in local government (Barnett 1973; Bains 1978; DLG 1989 & 2000; 

Newnham & Winston 1997; LGSA of NSW 1998; Marshall 2003; Mant 2005a to 

mention just a few), the robustness of this adaptation will vary from council to 

council.  

 

As well as potential limits to the classical strategic management model, other 

organisational practices, which have been the subject of some research, can also 

influence the development of strategic capacity. Both of these themes are examined 

in the next Chapter. 
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Chapter 5 - Classical Strategic Management, Rationality and 

Strategic Capacity 

The 1993 statutory reforms imposed a new strategic management regime on NSW 

local government. An indication of the extensive nature of this new regime can be 

gleaned from reviewing the relevant provisions of the Act and Regulations which 

are replicated at Appendix 1. Up until this time the sector was not generally 

experienced with long-term planning, or the use of any comprehensive set of 

integrated management principles and practices (Barnett 1973; Bains 1978; Jones 

1989 & DLG 1991). The management reforms of 1993 joined a strategically and 

managerially uninitiated sector with a comprehensive strategic management regime.  

 

The regime was based on principles of rationality, without regard for the long-

standing debate as to the efficacy of such management paradigms (Simon 1957; 

Lindblom 1959 & 1979; March 1976; Mintzberg 1994; Hamel & Prahalad 1994; 

Gaddis 1997; Weick 2001 and Levy, Alvesson & Willmott 2003) especially given 

the turbulent political nature of the public sector which usually fails to comply with 

rational modes of operation (Lynn 1982 & 1987; Backoff et al. 1993; Worrall et al. 

1998; Pallot 1999). The argument set out in this Chapter is that the formation of 

strategic capacity in the local government sector has been constrained, not only by 

matters of history, identity, resources, intergovernmental relations and political and 

organisational structures as contended in the earlier Chapters, but also by the 

rational nature of the classical strategic management paradigm itself.  

 

The Chapter begins with a brief overview of the criticism of classical strategic 

management as a result of its inherent rationality. The implications for local 

government and strategic capacity are then examined. 
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Classical Strategic Management – A Summary of the Critique of Undue 

Rationality 

The endurance of the rational paradigm of classical strategic management does not 

result from a lack of critical literature or, as indicated earlier, an absence of other 

strategic management paradigms (Whittington 1993).  One injurious criticism of 

rational approaches to organization decision-making and strategising is the work of 

Herbert Simon (1957), which first emerged in the mid 1940s - the heyday of 

quantitative management (Barley & Kunda 1992). Simon argued that rationality 

itself was constrained as a result of the limits of the skill and capacity of individual 

decision-makers to identify all choices and to understand the consequences of 

making such choices (Simon 1957, 81). He asserted that it was not possible to know 

all of the options, gather and understand all of the knowledge required to make truly 

optimal choices for the organization or correctly apply imagination and judgement 

in order to predict future outcomes with any certainty (Simon 1957, 241). Simon 

refers to this as bounded rationality (1957, xxiv). The notion of bounded rationality, 

and various enhancements of it, has continued as an influential discourse in 

organization theory, attempting to balance the technology of reason with what 

March (1976, 352) has referred to as a ‘…technology of foolishness…’. (see also 

Cohen, March and Olsen 1972; March 1978 and March 1996).23 

 

March was critical of the inherent bias and limitation of organization planning and 

decision-making models which used rational technologies to extend the reach and 

analysis of choice, yet without a critical appreciation of the constraining effect of 

subordinating the models to the precedent of goals and logic (1976, 347). Instead he 

advocated a technology of foolishness that allowed suspension of rational 

                                              
23 Despite this criticism, it could not be said that Simon sought a greater application of foolish technologies. 

In fact he established himself as an advocate of highly rational and positivistic approaches to decision-

making, especially in the public policy context (Simon 1982). 
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imperatives and encouraged intelligent play that reformulated goals as hypotheses, 

thus permitting doubt and experimentation to combine with intuition and experience 

at the expense of analysis and theory (March 1976, 349).  

 

Charles Lindblom’s (1959 & 1979) critical analysis of policy and strategy 

formulation in the public sector provided early criticism of a literature that asserted 

rational and simplistic notions of strategic analysis and management. Lindblom 

commented: 

 

Curiously, however, the literatures of decision-making, policy formulation, 

planning, and public administration formalize the first approach [rational, 

comprehensive method in which all options are identified and analysed in 

order to define the optimum policy choice] rather than the second 

[incremental method which builds on existing practice and limits analysis], 

leaving administrators who handle complex decisions in the position of 

practicing what few preach (Lindblom 1959, 79). 
 
 
Lindblom (1959, 79-80) who, through his critique of excessive rationality (which 

had earlier motivated Simon (1957) to develop and proffer the notion of bounded 

rationality), argued that public organisations were limited by politics, time and 

resources from taking what he referred to as the rational-comprehensive approach to 

strategic analysis in which all alternatives and their likely desirability were 

considered. He specifically invoked Simon’s (1957) notion of bounded rationality 

(Lindblom 1979, 518) asserting that ‘Achieving impossible feats of synopsis is a 

bootless, unproductive ideal.’ (Lindblom 1979, 518). He advocated the incremental 

alternative which he labelled ‘muddling through’ (Lindblom 1959). He argued that 

this label acknowledged the fact that policy formulation was an inexact process 

because of the complexity of issues and influences and the impossibility of 

navigating them in a fully rational and definable way (Lindblom 1959, 86).  
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Other critiques of undue rationality in policy and strategy formulation emerged at 

this time and very much in reaction to Simon (1957) and Lindblom (1959). One of 

these was Etzioni (1967) who rejected the assumptions of the rationalist model but 

at the same time argued against the lack of control implied in Lindblom’s 

‘muddling through’ (1959). Etzioni proposed what he referred to as a ‘…mixed 

scanning…’ model which incorporated elements of both the rationalist and 

incremental models (Etzioni 1967, 385). He argued that mixed scanning took into 

account the fact that there was neither the time nor resources to collect all the 

information needed by the rational model and that it avoided the inherently 

conservative nature of the incremental approach which only made small 

improvements on the status-quo (Etzioni 1967, 386-387). Mixed scanning involved 

taking a broad view of the possible policy terrain with a more detailed examination 

of particular areas suggested by the wider scan. The extent to which more detailed 

examination occurred would be determined by the time and resources available and 

the need to introduce variation in response to an ever changing terrain (Etzioni 

1967, 389). Etzioni differentiates between periodic fundamental decisions and on-

going refinements arguing that mixed scanning provides the most appropriate 

platform for both (1967). The wider scan leads to an overview of the entire area and 

is more likely to uncover policy alternatives and options which lead to periodic 

fundamental change. The detailed scanning allows refinement of major decisions 

over time without the attendant requirement for unrealistic and unobtainable 

amounts of detail assumed by the strictly rational approach (Etzioni 1967, 390). 

 

A more recent contributor to the argument about the inadequacy of rationality alone 

as a strategic paradigm is Pettigrew (1987). In his study of the processes of strategic 

change at ICI (1987, 480), he characterised strategy formation not as a rational 

production process but as a political learning process (Pettigrew 1987, 480). His 

analysis was that those who advocated a particular strategy were more likely to be 
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successful if they considered how to create attention and enthusiasm for their idea 

to the point of gaining support and consequential legitimacy for the proposal 

(Pettigrew 1987, 480). He maintained that strategic change was complex and 

dependent on many factors related to an organisation’s culture, structure and 

politics (Pettigrew 1987, 481). The dependency on a variety of factors meant that 

the way strategy was formulated would vary as it would be the product of a 

particular set of influences applying at the time.  

 

As indicated in the previous Chapter, one of the more elaborate critiques of rational 

strategy development and management is that of Henry Mintzberg (1994). He offers 

a detailed critical review argued around what he described as three fundamental 

strategy fallacies; the fallacy of predetermination, the fallacy of detachment and the 

fallacy of formalization. The fallacy of predetermination focuses on the belief that 

the environment can be predicted through rational processes of forecasting and 

therefore controlled through organisation responses (Mintzberg 1994, 227-228). 

Mintzberg (1994) asserts that: 

 

Part of the assumption of predetermination in strategic planning is the 

notion of holding still. While planning is done, and historical data are 

analysed, the world sits patiently by. After that, it remains stable, or at least 

unfolds as predicted, so that the plans can be conveniently implemented. 

Here we wish to show that all this too is fallacious, that the process of 

strategy making usually takes place precisely because the world does not 

hold still. (Mintzberg 1994, 239). 

 

Mintzberg (1994) concludes that planning works best in conditions of stability. This 

however is when it is undertaken least, according to research by Brews and Purohit 

(2007), perhaps because it is less needed.  
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The second fallacy, the fallacy of detachment, is about the separation of strategy 

from operations and strategic management from operating management (Mintzberg 

1994, 254). Mintzberg (1994) argues that the separation is intended to provide time 

and distance for managers to enable them to think about strategy without the 

distraction of their operational responsibilities or the sullying of ideas with tactical 

matters. The thinking, he argues, is enabled by the use of data which is usually 

quantitative information and which is supposed to mix with analysis to produce 

strategies. However Mintzberg (1994, 259-264) states that hard information is often 

limited, fails to include qualitative aspects, is difficult to aggregate and interpret and 

can be unreliable. He also argues that the practice tends to discourage the use of 

tacit knowledge and intuition possessed  by the manager, militating against a close 

connection with strategy formulation (1994, 269). One implication is that 

environmental scanning, which is a key element of strategy formulation in the 

rational paradigm24, will be highly constrained if managers are detached from their 

intimate knowledge of operations and associated practical wisdom and have to 

consider strategy without linking it to implementation (Mintzberg 1994, 282). 

 

Mintzberg (1994, 294) regards the final fallacy, that of formalisation, as rational 

planning’s grand fallacy. Mintzberg (1994) explains: 

 

The prime assumption behind this [fallacy] is that systems can do it – can 

detect discontinuities, comprehend stakeholders, provide creativity, program 

intuition. (Mintzberg 1994, 294). 

 

As well as asserting that formalisation drives out innovation and creativity and 

devalues intuition, Mintzberg (1994, 320) argues that it over develops the 

importance and reach of analysis and displaces the critical task of synthesis. He 

                                              
24 See Chapter 4 
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states that strategy formation results from an integrated process of synthesis, 

capable of many deliberate and emergent inputs including strategic thinking which 

he asserts is different to long-term plan making (1994, 320). He concludes: 

 

By decomposing an integrated process into a sequence of steps, planning 

shifted that process from the realm of synthesis to that of analysis, and so 

rendered it incapable of executing its own mandate. (Mintzberg 1994, 320).  

 

In a similar vein to Mintzberg (1994), others have highlighted the limits of such 

rational and formalised strategic management approaches. They have been criticised 

for being somewhat ponderous and ossified, significantly reducing their utility as 

the acclaimed future-proofing model of management. Gaddis (1997, 39) argues the 

failure of classical strategic management because of its inability to deal with chaos 

and high levels of ambiguity about cause and effect relationships in an ever more 

complex management environment. This disables the notion of the environmental 

scan (Learned et al 1969), the identification of possible strategy options and the use 

of analysis to indicate those of greatest benefit. Camillus (1997) argues something 

similar, observing that in times of significant discontinuities in the business 

environment, the weaknesses of classical strategic management are at their most 

obvious, demonstrating a lack of necessary adaptability to respond in such 

circumstances. Empirical studies of the efficacy of classical strategic management 

have, at best, produced mixed results (Greenley 1989 & Mintzberg 1994) and there 

is now an established literature which takes a strong critical approach to rational 

management paradigms (Alvession & Willmott 2003). 

 

Two elements of the classical strategic management model that are particularly 

contested in the public sector are those of objective setting and performance 

measurement (Weller and Lewis 1989, 14). Even though some managerialists have 

argued that the public sector, with its many products and services, is analogous to a 
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production environment, thus meaning that objectives and measurement systems 

could be similarly applied (Paterson 1988), this has proven difficult to achieve. The 

difficulties commence with attempts to set clear and measurable objectives (Wanna, 

O’Faircheallaigh & Weller 1992). Goals may be difficult to determine if programs 

are broad or encompass conflicting ideals; there may be no commitment at the 

political level to clear and explicit objectives and even where there is, objectives 

may be set without involvement from policy stakeholders beyond government, thus 

undermining their acceptance as legitimate goals (Wanna, O’Faircheallaigh & 

Weller 1992, 170-182). 

 

McGuire (1989) notes that the need for cooperation and coordination between 

separate but functionally interdependent government organisations also confounds 

the objective-setting process (McGuire 1989, 23). Public sector organisations are 

not neatly defined and autonomous organisations but overlap both in terms of 

policies and programs. This raises complex issues about determining at what level 

goals and objectives should be set, how resources and strategic leadership 

responsibilities should be differentiated across agencies and the cause-and-effect 

relationship between policies and outcomes (McGuire 1989, 24). For example with 

three tiers of government involved in the same areas, such as community services, 

legitimately claiming achievement of objectives can be difficult to justify as 

community outcomes may be the net result of a combination of benign and malign 

multi-tier government programs (McGuire 1989).  

 

Quade (1982, 87), in his critical analysis of public sector objectives and 

performance measurement, asserts that it may be politically advantageous to 

maintain silence on performance measures, or at least a healthy ambiguity, in order 

to avoid accountability. In the Australian context McMorrow (1995, 153) argues 

that measuring performance may take some time, even five or ten years in some 

policy areas. This time frame produces a tension between the electoral cycle and the 
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time taken for strategy implementation and maturation and may well result in a lack 

of political commitment to programs with long-term objectives. 

 

Implications for Local Government and Strategic Capacity 

The response of the local government sector to rational strategic management 

reforms is difficult to characterise much beyond the practice literature evidenced in 

previous Chapters given the general lack of empirical research in the sector (Dollery 

2009, 137). However some empirical work from the US, UK and various Australian 

jurisdictions are arguably applicable given the similarity of key issues facing local 

government (Cochrane 1991; Whiteoak 1996; Stoker 1996; Martin 2002 and 

Nalbandian & Portillo 2006).  

 

In the American local government context Backoff, Wechsler and Crew (1993) 

acknowledge the profound impact of turbulent political environments on rational 

systems of management. Capturing much of the criticisms of the undue rationalism 

of classical strategic management and its interplay with other forces, they painted 

the following picture of these tensions: 

 

…we can…appreciate the challenge of strategic management in local 

government agencies. [local government is] in a subordinate position with 

highly circumscribed autonomy in matters of strategy and strategic 

management…jurisdiction, domain and mission are largely set by external 

controllers. Even policies, methods and standards of service delivery may be 

set by legislative, executive or other external authorities…Similarly, highly 

politicised resource allocation requires that managers engage in political 

influence processes to assure that the agency receives a fair share of fixed 

revenues. In order to gain funding or support for programs, the agency must 

compete against other claimants, often through the development of external 
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coalitions or constituents. Peer agencies are disposed to perceive such 

activities as threatening their power position and to adopt hostile or 

defensive postures. Given the lack of measures for evaluation across 

incommensurate service lines, rival claimants will frequently appeal to 

political criteria…Agencies are frequently subject to unexpected, often 

profound disturbances due to rapidly changing public expectations and 

demands, the turnover of political leadership, changes in laws and court 

decisions and the competition of other agencies and governments. (Backoff 

et al.1993, 131-132). 

 

Based on an analysis of American local government organizations, they concluded 

that the efficacy of rational systems of strategic management depended on local 

government managers being political virtuosos (Backoff et al. 1993, 142). They 

asserted that rational strategic planning and management techniques have and can 

be used in local government with some effect but: 

 

We should not, however, overstate the potential for these techniques; success 

in strategic planning is not achieved mechanistically, with one thing leading 

inexorably to another as prescribed by the strategy. (Backoff et al. 1993, 

142). 

 

The position argued by Backoff et al. (1993) is that effective managers of strategy 

in local government must move beyond the standard conception of the rational 

manager who, aided by a managerial neutrality, leads and controls people, 

coordinates and allocates resources and gives advice to elected representatives. 

There is some allied Australian local government research which enables some 

characteristics about local government leaders to be suggested. The first of these 

(Martin 1999) echoes notions of bounded rationality (Simon 1957), that is cognitive 

constraints applying to local government managers limiting their willingness or 
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ability to think beyond the established boundaries of traditional municipal 

administration and legislative compliance. They also link to Mintzberg’s (1994) 

argument that strategy emerges from synthesised strategic thinking rather than a 

formalised plan-making process. This places considerable importance on the 

capacity for strategic thinking.      

 

Martin (1999), using a sample of twenty-six local councils in the State of Victoria, 

Australia, and at a time of significant sectoral reform, examined aspects of how 

local government leaders managed the changes occurring. While attitudinally the 

research revealed a number of positive responses by leaders to the reforms, Martin 

(1999) in part concluded: 

 

That many local government managers are unable to articulate well-

thought-out strategic choices about how they manage and organise during 

periods of turbulence and radical change is of concern. This suggests that 

many are still burdened by an administrative, regulatory mindset of local 

government which has the effect of creating unnecessary tensions and 

conflict within organizations asked to make fundamental changes in the way 

they work. (Martin 1999, 34). 

 

Martin (1999, 34) also commented that State Government fiat seemed to be an 

insufficient force to ensure cultural change in local council organisations in terms of 

moving from administrative compliance to strategic direction. Longitudinal 

research by Jones (2002) of the different leadership and change management styles 

of four NSW local council chief executive officers since 1994 links to the issue of a 

tendency in some councils for relatively unabated administrative compliance rather 

than strategic articulation. Jones (2002) also contextualises his research in sectoral 

reforms, stating: 
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From the early 1990s different states began to introduce legislation aimed at 

reforming local government. The overall objective of these legislative 

changes has been to induce a reform process which would make local 

councils more responsive and accountable to their local communities, more 

strategic and forward-thinking in their policy-making…(Jones 2002, 38). 

 

In his research conclusions Jones (2002, 52) argues that those chief executive 

officers who were external appointments, and had other experiences such as time in 

the private sector, as opposed to those who were products of the local government 

internal environment, were ‘…less likely to [be drawn] into bounded rational 

decision-making.’. He characterised these frame-breaking (versus the evolutionary) 

chief executive officers as ‘…more impatient, ruthless, charismatic and career 

ambitious; less tolerant, persistent, loyal and adaptive; and with shorter time 

horizons and lower boredom thresholds.’   (Jones 2002, 52). 

 

The research by Martin (1999) and Jones (2002) suggests an enduring 

administrative compliance element to leadership and management in local 

government at the cost of a more strategic approach. In NSW this has been recently 

evidenced by a review of social and community strategic planning (UTS CLG 

2007). The review suggests that a significant number of councils have been slow to 

extend their strategic thinking and planning beyond their bounded rationality of a 

compliance mindset and develop strategic capacity across the broader range of new 

areas required by their legislative mandate. When the new Local Government Act 

came into operation in 1993, councils were given the charter to consider the needs 

of the community in their areas and specifically to plan for such things as the 

protection of the environment and the needs of children (s8 Local Government Act 

1993). In 1998 the State Government mandated the introduction by councils of a 

five-year social and community plan in an effort to strengthen the sector’s focus on 

developing of a more inclusive community (Local Government (General) 
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Amendment (Community and Social Plans) Regulation 1998; DLG 1998). The 

Department of Local Government issued guidelines to assist councils undertake this 

task. Guidelines were issued in 1998 and again in 2002 (DLG 1998 & 2002). In 

2007 the University of Technology Sydney, Centre for Local Government 

undertook a research project aimed at examining the experience of the sector in 

preparing social/community plans (UTS CLG 2007).  

 

The research concluded that social/community planning was a nascent discipline in 

the sector with ‘…weak linkages to other council departments and broader strategic 

and corporate planning.’ (UTS CLG 2007, 6). Of particular relevance was the 

observation that councils were not sure of the purpose of social plans beyond the 

need for compliance with legislation (UTS CLG 2007, 6). This reflects poor 

engagement with the requirement to understand and address community needs on a 

holistic basis. It can be argued that strategic capacity will remain poorly developed 

unless councils break through the administrative compliance frame and think and 

plan more broadly, showing competence in strategy formulation and integration for 

their Local Government Areas. The inability to articulate strategic choices and 

integrate them into overall plans, combined with change-limited evolutionary 

leadership styles (Martin 1996; UTS 2007 & Jones 2002), will likely result in local 

council strategising remaining within a traditional administrative paradigm.  

 

Complementing Backoff, Wechsler and Barton’s (1993) notion of the local 

government manager needing to be a political virtuoso in order to successfully 

adapt rational strategic management approaches is the idea of the bureaucratic 

politician suggested by Hughes (1998b) in the context of the public sector and 

applied by Marshall (2003, 149) in the Australian local government context. 

Marshall (2003) acknowledges that many factors can be the cause of tension in the 

political administrative relationship including: 
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…an unfavourable balance of power, misinformation, underperformance, 

personality clashes, poor communication, and disagreements over values. 

Each of these alone can cause a deterioration in relations. (Marshall 2003, 

151). 

 

A particular factor contributing to tensions in the political administrative 

relationship, Marshall (2003) argues, is that of role adherence between councillors 

and management. This is expressed in such practices as councillors becoming 

involved in internal organisation matters rather than leaving them to the chief 

executive officer.  Marshall (2003, 152) supports his argument in part by reference 

to an Independent Commission Against Corruption survey (2001) of NSW local 

councils that revealed poor levels of knowledge and understanding amongst officers 

about relative roles and responsibilities. The tensions in the political administrative 

relationship are amplified by the poor leadership structures in local government 25, 

resulting in an inordinate level of interpersonal skills required by the chief executive 

officer to bring the management and political entities together to focus on the major 

issues facing the LGA. Marshall (2003) offers the following description of one 

scenario requiring the talents of the bureaucratic politician: 

 

The most difficult situation for a CEO to find him or herself in is facing a 

council which consists of a politically unstable group of independents. 

Clearly, in this instance, the demands placed on the chief executive may well 

exceed those of state and federal departmental secretaries. The CEO must 

accommodate up to 15 different personalities with varying degrees of ability, 

knowledge, enthusiasm and commitment, as well as diverging values. 

Dealing purposefully with such an eclectic group of individuals – and 

keeping at least a majority onside for most of the time – calls for very high 

                                              
25 See Chapter 4 
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levels of inter-personal skills. The need to successfully juggle so many 

interests over a four year term may well leave senior managers more 

vulnerable to accusations of ‘unsatisfactory performance’ than their 

counterparts at state and federal levels. (Marshall 2003, 150). 

 

As a consequence a council that may not be strategically focused, perhaps because 

of high levels of involvement in administrative matters, may prove difficult to 

change. In fact the chief executive officer may find it impossible to sufficiently 

influence such a group of councillors despite having a reasonably strong 

interpersonal skill set. In any event it is clear that managing strategy in the political 

context of local government requires skills and insights beyond rational analysis 

and decision-making. If strategic capacity is to be developed, it will require the 

chief executive officer and his or her senior staff to be able to work effectively with 

competing political interests.  

 

Research (Broussine 2000) in relation to the skills required by local government 

chief executive officers in the UK support this assertion. In an explicit move away 

from a paradigm of technical rationality, which assumes the neutral managerial 

technician conversant in defined competencies and analytical techniques, the 

research focused on matters of necessary capacity. Five areas of capacity were 

identified. These were:  

 

(1) the capacity to work with the political dimension; 

(2) the capacity to lead, change and develop the organisation; 

(3) the capacity for maintaining personal perspective and self-knowledge; 

(4) the capacity to develop effective external relationships; and 
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(5) the capacity for maintaining focus on strategic and long-term issues.26 

(Broussine 2000, 502). 

 

The research was based on focus groups and interviews with local authority chief 

executive officers who had expressed the desire to develop an approach to learning 

and capacity building that reflected the complex nature of their roles, having felt let 

down by more orthodox, expert-led training (Broussine 2000). Of particular 

relevance to the argument here is the first capacity about working with the political 

dimension (Broussine 2000, 502). It was defined to include such things as working 

at the political administrative interface, balancing the rational with the political, 

mixing ideas with the political reality, building strategy and relationships with 

elected representatives and helping them develop insights into community needs. 

From the data it was concluded that: 

 

The capacity to work with the political dimension was regarded by the 

participants in the research as the most challenging and problematic aspect 

of the chief executive’s role. It demands the most emotional energy and 

ability, and presents the greatest degree of paradox, ambiguity and risk. 

(Broussine 2000, 506). 

 

Worrall et al. (1998, 477) in their examination of the political context of strategic 

management in local government in UK argue that rational strategic planning is 

often a phase that municipal managers experience on their way to a more politically 

sensitive approach that involves the management of more emergent strategies in the 

context of an organization constantly evolving to meet the demands placed upon it. 

The summary of Mintzberg’s (1994) critique of rational strategic planning earlier in 

the Chapter has relevance here. In a document released recently by the Western 

                                              
26 Numbered point format used in original article. 
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Sydney Regional Organisation of Councils (WSROC), which represents eleven 

local councils located in the western and south western parts of metropolitan 

Sydney, the priority issues of its member councils were articulated. It cited complex 

aspirations such as developing sustainable and liveable communities, working with 

other tiers levels of government to achieve integrated transport solutions and 

working to improve employment and education prospects in the region (WSROC 

2009). Such an agenda is more likely to need the sort of capacities argued by 

Broussine (2000) than formalised rational strategic planning. Worrall et al. note the 

lesson often learned by local government leaders is ‘Disenchantment with the 

impracticality of the rational scientific approach, particularly in the highly 

politicised local government context…’ (Worrall, Collinge & Bill 1998, 477). 

 

Drawing further on Mintzberg and his research (Mintzberg 1978; Mintzberg & 

Waters 1982; Mintzberg & Waters 1984; Mintzberg, Taylor & Waters 1984; 

Mintzberg & McHugh 1985; Mintzberg, Brunet & Waters 1986; Mintzberg, Otis, 

Shamsie & Waters 1987; Austin & Mintzberg 1996), the local government sector 

has been slow to learn that strategy is not produced exclusively through highly 

formalised systems but is decidedly emergent and influenced by a range of 

organisational and contextual factors (Quinn 1980; Pettigrew 1987 & Mintzberg 

1994). The discourse of deficiency that has characterised the State Government’s 

criticism of classical strategic management in the local government sector in NSW 

(DLG 1989, 1990, 1991, 1999 and 2006b) generally lacks reflexivity and accepts 

the basic validity of the classical strategic management paradigm. According to the 

position of the Department of Local Government there is no systemic failure, only a 

failure to skilfully or wilfully apply the model. This reaction of blaming the 

planners rather than the planning system is, according to Mintzberg (1994, 152-

153), one of the classic defensive reactions of strategic planning advocates. These 

advocates define problems in terms of the uninitiated not adequately understanding 
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the potential pitfalls of an otherwise perfect system (Mintzberg 1994, 135). 

Mintzberg states: 

 

They denied the problem, falling back on faith; they acknowledged some 

superficial difficulties, but promoted the process anyway; they accepted the 

failures to date, but insisted that more planning would resolve them; and 

finally they projected the difficulties onto others, notably “unsupportive” 

managers and ‘uncongenial’ climates under the label of the “pitfalls” of 

planning. (Mintzberg 1994, 135). 

 

Others (Eadie 1989; Bryson 1990, 1995 & 2004) have attempted to acknowledge 

the political dimension of strategy management and incorporate it into strategic 

management models. Bryson (2004, 18) argues that the rational approach requires 

consensus or the context of an authoritarian organisation, such as a military one, for 

goals and actions to be agreed. He observes that on most occasions the imbalance of 

power or the variety of interests amongst players in the strategic management 

process militates against such perfect conditions. He proposes a political decision-

making model which embraces conflict and assumes an absence of consensus. 

Bryson characterises strategic plans as treaties as they better reflect an 

accommodation of interests negotiated in the conflict perspective (2004, 18). Unless 

councils consciously supplement their classical rational approach with a mode of 

operation that acknowledges conflict and the mess that is strategy formation 

(Whittington 1993), they will remain destined to limit their strategic capacity.  
 
Yet political influences can be dislocating, anti-strategic and do not always lend 

themselves to incorporation into a strategy model, albeit one more sensitive to 

power imbalances and competing interests. Bovaird (2009) asserts that the defining 

feature of the context of strategic management in the public sector is one in which 

politicians seek to differ over significant strategic issues and are pressured by 
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‘short-termist’ decision-making resulting from the electoral cycle (2009, 75). For 

strategic direction to be maintained, Bovaird argues, elected representatives need to 

stand firm against pressures from political parties, policy communities, professional 

bodies, community groups and the media (Bovaird 2009, 76). Where elected 

representatives attempt to keep all constituencies satisfied, ‘…strategic management 

becomes next to impossible.’ (Bovaird 2009, 76). A study by Stokes and Clegg 

(2002) of managerialist reforms within one large public sector organization suggests 

a certain futility to resisting powerful political influences and an acknowledgement 

that political expediency usually wins out over strategy. This political intolerance 

of, and misalignment with, long-term strategy means that political support for 

strategic capacity may at best be variable. The likelihood of a local council 

developing strategic capacity may well depend less on how it conducts rational and 

comprehensive analysis, and more on whether the conflicting web of interests in the 

strategy domain can be sufficiently sculptured to produce a treaty (Bryson 2004). 

Some contexts may make this task impossible (Marshall 2003). 

 

A key element of the classical strategic management reforms has been the 

development of goals and objectives and the public reporting of the achievement or 

otherwise of these performance objectives (DLG&C 1991; DLG 2000b). However 

the available evidence suggests that consistent with the theoretical arguments of 

undue rationality set out in the first part of this Chapter, councils are struggling to 

determine adequate objectives and performance measures. A study of performance 

measurement systems across a large number of American municipalities (695 

surveys) by Streib and Poister (1999) concluded that generally many municipalities 

were struggling to develop meaningful performance measurement systems and 

those that were in place tended to produce a narrow range of benefits (Streib & 

Poister 1999, 119).  
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In the NSW local government context performance measures have also been the 

target of criticism on two levels. First, in relation to those used by individual 

councils in an attempt to validate the objectives in their management plans. In 1998 

the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal of NSW investigated performance 

benchmarking in the local government sector (IPART 1998). It observed that in 

councils’ management plans the quality of performance indicators to assess 

performance was generally poor (IPART 1998, vii). Significant action to improve 

performance indicators was recommended by the Tribunal (IPART 1998, 29). 

Incrementally, this has occurred over time as councils have continued to refine their 

own specific management plan measures (DLG 2006b; LGSA of NSW 2006). 

 

The challenge of developing useful performance measures, especially given the 

multi-function nature of local government organisations, has been a matter of some 

consideration, particularly the question of whether State and/or national 

performance management frameworks would be worthwhile (Industry Commission 

1997; Worthington 1999). The idea of sector regimes is the second level at which 

the value of performance measurement has been a moot point (Worthington 1999; 

Murray & Dollery 2005). In NSW the Department of Local Government has been 

gathering data annually from all councils since 1991 and producing comparative 

information across the sector in relation to a variety of council functions, finances 

and organisation attributes (Worthington 1999; DLG 2007a). While there is some 

acknowledgement of the value provided by this comparative information, it has 

come under strong criticism for its lack of capacity to contribute to informing 

longer term strategic outcomes as well as suffering from an insensitivity to 

contextual and social factors (Worthington 1999; LGSA of NSW 2006). Aspects of 

its validity have also been called into question (Murray & Dollery 2005). 

 

These mixed results are consistent with research findings in other Australian 

jurisdictions (Kloot & Martin 2000; Kloot 2001) and overseas (Sanderson 2001). 
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One of the common issues to emerge is whether performance measures should be 

focused on the specific objectives councils have for their communities or notions of 

improvement as conceived by central governments (Worthington 1999; Sanderson 

2001). Sanderson (2001) observes that in the UK context the pressure from central 

government in relation to performance measurement has resulted in an emphasis on 

accountability rather than one on change and improvement.  

 

Whatever perspective dominates, there remains the issue of political commitment to 

objectives and performance measures (McMorrow 1995). For example one of the 

comparative data sets published annually by the NSW Department of Local 

Government is the average time taken by each council to process development 

applications (applications for approval to carry out building development) (DLG 

2007a, 201). The objective is to take the shortest time and be within the statutory 

timeframe permitted by the legislation (Environmental Planning & Assessment Act 

1979) which is forty days. When the figures were published in 2000, councils 

whose processing times exceeded one-hundred days were subject to some critical 

media comment (Sydney Morning Herald, 1 December 2000). In defence of their 

position, various Mayors responded with a range of arguments citing the importance 

of adequate community consultation, variation in development types, an emphasis 

on development outcomes rather than process and acceptance by the community of 

such long determination periods in an effort to ensure good developments (Sydney 

Morning Herald, 1 December 2000). Even for a council activity as routine as 

processing development applications, which can be at least in part measured 

quantitatively, issues of legitimacy and political commitment can arise. Where 

objectives and measures are largely qualitative, such wrangling will potentially be 

exacerbated.  

 

Developing strategic capacity and strategising more broadly and futuristically, is 

unlikely to be able to be accompanied by a perfect set of matched objectives and 
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measures which prove success. Nutt and Backoff (1992) argue that in the public 

sector context because precise goals are too ambiguous and contested, a more 

appropriate approach is the use of ideals. They argue that ideals can be crafted into 

stated aims which clarify strategy intentions although stop short of expressing 

specific measurable goals (Nutt & Backoff 1992, 177). In this context measuring 

performance becomes a matter of using the statements of ideal-based intentions as 

signposts to confirm that effort is vectored in the right direction rather than 

attempting to develop measures of the final outcomes. The use of ideals in this way 

avoids the impossible task of untangling overlapping objectives and programs and 

determining complex cause and effect relationships (McGuire 1989).  

 

For example in discussing the role of local government in local economic 

development, Dollery, Crase and Johnson (2006, 277) identify a range of potential 

programs such as the establishment of small business development centres or 

providing entrepreneur development courses. The objective of such programs is to 

increase economic activity and deliver benefits such as increased employment. In 

the case of increasing economic activity there are no precise measures that would 

capture such a change with any certainty and even if there were, it would be 

difficult to prove the necessary causal relationship. While measures of employment 

do exist, again it would be difficult to establish that variations in such figures were 

the direct result of the conduct of a small business development centre or a 

particular training course. The use of ideals as suggested by Nutt and Backoff 

(1992) would accept that such programs assist in strengthening or broadening 

market forces which inevitably ‘…attract capital, labour and other resources…’ 

(Dollery et al. 2006, 276). With this established strategy intention, performance 

measurement is then a matter of how competently and vigorously the programs are 

conducted. 
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Given the complex mix of factors which some argue contribute to the formation of 

strategy (Pettigrew 1987; Mintzberg 1994), it can be asserted that classical strategic 

management lacks the universality of application claimed by its rational nature. 

Wiseman (1993, 153) argues several influencing factors which act as impediments 

to strategic management efforts in smaller local government organisations including 

a lack of relevant professional staff with strategic management skills and a lower 

order of in-house information management systems and their use in decision-

making. At the time of the 1993 management reforms in NSW, twenty-one or about 

12 per cent of councils had less than fifty staff and 48 per cent with less than one-

hundred (DLG 1996). This profile has not significantly changed (DLG 2007a). 

Other factors aside, smaller councils will most likely take longer to implement a 

strategic management framework and develop strategic capacity given the skill and 

resource limitations they face. This situation will exacerbate the limitation of 

Simon’s bounded rationality (1957) as smaller councils are more dependent on 

fewer individuals to synthesise strategies and forecast their outcomes. 

 

One loud criticism of strategic management reforms in NSW has been its 

imposition on all councils no matter the size, level of resourcing, technical skills or 

labour market access (LGSA of NSW 1998, 2007a & 2007b). As strategic capacity 

demands a different way of conceptualising and shaping the priority needs of the 

whole community compared to the more prescriptive legal-administrative approach 

of traditional municipal management, its development will require different skills 

and a level of resourcing to effect the change in organisational practice. Operational 

planning and scheduling needs to continue; changing it and putting it in the context 

of a strategic umbrella, is an additional and different task. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

The purpose of examining the highly rational nature of classical strategic 

management and its mode of comprehensive analysis, is to highlight the 

inherently limiting nature of this management paradigm. Classical strategic 

management is defined so comprehensively in rationalistic ways that it leaves 

little room for other approaches. Flyvbjerg (2001) refers to this as the rational 

fallacy and observes: 

 

…the rational fallacy consists of raising analysis and rationality into 

the most important mode of operation for human activity, and allowing 

these to dominate our view of human activity: so much so that other 

equally important modes of human understanding and behaviour are 

made invisible…what is needed in order to transcend the insufficient 

rational perspective is explicit integration of…context, judgement, 

practice, trial and error, experience, common sense, intuition, and 

bodily sensation. (Flyvbjerg 2001, 23). 

 

In the strategic management context, Flyvbjerg’s (2001) argument resonates with 

that of Worrall et al. (1998, 480) who assert that to ensure a future role for strategic 

management it needs to evolve in ways to strengthen the involvement of elected 

representatives and officials in the strategic process, rather than divide management 

from politics and encourage this bifurcation. This requires the strategic management 

paradigm to move along the continuum away from the rational end and towards a 

point which embraces a more politically and contextually regarding position. As 

Zan (1990, 101) states ‘…In short, rationalism lies in the lack of attention to 

sociocultural and political dynamics in the firm’s behaviour.’. 

 

Strategic capacity is about the behaviour of the organisation in dealing with all 

interests and forces that operate within the strategy domain and, in the language of 
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Bryson (2004), meld them into a treaty which has sufficient commitment from the 

participants to sustain the agreed direction, activities and resource allocation. 

Inevitably this means dealing with non-rational behaviours and modes of operation 

in the treaty negotiation process. The NSW State Government, through the 

Department of Local Government, has preached a long sermon of rational analysis 

with little regard to the context and history of management in the sector at any time. 

This has brought about a situation in which the ability to be strategic has been 

equated to an ability to implement the strategic management reforms of 1993 

largely within a rational frame; this despite the fact that the private sector, from 

which classical strategic management emerged27, was abandoning the practice from 

about the late 1980s because of its hostility towards the qualities of judgement, 

intuition and innovation, its inability to deal with doubt about cause and effect 

relationships in an ever more complex management environment, its lack of 

necessary transformational character and responsiveness to adapt to rapid change 

and its preoccupation with organisations as coherent and unified entities (Gaddis 

1997, 39; Camillus 1997, 1; Pallot 1999, 423; Jarzabkowski & Fenton 2006, 647). 

The State’s sermonising has been a classical example of Lindblom’s (1959 & 1979) 

axiomatic notion of the disconnect between that which is preached and that which 

needs to be practised. For too long local councils have accepted the State’s position 

as the one best way, only to struggle with the implementation of a classical strategic 

management model and the requisite development of strategic capacity (DLG 

2006b). 

 

To borrow a metaphor used by Flinders and Matthews (2007, 196) in their analysis 

of the UK Government’s attempts to impose a more strategic approach on central 

government agencies, the NSW State Government can be seen to have cast a net of 

strategic management over the flotilla of local council organisations with the aim of 

                                              
27 See Chapter 4 
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drawing them together and towards the goal of greatly improved strategic capacity 

and community building. As it turned out the net was poorly made and had many 

holes, allowing councils to slip through, resulting in a catch of just a handful of 

organisations.  

 

This thesis has so far examined the practice and theory literature relevant to 

strategic capacity in NSW local government and argued many factors which have 

acted to influence and constrain its development in the sector. These factors have 

included the colonial origins of local government and the comfort and familiarity of 

remaining within its residual property services role; the lack of autonomy of the 

sector given the tight control imposed by the State; the sector’s inadequate 

resources to take on a more activist community building role; its uneasy position in 

the federal system of government which confounds its identity and role; its 

structural and operational genealogy which meant it was largely uninitiated in 

matters of management and strategy by the time of the 1993 reformation and its 

implementation struggle with a highly rational strategic management framework. 

 

Yet despite these barriers and constraints, some councils remained in the strategic 

management net and are regarded, at least reputationally within the sector, as 

developing strategic capacity and building a mode of operation which has overcome 

enough of the barriers and constraints to have negotiated and realised one or more 

treaties. The research focus of this thesis aims to account for the difference between 

local councils that slipped out of the net and those few that were ultimately part of 

the catch. In the next Chapter, the research strategy and methodology used for this 

research are argued along with a description of the approach used for data collection 

and analysis. 
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Chapter 6 - The Empirical Research – Strategy and 

Methodology 

The unit of analysis for this thesis is strategic capacity and the thrust of the 

argument enunciated over the preceding five Chapters is that many factors have 

been operating to constrain its development in the NSW local government sector. A 

brief summary of the previous arguments follows in order to again place the 

research in the context of these confounding influences. 

 

The sector’s history is dominated by an extended period of prescriptive service 

provision on behalf of the State Government which only required of local 

government a short-term focus on service delivery. Local councils were not initiated 

in modern management techniques, and the practice of strategic planning and 

corporate management and leadership were largely unknown until the early 1990s. 

In the decade following the reforms the available evidence suggests that most 

councils did not transition much beyond their familiar prescribed role to one which 

articulated a maximalist remit. 

 

As indicated previously, the sector’s weak place in the Australian federation has 

militated against it developing a crucial role as the third tier of government, 

especially given the reluctance of the State Government to provide an adequate 

taxation base in order for the sector to realise its broader community building 

purpose. Additionally the State Government has shown a strengthening focus on 

regionalism in which local government is not perceived as a key player. Despite 

representation on various national and sub-national government fora, local 

government lacks autonomy and its financial sustainability remains parlous. More 

recent moves by the Rudd Federal Labor Government may be indicative of a 
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change in the fortunes of local government but it is too early to come to any 

concluded view.  

 

Another constraint on the sector’s engagement with long term strategy relates to the 

highly rationalistic classical strategic management framework imposed upon it. The 

very genealogy of classical strategic management, which can be traced from the 

scientific management movement of the early twentieth century, assumes ideas of 

organisation, leadership and autonomy which are remote from the experience of 

local government. Research also suggests that highly rational strategic management 

frameworks are self limiting because of insensitivity to the broader political context 

of management, particularly in the public sector arena. 

 

However despite this constellation of constraining factors within which local 

government strategic reform is located, some councils have transitioned to a 

maximalist role, demonstrating the strategic capacity sought after by the State 

Government (Sproats 2001, 2003; Sansom 2005; LGSA of NSW 2006). This 

seemingly paradoxical situation is the research focus of this thesis and this Chapter 

sets out the relevant empirical research strategy and methodology.  

 

The literature review undertaken for this thesis indicates that there are few direct 

studies of strategic capacity, especially as defined for this research project28. Most 

of the studies and reviews identified (Streib and Poister 1990; Streib 1992; Schick 

1996 & Gissendanner 2004) tended to be confined to a narrow conception of 

strategic capacity, equating it to implementing strategic planning techniques. This 

somewhat mechanistic notion of strategic capacity was not inclusive of the range of 

confounding contextual and organisational factors that are highlighted by some 

                                              
28 See Introduction 
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strategic and policy management authors in the local government and broader 

public sector fields (Lynn 1987; Backoff et al.1993; Laffin 1997; Marshall 2003).  

Other theoretical literature on strategic capacity offered little or no definition of the 

term, implying its meaning as long-term strategising in the complex environment of 

modern government (Pallot 1999; Flinders & Matthews 2007).  

 

A notable exception to the mechanistic orientation is Ganz (2000), whose study of 

strategic capacity in two union organisations specifically sought out the broader 

factors which influenced the development of effective strategy. This more 

pluralistic approach resulted in Ganz (2000, 1042) identifying a number of 

influences on the development of strategic capacity, largely unrelated to rational 

strategic management and strategic planning regimes and techniques.  

 

However Ganz’s (2000) research domain, the American agricultural union 

movement, is a different context to local government in NSW Australia. While 

Ganz’s (2000) research and this thesis are both concerned with organisations and 

their capacity to strategise, the overall lack of autonomy of the NSW local 

government sector and its highly prescribed structures and weak and circumscribed 

role in the Australian federation, makes for a significantly different institutional 

type and setting. It is these fundamental differences in the case of Ganz’s (2000) 

study, and the limited conception of strategic capacity in the other studies cited, that 

warrants this thesis taking a primarily theory building approach to strategic capacity 

in the NSW local government sector. 

 

Punch (1998, 149-150) argues that research design needs to resolve the key issues 

of overall strategy and conceptual framework of the research, determining what or 

who is to be the focus of the study and deciding on research tools for data collection 

and analysis. The first matter influencing research design is the research questions. 
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These have a central bearing on the research methods chosen (Yin 2003 & 2009) 

and are considered in the next section. 

 

Research Questions 

The research design has been developed considering, in the first instance, the three 

particular research questions to be addressed by the study. The first two questions 

are: 

 

What factors influence the development of strategic capacity? 

How do these factors operate? 

 

The questions focus the research on the identification of enabling and constraining 

factors relevant to the development of strategic capacity and how they operate to 

define and shape this capacity. The questions facilitate the emergence and 

exploration of a range of issues relevant to the theory building purpose of the study 

and are part of the key to informing the analysis and argument as to why strategic 

capacity is not more prevalent in the sector. The questions are designed to open the 

way to consider a breadth of relevant factors as cited and argued in the preceding 

Chapters such as managerial capacity, different conceptualisations of the role of 

councils, intergovernmental relations and the impact of the prescriptive nature of 

the management reforms. The questions are also sufficiently broad to embrace the 

particular factors experienced by each case study council. For example, as cited 

earlier, research by Jones (2002) indicates that the differing management styles of 

council chief executive officers has had a strong influence on organisational 

responses to local government management reform. This suggests that influencing 

factors can result from localised causes. The open-ended and broad nature of the 

first two research questions are designed to capture as broad an array of relevant 
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factors as possible as well as rich descriptions on how the factors have enabled or 

constrained the development of strategic capacity. 

 

The third research question is: 

 

Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory 

actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

Question three aims to bring together a heightened understanding of the operation 

of the factors which influence the development of strategic capacity and facilitate 

theory building in relation to positing why strategic capacity has not colonised the 

sector more broadly. Furthermore it will suggest ways in which the development of 

strategic capacity in local government can be purposefully strengthened by 

individual local councils and the NSW State Government. 

 

Having set the research questions, what follows is the specification of the remainder 

of the research program and strategy. The balance of the Chapter proposes and 

justifies all of the elements of the intended strategy in order to articulate the 

research pathway chosen as well as to lay the groundwork to build the reliability 

and validity of the research. To supplement the methodological matters argued in 

the Chapter, a more detailed research protocol is included in Appendix 3 of this 

thesis. The Appendix broadly adopts the schema of documented research protocols 

as posited by Yin (2003 & 2009). The aggregation of this Chapter and the Appendix 

provides the necessary argumentation and justification to establish the 

trustworthiness of the research, which is its reliability and validity (Golafshani 

2003). Specific comment and analysis about the study’s trustworthiness are 

discussed below and again in the final Chapter. 
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Research Program and Strategy 

A key task in developing the necessary research program and strategy is to select an 

approach suitable for a theory building study. In doing so the author wishes to heed 

the advice of Yin (1981) and clearly establish each element of the overall research 

program. In this section of the Chapter the first argument will go to establishing the 

type of evidence required for the theory building research needed for strategic 

capacity. Yin (1981) asserts that evidence type is a choice between qualitative, 

quantitative or a mix of both. The second element to be established is the research 

setting; essentially an argument between needing a controlled environment such as 

a laboratory or a field setting such as an organisation (Neuman 2000).  The final 

element of the framework to be set is the research strategy which determines the 

most appropriate mode of engagement with the phenomenon to be researched (Yin 

1981). 

 

Argument for a Qualitative Approach 

Remeny, Williams, Money and Swartz (1998, 35) note that theory testing 

approaches need to concentrate on and control particular variables and their 

relationships or specific components of a phenomenon. While this can increase the 

likelihood of revealing precise micro-level relationships that can be mathematically 

expressed, it unduly narrows the field of view necessary for theory building 

research. Remeny et al. (1998, 35) also argue that highly quantitative approaches 

can be inherently reductionist in nature, removing some of the more complex and 

interesting elements of the phenomenon being researched.  

 

A qualitative approach is able to be more inclusive and supportive of a theory 

building study as it permits the collection of rich and detailed descriptions to assist 

in recognising patterns in the data collected (Remeny et al. 1998). The experience 

of Mintzberg and Waters (1982) in their qualitative theory building study of 
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strategy formation in the large Canadian retail chain Steinbergs highlights the 

different applications for the quantitative versus qualitative approaches. The 

researchers, using qualitative methods (interviews and archival analysis), were 

attempting, with difficulty, to understand the reason for the Company’s early store 

expansion strategy until it was realised that it was completely parochial in nature 

and unconnected with business drivers; new stores were opened up in new areas to 

look after Steinberg family members (Mintzberg & Waters 1882, 482). A 

quantitative study would have been unlikely to have revealed this matter of rich 

detail.  

 

The relevance to the local government context is that a qualitative approach is more 

likely to be sensitive to important local factors and detail. As the unit of analysis, 

strategic capacity, has been argued to include, for the purposes of this thesis, the 

broader contextual and organisational influences of strategising, it needs to be 

matched with a research approach that will capture this detail. Ganz (2000, 1041) 

argues that strategy in organisations unfolds as a process. Mintzberg (Mintzberg 

1978; Mintzberg & Waters 1982; Mintzberg & Waters 1984; Mintzberg, Taylor & 

Waters 1984; Mintzberg & McHugh 1985; Mintzberg, Brunet & Waters 1986; 

Mintzberg, Otis, Shamsie & Waters 1987; Austin & Mintzberg 1996) argues that 

much of this strategy process is emergent rather than deliberate. Research evidence 

that captures the rich detail of the strategy process as it unfolds is more likely to be 

able to exploit and explore the more emergent yet important factors influencing 

strategic capacity. Qualitative research also aligns itself well with the complexities 

of the organization and management environment and is one that is more likely to 

be suitable for a study that is to identify and explore a possible wide range of issues. 

This view is supported by Glaser (1999, 837-838) who asserts that the qualitative 

approach is more likely to deliver data relevant to the area researched and to allow 

for emergent conceptual sense making and theorising from the data. 
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Selecting the Research Setting 

In further defining the research strategy and framework it is important to identify 

the relevant research setting as well as the main approach to engaging with the 

phenomenon to be studied. Poister and Streib (1999, 309) observe that strategic 

management is concerned with the most fundamental issues facing an organization. 

This includes the often competing and subjective values of the organization, the 

external pressures it faces, the need to deal with the political dimension of the 

environment, the candid confrontation of issues necessary to identify improvement 

and an action orientation to plan implementation (Poister and Streib 1999, 309). It is 

hardly surprising then that the study of strategic management has generally been 

dominated by field settings, largely because it is where strategists and strategy can 

be observed and examined in their natural operating environment (Snow & Thomas 

1994, 457-458). Field research methods include direct and participant observation, 

interviews, questionnaires/surveys and archival analysis (Snow & Thomas 1994, 

459).  

 

Snow and Thomas (1994, 469) note that field methods, particularly observation and 

interviewing, have been commonly used for theory generation studies in the 

strategic management arena. Ellsworth (1977, 605) suggests that the choice of 

research setting should be influenced by two key factors. The first relates to the 

needs of the particular study. If the study requires a high degree of control and 

precision then a field setting may be inappropriate given the overall lack of control 

and difficulty in creating and applying a control group (Ellsworth 1977, 607). In 

this instance a laboratory setting, field simulation or computer simulation may be 

more appropriate (Snow and Thomas 1994, 459). It is clear from Snow and 

Thomas’ research (1994) that most of the studies on strategic management have 

utilised field settings. Control and precision have taken second place to the need to 

be close to the phenomena under scrutiny. Neuman (2000) also asserts that the field 

setting is appropriate when: 
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…the research questions involve learning about, understanding, or 

describing a group of interacting people. It is usually best when the question 

is: How do people do Y in the social world? or What is the social world of X 

like? (Neuman 2000, 345). 

 

As the nature of the research for this thesis is to explore issues of what and how in 

relation to the variability in strategic capacity and the intersubjective organisational 

conditions in which such variability manifests, the field is the appropriate choice for 

the research. 

