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Key Recommendations 

• Mandatory training programs for councillors should address best practice 

employment standards and councillor obligations to their workforce. 

• Council employees should be actively consulted on the development of councillor 

standards of conduct. 

• The threshold for a community initiated Commission of Inquiry should be lowered. 

• Councils should be prevented from exploiting in-camera meetings under the guise 

of “commercial-in-confidence” discussions to evade requirements to consult 

workers and their representatives per enterprise agreements and workplace 

instruments. 

• The Local Government Act, or the regulations, should include measures to prevent 

shared services being used by councils to evade their obligations under workplace 

instruments. 

• CEO and council leadership salaries should be made fully available to the public, 



 
 

 
 

including non-salary benefits. Decisions on CEO wages should be removed from 

CEO influence. 

• Councils should be required to collect and publish data around their use of 

outsourced staff and labour-hire agencies to deliver council services. 

• Mechanisms should be put in place to encourage councils to bring services back in-

house. This should include a transparent review of currently contracted out 

services before contracts are renewed.  

• The current operation of the Andrews Government’s Fair Go Rates system should 

be reviewed by 2020. 

• Councils should be required to consult their communities regarding service 

delivery and service provision decisions in line with best value principles. 

 

 

1.0 Background  

 

1.1 Who is the ASU Vic Tas?  

 

The Australian Services Union (ASU) is one of Australia’s largest unions representing over 

135,000 members across a diverse range of industries.  The ASU’s Victorian and Tasmanian 

Authorities & Services Branch (ASU Vic Tas) represents workers in Victoria’s local 

government sector. Our members provide services which the Victorian community relies on 

every day. 

 

The ASU was created in 1993. It brought together three large unions – the Federated 

Clerks Union, the Municipal Officers Association and the Municipal Employees Union, as 

well as a number of smaller organisations representing social welfare workers, 

information technology workers and transport employees. 

 

We are the largest local government union in Australia. Our members roles are varied and 



 
 

 
 

include work in administration, childcare, garbage collection and recycling, garden 

maintenance, home care and road work and as Engineers, Librarians and Truck Drivers to 

name but a few. 

 

1.2 Context for submission  

 

Victoria’s local government sector is under significant financial pressure, as a result both of 

the Andrews Government’s Fair Go Rates (rate capping) policy and cost shifting from State 

and Federal Government.  

 

Councils have substantial obligations relating to service provision and infrastructure 

maintenance (particularly pressing for rural and regional councils). This financial context 

must be acknowledged in any discussion of these proposed reforms as it has an obvious 

impact on council decision making, particularly in relation to the provision of services and 

maintenance of secure jobs within councils.   

 

1.3 Approach to submission  

 

The ASU has chosen to provide feedback on the aspects of the 2019 proposals that will have 

a direct impact on our members and their ability to provide quality community services. We 

have addressed four of the reform themes directly: 

a. Improved Conduct 

b. Community Confidence 

c. Improved Service Delivery 

d. Strong Local Democracy 

 

 

2.0 ASU’s response to the Local Government Bill 2019  



 
 

 
 

 

2.1 Improved Conduct 

 

Councillor conduct impacts directly on the ability of local government employees to 

undertake the work required of them. Our members, as council employees, often directly 

bear the brunt of poor decision making, financial impropriety and other councillor 

misconduct. Service cuts due to budget mismanagement, outsourcing to companies who 

will provide lesser service quality, a lack of proper focus on community needs by councillors, 

all these serve to undermine the stability of our members’ employment and their ability to 

do their jobs well. 

 

Aside from the direct impact on their work, ASU members and local government employees 

are also negatively affected when the conduct of elected officials bring the whole of local 

government into disrepute. When poor behaviour by councillors, particularly relating to the 

use of council funds, is made known, it serves to undermine public confidence in local 

government as a whole.  

 

2.1.1 Mandatory Training 

Taking this into account, the ASU supports the establishment of mandatory training 

programs for local councillors, with the provision that this training take into account 

councillors’ role as employers. Many councillors will not have experience in 

managing staff, and will not understand the many and varied requirements that 

come with being responsible for a large workforce. Training should give councillors 

an understanding of their obligations as employers and the principles that should 

underpin this, including: 

 

a. Employer obligations regarding leave provisions, superannuation and fair 

remuneration. 

b. Best practice working conditions, such as flexible working arrangements. 



