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1.
Introduction
The Illawarra Community & Environment Connection (ICEC) is a loose coalition of environment and community groups within the Illawarra. Our aim is to provide a joint voice towards developments and issues which affect the environmental and community health of the Illawarra. We wish to see improvements in public participation and environmental protection at all levels of government.

ICEC believes that public participation in decisions which affect resident’s lives is a right.  The local community has often been locked out of genuine participation with Shellharbour Council.  Meaningful participation should be ‘transparent and provide an adequate say’.  Genuine public participation should provide for fairness, accountability and the pursuit of the community’s well-being through being heard and allowing analysis through genuine debate.  
Documents for the ‘Draft Community Engagement Policy’ and ‘Draft Code of Meeting Practice’ were advertised with the exhibition period ending on 20 February 2009 and the submission period ending 27 February 2009.  The current Code of Meeting Practice can be accessed through http://www.shellharbour.nsw.gov.au/default.aspx?WebPage=101.  There doesn’t appear to be a current Community Engagement Policy.

The Draft Community Engagement Policy states that community engagement refers to:

‘the processes and practices that council uses to:

· Inform the community

· Gather feedback from the community; and

· Works with the community to implement a range of projects/programs/services.’
Council’s report on Community Engagement then provides an outline of 3 levels of community engagement with an interpretation that council will decide what category a development application or policy or otherwise will fit into.  Past experience with Council over notification as well as assessments, however, has provided concern with this.  

Council has a notifications DCP that provides for notification through mail for properties ‘whom in the opinion of council may be detrimentally affected by the development’.  However, in relation to some developments such as Wollongong Airport, Council have predominately notified only airport users on site, regardless of the fact that adjoining residential properties are in the unacceptable aircraft noise zone.  Developments that should have an Environmental Impact Statement have not because of council’s discretionary powers regarding whether or not it believes it will ‘cause a significant environmental impact’ or ‘significantly increase the environmental impacts’.  For this reason an alternative structure is proposed in this submission for community engagement.

1.
Legislative Requirements 
The purpose of the Local Government Act includes ‘to encourage and assist the effective participation of local communities in the affairs of local government’: s.7(c).  Under s.8(1) of the Local Government Act councils charter includes the following:
· to facilitate the involvement of councillors, members of the public, users of facilities and services and council staff in the development, improvement and co-ordination of local government

· to keep the local community and the State government (and through it, the wider community) informed about its activities

The involvement of the community in local government affairs, along with the provision of information to the community, is an important function for council.  The Code of Meeting Practice was first adopted on 16/05/94 and last updated on 04/12/07.  There doesn’t appear to be a current ‘Community Engagement Policy’.  The subsequent vacancy of councillors has provided an increased challenge for community engagement and ordinary council meetings and needs to be addressed.  The finances required for Councillors/Mayor should be re-directed and utilised to support initiatives to fill the current void.

Since Council’s charter also includes principles of ecologically sustainable development it is relevant to discuss the environment in the context of community engagement in this submission.  The relevant provision under s.8(1) states that council’s charter is:

· to properly manage, develop, protect, restore, enhance and conserve the environment of the area for which it is responsible, in a manner that is consistent with and promotes the principles of ecologically sustainable development

2.
Involvement of the Community
COUNCILLOR VOID

Although more discussion is needed to seek temporary solutions to the void left by Shellharbour Council functioning without councillors there are some initial innovative options that could include Neighbourhood Committees, Library Hubs and New Technological Initiatives.

NEIGHBOURHOOD COMMITTEES

Neighbourhood Committees have been a long standing part of Wollongong Council’s community engagement structure.  Although such committees were dismissed they are now being discussed again.  Such committees need to gain the involvement of council/councillors.  The latter is obviously difficult at this time and could be filled through either the Administrator of council representative.
COUNCIL COMMITTEES

The airport committee has shown that there appears to be a higher level of scrutiny for potential nominees who are members of the community on council committees then council provides for its own representatives.  Committees have also appeared to meet only when required instead of a set number of times a year.  While this occurs there does not appear to be any genuine value in such committees.
COUNCIL KIOSKS