 

The second factor is the experiences of past similar research and how this might be 

used to inform the most revealing and error free setting (Ellsworth 1977, 607). 

Perhaps the most comprehensive study of strategy and its implementation was 

undertaken by Mintzberg and others (Mintzberg 1978; Mintzberg & Waters 1982; 

Mintzberg & Waters 1984; Mintzberg, Taylor & Waters 1984; Mintzberg & 

McHugh 1985; Mintzberg, Brunet & Waters 1986; Mintzberg, Otis, Shamsie & 

Waters 1987; Austin & Mintzberg 1996). The methodology for this entire suite of 

studies was identical and involved archival analysis and interviews in the field 

setting. The research design focused on developing the contextual dimension of the 

phenomena so as to provide a rich research setting that assisted in making sense of 

the behaviour examined (Mintzberg and Waters 1982). Mintzberg and Waters 

(1982, 467) also indicate that the field setting was an essential element of the 

intense investigation needed to expose the underlying forces shaping and driving 

strategy. It is argued that the field setting is appropriate for this study. 
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Justification of Comparative Case Study Approach 

In terms of the mode of engagement with the phenomenon to be researched, that is 

strategic capacity and the factors which influence its development, it is argued that a 

case study approach is suitable. This approach complements the field setting and 

provides what Eisenhardt refers to as ‘…the intimate connection with empirical 

reality that permits the development of a testable, relevant and valid theory.’ 

(Eisenhardt 1989, 532).  

 

Not all investigators support the use of the case study approach. For example 

Adams and White (1994, 573) argue that case studies play a limited role in 

knowledge building, particularly in public administration research. However their 

conclusions were based on reviewing research which they acknowledged had a lack 

of rigour and a generally poor alignment between research purpose and design, 

rather than a fundamental problem with the case study approach per se. In contrast 

to Adams and White (1994),  Jensen and Rodgers (2001) assert that public 

administration is well suited to research by case studies because “…they satisfy the 

recognized need for conditional findings and in-depth understanding of cause and 

effect relationships that other methodologies find difficult to achieve.” (Jensen & 

Rodgers 2001, 235).  

 

Yin (2003 & 2009) also acknowledges that the case study approach is not always 

the most suitable and argues that determining the best research strategy is a matter 

of aligning method to research questions. He asserts that where the intention of the 

research is to enable explanation by seeking to answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions 

on contemporary events and, similarly to Ellsworth (1977), where the circumstances 

do not need to be controlled, then a case study approach may be a suitable, although 

not necessarily exclusive, choice of strategy (Yin 2009, 8). Lee (1999, 57) analyses 

what he calls the ‘unfolding model’ which is a research task characterised by 

complexity, dynamism and interactions between individuals and situations which 
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require an understanding from the perspective of the organisation member. To 

understand the various factors relevant to the unfolding model and how and why the 

different decision paths were used, Lee (1999) chose a case study approach. Not 

only did this choice align with ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, but it also revealed 

judgements and rich accounts of the experience, which were crucial to 

understanding why some patterns of behaviour occurred or failed to occur (Lee 

1999). It is argued that the investigation of the variability of strategic capacity as 

defined for this study will need a similar approach;  that is an investigation of how 

strategic capacity unfolds in an organisation setting from the viewpoint of the 

organisation’s members.  

 

When considering whether to use one or multiple case studies, Yin (2009) argues 

the need for special circumstances to justify a single case study approach. He states: 

 

Overall, the single-case design is eminently justifiable under certain 

conditions – where the case represents (a) a critical test of existing theory, 

(b) a rare or unique circumstance, or (c) a representative or typical case, or 

where the case serves a (d) revelatory or (e) longitudinal purpose. (Yin 

2009, 52). 

 

In seeking to undertake qualitative research of strategic capacity with a theory 

building objective, and in the absence of having definitive parameters to justify 

special circumstances, a multiple or comparative case study approach is proposed.29 

More importantly, a multiple case study provides the benefit of what Yin (2009, 54) 

refers to as ‘replication logic’ rather than ‘sampling logic’. In other words a 

multiple case study approach uses the sample of case studies as a way of testing 

                                              
29 The author regards the terms comparative and multiple as interchangeable, a position adopted by Yin 

(2009). 
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results from one case to the next, adding robustness to any emerging theory. 

Generalisability from multiple case studies then relies on analysis of the particular 

results to a broader theory (Yin 2009, 43). On the other hand a sampling logic needs 

to be as representative as possible in order to infer characteristics of a larger class 

from a much smaller one, relying on statistical generalisability to do so (Yin 

2009).30 

 

Jensen & Rodgers (2001, 238) also contend that comparative case studies are 

appropriate in identifying underlying commonality, especially in matters of policy, 

process, program and decision making, In particular they comment (2001, 238) that 

the strength of comparative case studies is their capacity to take a broad perspective 

which is valuable in theory building research. Eisenhardt (1989, 534) also observes 

that the case study approach is suitable for theory building as it is a research 

strategy that focuses on understanding actions within particular settings, yet remains 

flexible enough to apply to single or multiple cases and numerous levels of analysis. 

It is able to build novel theory, which is often a by-product of reconciling a large 

data set typical of case studies (Eisenhardt 1989, 547). 

 

Given the need to take a broad perspective based on an in-depth understanding of 

influences and relationships in the field setting and the potential range and types of 

enabling and constraining factors that may be relevant to the theory building task, a 

multiple case study approach is the most relevant research strategy to apply. 

 

Level and Unit of Analysis 

In order to be clear about the research focus, the issue of level and unit of analysis 

need to be addressed. Neuman (2000, 132) defines level of analysis as the level at 

                                              
30 Observations and arguments about the study’s generalisability are detailed in the final Chapter. 
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which there is a delimitation of the sorts of ideas and concepts that are to be the 

focus of the study. Freeman (1978) argues similarly, expressing level of analysis as 

the level at which the action of research interest manifests itself. The research is 

levelled at the enabling and constraining factors that influence the development of 

strategic capacity. It is posited that the appropriate level of analysis is this factor 

level as this will be the level at which these enabling or constraining influences will 

be expressed.  

 

Unit of analysis refers to the particular object or phenomena being researched or 

measured (Neuman 2000, 132). The objective of the research is to build theory 

about the variability in strategic capacity in local council organizations in NSW. As 

argued in the Introduction to this thesis, strategic capacity is the aptitude shown by 

the organisation in overcoming the barriers and making the best use of the 

opportunities to evolve from a narrow, short-term property services role to one of 

community building and stewardship in the broader sense (DLG&C 1991; DLG 

1999 & 2006b). This broader sense includes local councils having a well supported 

understanding about the current and future pressures bearing on the community. 

This makes strategic capacity the research focus and thus the unit of analysis.  

 

Approach to Sample Size and Selection 

Sample Size 

The issue of sample size from a possible population of 152 councils, needs to be 

approached methodically. Flick (1998, 41) observes that for qualitative research the 

issue is the relevance of the sample to the research topic rather than its 

representativeness. As this study is proposing an in-depth case study approach, a 

sample size of the quantum used in quantitative studies (about thirty percent of the 

total population where the population is under one thousand - Neuman 2000, 217) is 

not appropriate. Jensen and Rodgers (2001, 237-239) suggest an increasing quality 
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or generalisability continuum from a snapshot case study of one organization 

through to a comparative case study of several organisations. This principle is 

adopted by Neuman (2000, 401- 403) in his discussion of the comparative case 

study approach. He argues that the essential purpose of the approach is to compare 

similarities and differences between units in the sample, and the more units in the 

study, the greater the potential for generalisability (Neuman 2000, 401).  

 

This means that it can be appropriate to trade-off sample size and generalisability in 

a theory generating, exploratory study such as the one proposed. Neuman (2000, 

402) suggests that there is a balance to be struck in comparative case studies 

between a sample that is too small, thus creating a tendency for researchers to focus 

on unique details of each case, and one that is large enough to more readily 

facilitate cross-case comparisons. McKeown (1999, 171) observes that a sample of 

several cases should focus more on being ‘telling’ cases rather than ‘typical’ cases. 

The use of several cases provides the opportunity to learn more about the activity 

being studied, gives a number of organisational settings in which to test early theory 

building, provides cross-case comparisons to assist in explicating single-case 

phenomena and, as Jones (2002) noted in his comparative case study research of 

local council chief executive officers and their role in management reform 

implementation ‘Comparing as many differences and similarities in data as 

possible tends to force the researcher to generate categories, their properties and 

their interrelations in the search for understanding in the data.’. (Jones 2002, 40). 

 

However the arguments put forward by Flick (1998), Jensen and Rodgers (2001) 

and Neuman (2000) essentially follow a theory of sampling logic rather than 

replication logic (Yin 2003 & 2009). In navigating the question of sample size, Yin 

(2009) takes a different pathway. He argues that sample size in a multiple case 

study approach will be informed by the researcher’s judgement about the number of 

case replications that may be needed. In what he refers to as literal replications, 



 159

where similar results from the cases are predicted, a smaller number of replications 

are usually sufficient. However in a theoretical replication, which predicts 

contrasting results for designed or expected reasons, more replications may be 

required (Yin 2009, 54). The theoretical replication design is often applied when 

two different outcomes are to be investigated which, for the subject research, is 

reflected in investigating the opposite themes of barriers and enablers to the 

development of strategic capacity. In relation to this approach, Yin (2009) states: 

 

For example, investigators have used a “two-tail” design in which cases 

from both extremes (of some important theoretical condition, such as good 

and bad outcomes) have been deliberately chosen… These and other similar 

designs are more complicated because the study should still have a least two 

individual cases within each of the subgroups, so that the theoretical 

replications across subgroups are complemented by literal replications 

within each subgroup. (Yin 2009, 59). 

 

On this basis a sample size of four case study councils was chosen, that is two cases 

for each of the two sub-groups (discussed in the next section). This also aligns with 

other comparative case studies in the management area which have typically used 

up to six cases (Pettigrew 1987; Stokes & Clegg 2002; Jones 2002).  

 

Criteria for Sample Selection 

In relation to sample selection the guiding principle was the notion of optimising 

the benefit of ‘telling’ cases (McKeown 1999) by seeking to include two case study 

councils regarded as demonstrating strategic capacity (referred to as strategic 

councils) and two that were not (referred to as transitional councils). This divide of 

distinctiveness was intended to strengthen the comparative value of the data and aid 

in understanding patterns of variability by providing for perceived differences in 
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strategic capacity across the case study councils. This approach also incorporated 

the benefits argued by Yin (2009) of the two-tailed design, combining theoretical 

and literal replications to strengthen contrasts and comparisons respectively.  

 

In order to identify a sample of two strategic councils and two transitional councils 

seven local government expert advisers were interviewed (see Appendix 2). An 

expert adviser was regarded as an academic or practitioner with acknowledged 

specialisation in local government in NSW. The selection of advisers was informed 

by both a review of the practitioner and academic literature and by using 

representatives of peak local government sector bodies.  

 

Once a group of strategic and transitional councils were identified by the expert 

advisers, a second selection criterion was applied based on the formal categorisation 

of councils. The Federal Government has developed a system for classifying local 

council organisations, referred to as the Australian Classification of Local 

Governments (ACLG) (NOLG 1998, 228). Based on factors such as population, 

population density, extent of urban, rural or agricultural development and so on, 

councils are classified into one of five major types (capital city, metropolitan 

developed, regional town/city, fringe and rural). Within the last four of these types 

there are sub-categories largely based upon size ranges. Using the ACLG 

classification framework resulted in bringing about a grouping of four councils with 

different styles and sizes of territories, population, population densities, operating 

budgets and other characteristics. This approach ensured significant variability in 

the sample of case study councils other than the sub-group characteristics of either 

strategic or transitional. While this degree of variability in the sample increased the 

risk of not finding cross-case patterns in the data, it guarded against the theory 

building delivering unduly idiosyncratic outcomes.  
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Selection of Case Study Councils 

Details of the seven expert advisers used for the sample selection process are 

contained in Appendix 2. The general approach used was to interview each and 

after familiarising them with the purpose of the research and notion of strategic 

capacity, each was asked to nominate councils that fell into the strategic or 

transitional classification and their reasons for the nomination. While the objective 

of the selection process was not to seek consensus in the nomination of councils, 

generally a high degree of consensus emerged as to the strategic councils identified 

by the advisers, with particularly strong nominations for Sutherland Shire Council, 

Waverley Council, Marrickville Council, Eurobodalla Shire Council and Penrith 

City Council. The reason for these five nominations being described as stronger is 

that in nominating them, most of the advisers were confident each council was 

operating strategically; that is operating according to a set of long-term goals which 

addressed the broad needs of the relevant community, sometimes providing 

examples, and that each had a strong record of delivery. While some other councils 

were identified, the accompanying reasons were not as strongly expressed or 

otherwise incorporated some level of doubt about delivery on stated goals. 

 

There was significantly less consensus in relation to the transitional councils, 

although most observed that many small rural councils would be in this category 

primarily because of the criticality of resource shortages and lack of access to 

labour markets. Leichhardt Municipal Council, an inner city council, was 

nominated by three of the advisers and was the only council to be so. Otherwise 

each adviser nominated different councils.  

 

To avoid the sample being weighted towards the metropolitan area, it was 

determined that each pair (that is the strategic pair and the transitional pair) would 

consist of a metropolitan and non-metropolitan council. However small rural 
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councils were eliminated because of the risk that critical resource and skill 

shortages would overwhelm other potential factors and reduce variability across the 

sample. The viability challenges of smaller rural councils are well acknowledged in 

the sector (NSW Parliament 2003; DLG 2004; 2006a; ALGA 2006 & LGSA of 

NSW 2006). 

 

Applying the ACLG classification scheme to the remaining strategic and 

transitional councils resulted in a reduction of possible organisations for the sample. 

This process still left several of each and these councils were ranked and ultimately 

chosen based on agreement to participate and the practical consideration of travel 

time for the researcher. The details of the final sample of case study local councils 

appear in Table 2 below. The information in the Table was applicable at the time of 

selection.  

 
Table 2 – Characteristics of Case Study Councils as at 2004 

Council 
Name/Short 
Description 

Population & 
Growth Rate  

(5 year average) 

Area 
Kms2 

Total 
Revenue 

$m 

No of 
Employees 
(Full-time 

Equivalent) 
Cessnock City 
Council – regional 
council located 
approximately 120 
kms north of Sydney 

48,143 @ 0.61% 1,966.4 43.3 263

Eurobodalla Shire 
Council – regional 
coastal council 
located 
approximately 260 
kms south of Sydney 

35,902 @ 2.63% 3,422.2 72.5 405

Leichhardt 
Municipal Council – 
inner city council 

51,430 @ 0.48% 10.6 51.4 440

Penrith City Council 
– urban fringe 
council located 
approximately 50 

177,554 @ 0.48% 404.8 131.1 908
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kms west of Sydney 
Source: DLG 2006c 

 

Cessnock City Council was the only case study council that consistently had a 

dominant political party holding the majority of elected positions. For some 

years the Australian Labor Party held this majority and this was so at the time 

of the field research, the majority being eight of the thirteen elected positions 

(State Electoral Office of NSW, 2004). The remaining Councils had no 

political parties holding a majority of positions. At the time of the field 

research, none of the case study councils had a popularly elected Mayor. In all 

cases the Mayor was elected by the council (State Electoral Office of NSW 

2004). 

 

The strength of the case study sample selection process was in using the 

knowledge and judgement of advisers who had considerable experience in the 

local government sector, mostly in NSW. Each adviser held one or a number of 

positions in local government that provided for a whole-of-sector view, which 

enabled them to offer argued comparisons of local councils based on the notion 

of strategic capacity. The weakness in the selection process was that it relied 

on the perception of the advisers and was not corroborated using any 

quantitative ranking or assessment regime. Nonetheless, given the high degree 

of consensus that emerged in nominating strategic councils, it can be argued, 

consistent with the literature presented in previous Chapters, that there are few 

but well known examples of councils that have made the transition to the 

maximalist role. The lack of consensus, other than perhaps in the case of 

Leichhardt Municipal Council, in the nomination of transitional councils, 

suggests that this is a more numerous group to choose from and again this is 

consistent with the literature as argued. The legitimacy of the judgements made 

by the expert advisers was also confirmed ex post facto by the individual 

research participants who, in all but one of twenty-five cases, agreed with the 
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classification of the Council as judged by the advisers. Given the need to select 

a sample from 152 local councils, the approach outlined is robust and provides 

for a solid set of literal and theoretical replications.  

 

Selection of Research Participants 

The selection of research participants from each case study council was discussed 

by the researcher with the Council. Given the different policy and planning roles 

assigned to elected representatives and staff under the prevailing legislation and 

Department of Local Government guidelines (s232, Local Government Act 1993; 

DLG 2000b), it was necessary to interview participants from both groups. As the 

semi-structured interviews (see Research Tools – Data Collection and Analysis 

below) were going to be in depth, the number interviewed from each case study 

council needed to be contained in order to ensure manageable boundaries around 

the size of the project. The number of participants sought from each case study 

council was five to eight, with the request that at least two be elected 

representatives from different political parties or having different political 

affiliations. To capture variability, nominations of councillors and staff with 

different views about the value of taking a strategic approach were requested of the 

contact. The extent this occurred was difficult to determine. It was also requested 

that the nominated staff had some level of involvement in the organisation’s 

planning activities to ensure, as far as possible, they were informed and able to tell a 

story about strategic capacity in their council. Finally it was emphasised that 

participation needed to be voluntary. While there was some potential for bias in 

using participants selected in this way, they were nonetheless influential 

organisational actors at the time the interviews were conducted. 

 

Two local government sector representatives were also interviewed. The first was 

Mr Tim Rogers who was Deputy Director-General of the Department of Local 
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Government from 1991 to 2001. The Department of Local Government, as the key 

regulator of the sector, was the agency leading the reform program on behalf of the 

State Government. Mr Rogers managed this program. The second sector 

representative interviewed was Professor Kevin Sproats who, as indicated 

previously, had been the Director of the Centre for Local Government at the 

University of Technology, Sydney. Professor Sproats also presided over an inquiry 

into a number of inner Sydney councils and made recommendations, ultimately not 

pursued by the NSW State Government, for their amalgamation based on a 

strengthened strategic role. Both sector representatives were able to provide a 

whole-of-sector view of the 1993 reforms and the evolution of local government 

over several decades. The empirical material from the two sector representatives is 

mostly cited in the final Chapter where it is used to confirm some of the conclusions 

drawn from the evidence from the case study councils. It is used in this way as their 

commentary relates to the whole of the sector rather than the individual case study 

councils. 

 

The Table below provides a summary of the twenty-five research participants from 

the case study councils and sector (it excludes the expert advisers who are listed in 

Appendix 2). The information was applicable at the time of their participation in the 

research. In a significant number of cases participants had been in Local 

Government in the same council before 1993 and were able to describe the reform 

transition from their own first hand experience. 

 
Table 3 – Case Study/Sector Research Participants as at 2004/05 

Organisation Name Title Years in Local 
Government/Years 
at Subject Council 

Colin Cowan General Manager 38/22 
Peter Gogarty Manager Corporate 

Development & Projects 
14/14  

Cessnock City 
Council 

Bernie Director Strategic & 30/29  
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Mortomore Community Services 
Anne Lock* Planner 14/14  
Richard Dyer* Councillor (Australian 

Labor Party) 
5/5 

Alison Davey Councillor (Independent) 21/21 
Peter Tegart Director Environment, 

Planning and 
Administrative Services 

25/6 

Ransce Salan Manager Sustainable 
Development 

18/1.5 

Allen 
Grimwood 

Strategic Unit Leader 8/8 

Fiona Brown* Planner 11/11 
James Levy General Manager 40/18 
Alan Bond* Former General Manager 48/18 
Fergus 
Thomson 

Mayor (Independent) 6 months/6 months 

Eurobodalla Shire 
Council 

Rob Pollock Councillor (Eurobodalla 
First) 

17/17 

Peter Head General Manager 32/19 
Jenny White* Team Member 9/9 
Alison McCabe Director Environment & 

Community Management 
18/6 

Maire Sheehan Councillor (Independent) 10/10 

Leichhardt 
Municipal Council 

Alice Murphy Mayor (Australian Labor 
Party) 

8/8 

Bruce 
McDonald 

Deputy General Manager 
& Director City Strategy 

Unkn/20 

Helen Lowndes Manager Corporate 
Development 

18/18 

Alan Stoneham Director City Planning 26/10 
Ross Fowler Councillor (Liberal Party 

of Australia) 
13/13 

Penrith City 
Council 

Pat Sheehy Councillor (Australian 
Labor Party) 

17/17 

Department of 
Local Government 

Tim Rogers (Former) Deputy 
Director-General, NSW 
Department of Local 
Government 

10 years 1991 - 2001

University of 
Western Sydney 

Kevin Sproats Professor and former 
Director of the Centre for 
Local Government at the 
University of 

na 
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Technology, Sydney 
* Denotes fictitious name as participant requested identity to be with withheld 

 

Research Tools – Data Collection and Analysis 

Data Collection 

Yin (2009) argues that interviews as a method of data collection have their strength 

in being able to focus directly on the relevant unit of analysis and research 

questions. He also asserts that when causal inferences and explanations are 

required, interviews are a valid choice of data collection (Yin 2009). The objective 

of the research is to understand how enablers and barriers of strategic capacity 

operate; in other words the causes and effects of such factors. This objective means 

that interviews are one suitable method of data collection within a triangulated 

approach in qualitative case study research. Yin (2009) also indicates the 

weaknesses of this data collection method and these are addressed below in the 

section dealing with the limitations of qualitative research. 

 

When using the interview as the method of data collection there is the option of 

applying a structured, semi-structured or unstructured interview approach (Lee 

1999). Lee (1999, 62-63) argues that the semi-structured interview, which is based 

on some structure such as general themes and targeted issues, allows the interviewer 

the freedom to explore relevant matters as they emerge. Given the study’s theory 

building nature and the breadth of the research questions, the data collection method 

needed to be one that would elicit each research participant’s story of strategic 

capacity and how and why it had or had not been developed and applied in their 

organization. The viewpoint of barriers and enablers to strategic capacity was 

intended to prompt participants to give the richest possible account of their 

perception of the development of strategic capacity. The semi-structured interview 

method was chosen as it provided sufficient exploratory capacity to do this while at 
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the same time was informed by some key issues flowing from the unit of analysis, 

research questions and the earlier literature review.  

 

The following example describes one of many instances of how the strength of the 

semi-structured interview was used in the research. About halfway into the 2¼ hour 

interview with Colin Cowan, General Manager of Cessnock City Council, he briefly 

mentioned, at the conclusion of a point about the complexities of land zoning, that 

‘…this is fairly difficult for most elected representatives to come to grips with.’ 

(Cowan, Interview 2004, 16). Later in the interview the matter was intentionally 

revisited by the researcher and ultimately elicited a useful example of a strategic 

barrier perceived by Cowan relating to the preferencing of operational rather than 

strategic issues by councillors. 

 

The interviews with participants from the case study councils and the two key 

sector representatives were tape recorded and later transcribed verbatim. This was 

done as the interviews were quite lengthy, typically 2-3 hours each. The recordings 

were supplemented by contemporaneous field notes which were intended to capture 

issues that participants particularly emphasised. The interviews with the seven 

expert advisers were not recorded as these tended to be much shorter, typically less 

than one hour, as well as less complex. Contemporaneous field notes were used for 

these interviews.  

 

As another method of data collection, a number of key documents from each case 

study council were collected. This usually included copies of current and past 

strategic plans and associated progress reports. The documents were not subjected 

to any formal archival analysis but were rather available to be referred to by the 

research participants during interviews to aid them in recollecting and explaining 

issues. The documents are fully referenced in the bibliography. 
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Data Analysis 

In summary, a process of meaning condensation was used to analyse the data and 

identify themes and concepts. As Lee (1999, 90) observes, the process of meaning 

condensation involves reading the transcripts and identifying ‘natural meaning 

units’ that are relevant to the research questions and using these to build a thematic 

overlay of the data. The details of the process followed the three-pass coding 

technique described by Neuman (2000, 421 on Strauss 1987). Further details of the 

analysis process appear in Appendix 3.  

 

The first-pass coding was in fact made up of many passes through the data and as 

Neuman (2000, 422) notes it was the opportunity to become immersed in the data 

and trial themes and concepts. The second-pass coding tested preliminary themes 

and concepts and two other conceptual frameworks were exercised through this 

stage before crafting the final framework. The final framework consists of five key 

themes around which the factors influencing the development of strategic capacity 

coalesce. These themes are Attempting Strategic Capacity, Embedding Strategic 

Capacity, the Political Administrative Relationship and Strategic Capacity, 

Councillor Relationships and Strategic Capacity and Organisational Commitment 

to Strategic Capacity.  

 

Managing the Limitations of Qualitative Research 

Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson and Spiers (2002, 2) observe that ‘Without rigor, 

research is worthless, becomes fiction, and loses its utility.’. They go on to discuss 

the particular challenges of rigor for qualitative research and the techniques 

necessary to ensure its validity and reliability. Validity refers to the quality of 

generalisability of the research findings beyond the specific research undertaken 

(Yin 2009). Reliability means replicability which is being confident:  
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…that if a later investigator followed the same procedures as described by 

an earlier investigator and conducted the same case study all over again, the 

later investigator should arrive at the same findings and conclusions. (Yin 

2009, 45). 31 

 

Golafshani (2003) notes that quantitative research asserts its validity and reliability 

through mathematical and statistical analysis, reflecting its positivist epistemology. 

By its very nature, qualitative research is research which does not rely on 

mathematical or statistical quantification. A Hoepfl (1997) aptly observes: 

 

Where quantitative researchers seek causal determination, prediction and 

generalization of findings, qualitative researchers seek instead illumination, 

understanding, and extrapolation to similar situations. (Hoepfl 1997, 48). 

 

For the empirical aspect of the research for this thesis, the source of data was the 

semi-structured interview. While it is acknowledged that giving voice to research 

participants to communicate their understanding of events, decisions and 

relationships produces a rich data set (Eisenhardt 1989; Hoepfl 1997), ensuring the 

authenticity and trustworthiness of data collection, analysis and interpretation to 

satisfy the notion of replicability requires strategies of verification throughout the 

research process (Morse et al 2002). In particular issues such as inaccuracies due to 

poorly framed questions, inadequate data collection procedures or poor recall on the 

part of the interviewer, misunderstanding the research participant’s intended 

meaning, research participants giving answers they think the interviewer is seeking 

or unjustified selectivity by the researcher during sample selection, coding or when 

choosing data for theorising and presentation can all lead to bias and unreliability in 
                                              
31 A review of various texts and journal articles (Golafshani 2003; Neuman 2000; Yin 2009) use the terms 

reliability and replicability interchangeably as with validity and generalisability. The author follows suit and 

infers no distinction in meaning between validity and generalisability or reliability and replicability. 
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the research results (Lee 1999; Morse et al 2002; Yin 2009). To guard against these 

potential pitfalls, a number of strategies were built into the research design such as 

the use of a triangulated approach for the overall research program. Details of the 

verification strategies are set out in Appendix 3. Generalisability of the research, 

which also has some particular limits given its qualitative nature, is discussed at the 

conclusion of the final Chapter. 

 

The following five Chapters set out the empirical evidence for each of the five 

themes and analyse the data to propose relevant factors impacting on the 

development of strategic capacity. Quotes from transcripts are verbatim and the 

notation of two forward slashes (//) indicates one or two indecipherable words. 

Square brackets are used to insert explanatory words to assist in understanding the 

quotation. For purposes of referencing consistency, transcript documents are treated 

as references using the signifier ‘Interview’ to denote them. When a research 

participant is first quoted in the Chapter, his or her full name and title is included in 

the reference to remind the reader of their role. Observations about the validity 

generalisability of the study have been reserved for the concluding Chapter. 
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Chapter 7 - Attempting Strategic Capacity 

 

This Chapter examines the motivations and experiences of the case study councils 

as they attempted to transition to a state of greater strategic responsiveness. As 

argued earlier in this thesis32, local councils tended to focus on the short term, 

remain fixed on the traditional and narrow suite of property related services and 

avoid many aspects of modern management.  The reforms of 1993 were intended to 

require local councils to consider community needs more broadly, delivering those 

of greatest value in the context of understanding current and future community 

pressures. This Chapter examines the initial attempts by the case study councils to 

develop strategic capacity with a specific focus on the driving forces enabling or 

constraining these attempts. 

 

While the role played by the 1993 reforms varied in impact on the four case-study 

councils, and was by no means the only motivation for change, it did assist in 

focusing interview participants on telling their ‘before’ and ‘after’ story, resulting in 

quite a comprehensive account of each organisation’s transition. In capturing this 

story, the semi-structured interviews were shaped by the researcher to examine 

whether and how strategy development changed in terms of evolving in a broader 

context, being subjected to processes of selectivity and taking on a more long-term 

future orientation. This approach helped to keep the interviews focused on the unit 

of analysis - strategic capacity. To facilitate the identification of factors which 

influenced the development of strategic capacity, participants were asked to 

consider what enabled or constrained them from making the change to a more 

strategic approach. As can be seen in Table 3 in Chapter 6, many of those 

                                              
32 See Chapters 1,2 and 3 



 173

interviewed had been in the subject council for some time and had been a part of the 

1993 transition. 

 

The evidence for this theme is presented, summarised and discussed for each case 

study council in turn. At the end of the Chapter there is an overall analysis for the 

theme in which the factors influencing the development of strategic capacity are 

identified and argued. 

 

Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

The unanimous view of those interviewed at PCC (two councillors and three senior 

staff) was that a significant and relevant history existed well before the State 

Government’s 1993 reforms which helped prepare and motivate the Council for the 

more strategic approach introduced by the new legislative scheme. In the main this 

preparation was attributed to development pressure applied to the area from the late 

1970s and the need for PCC to take an active advocacy role with the State 

Government and its agencies to ensure the provision of necessary infrastructure. 

The following few excerpts reveal this: 

 

My opinion is that Penrith was under such pressure at that time, grappling 

with the you know 6 and 7 per cent growth rates, getting out there and 

arguing with politicians and agencies and so forth irrespective of what 

colour the council was to get these absolutely essential things to make this 

community work…there wasn’t a lot of room for you know kind of frivolous 

or destructive behaviour, like the things were so plainly commonly, you 

could see what was needed and it didn’t really matter whether you were 

Labor, Liberal or Independent that was so bloody plain you could see you 
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had to go out and fight for it. (Bruce McDonald, Deputy General Manager & 

Director of City Strategy, Interview May 2004, 8).  

 

Penrith has been a sort of development focused Council and I suppose 

because it has been a rural focus Council it has had a lot of issues thrown at 

it, and consistently thrown at it which it has had to resolve and I suppose 

that in itself makes you think beyond the next year and beyond the four-year 

term and look into the future. (Ross Fowler, Councillor, Interview 2004, 3). 

 

For us the council really did start sitting down and looking at where the city 

was going, what were the issues that were fundamental to the city, were we 

any longer just going to be kept into the government’s programme of rolling 

out housing without proper response. How were we going to come to terms 

with new communities being formed, what the consequences were for where 

people were going to work.  You know what were the, you know, 

community’s needs likely to be socially, environmentally, economically so 

they really started to take a turn towards looking at issues for the city as 

distinct from housekeeping the city. (Alan Stoneham, Director City Planning, 

Interview 2004, 4) 

 

Having worked here for, since ‘86 you do get that view, you know, you are 

something different and you have to look after yourself and that is very 

strong here and a strong history of that. There has been many battles won. 

(Helen Lowndes, Manager Corporate Development, Interview 2004, 11). 

 

The observation by Councillor Fowler above indicates that there was also a growing 

understanding at the elected representative level that community building required a 

long term view; longer even than the four-year local government electoral cycle. 
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A second factor in PCC’s pre-1993 preparation was an unfavourable performance 

audit conducted by the Department of Local Government in 1987 (McDonald, 

Interview May 2004). McDonald noted that the key thrust of the report was a 

criticism of council management and its lack of a strategic approach. McDonald 

took this to mean sufficient and effective forward planning. McDonald observed: 

 

The inference for us to take a strategic approach was given by an inspection 

that we received, part of the routine set of inspections that the Local 

Government Department conducted in that age and the organisation was 

criticised within that report for a lack of strategic approach. That was the 

main thrust of the report. (McDonald, Interview May 2004, 1). 

 

Stoneham, who was Deputy Chief Planner at the time of the audit (Interview 2004), 

indicated that the audit triggered significant change in the organisation, specifically 

related to improving long-term planning. He also observed that the audit created a 

sense of crisis and a need to refresh the organisation and its approach. This sense 

was shared between senior staff and councillors. Stoneham stated: 

 

So a group of about 15 or 20 of us sat around a big committee meeting room 

with the Mayor of the day and probably 7 or 8 councillors and there was a 

discussion centred on, they had a paper before them obviously talking about 

reform and why reform was needed. (Stoneham, Interview 2004, 2). 

 

McDonald also told this story (Interview June 2004) and Lowndes (Interview 2004) 

observed: 

 

Okay when the local government inspectors came through and we got a 

fairly, not a very good report card from the local government -  in fact I have 

still got a copy of it here with all the hundred and something 
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recommendations…In effect they said, “you have got to get your act together 

senior management and start operating on a strategic level”, then out of that 

then came, look what is the strategic issues that we need to address in the 

city and out of that came 1988 the first if you like strategic plan for the city.  

Then we did another one about 1990. I think this all pre-dates the new Act 

coming in. (Lowndes, Interview 2004, 4). 

 

The significance of this history is how it has motivated PCC to develop its strategic 

capacity in order to respond to the perceived crises of development pressure and 

regulatory criticism.  This influence was expressed by McDonald (Interview June 

2004) when he stated: 

 

The point I would make around that is though, that the councils are entitled 

to see their role and function differently because they are all different places. 

I mean our view is no doubt then shaped by our experience and our 

experience has been one of seeing really rapid growth, rapid change and 

severe shortage in many cases, absolute shortage, overcrowded schools… a 

need for a new school is so, obvious that why isn’t, you know someone has to 

go out there and fight for that new school or whatever it might be. The roads 

are falling to bits, they are not big enough and we have been through that 

period. And I think that has taken us to a position as well where our function 

is much more than just looking after the things we regularly and normally 

concede to be the role of local council. (McDonald, Interview June 2004, 9). 

 

Similar observations were made by all those interviewed (see Stoneham 2004, 17; 

Fowler 2004, 3; Lowndes 10-11; Sheehy 2004, 19). One of the elements of strategic 

capacity is developing strategy from a broad perspective which takes into account 

all aspects of the community. PCC’s history as described above has driven this 
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broader role with a clear impact on its strategising. As Stoneham (Interview 2004) 

notes: 

 

What we have got though is a willingness on the part of the council or the 

elected representatives to see that our city is far more than roads and rates 

and rubbish; that it  has an economic being, social cultural being and an 

environmental being. (Stoneham, Interview 2004, 17). 

 

This approach to conceptualising the City as constituted by different facets well 

beyond the normal remit of local government, and supporting each facet with 

strategies and actions, became a defining characteristic of strategic plans produced 

by PCC (Penrith City 2000+ - Strategic Plan 2000 – 2004). McDonald (Interview 

June 2004) underscored the vital role the model of the City has played in much of 

the broader strategy development undertaken. He stated: 

 

The model which was used was the model of the city and it was a model of 

Penrith. It recognised that Penrith was part of the bigger region so some of 

the issues we had to deal with were regional. It recognised that there was an 

environment; it recognised that we had an economy; it recognised that there 

was a society here that had issues, had you know, its needs. And issues had 

to be addressed. And it recognised very importantly that all of those things 

were supported by the infrastructure that the city had…And couple that with 

the idea that the 93 Act really did make a fundamental change in that it made 

a council formally the custodian of the city and that brought in a broader 

brief…brought in the notion of leadership. So it brought in the notion of 

advocating for things that others had to supply… And I think they are the big 

changes. But the conceptual model we had of the city allowed any issue 

really to be uncovered or unravelled so council could decide to not engage 

in it, it could decide to engage in it directly or it could decide to engage in it 
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through advocacy or other // overt means. (McDonald, Interview June 2004, 

5). 

 

Thus for PCC the impact of the new strategic management regime was not as 

significant as it might otherwise have been. Even from a councillor’s point of view, 

the transition experience was described in quite low key terms, indicating that 

Council was already on a strategic path and the new Act served to bring some 

additional planning discipline and reinforce the policy role of councillors. Fowler 

stated: 

 

I think we had taken some steps towards the genesis of what the new Act was 

trying to generate I suppose so I think we were probably thinking 

strategically, a lot more strategically than the average council.  (Fowler, 

Interview 2004, 4-5). 

 

In part this smooth transition was linked to another factor which attracted comment 

from each of those interviewed. Research participants made reference to the 

influence of Bruce McDonald, Deputy General Manager and Director of City 

Strategy at PCC whom they described as driving PCC’s strong strategic agenda 

from the early 1990s. Stoneham stated: 

 

Yeah it was the early ‘90s I think where that organisational culture started to 

question a whole lot of whys. I have to say I think it was Bruce that started to 

lead that charge back then and that became pronounced in ‘92,’ 93…but 

nevertheless it created the position whereby Bruce moved into more of a city 

strategy role and that was the first time anyone had been given that 

responsibility beyond land use planning and that gave him management plan 

responsibilities, strategic plan responsibilities and that really did start the 

ball rolling quicker…(Stoneham, Interview 2004, 5). 
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Lowndes (Interview 2004) described McDonald’s influence on developing and 

pushing a more strategy driven approach as very significant, also indicating that he 

had the full support of the relevant general managers both at the time and since. 

Lowndes’ specific description of McDonald was that he was ‘…a visionary if you 

like, strategist for the Council…’ (Lowndes, Interview 2004, 25). 

 

The two councillors, Sheehy and Fowler, who have been elected representatives at 

PCC since 1987 and 1991 respectively, also confirmed McDonald’s influence in the 

strategy role. Fowler stated ‘Bruce is undoubtedly one of the more strategic fingers 

in the organisation and has been for a number of years. So that is his history here, 

his passion…’ (Fowler, Interview 2004, 2). Sheehy nominated both McDonald and 

the current general manager as key strategic enablers, commenting on both their 

vision and ability to work well together (Sheehy, Interview 2004, 18). Even 

McDonald himself realised the significant role he had played and commented ‘…I 

would be vain enough to say that I was probably one of those drivers…’ 

(McDonald, Interview June 2004, 11). 

 

In terms of barriers, none were identified by the research participants as significant. 

McDonald (Interview May 2004) did describe two constraints, the first relating to 

the level of knowledge and understanding in the local government sector of 

strategic planning. He stated: 

 

[there] were not too many people [who] really understood these terms 

strategic management, strategic planning so it was a learning curve and in 

many ways that set the scene for how we progressed. To use a phrase I 

borrowed – building the ship while we were sailing it. (McDonald, Interview 

May 2004, 2). 
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Stoneham (Interview 2004) also identified this constraining issue. The second 

constraint was described as follows: 

 

[the first strategic plan] prepared against a background of the way we sort of 

structured our estimates and budget so it reflected those kind of internal 

arrangements rather than standing back and taking an overview of what the 

city itself it comprised, the city we were managing comprised and organising 

our thoughts around that. They [the new strategies] organised themselves 

around our own internal systems, largely accounting systems as a 

consequence of which the address of the issues was somewhat disconnected 

and in my opinion quite incomplete looking at it in retrospect. (McDonald, 

Interview May 2004, 2). 

 

However McDonald (Interview June 2004) also described a positive aspect of these 

early learning challenges, stating:  

 

But the great benefit was that we started making plans and we learnt how to 

make them better, we learnt how to apply them better and with that we also 

started to look around at some of the buzz words of the day if you like, at 

how we organised ourselves internally to do things again 

differently…(McDonald, Interview June 2004, 3). 

 

By the second half of the 1990s PCC was on a sustained path of improvement in 

relation to its approach. It decided on a strategic planning framework that involved 

the development of a strategic plan with long term, ten-year goals for the City, with 

each goal supported by a four-year statement of outcomes. (McDonald, Interview 

May 2004, 4; Lowndes, Interview 2004, 3). The plan then cascaded down into a 

strategic program which coincided with Council’s four-year election cycle and 
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incorporated the four-year outcomes selected by the in-coming council as its 

election term priorities and objectives.  

 

The four-year strategic program, which McDonald also described as ‘term 

objectives’ (McDonald, Interview May 2004, 4), meaning the objectives relevant to 

the term of the new council, was then taken down one further level to become the 

more detailed annual operating plan that included information on specific actions, 

assigned accountabilities, budget and timeframe (Lowndes, Interview 2004, 2-3). 

This cascading interlinked structure can be readily discerned on review of the 

relevant document set (Penrith City 2000+ - Strategic Plan 2000 – 2004; Penrith 

City Council 2000 – 2005 Strategic Program; Penrith City 200+ Management Plan 

2002 – 2003). 

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the initial attempts at developing strategic capacity, the enablers and 

barriers experienced by PCC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 4 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Approaching Strategic Capacity theme at PCC  

Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Theme – Approaching Strategic Capacity 

Enablers Barriers 

Sense of community crisis shared by 

elected representatives and senior staff. 

Strategic management and strategic 

planning knowledge and understanding 

not prevalent in the local government 

sector in late 1980s. 

Department of Local Government audit 

requiring strategic responsiveness. 

First attempts at strategising constrained 

by focus on internal systems and budget. 

Internal advocate (McDonald) respected  



 182

by elected representatives and staff 

championing the strategic agenda. 

Rapid urbanisation requiring Council to 

consider social, environmental and 

economic aspects of community 

development. 

Understanding by elected representatives 

of need for long term and broad 

approach to community building. 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

PCC articulated a crisis trigger made up of a combination of critical community 

infrastructure shortfalls in the context of rapid growth imposed by the State 

Government along with a poor audit result which highlighted the need for much 

improved and longer term planning. This sense of crisis was clearly shared by both 

the senior staff and councillors. At the same time there was a realisation that with 

such rapidly growing communities, a broader understanding of, and response to, the 

social, environmental and economic needs of the emerging communities was 

necessary. This resulted in PCC taking a broad approach to its role and developing a 

practice of strong advocacy on behalf of its community.  

 

The criticality of the task of community building and managing the impacts of rapid 

change from rural to urban living resulted in galvanising the Council at the elected 

level with a force that left little room ‘…for you know kind of frivolous or 

destructive behaviour… it didn’t really matter whether you were Labor, Liberal or 

Independent that was so bloody plain you could see you had to go out and fight for 

it. (McDonald, Interview May 2004, 8). This force of change was complemented by 

a realisation amongst elected representatives that such change required a long term 
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approach to strategy. The strategic cause was also championed by McDonald (Chief 

City Planner at the time of the reforms and subsequently Deputy General Manager), 

and his significant influence in pushing a strategic agenda was acknowledged by 

both senior staff and councillors.  

 

The impact of the 1993 strategic management reforms from a strategic capacity 

perspective was quite minor for PCC, other than serving to reinforce the role of the 

Council as City custodian, as they had already commenced the development of a 

more strategic approach some years earlier. It seems that the effect of the dual crisis 

trigger was to give PCC a clear understanding and motivation to begin the task of 

developing their strategic capacity. In so doing McDonald (Interview May 2004) 

noted that there was not a lot of understanding of strategic management or planning 

in the sector at that early stage and that initially strategising by PCC was 

constrained by working within the boundaries of existing accounting systems and 

budgets. 

 

The transition circumstances for PCC effectively reframed the view of councillors 

and senior staff regarding the role of the Council from, as Stoneham (Interview 

2004) described, developing rather than housekeeping the City. This transformation 

in perspective was aided by a shared sense of urgency given infrastructure shortfalls 

and a view that it was up to PCC to become the relevant community advocate. As 

Lowndes (Interview 2004, 11) observed ‘…you have to look after yourself…’. This 

transformed perspective, powered also by McDonald championing the strategic 

agenda, brought about a realisation that the City rather than the functions of the 

organisation was the unit of planning on which to focus. This resulted in an 

extended conceptualisation of the City as multi-facetted, informing a broader and 

more future oriented program of strategising. As Fowler (Interview 2004, 3) noted 

‘…[it] makes you think beyond the next year and beyond the four-year term and 

look into the future.’ 
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The transition that took place at Eurobodalla Shire Council, while not characterised 

by quite the sense of urgency as was the case for PCC, was nonetheless a result of 

clear and compelling changes and insights articulated by senior staff and accepted 

by elected representatives. However these changes took some time after the 1993 

reforms to develop significant momentum. 

 

Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

The main transition for ESC in terms of a significant strategic shift occurred several 

years after the introduction of the 1993 reforms. For a number of years ESC 

maintained the statutory management plan required under the then new legislation 

and used it to capture both strategy and tasks in a manner similar to the pre-1993 

period (Brown, Interview 2004). In part this was due to the General Manager, James 

Levy, who had been with the council for 18 years at the time of interview (Levy, 

Interview 2004, 2) and was regarded as having a focus on strategy (Brown, 

Interview 2004, 8; Pollock, Interview 2004, 6). However pressure mounted from 

two key drivers demanding a more sophisticated forward planning and community 

building approach by Council from the mid to late 1990s (Salan, Interview 2004, 

13). The first of these was development pressures, given a rapidly growing 

population in the Shire (Salan, Interview 2004). This observation is supported by 

the five-year average population growth figure for the Shire which in 2005/06  was 

1.86 per cent compared to PCC at 0.28 per cent (DLG 2007a, 15-16). The 1.86 per 

cent figure places ESC in the top twenty per cent of local government area growth 

rates (DLG 2007, 15-17). 

 

The other allied factor which demanded a stronger strategic approach was explained 

by Salan (Interview 2004) when he stated: 
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I think the natural, the value of the natural environment is very clear as well, 

very much like the Blue Mountains…we’re virtually a coastal development 

surrounded by state forest and those are the values that drew the people to 

the place in the first instance and they are the things that // place a real 

priority on the strategic plan and getting the planning right. I mean the 

North Coast is a great lesson to us about what can happen where you have a 

pristine environment and it’s been challenged by development and we’ve 

made a real emphasis in here on trying to avoid the North Coast type 

scenario by putting as many things in place as we possibly can to maintain 

the integrity of the place. (Ransce Salan, Manager Sustainable Development, 

Interview 2004, 12). 

 

Salan went on to observe that the Eurobodalla Shire is known as the Nature Coast 

and that preserving the natural environment is central to the Council’s strategic 

planning philosophy and community expectations (Salan, Interview 2004, 12). This 

position was expanded on by another staff member, underscoring ESC’s broader 

and more holistic approach to strategising the Shire: 

 

I think partly because of where we live and the fact that most people choose 

to live here because of environmental attributes, and there’s a regardless of 

your persuasions over development needs I think even the most devoted 

developer is genuinely concerned about retaining what it is that makes 

people want to live here. I hope I’m right there, I want to believe that yeah. 

But a vast majority of people that live here I think are concerned about the 

environment and want to protect it as well… but I must say that with 

strategic planning we see it as one component only and the various 

environments, social, economic, cultural they’re all as important as the 
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ecological and natural environmental issues. (Allen Grimwood, Leader 

Strategic Unit, Interview 2004, 12) 

 

Grimwood also argued that expectations of Council by an influential population of 

residents from Canberra (Australia’s capital city located about one hundred 

kilometres inland, many residents from which visit the Eurobodalla Shire as it is the 

closest coastal town), who were also part-time residents of the Eurobodalla Shire 

and many ultimately retirees, demanded a high level of strategic attention to the 

environment. He stated: 

 

Yeah well I reckon a lot of it’s because of driven by the community, there’s a 

community here particularly our relationship with Canberra and I believe 

Canberra’s sense of ownership over the south coast is quite strong and I 

think they have a fairly high level of education and understanding… and 

there’s an appreciation of environmental issues (Grimwood, Interview 2004, 

13). 

 

By about 1997 the management plan started to reach its limit as a strategic 

instrument, given the pressures and changes. Tegart (Interview 2004) described the 

need to change as moving away from a focus by Councils on legal requirements and 

organisational functions which constrained thinking and planning to a narrow, short 

term activity. He acknowledged driving a new vision of strategy in the organisation 

from 1997, which focused on integrating strategy into one plan, that reflected the 

desired position of the Shire in the longer term rather than what he characterised as 

a list of engineering jobs or series of tasks (Tegart, Interview 2004, 4,5,11). He was 

critical of what he described as the traditional local government approach of 

thinking first about roads, footpaths, waste and so on rather than what he referred to 

as drivers of liveability and amenity (Tegart, Interview 2004, 11). The following 

excerpts demonstrate this: 
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[Planning] was focused on what we have to do statutorily and that became a 

strategic plan so there was no real thinking in terms of how are we going to 

improve what we do or how are we going to change what we do for the 

betterment of our effort and the ultimate benefit of the community. (Peter 

Tegart, Director Environment, Planning and Administrative Services, 

Interview 2004, 6). 

 

But we are finally I think shaking away from being legislation focused – 

here’s what we have to do because the legislation says to do it – to what we 

should be doing in terms of the future of the Shire. (Tegart, Interview 2004, 

6). 

 

We think wrong about strategy. I think strategy needs to be more about 

positioning where a shire should be and where the organisation should be in 

that positioning. (Tegart, Interview 2004, 18). 

 

The understanding that the traditional local government role did not necessarily and 

inevitably result in better communities seems to have been well accepted by ESC 

planning staff and shared with the two elected members interviewed at ESC. Salan 

summarised the position in terms of the broader role of ESC in the following way: 

 

So yeah it [ESC’s role] comes from a much broader perspective than just to 

say we’re about roads, rates and rubbish. I think that we’ve moved a long 

way from that and actually see it about being people and better living which 

is part of our vision you know. (Salan, Interview 2004, 18). 

 

He went on to specify various areas of community development and community 

building that ESC was already actively involved in including a strategy for the 
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aging population, advocating for sustainable transport, tackling youth 

unemployment, improving education opportunities, reducing urban sprawl, 

increasing tourism, attracting professional people to the Shire, improving 

telecommunications, giving the Shire a cultural presence, protecting and preserving 

the area’s biodiversity and building a world class sporting centre (Salan, Interview 

2004, 19-22).  

 

Thomson (Interview 2004) was accepting of this broader role of local government, 

regarding ESC as having a duty to advocate on behalf of the community on many 

issues beyond the traditional property-to-services role.  He commented ‘Well I 

guess what I have sort of noticed so far is that local government is the first port of 

call in a community, got a problem go to your local council.’ (Fergus Thomson, 

Mayor, Interview 2004, 17). Similarly Pollock (Interview 2004) emphasised the 

importance of the community leadership and advocacy role of the Council for all 

aspects of community life. He gave an example about the need for ESC to advocate 

for a regional hospital in the Shire stating‘…we should be doing everything we 

possibly can to achieve that and we are so that’s great.’ (Rob Pollock, Councillor, 

Interview 2004, 21). 

 

In response to the need for a new approach to structuring and broadening ESC’s 

strategic platform, the management plan, which had been reflective of organisation 

functions, was re-conceptualised in about 2000, using the framework from the State 

of the Environment Report (Brown, Interview 2004, 3). The State of the 

Environment Report is a statutory document that the 1993 Act required councils to 

prepare annually (section 403 Local Government Act 1993). It focused on the range 

of environmental pressures and solutions for all facets of the environment. Brown 

described this change as follows: 
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We joined with the ACT Australian Capital Regional Councils for the 

preparation of the State of the Environment Report. Now at the time there 

was 16 local government areas participating in the project along with the 

ACT government - the commissioner of the environment office coordinated 

that project and Peter Tegart [ESC’s Director Environment, Planning and 

Administrative Services] had quite a bit to do with it’s concept….it’s 

development and expansion into what it became, which was issues focused 

sort of land quality and water quality, land use, water use. And looking at 

those key issue headings anyway we were very, very happy with the way that 

that model worked and we could see that it would be very easy to reconsider 

the way we look at the quality of the strategic issues under those headings. 