 
 

 
 

c. Provision of safe working environments for staff. 

d. Prevention of bullying and harassment in the workplace. 

 

2.1.1 Prescribed standards of conduct 

 

Similarly, the development of council-specific codes of conduct (informed by the 

regulations), is a measure the ASU supports in principle. However it will be vital that 

local government employees, and their ASU representatives, are actively involved in 

the development of these standards of conduct. Local government employees are in 

a critical position to be able to provide meaningful input from a different perspective 

to both council leadership and the general public, and should have the opportunity 

to do so. 

  

2.2 Community Confidence 

 

Restoring public confidence in local government is a project that will take time and 

commitment on the part of all local councils. The ASU believes all local government workers 

would benefit from restored public faith in the sector. We have made further suggestions 

below on measures to assist in achieving this aim. 

 

2.2.2 Community initiated Commission of Inquiry 

The ASU supports the introduction of a second pathway for a Commission of Inquiry 

proposed in the 2019 reform package. The concern of the Union is that the 25% 

population threshold for the petition required is too high for this measure ever to be 

implemented. The establishment of a Commission of Inquiry does not mean that an 

adverse finding will be made if it is not warranted; only that serious community 

discontent will be acknowledged and investigated. The ASU would support this 



 
 

 
 

threshold being lowered to a level achievable within the proposed 60 day petition 

period.  

 

2.2.2 Transparency  

The ASU acknowledges that sometimes councils must consider agenda items in 

camera. However, to ensure this section of the act is not misused, appropriate 

oversight measures need to be in place along with guidance material from 

government. Our concern in particular is councils using in camera sessions, under 

the guide of “commercial-in-confidence” discussions, to prevent workers and their 

union representatives from being consulted to the level required by workplace 

instruments. The same applies to council reluctance to provide documents 

requested under Freedom of Information.   

 

Council transparency policies should have strict timelines for when council is to 

respond to information, clear timeframes on the release of information and clear 

reasons why requested information has been refused, including meaningful appeal 

processes. We also believe the definition of ‘public interest’ needs to be tight 

enough to ensure it is not wrongly invoked to keep information away from public 

hands.  

 

2.2.3 CEO Salaries  

The ASU believes that CEO (indeed most executive) salaries in local government are 

excessive. One of the chief causes for this is the way in which CEO pay is determined. 

CEOs effectively oversee their own performance review because often they or staff 

close to them determine who the ‘independent’ or ‘external’ expert on pay and 

remuneration is. We believe the only way to fix this problem is to remove from the 

hands of council the decision on the CEO’s remuneration package 

 



 
 

 
 

CEO and council leadership salaries are currently published in an opaque manner, 

reported as the number of people in each salary bracket rather than in a fully 

transparent manner that includes non-salary benefits. This information should be 

made publicly available, for purposes of transparency and accountability. 

 

 

2.3 Improved Service Delivery 

 

The ASU appreciates the focus of the Local Government Reform proposals on ensuring 

improved service delivery for Victorians. With this in mind, there are a number of current 

trends in local government service provision that we believe have not been sufficiently 

addressed by these reform proposals. 

 

2.3.1 Shared Services 

The ASU supports the delivery of local government services in the most efficient 

and effective way possible in the interests of local communities.  

As a union representing local government employees the ASU knows that 

services are best delivered by dedicated local government sector employees in an 

environment where skilled and compassionate service delivery is valued. 

 

Local Government has a reputation for the delivery of high quality services, 

particularly in comparison to the private sector. This reputation cannot be 

disconnected from the stability and depth of experience that has been a 

characteristic of the local government workforce. 

 

We do not support the delivery of local services by the private sector; either by 

contracted out arrangements or by way of public-private partnerships however 

described. The private sector – operating on a ‘for profit’ basis – simply does not 



 
 

 
 

have the commitment to public service which has been demonstrated by the 

local government sector. 

 

Accordingly, the ASU does not support shared resource joint enterprises or 

shared services by agreements where this involves the participation of parties 

who are not local government bodies. Specifically, the ASU does not support 

shared resource arrangements which involve contracting out of local 

government functions or public-private partnerships involving the private 

sector in local government service provision. 

 

Contracting out of such services on a shared service model inevitably leads to a 

lowest common denominator approach which results in poor levels of service 

provision, reductions in pay and conditions for employees and the loss of skilled 

employees from a sector which is already under pressure from skill shortages and 

expertise in key areas. 