The information kiosk for the Koona Bay share use path has shown the potential discrimination of diversity of views and therefore an inadequacy of this forum.  This decreases its value for genuine community engagement purposes.
NOTIFICATION
The community can be informed about council processes, developments, and initiatives through many avenues.  These include utilising new technologies.  Developing an email database containing members of the community wishing involvement in development applications, processes, or council initiatives would be a helpful start.  This could also potentially decrease printing and mail out costs for council and promote a greener council.
TECHNOLOGY
There should be a Community Communications Working Group who have appropriately qualified and experienced members of the public to discuss best practices dealing with increased utilisation of technology.  This includes best practice for utilising the internet, webcasting, and texting to increase communication in order to improve public participation, particularly for those who do not attend council meetings.  Council meetings could potentially be broadcast over the internet using increased technology and members of the community could provide addresses/presentations from home or work.
Section 12 applications for obtaining council documents could also be lodged an online.  It appears that development applications are now on line along with exhibition documents.  Experience, however, has shown that exhibition documents can be extremely inadequate.  For this reason development application file documents entitled to be accessed under section 12 should be available through this system via password after lodging a s.12 online application.  This should decrease necessary time and energy for council employees, being directed to sit with people perusing documents and/or printing documents within the files, and potentially free up time for them to undertake other tasks.
These initiatives could also promote a greener council through decreased transport usage and printing.
In the meantime 12.3.1 and 12.3.4 of the Draft Code of Meeting Practice should provide the opportunity to videotape ordinary council meetings and community members own speeches.  Videotaping meetings could also potentially be utilised at Library Hubs for community members unable to attend a meeting.
LIBRARY HUB

Local libraries now utilise computers.  At least one computer could be utilised to access council online information, including online s.12 application lodgements, as well as handle any necessary copying onto multimedia devices or hard copy printing.  It could also be utilised to play video recordings of council meetings, or provide visual presentations on projects.  The possible applications are numerous and varied.  
There is also the possibility of either multi skilling existing staff, or providing additional staff even if the relevant person is initially rotated each week between the different libraries.  This could also provide additional utilisation of library services and hopefully promote their resources.  In order to undertake such an innovative step, however, adequate resourcing and a higher level of respect towards libraries and their location are necessary. The money that was to be utilised towards councillors could potentially be utilised for this purpose.

SUBMISSIONS

Council were found to be inconsistent with their handling of submissions particularly in terms of their descriptions in business papers.  Instead of solving this issue council then pursued a valuing system through an illogical understanding of the ‘different levels of significance to different forms of submissions’ noted in the corporate policy for ‘Submissions, Petitions, and Form Letters’. Even after initiating the new policy council remained inconsistent in their treatment of submissions in accordance with it.  The unnecessary new policy should be deleted and council pursued to just genuinely describe the types of submissions received in a consistent way.
FLEXIBILITY
Council have been extremely stringent with their exhibition/submission period.  Even when a increased time frame is provided submissions can still noted as late submissions in business papers.  The system needs to be addressed to provide genuine time and information distribution to the community in order to undertake constructive participation during council meetings.
DIFFICULT CUSTOMER
The difficult customer policy should be utilised cautiously and not as a tool to avoid transparency.
3.
Risk Management

There have been continual issues with perception of conflict of interest with council.  

Council needs to function alongside risk management procedures.  The institution of Independent Hearing Assessment Panels (Ihap’s) in an advisory role is welcomed.  It is hoped that the participants in such panels are well versed in not only local government provisions but also planning law.  Their independence and expertise is essential for community confidence in any related community engagement procedures.
It may be prudent for council to initiate such panels for developments that are on its land and/or involve it, instead of council commissioning an ‘audit of development assessment process’ through a real estate business.  In addition to this it may be wise for council to undertake an IHAP charter as Wollongong Council has done (http://www.wollongong.nsw.gov.au/documents/IHAP_Charter.pdf).
In addition to this the Code of Conduct Committee also needs to become more independent from corporate council.
4.
Holistic Approach to the Environment
The environment is not coping with the amount of development proposed.  The West Dapto development has already led to admissions that it will cause increased pressure on managing Lake Illawarra.  With climate change concerns and drought there is also the need to preserve agricultural land (Illawarra Business Park), coastal areas (including South Shellharbour Beach), and fuel (Wollongong Airport).  There needs to be a holistic approach to developments/issues that transcends spot developments as well as boundaries and government jurisdictions.  
Council needs to address, for the well-being of the community, issues that will also be decided by other levels of government.    Clear examples would be the Southern Coalfields and the Kangaloon Borefields.  Long Wall mining has the potential to threaten water supplies.  At the same time there is a proposal to increase water supply through pumping water from the Kangaloon Aquifer.  This may lead to potential threats both to the Illawarra’s water supplies as well as vegetation on the escarpment.
Shellharbour Council needs to engage the community on an ongoing holistic basis to developments/issues that will impact on them.  This may include community engagement regarding clear initiatives towards combating climate change as well as providing input into the compilation of submissions towards State/Federal proposals.
5.
Conclusion

At a time when Shellharbour Council is functioning without councillors increased efforts are needed to engage with the community.  There is an opportunity for council to involve the community in Shellharbour Council affairs through options outlined in this submission.  This includes new and innovative ways to engage the community in processes including basic notification procedures.
For more information, contact:
Sonya McKay, 

Co-ordinator of ICEC, 0407 910 029
ENCL.

Attachments for Consideration:
Submission for Code of Meeting Practice 
Submission to the Shellharbour Council Inquiry
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