So we decided the only way we were really going to get a comprehensive 

consistent alignment, because we need to bring state of environment 

planning into our management plan as well as social planning issues into 

our management plan, the integration issues are quite difficult ones so we 

decided that we would adopt that model… So essentially it is the state of the 

shire rather than the state of the environment because it incorporates the 

community well being as well as the asset issues. (Fiona Brown, Planner, 

Interview 2004, 3). 

 
However this breakthrough did not excite all relevant managers. As a barrier, 

Brown indicated that many managers were not interested in taking a corporate and 

strategic approach and were only focused on their ‘…own little world.’ (Brown, 

Interview 2004, 4). Tegart (Interview 2004) also acknowledged the difficulty in 

changing peoples’ thinking to this sort of strategic frame and to a longer term 

perspective. He observed: 

 

I think right across local government there is still this immediacy issue that 

things have to go in this year and we’ve only budget for next year and it’s 
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still a very, very difficult thing get people’s minds to sort of cross that 

barrier into even the first 5 years when you talk 10, 15 years it’s beyond 

those political terms beyond most peoples capacity to even think that far out 

and particularly when you are not seeing results in a period of time. (Peter 

Tegart, Director Environment, Planning and Administrative Services, 

Interview 2004, 13). 

 

As with PCC, ESC also had an influential individual who was characterised as a 

key strategic enabler for the Council – Peter Tegart, Director Environment, 

Planning and Administrative Services. When asked about strategic enablers, Salan 

commented: 

 

To tell you the truth I think it’s in part due to the fact that a lot of the things 

that had gone on in recent years perhaps have been driven by people other 

than strategic planners…A lot of the coastal capacity planning, a lot of the 

theory that went into the sustainable living policy, a lot of that perhaps is to 

the credit of people like Peter Tegart who comes from an accountancy type 

background rather than a strategic planning background. (Salan, Interview 

2004, 6). 

 

Brown, the planner, described Tegart as ‘…very, very strong driving in a strategic 

direction…’ (Brown 2004, 8). Two of the staff interviewed also commented on the 

potential constraint of having such a strong strategic champion, partly because 

Tegart had a decisive, top down approach which could fail to bring other staff along 

on the strategic journey and ensure their participation (Salan, Interview 2004, 8; 

Brown, Interview 2004, 8). 

 

Tegart was also highly regarded in the strategic role at the political level. Councillor 

Pollock described him in the following way: 
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Tegart has got a brain like lightening. I’ve never come across that kind of 

ability in certainly in public life and probably very rarely ever in a private 

situation and I think we are incredibly lucky to have Tegart's ability to retain 

all of the relevance to you know what has to be the most complex of jobs this 

day. (Pollock, Interview 2004, 6) 

 

The challenge of staff inclusiveness was put to Tegart at interview. He seemed 

unconcerned about the issue, believing it to be a lack of understanding by those 

staff that were slower moving to the view about the primacy of amenity and 

liveability. His point of reference was the General Manager, Councillors and the 

community whom he claimed agreed with his approach (Tegart, Interview 2004, 

30). 

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the development of strategic capacity, the enablers and barriers 

experienced by ESC during their transition phase are summarised in the Table 

below. 

 
Table 5 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Approaching Strategic Capacity theme at ESC 

Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Theme – Approaching Strategic Capacity 

Enablers Barriers 

Strong sense of environmental 

stewardship by senior staff of the Shire 

and accepted by elected representatives, 

amplified by an environmentally active 

community resulting in environment as 

Traditional local government perspective 

which was based on legal requirements 

rather than community outcomes – 

persistent wrong thinking about strategy 

as tasks rather than future position of the 
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ESC strategy platform.  Shire. 

Challenge to traditional local 

government role by Tegart resulting in a 

broad view of role of ESC – the 3 Rs 

replaced with notion of liveability and 

amenity. 

Internal strategic advocate (Tegart) 

potentially failing to adequately involve 

staff in the strategy process. 

Some strategic leadership by General 

Manager over a long period including in 

the lead-up to 1993. 

Managers remaining focused on their 

own areas and reluctance of managers to 

think and contribute corporately. 

Internal advocate (Tegart) well regarded 

by a number of councillors and senior 

staff, championing the strategic agenda 

with support from the General Manager. 

Difficulty changing thinking to longer 

term time frame. 

Mayor (Thomson) and Councillor 

Pollock strong supporters of broad 

advocacy/leadership role for ESC for all 

aspects of the community. 

 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

While it was acknowledged that the General Manager James Levy brought a 

strategic approach to the Council from the time before 1993, it was more reflective 

of organisation structure rather than the priority needs of the Shire. It was generally 

agreed that a significantly strengthened and more integrated commitment to strategy 

which reflected broader facets of the community emerged in the late 1990s. A 

strong sense of environmental stewardship of the area powered by an 

environmentally active community and allied development pressures were the key 

drivers for motivating the development of strategic capacity along with the 

influence of Peter Tegart, ESC’s Director Environment, Planning and 
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Administrative Services. In relation to this change Brown (Interview 2004, 3) 

described the epiphanic experience of conceptualising the state of the shire based on 

the structure of the state of the environment report, adding in the necessary social 

and infrastructure issues. This brought a broad strategic platform to plan for the 

Nature Coast, the epithet used to signify the area and its environmental character.  

 

From 1997, Tegart, ESC’s Director Environment, Planning and Administrative 

Services, was acknowledged by senior staff and councillors as advocating, and 

sometimes demanding, the adoption of a more strategic approach. Tegart’s idea was 

to contextualise ESC services and operations as expressions of specific human 

needs related to liveability and amenity rather than a series of traditional services-

to-property. This approach brought a more holistic notion of community needs, with 

all facets of community seen as important and incorporated into strategic planning 

approaches (Grimwood, Interview 2004, 12). Environment was described as the 

central planning philosophy with fundamental connections to many other aspects of 

community life  such as sustainable transport, youth unemployment, tourism and so 

on (Salan, Interview 2004, 19-22). This broader conception of the role of the 

Council was generally supported by the elected representatives interviewed (Fergus 

2004, 17; Pollock 2004, 21). 

 

Two staff members (Salan, Interview 2004, 8; Brown, Interview 2004, 8) did raise 

the issue of Tegart as the champion of strategy having a potentially negative aspect 

and this was the failure to sometimes bring staff and managers along on the 

strategic change journey. While both acknowledged the net strategic benefit of 

Tegart’s influence, it suggests that strong strategy advocates could be both an 

enabler and barrier to strategic capacity depending on their method of operation. 

 

Barriers to the development of strategic capacity were also identified. This included 

a reluctance of managers to act corporately and only focus on their areas (Brown, 
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Interview 2004) as well as the challenge of moving to a five to fifteen year time 

frame to consider future issues and responses (Tegart, Interview 2004). 

 

In terms of strategic capacity, the data suggest that the status quo of a functional 

approach to strategy was maintained for a few years following the 1993 reforms. A 

combination of external pressures and the commitment of Tegart to a new 

conceptualisation of strategy resulted in ESC adopting a broader and more 

comprehensive approach to forecasting and strategising all facets of community. 

The evidence does not suggest that the reforms themselves were any sort of 

immediate watershed for ESC; rather they played a background role to an on-going 

strategy maturation process, hastened by the external and internal influences 

discussed above. 

 

The lack of immediate impact resulting from the reforms was also the experience of 

Cessnock City Council. Coupled with this was a degree of uncertainty about the 

relevant motivators. 

 

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

Of the six interview participants at Cessnock City Council (two councillors, three 

senior staff and one planning officer), all but one (a councillor) had been with the 

Council for many years and certainly prior to 1993. However a clear picture of the 

drivers of the transition from an ad-hoc, year-to-year method of operation towards a 

strategic management model envisaged by the 1993 reforms was more difficult to 

elicit than was the case at PCC or ESC. 

 

Whilst the management reforms mandated a minimum three-year management plan 

(section 403 Local Government Act 1993), for CCC this seems to have remained 
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very operationally focused until the late 1990s (Cowan, Interview 2004). Colin 

Cowan, the CCC General Manager, confirmed this and explained that the drivers 

for changing to longer term planning were only evident to him five to six years ago 

(that is five or six years prior to the time of interview). He stated: 

 

Obviously the changing environment I think 5, 6 or so years ago things were 

fairly staid, there wasn’t a lot of change and obviously about that time the 

momentum and the pace of change both externally and internally started to 

become obvious and it became obvious that as a result of that we couldn’t 

simply base our progress on operational thinking. We really had to be much 

more strategic…(Colin Cowan, General Manager, Interview 2004, 2). 

 

This change in thinking resulted in a first strategic plan being published in 1999 

(Our People Our Place Our Future: Cessnock City Council, 1999) with a planning 

horizon of about ten years (Gogarty, Interview 2004, 4). When asked more 

specifically about the drivers for change Cowan cited a growth in local tourism, the 

impact on the area as a result of ready access from Sydney and Cessnock’s growing 

popularity as a lifestyle city (Cowan, Interview 2004, 3). Yet it is hard to place 

these changes in the context of Cowan’s perception of timing; that is a stable 

environment until about the late 1990s with these cited factors only emerging then. 

Cessnock’s five-year population growth figure in 1995/96 was 0.66 per cent (DLG 

undated) and had declined in 1999/2000 to 0.27 per cent (DLG 2001b). While 

tourism was on the rise, figures for the Cessnock local government area suggest a 

steady annual increase from 1995 with major stepped increases occurring later in 

2001 and again in 2005 (Cessnock City Council Tourism Statistics, undated).  

 

Cowan also made reference to internal drivers and he explained that these related to 

the growing complexity of the organisation and the greater need for transparency in 

evaluating priorities and programs (Cowan, Interview 2004, 4). Mortomore, the 
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Director of Strategic and Community Services at CCC, confirmed that up to about 

1995/96 Council was managed on quite a short term basis. He stated: 

 

I mean prior to that it really was from year to year but yeah it was kind of 

well what are we going to do next year. When it was budget time you sat 

down and worked out what you were going to do next year. You certainly 

didn’t look what you were going to do the year after or whatever and you 

didn’t look at what you were going to do as in where it was taking the place 

as a whole. (Bernie Mortomore, Director Strategic and Community Services, 

Interview 2004, 5). 

 

Mortomore characterised the last ten years as taking a more programmed approach 

and attempting to take a five-year rather than one-year view, giving the example of 

moving to a five-year roads program (Mortomore, Interview 2004, 3). He 

commented that the last five or so years had the benefit of the 1999 strategic plan 

and its revised version of a couple of years later (Our People Our Place), both of 

which set out some broader goals for the area (Mortomore, Interview 2004, 3-4). 

When asked about what specifically had driven the transition to a more strategic 

posture, he was somewhat tentative. He responded: 

 

I don’t really know. I think it was just something that we, I mean I don’t 

know if it was directly attributable to you know the changes in the legislation 

and it probably had some influence on it or whether it was just a change in 

the way that we started to think in terms of we need to be more long term. So 

I really couldn’t tell you which way it is…(Mortomore, Interview 2004, 5). 

 

A short time later on the same issue he stated ‘…as I said, whether it was us 

changing the way that we approach things, certainly Col [Colin Cowan, General 
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Manager] was a driver of it but whether it was his idea or whether it came up in 

discussion I can’t recall I will be honest with you.’ (Mortomore, Interview 2004, 5) 

 

Towards the end of his interview he acknowledged more directly the General 

Manager’s role in pushing for a more strategic approach when he stated: 

 

Well I tend to agree that it quite often is the individuals that are the catalyst 

for it and I guess we have been rather fortunate that Colin has some views 

that, you know that’s where we need to be heading and quite obviously your 

influence depends on where you are // in the organisation, you know when 

your general manager is saying well yes we need to be doing these things 

then the organisation whether it likes it or not has to at least take some steps 

in that direction. (Mortomore, Interview 2004, 26). 

 

Council’s Manager Corporate Development and Projects, Peter Gogarty, echoed 

Mortomore’s sense of timing in terms of starting to move away from a short term 

focus around 1995/96 and pursue a decision to develop a longer term view of where 

the local government area should be headed (Gogarty, Interview 2004, 3). He was 

clear that the decision to move to a more strategic approach was management rather 

than councillor initiated but was unsure what motivated the management decision 

(Gogarty, Interview 2004, 3). He stated: 

 

I suppose the GM was probably fairly instrumental in it and I think some of 

that is probably behind his thinking about getting me involved in doing a lot 

more of that work. And one of the directors in particular has got a fairly 

good strategic view of the universe is a good strategic thinker. I think the 

others probably weren’t overly interested and probably still aren’t. (Peter 

Gogarty, Manager Corporate Development and Projects, Interview 2004, 3). 
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Yet Gogarty’s description of the General Manager’s early enthusiasm to embrace 

this more strategic approach seems to detract from Cowan’s credible intentions as 

much as highlight them (Gogarty, Interview 2004). He stated: 

 

I sat down with the GM, he trotted off to a course run by Canberra Uni 

around about then. I can’t think what it was called but it was basically on 

strategic planning… Colin went off to that got all fired up and enthused and 

got some ideas, came back with a book by a bloke called Bryson, John 

Bryson you have read that one which again is pretty from my point of view 

it’s good stuff but it’s pretty it’s bread and butter, you know approach to 

strategic planning which I think probably is good for a lot of people. It leads 

you through it but Colin was very fired up about that kind of methodology…I 

had a fair bit of involvement in how the document [the first strategic plan] 

looked and read in the end and at some point, and I’m not quite sure how it 

worked, happened by accident or by design but it didn’t, Colin I think had 

the view early on that we should have this 20 year you know a 20, 20 sort of 

thing which I always thought was a bit too cliché for me this sort of, and in 

the end we called it something entirely different but we never got a 20 year 

horizon. (Gogarty, Interview 2004, 3). 

 

Lock, CCC’s planner, acknowledged that in the last ten years Council had become 

more professional in its approach, particularly in relation to project planning and 

implementation and community consultation, but not so the strategic plan. She 

commented: 

 

Council’s strategic plan?  I mean that again is a very broad even an airy 

fairy document if you like and you have sort of got to ask the question Is that 

something that’s just been done because it needs to be done? (Lock, 

Interview 2004, 4). 
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Generally the elected representatives were seen by Cowan (Interview 2004) and 

Mortomore (Interview 2004) as not facilitating a change to a more strategic 

approach because of their inability or unwillingness to take a longer-term view. 

Mortomore commented: 

 

…you can’t tar them all with the same brush and I wouldn’t want to do that. 

Yeah we have got a couple of councillors now that have been with us quite a 

long time and their thinking is to some degree still based on, you know, what 

it was when they were elected you know 15 to 20 years ago. Some of the 

newer ones have quite different thought processes or appear to me to have 

quite different thought process. They also have an interest in some of this 

sort of stuff whereas some of the older ones are really only interested in what 

are we going to deliver on the ground, you know they don’t, they find it 

difficult to think strategically and certainly to be able to think well this is 

where the community is going to be in 10 years time or where we think it 

should be or where it will be how are we going to take it there. (Mortomore, 

Interview 2004, 11). 

 

Cowan believed that the lack of willingness or ability to think strategically amongst 

elected representatives was more widespread than Mortomore had observed. He 

stated: 

  

I think it is getting them [councillors] to recognise the need for it [strategic 

planning] as such because people who come from say a commercial 

background or an organisational background it is something that they focus 

on and something they do. But if you are in small business, which many of 

our councillors are, or if you are say a school teacher or if you are // coal 

miner we have had our fair share of them, they simply don’t think that way. 
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It’s not part of how they think. Now recognise it is up to people like me to try 

and encourage them to think like that but it is really a culture of thinking to 

think strategically. (Cowan Interview 2004, 7). 

 

Cowan (2004) extended his view of the need to think strategically to staff also 

stating: 

 

The better people that work in this organisational operationally, aren’t good 

strategic thinkers they’re, because, I think one of the challenges - if you can 

stimulate your organisation to think and act strategically it is a great benefit. 

(Cowan, Interview 2004, 7). 

 

Davey, who had been a councillor at CCC since 1983, recalled the General 

Manager attempting to lead the change to a more strategic approach and presenting 

the first strategic plan to Council (Interview 2004). She commented: 

 

We were told we had to do it so we did it. We had very little option to vote it 

out even though we didn’t know what it was going to involve but Col drew up 

a strategic thing and you know and worked it all out and put it to us and said 

it was going to work…I certainly didn’t oppose it in any great way. (Davey, 

Interview 2004, 3). 

 

Davey ultimately expressed the view that she thought CCC’s strategic plans were 

not much more than a compliance exercise, ‘…produced because someone said you 

have got to have them.’ (Davey, Interview 2004, 32). Dyer, a councillor since 1999, 

indicated that his experience of Council approving the revised strategic plan in the 

early 2000s left him with the impression that the effort was management led and 

without a lot of councillor input (Dyer, Interview 2004, 3). He did realise that many 
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of the key issues faced by the Council required a strategic approach, that is the 

planned development of solutions over a long period. He stated: 

 

They are not things you achieve in one term, you know the employment issue 

[youth unemployment] has probably been going for 10 years. I mean unless 

we keep planning ahead for the next 20 we are not going to get what we 

want. (Richard Dyer, Councillor, Interview 2004, 2-3). 

 

As a barrier to attempting to develop strategic capacity, Gogarty put a point about 

staff quite bluntly when he said: 

 

I think the biggest challenge is that a lot of people just think it is a crock of 

shit, that you know, this is local government, we are not into this airy fairy 

strategic planning stuff. We build roads, we charge rates, we pick up rubbish 

and all the rest of this is a bit nonsensical and I think some of that is 

probably a factor of having, we got a few people towards the end of their 

careers in local government, worked their way up from rates clerks and you 

know being in local government for 35 years, 40 years and probably even 

with a new act still have an old local government act view of how we do 

business. (Gogarty, Interview 2004, 5). 

 

Added to this was a point made by Mortomore (Interview 2004) about the general 

anti-strategic history of the City itself. He explained: 

 

No I think [CCC’s planning] probably does need to be a little bit more 

towards the strategic but you have to remember where this place has come 

from as well, when it’s, you know, as I said, it is built on a coal mining 

history where, what you did physically was more important than how you 

thought about it…the miners, their tradition was, you went to work, you went 



 202

to the pub, you went home… you went to work, you went to the pub, you went 

home. You know there was nothing in between. (Mortomore, Interview 2004, 

15). 

 

There was a general acknowledgement that the 1993 reforms had made some 

positive difference to CCC’s planning attempts although these differences were not 

described with any great enthusiasm (Mortomore, Interview 2004; Gogarty, 

Interview 2004; Cowan, Interview 2004). The attempt to become more strategic 

was not helped by the fact that it was not until 2004 that the Strategic Plan and 

Management Plan (the more operational plan) were directly linked (Mortomore, 

Interview 2004, 9) 

 

Summary of Evidence 

The enablers and barriers experienced by CCC in their attempts to develop strategic 

capacity are summarised in the Table below. 
 

Table 6 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Approaching Strategic Capacity theme at 

CCC 

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Theme – Approaching Strategic Capacity 

Enablers Barriers 

1993 reforms prompted some 

improvements to planning including and 

a longer planning horizon for some 

activities. 

Ties to traditional local government role 

remained strong so little interest in 

looking beyond the 3 Rs. 

 Strategic plan not formally tied to the 

operational plan until 2004. 

 Strategic plan not considered relevant by 

elected representatives or staff. 
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 Lack of capability/willingness amongst 

councillors to think strategically. 

 Operational staff not good at strategic 

thinking. 

 Coal mining history of Cessnock 

engendering short-term approach to 

issues. 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

The influences which acted to motivate CCC towards the development of strategic 

capacity are unclear from the evidence. The effect of the 1993 reforms seemed to 

have been limited to some improvements to operational planning without any 

significant strategic impact.  

 

The attribution of strategic leadership to the General Manager in relation to CCC’s 

transition seems tentative and qualified. Certainly when discussing matters of 

embedding strategic capacity (dealt with in the following Chapter), some interview 

participants were strongly critical of what they perceived as the General Manager’s 

lack of commitment to implementation (Lock, Interview 2004, 17; Gogarty, 

Interview 2004, 10). Gogarty (Interview, 2004, 12) characterised the organisation as 

schizophrenic in that it developed the strategic plan and then failed to implement it. 

This may account for some reluctance on the part of the staff interviewed to be 

overly complimentary about the General Manager’s role in the initial attempts to 

develop strategic capacity. Certainly the General Manager failed to galvanise the 

organisation to commit to a strategic approach.  

 

The lack of formal ties between the strategic plan and operational plan 

(Management Plan) until 2004 (Mortomore, Interview 2004) suggests a lack of 
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strategic connectedness. If the strategic plan was not used to inform the annual 

operating program, then its efficacy would be seriously impaired.  

 

While both Mortomore and Cowan believed the councillors lacked the willingness 

or ability to operate strategically (Mortomore, Interview 2004; Cowan, Interview 

2004), the two elected representatives interviewed expressed the view that the 

various strategic plans were essentially a management exercise which had little 

relevance to them (Davey, Interview 2004; Dyer, Interview 2004), despite Dyer 

seeming to understand that many issues required a long-term time-frame for 

resolution (Dyer, Interview 2004, 2-3). Cowan (Interview 2004) and the other staff 

interviewed at CCC gave a measure of expression to the general lack of interest and 

capability in elements of the workforce in moving to a more strategic approach. The 

sense was that remaining true to the traditional role of local government was the 

right approach and that strategising more broadly was neither relevant nor 

necessary.  

 

Overall, there was some evidence that a transition to a more strategic approach had 

commenced (for example the development and revision of strategic plans; longer 

planning time frames for some programs and an awareness of future pressures on 

the area through population growth) but it was at a rudimentary stage of 

implementation. Nothing emerged during the research to suggest any significant 

broadening of CCC’s strategic platform, taking Council beyond the traditional local 

government role. In contrast to this, while Leichhardt Municipal Council had also 

not significantly advanced its strategic agenda, the reasons for this were clear. 
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Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

At the time of the research, it seemed that LMC had not taken any significant steps 

towards developing a more long term approach to strategy and its implementation. 

As a result, there was little in the way of attempts to develop strategic capacity to 

explore other than the experience around the development of their first strategic 

plan in 2000. The General Manager did indicate that the 1993 reforms had triggered 

some additional rigour to Council’s operational planning and budgeting but that 

otherwise looking at future direction and priorities was very cursory (Head, 

Interview Nov 2004, 3).  He believed that after a number of years of the new 

management plan requirements, Council had improved as a result of taking a more 

structured approach to such things as asset management (Head, Interview Nov 

2004, 3). He indicated that there had been a number of prior attempts between 1993 

and 2000 to develop a forward looking strategic plan but these had failed as a result 

of a lack of sufficient political consensus (Head, Interview Nov 2002, 4). Head 

explained that the current strategic plan (LMC Strategic Plan 2000 – 2005) was the 

first and had been adopted by Council with little sense of ownership as it had been 

developed as a result of a requirement in the then General Manager’s contract 

(Head, Interview Nov 2004, 4-5). 

 

The Mayor was very clear that LMC still took and maintained a short term view: 

 

But I think that part of that is that council is always going to do that; they’re 

always going to look at the short term needs. Like at the moment we’ve set 

our priorities and they’re all short term, they’re all stopping a road or 

restricting a development or whatever. They’re not necessarily long term 

and that is the hole I think we fall into because of that we don’t achieve as 
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much as we could. That takes longer than the short term stop gap stuff. 

(Alice Murphy, Mayor, Interview 2005, 4). 

 

Later in the interview the following exchange took place on the same issue: 

 

Q. In terms of this current term [of Council], do you and the other 

councillors have either implicitly or explicitly a sort of shared set of 

objectives on what you want to achieve? 

 

A. No I wouldn’t say that we did. I’d say that we’ve had some minimal 

discussion about that and I guess if you look at the election material on 

everybody that was elected it was all fairly similar say stopping a 

development and all that type of stuff, more public open space, better 

services to the community that type of stuff. But I think that that’s more of a 

discussion that we need to have because of the, the 12 different councillors 

all have 12 different views on the way forward I would say here so. (Murphy, 

Interview 2005, 5). 

 

Despite these views the Mayor accepted the importance of long-term strategy and 

strategic planning as the following exchange shows: 

 

Q. Well in terms of the sort of broad notion of strategic planning do you 

think it’s important for councils to adopt a strong strategic planning 

framework ? 

 

A. I do I think it’s fundamental and I know that we’ve had issues with it, with 

adopting plans and then sticking to them here at Leichhardt but I think so 

that you have a way forward and everybody knows how they’re working and 
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operating that it’s a really important document yeah. (Murphy, Interview 

2005, 2). 

 

McCabe (Director Environment and Community Management) stated that there 

needed to be a longer term view about the direction of the local government area 

but there was none, partly because of a lack of commitment from management, 

especially the previous General Manager, and partly because of a lack of 

understanding of strategy on the part of councillors (McCabe, Interview 2005, 7-8). 

In relation to the current strategic plan she stated  ‘…that Plan has really no impact 

on the way I do my job or how we set direction.’ (Alison McCabe, Director 

Environment and Community Management, Interview 2005, 4). She went on to 

observe that in her view the plan had neither political nor organisational ownership 

and had not been based on any significant community input (McCabe, Interview 

2005, 5, 20). She also noted that being motivated to take a more strategic focus 

suffered because of the demands of day-to-day tasks. She commented: 

 

It’s like the things that local government does it’s all too easy for us to do 

our day to day it’s too easy. And the day to day is important so unless there’s 

somebody pushing, prodding, structuring, booking in, hassling it’s too easy 

for us to get on and do our normal jobs. (McCabe, Interview 2005, 11). 

 

White, a staff member participating in a team reviewing the current strategic plan, 

also indicated that the current document had been a product of the previous General 

Manager’s performance contract and had failed to deliver any strategic benefit to 

the organisation (White, Interview 2004, 4). 

 

Councillor Sheehan, who had been the Mayor at the time the first strategic plan was 

developed, believed that the strategic plan was largely unknown to staff and 

described the organisation as very process driven rather than driven by strategy 
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(Sheehan, Interview 2005, 12). The General Manager summed up LMC’s first 

experience at attempting to agree on strategy through the strategic plan when he 

said: 

 

…but to be fair it was right yeah, we’ve done that – tick, right up onto the 

shelf and it stayed that way…[we] couldn’t even find an electronic version of 

it so that gives you a bit of an idea of where it went – nowhere. (Head, 

Interview Nov 2004, 5). 

 

McCabe summarised the tensions as councillors wanting to be all things to all 

people, a strategic plan with no ownership or relevance as well as being the product 

of a dysfunctional management team, and with no councillor commitment 

(McCabe, Interview 2005, 5-7). 

 

Summary of Evidence 

The enablers and barriers to LMC’s attempts to develop strategic capacity are 

summarised in the table below. 

 
Table 7 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Approaching Strategic Capacity theme at 

LMC 

Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Theme – Approaching Strategic Capacity 

Enablers Barriers 

Improvements to operational and asset 

management planning. 

Political focus on the detail of 

developments and the short-term. 

 Lack of political consensus preventing 

agreement/sustained commitment on 

strategic direction. 
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 First strategic plan experience negative 

for staff, irrelevant to councillors and 

motivated by a contractual requirement. 

 Elected representative saw organisation 

as process rather than strategy driven. 

 Day-to-day demands left little space for 

developing strategic approach. 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

Similarly to CCC, LMC’s experience of the 1993 reforms involved little change 

strategically, with some modest improvements to operational planning and 

budgeting. The Mayor (Murphy, Interview 2005) and the General Manager (Head, 

Interview 2005) were clear in their observations that LMC took a short-term view 

and were focused on the detail of issues such as particular development applications 

or road developments. Both attributed this short-term and narrow approach to a lack 

of political consensus, with the Mayor indicating that the nature of the Council was 

to have as many different views as councillors in terms of future direction. The 

former Mayor (Sheehan, Interview 2005) argued that the lack of strategic 

responsiveness to the 1993 reforms was largely the fault of the staff and their 

greater interest in process rather than strategy. McCabe (Interview 2005) argued 

that a busy pre-occupation with day-to-day matters precluded opportunity for 

considering strategic issues. 

 

The first strategic plan emerged in 2000 and it seemed well known that its 

motivation was the result of a contractual requirement of the previous General 

Manager. It held little relevance for staff or elected representatives and was not 

widely known in the organisation. The sense which emerged from the interviews 

was that the strategic plan was the product of a compliance exercise and delivered 
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no strategic benefit to the organisation or community. In summary the strategic 

intent of the 1993 reforms had little effect on LMC up to the time the field research 

for this thesis was conducted.  

 

Overall Analysis 

PCC’s development of strategic capacity was motivated by crisis and fuelled by an 

effective strategic campaigner. The crisis motivation came from a triumvirate of 

causes, namely an audit conducted by the sector regulator critical of PCC’s lack of 

strategic approach to forward planning for the community; high population growth 

resulting in an infrastructure shortfall; rapid urbanisation exposing the need to 

manage the social, environmental and economic aspects of the City. These issues 

unfolded in a context in which PCC, an urban fringe Council, assumed 

responsibility for the community leadership role and advocated for the necessary 

services and responses. This sense of crisis and the need for an institutional 

response by PCC was shared by both elected representatives and senior staff as was 

the realisation that remedies required a long-term approach and would need to 

address all facets of the community.  

 

The account of PCC’s transition suggests that the crisis motivation was sufficient to 

transform the view of elected representatives and senior staff about the function of 

the Council from, using Stoneham’s (Interview 2004) metaphor, City housekeeper 

to City leader, steward and paladin. This change gained momentum from 

McDonald’s role as strategic campaigner, who worked effectively with staff and 

councillors to develop, using the City as the unit of planning, the necessary strategic 

framework to formulate and prioritise objectives and programs. 

 

What is being argued here are two factors influencing the development of strategic 

capacity. First is a frame breaking change that acts to transform the view, and 
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therefore the necessary strategic response, of those in the strategy domain 

(councillors and senior staff). In the case of PCC the transformation was from 

housekeeper to house leader; in other words from the more traditional property 

services role to one of community building. The urgency of the situation was 

sufficient for elected representatives to work together and in partnership with senior 

staff. Second is the role of the strategic campaigner who adds on-going momentum 

and structure to the transformation. 

 

Applying this to ESC, there are some relevant parallels. The transformation at ESC 

did not occur quickly or in relation to a particular crisis. Rather it was a 

combination of influences also fuelled by a strategic campaigner. The dual 

pressures on Council of high community expectations in relation to environmental 

stewardship involving the preservation of the Nature Coast, the defining 

characteristic of the area, along with rapid population growth, demanded a strategic 

response beyond the traditional role of local government. With some strategic 

experience already in place with the long serving General Manager, the conditions 

were in place for Tegart, the strategic campaigner at ESC, to implement change. 

The epiphanic experience of conceptualising strategy for the Shire based on the 

issues, pressures and responses that structured ESC’s State of the Environment 

Report, coupled with Tegart’s determination to move beyond the traditional role of 

local government, transformed Council’s strategy platform.  

 

The extensive list of areas of strategy arising from this transformation (strategy for 

the aging population, advocating for sustainable transport, tackling youth 

unemployment, improving education opportunities, reducing urban sprawl, 

increasing tourism, attracting professional people to the Shire, improving 

telecommunications, giving the Shire a cultural presence, protecting and preserving 

the area’s biodiversity and building a world class sporting centre - Salan, Interview 

2004, 19-22) was an indication of the extent of the transformation that occurred. 
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This approach was supported by the elected representatives interviewed who were 

emphatic about the community leadership role of the Council and the need for their 

advocacy on all aspects of community development. 

 

The evidence is not as compelling at ESC to indicate the same sense of shared 

predicament between councillors and senior staff as was the case at PCC, 

suggesting a more management led transformation than the Penrith experience. 

Nonetheless, it is argued that there was a transformation in strategy at ESC, initiated 

by the pressures discussed above and powered by Tegart’s campaigning to take a 

long-term and holistic view of where the Shire’s liveability and amenity needed to 

be in the future, rather than focusing on a list of engineering tasks. In this 

transformation the impact of the 1993 reforms was not significant suggesting, as 

was the case at PCC, that legislative mandate alone is an insufficient 

transformational influence.  

 

The transition stories at CCC and LMC lacked any transformational elements or 

strategic campaigners. In the case of CCC there was a reluctant attribution of a 

measure of strategic leadership to the General Manager but not enough to result in 

any reframing of the role of Council. Ties to the traditional role of local government 

remained strong and elected representatives, despite citing some significant social 

issues such as high youth unemployment, favoured tangible and traditional service 

delivery to a more holistic and strategic approach. The strategic plan that was 

developed in the late 1990s lacked councillor and staff commitment and was not 

linked operationally to the programs of the Council, resulting in a disconnectedness 

between strategy and operations. The impact of the 1993 reforms and the extent of 

any transition were limited to some improvements in planning horizons for some 

activities such as road rehabilitation. There was no significant broadening or 

lengthening of the strategy platform. 
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For LMC the outcomes were similar; some improvements to operational and asset 

management planning emerged from the transition but nothing in the way of longer 

term strategy development. The development of the first strategic plan in 2000 had 

been an experience of irrelevance insofar as most of the councillors and staff were 

concerned. One senior staff member (McCabe, Interview 2005) did raise the issue 

of day-to-day matters leaving little opportunity to focus on strategic issues, 

highlighting one of the important roles of a strategic campaigner and one missing 

for LMC. 

 

The entrenched view was that the lack of political consensus across the Council 

prevented commitment to an agreed strategic direction thus continuing the status 

quo of short-termism. The elected representatives interviewed argued that a lack of 

political majority was the missing ingredient to developing political consensus and 

hence an enduring strategy platform. Neither PCC nor ESC had political majorities. 

CCC is the only case study council to have had a political majority at the time of the 

research and it has not been the solution for them in relation to the development of 

strategic capacity. 

 

The third and final factor to emerge within this theme relates to strategic 

competence which is denoted here as familiarity with the processes and concepts of 

strategic planning. In one way or another, the issue was raised at each case study 

council. At PCC the observation was around an early barrier being a lack of 

knowledge and understanding about strategic management and planning and the 

tendency for thinking to be constrained by organisational characteristics. The ESC 

commentary included managers being reluctant to operate corporately and not 

having the ability to visualise the Shire well into the future. At CCC the issue of the 

inability of elected representatives and staff to think strategically was a barrier put 

forward by the General Manager, and one of the elected representatives at LMC 

noted the preference of staff to be process rather than strategy focused. A lack of 
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strategic competence seems to have been an early factor for PCC and ESC during 

their transition, although one largely overcome, but may remain a factor for CCC 

and LMC given their continuing journey in the development of strategic capacity. 

 

Conclusion 

The evidence within this first theme suggests three factors influencing the 

development of strategic capacity: transformational influence, strategic campaigners 

and strategic competence. The research participants at the two Councils nominated 

by the expert advisers as strategic councils, PCC and ESC, had strong stories to tell 

about a transition that took the organisation and the thinking of those in the strategy 

domain to a different strategic platform. This platform embraced a broader and 

longer (from a temporal perspective) strategy set which considered community 

needs more holistically. Despite differences in the timing of this change, which had 

PCC commencing a few years before the 1993 reforms and ESC commencing a few 

years after the reforms (although arguably commencing from a higher base given 

the reputation of the then General Manager), it was a realisation from within the 

two organisations of the need for change that was the transformational influence of 

difference rather than external government fiat. In contrast to this, CCC and LMC 

lamented the resistance to developing strategic capacity which emerged from all 

quarters, and the absence of any transforming influences or strategic campaigners. 

All case study councils seemed to have had initial difficulties with knowledge and 

understanding of strategic planning, with PCC and ESC overcoming this constraint. 

 

The next step in the analysis is an examination of the different practices of 

enactment of strategic capacity or the lack of such practices. The next Chapter looks 

at these issues around the theme of embedding strategic capacity. 
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Chapter 8 - Embedding Strategic Capacity 

 

As the previous Chapter indicates, one of the patterns to emerge from the evidence 

is related to the practices around embedding strategic capacity in organisational 

strategy development and review routines and processes. Embedding such practices 

permits the on-going cultivation of strategic capacity. The practices were usually 

initiated by senior managers in order to inform and engage elected representatives, 

with varying degrees of success, in the deliberation of the major issues facing the 

council, and the possible responses to those issues. The common denominator for 

the evidence in this theme was deliberate practices that were undertaken to embed 

an on-going commitment to strategic capacity.  

 

The evidence related to practices of embedding strategic capacity emerged as the 

researcher explored with each research participant the strategy formulation and 

implementation approaches used (or attempted) in each of their organisations. 

Similarly with the first theme, this was explored around the notion of enablers and 

barriers to a continuing strategic method of operation.  

 

The format for this Chapter follows the previous one. The evidence is presented, 

summarised and discussed for each case study council in turn. At the end of the 

Chapter there is an overall analysis for the theme in which the factors influencing 

the development of strategic capacity are identified and argued. 
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Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

The involvement of councillors with senior staff at PCC in the development of 

strategy and plans significantly strengthened over time from the development of the 

first strategic plan in the late 1980s. Involvement in the development of the first 

strategic plan was described by Sheehy (Interview 2004) in the following terms: 

 

I guess in the early stages, when we were trying to sort out what was the best 

way of doing it, I think there was still significant opportunities for 

Councillors to be involved in the process but to a large extent in that first 

round and quite understandably, we were if you like, presented with a plan 

that was in some way pre-digested, so it was a plan that we did not have as 

much ownership of as perhaps we did of subsequent ones and I think under 

the circumstances that is fair enough because as Councillors many of us 

wouldn’t have an understanding of concepts and the actual mechanisms of 

putting a plan together…There was still a significant input because we, to a 

large extent, were given a lot of information as Councillors and certainly got 

the opportunity to express our view on those if you like, significant themes. 

Yes, that basically, I suppose …. so the ownership concept of, I suppose, that 

first strategic plan was not as strong but was obviously a good learning 

experience for us.  (Pat Sheehy, Councillor, Interview 2004, 3). 

 

The extent of councillor involvement and the consequential sense of ownership of 

Council’s strategic plan and program by elected representatives grew significantly 

from this first plan. When Councillors Fowler (Interview 2004) and Sheehy 

(Interview 2004) were asked about involvement in the later strategic plans and 

programs, they commented thus: 
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Without a doubt I suppose you had every opportunity that you wanted to 

make an opportunity out of…There was a full planning sort of programme 

put in place. There was a number of meetings, there was a number of 

opportunities to talk to the players within the council in terms of what they 

had in mind and where they were going, there was a number of opportunities 

to input into their discussion and also in the forum of the council. (Ross 

Fowler, Councillor, Interview 2004, 2-3). 

 

Now we are at the stage where I think I would certainly challenge any 

Councillor who said that they didn’t have significant input and ownership of 

this [Penrith City 2000 Strategic Plan] strategic plan that we developed. 

(Sheehy, Interview 2004, 4)  

 

Sheehy (Interview 2004) also commented on the role he played informally 

inducting new party political colleagues into the strategy formulation process. He 

stated: 

 

I consider it part of my obligation to this council that when I have new 

councillors elected that are ALP [Australian Labor Party] Councillors then it 

is part of my job to make sure that they understand and are supported to 

make sure they understand the way we do things. (Sheehy, Interview 2004, 

6). 

 

Certainly the view of senior staff was one of strong councillor involvement in 

strategising and formulating the strategic plan of the day, as evidenced by the 

following: 

 

Well they prepare the strategic plan. The councillors do on that retreat. We 

give them discussion papers, the general manager and the directors go away 
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and usually use myself as support staff but they literally the facilitator takes 

them through it and they write, they identify what the issues are. Now the 

corporate management team are participants in that but it is the councillors 

eventually that write it up on the board and then we take it back down and 

bring it back. So again that is a powerful means of getting their ownership 

and we have had lots of councils that come through here like hearing these 

sort of same words and they say oh, just can’t believe that you guys can do 

that get them away for a weekend to deal with these things. Well we have just 

got a history of it and it is so embedded in the place now that the new 

councillors think oh this sounds really great and the old councillors can say 

this is how we do things here and they are very proud of it too. We have just 

had a survey done, an independent survey done of our councillors, the 

outgoing and the ones that are coming in and one of the strong things is that 

they are really happy with the strategic planning process because it is, it is 

dealing with, it is tangible stuff but it is big ticket stuff which is important for 

the city. (Helen Lowndes, Manager Corporate Development, Interview 2004, 

14). 

 

The strategic plan which was a view not tied to time, a view of where this 

particular group of councillors – the council – saw the City to become…is an 

ambitious document, a visionary document if you wish. It became this 

council’s document. It was authored by councillors working in teams with 

advice from directors and managers you know. (Bruce McDonald, Deputy 

General Manager, Interview June 2004, 5). 

 

The structure of PCC’s strategic and operational planning framework as described 

by McDonald33 (Interview May 2004) was itself designed to provide a key strategic 

                                              
33 See Chapter 7 
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access point to councillors. The strategic plan cascaded down to a four year 

strategic program (Penrith City 2000+ - Strategic Plan 2000 – 2004; Penrith City 

Council 2000 – 2005 Strategic Program; Penrith City 200+ Management Plan 2002 

– 2003). Each incoming council was asked to review the long-term goals in the Plan 

and then set their goals for the four year period of their term. McDonald (Interview, 

May 2004) referred to these as term objectives. The four year strategic program 

incorporated these term objectives and elected representatives then worked with 

managers to shape the program of activities and services in order to deliver the 

outcomes as set by Council (McDonald, Interview May 2004). Even for the annual 

operating plan (the Management Plan) councillors remained actively involved, 

setting the operational agenda to ensure a strong link back to their term objectives 

and four year strategic program. The following exchange indicates this: 

 

Q. Are the councillors involved at this level [management plan] or is it 

largely up to the managers? 

 

A. No, no, the councillors are deeply involved with this level, and there are a 

series of workshops…to make a plan in June we would probably start at the 

end of January and we have kind of headland meetings if you like - so these 

are the sorts of things that we see as being important that you need to take 

into account as you make this plan. One would be a review of that, are we 

heading down the path fast enough, are we putting our resources into the 

right areas of this, is some part of this lagging. (McDonald, Interview May 

2004, 5). 

 

McDonald (Interview, May 2004, 4) described the four year strategic program as 

the engine room that determined what Council did over the four year period. 

Lowndes (Interview 2004) explained how the strategic program and its four year 
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outcomes were constantly reinforced through the day-to-day reporting processes to 

Council. She stated: 

 

Just a little bit of diversion but it will just help you understand how the whole 

things fits into a loop here…the strategic plan becomes the backbone of the 

management plan but our business papers system [the system that formats 

reports and business papers for Council meetings] is also set up on that same 

basis. Where, where we do reports to council they are put in under the 

[relevant] master program and in fact… when you set your report up…these 

are the first questions that are asked. What is the 4 year outcome that report 

is reporting on…why are we doing this report and what does it relate to. So 

again the councillors, it is just reinforced the whole time so when they get 

that report they think oh yes, this is going to contribute to the delivery of this 

and this and this it is relevant yes, da, da, da and it keeps everybody on their 

toes if you like to delivering on those 4 year outcomes so it is like a loop we 

have developed up for everything delivering on this strategic 

plan…(Lowndes, Interview 2004, 16-17). 

 

Stoneham (Interview 2004) observed that encouraging the councillors to maintain a 

strategic focus was not just about setting term objectives and participating in 

planning forums and retreats. He stated: 

 

Keeping them at that strategic level was always and will always be the 

challenge. I mean one day they are up there and soaring with the eagles and 

then the next day they have got the phone call from the person that doesn’t, 

the garbage bin wasn’t emptied, the neighbours were playing loud music all 

night or the air conditioners. So they very quickly draw back and the reason 

that happens is often there is not an adequate management response you 

know to some of those complaints. We are not responding quickly enough 
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sometimes…The council is very quickly dragged back into but the systems 

that exist in the place and the effective orientation processes for new 

councillors really do try to keep them hovering at that level so they don’t 

come to a council meeting for example sort of raising matters of backyard 

details. (Stoneham, Interview 2004, 12).  

 

Lowndes (Interview 2004) also made this point when she observed: 

 

If the councillors need something we provide it. We provide very good 

professional advice to the councillors like it is done in a very professional 

manner…So we have this very strong team base so the councillors are very I 

think confident that management is doing the right thing and providing 

competent service if you like to the community and to them. (Lowndes, 

Interview 2004, 13). 

 

The objective of assisting councillors maintain a strategic focus seemed to be 

effective at PCC, prompting Fowler (Interview 2004) to tell the following story: 

 

One of the first things I noticed after I got elected to council I went to a 

number of seminars…And I’m sort of thinking there, there were all these 

questions being asked by these other councillors and I’m thinking, we 

wouldn’t worry about that, I don’t know what they’re worried about, there 

was sort of too much the pot hole rather than the road and I thought well are 

we that different? The more I sort of saw of it with the smaller inner city 

councils, yeah we are and we were certainly something more strategic. 

(Fowler, Interview 2004, 11). 

 

Another aspect of PCC’s practice of embedding strategic capacity was the use of 

research as input into strategic thinking and planning activities. Stoneham 
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(Interview 2004) observed that from a strategic planning perspective councillors 

were only as good as the advice and information they received. He stated: 

 

One of the things that we haven’t been good at in the past and we are getting 

better at it, and that is essentially been a resource issue, is getting the best 

possible research available for councillors when they come to be making 

strategic plans. And we are getting better at that. But their ability to 

determine direction of the council and to really come to terms with issues 

and potential responses to those issues has only been limited by our ability to 

get adequate research papers before them. We are doing that now so the next 

strategic plan should by all rights be based on the best information that any 

previous council has had purely because we have managed to get a whole lot 

of research done.  Also we are more conscious of the fact that we are moving 

into a period of dramatic change in the city, household sizes for example, 

aging population, different expectations from our community, a range of new 

areas that have been opened up to development that will bring with it 

changes in the form of housing that comes forward compared to what has 

occurred over the last 20 or 30 years.  So the number of different issues that 

we are a lot better prepared to go to the councillors with that research and 

help them to make informed decisions. (Stoneham, Interview 2004, 7). 

 

Mc Donald (Interview May 2004, 2) also acknowledged that earlier plans lacked 

this sort of pre-preparation and were therefore constrained by what participants 

considered important on the day of the workshops, without the benefit of any 

briefing material to identify and set out the scope and relevance of key issues. The 

strategic cost of failing to do this research preparation was described by Stoneham 

(Interview May 2004) in the following terms: 
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Probably some of the issues and directions that might have been set have 

been magnified more than they should have been, or not magnified 

sufficiently because we didn’t have the quality of data. We didn’t know what 

some of the social indicators out there were. Sure we did have the sense of 

them but we didn’t have the research capabilities of really drawing that out. 

We didn’t know what our housing needs were, you know what sort of 

household formations were starting to occur, what the social economic 

conditions were in parts of our city, and health problems that might 

exist…We just made some wrong assumptions in the past about how many 

houses we were going to need to accommodate that population because the 

changing of sizes and stuff. So I think yes we were probably a bit inhibited in 

the quality of the strategies only in the sense of the depth of the research. 

(Stoneham, Interview 2004, 13). 

 

As a result of this perceived omission, PCC subsequently developed an intensive 

research program as a key input into the strategic planning process. Below Lowndes 

(Interview 2004) describes the program as it was being put together at the time of 

interview in 2004 in preparation for the 2005 – 2009 strategic plan: 

 

…the Western Sydney Regional Organisation of Councils in the last 18 

months or 2 years have been undertaking significant research on Western 

Sydney of which Penrith is a part. So a whole lot of research works has been 

undertaken in terms of social profiling and economic job growth 

development and looking in the future about the role of Western Sydney…so 

all that information has come forward. We have been drawing from that. In 

addition to that we have commissioned work from Urban Frontier which is 

linked in with the University of Western Sydney to do some specialised more 

detailed work on demographic change and housing, the implications for 

housing in the Penrith area…In addition to that there has a been a huge skill 
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audit study done so there has been some economic development stuff that our 

manager in that area has been working with our old economic development 

committee which is now the Penrith Valley Economic Development 

Committee… I am commissioning some special stuff now which will be done 

over the next couple of weeks on corporate development itself. In other 

words things like the intergenerational change, demographic change within 

large organisations and what the implications of that will be. Peoples 

different attitudes to work life balance, the changing nature of work, all that 

sort of stuff… And of course in the environmental area we have had a host of 

stuff done in recent times… a lot of studies done in that area and there is 

some new social indicators and health indicators that are being worked on in 

partnership with the Westmead Health Service over the last few years as 

well. So it is kind of all been happening and it is now sort of coming 

together. (Lowndes, Interview 2004, 17-18). 

 

A copy of the manual provided to councillors in preparation for their first 2½ day 

workshop for the development of the new 2005 - 2009 strategic plan was provided 

to the researcher. A review of the folder indicates a comprehensive collation and 

analysis of data and issues running to some four-hundred pages of tables, graphs, 

research reports and issues papers. 

 

Research is also conducted about community views and attitudes as McDonald 

(Interview 2004) explained: 

 

There is a document we call plans which is the systematic survey we engaged 

consultants to carry it out for us enquiring into people’s lifestyle aspirations 

and needs study.  So the sorts of questions were, what are your aspirations 

from living in this city, what do you see your needs to be living in this city. 

(McDonald, Interview May 2004, 9). 
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The results from the survey are used as inputs into the strategic planning process. 

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to embedding strategic capacity through organisational processes and 

routines, the enablers and barriers experienced by PCC are summarised in the Table 

below. 

 
Table 8 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Embedding Strategic Capacity theme at PCC 

Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Theme – Embedding Strategic Capacity 

Enablers Barriers 

Significant strategy program of 

participation for councillors. 

Inadequate research base in early days 

resulting in poorly informed strategising.

Extensive research base developed over 

time to support and legitimise strategy 

consideration and decision-making by 

councillors. 

 

High level of councillor engagement and 

strong perception of councillor 

determination of strategies and plans 

 

Involvement in operational planning to 

ensure strategic connection and 

emphasis back to strategic plan. 

 

Use of term objectives and four year 

programs to provide strategic access 

point to current Council 

 

Strategic programs as engine room with  
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linked reporting to Council 

Management taking responsibility for 

having systems/services in place to 

avoid undue operational distraction of 

councillors. 

 

Use of community surveys as strategic 

planning input. 

 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

Overall PCC conducted a significant program of participation for councillors in 

strategy development supported by an extensive research base, strengthening over 

time from the development of the first strategic plan in the late 1980s. The program 

of participation, research and community surveys, and the expectation that 

councillors would deliberate on key issues and craft the strategic program and its 

objectives, was described as the way business was done at PCC (McDonald, 

Interview June 2004; Sheehy, Interview 2004; Lowndes, Interview 2004). The 

relevance of the strategic program was expressed in its description as the engine 

room which dictated the Council agenda for the four year period (McDonald, 

Interview May 2004). It was re-affirmed through reporting to Council which was 

linked to the strategic program and its four year objectives in order to reinforce the 

strategic relevance of each individual project or action (Lowndes, Interview 2004). 

Councillors were also deeply involved in determining the annual operating plan as it 

was seen as an opportunity to continue to emphasise matters of strategy (McDonald, 

Interview 2004).  

 

A further enabler was identified which was about management ensuring appropriate 

systems and support were in place to deal with operational matters raised by 

constituents so as not to unduly distract councillors from their strategy role 
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(Stoneham, Interview 2004; Lowndes, Interview 2004). This approach at PCC 

suggests that keeping councillors strategically focused was also accepted as a 

responsibility of management. 

 

The practice at PCC of embedding strategic capacity through on-going 

organisational routines and processes suggests the importance of participation by 

councillors in activities that expose and involve them in the deliberation of key 

issues facing their City. The extent of this participation is, in the case of PCC, quite 

extensive and to the point of general acceptance that elected representatives craft 

their term objectives and supporting four year strategic program. Given the highly 

interlinked and cascaded structure of the strategic and operational plans, councillors 

are readily able to influence the operating plan to ensure it delivers on their term 

objectives (McDonald, Interview May 2004; Lowndes, Interview 2004).  