 

To address these concerns, we believe measures must be included in the Act that 

will prevent councils using Shared Services to evade their obligations under 

workplace instruments. One way Councils have done this is to establish companies 

‘shared’ between multiple councils with the intent of ‘negotiating’ workplace 

agreements disadvantageous to Council employees (and done so prior to any 

employees absent a manager being employed) before proceeding to transfer 

Council employees to the shared entity thus avoiding redundancy costs and cutting 

wages and conditions at the same time. The ASU has seen recent instances in 

Victorian local government where the above scenario has occurred and we do not 

want to see the LG Act used as cover to allow it to happen again or on a wider 

scale. 

 

 



 
 

 
 

2.3.2 Outsourced Local Government Services 

 

Further to the issue of outsourcing, the ASU believe that in order to improve service 

delivery there must be vastly improved transparency regarding the current state of 

council service provision. Councils should be required to obtain workforce 

information from their contractors and report same to the public, shedding some 

light on the quality of contractors they’ve engaged and allowing ratepayers the 

chance to see how their money has been spent.  

 

There have been a growing number of municipalities across Europe that have ‘re-

municipalised’ previously outsourced services resulting in savings, better services, 

and better local employment outcomes. We believe any plan to improve council 

service delivery must include a requirement for the Council to, in the first instance, 

conduct an assessment on whether returning outsourced services to in-house 

control is a more effective way of delivering the service, and, secondly, allowing an 

in-house bid on any outsourced services. Prior to the expiration of any contracts 

between Councils and external suppliers, councils should be required as a matter of 

course to consider the option of internal service provision and/or the creation of an 

In-House team to tender for the provision of the service.  

 

 

2.4 Strong Local Democracy 

 

There are a number of reforms proposed in the 2019 package under the guise of 

strengthening democracy in local government. The ASU will not make direct comment 

regarding proposed electoral structures or donation reform; however we believe there are 

further measures that could be taken to strengthen democratic processes in local 

government.  

 



 
 

 
 

2.4.1 Rate Capping 

While this reform proposal does not address the imposition of rate capping on 

Victorian Councils, the particular focus on strengthening local democracy 

means the issue cannot go unaddressed. Under the Government’s “Fair Go 

Rates” rate capping policy, democratically elected councils do not control their 

rating policy. Whatever rate increase a council includes in its rating plan will be 

overridden by the decision of the minister and the ESC. This removed the 

power of local voters to select councillors who will set a rating policy in line 

with their values, and thus limits the democratic powers of local government 

voters. 

 

This also means that voters are more constrained in their ability to support 

candidates who will fund the programs and services they value. There is an 

inadequate level of financial support provided to local government from the 

Commonwealth and state governments, exacerbated by the limits placed on 

councils due to rate capping and by cost shifting from other levels of 

government. As the revenue raising opportunities of local government are 

much more restricted compared to other levels of government, this has the 

perhaps unintended consequence of forcing councils to restrict or outsource 

the provisions of popular community services. Voters do not have the choice to 

support councillors who will take the steps necessary to fund and support these 

services, because the power of these councillors to set their rating policy in line 

with service and infrastructure needs has been removed. 

 

 

2.4.2 Community consultation regarding service delivery 

 

We believe councils should be obliged to regularly consult their community 

regarding available services, including the extent to which services are 



 
 

 
 

provided, and seek to ascertain if council is not presently offering a service the 

community would like to see provided.  

 

This extends to gathering feedback on how many hours of home care services a 

council provides, not just whether it provides home care, or on the opening 

hours of the local leisure centres or libraries, not just on whether such facilities 

should exist.  

 

The council should be responsive to community needs, including around the 

provision of new services. Council should have regard to the implications for 

local employment creation and/or retention when determining its service 

delivery programme and its service delivery model, with a default position 

favouring the creation and retention of local jobs.  

 

Consultation with the local community regarding this question should also be a 

requirement, with full justifications provided on why council (in situations 

where it has chosen to do so) decided on a course of action resulting in job 

losses due to cuts to services. We believe these points, especially regarding 

local employment, are significant issues for rural councils where local 

employment opportunities are scarce, and indeed, alternative service providers 

(whether public, private or non-profit) simply do not exist. 

 

For more information on this submission please contact: ASU Research & Policy Officer 

Kat Hardy, khardy@asuvictas.com.au, 0417 108 206 
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