 

However it is not just a matter of participation. Other elements of practice at PCC 

suggest themselves as relevant to this theme. In support of participation, there is an 

on-going review and re-affirmation of strategic issues and the progress Council is 

making in achieving the term objectives. This is done both through the research 

program and the routine reporting to Council which is based on the strategic 

program. To assist in maintaining the councillors’ focus on strategic issues, 

management has invested in support systems and practices that deal effectively with 

day-to-day constituency matters, leaving elected representatives free to apply 

themselves, as much as possible, to strategic issues. 

 

While not having quite the same level of political enthusiasm for organisational 

strategic practices that is the standard at PCC, ESC was nonetheless building 

significant councillor support for their approach. 
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Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

Councillor involvement in the development of strategy and plans was not quite as 

comprehensively articulated as it was with PCC. Nonetheless most of those 

interviewed were clear that it occurred to the point where it could be claimed that 

the development of strategy saw significant councillor involvement and leadership. 

The Mayor had only been in office for a few months when interviewed so he 

indicated what he thought should be the case: 

 

Q. How much do you think you and your fellow councillors should be 

involved in developing the strategic and management plan for council?  

  

A. I think probably totally in the sense that we are the representatives of the 

community and so it’s going to be, what we want as councillors should 

reflect into that. (Fergus Thomson, Mayor, Interview 2004, 6). 

 

Councillor Pollock indicated that the development of strategy was councillor led 

and the opportunity for involvement was extensive. He described the process as 

follows: 

 
We would have started meeting at the end of January and we would have 

gone through to probably the Easter toward the end of March would have 

had I would have thought 8 full working days but not every councillor has 

spent each of those days or the whole of those days because some get bored 

and go and do other things. (Councillor Pollock, Interview 2004, 11) 

 

Similar observations were made by staff including the following: 
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I do however know that they [the councillors] have a long session. Often they 

break it into sections and run through it in quite considerable detail and that 

is probably done over a few month period so by the end of their induction 

period  I would say they’ve had a fair, a large amount of input into it yeah as 

they get to scrutinise each part as it goes through. (Ransce Salan, Manager 

Sustainable Development, Interview 2004, 5). 

 

So again a very rigorous process…on average we have 6 workshops in the 

months of February, March and April with councillors again a huge load but 

every Monday we’d have a workshop with councillors provide most of them 

on the Thursday or Friday private workshop, we’d talk about infrastructure 

today, we’d talk about the environment today, we’d talk about community 

services today, talk about financing. (Peter Tegart, Director Environment, 

Planning and Administrative Services, Interview 2004, 6). 

 

The General Manager was somewhat more considered (Levy, 2005). While he 

confirmed the program of workshops and stated the organisation went to 

considerable effort to engage councillors in the strategy and plan-making process, 

he recognised that a few of them did not believe in the plan; this he put down to a 

political motivation which he admitted to not fully understanding himself (Levy 

2005, 9). Nonetheless, he believed the strategies and plan were owned by the 

majority of councillors, with some (naming Pollock as one) taking a strong strategic 

role focused on the well being of the community (Levy, Interview 2005, 9 & 13). 

 

The role of research was given considerable emphasis in terms of ESC developing a 

strategic focus. This was first raised by Salan (2004) who was explaining why he 

thought ESC was effective in its strategic planning work. He stated: 
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They’ve also tried to put the science behind a lot of the planning as well, so 

they’ve done the studies and they’ve done the research up front which you 

know the capacity planning work that we’ve done here and the mapping on 

the GIS layers which actually give us a fairly clear picture of where the no 

go zones are and what has to be preserved and what hasn’t. I think it’s 

starting with science as your basis for your planning document rather than 

public opinion or consensus about what should happen so I think that’s a 

fairly key element in the planning yeah in the strategic planning side of 

things. (Salan, Interview 2004, 6). 

 

For Tegart (2004) the role of research was intended to de-politicise issues to enable 

councillors to accept factual, science-driven recommendations and strategies. In 

accounting for quite a high degree of councillor acceptance of strategy 

recommendations from staff he stated: 

 

Well partly because we cause the politics to go out of it. It was made pretty 

clear early on… that we argued that we have to have better science behind 

what we do and the science is that yes we do pay for a lot of studies and 

usually subsidised by government and studies into ecology or land quality or 

water quality, community well being issues and infrastructure. We do a lot of 

science in terms of background to argue that here is the condition here are 

the pressures – you can’t argue that… and here’s what the priorities are 

saying here’s why that one is getting a Guernsey in terms of a reconstruction 

or a new or building a whole new infrastructure that tends to take the 

politics out of it. (Tegart, Interview 2004, 9-10). 

 

Tegart (2004, 10) regarded the much stronger research-driven approach, which 

characterised Council’s planning work in recent years, as an important development 

in issue identification and strategy formulation. Grimwood (Interview 2004) gave 
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an example of the benefit of research in the often sensitive area of land use. He 

stated: 

 

We have come up with some fairly innovative ways of approaching the 

planning game. For instance we have developed a package called Strategic 

Environmental Assessment which looks at environmental layers // 

information and does a // analysis in those to determine what lands are 

suitable for development or not suitable for development and gives the 

underlying reasons as to why it is or isn’t… It’s I think we have shown a lot 

of initiative in terms of embarking on several projects which are under way 

at the moment so I think there’s a bit of a, there’s certainly impression at a 

State level that we’re charging forward and we are trying to take the 

initiative and develop plans that are going to provide certainly to the 

community and are based on sound planning and science underneath it all. 

(Allen Grimwood, Strategic Unit Leader, Interview 2004, 3). 

 

Grimwood (Interview 2004) talked further about this work and the fact that the 

research suggested the need to extinguish development rights on a significant 

amount of privately owned land. He indicated that the well-based research would 

assist the decision-making process through the Council, reiterating Tegart’s aim of 

de-politicising such sensitive issues. As the particular example had not yet been put 

to Council, the theory in this case was untested. 

 

As with PCC, another important element of research for ESC was the structured 

community surveys and focus groups conducted as input into the strategic plan. 

This was given emphasis by Levy (Interview 2005), Brown (2004) and Tegart 

(Interview 2004) with Tegart giving the following explanation: 
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We do a major community survey every 4 years in the first few weeks of [a 

new] council term. That’s what we are doing now.  We now we think got 

smart and integrated that big survey which is mainly satisfaction levels of 

service type of information with a community well being survey. And this is 

all again by policy statistical research to try and work out how, what all 

people feel in terms of amenity, liveability and sense of community then. And 

then we find that we then have this community visioning process which is 

again survey, focus groups and workshops and other broader discussions. So 

that happens every 4 years. Every 2nd year, so 2 years after the major survey 

process, we have a series of focus groups. We have 9 areas which is 

children, youth, seniors, welfare, indigenous, staff and development, 

environment those types of groups and we survey them, a series of questions, 

the questions are very simple in terms of what are the values you hold in 

terms of living here working or investing here, what are the issues you think 

council or you community and council need to address to attend to those 

values or preserve those values and what would your priorities be. (Tegart, 

Interview 2004, 13). 

 

The General Manager (Levy, Interview 2005) confirmed that the survey results 

were used by the councillors so community views could be considered when 

shaping strategy and developing plans. As to the effectiveness of the practices at 

ESC for embedding strategic capacity, Councillor Pollock (Interview, 2004) was 

emphatic and positive as suggested by the following exchange: 

 

Q. And when you do make decisions about the strategic plan and 

management plan is your sense that as a group of councillors you are well 

informed from the professional staff. I mean they are doing their research 

and making sure they articulate the pressures and possible solutions and so 

on? 
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A. Yep, no question…But I think we are pretty well, exceedingly well 

informed and anyone tries to tell you we’re not just can’t be bothered doing 

the reading. (Pollock, Interview 2004, 12-13) 

 

Tegart (Interview 2004, 9) confirmed that in his view it was the councillors at ESC 

who decided what strategy went into the plans and what actions were taken to 

support these strategies. In terms of keeping councillors informed on these 

strategies and actions, both Tegart (Interview 2004) and the General Manager 

(Interview 2005) emphasised the extensive executive information report presented 

regularly to Council which provided a progress report on all facets of Council’s 

strategic objectives. 

Summary of Evidence 

The enablers and barriers experienced by ESC in relation to embedding strategic 

capacity are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 9 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Embedding Strategic Capacity theme at ESC 

Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Theme – Embedding Strategic Capacity 

Enablers Barriers 

Structured program of events to engage 

councillors in strategy that was 

supported by the majority of councillors. 

Some elected representatives declined to 

agree to, or be seen to support, the 

strategic plan for political reasons. 

Emphasis on research to provide 

evidence-based strategy and decision-

making for councillors. 

 

Regular and broad-based community 

surveys used to inform strategy and 

 



 234

planning. 

Assertion that councillors were well 

informed and in control of strategy 

agenda. 

 

Mayoral expectation of significant 

councillor involvement in strategy. 

 

Regular and extensive reporting to 

Council on progress of achievement of 

strategic objectives. 

 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

ESC conducted a structured and quite intensive program of events in order to 

engage councillors in strategy and planning. These events, certainly with the current 

Council, were generally well supported (Tegart, Interview 2004; Pollock, Interview 

2004; Salan, Interview 2004; Levy, Interview 2005). The Mayor (Thomson, 

Interview 2004) expected deep involvement by councillors in determining strategy. 

Some councillors quarantined themselves from the strategic plan when it was 

presented for final approval for political reasons that were not understood. Research 

played an important role in informing councillors about key issues, clarifying 

priorities and attempting to offer solutions based on the best available evidence. 

 

A structured program of community surveys was described, and these were 

undertaken every two years with the one coinciding with the new Council term 

being quite extensive (Tegart, Interview 2004). A broad range of topics were 

covered and the results used to inform strategy development and review (Levy, 

Interview 2005). As a consequence of the programs of participation there was a 

view that councillors were kept well informed, were well prepared for strategic 

planning (Pollock, Interview 2004; Levy, Interview 2005) and were the strategists 
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driving the strategic plan (Tegart, Interview 2004). Comprehensive and regular 

reporting kept councillors up to date on progress in achieving Council’s strategic 

objectives (Tegart, Interview 2004; Levy, Interview 2005). 

 

ESC articulated a commitment to involve councillors in activities designed to 

maintain their strategic focus and enable them to continue to interact with, and 

shape responses to, the key issues facing the Shire. This was supported by 

significant research aimed at providing the best evidence possible to inform 

decision-making, and community surveys to link strategy decisions to the 

aspirations and needs of the community. 

 

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

In terms of participation by councillors in strategy formulation and planning 

sessions, it seemed that at CCC some opportunities were offered but mostly not 

taken up. The General Manager (Cowan, Interview 2004) expressed quite positive 

views about such activities stating: 

 

The other thing from just a management and an organisational cohesiveness, 

they are a great opportunity, management planning exercises or strategic 

planning exercises they really are if you use them positively. (Colin Cowan, 

General Manager, Interview 2004, 19). 

 

These positive views were not reflected by the two elected representatives 

interviewed. Councillor Dyer, while agreeing that there should be a high level of 

councillor involvement in the development of the strategic plan was clear that this 

was not the case in practice (Interview 2004, 2). He stated ‘Oh probably could be 

more Council input, councillor input I think, probably yeah, management 
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dominated I suppose.’ (Richard Dyer, Councillor, Interview 2004, 3). Councillor 

Davey stated the following when asked about her involvement in the development 

of the strategic plan: 

 

Very little.  We are given a briefing after it is practically a fait accompli; 

gone through, even with the budget we are given a briefing to say this is 

essential, this is essential from them [staff] and then you are given about 

$300,000.00 that you can discretionally vote on as a councillor to be spent in 

areas outside of what they [staff] say is essential. (Alison Davey, Councillor, 

Interview 2004, 12). 

 

Mortomore (Interview 2004) commented that a workshop for the first strategic plan 

was conducted for councillors to enable them to put their views but believed that 

some of them did not take the task seriously and doubted their ability to take a 

longer term view (Mortomore 2004, 6). He stated: 

 

Well they were involved in it [first strategic plan – Cessnock City Council, 

Our People Our Place Our Future]. We ran workshops where they had their, 

you know they put their views and where they saw things ought to go. And of 

course the document itself went back through them for them to say well yes 

we accept that so they did have a role. I don’t know whether some of them 

took it very seriously, it’s kind of like some do and some don’t. I mean our 

council has an interesting make up sort of thing there are certainly some of 

them that come from the coal mining stock if you want to call it that and their 

idea of a long term future is where am I going for a beer on Friday night, 

and I don’t mean that derogatorily. (Bernie Mortomore, Director Strategic 

and Community Services, Interview 2004, 6). 
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Mortomore described a similar situation regarding councillor involvement and 

attitude in CCC’s second strategic plan (Cessnock City Council, Our People Our 

Place), acknowledging that strategic planning remained management dominated 

(Mortomore, Interview 2004, 7). Mortomore did qualify his comments about 

councillor involvement in the early strategic plans by saying that he believed a 

number of the current councillors had a different view about participation in the 

development of the up-coming strategic plan and were saying ‘…yeah, we want to 

be part of this, you know, we want to set where we are going, yes we are going to 

rely on the staff to lead us and help us make it happen but we want to have a 

greater involvement.’ (Mortomore 2004, 7). He estimated that probably about six of 

the thirteen councillors would be interested and that this was significantly more than 

past experience (Mortomore 2004, 8).  

 

Cowan, the General Manager (Interview 2004), certainly described preparations for 

a more active program to involve councillors in the development of the up-coming 

third strategic plan. The following excerpt indicates this: 

 

Alright what we are proposing to do this time is in fact prepare the stage 

more than we have done in the past to get the data ready like to do the 

community survey so that we will have that feedback in the bag to identify 

how infrastructure issues so we are able to tell them what the story is and 

what it is like happening we don’t do certain things. Similarly the strategic 

land use planning and there is a whole lot going on in that area in the city 

same thing with our social plan and the environmental issues. So we will get 

all of that together then we can put it on the table and say these are the 

identified issues that we see. Are there anymore that you believe that we have 

missed? And then we work through them and then because it is important 

that it is a collaborative approach you know, fairly simple task for me and 

four other people we go into a back room for a week and write a strategic 
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plan but we know that that is not acceptable and there will be no ownership 

in it but I think rather than overwhelm them with all of this a necessity to 

start from scratch we need to prepare better than we have done before so… 

[they] can make judgments as to what is important and what is not 

important. (Colin Cowan, General Manager, Interview 2004, 8). 

 

Mortomore also indicated that management has a responsibility to make councillors 

more strategic, stating:  

 

Well I think we have got to drag them along, you have got to make them 

become involved if you like in some of these issues… but I do think it is our 

responsibility to push them into becoming strategic. I do think that. 

(Mortomore, Interview 2004, 9). 

 

Asked if management had done this pushing, Mortomore indicated it had not done 

so sufficiently (Mortomore, Interview 2004, 9).  

 

The use of research did not emerge as a particularly significant practice at CCC. 

Some research such as surveying community attitudes was undertaken and 

described by Gogarty (Interview 2004) in a somewhat perfunctory way saying: 

 

They [the community] have been consulted you know asked questions about 

what do you think of council’s performance, what do you think councils 

priorities ought to be, what sort of place do you want Cessnock to be…and 

then that stuff has been just feed into an internal document preparation. 

(Peter Gogarty, Manager Corporate Development, Interview 2004, 19). 

 

Mortomore was similarly unenthusiastic and stated: 

 



 239

We used to do community surveys before that they still did a survey every 3 

or 4 years but we didn’t then really do a great deal with what we took out of 

it, you know, it did influence some things that you did but in terms of where 

what the place as a whole was going to go, no I don’t think it did. 

(Mortomore, Interview 2004, 5). 

 

However Lock (Interview 2004), Council’s planner, did state that she used the 

information from the community surveys to inform the development of aspects of 

Council’s recreation planning (Anne Lock, Planner, Interview 2004, 14).  

 

Summary of Evidence 

The enablers and barriers experienced by CCC related to embedding strategic 

capacity are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 10 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Embedding Strategic Capacity theme at CCC 

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Theme – Embedding Strategic Capacity 

Enablers Barriers 

Some strategy/planning workshops 

offered. 

Elected representatives not active 

participants in strategy activities. 

Strategic planning activities seen as 

organisation building by General 

Manager 

Elected representatives largely not able 

to deal with strategic issues as tend to 

take short-term view. 

View that management has 

responsibility to make councillors 

strategic. 

Action by management to make 

councillors strategic inadequate. 
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Discussion of Evidence 

CCC offered some opportunities for councillor participation in strategy 

development but these appear not to have registered as significant for the elected 

representatives. Despite the General Manager (Cowan, Interview 2004) having a 

positive view about the value of strategy workshops and events, the elected 

representatives seemed to lack interest or capability to engage in longer term 

planning and consideration of the more complex issues (Dyer, Interview 2004; 

Mortomore, Interview 2004; Cowan, Interview 2004). Councillor Davey (Interview 

2004) described the process as councillors being presented with a fait accompli in 

terms of the strategic plan. Strategy workshops were conducted according to 

Mortomore (Interview 2004), Cowan (Interview 2004) and Gogarty (Interview 

2004), although the prevailing view was that most councillors did not take them 

seriously (Mortomore, Interview 2004). 

 

Mortomore (Interview 2004) asserted that it was management’s responsibility to 

make councillors more strategic but admitted that not a lot had been done by 

management in this regard. Research did not arise as a significant tool for 

embedding strategic capacity. CCC had conducted some community surveys, but 

not used the results for strategic purposes other than to inform some recreation 

planning (Gogarty, Interview 2004; Mortomore, Interview 2004; Lock, Interview 

2004).  

 

Engagement on strategic issues with elected representatives at CCC as part of the 

on-going routine of organisational practice was limited and certainly failed to 

secure councillor interest. To some extent this must have reduced the opportunity to 

re-affirm issues of strategic importance through research or reporting on the 

achievement of councillor determined strategies. However the General Manager 

(Interview 2004) maintained a measure of optimism in relation to the development 

of the next strategic plan and the proposed organisational processes aimed at 
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involving councillors. Despite an overall modest approach to embedding strategic 

capacity at CCC, it was a greater effort than the evidence suggests exists at LMC. 

 

Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

Evidence of activities aimed at embedding strategic capacity in organisational 

routines and processes did not emerge with any strength in the LMC evidence. The 

General Manager (Head, Interview 2005) confirmed that an annual planning 

workshop was usual but it was not of a strategic nature. The following exchange 

indicates his reason: 

 

Q. What drives the tendency to remain focused in the short term and what 

are the reasons for the short term? 

 

A. Because it’s hard to work and predict and scenario further down the 

track. It’s a lot more difficult. You can deal with immediate short terms 

yeah… but how do we want to see Norton Street [the main shopping precinct 

in LMC] looking in 10 or 15 years? How do we want to see the municipality 

and look it’s achievable type stuff but it’s harder you know. (Peter Head, 

General Manager, Interview 2005, 5). 

  

Head (Interview 2005, 13) did indicate that the new Council had revamped their 

committee structure in anticipation of focusing on a higher level policy role. The 

committees were intending to examine policy in the areas of planning, community 

services and safety, environment and recreation. These revamped committees had 

just commenced at the time of the field research.  
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In relation to participating in workshops and other strategic events McCabe 

(Interview 2005) stated that it was hard holding councillors’ interest on strategic 

issues and getting the necessary participation in workshops and events. She stated: 

 

If it’s something that they’ve got to come out of a structured environment 

then you’re not going to get the participation. So you’d have to structure it 

very well and tie it into things that they’re already doing. It’s not enough for 

as I said, I think they would be involved but you’d have to figure out how to 

engage them in bulk because whatever we’ve done to date doesn’t work. 

(Alison McCabe, Director Environment and Community Management, 

Interview 2005, 6). 

 

Nonetheless Head (Interview 2005) remained optimistic about the potential of the 

new policy committees. Research as a tool for developing strategic focus was not 

cited by any of the participants at LMC. Councillor Sheehan (Interview 2005) and 

the General Manager (Head, Interview 2004) both mentioned the conduct of 

periodic community attitude surveys but neither elaborated on these or spoke of 

them in terms of their use as strategic planning inputs. 

 

At the time of the field research, LMC had organised a team of staff to review the 

strategic plan (Leichhardt Municipal Council, Strategic Plan 2000 – 2005) and 

propose a way forward for the development of a new one (Head, Interview 2005). 

This work was in its early stages so it was not possible to determine whether any 

new organisational processes aimed at embedding strategic capacity might emerge 

from the project. 
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Summary of Evidence 

The barriers experienced by LMC related to embedding strategic capacity are 

summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 11 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Embedding Strategic Capacity theme at 

LMC 

Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Theme – Embedding Strategic Capacity 

Enablers Barriers 

Council committee structure 

strengthened to take on higher level 

policy roles. 

Acknowledged short-term approach. 

 Longer term strategy too difficult. 

 Challenged holding councillor’s interest 

on strategic issues. 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

The interviews at LMC did not reveal any program of activity aimed at embedding 

strategic capacity. Given their already acknowledged short-term approach34, this 

was unsurprising. Reasons offered included the fact that dealing with the longer 

term was difficult (Head, Interview 2005) and that it was hard to know how to hold 

councillor’s interest in such matters (McCabe, Interview 2005). The newly 

revamped Council policy committees may develop into useful fora for strategy and 

policy deliberation but it is too early to predict their efficacy. 

 

                                              
34 See Chapter 7 
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Overall Analysis 

The expression of strategic capacity occurs through the development of a broad 

view and understanding of the important issues in the local government area and 

articulation of the possible long-term solutions for those considered a priority for 

the community. If elected representatives are to make informed decisions about key 

issues, it follows that they require a measure of on-going engagement to become 

familiar with the issues and the consequences of the various options available in 

response. This theme is about the presence or absence of on-going organisational 

strategy development and review routines and processes that maintain a focus on 

the key issues, permitting their strategic treatment.  

 

PCC have an intensive program of engagement involving councillors and senior 

staff working together to identify and deal with the major issues facing the City. 

This approach has been in place since about 1988/89 and was described as the way 

business was done at PCC (Sheehy, Interview 2004; Lowndes, Interview 2004), 

suggesting it is established or embedded as an organisational practice. From the 

various enablers and barriers identified during the semi-structured interviews, it is 

argued that the practice of engagement had three strands, each of which is a factor 

within this theme. 

 

First was the program of participation around the development and review of the 

strategic plan, strategic program and operational plan. This participation required a 

significant time commitment and was designed to be active and focused on 

councillor deliberation and decision-making. The preparation was aimed at 

providing quality information to councillors so they could decide on priorities, craft 

their own term objectives and, with advice, design the strategic program to meet 

their objectives. The notion of term objectives gave councillors an important access 

point to strategy in what could otherwise be seen as a complex and overwhelming 

managerial exercise in strategic planning. In other words it was active participation 
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that put councillors at the centre of the familiarisation, prioritisation and decision-

making processes. This first factor is referred to as councillor-centred participation 

and the term assumes the active characteristics mentioned. 

 

While the research and community surveys were prepared as part of the overall 

program of participation, they combine with the progress reporting on the strategic 

program to form the second factor under this theme – issue articulation. The 

research and community surveys identify, reinforce and give cogency and 

legitimacy to the various key issues that council must deal with and the options for 

strategic treatment. The progress reporting, which is based on the strategic program, 

constantly reaffirms the relevance of the issues and Council’s progress in dealing 

with them. These practices give constancy to the issues and their resolution and, 

when combined with other consensus-building practices35, assist in maintaining 

strategic direction. As Lowndes (Interview 2004) observed, the practices kept on 

reminding councillors that the organisation was continuing the work on achieving 

their objectives. 

 

The factors of councillor-centred participation and issue articulation could be 

combined into the idea of strategic engagement and offered as a single factor. 

However, the combined factor would need to cover a number of important elements 

such as the notion of active, councillor-centred participation, and would therefore 

lose some of its focus. As a consequence the position being argued is for two 

separate factors; one dealing with active participation which aims to highlight the 

practice of councillor-centred strategy activities, and one dealing with the 

articulation and constant reaffirmation of the relevant strategic issues. 

 

                                              
35 See Chapter 10 
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The third factor recognises that senior managers bear some responsibility for 

assisting councillors develop their strategic orientation (Stoneham, Interview 2004; 

Lowndes, Interview 2004; Cowan, Interview 2004 & Mortomore, Interview 2004). 

One way to do this is to have organisational routines and processes that extend to 

facilitating the maintenance of a strategic focus through the provision of systems, 

broadly defined, that deal with the non-strategic matters that can capture councillors 

and distract them from their policy and strategy role. This is the systemic response 

advocated by Stoneham (Interview 2004) and Lowndes (Interview 2004) and 

attested to by Fowler (Interview 2004). The essence here is assisting councillors by 

ensuring that systems and processes are in place, such as responsive complaint 

handling protocols, to effectively deal with constituency matters. Otherwise, as 

Stoneham (Interview 2004, 16) described ‘… I mean one day they are up there and 

soaring with the eagles and then the next day they have got the phone call from the 

person that doesn’t, the garbage bin wasn’t emptied…’. This third factor is referred 

to as role segregation as it supports councillors to segregate one role from the other 

so as to avoid the potential for the sort of endemic distraction described by 

Stoneham (Interview 2004). 

 

The first two factors argued here are visible in the ESC evidence presented albeit 

not quite as prominently as the PCC experience. ESC had developed a reasonably 

active and on-going program of participation that had support and engagement from 

the majority of councillors. There was a confident view put (Pollock, Interview 

2004; Tegart, Interview 2004 & Levy, Interview 2005) that councillors were well 

informed on key issues and were in control of the strategy agenda. Absent was the 

evidence to indicate that councillors crafted their objectives and designed the 

program for their four year term in quite the hands-on and detailed way that 

occurred at PCC. Nonetheless the Mayor communicated strong views about the 

need for deep involvement by all councillors in matters of strategy (Thomson, 

Interview 2004). The emphasis on research and evidence-based solutions including 
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regular community surveys used as input into the strategy agenda, combined with 

extensive executive reporting to Council on strategic issues achieved the sense of 

on-going issue articulation and legitimation. Evidence of the third factor did not 

emerge at ESC. 

 

The practice of councillor centred participation in strategy activities seems not to 

have been an embedded practice at CCC, despite senior staff offering some 

opportunities and the General Manager stating he believed in the value of such 

activities. The position appeared to be one in which senior staff expected elected 

representatives not to be able to deal with strategic issues. This was somewhat in 

tension with the view expressed by the General Manager and senior Director 

(Cowan, Interview 2004 & Mortomore, Interview 2004) asserting that they had 

some responsibility to develop a strategic perspective in councillors. Nor was there 

any evidence of constant issue articulation on strategic matters or role segregation 

for councillors. This lack of evidence is consistent with what appeared to be a lack 

of interest and participation by councillors in strategic matters. This state of affairs 

re-appears when examining the political administrative relationship more generally 

at CCC36. 

 

The only evidence to emerge at LMC related to embedding practices of strategic 

capacity was the action to revamp the committee structure to provide for a 

strengthened policy role in key portfolio areas. This arrangement was new so its 

usefulness in terms of cultivating an on-going strategic focus remains untested. The 

lack of evidence at LMC is, on one hand, hard to reconcile given the statutory 

compulsion for the Council to have certain strategy plans under the NSW Local 

Government Act 1993 such as a social and community plan (Local Government 

(General) Amendment (Community and Social Plans) Regulation 1998; DLG 

                                              
36 See Chapter 9 
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1998). It may well be the case that the development of these plans is undertaken by 

staff as a compliance exercise with little strategic involvement by councillors. This 

situation was hinted at by Councillor Sheehan when interviewed. (2005). 

Conclusion 

From the evidence in this theme three factors which influence the development of 

strategic capacity have been argued; councillor-centred participation in strategy 

activities, strategic issue articulation and role segregation for councillors. These 

factors relate to deliberate organisational routines and processes which if present, 

embed strategic capacity and play a key role in cultivating and maintaining a 

strategic focus. The descriptions from the research participants show a marked 

difference between the two councils  nominated as strategic by the sample advisers 

(PCC and ESC) compared to the two transition councils (CCC and LMC).  

 

Embedding strategic capacity in organisational routines and processes will, it is 

posited, assist in maintaining a strategic focus; that is a focus on the sustainable 

delivery of services of greatest value to the community. However strategic capacity 

will also be influenced by the perceptions of roles and relationships. For example a 

barrier to embedding strategic capacity at CCC was the perception held by senior 

staff that the councillors lack the ability to take a long-term view. This perception is 

part of a broader set of views relating to roles and relationships across the 

organisation and especially across the political administrative divide. This broader 

suite of perceptions of the political administrative relationship emerged as the third 

theme in the evidence and is elaborated in the following Chapter. 
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Chapter 9 - The Political Administrative Relationship and 

Strategic Capacity 

This Chapter propounds the third theme to emerge from the evidence in this 

comparative case study, arguing a cluster of factors which articulate the connection 

between the perception of the political administrative relationship and strategic 

capacity. As argued earlier37 one of the impacts of the 1993 reforms was a tendency 

to bifurcate councils into a management entity (staff of the organisation) and a 

political entity (elected representatives) as a result of removing the executive 

authority of the mayor and vesting it in the council as a whole. As a consequence, it 

is the councillors and staff, usually senior staff, who must come together as two 

groups or entities to collaborate on strategy. The evidence suggests that the 

relationship between the managerial and political entities within the strategy domain 

has a significant impact on strategic capacity 

 

One of the key differences across the four case study councils highlighted by the 

data analysis was the perception of this inter-entity relationship. This evidence arose 

in the semi-structured interviews in response to asking participants about their 

experience of enablers and barriers to the development of strategic capacity.  

 

This Chapter sets out the evidence for each of the case study councils in relation to 

the theme. Following this the factors are identified and argued in terms of their 

relevance to strategic capacity. 

 

                                              
37 See Chapters 2 and 4 
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Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

The political administrative relationship at PCC was described by all of the Penrith 

City Council research participants in positive terms both in relation to its nature and 

effectiveness. Commenting on the importance of this relationship, Fowler 

(Interview 2004) stated: 

 

I think there is probably another issue - it’s the relationship the council has 

with the council officers and the actual management and of who actually 

runs the council on a day to day basis. I think that is as equally as important 

as the relationship that council has with the community. (Ross Fowler, 

Councillor, Interview 2004, 7). 

 

He later stated: 

 

I think you have got to be reading from the same page you know. Like as far 

as I can see council and the council the management are reading from the 

same page and trying to go in the same direction. I think they are as equally 

passionate about the city as probably the councillors are equally as 

passionate. A lot of them have ownership and I think in organisations you do 

need that ownership. A lot of people say they have got ownership but really 

they have only got the ownership for as long as they are employed. I think a 

lot of the people in this organisation have what I would say is real ownership 

in that they love the place have a passion about it they see it they contribute 

and they see that their contributions are respected and thought highly of but 

they can also see their contributions achieving something when it comes 

back to that I suppose that’s // what you do. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 10). 

 



 251

As to the professional capability of the senior staff, Fowler (Interview 2004) 

observed: 

 

These people, the officers of the council, they are professionals… I think the 

general consensus is…they are there to do the job in the best of their ability 

in accordance with the rules and regulations you know the rules that are set 

down by the State Government and policies which are set down by the 

Council. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 12). 

 

Fowler (Interview 2004) was also clear that the General Manager’s priority was the 

support and management of councillors and that he, the General Manager, guided 

them effectively and maintained a responsive open door policy. This effective 

political administrative relationship was, from Fowler’s perspective, an empowering 

platform that enabled the organisation to take on difficult issues. He stated: 

 

I suppose the ability, the organisation to be able to take on board issues and 

not to, to actually walk up to the issues and face them front on and I suppose 

it is the ability of council to be able to do that as well as the management to 

be able to do that. But it’s also the passion of the people who are actually 

doing the operations, whether it is the bloke out on the street or the clerk 

down on the front desk or the person in the library or the director of 

strategic planning or whoever. And probably because it is a culture through 

the organisation and it is encouraged by senior management it’s all positive 

and going in the right direction just this. Nothing seems to frighten the 

organisation which is good and nothing seems to frighten the management of 

the organisation which is even better and we are brave enough to think out 

of the box and take on issues. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 14). 
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Sheehy (Interview 2004) stated that there was a strong culture of trust between 

councillors and staff well down into middle management and that: 

 

I have no difficulty, for example, picking up the phone and talking to a 

manager and asking the manager what the hell is going on about this. I don’t 

refer everything to the General Manager, well he wouldn’t know, why would 

I want to talk to him. I want to talk to the bloke who can give me the answer 

and that interaction has always been encouraged…The staff don’t have a 

problem with talking to me about that. They don’t have sort of have to check 

with somebody to say “Am I allowed to tell Councillor X this”? It gets back 

to that mutual trust. He knows that I am not going to do anything nasty to 

him if he tells me that information. (Sheehy, Interview 2004, 6). 

 

Sheehy (Interview 2004) expressed the view that councillors and managers 

represented two different sets of values which can potentially cause conflict but that 

a culture of trust and cooperation between councillors and staff militated against 

this. When difficult issues arose, they were able to be resolved. He gave the 

following example: 

 

Classic example. There was a part of the program that said that we were 

progressively going to put foot paving in strategic places around the city. 

The officers came back with a plan as to how we were going to do that and 

the way in which the priorities were going to be determined about who got 

footpaths and when. That caused a bit of angst because some of us had gone 

to an election and said we were going to build footpaths. So we told the 

officers that wasn’t good enough…We are going to decide where the 

footpaths go…There is the amount of money for your ward, there is the 

amount for yours and there is the amount for yours. Now all of you 

Councillors that belong to that ward, you five get together and sort out 
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which footpaths you are going to do. Here is the list. And we tried that for a 

few times and that didn’t work particularly well. So then the officers came up 

with a plan that said, look these are the criteria. We go out and we give each 

footpath project a score depending upon whether it leads somewhere or 

whether it doesn’t or whether it is highly traffic area or not; whether there is 

any handicapped people which live in that area that need to use the footpath. 

So there is about 5 or 6 scores and they get a score and then they are all put 

in rank order according to this score. And then we get a list which says 

according to our plan these are the footpaths in your ward that have the 

highest scores. And we say now agree with that, no we don’t want that one 

we will have this one instead of that. And every year we get agreement. (Pat 

Sheehy, Councillor, Interview 2004, 8-9). 

 

McDonald (Interview May 2004) asserted that the relationship between the Mayor 

and the General Manager was a vital one and that it set the tone for the broader 

relationship between the councillors and senior staff. He characterised the tone of 

the relationship between councillors and staff as cooperative, stressing the respect 

senior staff had for the political process. He stated: 

 

I had a discussion with an earlier Mayor and it was along the lines we had a 

healthy partnership between the senior staff and the council and he reminded 

me that part of that partnership, essential to that partnership, was respect for 

the political programme; that we might think that it’s a wrong priority but be 

that as it may be when that becomes the councils policy there is a need for us 

to respect that and to work through and deliver that. And he felt that that was 

one of our strengths and that, that culture was in our organisation that 

allowed us to respond to those things even if we didn’t personally // // that 

was where they should be at. (Bruce McDonald, Deputy General Manager & 

Director City Strategy, Interview May 2004, 11). 
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He emphasised the advisory role of senior staff in which they presented options for 

the councillors to make the final choice as it was ‘…their City…’ (McDonald, 

Interview June 2004, 13). He also observed that the councillors were very willing to 

sincerely engage in the strategy process and trust staff to make an important and 

positive contribution (McDonald, Interview June 2004, 13). He stated that the 

cooperation and trust between councillors and staff: 

 

…has got to be right up there as an enabler;  the support the tolerance I 

suppose that was given, the support that was given…and the latitude that 

they have given us to play with those toys and join them in the sand pit. 

(McDonald, Interview June 2004, 13). 

 

Stoneham (Interview 2004, 6 & 12) asserted that the General Manager and senior 

staff worked hard on the relationship with the Mayor and councillors because of its 

fundamental importance to achieving informed debate and decision-making. He 

stated: 

 

We work exceedingly hard in making sure that we don’t take them [the 

councillors]  for granted. That’s something the General Manager and even 

the Town Clerk before and the General Manager before he was a Town 

Clerk and he became a General Manager had worked very hard on that 

relationship both between management and the councillors and among the 

councillors. And that goes to things like keeping  them informed, making sure 

we are aware of their issues, on creating appropriate forums for them to do 

with policy, to question us, procedures and systems that enable them to get 

access to information quickly, to be able to talk to the people they need to 

talk to, to get responses to anything that might be giving them grief when 

there are tensions there…There is a fair bit of I guess organisational culture 
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that ensures that we try to work our way through things with councillors so 

they have got ownership ultimately of the decision now, it doesn’t always 

work, still get kicked sometimes it is just part of the territory. (Alan 

Stoneham, Director City Planning, Interview 2004, 12). 

 

He praised the energy the councillors brought to the strategy work of the Council 

and stated that the relationship between councillors and senior staff was 

characterised by good will. He also explained the respect that councillors were 

encouraged to develop for strategic planning and the respective roles of elected 

representatives and senior staff. He stated: 

 

Each time the Mayor of the day has taken strong leadership role in getting 

the new elected council away on a retreat fairly early in the after the election 

has been declared. And we have taken increasingly greater care in who we 

get to facilitate these retreats, the work leading up to it and the information 

needed by council to make informed decisions etc, etc, and that has 

inculcated this culture among management and the new councillors that 

their role is pitched up that high in the helicopter and our role is to get the 

job done. (Stoneham, Interview 2004, 5). 

 

Lowndes (Interview 2004) was emphatic that one of the key reasons for a positive 

relationship between councillors and senior staff was a clear understanding about 

respective roles and responsibilities which were carried out with the utmost 

professionalism. She posited: 

 

But in terms of the relationship between the council and the senior 

management I think a fair bit has to do again with the previous general 

management who was very strong on providing, had a very clear idea about, 

a little bit it sounds a bit like “yes Minister”, clear idea of the role of the 
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public servant with the elected group…a clear line about the councillors role 

as well that they should be dealing with this higher order of things; it is the 

managements role to be dealing with the details so you won’t get councillors 

here coming in and saying like some councils getting into the politics and  

causing interference on DA’s. They know that they can’t step over that line it 

is just there. There is that clear separation if you like between management 

and the elected councillors and we have managed to maintain that over those 

years because of the strong mature personalities involved in both the 

electorate side and our side. (Helen Lowndes, Manager Corporate 

Development, Interview 2004, 12-13). 

 

Lowndes (Interview 2004) described the clear separation of roles and 

responsibilities being supported by a transparency in dealing with councillors which 

encouraged a sense of confidence in the relationship. She stated: 

 

There is a, it is a fairly open, transparent approach to that. It is not a, “I 

won’t give that to council because I am worried about what they will do with 

it.” We just, here’s copies of stuff it is just very open so that is where the 

confidence comes in. (Lowndes, Interview 2004, 13). 

 

Lowndes summed up the well understood separation of roles and responsibilities 

and the professional and transparent relationship between councillors and senior 

staff by stating that for PCC, these were ‘…the rules of the game…’. (Interview 

2004, 28). 

 

Yet despite this general consensus about the effective political administrative 

relationship at PCC, Fowler acknowledged its fragility. In commenting on both the 

relationship between councillors as well as between councillors and senior staff he 

observed: 
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And all that [high level of cohesion between councillors and senior staff] 

comes back to the politics is Penrith. I mean that might never change. It 

could easily change if you get a couple of spiteful individuals on different 

sides of the political persuasion or the organisation. Well they are going to 

detract from the whole direction which is where it’s going particularly if it’s 

not constructive. Generally those things aren’t constructive. (Fowler, 

Interview 2004, 11). 

 

Overall the sense of the political administrative relationship at PCC was one of 

robustness and respect, reflecting a shared sense of commitment to the City. The 

sense of the relationship went back as far as the late 1980s38 and, as Lowndes 

(Interview 2004) observed, was the way business was conducted at Penrith City 

Council.  

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the political administrative relationship theme, the enablers and 

barriers to strategic capacity experienced by PCC are summarised in the Table 

below. 

 
Table 12 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Political Administrative Relationship theme 

at PCC  

Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Theme – The Political Administrative Relationship 

Enablers Barriers 

Shared sense of commitment to the City Fragility 

Mutual role respect  

Openness and trust  

                                              
38 See Chapter 7 
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Importance of relationship  

Constant attendance to relationship  

 

Discussion of Evidence 

One of the clearer threads to emerge from the evidence at PCC in relation to 

enabling strategic capacity (Fowler, Interview 2004; McDonald, Interview June 

2004; Lowndes, Interview 2004) was the shared sense of commitment to the City. 

Fowler (Interview 2004) made this point with emphasis when he talked of the equal 

passion and sense of ownership for the City possessed by staff and councillors. 

Fowler (Interview 2004) saw this shared commitment as providing an empowering 

strategy platform which enabled the organisation to face, and deal with, the future. 

His observations suggested an ability to effectively blend the managerial and 

political elements of the organisation, as was the example by Sheehy (Interview 

2004) regarding footpaths.  

 

Sheehy’s example (Interview 2004) also expressed the mutual respect that existed 

between senior staff and councillors in which they regarded each others roles as 

legitimate. This mutual role respect surfaced on a number of occasions during the 

research at PCC (Fowler, Interview 2004; McDonald, Interview June 2004; 

Lowndes, Interview 2004 and Stoneham, Interview 2004) and was described by 

Lowndes (Interview 2004, 28) as the well established and respected ‘…rules of the 

game…’ . Associated with the respect was the sense of trust and openness also cited 

as characteristics of the political administrative relationship (Fowler, Interview 

2004; Lowndes, Interview 2004; Sheehy, Interview 2004 & McDonald, Interview 

June 2004). All of this was supported by constant attention and hard work put into 

the relationship by senior staff (Stoneham, Interview 2004).  
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The other apparent thread in the evidence was the statements about the importance 

of the relationship between councillors and staff. McDonald’s view (Interview June 

2004) was that having the support of the councillors was one of the more important 

enablers of strategic capacity; Fowler (Interview 2004) and Sheehy (Interview 

2004) shared this perspective. 

 

Fowler (Interview 2004, 11) was also clear that there was a fragility to the 

relationship and it could deteriorate rapidly with only a couple of what he described 

as ‘…spiteful individuals…’ . By implication this view was also supported by 

Lowndes (Interview 2004) as she attributed a good part of the positive political 

administrative relationship to the mature personalities involved. This suggests that 

with a change in personalities, either councillors or senior staff, the relationship 

could also change. 

 

Compared to PCC, the overall context for the political administrative relationship at 

Eurobodalla Shire Council was significantly different as it had only recently 

emerged from an extended period of conflict and political turbulence. These two 

case study councils thus provided different contexts for considering the political 

administrative relationship and strategic capacity. 

 

Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

Most of the research participants from ESC made reference to the councillors on the 

previous two or three Eurobodalla Shire Councils, in particular the most recent 

Council which finished its term in March 2004, indicating a period of turbulence 

which had resulted in fractured relationships not only between councillors but 

particularly in the political administrative relationship. At the time the field research 

for this study was being undertaken, a new Council had been in place for about six 
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to nine months and was generally regarded by the research participants as 

significantly more harmonious and more focused on Council business. This contrast 

provided an opportunity to the researcher to explore the effect of both these 

conditions on strategic capacity. 

 

The General Manager, James Levy (Interview 2005) described the last two years of 

the last Council as divisive. The conflict arose over a proposed industrial 

development that the Mayor of the day opposed, alleging, erroneously, that the 

General Manager secretly invited the development to the Shire. Because of the 

growing community opposition to the development, the issue became quite 

controversial, gaining significant media coverage over much of that two-year 

period. Of this period Levy (Interview 2005) observed: 

 

So in spite of the last couple of years of the last council being almost 

destructive and certainly troublesome we were able to still march on… I had 

to batten down the hatches, keep the staff away from the political uproar that 

was going on and push on regardless. And we were able to do that and come 

out the other side simply because we’ve had some really good strategic 

planning and some objectives before it occurred. Otherwise it could have 

been really difficult. (James Levy, General Manager, Interview 2005, 4). 

 

When asked what may have happened if the conflict had continued longer than two 

years Levy (Interview 2005, 5) commented ‘I don’t think the council would have 

survived. I think the council would have been ruined.’  Levy (Interview 2005) 

acknowledged that during the two years of conflict the relationship with the Mayor 

broke down and was played out on a very formal and minimal basis. He described it 

in the following terms: 
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The relationship broke down. I was civil. Whereas with previous Mayors I 

used to meet perhaps twice a week and lunch with them at least once a week 

to bring them up do date. The two directors joined me for those lunches. That 

was pushed aside because of the underhanded nature of what was going 

on…so the relationship broke down fundamentally while at the same time I 

still played the typical, “Ah Mr Mayor you need to be aware that this is 

going on there was an accident there are these work place issues you need to 

be aware of ” … I still made sure that the General Manager maintained a 

relationship on ethical grounds but there was, there was no informality 

about it, it was all formal and we got through that and it was a matter of me 

making sure that I was the link between the council and the staff and the 

Mayor and fundamentally said, “Mr Mayor if you want anything to do with 

the staff you go through me and that’s the way it will be and that’s the way 

it’s got to be” and we were record keeping about the conversations and 

discussions and so on… Because the councillors had signed off in the early 

term of that 4 year term about what the priorities were for roads and major 

projects and all the rest of it, it was a matter of keeping them going. If you 

were doing that on an annual basis it just wouldn’t have worked. (Levy, 

Interview 2005, 6). 

 

This dysfunctional political administrative interface resulted, according to Levy, 

(Interview 2005) in him having to play more of an elected representative’s role than 

otherwise would have been the case, especially in maintaining relationships with the 

other spheres of government. He noted: 

 

I was fundamentally left during a particular year to maintain the 

relationships with the State Government agencies, with the Premiers Office 

and all the people that made the wheels tick both inside the organisation and 

outside the organisation. So I was very prominent in terms of public places 



 262

and keeping that relationship going because relationships, without 

relationships you actually can’t achieve anything. (Levy, Interview 2005, 5). 

 

In contrast to this period Levy (Interview 2005) described the relationship with the 

new Mayor and councillors that came to office in 2004 in the following way: 

 

We have a very good ability to communicate back to the councillors and the 

councillors back to us and we’ve never been found floundering for a 

consensus if you like. With the majority of councillors our thinking is fairly 

well attuned to the community, the council and back into the staff, and 

though it doesn’t work as well as I always would like, it’s working 

reasonably well. (Levy, Interview 2005, 4). 

 

Levy (Interview 2005) expressed optimism about the strategic future of ESC 

stating: 

 

And the reason why we’re doing things like that [further strategic projects] is 

because of people like [Councillor] Rob Pollock and the other majority of 

councillors that are giving us the confidence to push on because without that 

support you can’t do anything and that’s what’s quite exciting about the 93 

Act - if the councillors can get involved in all those strategic issues and feel 

really good about taking the community forward…but you can’t do it without 

supportive and intelligent councillors. (Levy, Interview 2005, 13). 

 

Pollock (Interview 2004) referred to the years under the previous set of councillors 

as dysfunctional, describing the impact on the strategy and business of ESC as 

follows: 
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I think failure to, with the best of intent, to come to grips with the real issues 

was pathetic.  I would hate to have been any of the senior professional staff 

because the direction was pathetic. (Rob Pollock, Councillor, Interview 

2004, 4). 

 

In terms of the effect of the dysfunctional years on maintaining a strategic thrust, 

Pollock (Interview 2004, 13) stated that while there had ultimately been no 

irreparable damage, there was a slowing in which significant matters proceeded 

more slowly and less efficiently than they otherwise would have because of the 

interruption to Council decision-making. He stated that had the conflict gone on 

longer, the impact would have been more severe. He observed: 

 

We were probably lucky that the worst part of the dysfunction was for only 2 

½ years…we got mayhem for a couple of years so the only good, we didn’t 

suffer as badly as we might have you know in fact it wasn’t very long. If it 

had been 4 years // // you know I think if you had 4 years I think you would 

probably have lost significant senior staff. I don’t think they could have kept 

themselves sane in, but I think they did a pretty good job of keeping 

themselves sane you know they were under personal attack I mean it was just 

disgusting. (Pollock, Interview 2004, 15). 

 

In terms of the political administrative relationship of the new Council, Pollock 

(Interview 2004) expressed positive views stating: 

 

And you can respect management and management respect you, I’ve never 

seen a situation where they have treated [councillors] with disregard to any 

aspect or issue that I’ve thought well you know I’ve been impressed with all 

of that. (Pollock, Interview 2004, 12). 

 



 264

He also described the working relationship with management positively, noting: 

 

But I think we are pretty well, exceedingly well informed and anyone tries to 

tell you we’re not just can’t be bothered doing the reading.  And by that I’m 

not telling you that I read every bloody scrap of paper that comes across my 

desk, you know I’ll look at it sometimes just in brief and think yeah well 

that’s in the right direction I’m happy enough with that and if I’m not I’ll get 

someone to explain it in more detail or if I think it’s wrong well I’ll speak 

both to management and to my elected colleagues and see what we can do to 

get it into shape that we thinks more appropriate and I’ve never seen a 

problem with any of that happening. (Pollock, Interview 2004, 13). 

 

Similarly to Fowler (Interview 2004), Pollock (Interview 2004, 4) also suggested a 

fragility to the political administrative relationship, and by inference the 

relationships between councillors, when he commented that the conflict arising in 

the previous Council was the result of just three councillors (of a total of nine) who 

‘…destabilised the whole deal…’. 

 

Tegart (Interview 2004) acknowledged the conflict with the previous Council and 

characterised the impact on strategy in the following way: 

 

So look I call them the Marty Feldman. I say look we as a local government 

have to keep one eye on them [issues] today but one eye also clearly on 

tomorrow and unfortunately some people are almost cross-eyed because they 

tend to focus too narrowly on the today stuff. So we try and push from a staff 

point of view this intergenerational equity and the whole principal of triple 

bottom line if you like that you have regard to today have the amenity for 

today but don’t at the cost of your kids my // look I’ve got 6 kids so I’ve got 

an investment here and it’s // grandkids ultimately but because there are 
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some councillors who [were] absolutely politically animals and there [were] 

those around they’ll all stick with the belting issue for today in front of a 

gallery because I’m purely looking at votes for the next election and they 

literally look this far out if there’s an audience there one that gets in // the 

paper they’ll be up there. Today’s the issue - nothing else matters. (Peter 

Tegart, Director Environment, Planning and Administrative Services, 

Interview 2004, 23). 

 

Of the political administrative relationship with the new Council Tegart (Interview 

2004) was positive, asserting it was developing effectively. He stated: 

 

And I think they’ll get in the grove because we’ve got a smart bunch in there 

now, business folk who thankfully test us they say and that’s what councillors 

are very good for…which is the right thing to do and [the councillors say] 

“We want to challenge that, why are you going that particular way. Show me 

how you arrived at that decision” and I think that’s healthy, that’s healthy. 

(Tegart, Interview 2004, 23). 

 

Brown (Interview 2004) also echoed the difference between the two Councils in 

terms of maintaining the strategic agenda. She noted: 

 

I think for this current council, with this new council that we have got we are 

probably more, or we are going to be less derailed than ever. The previous 

council was very difficult and were constantly derailing // things…I see this 

council as being much more business oriented - stick on the business of the 

day. They are strong business leaders in their own right which is good I 

think. (Fiona Brown, Planner, Interview 2004, 21). 
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She also believed that staff worked hard to understand councillor priorities and were 

effective at meshing professional and political needs in the process (Brown, 

Interview, 15). 

  

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the political administrative relationship theme, the enablers and 

barriers to strategic capacity experienced by ESC are summarised in the Table 

below. 

 
Table 13 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Political Administrative Relationship theme 

at ESC  

Eurobodalla Shire Council (PCC) 

Theme – The Political Administrative Relationship 

Enablers Barriers 

Strategic momentum. Fragility. 

Importance of the relationship. Dysfunction resulting in avoidance of 

dealing with key issues and ultimately 

all council business. 

Mutual role respect. Impact of dysfunction on GM role – 

greater political component. 

Implied shared sense of commitment to 

the Shire 

 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

At the time of the field research, ESC was in the process of rebuilding the 

relationship between staff and councillors following a period of turbulence which 

Pollock (Interview 2004, 15) referred to as the ‘…dysfunctional years…’. The 

effect on Council business of this turbulence was a failure to give direction and deal 



 267

with the key issues facing the Shire (Pollock, Interview 2004) and, allied to this, a 

focus on the short-term (Tegart, Interview 2004). The General Manager (Levy, 

Interview 2005) observed that the investment Council had put into strategy before 

the conflict commenced, provided a measure of strategic momentum which carried 

the organisation through the two years of turbulence. However he agreed (Interview 

2005) that had the conflict gone on for a longer period, Council’s survival and its 

capacity to conduct business would have been in jeopardy. Pollock had a similar 

view of the effect of an extended period of turbulence (Interview 2004), stating that 

the organisation would have struggled to hold onto its senior staff. 

 

The observations about the impact of the period of conflict on Council, particularly 

its strategic agenda, adds relevance to Levy’s statement (Interview 2005) about the 

importance of a workable political administrative relationship. When discussing the 

new Council and how it was effectively moving forward with its strategic agenda, 

Levy (Interview 2005, 13) asserted that this was not possible without ‘…supportive 

and intelligent councillors.’ which he stated he believed he mostly now had. This 

view of the new council was supported by Tegart (Interview 2004) and Brown 

(Interview 2004). These views were part of the sense of relationship rebuilding at 

ESC, given how starkly they contrasted to relationship descriptions during the 

period of conflict (Brown, Interview 2004; Pollock, Interview 2004 and Tegart, 

Interview 2004). Pollock (Interview 2004) expressed a positive view of the now 

working relationship with senior staff, indicating a reciprocated level of role 

respect. 

 

The issue of a shared sense of commitment to the Shire is more complex in the 

evidence for ESC. Pollock (Interview 2004) expressed his appreciation of the senior 

staff remaining in place and retaining their professionalism during the period of 

conflict. Levy’s willingness (Interview 2005) to do what was necessary to keep 

business happening, including taking on elements of the political role, as these had 
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fallen away as a result of the conflict, suggest commitment to the Shire’s wellbeing. 

Tegart (Interview 2004) made reference to the personal connection that longer term 

strategy meant for his children and grandchildren. Brown (Interview 2004) asserted 

an effective blending of professional and political needs in the strategic and 

operational plan prioritisation process. However as the political administrative 

relationship had mostly broken down for the two years prior, other than with a small 

number of councillors, it is probably more accurate to claim some early indications 

of a likely shared sense of commitment. The early indications include the 

observation that the new Council was working effectively with senior staff on the 

strategic agenda (Levy, Interview 2005), showing interest and wanting to 

productively challenge ideas (Tegart, Interview 2004) and focusing on the business 

of Council (Brown, Interview 2004). All of this suggests a stronger sense of 

strategic engagement and a re-establishing of the political administrative 

relationship. 

 

Pollock (Interview 2004) raised, by implication, the issue of the fragile nature of the 

political administrative relationship, noting how the dysfunctional years had been 

caused by just three councillors. 

 

While the relationship between councillors and senior staff at ESC was largely 

improving following a period of significant turbulence and conflict, and both 

entities expressed a sense of support in advancing the strategic agenda, the situation 

at Cessnock City Council was a little more varied. The relationship, especially as it 

was reflected through Council decisions, ranged from effective to somewhat 

fractured, based upon the strategic nature of the decision. This variation assisted in 

articulating the influence of this theme on strategic capacity. 
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Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

The General Manager, Colin Cowan (Interview 2004) was, to a point, positive 

about the manner and outcome of working with the elected representatives. He 

pointed out that there was an acceptance of the need for strategic planning and that: 

 

…we put in some processes and for instance we introduced some different 

processes in budgeting and setting priorities that they could recognise while 

we started the process much earlier and whereby draft programs were 

produced and priorities and then they were workshopped through briefings 

from government to council and they had a chance to either agree to 

disagree or to make changes, now I must say on the hole they stick pretty 

much with the priorities. (Colin Cowan, General Manager, Interview 2004, 

6). 

 

Later in the interview he reiterated this point, stating: 

 

…that is one of the remarkable things we are finding by having these 

transparent processes and this briefing process that you go through…the 

staff do a lot of work, background work, prepare all the PowerPoint 

presentations they put together the methodology they have used to arrive at 

these recommendations or this series of priorities they might present and 

with remarkably few exceptions it is unilaterally accepted because if it is 

transparent, if it makes good sense, it will stand up to scrutiny. (Cowan, 

Interview 2004, 14). 

 

He raised the issue a third time, again commenting on the degree of consensus on 

many issues put before the councillors (Cowan, Interview 2004, 18). Yet when it 
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came to working with the councillors on what Cowan (Interview 2004, 15) 

described as ‘…the bigger issues…’ the story was different. In terms of priority 

strategic issues for the Council Cowan (Interview 2004) stated: 

 

As I eluded to, if you asked me what is the single most important thing right 

now there are many things that are important but I really think it is to get 

that strategic land use planning issue right because it will dictate so many 

other things.  Dictate so many other things. (Cowan, Interview 2004, 24). 

 

In order to complete the final stages of this strategic land use planning exercise, a 

budget commitment of $600,000 was required. Cowan (Interview 2004) described 

the response of the councillors in the following way: 

 

There is one thing to recognise it [strategic issue] and there is the other thing 

to resource it too, because there is you know, strategic land use planning we 

put up a programme we want another $600,000 to go and hire some 

consultants and some high quality strategic planners to get this right. You 

know it is the single biggest issue that we face is getting that right, if you ask 

me one issue that would be the one lets get it right now – [the councillors] 

rejected it totally. Don’t see it as delivering services, but $600,000 spent 

over the next couple of years would have allowed us to put all of those 

processes in place you know. To make sure the urban density controls were 

right you know the things that will…influence the long term social issues so 

you don’t get slums or inappropriate urban density developments and those 

sorts of things. Now if we can get those right as we know the flow on we 

don’t get the social problems you don’t get the unemployment problems 

maybe or whatever that flow from them. So it can help overcome a whole lot 

of issues. But we couldn’t convince them here that it was a high priority in 

the context of the place that will spend you know, this year between forty and 
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fifty million dollars depending on government grants and those sorts of 

things, $600,000 is not a lot of money. (Cowan, Interview 2004, 23). 

 

Cowan (Interview 2004) contrasted this to another budget allocation put to the 

councillors at the same time as the one for the land use planning project. He stated: 

 

Well I give you an easier one. In the same voting [as the land use planning 

bid] the bid was put up for an additional rural road crew, probably going to 

cost them with gear and everything $1m in the first year, put up [approved] 

like that, because they could see it, they could touch, it they could smell it 

and that’s the issue…(Cowan, Interview 2004, 24). 

 

Cowan (Interview 2004, 25) agreed that while Council may have adopted a strategic 

plan, this does not necessarily equate to operating strategically because when put to 

the test, as the strategic land use project did, there was not the necessary support. He 

likened the situation of seeking strategic support from councillors to a salesperson 

selling promises of future benefits, using the example of software vendors. 

 

Davey (Interview 2004) was uncomplimentary about the relationship with staff, 

complaining about a lack of responsiveness to issues raised and about the quality of 

advice. The following excepts show this: 

 

Well it is important to get to see some of them that are working on different 

projects…It is very hard. They’ll be flexidays and their nine day fortnight to 

even find the person you want to talk to. You can go to the head and he will 

fob you off for something. Sometimes it is frustrating. (Alison Davey, 

Councillor, Interview 2004, 4). 
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…they may have been to University and they may have knowledge but they 

have not lived in this locality and they are doing things off a flat map. 

They’ve never been out to see the topography of some of the things they are 

writing about and they are saying you can’t do something on such and such 

a block and they’ve never stood on the bloody block and I reckon that is 

wrong. but that is just my opinion. (Davey, Interview 2004, 5). 

 

Davey (Interview 2004) went on to state that the senior staff were unresponsive 

when they had to carry out a decision of Council they disagreed with and tended to 

favour councillors in the dominant political group through more timely access to 

information. She did acknowledge that most of the Council’s decision-making 

enjoyed a high degree of consensus. 

 

Councillor Dyer (Interview 2004) also acknowledged a high degree of consensus in 

Council’s decision-making although did not articulate a particularly coherent set of 

views. For example he talked about the criticality of certain strategic issues which 

had motivated him to become a councillor such as youth unemployment, but 

admitted to spending most of his time on Development Applications at the expense 

of strategic issues (Dyer, Interview 2004, 2,3 & 7). As cited in Chapter 7, he also 

acknowledged that Council’s strategic plan was largely management led and was 

not a driving force in terms of Council business. When asked about his views on the 

decision not to fund the strategic land use project put up by the General Manager, 

he mostly avoided answering other than stating ‘I don’t think it is a shut door…’ 

(Richard Dyer, Councillor, Interview 2004, 10). 

 

Gogarty (Interview 2004) was positive about the general working relationship with 

councillors, commenting on how processes of engagement had improved over 

recent years which helped to engender support from elected representatives for 

programs and major projects. He observed: 
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I think one of the things that is a big factor is that we now have lots of 

briefings about all sorts of things so briefings on capital works program 

briefings on major projects. But what used to happen when I started here 

was they just it would be reported to council and then they would argue the 

toss and half the time the report would get knocked over because they didn’t 

know enough about it. So that whole approach has been a fairly significant 

move, step forward because they feel like they are more involved they get, 

projects that I am involved with for example we start telling them fairly early 

on that we have got this in mind and it is consistent with their objectives and 

their approach…it’s a great way of them knowing what is happening and 

being supportive of it. (Peter Gogarty, Manager Corporate Development and 

Projects, Interview 2004, 7-8). 

 

Gogarty (Interview 2004) talked about the political administrative relationship 

largely being effective, evidenced, for example, by a change in councillor attitudes 

to staff. He stated: 

 

I mean earlier on there was a fair bit of antagonism…[councillors]…wanted 

officers names on reports because they want to know which idiot wrote this 

one you know it was that kind of thing whereas now it’s more a case of 

there’s a lot more bouquets get thrown than bricks. And I think that is part of 

the secret that involvement and developing some sort of level of trust…And 

as I said I think that means that they now, they defend their staff a lot more 

than they ever might have in the past. (Gogarty, Interview 2004, 9). 

 

In terms of support for longer term strategy matters Mortomore (Interview 2004) 

asserted that the councillors tended to be more focused on delivering services rather 

than, for example, strategising about the future of the area given the fact that 
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Cessnock’s population was going to increase three to four fold in the coming years. 

He acknowledged a sense of frustration over this as well as acknowledging that it 

impacted on staff. He observed: 

 

You know council there is no doubt that council even at the moment would 

still prefer to put most of their dollars into things they can see, you know on 

the ground, it’s also changed, the thinking has changed to some degree but 

there is still that // so people like the land use planning person for instance is 

saying, you know why isn’t the attention being given to this long term issue. 

You know I have been able to show you that all these things are 

happening…but you are still prepared to seal another 100 metres of road 

rather than give me an extra resource to do it. So I think from the strategic 

thinker’s point of view I think they would argue that there isn’t enough 

attention given to it. (Mortomore, Interview 2004, 14). 

 

Other than Davey (Interview 2004), none of the research participants suggested the 

political administrative relationship was anything other than reasonably effective 

and based on a degree of trust. However there was a readily identifiable thread in 

the commentary as to the lack of support by the elected representatives to longer 

term strategy issues in favour of short term, visible and tangible services.  

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the political administrative relationship, the enablers and barriers to 

strategic capacity experienced by CCC are summarised in the Table below. 
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Table 14 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Political Administrative Relationship theme 

at CCC  

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Theme – The Political Administrative Relationship 

Enablers Barriers 

High consensus and effective 

relationship on non-strategic issues 

Relationship not effective on strategic 

issues 

Limited staff/councillor role respect Negative impact on staff of lack of 

strategic attention by councillors 

Improved level of councillor knowledge 

of issues through briefings 

 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

Cowan’s (Interview 2004) commentary about how the new process of councillor 

briefing sessions was contributing to a high level of decision-making consensus is 

somewhat hard to reconcile given the lack of participation and interest by elected 

representatives that emerged in the previous theme. This may be explained by the 

observations of Cowan (Interview 2004) and Mortomore (Interview 2004) in which 

they claim an effective political administrative relationship other than when dealing 

with the more significant strategic issues, especially those requiring resources for 

non-tangible outputs. The example given by Cowan (Interview 2004) about 

unsuccessfully seeking a budget allocation to undertake some priority land use 

planning work which was put aside by Council in favour of an additional road crew 

seems quite compelling in this regard. So does the related scenario described by 

Mortomore (Interview 2004) in which the anticipated population growth of three to 

four fold for the City remains a concern for staff and not elected representatives. 

Mortomore (Interview 2004) even cites the morale impact on staff of the 

councillors’ reluctance to accept the importance of this issue. 
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While a level of positivity is attributed to the political administrative relationship 

(Cowan, Interview 2004 and Gogarty, Interview 2004) it is not accompanied by 

expressions of respect from either side or even expressions of the importance of the 

relationship. An overall analysis of the CCC political administrative relationship 

that takes the various enablers and barriers into account would suggest that a 

reasonably effective working relationship exists when dealing with non-strategic 

issues, although not one with an over abundance of mutual respect. However when 

needing to deal with the more difficult strategic issues, the political administrative 

relationship is quite weak, lacking a shared sense of strategy commitment for the 

City. 

 

Despite this qualified political administrative relationship at CCC, it contrasts to the 

rather negative experience at Leichhardt Municipal Council. 

 

Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Other than making it clear that the Council had shown little interest in taking a more 

strategic approach to key issues in the Municipality39, Head (Interviews 2004 & 

2005) the General Manager did not make any other comment about the current 

political administrative relationship and strategic capacity. McCabe (Interview 

2005) was sceptical about working with councillors on strategic issues as she 

questioned their interest. She stated: 

 

I think well look they say they do they say they do they also say they want to 

be involved in policy development generally on aged issues, you know this 

the broader strategic approach that the council can take to their 

                                              
39 See Chapters 7 and 8 
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organisation has parallels in those broader strategic planning issues and 

social planning issues… What you find is interest drops off. (Alison McCabe, 

Director Environment and Community Management, Interview 2005, 5-6). 

 

She also questioned their capacity based on the fact that it should not be assumed 

that as councillors they would know about and be committed to strategic planning 

and taking a long term view of issues, acknowledging that ‘…we’ve yet to sell the 

story or tell the story about why it’s important…’ (McCabe, Interview 2005, 8). 

Other than this, no issues about the nature or effectiveness of the political 

administrative relationship and strategic capacity were raised by staff. It was a 

different story however in relation to the two elected representatives interviewed. 

 

The Mayor, in response to a general question about possible barriers to strategic 

capacity stated: 

 

…more so than the politics between the councillors I guess the politics 

between the councillors and staff is going to be a big issue because there is a 

massive barrier here between the staff and the councillors, and it’s 

something that we need to work, to break down a bit more. But that will be a 

huge barrier actually getting them to work together and to agree on a 

strategic plan and then work to it and not try and put up obstacles against 

each other will be, that will probably be our biggest barrier actually because 

we have a lot of animosity between the staff and the councillors and vice- 

versa. (Alice Murphy, Mayor, Interview 2005, 14). 

 

Murphy (Interview 2005) described a somewhat self defeating process in which the 

lack of strategy and a strategic plan reduced the likelihood of councillors agreeing 

to proposals presented by staff which in turn resulted in resentment by the staff of 

the councillors. She (Murphy, Interview 2005) also indicated that in some areas of 
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Council operations staff did not accept councillors having a legitimate role and 

regarded their participation as some sort of unwelcome random influence. Overall 

she characterised the situation as ‘…a lack of trust between both sides…’ (Murphy, 

Interview 2005, 14). While complimentary about a recent group of staff operating 

as a review group to propose the next strategic plan, Murphy (Interview 2005) 

observed that there was a lack of strategic leadership from the senior staff which 

was one reason why a strategic agenda had not been pushed harder up to now. She 

observed: 

 

I would say that would be one of the reasons in the past that it’s [strategic 

planning] fallen off side as well is that, there hasn’t been, because council is 

so has been so divided for such a long time we probably did need more of a 

leadership role from the senior staff in terms of pushing the strategic plan. 

But it has been dropped so I’d say probably not yeah. But there is, now there 

is and I think, there’s been a big change but in very recent times. We’re only 

talking the last couple of months where I think there has now been more 

leadership in terms of it and focus on it and pushing it forward yeah. 

(Murphy, Interview 2005, 17). 

 

Councillor Sheehan (Interview 2005) was somewhat more critical of the political 

administrative relationship and the consequential impoverishment of strategic 

capacity. She stated: 

 

…there is a significant lack of understanding of what is councillor 

interference and what is a legitimate communication partnership with the 

two arms of the government, the local government being the councillors and 

the staff. (Maire Sheehan, Councillor and former Mayor, Interview 2005, 4). 
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Sheehan (Interview 2005) described the political administrative relationship as staff 

on one side believing they were the rational and responsible element and councillors 

on the other typified by  

 

…the kind of fairly maverick loopy end of the decision making driven by all 

sorts of weird interest groups and politics…which they think the councillors 

are and that’s not good government. (Sheehan, Interview 2005, 4). 

 

Similarly to Murphy (Interview 2005), Sheehan (Interview 2005) also identified a 

lack of trust between staff and councillors as an issue, arguing that it had been part 

of the culture at LMC for some years. Sheehan (Interview 2005) acknowledged that 

the part of the organisation that dealt with environmental matters was strategic in its 

approach but otherwise the organisation had a culture that did not encourage 

strategic capacity. She stated: 

 

I know we’re going into detail and not about strategic but the culture affects 

what you do at that strategic level because there’s either a // there’s an 

openness to this happening or the culture is a block to it and I think it’s the 

culture at this stage is the issue. (Sheehan, Interview 2005, 8). 

 

Sheehan (Interview 2005) also commented on the staff not having a sense of the 

bigger picture, being unaware of the existing strategic plan and, as cited in Chapter 

7, the culture of the organisation being process rather than strategically driven. She 

stated that the councillors were prepared to consider strategy but that: 

 

…the councillors get sort of beaten down by the administrative culture, I 

reckon the culture the history and issues driven culture is far more 

entrenched in the bureaucracy now than it is amongst the councillors. 

(Sheehan, Interview 2005, 21). 
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It was clear that Sheehan (Interview 2005) had a poor regard for the staff in terms of 

their treatment of councillors as cranks and their failure to accept and act with the 

understanding that councillors had a legitimate political role to play. She also 

observed a lack of strategic leadership from the senior management team, providing 

the following analysis: 

 

In terms of the staff I don’t think there’s anybody at the senior level, Peter 

Head [General Manager] is not a strategist. He’s an engineer. Lovely guy. 

[Names another senior staff member] is not a strategist. He’s a lovely guy 

and I will talk to [him] and we’ll chat and he’ll do anything you want him to 

do as long as it’s legal, but anything to help? [Names a third senior staff 

member] lives in a world of his own. He’s got this attitude he just holds all 

the cards and he just protecting the organisation from the loonies; that is the 

community and the councillors. And then you’ve got Alison McCabe who 

was the Director of Planning. Now Alison is very strategic…but she’s 

leaving now and going up to some private company. But she’s definitely 

strategic. But you see the key is the GM. He’s got to be strategic and he’s got 

to be able to drive and he doesn’t. They bully him. (Sheehan, Interview 2005, 

25). 

 

She also saw the organisation and staff, with a few exceptions, as lacking in modern 

organisation practices (Sheehan, Interview 2005). Sheehan (Interview 2005, 25) 

asserted that one of the senior staff saw their role to protect ‘…the organisation 

from the loonies; that is the community and the councillors.’. Her commentary 

throughout most of the interview made it clear that this was her general summation 

of the political administrative relationship, laying most of the blame for a lack of 

strategic capacity on the staff.  
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Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the political administrative relationship, the enablers and barriers to 

strategic capacity experienced by LMC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 15 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Political Administrative Relationship theme 

at LMC  

Leichhardt City Council (LMC) 

Theme – The Political Administrative Relationship 

Enablers Barriers 

 Senior staff sceptical about councillors’ 

interest in strategy. 

 No strategic leadership from senior 

management team. 

 Massive barrier of lack of trust and 

ability to work together between 

councillors and staff. 

 Lack of role respect. 

 Senior staff not mentored councillors on 

importance of strategic approach. 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

The description by the Mayor (Murphy, Interview 2005) of the existence of a 

massive barrier between the staff and elected representatives probably sums up the 

situation at LMC quite effectively. Each side the of political administrative 

relationship blames the other for the lack of commitment to strategy and in the 

process demonstrates not just a lack of mutual role respect, but a positive disrespect.  

There was no articulation of the importance of the relationship; rather an 

implication that, at least for some staff and elected representatives, the Council 

would be better off strategically without the other. Under these conditions it is 



 282

difficult to determine how LMC currently produces the various plans required of 

them under the prevailing legislation.  

Overall Analysis 

ESC, emerging from a period of conflict in which the political administrative 

relationship had been barely functional, had the experience to observe that beyond a 

certain period of time strategic momentum could not be maintained in the absence 

of this relationship operating effectively. At CCC the political administrative 

relationship operated acceptably for the non-strategic business of Council to be 

dealt with but lacked a shared purpose when dealing with certain strategic matters. 

This suggests that developing and maintaining strategic capacity in circumstances 

where there is a lack of an effective political administrative relationship at the 

strategic level, will be difficult. While this could be argued axiomatically, the 

underlying issue being considered is whether strategic capacity is possible in the 

absence of commitment by councillors. In other words could strategy be effectively 

management led, with council being merely a perfunctory approval body providing 

the necessary legal imprimatur. If this was the case, then the political administrative 

relationship, insofar as strategy is concerned, could be argued to be less critical. The 

evidence brought forward in this theme suggests otherwise.  

 

Research participants at PCC and ESC identified an effective political 

administrative relationship as a critical enabler of strategic capacity. The essence of 

this view was two-fold. First that without the active support of elected 

representatives, major strategy initiatives could not be commenced or sustained. 

Second, councils faced complex issues which required the professional input of 

staff to be meshed with the political judgement of elected representatives in order to 

determine solutions. This interdependent partnership, which McDonald (Interview 

June 2004, 13) described metaphorically as ‘…join[ing] them [the councillors] in 

the sand pit.’ , is the shared purpose so evident at PCC and re-emerging at ESC. On 
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the other hand the evidence suggests that at CCC and LMC the political 

administrative relationship was weak in relation to a commitment to joint strategy 

formulation. This weakness cannot be explained on the basis of a lack of strategic 

necessity.  

 

At some point in the conduct of the field research each of the case study councils 

identified one or more complex issues facing their local government area which 

required a considered and long-term response and a commitment of significant 

resources. For example PCC identified the future of their rural areas and values in 

the context of a rapidly growing cosmopolitan City (McDonald, Interview May 

2004; Fowler, Interview 2004); ESC cited water shortages given both climate 

change and an anticipated doubling of the Shire population in twenty years; CCC 

had a major concern with future land use as they were expecting a three to four fold 

increase in population in the coming years and needed a settlement and land use 

strategy to manage this growth (Cowan, Interview 2004); LMC, an inner-city 

council, identified increased open space (that is open space for civic, recreational 

and sporting use) as a major community priority (Murphy, Interview 2005). It is 

difficult to imagine how CCC and LMC are going to deal with these strategic 

issues. 

 

What is argued here is that an issue influencing the development of strategic 

capacity is not just an effective political administrative relationship that facilitates 

the conduct of council business, but one in which strategy formulation is understood 

as the shared purpose in which both entities must participate. As Sheehy (Interview 

2004) noted, managers and councillors have different values and therefore 

councillors do not always agree with the managerially rational recommendations of 

staff. McDonald (Interview June 2004) argued that staff have the responsibility to 

put the options and then implement the chosen one, whether or not they agree with 

it. In this symbiotic relationship it is strategy formulation that management and 
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elected representatives share and, as the evidence suggests, must share in order to 

develop strategic capacity. Where this is absent, for example at CCC, management 

have attempted, unsuccessfully it is suggested by the evidence40, to fill the strategy 

vacuum. Research participants at PCC and ESC acknowledged the importance of 

the political administrative relationship, clearly indicating that they understood both 

entities must join together in the task of strategy formulation.  

 

At CCC the expression of this fundamental point was missing and their practice 

suggests a belief that in the absence of strategic participation by the political entity, 

senior managers can compensate. However the example of the failure of the 

strategic land use planning proposal was evidence that this is not necessarily the 

case. At LMC there was an implication that the elected representatives interviewed 

understood the need for senior managers and councillors to work together to 

formulate strategy as they blamed, in part, the fact that this was not happening on 

the lack of strategic leadership shown by the senior management team.   

 

However the evidence suggests another factor which goes beyond the need for just 

recognition of the interdependent relationship required for strategy formulation. The 

evidence from PCC and ESC suggests that the commitment to strategy formulation 

also incorporates some level of emotional commitment to the City or Shire. The 

several references by Fowler (Interview 2004) to the idea of shared passion and 

love for the City seems to have featured prominently in his point of view about the 

strategically enabling nature of the political administrative relationship. 

McDonald’s (Interview June 2004) description of the relationship with councillors 

in terms of their sincere trust of staff involvement in the strategy process and 

playing together in the sand pit arguably goes beyond the acknowledgement of a 

mere functional necessity for joint participation. At ESC Tegart (Interview 2004) 

                                              
40 See also Chapters 7 and 8 
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saw the future wellbeing of the Shire as a personal issue, referring to a familial 

investment in relation to the future of his children and grandchildren. Levy 

(Interview 2005) was willing to go beyond his role of general manager and do what 

was necessary to ensure the wellbeing of the Shire during the dysfunctional years. 

The factor emerging here is more than just an understanding of the interdependence 

necessary to achieve strategy formulation; it includes a personal commitment to the 

local government area itself beyond a managerial interest. 

 

The issue of mutual role respect, broadly conceived, is the other thread to emerge in 

the evidence. This issue embodies the notion of acceptance of the legitimate role of 

the other. The enabling influence in relation to strategic capacity is highlighted by 

comparing the state of mutual role respect between PCC and LMC, such 

comparison denoting either end of the role respect spectrum. At PCC role respect 

was enacted through such things as the practice of openness and trust between the 

senior staff and councillors and the constant attention and work applied to the 

political administrative relationship. PCC research participants argued the 

importance of clear roles and responsibilities between staff and councillors and the 

relevance to the strategic agenda of observing these roles. In particular it included 

acceptance by staff of the legitimate role of councillors to decide on the fate of the 

City. As McDonald (Interview June 2004, 13) relevantly noted, it’s ‘…their City…’, 

giving the ultimate legitimising attribution to the role of councillors; an attribution 

difficult to imagine at LMC. At PCC the mutual role respect was based on an 

enacted understanding and not just a discursive practice between senior staff and 

councillors. At ESC the evidence suggests a growing role respect and this was 

expressed of the other by both senior staff and councillors.  

 

For both PCC and ESC some research participants stated or implied that the 

political administrative relationship was inherently fragile and that mutual role 

respect could be readily dislocated by one or two individuals. Councillor Pollock 



 286

(Interview 2004) from ESC drew on the recently turbulent period to justify this 

observation.  

 

Role respect at CCC was more varied but with no strong positive expressions. 

Davey (Interview 2004) criticised the role staff assumed for themselves although it 

was more in the context of sensing herself as the opposition rather than necessarily 

inferring perception of illegitimacy of the role of councillor. The lack of role respect 

at LMC was indicative of the poor relationship between senior staff and elected 

representatives, acting as a significant barrier to developing a relationship platform 

likely to encourage strategic capacity.  

 

Conclusion 

In arguing the factors that influence the development of strategic capacity, the 

political administrative relationship featured prominently in the data analysis. The 

nature of this relationship varied significantly across the four case study councils, 

and each can be envisaged on a continuum of mutuality with PCC at the high end 

followed in order by ESC, CCC and LMC.  

 

The evidence suggests that while each entity (that is the management entity and 

political entity) is a necessary one in the development of strategic capacity, neither 

can do so alone. This strategic interdependence needs to be acknowledged in order 

to facilitate a meshing of the two entities for the purpose of strategy formulation. 

However the evidence also suggests that the commitment to strategy formulation 

needs to incorporate a personal commitment to the LGA, certainly by managers. 

Part of the notion of mutualism in the political administrative relationship includes 

respect for the others role and acceptance of its legitimacy in the strategy process. 

This mutual role respect was demonstrated at PCC and referenced positively at 
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ESC. It lacked a strong presence at CCC and was expressed in negative terms at 

LMC.  

 

In total three factors can be argued from the evidence in this theme: recognition of 

the interdependent nature of the political administrative relationship in strategy 

formulation, mutual role respect and a personal commitment to the LGA which 

goes beyond a managerial interest. 

 

This Chapter has set out the evidence and argument related to the inter-entity 

relationship between elected representatives and management. However this 

relationship will be influenced by the intra-entity relationships and perceptions that 

prevail. In the next Chapter the intra-entity relationships of councillors are 

examined and how these influence strategic capacity both directly and through the 

political administrative relationship. 
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Chapter 10 - Councillor Relationships and Strategic Capacity 

While the previous theme dealt with the relationship between the political and 

management entities within the strategy domain, this theme is about the perception 

of relationships amongst councillors. This set of perceptions of councillor 

relationships emerged as an influential force in relation to the formation of strategic 

capacity. The underlying data for this theme arose in the semi-structured interviews 

as a result of several threads of dialogue. This included exploration of the role of 

party politics, the role of councillors, whether strategic plans were politically 

constraining for councillors when responding to constituent matters and discussion 

around other enablers and barriers to strategic capacity. The relevant evidence is 

presented and then the various factors are identified and initially argued in the 

context of the unit of analysis. 

 

Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

PCC was one of three of the four case study councils which had no single political 

party holding a majority of elected positions (Electoral Office of NSW, 2004), thus 

requiring a sharing of voting power on some basis. Sheehy (Interview 2004), the 

senior Australian Labor Party Councillor, set the scene regarding relationships 

amongst councillors at PCC when he stated: 

 

I have a theory about it. But this place has always, had been able to attract 

Councillors, get Councillors elected by and large that at the end of the day, 

whilst they may be there with a political tag attached, can move aside from 

that and in the strategic planning exercise the fact that this bloke sitting next 

to me is a member of the Liberal Party doesn’t cause me any grief because I 
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treat him as a person, and I respect that his ideas are useful just as I  would 

expect him to respect my ideas. So the fact that we don’t have this, well, we 

play politics on things that don’t matter. On the big issues that affect Penrith 

we don’t play politics because we know it is too important and that has 

always been a defining thing about the culture in Penrith. (Pat Sheehy, 

Councillor, Interview 2004, 5). 

 

When specifically asked about how party political differences manifest themselves 

he explained: 

 

Well, they are manifested, as I said, essentially on things that don’t 

matter…Yes we tend to argue for things that don’t matter. The big issues, the 

things that are in our strategic plan, we don’t disagree on…But the 

important thing is that I sit right next to the boss Lib [senior Liberal Party 

councillor] and 99 times out of 100 he will say, “You got any problems with 

this? Nup!” and he says, “Well you move it and I will second it”. Now that is 

how the political process works…So the machinations of party politics gets 

sorted out between us because we respect each other. (Sheehy, Interview 

2004, 11). 

 

Sheehy (Interview 2004) spoke positively about the shared decision-making that 

occurred as a result of the need to share voting power across political parties. He 

observed: 

 

So if I want that thing [item in the strategic plan] to stay there, I have got to 

convince enough of these blokes that it stays there and one of their pet 

projects gets the chuck. And that sort of horse trading sessions is 

tremendously important because we accept the fact that we can’t do 

everything and it may well be that that idea is not let’s say going to be 
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actioned immediately, but it might stay there as a reminder that that is 

something we have got to attend to when priority allows it…But as long as 

you don’t feel that you have been done over unfairly. And I think that is the 

important point that everybody feels that at the end of the day they have had 

a fair go. If they haven’t been able to win their point, well it is simply their 

point wasn’t good enough. And that I suppose, again it gets back to the 

culture in the organisation, that that issue of trust and mutual respect 

becomes very important in that process because if people are locked in to a 

political straight-jacket in the sense that “oh he is one of them, I am not 

going to support anything he says”, well you are not going to get a agreed 

plan. (Sheehy, Interview 4-5). 

 

The issue of respect between councillors and using a shared decision-making 

approach was emphasised a number of times by Sheehy, as was the issue of the 

need for some degree of flexibility in Council plans (Interview 2004). In discussing 

whether the strategic plan constrained the responsiveness of councillors when 

dealing with constituent representations and therefore challenging the political 

commitment to the plan Sheehy (Interview 2004) stated: 

 

No I don’t feel that…there is sufficient flexibility within the plan to say well, 

we are not going to be able to do this because of whatever reasons that we 

didn’t anticipate, so instead of doing that, why don’t we just flick this bit in 

and do that and we will come back to that other thing when we get the 

permission sorted out or we have bought the bit of land or whatever…So 

those sort of things can be dealt with as long as you don’t get so rigid in 

your planning that says, no that was the task and we are not going to vary 

from it, well you just have to go with what it’s emerging. (Sheehy, Interview 

2004, 9-10). 
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Fowler (Interview 2004), the senior Liberal Party of Australia councillor, reflected 

similar views to Sheehy (Interview 2004). He stated: 

 

But I think the politics of Penrith is Penrith. It’s not the politics of Labor 

verses Liberal you know one faction of the Labor Party verses the other 

faction of the Labor Party which sometimes does happen. It seems to be if 

it’s good for Penrith then it will probably be getting a tick if it’s not good for 

Penrith then it won’t get a tick. (Ross Fowler, Councillor, Interview 2004, 4-

5). 

 

In part at least Fowler (Interview 2004) attributed this idea of place before party 

politics to the motives of councillors. He observed: 

 

There is probably that underlying philosophy that the councillors are there 

to serve and that is what they feel they have got elected for and that is what 

they want to do. There are obviously other people, other councillors…[who] 

have different aspirations and different career paths and maybe they only see 

this as a you know a temporary stopping place. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 21). 

 

Fowler (Interview 2004) was inferring that the current group of councillors were 

generally in the former group and were motivated to serve rather than pursue 

personal political ambitions. Fowler (Interview 2004) described the working 

relationship with councillors from the other major political party in the following 

way: 

 

[I can say] what do you blokes think about this, which direction are you 

going to go, oh no we’ve got a couple of issues here. And we talk about it 

and if its something that needs more thought well someone will get up and 

say lets defer the matter or there’s more issues up there so we are not going 
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in there to have a political debate. Although we do have political debates on 

a couple of things now and then you know. A couple of those tongue in 

cheek…If I have got an issue with someone I can ring up Greg Davies 

[Mayor, Australian Labor Party] or probably Greg or Pat [Councillor Pat 

Sheehy, Australian Labor Party] but I can talk to the Mayor or anyone like 

that at anytime. Obviously they are the key players in the Labor party so talk 

to them and see what they are doing and conversely they would probably do 

the same, not probably they do the same. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 11-12). 

 

He went on to observe: 

 

What recommendations are put up, // generally the recommendation is 

adopted and if one side of politics is not necessarily happy with that 

recommendation they…say well go back and have a look at it because of this 

that and the other. But they will always put forward issues of why to go back 

and have a look at it rather than just go back and have a, so it’s a 

constructive logical process that most of us get involved with. But as I said 

earlier if it is good for Penrith then it is going to get a green ticket in our 

terminology. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 12). 

 

Fowler (Interview 2004) also posited that party politics played second place to the 

notion of representing Penrith’s best interests. He gave the following example: 

 

We go to the local government convention [and] you get a number of voting 

delegates you know. It is usually, we have got 7 or might be 4 Labour 3 the 

other or someone can’t go or someone from the Labour Party doesn’t go or 

can’t go. Well you know there is no hesitating in giving it to someone else 

from the opposite side of politics because it is more important to see that we 
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are out there as Penrith rather than being there as Liberal or Labour or 

Independent. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 22). 

 

Fowler (Interview 2004) also spoke of the high level of respect between councillors 

and the benefit of sharing power across political parties. He observed: 

 

I think there is a philosophy in council that winner doesn’t take all. There is 

certain expertise that is around the council chamber and that expertise 

should be used…and I think the fact that everyone becomes inclusive in the 

decision making process to a degree, then you participate and because you 

participate your contribution actually I suppose gets built upon and is 

appreciated. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 13) 

 

And again: 

 

And the beauty I think of that is that there is no, there has never been one 

strongly dominating political group. The structure as it is now with 15 

councillors, 5 from 3 wards, will probably mean that there will never be a 

strong group. I mean there will never be a, I don’t think there will ever be a 

political group that has 8 of the 15…and I think that is one of the strengths of 

Penrith and there has never been the ability of one party to dominate. And 

quite frankly probably you know ruin the process of doing it because of the 

fact that if it becomes political it always stays political and having seen a 

number of other councils where that has happened yeah…plus each side 

respects the other side in terms of politics and as I said earlier on, it is not 

winner takes all. It is an inclusive equation. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 21-22). 

 

In relation to the need for flexibility in Council plans, Fowler (Interview 2004) 

spoke of a safety valve known as voted works. He explained that this was an annual 
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contingency amount of around $150,000 put aside in the budget but not tied to 

particular expenditure plans, allowing some flexibility on the part of councillors to 

respond to issues arising during the year (Fowler, Interview 16-17). Fowler 

(Interview 2004) regarded the flexibility provided by the voted works allocation as 

important. He stated: 

 

There is a safety valve that we call voted works…what I would do is just get 

a report to council, say this is the issue, I would go and see Pat [Councillor 

Sheehy] and Pat would say yeah okay. I have got no problems pass through, 

you know pass through the local funds and it gets done…(Fowler, Interview 

2004, 16-17). 

 

Lowndes (Interview 2004) gave her view of the importance of the voted works 

budget to councillors and the flexibility it offered, stating: 

 

Now I might add on top of that they get what we call voted works every year 

so each ward is given about $50,000 each year for things that might come up 

out of the blue through the year…So that money sits there for special 

contingency items. I might add they very rarely spend it so it is 

accumulating. But that is what I mean. You actually give them if you like 

money there so when these issues come up it is not such a big ticket problem 

that we can’t find a thousand dollars for something that might be worthy. 

They have got some money built into the budget that will allow them to do 

that themselves within their own ward councillors and make their own 

decisions…and it is not done on a cynical basis…and I think that is what the 

councillors appreciate. (Helen Lowndes, Manager Corporate Development, 

Interview 2004, 16).   
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In relation to negotiations on items to include in the strategic and operational plans 

of Council, Fowler (Interview 2004) referred to the sessions which Sheehy 

(Interview 2004) typified as ‘…horse trading…’ as: 

 

Its probably by way of amicable agreement…I don’t know that we have ever 

gone to a vote and some one has said no and you have actually had to vote 

on it…it comes back to if it is good for Penrith. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 20). 

 

The perception McDonald (Interview May & June 2004) had of the relationships 

amongst the councillors was that they shared a common commitment to, and respect 

of, each other and the business of Council. He also posited that the strategic 

planning processes used by Council worked to build consensus amongst the 

councillors. When describing the strategic planning workshops organised for 

councillors, he stated: 

 

One of the rules is that they [the councillors] do not go until there is a 

consensus virtually and that will see things changed. Things that are not 

acceptable to some people in the way they have been expressed, some things 

are not vigorous in the way they have been pursued, some things might have 

been pursued too vigorously etc…[the workshop] goes on until everybody 

can sign off on it [the plan]. That is a hugely important bit of work to do 

because that endures for the next 4 years. “Look” Councillor Fred says to 

Councillor Jim, “you are raising something quite new there. It is a different 

direction to the one we agreed on in our strategy”. And that usually quietens 

thing down a bit or it might be a legitimate departure so there are 

opportunities through the year for council to go back [to] the strategy and 

say, has something change here. It is not carved in stone for 4 years.  It very 

largely stays in stone but the opportunity is there to adjust it, to tweak it, to 



 296

change it is available. (Bruce McDonald, Deputy General Manager and 

Director City Strategy, Interview, May 2004, 4). 

 

He referred to the importance of the consensus building process again, articulating 

its value in terms of maintaining commitment by councillors to the agreed 

strategies. He stated: 

 

Hang it [a strategy idea for the plan] out there until we can get consensus 

around the table. You might get consensus around 90% of things and there is 

10% over there that needs more discussion. And they might change their 

shape and their way, but they didn’t get tagged [included in the plan] until 

everybody agreed to them. So that left us in a situation where through the 

term [the term of Council] there was a pretty good understanding, and you 

know, what had been agreed - not that there can’t still be emphasis and 

complexion and so forth brought to those things, but at the end of the day 

fundamentally they stuck because they had been authored by the people that 

needed to make them stick…it was an understanding a consensus and…that 

so that’s a hugely important element of this whole set up. (McDonald, 

Interview June 2004, 6). 

 

And again: 

 

There are probably some things that come out of this [councillor’s 

development of the strategic plan] which were benefits that we didn’t 

anticipate. And I think the big one is in a sense the harmony and purpose 

that this council enjoys that others struggle to find at times because there is a 

common denominator.  Sure they [PCC councillors] have their rigorous 

debates but they don’t get anywhere to the point where they become 

dysfunctional as some councils do and it might actually be because it its 
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their programme they all agreed to it and as it trickles down the layers it is 

still their programme.  And I guess we hadn’t anticipated the strength of that 

value. (McDonald, Interview May 2004, 7). 

 

In terms of bargaining in relation to the strategic and operational plans, McDonald 

(Interview, May 2004) described the interaction between the councillors in the 

following way: 

 

There are certainly differences, certainly differences, particularly as you get 

down to the more explicit management plan things where the dollars are 

actually spent. And it’s not about so much about intent…but where it might 

be spent…you know there is a debate on about it but they tend to try and be 

reasonably equitable among the ward distributions. We have got the three 

wards.  They try to bring the measure of equity and most of those things are 

resolved in that way. (McDonald, Interview May 2004, 12). 

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the theme of councillor relationships, the enablers and barriers to 

strategic capacity experienced by PCC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 16 – Summary of enablers and barriers within Councillor Relationship theme at PCC  

Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Theme – Councillor Relationships 

Enablers Barriers 

Place before party politics.  

Role of horse trading to maintain 

cohesion. 

 

Flexibility of voted works scheme as a  
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pressure relief valve on strategic and 

operational plan. 

Respect for the business of Council.  

Respect for other each others expertise.  

Shared decision-making - no winner 

takes all approach. 

 

Strategic Plan as builder of cohesion and 

consensus. 

 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

The idea of place before party politics is a strong thread in the evidence at PCC in 

this theme. Both Sheehy (Interview 2004) and Fowler (Interview 2004) expressed 

the view that party politics was something of lesser significance compared to the 

issues that affect the City. As Sheehy (Interview 2004) stated, politics is not played 

in relation to the important matter of Penrith. Fowler (Interview 2004, 4-5) stated 

straightforwardly ‘…I think the politics of Penrith is Penrith. It’s not the politics of 

Labor versus Liberal…’. This philosophy, they both claimed, defined the political 

practice at PCC. One way this practice was enacted was through Sheehy and Fowler 

(Interview 2004) as the senior political party representatives sitting together at 

Council meetings acting as cooperative gatekeepers in relation to Council business, 

giving proposals the joint go-ahead.  

 

Another example of the practice of putting Penrith before party politics was given 

by Fowler (Interview 2004, 22) when he described the free exchange of voting 

rights between Labor and Liberal councillors before the local government 

conference ‘…because it is more important to see that we are out there as Penrith 

rather than being there as Liberal or Labor or Independent.’. The desire to make 

such a public statement about the supremacy of the interests of Penrith over party 
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politics suggests a strong bond amongst the councillors and a pride in their 

approach to relegating party politics to second place. McDonald (Interview June 

2004) described this practice amongst councillors as having respect for the business 

of Council. In relation to strategy, the impact was summed up by Fowler (Interview 

2004, 4-5) when he stated ‘…if it’s good for Penrith then it will probably be getting 

a tick if it’s not good for Penrith then it won’t get a tick.’. Penrith had become the 

measure for what was the best strategy rather than party political issues. In Fowler’s 

view (Interview 2004) this was support by councillors being motivated by a desire 

to serve the community rather than personal political ambitions. 

 

Another coalescence of data at PCC was around practices and approaches to 

decision-making about inclusions in strategic and operational plans. According to 

McDonald (Interview May 2004), the councillors accepted the rule at strategic 

planning workshops that consensus was required for all decisions. This resulted in 

focusing the debate amongst the councillors about inclusions, exclusions and 

priorities, the debate continuing ‘…until everybody can sign off on it [the plan].’ 

(McDonald, Interview May 2004, 4). McDonald (Interview May & June 2004) 

regarded this consensus rule as critically important as it meant the strategic plan 

was based on agreement from all councillors and therefore tended to endure for the 

four year term. 

 

Various other practices were also used to achieve this commitment and consensus. 

The use of a voted works budget (Fowler, Interview 2004 & Lowndes, Interview 

2004), an accumulating amount put aside each year for unspecified works, provided 

councillors with the budgetary flexibility to respond to unforeseen requirements 

which arose during the course of each the year. Fowler (Interview 2004) described 

the voted works budget as a safety valve, giving councillors the flexibility to 

respond to matters during the year that required their immediate attention. Lowndes 

(Interview 2004) indicated that this mechanism was appreciated by the councillors. 
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This budgetary mechanism was accompanied by a willingness amongst the 

councillors to engage in what Sheehy (Interview 2004, 4-5) described as ‘…horse 

trading sessions…’, stating their purpose as particularly important in the negotiation 

process around inclusions and exclusions in the strategic plan. Fowler (Interview 

2004) described the nature of these negotiations as amicable and could not recall 

ever having to resort to a vote to make a determination about inclusions and 

exclusions. McDonald (Interview May 2004) regarded the negotiations as part of 

the process, offering the view that such sessions usually resulted in quite politically 

equitable outcomes. There was also a confidence expressed by the two elected 

representatives interviewed (Sheehy, Interview 2004 & Fowler Interview 2004) that 

while the commitment to the strategic plan was largely maintained, PCC’s 

processes were flexible enough to accommodate a change to the plan if required.  

 

The third and final thread in the evidence for this theme relates to the strong 

expressions and enactments of respect that were part of the councillor relationships 

at PCC. Sheehy (Interview 2004) and Fowler (Interview 2004) both expressed the 

view that councillors shared a respect for the experience and expertise of each other 

that went beyond political affiliation and rested with the individual. Respect was 

also expressed in the practice of shared decision-making in which it was important 

that no-one felt they had been ‘…done over unfairly…that at the end of the day they 

have had a fair go.’ (Sheehy, Interview 2004, 4-5). Fowler (Interview 2004, 13) 

characterised the respect as inclusive decision-making in which ‘…there is a 

philosophy in Council that winner doesn’t take all.’. Fowler (Interview 2004) was 

also clear that the absence of a dominant political group has been a cause of this 

shared decision-making and respect as no one party has been able to dominate. 

Again party political affiliations took second place to the capacity for individuals to 

respect each other and deliver an outcome for the City. As Sheehy (Interview 2004, 

4-5) observed: 
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…that issue of trust and mutual respect becomes very important in that 

process because if people are locked in to a political straight-jacket in the 

sense that “oh he is one of them, I am not going to support anything he 

says”, well you are not going to get an agreed plan. 

 

The cohesive and respectful nature of the relationships amongst councillors at PCC 

was something several of the research participants willingly spent time discussing 

with the researcher. In contrast to this, there was little dialogue forthcoming from 

the participants at ESC about the relationships amongst the councillors or the 

perception of the relationships by others. 

 

Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

The Mayor contrasted the current and past relationship amongst councillors, having 

made it clear that the last few councils ‘…have not been happy places…’ (Fergus 

Thomson, Mayor, Interview 2004, 12). He observed: 

 

I guess I came up through a school and I was involved in, I still am to a 

much lessor extent, in surf life saving and at a state level we always believed 

that we debated as hard as possible but at the end of the night or the end of 

the day, at the end of the debate you went away and had a beer together. And 

I basically tried to implement the same thing here…I’d say look the bars 

open at the end of the day and go and have a beer. It was interesting when 

the first time I did it [here] I went out and the fridge, the beer was hot. The 

fridge didn’t work and they said, “oh they haven’t used it for 13 years”, so 

to me that sort of indicated it’s been a fair while since people were happy 

enough to sit, and then we threw away bottles and bottles of beer because 

they’d gone off it seemed to me to indicate that there hasn’t been goodwill. 
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I’m not saying that councillors have to agree. They never will and you’re not 

meant to that’s not the role of a councillor. But I think the attitude and the 

way you behave in council can be such that you can allow someone to have a 

different point of view and I think a different point of view is the way that you 

get good decisions, you don’t want someone dominating or someone being 

intimidated from having a view. (Thomson, Interview 2004, 12). 

 

Thomson (Interview 2004) went on to discuss the tension between party political 

disciplines and the needs of the LGA, questioning the relevance of party politics at 

the local government level. Salan (Interview 2004) indicated a general lack of party 

political differences being displayed by the current Council but tended to explain 

this more because of the individuals involved. He stated: 

 

I mean there’s definitely a different flavour between the current council and 

the previous council but I think that’s more attributed to the individuals that 

you get on council it’s yeah because it can swing either way. (Ransce Salan, 

Manager Sustainable Development, Interview 2004, 11). 

 

Of the councillors on the previous Council, Pollock (Interview 2004) was less than 

complementary. He asserted: 

 

The four years prior to the last election were the most totally unsatisfying 

dys…dysfunctional that I have ever seen. I think there were some of the 

poorest individual personalities that I have ever had the misfortune to have 

to confront, and competency and ability were certainly well down the list of 

attributes for those who got positions of you know that I regard as terribly 

important…(Rob Pollock, Councillor, Interview 2004, 3). 

 

He also described a number of them as: 
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 ‘…people who were more worried about their own importance and the 

sound of their own voice rather than having the ability to confront the 

issues…’ (Pollock, Interview 2004, 4). 

 

Of the current group of councillors, he observed: 

 

The people that were elected in the last council are all well motivated, 

successful, got ability you know makes a hell of a difference. (Pollock, 

Interview 2004, 4). 

 

Pollock (Interview 2004) indicated that the notion of the strategic plan being a 

politically constraining commitment was not the case as far as he was concerned. 

He mentioned that the option existed to change something in the plan if necessary, 

observing that with an organisation of the size and diversity of ESC, this was 

sometimes to be expected (Pollock, Interview, 16). 

 

The idea of voted works (see PCC above) to provide councillors with the capacity 

to respond to emerging issues or changing priorities during the term of the plan 

received short shrift at ESC. Tegart (Interview 2004) responded to the practice as 

follows: 

 

No, because that’s entirely political to do that. No. We budget for everything 

down to the last thing… So what happens is here if something turns up we 

either ask for council to consider that - here’s the amount of money and we 

delete projects off  like further in the year push things out or just delete them 

entirely off to allow this other thing to come into place. Or we’ll do a thing 

called a rebate which means like deferring, we’ll say we’ll not do this work 

now we’ll do it next year we’ll allocate those funds next year…There is, no, 
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we got rid of slush funds if you like with the old hollow log stuff so there is 

no political monopoly money anywhere. (Peter Tegart, Director 

Environment, Planning and Administrative Services, Interview 2004, 27). 

 

Tegart (Interview 2004) did acknowledge that there was a degree of negotiation 

amongst councillors as to what projects were approved for inclusion in the plan, this 

negotiating considering, but not necessarily always following, the priority point 

score system put together by staff. Somewhat unconvincingly Tegart (Interview 

2004) stated: 

 

But that’s okay. That’s democracy, that’s people power and they’re 

expressing their view…and as much as we want to try and guide them from a 

judgment point of view it’s still their decision and that’s politics and that’s 

democracy and the right way to be. As to whether it provides good 

governance, they’re things that we need to still work on them, with them. 

(Tegart, Interview 2004, 12-13). 

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the theme of councillor relationships, the enablers and barriers to 

strategic capacity experienced by ESC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 17 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Councillor Relationship theme at ESC  

Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Theme – Councillor Relationships 

Enablers Barriers 

Importance of accommodating 

difference. 

Poor quality and self absorbed 

individuals as councillors on previous 

Council. 
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Well motivated individuals constituting 

current Council. 

Previous councillors unable to sustain 

basic social interaction. 

Political negotiation around inclusions in 

plan. 

No equivalent of votes works for 

flexibility. 

Rebate process for changing plan.  

  

 

Discussion of Evidence 

The relationships amongst councillors was undergoing significant change at ESC as 

the Council emerged from a period of political turbulence which had dominated 

activities at the political level for the prior two to three years. Partly as a 

consequence of this time, the observations made by Councillor Pollock (Interview 

2004) about his colleagues tended to be focused on their individual qualities. He 

was critical of the motivation of some of the previous councillors suggesting 

personal political agendas were driving their actions and decisions. He was also 

quick to doubt their competency or ability. In describing the current councillors 

(Pollock, Interview 2004) he focused on their motivation, observing that they were 

well motivated as well as capable. Embedded in Pollock’s (Interview 2004) 

comments was a lack of respect for many of the previous councillors and a doubt 

about their motives for holding public office. The situation was the reverse for the 

new group of councillors. Salan (Interview 2004) also observed the new Council 

through the lens of a change in individual councillors to which he attributed the 

growing climate of political stability.  

 

The Mayor (Thomson, Interview 2004) described the failure of the previous 

councillors to be able to sustain any level of social interaction which would 

normally have facilitated a measure of important dialogue and communication 

about Council business. Thomson (Interview 2004) was not critical of the different 
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views of the previous group of councillors as he explained that differences should 

be accommodated. He was critical of the tendency for a few individual councillors 

to dominate and intimidate and he questioned the role of party politics in local 

government. 

 

In the work of strategy development Pollock (Interview 2004) stated that he did not 

feel politically constrained as a result of committing to a long-term strategic plan 

and that changing the plan could be done if necessary. Tegart (Interview 2004) 

indicated that there was some political negotiation around the contents of the 

strategic plan but that flexibility mechanisms such as a voted works budget were not 

offered to councillors. He did confirm there was a defined process for changing the 

plan if necessary. 

 

Similarly to ESC, the research participants at Cessnock City Council were not as 

voluble about the relationships amongst the councillors as those at PCC. 

 

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

As the only case study council with a political majority (held by the Australian 

Labor Party), Davey (Interview 2004) described the political character of Council in 

quite a divided way. As a long standing independent, she indicated that she had 

been nominated by the non-Australian Labor Party councillors as the ‘…leader of 

the opposition…’ (Alison Davey, Councillor, Interview 2004, a) which, she noted, 

commanded more respect than just being a councillor, despite the fact that such 

roles are not recognised in any way in the prevailing legislation (Local Government 

Act 1993). Davey (Interview 2004, 9) made several references to the opposition and 

their relative disadvantage as a group in relation to what she referred to as ‘…the 

side that is in power…’ . Dyer (Interview 2004), one of the Australian Labor Party 
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councillors, also held this divided view of the politics at CCC, although stated that 

there was a high degree of consensus in most of the decision-making. He described 

the manifestation of political differences in the following way: 

 

Oh small things you know insignificant things. I suppose in some ways you 

know it depends if you want to make it significant you know there would be a 

bit of an undertone that you know they, our opposition does not like spending 

money on tourism and our, my answer to that is tourism is the way that 

would be another create, you know 7,000 – 8,000 jobs in the vineyards 

through hospitality.  A lot of the times or probably 90% of the time we have 

consensus in the direction we are going you know. We wouldn’t be supported 

by people who are non labour in the community if we weren’t doing what the 

consensus of what is best for Cessnock. (Richard Dyer, Councillor, Interview 

2004, 8). 

 

When it came to negotiations between councillors regarding strategy and projects to 

be included in the strategic and operational plans, the General Manager made it 

clear that he did not encourage, and nor was there, horse trading at the strategic 

level (Cowan, Interview 2004). Similarly, he did not support a voted works budget 

as a way of providing councillors with some flexibility, as the following exchange 

demonstrates: 

 

Q. Is there any amount of money put aside for unplanned works that council 

can vote on during the course of the year, some councils call it voted works? 

 

A. No, they deal with that at budget time. It is in the management plan. There 

is no sludge fund, there is no sly kick or whatever some people do. If 

something comes up…through the year and it is unplanned we have to go 
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back and change the management plan, something drops out something 

comes in. 

 

Q. One of the councils…allocate for I think its $100,000 or $200,000 a year 

for voted works and the assumption is that it is capable of being evenly split 

across the wards and it allows, it takes some of the pressure off, and this is 

how it has been described, the pressure off the more formalised planning 

processes because it just provides some contingency for the councillor who 

is determined to make sure that, you know, the footpath is redone in some 

particular area in response to a, you know a noisy constituent, that’s the sort 

of rationale. 

 

A. Understand it but I don’t subscribe to it. (Colin Cowan, General Manager, 

Interview 2004, 30). 

 

Failing to maintain political commitment to strategic decisions that were very much 

in the public eye was a matter raised by Lock (Interview 2004) and one for which 

she expressed some considerable frustration. She (Interview 2004) gave the 

following example. After considerable stakeholder and community consultation, 

engineer’s reports and other investigations, Council took a decision to build a new 

swimming pool in Cessnock City rather than in any of the smaller surrounding 

towns which were part of the Cessnock local government area. With that direction 

set and Council having adopted a strategic aquatics plan: 

 

[the] next thing we see in the paper, on the front page, that one of the 

councillors has said, lets look at the feasibility of relocating Cessnock pool 

[to one of the other towns]. So that’s where the politics comes into it, 

because we had done all that hard work, councils adopted the, it was a 

strategic aquatics directional plan…so now we find that we’re not…being 
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able to move on with the developments at Cessnock pool. That’s all been put 

on hold while we look at the feasibility of relocating it…all because of the 

political, someone’s political agenda. (Anne Lock, Recreational Planner, 

Interview 2004, 9). 

 

As the strategic plan was not used or considered by elected representatives41 at 

CCC, the question of it potentially constraining political responsiveness was not 

relevant. 

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the theme of councillor relationships, the enablers and barriers to 

strategic capacity experienced by CCC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 18 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Councillor Relationship theme at CCC  

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Theme – Councillor Relationships 

Enablers Barriers 

90% consensus on decision-making. Negotiation or horse trading not 

encouraged by GM. 

Strategic plan can be changed if 

necessary. 

No voted works or equivalent to 

facilitate flexibility. 

 Lack of enduring political commitment 

to some strategic decisions. 

 

                                              
41 See Chapters 7 and 8 
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Discussion of Evidence 

The political dynamic at CCC was characterised by a division into two parts; the 

councillors representing the Australian Labor Party, who had the majority and were 

regarded as ‘in government’ and the non-Labor councillors who were in the 

minority and regarded as ‘the opposition’ (Davey, Interview 2004 & Dyer, 

Interview 2004). On this basis Councillor Dyer (Interview 2004), an Australian 

Labor Party councillor, did not have much to say about the necessity for or 

experience of political negotiation or the development of consensus around the 

strategic plan. Of course in part this was due to the low level of political interest 

generally in relation to the plan42, but controlling the vote lessened the need for any 

measure of political vigilance or bargaining. Despite the political situation, Dyer 

(Interview 2004) asserted that the Labor councillors did consider what was best for 

Cessnock and its community although, as has been previously suggested43, this was 

not evident in relation to strategic issues. 

 

In any event the General Manager (Cowan, Interview 2004) did not encourage or 

approve of horse trading, negotiation or the use of a voted works budget, regarding 

the Penrith practice with considerable suspicion. The fact that the plan could be 

changed if necessary seemed to be sufficient flexibility for the participants in the 

strategy domain. However sustaining commitment to long-term strategy was a 

difficulty raised by Lock (Interview 2004), giving the example of the new 

swimming pool. This difficulty could have been potentially symptomatic of a 

number of issues including those cited in two previous Chapters such as the low 

level of participation by councillors in strategic matters, reducing the likelihood of a 

sense of strategy ownership. 

 

                                              
42 See Chapters 7 and 8. 
43 See Chapters 7 and 8. 
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Despite this difficult politics, the general sense of the political dynamic at CCC was 

low key compared to the more intense situation at Leichhardt Municipal Council. 

Here, party politics and councillor relationships were significant influences in 

decision-making. 

 

Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

As cited earlier44, the history of LMC as described by the General Manager and two 

elected representatives interviewed, was one of little political consensus on any 

issue. The General Manager (Interview 2005) stated: 

 

None of the politicians could come to any sort of agreement. They’d argue 

over some broad statements that we were trying to formulate into some 

vision statements much less getting further down into some strategic 

objectives etc. (Peter Head, General Manager, Interview 2005, 2). 

 

The perception of consensus amongst the current councillors was not particularly 

different from this earlier view although tinged with a measure of optimism. The 

Mayor (Interview 2005) blamed the lack of consensus primarily on the mixed 

politics and lack of a dominant political group on the Council, stating: 

 

That if Leichhardt Council is seen as not strategic planning I would say it 

was for that very reason. It’s because we are very divided. There is no, no 

particular group has ever, has controlled the council for a very long time, 

maybe 20 years I think since any particular group controlled the council… 

so there’s always that kind of arguing and to and froing. And I do think that 

                                              
44 See Chapter 7 
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that’s been one problem with getting any consensus out of the councillors. 

It’s always been very difficult because it’s been quite divided. There’s always 

been a lot of smaller but still vocal groups on the council. This time around I 

do think we have more of a sense of cohesion, the councillors are working 

together more and we’ve just basically sat down and nutted out an 

agreement as to how the council would work and how we’re going to share 

the power…I think that’s interesting that they’ve [expert advisers nominating 

LMC as a transition council] said that because I would say that would be one 

of the reasons here. As well for the last term of council and the term before 

because I’ve been on for those 2 terms, well half of one term and then the 

last one there was, there was very little sense of working together. It was 

usually working against each other and it was all over the place…and I think 

that’s a bad thing for the community not having any kind of sense [of] 

working together… whereas this term of council all the 12 councillors seem 

to be a lot more interested in what they’re doing, passionate about what 

they’re doing and willing to work with each other which I think is really 

good, because we’re always going to have a mix at Leichhardt, we’re always 

going to have Independents and Greens and Labour and Liberal it’s just the 

way the system is and there’ll never be anyone with a majority so. (Alice 

Murphy, Mayor, Interview 2005, 6). 

 

Despite this optimism, Murphy (Interview 2005) did observe that there were as 

many different views as councillors and there was, as yet, no sense of shared 

objectives to work towards during their four year term. This diversity was also 

reflected through the influence of party politics on decision-making, Murphy 

(Interview 2005) indicating that such politics was always evident, making the 

outcome of the voting process at Council predictable.  
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Sheehan (Interview 2005) also put the argument regarding the need for a political 

majority. She stated: 

 

So that’s a factor in determining your capacity to set a coherent strategic 

direction, if you don’t have a majority. It’s difficult to do that particularly in 

an area like Leichhardt where the Green and Labour are at each others 

throats. You can imagine they’re fighting over the same bloody votes. I mean 

oh gee it gives me the pip. I mean I don’t think there should be any of that in 

local government at all. It really, because the decisions they are making are 

the decisions that effect people’s lives intimately you know, like their front 

yards their back yards their local playing fields, their streets their you know 

everything where the traffic flows everything to do with where people live is 

effected by these councillors. (Maire Sheehan, Councillor, Interview 2005, 

6).45 

 

McCabe (Interview 2005) also raised on a number of occasions the lack of a 

political majority on the Council, supporting the position of Murphy (Interview 

2005) and Sheehan (Interview 2005) in terms of it thwarting effective decision-

making and consensus building. She further asserted (Interview 2005) that without 

an agreed strategic agenda, there tended to be an inadequate capacity amongst 

councillors to make, and remain committed to, some of its decisions. Giving an 

example of an important land acquisition, she stated: 

 

You parallel that to the decision that we’ve just made to buy 3 properties 

next door…which again strategically is a really important decision but in the 

absence of some type of plan or strategic direction it’s been a political 

                                              
45 Councillor Sheehan disagreed with the expert advisers on the nomination of LMC as a transition council. 

She was the only research participant to do so. 
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nightmare. It’s come and gone with rescissions, we’ve made the decision 

again, we’ve changed councils, so it’s been, there’s been no consistency in 

an approach and I think that’s as a result of the lack of that strategic 

foresight and you know as I said, not taking it out for 30 or 40 years but you 

know the 10 or 20 years is probably sufficient, 10 years would be good, 2 

terms. (Alison McCabe, Director Environment and Community 

Management, Interview 2005, 4). 

 

Similarly to Cessnock City Council, the elected representatives interviewed made it 

clear that they rarely if ever referred to the strategic plan46 so the dialogue about its 

potential to constrain them in their role of representing constituents was purely 

hypothetical.  

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to the theme of councillor relationships, the enablers and barriers to 

strategic capacity experienced by LMC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 19 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Councillor Relationship theme at LMC  

Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Theme – Councillor Relationships 

Enablers Barriers 

 Lack of dominant political group and 

lack of power sharing amongst political 

divisions. 

 Council politically divided. 

 Lack of enduring political commitment 

                                              
46 See Chapter 7 and 8 
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to some strategic decisions. 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

According to the research participants at LMC, the rationale for a lack of strategic 

capacity centred upon what the General Manager (Head, Interview 2004, 2005), one 

Director (McCabe, Interview 2005) and the elected representatives (Murphy, 

Interview 2005 & Sheehan, Interview 2005) variously described as a lack of 

political majority. The fuller descriptions offered by these nominated research 

participants included such phrases as: ‘None of the politicians could come to any 

sort of agreement.’ (Head, Interview 2004, 2), ‘…we [Council] are very 

divided…there’s always that kind of arguing and to and froing…It’s always been 

very difficult because it’s been quite divided…It was usually working against each 

other…not having any kind of sense  [of] working together...it’s just the way the 

system is and there’ll never be anyone with a majority so.’ (Murphy, Interview 

2005, 6) and so on.  

 

Sheehan (Interview 2005) argued that the party political fighting that dominated 

Council should not be happening at the local government level at all. She expressed 

concern that while the councillors fought over votes and made decisions on party 

lines, the community missed out. She was implying that the community deserved to 

be more at the centre of the decision-making rather than party politics (Sheehan, 

Interview 2005).  

 

The divided nature of the Council was also a point of frustration for McCabe 

(Interview 2005). McCabe (Interview 2005) lamented the lack of capacity of 

councillors to remain committed to their decisions, giving the example of the many 

changes related to a proposed strategic land acquisition. One reason she offered for 

this lack of commitment was the lack of agreement amongst councillors to a long-
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term plan. McCabe (Interview 2005) also asserted that the lack of political majority 

was the greater cause of this state of affairs. However while there was an absence of 

a  political majority, there were no signs amongst councillors of coming to some 

power sharing arrangement so agreement on strategy could be achieved. 

 

Overall Analysis 

The unit of analysis for this study, strategic capacity, is about moving to an 

approach for strategising that acknowledges and responds to the broader palette of 

community needs than was assumed to be served by local government’s traditional 

narrow function of property related services. Of the many important strategies that 

are possible when considering this broader approach, those of greatest value to the 

community should take priority. To achieve this broader, selective strategising an 

underlying process is required in which elected representatives and senior staff can 

work together to formulate agreed future directions and programs of activity. 

Irrespective of the level of participation elected representatives have in the 

development and selection of strategy, at the very least their approval is required 

before resources can be allocated to realise those strategies. Nonetheless the 

evidence suggests47 that without participation well beyond this minimum, strategic 

objectives will flounder.  

 

While the previous Chapter dealt with the relationship between the management 

and political entities in this process and the impact on the development of strategic 

capacity, this Chapter has examined the research evidence in relation to the 

perception of relationships within the political entity. Formulating a coherent and 

enduring strategic agenda requires a measure of cohesion, agreement and 

                                              
47 See Chapter 9 
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commitment amongst councillors. This inevitability reveals their influence on the 

development of strategic capacity. 

 

At PCC there was a clear commitment by elected representatives to put the interests 

of the City before party or personal political interests and be seen to be doing so. 

This created Penrith as the strategy focus rather than party based ideology. It also 

diluted the potential for political conflict between the two major parties, 

substituting, as Fowler (Interview 2004, 4-5) noted, Penrith for the politics of Labor 

versus Liberal. Given Fowler’s previous observation about the fragility of 

relationships within and between the entities in the strategy domain (Interview 

2004), a move away from traditional party tensions reduced the likelihood of a 

destabilising conflict emerging. The effect of anointing Penrith’s best interests as 

the test of ‘right’ strategy is to create a legitimising force that is more important 

than party political considerations and therefore one which can be readily shared 

amongst councillors; the common interest of place. It is therefore argued that a 

factor influencing the development of strategic capacity is the sharing of a common 

place aspiration amongst councillors that comes before party political 

considerations and which legitimises strategy choices. This legitimising force arises 

from elected representatives expressing their authentic preference for a set of 

strategies and actions that they believe, in the first instance, is in the community’s 

best interests rather than being primarily the product of party policy. As Fowler 

(Interview 2004) and Sheehy (Interview 2004) observed, party politics is then 

expressed on the unimportant matters; that is unimportant to place. 

 

Before arguing other factors from the PCC evidence, it is worthwhile comparing 

PCC to the other case study councils in relation to this first factor. LMC defined 

themselves as politically divided with a long history of party politics determining, 

with predictability, voting at Council. Sheehan (Interview 2005) expressed 

frustration at this, commenting that such party political approaches had no place in 
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local government, she asserted, which was about community and peoples lives. This 

party political-centred decision-making and lack of community-centred decision-

making at LMC is the antithesis of the approach adopted by councillors at PCC. At 

ESC Pollock (Interview 2004) suspected a number of the councillors on the 

previous council of being motivated by personal political agendas which he saw as 

the main cause of the dysfunctional period. He regarded the current councillors as 

being ‘…well motivated…’ (Pollock, Interview 2004, 4). The implication was that 

the former councillors referred to were not operating in the best interests of 

Eurobodalla but in their own interests. The current councillors, characterised as well 

motivated, were regarded as operating in the place’s best interests. Thomson 

(Interview 2004) also touched on this point when he questioned the relevance of 

party politics at the local government level. At CCC there was no evidence of a 

common place aspiration shared by the councillors. 

 

This analysis suggests that a factor influencing the development of strategic 

capacity is the councillors adopting a community or place centred approach to 

decision-making with party political influences or personal political ambitions 

relegated to second place and beyond. This shared commitment to place aids in 

legitimising strategy decisions as councillors share the measure for determining 

‘right’ strategy. 

 

A further factor suggested by the evidence in this theme relates to mechanisms of 

commitment building. In the previous factor, adopting an LGA centred approach 

amongst councillors to decision-making facilitates the building and sustaining of 

legitimacy; that is the belief the decision is the right one for the LGA. Once made, 

commitment by councillors to the decision is necessary if it is going to endure for 

the four year term of council and perhaps beyond. Developing the necessary 

commitment to sustain important objectives and programs over the longer period is 

a constitutive element of strategic capacity.  
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At PCC the processes around the development of the strategic plan were arranged to 

facilitate this commitment building. The workshop rule of consensus meant that all 

councillors had to agree on the content of the strategic plan. In achieving this 

consensus, there was a practice of horse trading which helped to bring about an 

outcome that all councillors could accept as fair. Commencing with this high degree 

of councillor ownership and commitment gave the plan significant forward thrust, 

increasing the likelihood of its anticipated longevity without significant change. The 

added benefit of the voted works budget helped to avoid situations over the ensuing 

four years in which a response by councillors to an emerging issue was precluded 

because of resource commitments made in the strategic or operational plan. This 

safety valve gave councillors room to manoeuvre if necessary, without undoing the 

hard work of having agreed on strategies. The voted works budget was a transparent 

component of PCC’s overall budget process and aided in sustaining strategic 

capacity by sustaining councillor commitment to the strategic plan.  

 

ESC entertained a level of negotiation in the development of strategy but did not 

have the disciplines and mechanisms in place as was the case at PCC. CCC 

discouraged the sort of negotiating and commitment building mechanisms that were 

in operation at PCC and a lack of enduring political commitment to some strategic 

decisions was evident. The research participants at LMC remained convinced that 

without a dominant political group, political consensus and commitment were 

unlikely outcomes of the set of councillor relationships in operation.  

 

A final grouping of evidence in this theme came in the guise of respect amongst 

councillors but was arguably more likely about power. At PCC respect was very 

much an enacted matter; that is the councillors behaved in respectful ways with one 

another, particularly in terms of sharing power. This included a shared decision-

making approach in which no one group dominated and an equitable outcome was 
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an important element of the negotiation and decision-making process. The lack of a 

political majority was regarded as a strength and was the basis for committing to a 

shared model. There was a fear that one day a group may win a majority and it 

would signal the beginning of the end of the shared power model (Fowler, Interview 

2004). Sharing power enabled political decision-making and complemented the 

factors of councillors sharing a place aspiration which came before party politics 

and working to build consensus and commitment to agreed strategies. 

 

Respect was expressed amongst councillors at ESC both directly by Pollock 

(Interview 2004) and indirectly with the Mayor’s expression of working to 

accommodate differences in councillor perspectives (Thomson, Interview 2004). 

However given that is was early days for the new Council, councillor relationships 

were still forming at the time of the field research and little other evidence was 

forthcoming about how this respect translated into enactments of power sharing. At 

CCC, given the political majority of the Australian Labor Party, power sharing and 

the issue of respect amongst councillors did not arise, other than perhaps Davey 

(Interview 2004) expressing her dissatisfaction at being the opposition. The 

research participants at LMC were clearly not participating in any power sharing, 

retaining their tradition of political divisions, engaging in political conflicts and 

vigorously working against each other. 

 

Conclusion 

The development of strategy that serves the community’s interests and can endure 

over time requires a degree of consensus and commitment from the elected 

representatives in whom the responsibility for controlling the affairs of the council 

is vested. The evidence suggests that one factor of influence in this regard is a 

shared commitment amongst councillors to place based decision-making rather than 

decision-making based mostly on party political considerations or personal political 
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ambitions. A commitment to determining strategy on a view of what is best for the 

place provides a common strategic bond that elected representatives can use to 

facilitate agreement and a sense of shared legitimacy in their decisions. The 

experience of LMC, where matters are determined by intense party political 

affiliation, is that agreement on strategy is virtually impossible. As a result strategic 

capacity cannot develop in the absence of agreement on strategy. 

 

Building political commitment to agreed strategies emerges as another factor of 

influence in this theme. Strategies, for example the aquatic strategy cited by Lock 

(Interview 2004) regarding the location of the new swimming pool for CCC, can 

often take several or more years to realise and therefore require an enduring 

commitment from the political entity. Practical commitment building mechanisms 

are required to encourage councillors as a group to agree with strategies yet have 

the room to manoeuvre so as not to feel unduly politically constrained. 

Manoeuvrability should not come at the expense of unravelling agreed strategies. 

Negotiation, horse trading, voted works budgets and strategic planning workshop 

rules that require consensus are all examples of practical mechanisms that 

encourage and permit political commitment to strategies to ensure their endurance. 

Such practical measures were only evident at PCC. If strategies do not endure, then 

councils return to embarking on short-term programs and strategic capacity withers. 

Without an enduring commitment, CCC may never get its new swimming pool. 

 

The final factor to emerge in this theme is a willingness amongst councillors to 

share power. To give effect to building consensus and commitment, avoiding 

domination and authentically engaging in negotiation and horse trading there needs 

to be a willingness to share power. At PCC it was this power sharing that brought 

about equitable outcomes for councillors as they worked through the negotiation 

processes and traded ideas, strategies and actions. As Fowler observed (Interview 
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2004), negotiations never had to resort to a vote. At the other end of the spectrum 

was LMC where agreement on strategy seemed forever unlikely.  

 

The cohesion or otherwise of councillors in relation to pursuing common goals 

influences strategic capacity in the ways articulated above. Similarly, there is 

evidence from the research to suggest that the attitudes and views of those 

constituting the management entity in the strategy domain also influence strategic 

capacity. This evidence and its effect are examined in the next Chapter. 
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Chapter 11 - Organisational Commitment to Strategic Capacity 

One of the avenues explored with the research participants who were employees 

was their perception of whether taking a strategic approach was something expected 

of them and how this expectation was enacted in the organisation. This avenue led 

to a coalescence of evidence about perceptions within the management entity 

regarding the genuiness or otherwise of the organisation’s commitment to strategy. 

To a degree it also tested whether the views held by the elected representatives of 

the management entity were shared by members of that entity. Some aspects of this 

theme also arose in the context of exploring other enablers and barriers to the 

development of strategic capacity. 

 

Consistent with the approach in the four preceding empirical Chapters, the evidence 

for this theme is presented, summarised and discussed for each case study council in 

turn. At the end of the Chapter there is an overall analysis for the theme in which 

the factors influencing the development of strategic capacity are identified and 

argued. 

 

 

Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

The evidence from PCC for this theme is not as extensive as it has been for the 

other themes. Partly this is a consequence of most of the staff’s observations being 

offered in the context of their relationship with councillors or in relation to 

organisational routines and processes covered in Chapter 8. In other words their 

own perceptions were bound up in the strategic partnership they had built with the 

councillors and the organisation processes supporting this partnership; this left little 
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to comment on regarding ‘just management’. However some of the management 

entity’s perceptions were expressed and are relevant to the development of strategic 

capacity. McDonald (Interview June 2004) argued that PCC had an organisation 

culture that valued strategic planning. He asserted: 

 

But there were others [advocates of strategic planning] in my team who were 

the people that really pushed it into practice if you like. There was a lot of 

support from senior management of doing it this way. Once I think people 

started to see that it was a legitimate way of going about things it improved 

the relevance and so forth. More people within the place if not became 

advocates picked up on it and started to move forward with it...and it became 

really the way we do things around here. (Bruce McDonald, Deputy General 

Manager and Director City Strategy, Interview June 2004). 

 

Lowndes (Interview 2004) argued similarly, indicating that even new staff were 

introduced to the strategic approach taken by PCC. She stated: 

 

Every two to three months we have an orientation programme for the new 

staff who have arrived in that two month three month period and the GM 

starts in as the first one. So they get a PowerPoint presentation and an 

overview of the strategic plan and then they are followed through with a 

director that is in the directors group and then I follow through [from a] 

corporate development [perspective]. They all get copies of the strategic 

plans so we build it in from day one on orientation so they get an 

understanding and knowledge that it is important to the organisation and it 

is reinforced throughout the place. (Helen Lowndes, Manager Corporate 

Development, Interview 2004, 26). 
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This importance of this induction of staff to the benefits of taking a strategic 

approach was also commented on by one of the elected representatives. Sheehy 

(Interview 2004) stated: 

 

The enculturation of how we do things here is tremendously important in the 

development of the staff and so, I don’t know whether you know this but Alan 

(Alan Travis, General Manager) had a team of people sitting around the 

Council table in there. It wasn’t a Council meeting I can assure you. He is 

obviously doing a staff induction which we do on a regular basis and that 

staff induction process involves the Mayor. The Mayor usually does an 

introductory session about how I got to be in this position, where I came 

from, what I think about the whole process, why I keep doing it, so that they 

have got an understanding of the input that how this place operates. There is 

a board of directors. They then get a session either from Alan or from one of 

the other directors about the nitty gritty things about the strategic plan, 

about the management plan about if it is not in the strategic plan or it is not 

in the management plan then that is not what we are doing…So they 

understand why the organisation is driven by the strategic plan. So they see 

that they are part of a much bigger operation and they understand that what 

they do over here might have an effect over here. (Pay Sheehy, Councillor, 

Interview 2004, 11). 

 

Despite this enculturation, Lowndes (Interview 2004) did suggest that more needed 

to be done to involve staff from lower levels of the organisation in strategy 

development to ensure a strong on-going strategy legacy that could withstand 

changes in senior management potentially resulting in a lesser commitment to a 

strategic approach. McDonald (Interview, June 2004), having argued that the 

political maturity of managers had been an important aspect of an effective political 
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administrative relationship48, stated that such maturity was probably limited to the 

top two layers of management. Both these observations suggest that while there 

may be a whole-of-organisation awareness of PCC’s strategic approach, it is largely 

driven by the upper levels of management. 

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to this theme, the enablers and barriers to strategic capacity experienced 

by PCC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 20 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Organisational Commitment theme at PCC  

Penrith City Council (PCC) 

Theme – Organisational Commitment 

Enablers Barriers 

Organisation culture which values 

strategic planning. 

Participation in strategy development 

not devolved to lower level staff. 

Staff experience work as being more 

relevant.  

Political maturity of managers limited to 

upper levels. 

Induction of new staff into the strategic 

way. 

 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

The evidence presented in this Chapter for PCC arose in the context of discussing 

how staff may perceive the organisation’s strategic ambitions. McDonald (Interview 

June 2004) and Lowndes (Interview 2004) both argued an organisation culture 

which expressed positive values about strategic planning and its application as the 

way business was conducted at Penrith. This was supported by inducting new staff 

                                              
48 This relates to the issue of mutual role respect discussed in Chapter 9. 
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and initiating them to the strategic approach taken. McDonald (Interview June 

2004) also asserted that over time, the beneficial aspects of the more strategic 

approach taken had trickled down in the organisation and given staff a greater sense 

of relevance to their work.  

 

However these enablers were potentially attenuated by staff at lower levels in the 

organisation not participating in strategy development and levels of manager below 

the upper levels not necessarily having an appreciation of the legitimate role of 

elected representatives in strategy determination. Nonetheless, the expressions 

about the genuineness of the organisation’s interest in taking a strategic approach 

were positive, as was the general tone at ESC. 

 

Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

Members of the management entity at ESC were positive about the expectations 

expressed in the organisation at to the value and importance of taking a strategic 

approach. Grimwood (Interview 2004) stated that taking a strategic approach was 

well established in the organisation, even to the extent of breaking down some of 

the traditional professional silos. He observed: 

 

I think there’s a good appreciation of planning even from engineers which as 

I, I’m new to local government // // after 8 years I still consider myself new 

and it’s the only council I’ve worked for but I understand that in most local 

government organisation there’s a division between engineering and 

planning but I, here I believe there’s quite a good appreciation on both sides 

in both ways of the issues that have to be dealt with and making it work 

effectively. (Allen Grimwood, Strategic Unit Leader, Interview 2004, 8). 
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Grimwood (Interview 2004) argued that the strategic planning that was happening 

in the organisation went well beyond statutory requirements and that this set ESC 

apart from other councils. He stated: 

 

I talk to most planners [and they] are still operating within their legislative 

framework to a far greater extent than we are. And they are just relying upon 

the statutory steps in the act to go out and do consultation by it. I think what 

sets us apart a bit there is that we are sort of certainly going outside that to 

achieve better plan results rather than just addressing issues as they arise. 

We’re trying to take the bull by the horns and, and set the direction. 

(Grimwood, Interview 2004, 24). 

 

Salan (Interview 2004) commented that what he considered to be the key to taking a 

strategic approach, a commitment to sustainability, was led from the top of the 

organisation at ESC, whereas in other councils he had worked the situation was 

reversed. He referred to the task of building commitment to, and enthusiasm for, 

sustainability being easier with that support from the executive of the organisation. 

He also argued that another indication of ESC’s commitment to taking a strategic 

approach was the level of resourcing in support of the strategic function. He stated: 

 

For the size of the council, to have a strategic planning unit such as ours and 

to have continually resourced that area to the level that they have, yeah is a 

fair sort of commitment for us, especially for a small council. You think of 

Eurobodalla you think of the rate base that it has maybe 30,000 people…I 

came from Tweed. I’d say we had similar staffing levels between here and 

Tweed and yet they’ve got over twice our population and probably over 3 

times our income so you can see where the priorities have been put. (Ransce 

Salan, Manager Sustainable Development, Interview 2004, 7). 
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Summary of Evidence 

In relation to this theme, the enablers to strategic capacity experienced by ESC are 

summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 21 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Organisational Commitment theme at ESC 

Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) 

Theme – Organisational Commitment 

Enablers Barriers 

Appreciation of strategic planning 

spanning some different professional 

groups in the organisation. 

 

Taking a strategic approach goes beyond 

statutory requirements. 

 

Key strategic importance of 

sustainability led from the top of the 

organisation. 

 

Strategic function well resourced.  

 

Discussion of Evidence 

The observations made by staff at ESC who were involved in leading the detail of 

the strategy development work (Grimwood, Interview 2004 & Salan, Interview 

2004) seemed to have favourably compared ESC with other councils or their 

experience with professional colleagues from other councils and they argued a 

genuine organisational commitment to strategy. It was suggested that this 

commitment to strategic practice had spanned two usually separate professional 

groups – town planners and engineers. 

 

Other organisational enactments signalling, according to Grimwood (Interview 

2004) and Salan (Interview 2004), a genuine commitment to taking a strategic 
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approach, include the notion of sustainability as a key strategy leader being 

championed by the executive and an on-going and significant resourcing of the 

strategic function. This resourcing, according to Salan (Interview 2004), being 

comparable to much larger councils. Very much in contrast to the assertions of 

genuineness of strategic intent at ESC, CCC was characterised by staff asserting 

disingenuousness. 

 

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

Gogarty (Interview 2004) made it clear from early in the interview that in his view 

there had been no attempt to take a strategic approach at CCC for sometime. 

 

I think at the moment in particular we have got a GM who is coming up to 

retirement middle of next year and it’s starting to look like he is coming up 

to retirement middle of next year, got at least one of the other directors fairly 

well in the biggest department in the place who is also looking at retiring 

around about the same time and I think that, the real problem at the moment 

is that we are getting some inertia. We have kind of gone into a bit of calm 

water. (Peter Gogarty, Manager Corporate Development and Projects, 

Interview 2004, 10). 

 

On exploring this further Gogarty (Interview 2004) stated he believed there was a 

gap between management and staff which he described as follows: 

 

At a senior management level…staff are treated with a fair degree of 

contempt. They are a disposable commodity just like a paper clip is. If 

someone doesn’t like the conditions [they are told] well go away we’ll find 

someone else...Here over the last couple of years we have had a fairly 
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horrendous loss of very good people and I think a lot of it has been because 

of the old school management style - well you’re an expendable commodity. 

(Gogarty, Interview 2004, 10). 

 

In commenting on the strategic cost of this situation, he asserted: 

 

I think because, strategic capacity for me is not just about a couple of people 

being able to write a fancy bit of paper. It’s about how all of that turns into 

action and a lot of the, the good people, the good people who deliver that 

don’t just turn up and say well what’s the minimum I can get away with 

today and still get paid. The people who really deliver are the ones that are 

jumping ship, see strategic capacity is going to Singleton, Maitland, 

Newcastle, Lake Macquarie [all neighbouring or nearby local councils], 

because those people are saying well I’m frustrated as hell about this I’ll go 

somewhere else. (Gogarty, Interview 2004, 11). 

 

Gogarty (Interview 2004) summed up his view stating that whatever forward 

strategic thrust remained in the organisation it was in spite of senior management 

and that: 

 

I think there’s been this, as I said, we’ve gone into still waters in terms of 

thinking through what sort of place we want to make Cessnock but I think 

we’ve gone backwards in terms of the way the organisation functions 

internally. (Gogarty, Interview 2004, 11). 

 

Another staff member, Lock (Interview 2004), supported Gogarty’s view, stating 

there was a lack of strategic leadership from the General Manager and other key 

senior staff and that this was the key reason for a dwindling strategic focus. She also 

noted the loss of several key strategic staff in the last twelve months, stating ‘…I 
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would be quite comfortable to say that the fact that the organisation is marking time 

at the moment has played a role in the decision [to leave].’ (Anne Lock, Planner, 

Interview 2004, 17). Lock (Interview 2004) described the perception of marking 

time as widespread in the organisation. 

 

As regards strategic leadership, Gogarty (Interview 2004) stated, somewhat 

emphatically: 

 

There’s a senior executive, three directors and a GM meet every week for a 

couple of hours Tuesday afternoons. And you would think that that would be 

as the sort of four people that are driving the future of the City they would be 

focused more heavily on strategic issues than operational issues but they will 

sit there for an hour and talk about employing a new print clerk rather than 

talk about the strategic stuff…There is conflict between the strategic 

department which is sort of our asset owner if you like and the planning 

section, they do the planning for all those assets and the works department 

which carries out most of the, there’s huge conflicts across those 

departments in every area that you care to mention, recreation, community 

services, roads, but there doesn’t seem to be as I said, any cohesive go 

forward from that group of people. (Gogarty, Interview 2004, 13). 

 

Gogarty (Interview 2004) saw this unresolved conflict as draining the organisation’s 

capacity to be strategic. He also acknowledged that the strategic drive initially 

shown by the General Manager in the mid 1990s, was never followed through by 

the senior management team. He agreed to the proposition that the early strategic 

interest failed to transform into strategic thinking and implementation and that in 

terms of valuing strategy and a strategic approach, the organisation placed ‘…a big 

emphasis on operational issues.’ (Interview 2004, 30). 
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Mortomore (Interview 2004) confirmed that not all groups of staff saw the value in 

taking a more strategic approach (Mortomore, Interview 2004, 27) specifically 

mentioning the engineers and while Cowan (Interview 2004) tended to agree, he 

saw it as more a thing of the past, observing: 

 

In the past, and no longer in the organisation, but I have had engineers who 

didn’t see it as being worthwhile, necessarily worthwhile only because in a 

place like this where infrastructure needs so much work it becomes 

overwhelming and all you, they are battling to deal with the day to day 

issues rather than worrying about 15 years time. (Cowan, Interview 2004, 

7). 

 

Summary of Evidence 

In relation to this theme, the enablers and barriers to strategic capacity experienced 

by CCC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 22 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Organisational Commitment theme at CCC 

Cessnock City Council (CCC) 

Theme – Organisational Commitment 

Enablers Barriers 

 No strategic leadership or drive from the 

executive team. 

 Management/staff gap resulting in some 

key strategic staff leaving as 

organisation ‘marking time’. 

 Inter departmental conflict distracting 

possible strategic effort 
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 Initial strategic drive not followed 

through. 

 Emphasis on operational rather than 

strategic matters. 

 Some staff still unaccepting of the 

benefit of a strategic approach. 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

The evidence for this theme for CCC provides a different perspective to consider 

the general struggle experienced by the Council to develop and sustain a strategic 

approach. Both Gogarty (Interview 2004) and Lock (Interview 2004) argued a lack 

of strategic leadership and motivation by the General Manager and executive team 

and a widespread sense of the organisation marking time from a strategic 

perspective. Internal organisational conflict, partly around different views of the 

value of strategy, was also weakening the capacity to maintain a forward strategic 

thrust. 

 

Gogarty (Interview 2004) asserted that operational rather than strategic matters 

were the ones given emphasis in the organisation and, in conjunction with Lock 

(Interview 2004), posited that the loss of staff in recent times was both a 

consequence of the lack of strategic commitment and an exacerbation of its impact. 

He also argued other reasons such as the poor treatment of staff by the current 

management. 

 

Gogarty (Interview 2004) and Lock (Interview 2004) expressed a cynicism about 

the organisation’s commitment to taking a strategic approach; a cynicism based 

overall on a lack strategic leadership from management. At LMC the perception 
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bordered on cynicism at times but was more a simple acceptance of a lack of a 

strategic approach. 

 

Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Presentation of Evidence 

The lack of genuine strategic intent at LMC was captured in a story by White 

(Interview 2004) in which she explained that a few years prior, Council requested 

formal reports to be linked to the strategic plan by citing the relevant sections of the 

plan in the report. So few staff knew about the plan or had seen a final version, 

there was general confusion about what to record in the report as the relevant links. 

White stated: 

 

So I kept saying well what are we meant to put here when we haven’t seen a 

final plan? And we could never get an answer and what happened was 

people just copied what other people were putting. (Jenny White, Review 

Leader, 2005 Strategic Plan, Interview 2004, 5). 

 

White’s story was supported by one told by the General Manager (Head, Interview 

2004). He explained that not long before the field research for this thesis was 

conducted, the management team had undertaken a straw poll to get an indication of 

how well known the strategic plan was in the organisation. From this exercise, Head 

(Interview 2004) concluded that it was unknown to about 95 per cent of the 

organisation.  

 

White (Interview 2004) went on to explain that the plan had never been monitored 

or used, stating ‘…it just died…’ (Interview 2004, 6). As a result, White (Interview 

2004) observed that staff complained about a lack of clear direction and priority and 
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that in terms of activity, ‘…the organisation wasn’t all aligning to the same 

direction…’ (Interview, 3).  

 

In terms of activity to develop the new strategic plan, White (Interview 2004) 

expressed guarded optimism. She believed the General Manager’s lack of personal 

vision for the new strategic plan left room for others to influence its direction and 

commented that many more staff nowadays accepted that strategic plans were 

necessary. However White (Interview 2004) also indicated that the management 

talk about breaking down silos and being more focused on outcomes was little more 

than that, and instruments such as budgets were still assembled in the same 

competitive and historical way. 

 

McCabe (Interview 2005) was emphatic that the existing strategic plan had, in her 

view, no value or ownership, either politically or organisationally. Equally, she was 

clear that making time for developing and sustaining a strategic approach was not a 

priority for the senior management team of which she was a member. She stated: 

 

Unless there’s somebody pushing, prodding, structuring, booking in, 

hassling it’s too easy for us to get on and do our normal jobs. And I suppose 

the other thing is it’s we have to change our mindset to say well doing that is 

actually an important part of our jobs so that’s got to change as 

well…(Alison McCabe, Director Environment and Community Management, 

Interview 2005, 11). 

 

To introduce a strategic approach into the organisation, one of the required actions, 

according to McCabe (Interview 2005), was to: 

 

…make it a part of my job you know. When I take on a job then you’ve got to 

kind of convince me that I have to do it so it’s got to kind of be part of the 
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thinking of an organisation and again that’s, it can be done. But you look at 

things that have now become second nature to organisations, again I’ll go to 

the planning examples, heritage 30 years ago just wasn’t an issue, heritage 

is just now day to day it’s just part of the thinking process…so that happens 

with issues and things so there’s no reason you can’t make that strategic 

direction part of that normal way that an organisation runs. It’s figuring out 

how to do that because it can be done…we’re still getting there and that’s 

where you want your strategic planning process to be, just part of the day to 

day and we’re, I don’t, as I said, we’re grappling with that of to how to make 

that kind of part of the day to day. (McCabe, Interview 2005, 23). 

 

Head (Interview 2004) indicated that he did have a position for a full-time strategic 

planning officer (called an organisation and development officer) but had 

deliberately left this position unfilled. He explained: 

 

I deliberately haven’t filled that as yet because we’re still evolving and…we 

want to see how things are panning out. But they’re certainly, it’s really up 

to myself and the senior management team to drive this at the moment but 

we’ve got the opportunity when we believe the time is right to bring in an 

Organisation & Development Officer to operate at a strategic focus…(Peter 

Head, General Manager, Interview 2004). 

 

Head (Interview 2004) did not indicate how he would know when the timing was 

right and the more he spoke of the position, the less sure he seemed about the need 

to fill it. 
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Summary of Evidence 

In relation to this theme, the enablers and barriers to strategic capacity experienced 

by LMC are summarised in the Table below. 

 
Table 23 – Summary of enablers and barriers within the Organisational Commitment theme at LMC 

Leichhardt Municipal Council (LMC) 

Theme – Organisational Commitment 

Enablers Barriers 

A level of acceptance by more staff than 

had been the case of the need for 

strategic plans. 

The strategic plan unknown by almost 

all staff and not monitored or used. 

 Lack of a sense of clear direction and 

priority. 

 Key planning instruments such as the 

budget still assembled in the same 

historical way. 

 Making time to take a more strategic 

approach was not a priority for the 

senior management team. 

 No full-time officer to push the strategic 

agenda. 

Lack of personal vision by the General 

Manager. 

Lack of personal vision by the General 

Manager. 

 

Discussion of Evidence 

LMC is the antithesis of PCC. The evidence suggests that at PCC, taking a strategic 

approach is embedded in the organisation and is the established way business in 

conducted. At LMC it seems that the long standing expectation and practice is for 
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business to be conducted non-strategically; that is without agreed, broadly 

formulated long-term objectives which have political commitment and endure to 

realisation through linked programs and services. 

 

The evidence points to a lack of authentic commitment to operating strategically, 

including a lack of priority given to the strategic task by the senior management 

team, no investment of resources to drive a strategic agenda despite having an 

approved position, and continuing historical practices around such things as budget 

development. According to White (Interview 2004) staff noted the lack of direction 

and priority given the failure of the strategic plan. Furthermore, the absence of a 

personal vision by the General Manager observed by White (Interview 2004) in 

relation to the new strategic plan and way forward is difficult to regard as a net 

enabler. 

 

Overall Analysis 

The perception of a strong organisational commitment to taking a strategic 

approach is justified in the case of PCC. As well as robust processes which have 

embedded strategic capacity in organisational practice, the evidence suggests that it 

is clearly understood by at least the top two levels of management, and generally 

known about otherwise, that taking a strategic approach is the way PCC operates. 

The enactment of this expectation of strategic operation also gains expression 

through staff induction, where it is reinforced by senior political and well as 

managerial representatives. Whether the lack of certainty of political maturity 

below the top two levels of management is a barrier to strategic capacity is difficult 

to judge on the evidence. Both McDonald (Interview, June 2004) and Lowndes 

(Interview 2004) expressed aspirations that commitment to, and participation in, 

strategic planning be more devolved in the organisation, so from that perspective, 

the author has left it tagged as a barrier, albeit of doubtful efficacy.  
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The research participants at PCC did not have much to say about organisational 

commitment that was beyond the tightly coupled strategy relationship they had with 

the elected representatives. Their tacit knowledge and understanding about strategic 

capacity and strategic practice seemed bound up in this relationship and therefore, 

from their point of view, almost axiomatic that the organisation would be 

committed to taking a strategic approach. 

 

ESC was similarly positioned. The ways in which the expectation of a strategic 

approach were enacted were not difficult for the relevant research participants to 

identify: a significant commitment of resources, strategic planning practice that was 

even bridging professional divides, a strong lead from the executive on 

sustainability as a key strategy platform and strategising well beyond the 

requirements of the legislation. The evidence from ESC encourages the view that 

the organisation expected staff to take a strategic approach. In contrast to this, staff 

at CCC were critical of, and suspicious about, the expectations of management in 

relation to a strategic orientation. One staff member (Gogarty, Interview 2004) 

observed that the emphasis was on operational matters; almost all suggested a lack 

of strategic push from the top of the organisation. At LMC the position can be 

summarised as a view by staff and management that taking a strategic approach was 

simply not on the agenda and was not a priority. With members of the senior 

management team indicating a lack of interest in being more strategic or securing 

resources to assist in driving some strategic reform, this state of affairs was unlikely 

to change. 

 

Conclusion 

The evidence in this Chapter cites a number of specific enablers and barriers to 

strategic capacity in relation to organisational commitment. At PCC and ESC the 
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evidence suggests an alignment between organisational expectations and the 

enacted experience of the research participants; they were readily able to evidence 

the organisation’s commitment to strategy (beyond that already identified in 

Chapter 8). At CCC and LMC there was a discontinuity between expectation and 

enactment, especially at CCC. Here expectations were expressed by the chief 

executive officer, explicitly acknowledging the constraining impact of the 

councillors and the past resistance by some staff. However staff saw a lack of 

genuine push by the senior management team to take a strategic approach; they 

experienced a disingenuineness by management. The discontinuity at LMC was 

only less intense because of the general acceptance by most (councillors and staff) 

that the Council does not operate strategically. Some misalignment was referred to 

by White (Interview 2005) and she expressed hope that the lack of commitment to 

being more strategic would change. However, most accepted that the non-strategic 

hegemony was set to dominate. 

 

The various enablers and barriers identified in this Chapter aggregate to form a 

factor which can be described as strategic authenticity. At PCC and ESC the 

evidence signifies that taking a strategic approach was a genuine imperative 

reflecting a set of beliefs about the need to understand and plan for the City/Shire, 

broadly conceived, for both the present and the future. The organisations had 

routines and processes established and resources configured to achieve this. In other 

words the organisations were authentically committed to being driven by strategy; 

strategy that had the necessary breadth and foresight to move towards an agreed 

future. 

 

Neither CCC nor LMC had strategic authenticity. The evidence suggests an obvious 

misalignment at CCC in relation to organisational commitment; it was articulated 

by the chief executive officer but not substantially enacted in practice. 

Organisational commitments and conditions did not align to create an authenticity. 
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It is argued that an absence of strategic authenticity in an organisation results in an 

impoverishment of strategic capacity. As was the case at CCC, the staff realised that 

despite what may be stated and despite an earlier interest in strategy, there was a 

lack of genuine commitment to a strategic approach within the management entity. 

This in turn led to disillusionment and, as was indicated, a loss of strategic skill by 

way of staff departures. At LMC the lack of strategic authenticity is reflected in the 

lack of human, intellectual or emotional resources focused on strategy or strategic 

thinking. Despite both the senior staff and elected representatives agreeing that 

strategy formulation for the benefit of the future of the whole municipality was 

important, there was a noticeable lack of authentic commitment to achieve this. 

LMC lacked strategic authenticity. In these circumstances strategic capacity cannot 

develop because there is no commitment to craft and use strategy to address the 

broad needs of the community.  

 

So far this and the preceding four Chapters have focused on arguing the evidence to 

identify the factors that have influenced the development of strategic capacity at the 

four case study councils. The two remaining research questions need to answered 

and the factors identified by the empirical research need to be considered together 

to identify any common characteristics across the themes. This will assist in 

discussing how the empirical research has contributed to theory and practice. In the 

next Chapter the remaining research questions are answered and the factors 

considered as a group. Drawing together all three strands of research, that is the 

theory and practice literature and the empirical evidence, is then left to the last 

Chapter. 
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Chapter 12 - Addressing the Research Questions 

 

This thesis set out to build theory in relation to the factors that influence the 

propensity of a local council to transition from a traditional and narrow role, to one 

that embraces deeper considerations of community building. This mandated change 

to broader, more selective and more futuristic strategising has been accompanied by 

a requirement imposed on local councils to adopt strategic management practices. 

Councils have responded to this pressure in different ways. Some have achieved a 

successful transition to a more strategic mode of operation while others have not. 

Those in partial transition face varying amounts of uncompleted change. The 

research questions, which framed the empirical work of this thesis, were intended to 

explore and suggest ways that accounted for this variability in strategic capacity. 

Based on the 13 factors argued in the empirical Chapters (Chapters 7 – 11), this 

Chapter answers the two remaining research questions. 

 

Research Questions 

The three research questions designed for this thesis are: 

 

What factors influence the development of strategic capacity? 

How do these factors operate? 

Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory 

actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

In the Table below, the analysis from the empirical evidence presented in Chapters 

7 to 11 is summarised.  
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Table 24 – Summary of Themes and Factors 

Theme Factor 

Transformational influence 

Strategic campaigner 

Approaching Strategic 

Capacity 

Lack of strategic competence 

Councillor centred participation in strategic 

activities 

Strategic issue articulation 

Embedding Strategic 

Capacity 

Role segregation 

Strategic interdependence of the 

relationship 

Mutual role respect 

Political Administrative 

Relationship 

Commitment beyond managerial interest 

Place based decision-making 

Building political commitment to decisions 

Councillor Relationships 

Power sharing 

Organisational 

Commitment to Strategic 

Capacity 

Strategic authenticity 

Source: Chapters 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11 this Thesis 
 

The first research question is answered by the identification in the Table above 

(right-hand column) of the 13 factors which were argued in the empirical Chapters. 

The second and third research questions are answered in the sections below that 

cover each of the five themes. The third research question is answered at the 

conclusion of the discussion of the factors within each theme. The focus of the 

analysis is on answering questions two and three rather than re-arguing the case for 

the 13 factors already established.  
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While the discussion deals with each individual factor, it is not suggested that their 

effect can be considered in isolation. The factors represent particular influences on 

the development of strategic capacity and will interact in ways that, in some cases, 

the current research will not have addressed. This issue is discussed again in the 

final Chapter. 

 

Theme 1 - Attempting Strategic Capacity 

Transformational Influence 

Making a paradigmatic shift from a short-term operational focus based on providing 

a narrow range of services (the minimalist model) to one involving longer term 

strategy, formulated on a consideration of a broader notion of the present, and likely 

future needs of the community (the maximalist model), requires motivation. The 

statutory reforms of 1993 were intended to be that motivation. Yet as Mehde (2006) 

argues, legislation can only provide a framework within which changed practice 

must develop; legislation alone is unable to deliver change of the sort that requires a 

different strategic response, additional resources, new skills and reconfigured 

relationships.  

 

Penrith City Council (PCC) and Eurobodalla Shire Council (ESC) both had 

compelling reasons to reframe their strategic responses and move to a maximalist 

model. Strategic capacity developed as there was a raison d’etre for the 

paradigmatic shift. While Cessnock City Council (CCC) and Leichhardt Municipal 

Council (LMC) did identify strategic challenges (rapid population growth in the 

case of the former and increased open space in the case of the latter), the issues 

seemed not to have had sufficient force to galvanise a changed strategic response by 

actors in the strategy domain (councillors and senior staff). The CCC and LMC 

stories of transition lacked any transformational elements. 
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The factor of ‘transformational influence’ operates to provide change motivation to 

the council; its raison d’etre for developing strategic capacity and expanding its 

strategic response to a maximalist model. The research results suggest that in the 

absence of a transformational influence, councils are likely to remain compliance, 

rather than strategically, focused.  

 

Strategic Campaigner 

The notion of an influential actor in the strategy domain championing the strategic 

cause is an acknowledged aspect of the strategic leadership role (Bryson 2004). The 

role played by the strategic campaigner at PCC (McDonald) and ESC (Tegart) was 

two-fold. First they provided, through their advocacy, an on-going leadership and 

momentum to sustain the change motivated by the transformational influence. For 

example one of the barriers to developing strategic capacity identified in this theme 

at ESC was the tendency for managers to remain focused on their own operational 

areas and not think more broadly about strategy. An influential advocate who 

champions a strategic approach can assist in bringing about organisational 

conditions which encourage managers to think beyond their own areas and 

responsibilities. 

 

Second the strategic campaigners provided a level of conceptual thinking and 

structure to give shape to the changes occurring. For example McDonald realised 

the need to consider the City holistically and focus effort on developing long-term 

strategy for each of its aspects. He campaigned for this multi-facetted approach, 

which resulted in PCC’s strategic plan setting out long-term strategic goals for: The 

City in its Region, The City in its Environment, The City as a Social Place, The City 

as an Economy, The City Supported by Infrastructure and the Council’s Operating 

Environment (PCC 2000). Similarly, Tegart brought a view about focusing on the 
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future shape of the Shire. The use of key environmental issues and aspirational 

goals helped to inform and structure long-term objectives and develop a new 

strategy platform. Neither CCC nor LMC had a strategic campaigner, although 

initially the CCC General Manager, Colin Cowan, attempted this role but without 

follow through. In both of these councils planning remained largely unchanged 

following the 1993 reforms so perhaps it was not remarkable that an influential 

change agent failed to emerge.  

 

The factor of ‘strategic campaigner’ acts to sustain the development of strategic 

capacity and, because campaigners are influential actors in the strategy domain, 

they provide a conceptual thrust which helps shape its application. Strategic 

campaigners can facilitate organisational conditions that encourage strategic 

capacity and confront those conditions that inhibit it. 

 

Strategic Competence 

One of the early barriers to strategic capacity identified by each of the case study 

councils was the lack of knowledge and understanding about strategic management 

and strategic planning. At PCC McDonald noted that strategic management and 

strategic planning skills were not prevalent in the local government sector and 

therefore their early attempts at strategising were unduly influenced by their own 

internal systems. At ESC Tegart noted that staff experienced difficulty changing 

their thinking to the longer term, especially given the immediacy of service delivery 

in relation to traditional local government services. At CCC Cowan lamented that 

neither staff nor councillors had a capability, even if willing, to think strategically 

and LMC remained resolutely committed to the short-term, with the General 

Manager, Peter Head, indicating that strategy was difficult, especially without 

sufficient political consensus. 
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From a whole of sector perspective, Tim Rogers, Deputy Director-General of the 

NSW Department of Local Government during the 1990s (Interview 2005, 10) 

acknowledged that the capability of staff to see what he referred to as ‘…the bigger 

picture…’ was limited at the time of the reforms. He also opined that in the case of 

smaller councils, change would be slow as they lacked resources and many lacked 

access to labour markets to secure the necessary skills. During his Inquiry into 

inner-city local councils, Sproats (2001) had already commented on the lack of 

strategic thinking and planning skills in the local government sector. When 

interviewed (Sproats, Interview 2005, 3) for this research, he reiterated his view that 

many councillors come to local government with no strategic skills and, coupled 

with this fact, there were unlikely to be a sufficient number of strategically skilled 

general managers to lead the 152 local councils currently in NSW. 

 

The evidence suggests that a lack of strategic competence operates as a barrier to 

the development of strategic capacity, limiting strategic thinking and the 

development of a broader strategy platform. A general lack of familiarity with the 

processes of articulating and implementing strategy was also an initial constraining 

influence. 

 

Attempting Strategic Capacity – Research Question Three 

This section considers the three factors in this theme in relation to research question 

three. The research question is: 

 

Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory 

actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

The impact of the 1993 strategic management reforms on the four case study 

councils was, from the perspective of developing strategic capacity, largely 



 349

underwhelming. PCC’s transformation began in the late 1980s and the research 

participants, both senior staff and elected representatives, asserted that they were 

already on a strategic path when the reforms were introduced. In the case of ESC, 

the major strategic change occurred when Tegart joined the Council in 1997. While 

the General Manager, James Levy, was regarded as having a strategic approach in 

the years prior to Tegart arriving, it is clear that by 1997 environmental and 

population pressures were mounting. This, coupled with Tegart’s determination to 

move away from what he considered to be ‘wrong strategy’ (local government’s 

traditional approach), resulted in a strategic transformation from 1997 onwards. 

 

CCC reacted initially to the 1993 reforms, seeking to change its strategic response 

but the evidence suggests that this did not continue beyond a first flush of activity. 

While developing, and later revising, a strategic plan, it was not until 2004 that it 

was linked to the Council’s operating plans. Other than eliciting some 

improvements to operational and asset management planning, the 1993 reforms had 

little observable impact on LMC. 

 

One argument for this series of reactions is the failure of the NSW State 

Government to introduce any sort of capacity building program for local 

government when the legislative mandate was imposed. In the absence of such a 

program, factors at the individual council level alone determined the response to the 

requirement to develop strategic capacity. The nature and extent of the reforms 

were significant49 and a well resourced program of capacity building by the NSW 

State Government, through its regulator the Department of Local Government, 

could have assisted councils to develop a strategic orientation. In other words the 

Department of Local Government could have been a more effective change agent, 

working with councils, or even regional groups of councils, to advocate the 

                                              
49 See Chapters 2, 4 and 5. 
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importance and relevance of the changes and bring a measure of strategic 

competence to their early implementation. 

 

This means that the three factors identified in the first theme could have been 

deliberately influenced by the Department of Local Government to assist in the 

development of strategic capacity. As this did not happen, strategic change was left 

to local influences. For PCC and ESC a sufficient change motivation emerged, 

amplified by strategic campaigners determined to formulate a new strategic 

response. Although PCC had already commenced this change process, a capacity 

building program would have assisted in overcoming some of the early constraints 

of a lack of strategic competence. Local transformational influences were not 

sufficient to galvanise similar responses in the cases of CCC and LMC. 

 

From the point of view of organisational actors deliberately influencing the three 

factors, PCC and ESC suggest this is possible. While PCC had the benefit of a crisis 

to create the sense of shared predicament between councillors and staff, and ESC 

had environmental imperatives emphasised by an active community, opportunities 

to develop transformational influences existed at CCC. At CCC the General 

Manager and Director interviewed (Cowan and Mortomore) acknowledged that it 

was their role to encourage councillors to see and understand strategic issues, of 

which there were a number. They also acknowledged that they could have done 

more in this regard. It also seems that Cowan could have continued his early 

enthusiasm for leading a changed strategic response, but he let this fade for reasons 

that are not explicit in the empirical evidence. Nonetheless transformational 

influences could have been argued, strategic change advocated and a lack of 

strategic competence overcome by organisational actors. Such deliberate action did 

not occur at CCC or LMC and examining some of the other factors may assist in 

explaining this. 
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Theme 2 - Embedding Strategic Capacity 

Councillor Centred Participation in Strategic Activities 

The governing role of elected representatives in local government is to direct and 

control the affairs of the council, make policy decisions and allocate resources 

(Local Government Act 1993, s232). As Sproats has observed (2001 & 2005), it 

cannot be assumed that councillors come to their role with strategic skills and 

understanding. Yet their role is to make decisions about strategies and programs of 

activity that address community priorities both now and in the future. The essence 

of this factor of councillor centred participation in strategic activities is about 

placing councillors at the centre of activities which identify and examine issues and 

enable them to make decisions about the key strategic issues facing the local 

government area.  

 

Typically the activities at PCC and ESC consisted of workshops, briefings and 

information papers that identified and explained issues. This provided an important 

empowering step and guarded against information asymmetry. In the key planning 

workshops, it was evident at PCC that councillors were expected to make decisions 

about strategies and actions. This practice became embedded in the organisation and 

was referred to as the way business was conducted at PCC. Using the concept of 

‘term objectives’ PCC would focus planning workshops on the particular priorities 

the councillors wished to achieve during their term. This gave councillors an access 

point to strategy formulation and reinforced the approach that they were in control 

of strategic decision-making. At PCC councillors made the decisions about strategy 

and key actions. The evidence suggests that ESC were building a similar approach 

and had made a significant organisational commitment to strategic planning 

activities with councillors. At CCC it appeared reasonably clear that in the absence 

of councillors showing much interest in strategic matters, management had stepped 

in to fill the gap. This management led approach resulted in a lack of ownership by 
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the councillors and a lack of support for strategic initiatives. By their own 

admission, any sort of dealing with strategic matters that placed councillors at the 

centre of activity was mostly non-existent at LMC. 

 

The way the factor of ‘councillor centred participation in strategic activities’ 

operates is to correctly locate the deliberative process of strategy determination with 

the elected representatives. Councillors then have the accompanying task of 

allocating resources necessary to implement those decisions and monitor the 

organisation’s performance in achieving them. If the elected representatives are 

determining strategy, it is more likely they will defend and advance their decisions. 

The evidence suggests this was the dynamic at PCC and emerging at ESC. This 

appropriate political commitment driving the strategic agenda results in the 

development of strategic capacity as strategy decisions are authentic, rather than 

taken by managers in place of elected representatives.  

 

Strategic Issue Articulation 

Embedded in organisational practice at PCC and ESC was the use of research, 

including community surveys, and regular progress reporting on strategic issues to 

council. Both councils used research not only to explain key strategic issues but also 

to reinforce their cogency and legitimacy. The regular reporting to council was an 

important organisational process that reaffirmed the on-going relevance of strategic 

issues and informed councillors about implementation progress of their decisions. 

In essence, the organisational processes of strategic issue articulation helped to keep 

strategic matters on the agenda. Neither CCC nor LMC indicated the regular use of 

such activities to give strategic matters an on-going presence. At the time of the 

field research, LMC had re-organised its Council committees to provide for a 

strengthened policy role although it was too early to know the outcome of this 



 353

change. In principle, having council committees align with key policy and program 

areas could be one way of strengthening the focus on strategic issues.  

 

The factor of ‘strategic issue articulation’ operates to keep councillors continuously 

engaged in strategic matters, reinforcing the importance and legitimacy of the issues 

and accompanying councillor decisions. Regular reporting informs councillors of 

the progress being made to implement their decisions. This also reinforces the 

strategic agenda. 

 

Role segregation 

The dual role of councillors in local government, that is their higher governing 

responsibility in relation to policy direction and resource allocation versus their role 

representing constituent interests, has been and remains a source of tension in the 

sector (Bains 1978; Newnham & Winston 1997; Marshall 2003). The tension arises 

from the tendency of the latter role (representing constituent interests) to 

overwhelm the former. As one research participant described, councillors can be 

soaring with the strategic eagles one minute and then consumed by a constituent’s 

unemptied garbage bin the next.  

 

One or more staff research participants at all four case study councils commented, 

to a greater or lesser degree, on the fact that they should appropriately bare some 

responsibility for supporting councillors to become more strategic in their approach 

and more focused on their policy and strategy role. While a number of the factors 

already discussed can be seen to encourage councillors in this regard, PCC 

explicitly expressed the understanding that if councillors were to appropriately 

avoid the distraction of less important constituency matters, management had a 

responsibility to ensure organisational systems and processes were in place to 

effectively deal with them. In other words part of the strategic effort included 
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effectively looking after the non-strategic business of council because of the 

influence of one on the other. It also meant that the relationship between elected 

representatives and senior staff was built on matters of strategy rather than minor 

constituency issues and complaints. They were the only case study council to 

articulate this factor and to do so quite emphatically. 

 

The factor of ‘role segregation’ operates to maintain councillor focus on matters of 

strategy which gives effect to their governing role as elected representatives. 

Maintaining a focus on strategy means that strategic capacity is being positively 

influenced and developed.  

 

Embedding Strategic Capacity – Research Question Three 

This section considers the preceding three factors in relation to research question 

three. The research question is: 

 

Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory 

actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

As observed in Chapter 8, the three factors to emerge from this theme are about 

organisational processes and routines that engage councillors in strategic matters. 

The three factors could conceivably be rolled into this one notion of strategic 

engagement. However, if that were to occur, some of the thrust of the factors would 

be lost because they operate to bring about three different but related outcomes; that 

is correctly locating the deliberative process as a result of the first factor (councillor 

centred participation in strategic activities,), reaffirming the strategic relevance and 

legitimacy of issues as a result of the second factor (strategic issue articulation) and 

maintaining councillor focus on strategy as a result of the third factor (role 

segregation).  
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All three factors are about organisational processes; about the way strategic 

business is conducted, or attempted in the case of CCC and LMC. This means that 

they can be readily and deliberately influenced by organisational actors. The overall 

program of activities, which has become the way strategic business is conducted at 

PCC, is about processes that can be designed and implemented deliberately. 

Organising briefings and information papers to inform councillors of key issues, 

conducting workshops in which councillors are expected to make decisions about 

issues, reaffirming those issues through progress reporting and research and 

maintaining councillor focus on strategy, all result from deliberate organisational 

actions. They are mostly actions that are appropriate to conduct at the organisational 

level, although there is room for some regional cooperation on matters such as joint 

research (WSROC 2009). 

 

Essentially the factors in this theme are about sustaining an informed strategic 

conversation with councillors in which they are expected to make the final decision 

about strategy and then monitor the organisation’s implementation performance. 

Each of the three factors assist in informing and facilitating the strategic 

conversation and each can be deliberately influenced to become part of the on-going 

processes and routines used to develop strategic capacity.  

 

Theme 3 - The Political Administrative Relationship 

Strategic Interdependence of the Relationship 

Sproats (Interview 2005, 2) asserted that the development of strategy and its 

articulation in a strategic plan ‘…can be a good interface between the political arm 

of council and the administrative arm of council, that you can level the two things 

together…’. The evidence from this theme suggests something more than this; that 

the relationship between the political and management entities of council is an 
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interdependent one when it comes to strategy formulation. The case of PCC 

indicates what can be achieved in terms of strategic capacity when the elected 

representatives work with the senior staff to formulate strategy. There was no doubt 

expressed that it was the councillors who made the decisions and, with support from 

senior staff, determined the key actions and programs. But the recognition that 

collaborative effort was required by both entities to bring about strategy was well 

understood and acknowledged by both groups. 

 

ESC argued that without active councillor support of strategic initiatives, it was not 

possible to sustain them over time or initiate new ones. At CCC, given the absence 

of strategic interest by most councillors, senior staff attempted to formulate strategy 

largely alone. Yet when it came to resourcing strategic matters, council opted in 

favour of the traditional local government role and preferred tangible services to 

strategic ones. Managers cannot act as political locums. Given the complexity of 

issues facing councils that require a strategic response, elected representatives 

cannot decide on strategy and actions without support from the management entity. 

Each entity is necessary but, on its own, not sufficient to formulate strategy and 

develop strategic capacity that will persist. At LMC a theoretical understanding of 

this interdependence was implied, even though the political administrative 

relationship itself was not functioning effectively. 

 

This factor is about recognising the strategic interdependence between councillors 

and senior staff and the criticality of the collaborative effort needed for strategy 

formulation. Without both entities coming together to formulate strategy, it will be 

difficult to match strategy ideas with resources for the purposes of implementation. 

This factor operates by enabling collaboration between the political and 

management entities for the purpose of strategy formulation. Without this 

collaboration, strategy and strategic capacity will not endure. 
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Mutual Role Respect 

While the preceding factor is about accepting the need for both entities to be 

involved in strategy formulation, this factor is about the acceptance of the 

respective roles they play in that process. The evidence from LMC suggests a lack 

of respect by councillors and staff for each other. From the point of view of the 

councillors, this lack of respect meant there was not acceptance by staff of the 

political role of councillors and their legitimate responsibility to make decisions for 

the whole community. If the legitimacy of the councillor’s role is not accepted, the 

political administrative relationship becomes dysfunctional. This then prevents the 

development of strategic capacity. This dynamic was in evidence at LMC. 

 

Given the many pejorative comments and observations about staff made by the 

elected representatives who participated in the field research, it was hardly 

surprising that the single biggest barrier to the development of strategic capacity 

identified by them was the inability of staff and councillors to work together and 

trust each other. This was amplified by a view from one of the senior staff who 

doubted the genuineness of councillor interest in strategy.  

 

In contrast to this situation, PCC had established, over a number of years, a clear 

understanding of role and responsibilities of staff and councillors and worked to 

maintain this arrangement. Mutual role respect was an enacted matter at PCC and 

not just something talked about. Senior staff worked hard at the political 

administrative relationship, bringing openness and trust as well as a responsiveness 

to councillor needs. Senior managers were clear in their expectations that staff 

provided options and councillors made the decisions. These were established as the 

legitimate roles as the City ‘belonged’ to the elected representatives. Councillors 

expressed a high level of respect for senior staff, welcoming their participation in 

matters of strategy and policy.  
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At ESC, there had been a breakdown in the political administrative relationship 

with the previous council, and senior staff and new councillors were in the process 

of restoring this. Respect was rebuilding and was expressed freely during the semi- 

structured interviews by both staff and elected representatives. At CCC expressions 

of respect were constrained. It was noted that research participants at both PCC and 

ESC described a fragility to the political administrative relationship, especially in 

relation to mutual respect, and how, with the influence of one or a few spiteful 

individuals, the relationship could become rapidly dysfunctional. 

 

The factor of mutual role respect operates to provide a sense of role legitimacy, 

acknowledging that councillors have a responsibility to make decisions and staff a 

responsibility to enable them to do so. Sproats (Interview 2005, 3) states that the 

sector continues to suffer from some general managers who regard councillors as 

the enemy or councillors who have their own personal, destructive agendas. At 

LMC, one of the elected representatives summarised what she believed to be an 

entrenched staff view of councillors; they were regarded as representing ‘…the kind 

of fairly maverick loopy end of the decision making driven by all sorts of weird 

interest groups and politics…’ (Sheehan, Interview 2005, 4). Without a sense of 

mutual role respect which provides role legitimacy, the political administrative 

relationship is at risk of becoming dysfunctional, or at least ineffective. Under these 

conditions strategic capacity cannot develop. 

 

Commitment Beyond Managerial Interest 

An important component of the political administrative relationship at PCC from 

the councillor’s point of view was the personal commitment to the City by senior 

staff. While not mentioned explicitly by councillors at ESC, the evidence suggests 

that there was also a level of personal commitment by senior staff to the Shire. The 

evidence of this factor was constrained in terms of quantum when compared to 
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some other factors but was articulated at PCC with considerable intensity, sufficient 

to be unable to overlook the data or simply roll it into another factor such as mutual 

role respect. While the personal commitment of senior staff at PCC to the City did 

enhance their standing and respect, perhaps even trust, in the eyes of councillors, it 

seemed to go beyond this. 

 

There is not sufficient evidence to specify how this factor operates in relation to 

strategic capacity other than to surmise it is likely to be positive if it enhances the 

standing of managers in the organisation from the perspective of elected 

representatives. Box (1993), in the American local government context, argues a 

suspicion of professional managers because of their focus on control, especially 

control of information and resources. It is possible that with a demonstrated 

measure of personal and emotional commitment to the local government area by 

managers, councillors feel reassured that judgements about policy options go 

beyond managerial values and analysis. 

 

It may also reflect nothing more than an observation of emotion in the workplace 

consistent with general managerial commitment, which usually remains below the 

organisational and management radar (Fineman 1999). It could also be a symptom 

of local government, which is the tier of government closest to the community and 

with strong community ties. For PCC at the time of the field research the author 

became aware that many of the Council’s senior managers lived within the Penrith 

local government area. This would certainly strengthen a sense of commitment to 

the City and council employees being local residents would not be an uncommon 

occurrence in some locations. Other than concluding that the commitment of senior 

staff beyond just a managerial one is a positive factor in terms of the political 

administrative relationship, the data do not support any further hypothesising and 

the finding is treated as tentative.  
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The Political Administrative Relationship – Research Question Three 

This section considers the preceding three factors in relation to research question 

three. The research question is: 

 

Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory 

actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

The first two factors in this theme (strategic interdependence of the political 

administrative relationship and mutual role respect) are primarily about matters of 

values and understanding rather than organisational processes or systems. This 

means that deliberately influencing them to facilitate strategic capacity is limited to 

indirect mechanisms. For example the Municipal Association of Victoria (MAV) 

has adapted a program from the UK which aims to bring councillors and senior staff 

together to improve collaboration (Local Government Focus 2008). The program is 

based on the understanding that differing values divide councillors and managers 

yet collaboration is required to formulate strategy and agree on roles and 

responsibilities (Local Government Focus 2008). The program is based around a 

number of workshops in which participants identify and strengthen collaborative 

skills. 

 

This suggests that indirect activities aimed at improving the collaborative potential 

of the political administrative relationship and developing mutual respect can be 

provided by regulators and other institutions. Such activities create an opportunity 

for actors in the strategy domain to learn new skills, deepen their understanding of 

the criticality of the political administrative relationship and commit to new 

approaches. Similarly, such activities could also happen at the individual council 

level and PCC do so in their strategic planning program. Of course understanding 

the interdependence of the political administrative relationship and developing 

mutual role respect cannot be mandated. However with the sort of skill 
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development discussed by Broussine (2000) and offered by MAV, the opportunity 

for change and improvement is created.  

 

Similarly the statutory requirements incorporated in the prevailing local government 

legislation relating to standards of behaviour and governance (NSW Local 

Government Act 1993 s440), and which are enforced by the Department of Local 

Government through its council audit program, can serve to reinforce the role of 

collaboration between councillors and senior staff and the observance of respectful 

behaviours. However it is possible to comply with the legislation and still not have 

an atmosphere of trust and collaboration between councillors and senior staff, LMC 

being a case in point.  

 

As the factor of ‘commitment beyond managerial interest’ remains undetermined 

insofar as research question two is concerned, it is also undetermined for research 

question three. Without a better understanding of how this factor operates, it may 

even be undesirable to seek to influence its further development. Too strong a 

personal commitment to a local government area by senior staff, could result in 

perceptions of partiality or even corruption (ICAC 2008). 

 

Theme 4 - Councillor Relationships 

Place Based Decision-Making 

It was argued earlier that locating the deliberative process with councillors in 

relation to strategy determination reflects a proper enactment of their governing 

responsibility under the Local Government Act 1993. This responsibility requires 

councillors to formulate a coherent and enduring strategic agenda. To do this 

requires a measure of cohesion and agreement amongst councillors. For this reason 

the relationships amongst councillors can be as critical to strategy and strategic 

capacity as the political administrative relationship. 
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At PCC, the test of good policy or good strategy was whether it was good for 

Penrith and in making this determination, party political matters took second place. 

Councillors at PCC were very aware that they shared a common responsibility and a 

common aspiration for the place of Penrith. They were proud of the fact that it came 

before party politics and were keenly motivated to publicly demonstrate this higher 

place commitment. Consequently the idea of putting place at the centre of decision-

making meant that place acted as a shared legitimising force; Penrith became the 

new politics and councillors shared the task of deciding what was in its best 

interests. This became a powerful legitimising influence and councillors and senior 

staff talked about the force of ‘Penrithness’. 

 

In asserting that the factor of place based decision-making encouraged a common 

strategic bond amongst the PCC councillors at Penrith, the opposite was the case at 

LMC. The elected representatives made it clear at interview that voting at Council 

was predictable as it was virtually always along party lines. The lack of political 

consensus was discussed as a defining characteristic of LMC and, in the absence of 

a higher commitment to place, the legitimising force remained party politics. This 

produced a divisive outcome and worked against councillors achieving the 

necessary cohesiveness to agree on strategy.  

 

The factor of ‘placed based decision-making’ operates to provide a common 

strategic bond amongst councillors and legitimise strategy decisions. This means 

that strategy decisions reflect the councillors’ authentic preference for strategic 

direction; they share a sense of having made the right decision for the place. Given 

the potential for conflict and disruption amongst councillors because of different 

political affiliations, as seemed to be the situation at ESC with the previous council, 

placed based decision-making is, at least potentially, an influential factor for 

achieving strategic capacity. 
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Building Commitment 

If placed based decision-making is about making the right strategy decision, or at 

least using the politics of place to inform strategic decision-making, then the 

commitment building undertaken by PCC is about building the endurance of 

strategy. PCC used three mechanisms to build strategy: imposing a strategic 

planning workshop rule that required consensus amongst councillors about their 

strategic decisions, the practice of ‘horse trading’ to facilitate this consensus 

building and the use of a ‘voted works’ budget as a political safety valve. 

 

It is not being suggested that for this factor these are the only relevant mechanisms. 

The factor is about building political commitment to strategy decisions so that plans 

and intended actions endure over the longer term, at least the four years of the 

council term. Building political commitment increases the likelihood of this 

longevity and the development of strategic capacity, which in part is constituted by 

a prospectant orientation. Any mechanism that builds commitment and contributes 

to the endurance of strategy will be relevant here. From the evidence, it seems that 

PCC had applied some practical wisdom in applying the mechanisms it did. ESC 

tolerated a level of negotiation, although there were no other mechanisms in place 

or revealed by the research. Political commitment to major decisions at CCC 

emerged at an issue, and the General Manager was not in favour of the sort of 

processes used at PCC. At LMC, the lack of a dominant political group was raised 

yet again as a reason for the lack of cohesion and political consensus amongst 

councillors. While one of the senior staff interviewed did make mention of a 

difficult and major decision a previous LMC group of councillors had made, and 

stood behind, the general expectation of the research participants was that 

consensus and working together was not something that defined councillor 

relationships. 
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Building commitment as a factor influencing the development of strategic capacity 

is about ensuring that strategic decisions will endure in the longer term. The nature 

of strategic capacity is that it requires both broad and long-term strategy 

considerations. As one research participant observed, without a long-term idea of 

direction, councils chop and change, simply responding to the immediate pressures 

and not addressing the difficult issues (McCabe, Interview 2005). Building a 

capacity to ensure the longevity of strategy is an important part of the strategic 

journey. 

 

Sharing Power 

From the evidence it is clear that the councillors at PCC apply a shared decision-

making model to the business of Council, including matters of strategy. Despite 

strong, although not dominant, representation from the two major political parties, 

an effective power sharing arrangement operates. There is also recognition amongst 

the councillors of each others expertise and right to contribute ideas and argue for 

particular outcomes. Domination, even intellectual domination, is something that is 

avoided. This willingness to share power complements the place based approach to 

determining strategy. The efficacy of the power sharing arrangement at PCC 

challenges the defence offered by those at LMC that cohesion and consensus 

amongst councillors is not largely possible and strategic capacity is difficult to 

develop because there is no dominant political group. In fact at CCC, the only case 

study council to have a political majority, it did not appear to aid in developing 

strategic capacity or a strategically focused group of councillors. 

 

The factor of ‘power sharing’ operates to permit authentic negotiation which is 

necessary if elected representatives are to make strategic decisions and commit to 

strategic plans that they believe are in the best interests of the place. It is the sense 
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of ownership that councillors ought to experience when they have finished the often 

arduous task of developing the strategic plan. As McDonald (Interview June 2004) 

from PCC explained on several occasions, the councillors respect each other, write 

the plan, and negotiate its content, so it is not surprising that they stick with it. 

 

Councillor Relationship – Research Question Three 

This section considers the preceding three factors in relation to research question 

three. The research question is: 

 

Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory 

actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

Sproats (Interview 2005) described the inevitability of councillors bringing different 

agendas to council and an inherent tendency for political game playing. Nonetheless 

he argued that, for local government, which was close to the community, 

councillors needed to become more statesman-like in their approach. By this he 

meant showing less concern for a narrow political partisanship and greater 

advocacy of long-term decision-making based on public interest (Interview 2005, 

5). This idea of statesmanship parallels that of place based decision-making. Sproats 

(Interview 2005) cited Penrith City Council as an example and Councillors Pay 

Sheehy (Australian Labor Party) and Ross Fowler (Liberal Party of Australia) in 

particular. He commented: 

 

Those are the two elder statesman of the council, from both sides of politics. 

But if you’ve been to council meetings you know they sit next to each other 

and I’ve seen them in operation on, as they say the minor matters, and they 

will rip into, everybody will rip in but if you put a major issue before them 
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then these two leaders really lead the council. Neither of them are Mayor but 

in essence in my view they’re leaders. (Sproats, Interview 2005, 26). 

 

He contrasted Penrith City Council with Leichhardt Municipal Council in terms of 

the statesmanship of councillors, describing Leichhardt as ‘…very politically 

charged…’ (Sproats, Interview 2005, 26).  

 

To influence the factors from theme four is in part about needing to change the 

primary focus of the local politics from party or group affiliations to place based 

ones. While on one level this presents as somewhat naive, it is nonetheless what has 

occurred at PCC, led by the two senior political party figures. However this 

leadership, which focuses on advocating for place first rather than party politics, is 

not readily achieved in local government, largely because of weak leadership 

structures50. For example by the end of 2004, two-thirds of NSW councils still 

elected their Mayors annually by vote of the council (DLG 2004). This means that 

not only is the Mayor’s tenure limited, but it is owed to the other councillors. Given 

that the Mayor has no special authority over and above ordinary councillors, and 

that decision-making is by committee, providing plenty of opportunity for the game 

playing referred to by Sproats (Interview 2005), there is little reason for a Mayor to 

attempt political change. In fact it is likely to jeopardise his or her next mayoral 

turn.  

 

The place leadership at PCC is not a result of the formal leadership structures but a 

result of a history of self sufficiency and regional advocacy that required the council 

to fend for itself, combined with two politically mature councillors. The early 

indications at ESC are also positive in terms of a political focus on place. There 

may well be other councils operating like PCC. However without strengthened 

                                              
50 See Chapter 4 
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leadership structures introduced by the NSW State Government, political leadership 

which focuses on place will be at the whim of local factors and personalities. In this 

sense influencing the basis of decision-making by regulatory actors is otherwise 

limited, as is enforcing a power sharing arrangement to facilitate authentic 

negotiation across the council floor. Building political commitment using the sorts 

of mechanisms applied at PCC is only possible, as is a willingness to share power, 

in a context where there is no serious party political competitiveness; the lack of 

consensus and cohesion at LMC goes to this point. 

 

The extent to which the general manager can influence the factors in this theme is 

also limited. For the general manager to need to curb party political competitiveness 

that is so intense it displaces effective consideration of place, means stepping into a 

political fray and making explicit judgements about party political matters. This is 

not the natural terrain of the appointed official. The experience of James Levy, the 

General Manager of ESC at the time of the field research, is an indication of the 

challenges for appointed officials if they are caught up in political game playing. 

 

There is some opportunity in local councils for senior staff to advocate for positive 

relationships between councillors and between councillors and staff through their 

governance programs. As previously mentioned, under the Local Government Act 

1993, section 440, a Code of Conduct applies to council staff and elected 

representatives. This Code requires such things as respectful behaviour and 

consideration of matters on merit. The general manager is in a position to discuss 

the Code of Conduct with councillors to be sure they are aware of their legal 

behavioural obligations. The Department of Local Government has also produced 

guidance material for councillors which cover matters of relationships and working 

collaboratively (DLG 2008). While these sorts of influences are secondary, and 

somewhat passive, they do encourage effective working relationships. However 
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opportunities to influence political behaviour, which is the nature of the factors in 

this theme, are limited. 

 

Theme 5 – Organisational Commitment to Strategic Capacity 

Strategic Authenticity 

The final theme and factor is about perceptions of the organisation’s commitment to 

pursuing a strategic approach. At PCC there was a clear alignment between the 

strategic expectations of management and the way business was conducted. This 

was also the case at ESC and in both organisations, resources had been provided 

and configured to achieve this more strategic mode of operation. As a consequence, 

operating strategically simply became the way business was done. It was evident at 

both PCC and ESC that staff were proud of their strategic accomplishments and 

compared themselves favourably to other councils. 

 

At CCC management messages were mixed. The discontinuity between expectation 

and enactment at CCC was so evident that staff were becoming resentful and, in 

some cases it was suggested, leaving the organisation. It was clear to staff that 

despite talk to the contrary, the senior management team were not genuine in terms 

of strategic capacity. If operating strategically was the way business was done at 

PCC, then the opposite was the case at LMC. It was expressed less intensely than 

was the situation at CCC, largely because of the normative effect of a non-strategic 

mode of operation. At CCC and LMC there was no significant resource 

commitment to strategic planning, despite a general view that it was important. 

 

The genuineness of PCC and ESC to pursue a strategic agenda was clearly evident 

to staff as was the opposite state of affairs at CCC and LMC. Sensing a lack of 

strategic authenticity, staff at CCC and LMC were withdrawing from pursuing a 
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strategic corporate agenda. The factor of strategic authenticity in the case of PCC 

and ESC operated to encourage and elicit strategic behaviour. 

 

Organisational Commitment to Strategic Capacity – Research Question 3 

This section considers the preceding factor in relation to research question three. 

The research question is: 

 

Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or regulatory 

actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

It is clearly the case at PCC and ESC that organisational actors were actively 

pursuing and encouraging a strategic mode of operation and staff were responding 

to this. This suggests that senior staff at CCC and LMC could have done more by 

way of strategic leadership to encourage and facilitate strategic capacity. The 

confounding influence here is that senior staff at both transition councils (CCC and 

LMC) were aware that the councillors were unable, unwilling or uninterested in 

pursuing a strategic agenda. It this context, the question of what organisational 

expectations they should be expressing is a moot point. In part it depends on 

whether those senior staff are able to influence their councillors to become more 

strategic. On this issue Sproats (Interview 2005) observed: 

 

One of the key members is the General Manager. If you’ve got a General 

Manager that thinks that way [strategically] and can bring a council with 

him or her then you’ve got a significant…how many councils have we got 

now; 150 something in this state. Are there 150 good strategically thinking 

General Managers around. Now again that’s not a pejorative term. It’s a 

question of are there enough to go around who have got that capacity to 
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think that way and to sort of say cultivate a relationship with the councillors, 

to build it up. (Sproats, Interview 2005, 3). 

 

Whether there are a sufficient number of general managers is one issue; another is 

how realistic it is to expect them to be able to lead and influence elected 

representatives, especially those engaged in party politics. At CCC staff stated that 

Council had been more strategic but that senior management seemed no longer 

interested in pursuing a strategic agenda. Senior staff were clear that councillors 

were not engaged strategically and stated that short-termism was characteristic of 

the town’s history and nature. The extent to which senior managers were 

responsible for the failure in councillor engagement is difficult to determine on the 

available evidence. The senior managers interviewed stated that they should have 

done more to develop this engagement. It seems, based on a recent audit of CCC by 

the Department of Local Government (DLG 2009), in which criticism was 

expressed at a lack of strategic and operational leadership, that the regulator has 

high expectations of the position of general manager in this regard. 

 

While organisational actors can take action to build strategic authenticity, such as 

the application of resources, the overall sense of councillor and senior management 

commitment to strategic capacity will have an influence. It seems that staff will be 

sensitive to messages that contradict the rhetoric. This means that this factor of 

organisational commitment to strategic capacity can be deliberately influenced 

within the limits of what is regarded as the overall commitment to strategy by 

councillors and senior managers. 

 

Summary of Answers to Research Questions 

The following Table provides a summary of the answers to the three research 

questions. 
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Table 25 – Summary of Answers to Research Questions 

No Theme Factor 

Research Question 1 

How it operates 

Research Question 2 

Deliberately 

influenced 

Research 

Question 3 

Transformational 

influence 

Motivates strategic 

change 

Yes 

Strategic campaigner Sustains strategic 

change and brings 

leadership & 

structure 

Yes 

1 Approaching 

Strategic 

Capacity 

Lack of strategic 

competence 

Limits strategic 

thinking 

Yes 

Councillor centred 

participation in 

strategic activities 

Correctly locates 

the deliberative 

process and 

prevents 

information 

asymmetry  

Yes 

Strategic issue 

articulation 

Reaffirms issue 

relevance and 

legitimacy 

Yes 

2 Embedding 

Strategic 

Capacity 

Role segregation Maintains focus on 

strategy role of 

councillors 

Yes 

3 Political 

Administrative 

Relationship 

Strategic 

interdependence of 

the relationship 

Enables 

collaboration for 

strategy 

Yes – indirect 

influences 
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formulation 

Mutual role respect Provides role 

legitimacy 

Yes – indirect 

influences 

Commitment beyond 

managerial interest 

Not determined Not determined 

Place based decision-

making 

Provides decision 

legitimacy 

Partially – 

indirect 

influences 

Building political 

commitment to 

decisions 

Builds decision 

endurance 

Partially – 

indirect 

influences 

4 Councillor 

Relationships 

Power sharing Permits authentic 

negotiation 

Partially – 

indirect 

influences 

5 Organisational 

Commitment 

to Strategic 

Capacity 

Strategic authenticity Elicits strategic 

behaviour 

Yes – with 

limits  

Source: Chapters 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 & 12 this Thesis 
 

Having dealt with the factors separately, the following section examines them as a 

group. 

 

Factors – Common Characteristics 

On reviewing the 13 factors identified through the empirical research as influencing 

the development of strategic capacity, three particular characteristics are evident. 

First, in relation to the majority of factors, it would be expected that the general 

manager would assume leadership accountability and initiate activity relevant to 
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each factor. The exceptions to this would be the three factors in theme four 

(Councillor Relationships) in which the general manager would nonetheless have a 

support role. The other ten factors have a direct bearing on the effectiveness of 

collaboration between councillors and senior staff in the strategy domain. Themes 

one and two involve preparing the council for strategic change and devising 

organisational processes that deal with and support the change. Theme three is 

about conducting the relationship with councillors in such a way that collaboration 

on strategy formulation is enabled. Theme five is about aligning organisational 

commitment and resources to the strategic expectations of the council. Even in 

theme four the general manager has some responsibilities to model behaviour and 

decision-making processes that set the right organisational tone. 

 

Much of this accountability falls to the general manager because it is a visible 

leadership position. Certainly the tone of critical commentary by the Department of 

Local Government suggests the general manager has very broad accountabilities 

(DLG 2009). As previously argued, in relation to the political entity, strategic 

leadership responsibility is unclear, diffused and spread across council, including 

committees of council. With executive authority vested in the council as a whole 

and a ceremonial Mayor, many strategic (and other) leadership accountabilities fall 

to the general manager by default. While the dynamic that leads to this situation 

may be understandable, it results in a mis-location of accountability. To expect 

general managers to shoulder so much of this accountability is not realistic given 

the complexity of relationships in the strategy domain as well as the various 

identified factors which influence the development of strategic capacity. 

 

Recent changes by the NSW State Government to the Local Government Act 1993 

(Local Government Amendment (Planning and Reporting) Act 2009) have 

introduced strengthened strategic planning requirements for the sector. One of the 

changes has been to include a specific responsibility for long-term strategic 
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planning and the development of a ten-year community strategic plan in the 

statutory charter of local councils and the role of councillors respectively. However 

there has been no statutory change in relation to the role of the Mayor compared to 

other councillors or the fact that executive authority remains vested in the council as 

a whole. In terms of altering the balance of strategic leadership accountabilities, the 

changes are not likely to have any impact. In relation to strategic capacity, the weak 

and unclear strategic leadership accountabilities remain an issue. 

 

The second characteristic is the skill requirements of the factors and the way they 

operate. For example to motivate and sustain change and overcome a lack of 

strategic competence requires new skills and understanding. The same can be 

argued for most of the factors for both senior staff and councillors. Many of the skill 

requirements are of the type argued by Broussine (2000, 502) and include the 

capacity to work with the political and managerial dimensions, lead change and 

develop the organisation, develop effective external relationships and maintain a 

focus on strategic and long-term issues. This again highlights the need for capacity 

building of the sector rather than just the imposition of legislative changes. 

Developing strategic capacity requires skills, abilities and insights for both senior 

staff and councillors and these are not an automatic consequence of a legislative 

mandate. 

 

The third characteristic is the notion of legitimacy associated, either implicitly or 

explicitly, with many of the factors. The idea of legitimacy is being used here to 

mean a confidence in the rightness of decisions because of a belief they will serve 

the common good (Howard & Sweeting 2007). If strategic capacity is about local 

councils moving to become the broader government of their areas rather than just 

providers of a narrow range of services, the question of legitimacy becomes more 

relevant. For example at PCC the transformational change was not about 

implementing a legislative mandate but rather about Council deciding to become 
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the institution it needed  to be to represent the community’s needs given the impact 

of rapid growth and inadequate infrastructure. Similarly ESC chose a broader remit 

based on responding to environmental pressures and a community wanting an 

improved lifestyle. 

 

Developing strategic capacity also becomes a means for legitimising a new role and 

justifying new programs of activity. Therefore correctly locating the deliberative 

process with councillors, reaffirming strategic issues through such things as 

research and community surveys, ensuring mutual role respect between elected 

representatives and senior staff, and making strategy decisions based firstly on the 

politics of place rather than party political considerations, all become part of 

legitimising new roles, new ways of operating and new priorities. Effective strategy 

or strategic planning is not merely about demonstrating good management or 

having good plans. As Sproats (Interview 2005, 2) observed, if all council produce 

as a result of a renewed commitment to strategic planning is a series of processes 

and interlinked plans it is missing the point . The role of strategic capacity is in 

legitimising the choices councils make about those things of greatest value to their 

communities. 

 

In the context of the research questions, this Chapter has examined the empirical 

factors and how they operate. They now need to be seen in the context of all three 

avenues of research pursued in undertaking this thesis. This broader setting of 

factors is brought together in the next and final Chapter as are the implications of 

the research. 
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Chapter 13 - Final Discussion and Conclusion 

 

This thesis sought to account for the variability in strategic capacity in NSW local 

councils following the reforms of 1993. This was done by focusing on three 

research questions which were: 

 

1. What factors influence the development of strategic capacity? 

2. How do these factors operate? 

3. Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or 

regulatory actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 

 

This final Chapter brings together the responses to the research questions from the 

triangulated perspective. The implications of the research insofar as theory and 

practice is concerned are also examined, as well as the contribution the thesis has 

made to the relevant bodies of knowledge. Directions for further research are also 

posited. 

 

Triumvirate of Factors 

As indicated in Chapter 6, this research adopts the argument of Ganz (2000) in 

characterising strategy as a process. The empirical research has focused on 

obtaining and analysing the stories of research participants who have explained 

their experience of developing or attempting to develop, strategic capacity, with 

particular reference to what enabled or constrained that development. This has 

resulted in the 13 identified empirical factors. These factors need to be located 

within the broader context of the issues dealt with in the earlier Chapters of this 

thesis. This will capture the triangulation of sources (theory and practice literature 

and empirical research) about the development of strategic capacity. 
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The model below incorporates a summary of these influences and categorises them 

into three: the rational imperatives of classical strategic management; the contextual 

barriers relevant to the local government sector and the factors identified as a result 

of the empirical research. The empirical factors shown in bold are those which are 

primarily theory building and are not represented significantly or at all in the 

literature51. The arrows indicate the direction of navigation; that is to effectively 

develop strategic capacity, the rational imperatives of classical strategic 

management along with the contextual barriers and empirical factors need to be 

negotiated.52 

                                              
51 This assertion is argued later in the Chapter. 
52 Remainder of page left blank intentionally. 
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Figure 4: Model of Factors Influencing the Development of Strategic Capacity in Local Government 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11 this Thesis 

Contextual Barriers 
 
1. Enduring colonial history 

of narrow service delivery. 
2. Local government an 

administrative extension of 
the State Government 

3. Many local councils small 
and lacking professional, 
financial and political 
critical mass. 

4. Highly prescribed role so 
little autonomy. 

5. Rejuvenated organisation 
structures more in name 
only. 

6. Historically little 
experience in modern 
management and corporate 
approach. 

7. Little delegation and 
retained use of committees 
resulting in cumbersome 
decision-making.  

8. Lack of protocol for 
engagement with State 
bodies. 

9. Weak leadership structures 
and unclear strategic 
leadership accountabilities. 

10. Strategic Reforms relied on 
legislative change with no 
capacity building program. 

11. Local government sector 
lacks skills to link resource 
allocation to strategy. 

12. Many councils have little 
strategic purpose. 

13. Insufficient revenue raising 
capacity for statutory 
charter and infrastructure 
maintenance liability. 

14. Unclear role in federation. 
15. Improved representation at 

national level but declining 
grant funding. 

16. Cost shifting from other 
tiers of government. 

17. Rate pegging. 

Empirical Factors 
 
1. Transformational 

influence 
2. Strategic 

campaigner 
3. Lack of strategic 

competence 
 
4. Councillor 

centred 
participation in 
strategic 
activities 

 
5. Strategic issue 

articulation 
 
6. Role segregation 
 
7. Strategic 

interdependence 
of political 
administrative 
relationship 

 
8. Mutual role 

respect between 
councillors and 
senior staff 

 
9. Commitment 

beyond 
managerial 
interest by senior 
staff (tentative 
finding) 

 
10. Place based 

decision-making 
 
11. Building political 

commitment to 
decisions 

 
12. Power sharing 
 
13. Strategic 

authenticity 
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Rational Imperatives 
of Classical Strategic 
Management 
 
 
1. Rational analysis 

is the engine room 
of strategy. 

 
 
2. Virtually 

unlimited time 
and resources 
available for 
analysis and all 
options can be 
fully identified 
and evaluated. 

 
 
3. The future can be 

predicted by 
analysis and 
managed by 
planning. 

 
 
4. Follow the 

process and the 
optimum strategy 
will appear. 

 
 
5. Progress and 

performance can 
be measured 
against objectives 
and goals. 
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This myriad of factors that potentially impact local councils moving to a more 

strategic mode of operation have implications for theory and practice. These are 

discussed in the sections below. 

 

In taking a primarily theory building position and one that regards strategy 

development as a process within the experience of the actors in the strategy domain, 

the intent was to throw the research net widely in order to identify and understand a 

range of influencing factors. This empirical endeavour was set in the broader 

context of the theoretical and practice literature review.  

 

This grounded theory approach was adopted for several reasons. First is the overall 

lack of research on strategic management and strategic capacity in the Australian 

local government sector generally and in NSW particularly, especially when 

compared to the extent of change and reform in the sector over the last couple of 

decades. Second, the local government sector is different to the other tiers of 

government. It has poorly defined leadership structures with no equivalent of a 

Minister of State to provide executive direction, it remains steeped in decision-

making by committee and lacks any substantial autonomy, operating at the whim of 

the State Government. This means that public administration research which 

assumes the shape of national and sub-national governments with their more 

autonomous major public policy role has its limits when applied to local 

government.  

 

Finally, local government is the only level of government established to govern 

geographically. While the national and sub-national governments in Australia 

govern for a State or Territory or Australia as a whole, the institutions of those 

governments operate functionally such as health, policing, education and so on. 

Local government is responsible for an area and all of its activities come to bear 

geographically. Issues of strategy or service integration failure are quickly 
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experienced as are gaps in service standards and offerings (Yates 1977). This has 

implications for strategy. 

 

In broad terms the research has brought about three key outcomes. First, that there 

are significant matters bearing on the strategic nature of local government that are 

beyond the reach of any individual council to control or influence. In other words 

the strategic success of the sector is not insignificantly dependent on a range of 

largely exogenous factors that have not generally been acknowledged or acted upon 

by the NSW State or national government. This context is critical to an 

understanding of the attempts of the sector to develop strategic capacity. While 

these exogenous influences have been more or less present in the theory and 

practice literature, they have been somewhat fragmented. This thesis has brought 

them together, identifying the limitations of both the strategic management regime 

itself on the development of strategic capacity and the range of contextual sectoral 

and intergovernmental barriers that have acted as further constraints to strategic 

reform. 

 

Second, the research confirms the critical literature insofar as the rational strategic 

management paradigm is concerned. This is discussed below. Third, the empirical 

research indicates that achieving strategic capacity at the level of the organisation is 

significantly about organisational practices. While in some cases the empirical 

research reaffirms existing literature, the majority of that literature is theoretical 

rather than empirically based. This means that despite the presence of the 

reaffirming factors in the literature, this thesis establishes their influence and 

relevance by way of empirical research. The empirical research has also identified 

some new factors that contribute to theory building, although not to the extent 

originally anticipated.  
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The first outcome, that is the range of exogenous factors influencing the 

development of strategic capacity (see Figure 4 above – Rational Imperatives of 

Classical Strategic Management and Contextual Barriers), has already been 

comprehensively argued in Chapters 1 through to 5 inclusive. Outcome two 

(implications for classical strategic management theory) and three (theory 

confirmation or theory building nature of the empirical factors) are discussed below. 

Outcome three includes some post hoc literature review, undertaken following the 

finalisation of the empirical factors. 

 

Implications for Classical Strategic Management Theory 

The centrepiece of the local government management reforms of 1993 was the 

imposition of a classical strategic management model53. Classical strategic 

management epitomises the formal, prescriptive, top-down and analytical approach 

reflecting the privileging of rationality in management theory (Toft 1989; Gergen & 

Thatchenkery 1996; Fineman 1999; Rutgers 1999). After nearly sixteen years, the 

reforms are credited with some incremental improvements to management practice 

but insufficient improvement to long-term planning by councils that envisage 

communities as more than just users of infrastructure (DLG 2006b; LGSA of NSW 

2006; Perry 2009). 

 

Classical strategic management has been criticised because of the limits of its 

inherent rationality and lack of sensitivity to wider influences in the organisation 

(Simon 1957; Lindblom 1959 & 1979; March 1976; Lynn 1982 & 1987; Backoff et 

al.1993; Mintzberg 1994; Hamel & Prahalad 1994; Gaddis 1997; Worrall et al. 

1998; Pallot 1999; Weick 2001 and Levy, Alvesson & Willmott 2003)54. Classical 

strategic management is not the only approach to managing strategy and 
                                              
53 See Chapters 2 and 4. 
54 See Chapter 5 
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Whittington (1993) has argued a typology of three other approaches: evolutionary, 

processual and systemic55. 

 

The triangulated research for this thesis explored the factors that influence the 

development of strategic capacity; that is the capacity to strategise broadly and 

futuristically to deliver those services of greatest value to the community. While 

strategic planning and strategic management aim to achieve this same objective, the 

focus of classical strategic management is on formal, analytical processes. The 

research and review of the theoretical and practice literature and the empirical 

research undertaken confirm that rational, analytical approaches do not sufficiently 

account for the development of strategic capacity. This is consistent with the critical 

literature and in particular Mintzberg (1994) and Worrall et al. (1998). 

 

Worrall et al. (1998) assert that local councils learn to adapt classical strategic 

management after experiencing its limited efficacy. The factors identified through 

the empirical research confirm this adaptation. For example at PCC, analysis in the 

form of research and community surveys is used as an input to the strategy process. 

However what results from this process also draws on the experience of the elected 

representatives and senior staff, ideas from new councillors, horse trading (which is 

strategy development more in the processual paradigm) and a political view of how 

best to show benefit to all of the community (for example the distribution of funds 

for new footpaths). This more pluralistic process confirms Mintzberg’s (1994) 

notion that strategy comes from many synthesised emergent and deliberate inputs. 

One of the deliberate inputs can be regarded as the research which serves to 

articulate and legitimise issues. However when synthesised with other inputs, such 

as horse trading, the resultant strategy may well be something different to that 

suggested by the research alone. Senior staff at PCC were accepting of the 

                                              
55 See Chapter 4. 
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legitimate role of councillors to make the final decision, even if it was contrary to 

their advice. Classical strategic management assumes that analysis produces the 

best strategy and fails to recognise the legitimacy of the seemingly irrational 

political process. This has been the cause of much tension in the political 

administrative relationship in local government. 

 

The use of a more pluralistic approach goes beyond classical strategic management 

and becomes an adapted and dynamic framework that recognises local history and 

local influences. The history of the Penrith area has had a major and unique 

influence on PCC and its strategy; a crisis resulting in an institutional response by 

PCC to become the government of the area as there was no other. This history was 

referred to often by the research participants who attributed to it such things as the 

Council’s tenacity to be self sufficient and take the fight up to other tiers of 

government. On the other hand ESC’s local context and history gave it a different 

direction. The community’s growing concern with the environment became the 

defining strategic influence for ESC. These more systemic contexts (Whittington 

1993) become part of the adapted strategy framework. In more recent theorising on 

the insufficiency of classical strategic management French (2009) has argued that 

the theory of strategy has become self defeating with so many often contradictory 

and complex notions. He posits an emergent idea of strategy, not in the Mintzberg 

(1994) sense, but as the product of disturbed adaptive systems capable of self 

organisation (French 2009). This more complex and non-linear idea of strategic 

thinking and strategy formation, not inconsistent with the processual approach 

(Whittington 1993),  may well reflect part of the lived experience at PCC in their 

strategic journey. 

 

These findings confirm the inadequacy of classical strategic management theory 

and suggest that it cannot be more than a guiding framework or methodology to 

structure the documentation of a plan. Strategic capacity is not a plan. Strategic 
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capacity is the capacity to choose and deliver those services of greatest value to the 

community based on a reasonable knowledge of the community’s current and future 

needs. Ultimately the choices to emerge from the pluralistic processes and 

experiences which are the enactment of strategic capacity are documented in a plan. 

In seeking to make those choices and sustain them over time for the purposes of 

implementation, a range of enablers and barriers must be negotiated. As Ganz 

(2000) argued, it is the way an organisation responds to these enablers and barriers 

that determine its strategic capacity. 

 

A further limitation of classical strategic management theory highlighted by the 

empirical research is the motivation to plan. As Mintzberg (1994) notes, the 

traditional literature argues that planning is inherently good and necessary. Yet in 

the absence of a transformational influence, the empirical and other evidence 

suggests (Martin 1999; Jones 2002; UTS CLG 2007) that many councils do what is 

necessary to comply with legislation without engaging more broadly or 

meaningfully from a strategic perspective. Yet each case study council did indicate 

that they were facing significant strategic issues. As mentioned in Chapter 9, PCC 

identified the future of their rural areas and values in the context of a rapidly 

growing cosmopolitan City as a key strategic issue (McDonald, Interview May 

2004; Fowler, Interview 2004); ESC cited water shortages given both climate 

change and an anticipated doubling of the Shire population in twenty years (Tegart, 

Interview 2004); CCC had a major concern with future land use as they were 

expecting a three to four fold increase in population in the coming years and needed 

a settlement and land use strategy to manage this growth (Cowan, Interview 2004); 

LMC identified increased open space (that is civic, recreational and sporting) as a 

major community priority (Murphy, Interview 2005). 

 

To explain this apparently contradictory situation, the various influences set out in 

the model of factors determining the development of strategic capacity (see Figure 4 
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above) become relevant. The strategic planning failure may be explained by the 

failure of the senior staff to engage councillors sufficiently in strategic activities. It 

may be a lack of role segregation with councillors at CCC and LMC who are too 

involved in operational and constituency matters to have time for strategy. On the 

other hand it could be the result of weak leadership structures and unclear strategic 

leadership accountabilities. The point here is that classical strategic management 

assumes planning is imperative and that if one follows the technique the best 

strategy will result (Backoff et al. 1993; Mintzberg 1994). In lacking sensitivity to 

the broader organisational and contextual influences which are part of the planning 

and management environment, classical strategic management relegates itself to a 

marginal role when it comes to strategic capacity. When faced with influential 

actors in the strategy domain who believe strategic planning: 

 

…is a crock of shit, that you know, this is local government, we are not into 

this airy fairy strategic planning stuff. We build roads, we charge rates, we 

pick up rubbish and all the rest of this is a bit nonsensical… (Peter Gogarty, 

Manager Corporate Development and Projects [of others], Interview 2004, 

5), 

 

then classical strategic management theory probably has little to contribute. Yet this 

is an example of the sorts of organisational conditions that need to be navigated in 

order to develop strategic capacity. Overall, the findings of the research suggest a 

stronger alignment to Ganz’ (2000) work than classical strategic management 

theory. Ganz (2000), through his research, identified a range of elements which 

determined differences in strategic capacity and most were related to organisational 

and contextual conditions, for example how frequently the key actors met for 

strategy meetings. This means that in terms of overall classical strategic 

management theory, all avenues of research constituting this thesis indicate its 

inadequacy as articulated in the existing critical literature.  
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Empirical Research – Theory Confirmation or Theory Building 

The factor referred to as transformational influence confirms some existing 

literature, although arguably remains poorly understood by those driving the 

strategic reform agenda for NSW local government. Bryson (2004, 326) argues that 

undertaking strategic planning requires a compelling reason or the outcome is 

unlikely to be satisfactory. He asserts that unless the key actors in the strategy 

domain see valuable benefits to be obtained by undertaking strategy development, 

they are unlikely to be active supporters of the process or its outcome (Bryson 2004, 

327). The empirical research confirmed the importance of a transformational 

influence as a change agent for PCC and ESC. Its absence was evident at CCC and 

LMC as was a general lack of interest in, or support for, strategic matters. 

 

The factor referred to as strategic campaigner also confirms the existing literature. 

Colville and Murphy (2006) argue the criticality of leadership in terms of enabling 

strategy, especially during times of significant change. Their research links 

strategising and organising to the notion of the enabling leader which, they argue, 

contextualises leadership in practice (Colville & Murphy 2006, 665). Given the 

argument underpinning the contextual barrier of weak leadership structures and 

poor strategic leadership accountabilities in local government (see Figure 4 above), 

the role of a strategic campaigner who can sustain change momentum and provide 

leadership assumes an even greater importance. Bryson (2004, 303) also recognises 

the importance of such strategic planning champions. He argues that their role is to 

keep strategic planning on the agenda, organise the time, resources and preparation 

to make it happen successfully, rally participants and ensure a language of strategic 

planning that fits the organisation (Bryson 2004, 303-304). This conception of the 

strategic campaigner fits well with the roles played by McDonald (PCC) and Tegart 

(ESC) who were vital to the strategic reform of their respective councils. 
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The factor of lack of strategic competence is well recognised in the literature. The 

lack of strategic management, strategic planning and strategic thinking skills has 

been an acknowledged factor generally in public sector reform, as has a lack of 

skills in relationship building and collaboration (Johnston 1993; Broussine 2000). It 

is not surprising then that this research identified strategic competence, or a lack of 

it, as a factor; one identified as a barrier in the early years of approaching strategic 

capacity but ultimately overcome, at least in the case of PCC and ESC. The idea 

that the application of strategic management and planning is an incremental 

learning process has been reflected in the literature for some time (Gluck, Kaufman 

& Walleck 1980), and has also been noted as a typical experience in UK local 

government (Worrall et al. 1998). This particular factor was not assisted by the lack 

of capacity building by the Department of Local Government in relation to the 

strategic requirements of the 1993 reforms. 

 

The factor of councillor centred participation in strategic activities is not directly 

represented in the literature. The key aspect of this factor is the locus of control of 

strategic decision-making which, the empirical evidence suggests, needs to be with 

the elected representatives. While the theoretical and legal role of councillors in 

local government has been formally characterised as policy formulation and 

decision-making in major matters (Bain 1978; Newnham & Winston 1997; NSW 

Local Government Act 1993), the empirical evidence suggests that this can be 

heavily diluted. At PCC there was a clear process of enabling councillors by 

explaining issues and providing information. This came with the expectation that 

they would make the strategy decisions. In contrast, senior staff at CCC, perhaps 

because of a lack of engagement of elected representatives in strategic matters, took 

over the deliberative process. The end result was a formally approved strategic plan 

with little or no support from the councillors. The theory building implication here 

is about the policy or strategy role of councillors. The empirical evidence suggests 
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that formal endorsement based on expert management advice is not sufficient for 

elected representatives to execute their deliberative role efficaciously; rather 

councillors need to take the time to understand the strategic issues and treatment 

options and decide what is in the best interests of their communities. The role of a 

councillor in relation to strategy is to become fully informed on the issues and make 

considered and careful decisions. This is the difference between endorsement and 

deliberation. 

 

The factor of strategic issue articulation is argued in the public sector strategic 

management literature. Bryson (2004, 309-310) specifically underscores the 

importance of ensuring participants in the strategy domain understand the needs, 

conditions and directions being considered and the processes used to do so. He 

argues that part of issue articulation is being clear about the consequences of 

possible strategies and actions and he advises an on-going dialogue about strategic 

matters (Bryson 2004, 312). The empirical evidence indicates the influential role 

strategic issue articulation played at PCC and ESC, with a direct consequence that 

strategising became far broader, addressing most aspects of the City/Shire. The 

language at CCC and LMC was different and there was little activity in the way of 

strategic issue articulation. 

 

The factor of role segregation, or the general conflicting nature of the roles of 

elected representatives in local government, has attracted considerable comment in 

the literature (Newnham & Winston 1997; Marshall 2003; Nalbandian 2006). 

However the particular element revealed by the empirical research is a deliberate 

action of role segregation by management of councillors in order to facilitate a 

stronger and more enduring focus on strategic matters by elected representatives. 

Systems, management and operational practices were designed to deal effectively 

with potential constituency matters so as not to distract councillors from their 

strategic deliberation. The empirical evidence suggests that this deliberate strategy 
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had a positive influence on the development of strategic capacity. This initiative to 

deal with tensions in the councillor role, while largely a practice matter, is not 

represented in the literature. 

 

In relation to the factor strategic interdependence of the political administrative 

relationship it is well represented in the literature in the sense that public 

administration is replete with writings on this topic (Stewart 1996; Laffin 1997; 

Svara 1998, 2001; Nalbandian 2006; Overeem 2006). It has also been 

acknowledged that as a result of the 1993 strategic management reforms, 

councillors and senior staff were expected to adopt more of a partnership approach 

to their functions (Marshall 2003). As Marshall (2003, 143) observed ‘…purposeful 

policy development and decision-making can only take place if there is a productive 

relationship between management and elected representatives…’. The empirical 

evidence strongly supports this factor, indicating that managers cannot act as 

political locums if elected representatives are uninvolved in strategy matters. As 

Marshall (2003) implies, strategy can only be a product of the combination of 

governance and executive roles.  

 

The factor of mutual role respect is present in the theory but as a small part of a 

larger literature. The larger literature, on the relationship between mayor and 

council manager, both in the UK and US local government contexts, does touch on 

the issue of respect (Morgan & Watson 1992; Rao 2003; Orr 2004; Nalbandian 

2006). One of the particular issues highlighted by the empirical evidence was the 

acceptance by senior staff of the legitimate role of councillors to decide matters for 

their areas. This is also supported by some practice literature from the sector which 

emphasises the need for a congruence of cultures between councillors and managers 

(Sansom 2001). This notion of mutuality is also incorporated in the more recent 

ideas on the skills required by councillors and managers in order to achieve a 

sufficient level of collaboration (Broussine 2000; DLG 2008). 
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The factor of commitment beyond managerial interest was not able to be adequately 

analysed from the empirical evidence. There is some theory work on the resistance 

to professional management in local government in the US context (Box 1993) 

which could be relevant but further empirical data are required. 

 

One of the missing connections in the strategic management and strategic planning 

literature up to now is the factor of place based decision-making. There is some 

allied literature such as Mant’s (2000) call for local councils to focus on place rather 

than corporation when planning, or the call for place based strategies for integrating 

government services for disadvantaged areas (Walsh 2001) or even the adoption of 

particular town planning approaches to place (Crofts 1998). However the empirical 

evidence suggests a consideration of place that is specific to strategic decision-

making amongst councillors. 

 

The empirical evidence highlighted that the elected representatives at PCC observed 

a cooperative approach to strategy development in which Penrith the place was the 

primary test of good strategy rather than party political orientations. This place 

primacy is what acted to legitimise strategy decisions and establish a common 

interest amongst elected representatives. It is what Sproats (Interview 2005) 

referred to as being more statesman like and Gargan (1989) as a more cooperative 

rather than competitive system of political decision-making.  

 

In a parallel development in the UK, it has been proposed that the appropriate 

strategic role for local councils now and into the future is ‘place-shaping’ (Lyons 

2007). Lyons (2007) explains place-shaping as follows: 
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The modern role of local government can be described as ‘place-shaping ’– the 

creative use of powers and influence to promote the general well-being of a 

community and its citizens. It includes the following components: 

 

 building and shaping local identity; 

 representing the community, including in discussions and debates with 

organisations and parts of government at local, regional and national 

level; 

 regulating harmful and disruptive behaviours; 

 maintaining the cohesiveness of the community and supporting debate 

within it, ensuring smaller voices are heard; 

 helping to resolve disagreements, such as over how to prioritise 

resources between services and areas, or where new housing and 

development should be located; 

 working to make the local economy more successful, to support the 

creation of new businesses and jobs in the area, including through 

making the area attractive to new investment and skilled workers, and 

helping to manage economic change; 

 understanding local needs and preferences, and making sure that the 

right services are provided to local people through a variety of 

arrangements including collective purchasing, ,commissioning from 

suppliers in the public, private and voluntary sectors, contracts or 

partnerships, and direct delivery; and 

 working with other bodies to respond to complex challenges such as 

natural disasters and other emergencies. (Lyons 2007, 60). 

 

The majority of these place shaping elements fit within the virtual general 

competence power bestowed on NSW local government (and most other Australian 

jurisdictions), giving it, with some small modification, and subject to the challenge 
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of financial capacity, a strategic future. PCC regards itself as the government of the 

area and has powerfully assumed a mandate to either deliver the necessary services, 

partner with others to affect delivery or be an advocate to other levels of 

government for their delivery. Furthermore, in the role of giving voice to the 

community, PCC establishes itself as more than just an administrative unit of the 

state delivering services. It becomes the leading institution in fostering local 

governance. Lyons (2007) captures this sentiment in the following way: 

 

A new conception of the role for local government needs… to reflect the 

well-being and place-shaping agenda. The issues that affect communities 

and the lives of individual citizens are not confined to the organisational 

limits and boundaries of different service agencies. The work of these 

different agencies therefore needs to be brought together. That requires not 

just the joining-up of resources and activities, but also a leadership and 

influencing role to ensure that the efforts of all agencies are focused on the 

outcomes of greatest importance to local people. Local government is well-

placed to play this convening role. (Lyons 2007, 62). 

 

At the time of writing the final Chapter to this thesis, new strategic planning 

requirements for NSW local government came into force via legislative change 

(Local Government Amendment (Planning and Reporting) Act 2009). One 

component of this reform (section 402) is the development of a ten-year community 

strategic plan which must be based on community consultation. With this 

strengthened strategic planning connection to community, attenuated only by the 

sector’s financial capacity, a stronger place based approach may become more 

possible and the practice at PCC may spread. With mandated community 

consultation, the implications for place based decision-making in local government 

could be significant and are already being posited (Dollery, Grant & O’Keefe, 

2008). 
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The factor of building political commitment to strategy decisions does not appear 

explicitly in the strategic planning and management literature. Bryson (2004) infers 

such a factor when advocating for the management of conflict and the importance 

of sustaining coalitions in the context of strategy implementation. However, like 

role segregation, it was a specific practice at PCC which ensured elected 

representatives remained committed to the strategy they formulated. It was part of 

the notion that if councillors understood the issues, made the decisions on strategy 

and chose the key actions, they would more than likely sustain their decision. In this 

sense the process of strategy formulation is as important as the outcome.  

 

Power sharing is a factor which is addressed broadly and comprehensively in 

management literature, especially in the context of managing scarce resources 

(Hardy 1994). The tensions amongst councillor relationships, partly related to 

power sharing practices, are well known in the practice literature (DLG 1989, 1990, 

1991, 2008; Marshall 2003) and have spilled over into the arena of corruption 

(ICAC 2005). It emerged as a significant empirical factor where power sharing 

enabled strategy development at PCC but prevented it at LMC. It is one of those 

influential factors largely ignored by classical strategic management theory but 

fundamental to organisational behaviour (Clegg & Dunkerley1980; Hardy & Clegg 

1996). 

 

The final factor, strategic authenticity, is not represented in the literature. The 

empirical evidence suggests that staff remain sensitive to contradictory messages 

and actions in organisations and their motivation is impacted accordingly. Where 

there is an alignment of intentions and actions, such as was demonstrated at PCC 

and ESC, the authenticity of the approach elicits strategic behaviour by staff. The 

opposite of this occurred at CCC. Given the complexity of leadership and strategy 

in local government, the notion of strategic authenticity may well be significant, 
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more so where senior staff are managing a situation in which elected representatives 

are resisting involvement in strategic matters. 

 

Implications for Practice 

The findings from the research that constitute this thesis can make a particularly 

strong practice contribution. Identification of the limits of classical strategic 

management and explication of the more pluralist method of strategy formulation at 

PCC helps local councils to understand how they need to adapt strategic 

management in order to develop strategic capacity. Accepting a more pluralistic 

orientation legitimises the processual as well as classical approaches to strategic 

management (Whittington 1993), opening up possibilities for negotiating agreed 

and sustainable strategy decisions. 

 

The contextual barriers identified (see Figure 4 above) assist councils to understand 

that there are a significant number of influences impinging on their efforts to 

develop strategic capacity and over which they have little day-to-day control. 

Finally, the 13 factors identified from the empirical research, require, if they are to 

be engaged with successfully, a significant program of activity within each council. 

Emblematic of PCC and ESC is the extensive commitment of time and resources 

that has been applied to the development of strategy as a partnership between senior 

staff and councillors. Both councils demonstrated a strong sense of taking 

responsibility for their strategic futures and, despite the contextual barriers, worked 

to overcome them. This is consistent with Ganz’ (2000) assertion that 

resourcefulness in dealing with the broader organisational and contextual issues is 

what determines strategic capacity. The descriptions of the constant attention and 

attendance given to the political administrative relationship by senior staff at PCC 

were powerful, indicating the need for such practices to be constant by embedding 

them in organisational practices if they are to be efficacious. In answering research 
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questions two and three (see Chapter 12), ideas for improving the development of 

strategic capacity can be readily identified and tried. 

 

The NSW State Government, through its sector regulator, the Department of Local 

Government, has shown little reflexivity in designing and implementing strategic 

management reforms over the years and, coupled with a lack of effective strategic 

capacity building programs, has relied heavily and imprudently on legislative 

mandate alone. The theory and practice literature investigated as part of this thesis 

indicates slow progress in the development of strategic capacity in the sector as a 

consequence. With a greater understanding of the issues identified in this research, 

many of the negative impacts may have been avoided. 

 

Research Contribution and Further Research Possibilities 

Contribution of the Research 

The research has brought together a model of factors which influence the 

development of strategic capacity. These managerial, contextual and empirical 

factors (see Figure 4 above) provide a comprehensive insight into the development 

of strategic capacity from various perspectives. The classical strategic management 

imperatives which act to constrain strategic capacity can be dealt with by actors in 

the strategy domain through adaptation of practices, in particular introducing some 

processual practices of strategic management alongside the classical ones 

(Whittington 1993). The contextual barriers inform actors of the overall strategy 

context of their organisations; it is the evolutionary perspective (Whittington 1993) 

dealing with those factors that influence the population of local government 

organisations such as rate pegging or a lack of much by way of strategic purpose.  

 

In the same vein, the empirical research has focused in on a number of behavioural, 

organisational and political factors which show that strategic capacity is something 
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more than a strategic management framework; it is a process of choices arrived at 

through pluralistic inputs and means that centre upon the experiences of the actors 

in the strategy domain, and includes a capacity to sustain those choices. In this 

process a number of key considerations have been argued some of which are 

confirmed by the theory literature and some of which are new. The majority of the 

empirical factors identified provide an opportunity for local councils to strengthen 

their processes in new ways that are not currently acknowledged in practice 

literature to achieve a more strategic mode of operation.  

 

Five new factors influencing the development of strategic capacity were identified 

that were not in the current literature. The first related to locating the deliberative 

process for strategy determination with councillors who should become fully 

informed on the issues and make considered and careful strategy decisions. This is 

the all important distinction between endorsement and deliberation. The second new 

empirical factor was facilitating role segregation to encourage and sustain the focus 

and involvement of councillors on the strategic business of council rather than being 

distracted by minor constituency matters. This emerged as a positive influence on 

the development of strategic capacity. The third factor was the compelling notion of 

place based decision-making as a legitimising force to strategic deliberation. Now 

with mandated community consultation (Local Government Amendment (Planning 

and Reporting) Act 2009), the implications for place based decision-making in local 

government could well be significant. The fourth factor was the dynamic of 

building political commitment as an explicit organisational practice. It was part of 

the notion that if councillors understood the issues, made the decisions on strategy 

and chose the key actions, they would more than likely sustain their decision. In this 

sense the process of strategy formulation is as important as the outcome. The final 

factor, strategic authenticity, is about managing the strategic development of the 

organisation on the one hand and a possible lack of interest in strategic matters on 

the other. Given the complexity of leadership and strategy in local government, the 
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notion of strategic authenticity may well be significant, more so where senior staff 

are managing a situation in which elected representatives are resisting involvement 

in strategic matters. 

 

As mentioned earlier, at the time of writing the final Chapter to this thesis, new 

strategic planning requirements for NSW local government came into force via 

legislative change (Local Government Amendment (Planning and Reporting) Act 

2009). One of the contributions this thesis has made has been to contribute to that 

change process via a briefing to the Department of Local Government on what were 

then the preliminary findings of the empirical research at the time the changes were 

being formulated. The research findings in the following areas were accepted, and 

contributed towards the nature of the reforms56: complexity, uncertainty and 

prescription of the current requirements; current requirements too operationally 

focused, and an absence of a strategic access point for councillors and the 

community in the current statutory planning regime. The new requirements are far 

less prescriptive, provide for a clear hierarchy of planning instruments, take a long-

term view (10 years) which includes community consultation, and mandates a four 

year delivery program to articulate the objectives of each new council. The 

preliminary finding that had little or no impact was the need to assign strategic 

leadership accountabilities to a political position. At the time of the briefing, not all 

of the empirical factors had been fully developed.  

 

Generalisability of the Research 

There is a range of arguments about the validity or generalisability of qualitative 

research ranging from arguing an inherent lack of validity, as it is primarily a notion 

associated with quantitative research, to separately developed frameworks using 

                                              
56 The author is not claiming they were the only influences regarded by the Department of Local 

Government. 
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terms such as quality, rigor and trustworthiness to imply significant generalisability 

(Golafshani 2003). Lee (1999, 152) describes generalisability as ‘…the judgement 

that an experiment’s results can be generalized to a larger population or to an 

alternative population.’.  Yin (2009, 43) discusses generalisability as external 

validity, that is ‘…the problem of knowing whether a study’s findings are 

generalizable beyond the immediate case study.’. While both notions are similar, 

Yin (2009, 43) constructs external validity using the concept of analytical 

generalisation in which the purpose is to generalise the specific results to a broader 

theory rather than other specific cases. The extent to which the research results can 

be generalised to a broad theory depends on the number of theoretical and literal 

replications conducted.57  

 

The empirical research strategy for this thesis was the multiple case study in which 

both literal and theoretical replications were applied. The empirical results, partly 

supported by the other two aspects of the triangulated approach adopted overall, 

which, according to Golafshani (2003), also strengthens validity, suggest a broad 

theory of five aspects of organisational practice and the interaction of organisational 

actors influencing the development of strategic capacity. Therefore the research can 

be generalised to the extent that this broad theory will help to explain the variability 

in strategic capacity in the local government sector although cannot be used to 

predict any particular case in that or any other population of cases. This nexus is 

sufficient enough, and the research adequately reliable and valid,58 for other local 

councils to examine the factors and consider whether their application is relevant.  

 

A key question is knowing whether the list of empirical factors is well founded. 

Would evidence from further theoretical and literal replications and cases confirm 
                                              
57 See Chapter 6 and Appendix 3 for an explanation of these concepts and a description of how they were 

enacted. 
58 See also Chapter 6 and Appendix 3 for argumentation and verification of reliability. 
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the list or indicate its idiosyncratic nature? The research overall was triangulated, 

drawing on theoretical and practice literature as well as empirical data. This has 

assisted in guarding against idiosyncratic outcomes and strengthening the study’s 

generalisability. Nonetheless, further replications would provide an opportunity to 

strengthen the list, integrate factors, identify new ones and improve the 

understanding of how they operate and how they can be deliberately influenced. 

This is particularly so for the factor about managers having a personal commitment 

to the local government area beyond a managerial interest. This is an area of further 

research.  

 

Possibilities for Future Research 

What the research has not revealed, and should be the subject of future research, is 

the relative necessity of the 13 empirical factors. While arguing strongly for the 

criticality of some, such as the location of the deliberative process, the scope of the 

empirical research did not extend to evaluating their relative importance. Knowing 

more about their relative importance would assist local councils to focus on those 

which are critical to successfully developing strategic capacity.  

 

As mentioned above, the NSW Government has introduced a second round of 

strategic management reforms aimed at improving the strategic capacity of the local 

government sector (Local Government Amendment (Planning and Reporting) Act 

2009). With a second round of reforms occurring, there are practical lessons to be 

learned from the 1993 reforms, such as the need for a capacity building program in 

the sector which focuses on the strategic elements of the reform. At the time of 

writing, there were no plans in place for the Department of Local Government to 

implement a significant capacity building program for the new changes to the 

strategic planning and management regime beyond information seminars and 

written guidelines. Evidence from the contextual barriers suggests that such a 
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program is needed if the changes are to succeed, or at least occur in a timely 

manner. Future research would be in a position to compare the two reform programs 

and their relative efficacy. A comparative analysis, especially if a capacity building 

program for the recent changes is conducted, would likely yield some valuable 

results about strategic change effectiveness. 

 

Finally, with executive authority vested in the council as a whole, mention was 

made of the tendency for this to result in a bifurcation of the organisation, creating a 

management entity and a political entity. In other tiers of government this 

bifurcation is avoided as a Minister of State has executive authority over the 

agency. There is no equivalent in local councils. Collaboration must be achieved 

between these two entities. The dynamic is suggestive of the literature and research 

on inter-organisational collaboration and the various factors which impact on 

attempts at strategic bridging (Gray 1985; Hardy & Phillips 1998; Vangen & 

Huxham 2003). Research in this area acknowledges the many ephemeral but 

powerful influences operating in the inter-organisational domain, not dissimilar to 

the strategy domain of a council. If applicable, the applied learning could assist in 

understanding more about effective strategy development in local councils. 

Conclusion 

Achieving strategic capacity in the NSW local government sector is a difficult task 

and faces a formidable range of barriers. The influence of contextual barriers alone 

is so significant that without structural change, they may well be sufficient to 

prevent strategic capacity being sustained even when it is achieved. The research 

indicates that expecting strategic capacity without adequate revenue raising ability 

is unrealistic; that councils need to have something to be strategic about; that 

strategy leadership needs to be assigned to a political position that holds some 

executive authority; that the current leadership accountabilities of general managers 
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are too onerous and that skills and capacities need building to manage change and 

increase strategic sophistication. 

 

The research also informs us that achieving strategic capacity at the organisational 

level requires a significant and on-going practice commitment built around senior 

staff and councillors, ensuring that elected representatives are at the centre of the 

strategic decision-making dynamic. It requires a constancy of effort that means such 

practices ought to be embedded organisational processes. 

 

Strategic capacity as a process is pluralistic, melding experience with analysis, 

political judgement and bargaining. Strategic capacity as an outcome is the capacity 

to choose those services of greatest value to the community and to sustain those 

choices to enable delivery. Where this is achieved, such as at Penrith City Council 

and Eurobodalla Shire Council, there is an excitement and a pride in the community 

building that is happening. This is the reward that strategic capacity offers. 
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Appendix 1 – Management Plan Requirements of the NSW 

Local Government Act 1993 

Section 402 - Preparation of draft management plans 

During each year, a council must prepare a draft management plan with respect to: 

(a) the council's activities for at least the next 3 years, and 

(b) the council's revenue policy for the next year. 

 

Sections 403 - Contents of draft management plan with respect to Council’s work and 

activities 

(1) A draft management plan must contain the following statements with respect 

to the council's activities for the period to which it relates: 

 

 a statement of the principal activities that the council proposes to 

conduct 

 a statement of the objectives and performance targets for each of its 

principal activities 

 a statement of the means by which the council proposes to achieve 

these targets 

 a statement of the manner in which the council proposes to assess its 

performance in respect of each of its principal activities 

 statements with respect to such other matters as may be described by 

the regulations 

     

(2) The statement of principal activities must include the following particulars: 

 

 capital works projects to be carried out by the council 
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 services to be provided by the council 

 asset replacement programs to be implemented by the council 

 sales of assets to be conducted by the council 

 activities of a business or commercial nature to be undertaken by the 

council 

 human resource activities (such as training programs) to be 

undertaken by the council 

 activities to properly manage, develop, protect, restore, enhance and 

conserve the environment in a manner that is consistent with and 

promotes the principles of ecologically sustainable development 

 activities in response to, and to address priorities identified in, the 

council's current comprehensive report as to the state of the 

environment and any other relevant reports 

 programs to be undertaken by the council to implement its equal 

employment opportunity management plan. 

 

Section 404 – Contents of draft management plan with respect to councils revenue 

policy 

 
(1)  A draft management plan must include the following statements with respect 

to the council's revenue policy for the next year, subject to the regulations: 

 

 a statement containing a detailed estimate of the council's income and 

expenditure 

 a statement with respect to each ordinary rate and each special rate 

proposed to be levied 

 
 

 a statement with respect to each charge proposed to be levied 
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 a statement of the types of fees proposed to be charged by the council 

and the amounts of each such fee 

 a statement of the council's pricing policy with respect to the goods 

and services provided by it 

 a statement of the amounts or rates proposed to be charged for the 

carrying out by the council of work on private land 

 a statement of the amounts of any proposed borrowings (other than 

internal borrowing), the sources from which they are proposed to be 

borrowed and the means by which they are proposed to be secured 

 statements with respect to such other matters as may be prescribed by 

the regulations. 

 
(2) The statement with respect to an ordinary or special rate proposed to be 

levied must include the following particulars: 
 

 the ad valorem amount (the amount in the dollar) of the rate 

 whether the rate is to have a base amount and, if so: 

— the amount in dollars of the base amount, 

and 

— the percentage, in conformity with section 

500, of the total amount payable by the 

levying of the rate, or, in the case of the 

rate, the rate for the category or 

sub-category concerned of the ordinary 

rate, that the levying of the base amount 

will produce 

 the estimated yield of the rate 

 in the case of a special rate—the purpose for which the rate is to be 

levied 
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 the categories or sub-categories of land in respect of which the 

council proposes to levy the rate. 

 

(3) The statement with respect to each charge proposed to be levied must include 

the following particulars: 

 

 the amount or rate per unit of the charge 

 the differing amounts for the charge, if relevant 

 the minimum amount or amounts of the charge, if relevant 

 the estimated yield of the charge. 

 

(4) A draft management plan must include a statement containing a general 

estimate of the council's income and expenditure for the second and 

subsequent years for which the draft management plan is prepared. 

 

(5) The statement of fees and the statement of the pricing policy need not 

include information which could confer a commercial advantage on a 

competitor of the council. 

 

Section 405 - Public notice of draft management plan 

(1) A council must give public notice of its draft management plan after it is 

prepared. 

 

(2) The period of public exhibition must not be less than 28 days. 

 

(3) The public notice must specify that submissions may be made to the council 

at any time during the period of public exhibition. 
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(4) The council must publicly exhibit the draft management plan in accordance 

with its notice. 

 

(5) During the period of public exhibition, the council must have for inspection 

at its office (and at such other places as it may determine) a map which 

shows those parts of its area to which each category and sub-category of the 

ordinary rate and each special rate included in the draft management plan 

applies. 

 

Section 406 - Adoption of management plan 

(1) Before the end of each year, a council must adopt a management plan for the 

following year after it has been prepared and exhibited in accordance with 

this Part and any other matters it considers relevant. 

 

(2) In deciding on the final plan to be adopted, a council must take into 

consideration any submissions that have been made concerning the draft 

management plan prepared and exhibited in accordance with this Part. 

 

Section 407 - General manager to report periodically on implementation of 

management plan 

(1) The general manager must report to the council within 2 months after the end 

of each quarter as to the extent to which the performance targets set by the 

council's current management plan have been achieved during that quarter. 

 

Section 428 - Annual reports 
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(1) Within 5 months after the end of each year, a council must prepare a report 

as to its achievements with respect to the objectives and performance targets 

set out in its management plan for that year. 

 

(2) A report must contain the following: 

(a) a copy of the council's audited financial reports, 

(b) a comparison of the council's actual performance of its principal 

activities during that year (measured in accordance with the criteria 

set out in the relevant management plan) with the council's projected 

performance of those activities (as contained in the relevant 

management plan), together with a statement of the reasons for any 

difference between them. 
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Appendix 2 - Expert Advisers for Sample Selection – 

Biographical Details59 

Name Title Academic and/or 
Practitioner 

Quals/Bio 

Graham Sansom Associate 
Professor and 
Director, UTS 
Centre for 
Local 
Government 

Academic and 
former 
practitioner 

 MA(Oxon), 
MTCP(Syd), FPIA. 

 30 years in Local 
Government sector 

 Former Executive 
Officer of a Regional 
Organisation of 
Councils 

 Former Senior planner 
and Department Head 
in a NSW Council 

 Former CEO of the 
Australian Local 
Government 
Association 

 Director of the Centre 
for Local 
Government, UTS 

Cliff Haynes Group 
Manager 
Parramatta 
City Council 

Practitioner  30 years in NSW local 
government 

 Former president of 
the Local Government 
Managers Australia 
(NSW) 

Sue Campbell* Project Officer 
State 
Government 

Practitioner  10 years in local 
government 

 3 years as executive 
officer at Regional 
Organisation of 
Councils 

 Current role capacity 
building local 

                                              
59 Details applicable as at date of interview 
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government on 
sustainability 

Phil Bench* Senior Policy 
Officer – 
Local 
Government 
and Shires 
Associations 
(NSW) 

Practitioner  40 years in local 
government, 21 as 
Town Clerk/General 
Manager 

 Senior Policy Officer 
for LGSA of NSW for 
10 years 

Dave Punch* Senior Policy 
Officer – 
Local 
Government 
and Shires 
Associations 
(NSW) 

Practitioner  16 years in local 
government 

 Senior Policy Officer 
for LGSA of NSW for 
9 years 

Angus Witherby Senior 
Lecturer – 
UNE 

Academic  BA, DURP 
 10 years as academic 

at UNE with research 
interest in local 
government 

 Several years working 
in local government 

 Conducts consultancy 
business in strategic 
planning with several 
local government 
clients 

Rob Mellor Program 
Manager, 
Centre for 
Local 
Government, 
University of 
Technology, 
Sydney 

Both  MPS 
 Background in 

community services 
 15 years in local 

government 
 10 years at UTC CLG 
 Conducted 

consultancy and 
training for many 
Australian and 
overseas local 
councils 

* Denotes fictitious name as participant requested identity not to be revealed 
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Appendix 3 – Research Protocol 

Overview of the Protocol 

This research protocol sets out the detail of the procedures used in the conduct of 

the research and the verification techniques applied to safeguard the study’s 

reliability. The argumentation to justify each element of the research strategy and 

methodology is the subject of Chapter 6 of this thesis. Yin (2009) asserts that 

providing an additional account of the procedures used to conduct the research is an 

important discipline and strengthens the reliability of the research. For qualitative 

research, it is a necessary investment to ensure replicability. This research protocol 

largely follows the content recommended by Yin (2009). 

 

Research Objective and Overall Approach 

The objective of the research is to account for the variability in strategic capacity 

amongst local councils in NSW following key strategic management reforms 

mandated by the State Government in 1993. Strategic capacity is defined as the 

aptitude shown by the local council organisation in overcoming all of the barriers 

and making the best use of all of the opportunities to evolve from a narrow, short-

term role to the broader and more long-term function of community building. 

Strategic capacity is the unit of analysis for the research. The level of analysis is the 

individual local council and the research questions are:  

 

1. What factors influence the development of strategic capacity? 

2. How do these factors operate? 

3. Can these factors be deliberately influenced by organisational or 

regulatory actors to facilitate the development of strategic capacity? 
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The research is based upon a triangulated approach, constituted by original 

empirical qualitative research, an analysis of theoretical literature on strategic 

management, strategic capacity, public administration and local government, and a 

review and in-depth analysis of practice literature focused on documented material 

in the public arena, mostly relevant to strategic management and local government 

in NSW. The empirical research was by multiple case study using four local council 

organisations. The data collection method was the semi-structured interview. 

Formal ethics approval for the study was obtained from the UTS Research Ethics 

Committee prior to the conduct of any field research. 

 

Case Selection Procedure 

The sampling logic adopted for the case study60 resulted in choosing a sample size 

of four councils; two chosen who were regarded as demonstrating strategic capacity 

and two chosen who were not. The procedure used to make this determination was 

seeking advice from a panel of NSW local government experts. The author took 

advice from the Director for the Centre for Local Government at UTS as to a 

suitable group of experts. This resulted in seven nominations of individuals with a 

recognised specialty in NSW local government. The group included representatives 

from academia, sector peak bodies and long-standing practitioners in both local and 

State Government. This broad spread of panel members (listed in Appendix 2) 

ensured a variety of perspectives were applied to the nomination of the Councils. 

 

The author confirmed the participation of the panel members by telephone or email 

and then forwarded to each of them a four page brief setting out the purpose of the 

research, its theoretical context and a justification for, and definition of, the unit of 

                                              
60 See Chapter 6. 
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analysis. Also provided in advance was a copy of the five questions which the 

author intended to ask. The questions are reproduced below: 

 

1. Which councils do you consider to have developed and demonstrated 

significant strategic capacity? 

2. What did the councils do that convinced you they successfully crafted  whole-

of-organization direction-setting objectives predicated on: 

whole-of-community and council considerations,  

future needs and aspirations, and  

a stated organizational role? 

3. How was this different to what they may have done previously? 

4. Which councils do you consider are at the early stages in the development of 

strategic capacity? 

5. In relation to those councils identified in (4) above, which particular 

attributes of strategic capacity do you think are absent or insufficient? 

 

The members were interviewed one at a time. Meeting as a group was not necessary 

as it was not intended to obtain a consensus decision. In fact, as argued in Chapter 

6, a sample of telling cases rather than representative cases was sought. The five 

questions were intended to both identify local councils in one of the two categories 

sought (strategic or transitional) as well as obtain the panel members reasons for the 

judgement. Prior to interview, and consistent with UTS ethics requirements, 

members were asked to sign an ethics consent which explained the purpose of the 

study, how the information was to be used, the voluntary nature of participation and 

whether the participant was willing to be identified.  

 

Contemporaneous field noted were used to record the names of each nominated 

organisation and the reasons for the nomination. All members nominated one to 

three councils for each category that they emphatically believed warranted the 
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classification and they provided strong, and sometimes compelling, reasons for the 

nomination. Some members then chose to name ‘possible’ candidates, advancing 

less compelling reasons. The field notes were used to separately tabulate a list of the 

strategic and transitional councils, with marginal notes as to which were 

emphatically named. Using the selection method articulated in Chapter 6, four 

councils were chosen. The Director of the Centre for Local Government at UTS 

first made an informal approach initially, with one council declining to participate 

and being substituted as necessary. All four councils who agreed to participate were 

emphatic nominations and therefore supported by strongly expressed perceptions on 

the part of the panel members. 

 

Once informal contact secured participation, the author sent a formal letter to each 

council CEO which explained the research, the number and type of individuals that 

needed to be interviewed, the approximate time implications and the voluntary 

nature of participation. The author also asked for an organising contact at each 

council to identify participants (based on requirements as described in Chapter 6) 

and facilitate their availability.  

 

Reliability Safeguards for Case Selection 

The use of the group of experts to obtain nominations for the sample of case study 

councils was a process at ‘arms length’ from the author. This safeguarded against 

researcher bias in the selection of possible case study organisations. The reduction 

of the full list of council organisations to a small number of potential candidates 

was based on the strongest rationales proffered by the group members who, in the 

case of strategic councils, had a high degree of consensus. While this was not a 

structured, quantitative process, it meant that sample case study organisations were 

those which one or more of the expert advisers had clear reasons for choosing and 

were able to articulate what the organisations did or did not do to earn such a 
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nomination. As far as possible this meant that the judgemental sampling was 

strongly argued by the respective expert who had been chosen for their specialist 

knowledge of NSW local councils. 

 

Interviews 

Each interview with participants from the four case study councils commenced with 

a verbal explanation of the research and interview process, the ethics requirements 

and the seeking of consent to record the interview. All participants signed the 

necessary ethics consent form and each consented to the audio recording of the 

interviews. 

 

The interview was based on a semi-structured approach using ‘topics’ initially 

gleaned from the literature review and progressively expanded based on new topics 

arising in the interviews. The list stabilised by the completion of interviews with the 

first two case study councils. The final list is reproduced below: 

 

Approach to Planning 

Strategic Plan  

Why 

Key issues in municipality 

Strategic Plan versus Management 

Plan 

Role of Councillors, executive and 

staff 

Stakeholders/community/community 

reaction 

Role of analysis 

Horse trading 

Approach to previous plans 

Factors 

GM and Mayor (physical 

arrangements) 

Training of Councillors 

Resources 

Budget/Strategy Alignment 

Driven by mandatory/compliance 

Imposed constraints 

Individual advocates/blockers 

General community relationship – 

what events has shaped it 
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Workplace value planning/strategic 

skills – how expressed 

Role of community aspirations – room 

for consultation? 

Place management 

Ward system/Ward 

balance/Parochialism 

Ward Budget/Voted works 

Precinct system/Committee Structure 

Party politics/How are differences 

manifested 

Term objectives 

Council factions 

Political stability 

Is strategic planning constraining 

(constituent responsiveness) 

Importance of social planning 

Beliefs about role of council/LG 

Regional participation? 

Influences of the State and 

Commonwealth 

Other barriers or enablers

 

Not all topics are relevant to each participant as both staff and elected 

representatives were interviewed. The general format of the questions was open-

ended in order to encourage the participant to ‘tell the story’ of strategic capacity 

and their organisation. All participants were asked for a summary of their 

experience in local government, their length of employment/appointment in the 

current and previous councils if any, the organisation’s current strategic planning 

process and whether they agreed with the classification of their council as per the 

expert advisers. All but one of the twenty-five participants from case study councils 

agreed with the adviser classification. 

 

Initial questioning followed a temporal theme about how planning happened in the 

past and when and how practices changed or failed to change in or around the 1993 

reforms. The constant frame of reference for the questions centred upon the 

enablers and barriers which drove or constrained change to practices around 

strategic capacity. A review of the transcripts indicate that the interviews were 

dominated by the research participants, prompted from time to time with questions 

from the researcher such as ‘Can you tell me more about…’. All but one of the 
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participants had a lot to say and interviews typically ran for about one-and-a-half to 

two hours. The number of participants interviewed came to an end when little in the 

way of new data were emerging. Two interviews were broken and had to take place 

over different days given the availability limits of the two participants. 

 

Reliability Safeguards for Interviews 

Interviews were held in quiet office locations and recorded using a small, 

inconspicuous, long lasting audio recording device. This minimised distractions 

during the interview and provided as relaxing an environment as reasonably 

possible. The use of open-ended questions provided space for the participants to tell 

their story without being directed by the researcher through structured questions. 

Open-ended questions also meant it was more difficult for the participant to attempt 

to guess a preferred answer, encouraging them to recount their authentic experience 

and perceptions. Most participants had little difficulty telling their story as 

evidenced by lengthy interviews, mostly on matters directly relevant to the unit of 

analysis and research questions. 

 

The author has extensive training in interview techniques as a former police officer 

and used the training to validate participant responses if these were not clear. This 

was done to avoid misunderstanding the participant’s intended meaning. At the end 

of the interview the participants were invited to contact the researcher if they 

needed to clarify any of their answers. One participant did so, giving what they felt 

was a more accurate answer than was originally provided.  

 

The list of topics was used sparingly to avoid participant bias through simply 

agreeing to propositions put. When topics were used, examples or other evidence 

was sought by the researcher of the participant to minimise this bias. Rather than 

interviewing a fixed number of participants from each organisation, interviews 
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ceased when little in the way of new data was emerging. Generally participant 

stories from the one organisation were very similar, and absent some unprecedented 

level of prior corroboration, it suggests an authenticity to the data. 

 

Data Management and Case Report 

Interviews were audio recorded and verbatim transcripts prepared. The transcripts 

followed a standard format to capture all of the necessary meta data as well as 

standardise conventions for noting interview breaks, tape counter numbers and 

unintelligible words. This made data management as efficient as possible, reducing, 

for example, the time taken to re-listen to particular segments of the interview. A 

commercial service was used to do first draft verbatim transcripts of the interviews 

using the standard template. The researcher then reviewed each transcript against 

the recording, preparing final verbatim records of the interviews. This also assisted 

in developing an intimacy with the data for subsequent coding. The interviewing 

and transcription of interviews was done one case study council at a time. This 

assisted in developing an initial familiarity with each set of case data which could 

then be used to contrast and compare with issues arising in subsequent interviews. 

This approach enacted the notions of literal and theoretical replications discussed by 

Yin (2009) as a way of building and strengthening the generalisability of the 

research. 

 

Coding of data was based on a three-pass technique. To facilitate the coding 

process, the typed transcripts were tagged electronically using the bookmark 

function in Microsoft Word to identify the natural meaning units; that is identified 

enables and barriers and their operation in relation to strategic capacity. For 

example the following exchange during the interview with Councillor Ross Fowler 

of Penrith City Council was tagged (and emboldened yellow for ease of reference) 

as a natural meaning unit: 
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Q. You mentioned the relationship between council and the management of 

the organisation being a critical issue… Why do you think it is so important? 

 

A. I think you have got to be reading from the same page you know. Like as 

far as I can see council and the council the management are reading from 

the same page and trying to go in the same direction. I think they are as 

equally passionate about the city as probably the councillors are equally as 

passionate. A lot of them have ownership and I think in organisations you do 

need that ownership. A lot of people say they have got ownership but really 

they have only got the ownership for as long as they are employed. I think a 

lot of the people in this organisation have what I would say is real ownership 

in that they love the place have a passion about it they see it they contribute 

and they see that their contributions are respected and thought highly of but 

they can also see their contributions achieving something when it comes 

back to that I suppose that’s // what you do. (Fowler, Interview 2004, 10). 

 

This natural meaning unit was labelled in the Microsoft Word bookmark function as 

Councillor/Management Relationship as were similar statements by other 

participants. The occurrence of each natural meaning unit was transferred to a 

Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet along with details of the label, interview participant, 

name of council, transcript page number, whether an identified barrier or enabler 

and the tape counter number. The detailed cross-referencing of the transcript and 

spreadsheet meant that large amounts of text could be readily accessed and linked to 

labels. This allowed easy sorting of natural meaning units (eg. all statements 

labelled Councillor/Management Relationship), council, factor type or individual. 

This scheme provided the basis for determining the final data overlay of themes and 

factors as well as permitting efficient access to the data. Efficient data access was 



 419

important as there were twenty-five transcribed interviews totalling nearly 700 

pages of single-spaced text.  

 

In relation to the three coding passes, the first coding pass identified the natural 

meaning units in each interview as suggested by the first two research questions; 

that is the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of influencing factors on the development of 

strategic capacity. In the second pass the data were viewed through the preliminary 

themes developed during the first pass, with a particular emphasis on examining the 

strength of relationships between the same or similar natural meaning units and how 

strongly they coalesced around and illuminated particular themes. By the end of the 

second pass, a penultimate analytical framework of themes and factors had 

crystallised. In the third and final pass, this framework was tested using the data as 

cases to strengthen the organising capacity of the structure of themes and factors. 

This confirmed a final overlay which accounted for the natural meaning units 

through a structure of five themes. The sortable detail in the spreadsheet (nearly one 

thousand lines) made the testing and re-testing of the final framework reasonably 

straightforward. A spreadsheet report for each of the four case study councils was 

prepared and printed and became the case report for that organisation. It either 

contained or pointed to all of the data relevant to the natural meaning units. 

 

Reliability Safeguards for Data Management and Case Report 

The practice of audio recording the interviews eliminated both the potential bias in 

the later recall of detail and the need to rely on human memory, possibly resulting 

in inaccuracies given the large quantity of data involved in the study. Each 

interview was fully recorded, interview breaks noted and the recording discipline 

maintained so that nothing relevant occurred outside the interview process.  
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The use of a commercial transcription service to complete a first verbatim draft of 

the interviews introduced a measure of independence in ensuring accurate 

transcripts of the conversation. Both the temporal theme of the interviews and the 

framing of questions around enablers and barriers made the identification of natural 

meaning units largely straightforward. This significantly reduced the need to 

‘interpret’ text to judge whether it was relevant to the unit of analysis and research 

questions. Use of the sorting function in the spreadsheet meant that lists of enablers 

and barriers could be easy prepared and compared and contrasted across case study 

organisations. This routine would usually present quite a compelling picture of 

perceived differences and similarities, supported by references to transcripts so that 

the rich detail could be readily extracted. 

 

The early theorising when conducting the three coding passes was strengthened by 

the opportunity to present these frameworks to academic and research student 

colleagues as part of the pedagogic process required by the University. The 

opportunity was extended when participating as a lecturer on professional 

development courses at the University for local government managers. Each 

framework (and set of preliminary results) was presented and external observations 

and feedback was sought and used in the on-going refinement process. This staged 

review of the key steps in the analysis process helped to eliminate researcher bias in 

terms of preferred explanations and theories or unduly weak attempts at counter 

explanations. The record of these presentations provides an audit trail of theorising 

from early abstract notions to the final framework.  

 

Perhaps the most significant safeguard against idiosyncratic or biased analysis and 

theorising is the structure and analysis presented in the five empirical Chapters of 

this thesis. The empirical Chapters provide, in summary, the various natural 

meaning units identified in the interviews. The analysis conducted to theorise 

factors effecting the development of strategic capacity is included within those 
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Chapters. In other words there is a clear and accountable line-of-sight from the raw 

data (albeit in summary form) to the final range of empirical factors argued. The 

critical elements and logic of the analysis have not been kept ‘behind the scenes’ 

but made available for judgement in the thesis. This approach allows the reader to 

form a view as to the strength of the relationship between the data and the final set 

of empirical factors presented. It also aids in giving the reader a reference point to 

judge the relevance of the quoted passages from the interviews. The unbiased 

selection and presentation of quoted passages has also been aided by using the 

overall case report embedded in the spreadsheet to ensure that, in the main, the 

passages used required little or no interpretation in terms of articulating a factor or 

its operation. 

 

Triangulation 

Finally, the triangulated nature of the research overall had contributes to its 

reliability. A number of the factors identified in the empirical research were 

discussed or alluded to in the theoretical and or practice literature.61 Morse et al 

(2002) argue that the reliability of qualitative research needs to be built into the 

research process. This Appendix, which sets out the research protocols used and 

verification strategies applied, establishes the rigour and trustworthiness of the 

research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              
61 These are identified in the final Chapter. 
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