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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.

The Wollongong City Council Community Engagement Framework and Policy was endorsed at a council meeting 25 October 2005.  Council also immediately abolished Neighbourhood Committees at the same meeting.

A ‘Community Engagement Options Report’ and Notification policies were unanimously endorsed in September 2006 and were to begin in February 2007 and reviewed 12 months later.  Avenues for community engagement included: Engagement Kiosks, Community Planning Sessions, and Ward Councillor Forums with one occurring in each of the 6 wards every 3 months leading to 72 annual sessions.
A 3 March 2008 council meeting then resolved that:

· ‘A Forum be held within two weeks to discuss the most appropriate model for re-establishing a network of Community Advisory Groups that can effectively develop appropriate, harmonious and formal links with council;

· Council to write to former Neighbourhood Committee Convenors and Convenors of Local Area Meetings, as part of an open public invitation, and then ask them to send two representatives to the forum.

· The forum be publicly advertised

· The operation of Community Advisory Groups be reviewed, along with the Community Engagement Policy, by the end of 2008.’

2.
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.  Council’s current policy, that is accessible from Wollongong Council’s internet site (pdf file linked from http://www.wollongong.nsw.gov.au/Planning/156.asp), is marked with an adoption date of 17 October 2005 when councillors formed part of council. The subsequent vacancy of councillors has provided an increased challenge for community engagement 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

3.
Involvement of the Community
COUNCIL’s RECOMMENDATIONS
Wollongong Council propose to continue with the implementation of Kiosks with up to 60 annually.  It has also been proposed that Community Forums replace community planning sessions with a maximum of 24 annually.  New opportunities to engage with Local Area Meetings are also suggested along with direct engagement with Administrators.  This also includes reference groups, council committees, council representation on external committees.
WIDE RANGING INVOLVEMENT

Involvement in local government affairs needs to extend to genuine links with the Aboriginal Community.  This could occur through the re-instatement of council’s Aboriginal Liaison Officer.  Other reference groups and council committees should be revisited with the community.
COUNCILLOR VOID

Although more discussion is needed to seek temporary solutions to the void left by Wollongong Council functioning without councillors there are some initial innovative options that could include: 
· COUNCIL-COMMUNITY HUBS; 

· Providing ready access to council services, information and personnel;
· That are located at existing council properties across all wards;

· That implement best practice use in internet technology including videoconferencing.
· WARD-COUNCIL-COMMUNITY LIAISON OFFICERS; 

· Full time paid positions;
· A detailed criteria of duties would be decided after consulting with members of the community;
· Duties could include responsibility for hubs, fixed hours for meeting the public, attendance and    

            support for Local Area Meetings, and administrative support for the Ward Committee.
· WARD COUNCIL-COMMUNITY COMMITTEESS (Ward Committees for short).

· Proposed Committees of Council of between 12-15 people;
· Function similar to precinct committees per design of council’s 2005 report;

· In addition to Local Area Meetings;
· Membership needs to ensure diversity

· Positions could be by election in September 2008 that include disclosure of short biography, 
            reason for seeking election, and any potential conflict.

· SATELITE OFFICES
·  At (at least) Helensburgh, Thirroul, Port Kembla and Dapto, with 2 or 3 staff at each, including an
             local area liaison officer. 

· Could be located at neighbourhood/ community centres, and be the centre of activity for the  

             local area meetings.

· LOCAL COMMITTEES AND REFERENCE COMMITTEES
· This includes, without the exclusion of other committees, committees on Aboriginal, heritage,    

             environment, bike/sustainable transport.

· That are properly resourced

A Community Communications Working Group may be helpful in co-ordinating any of the above efforts while increased funds should be provided to Local Area Meetings due to increased pressure that may result from council’s new circumstances.  The funds provided for Councillors/Mayor and ancillaries (up to $600,000) should also be re-allocated for the purposes of providing innovative ways to deal with such circumstances.
It should be noted that the suggestion of kiosks have not been promoted due to the ad hoc times and venues for them.  
TECHNOLOGY
The Community Communications Working Group should 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.  Development Applications, and associated documents, could also be provided to community members through the internet.
4.
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.
5.
Risk Management

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.
7.
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.  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.
Wollongong 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.
6.
Conclusion

At a time when Wollongong 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 Wollongong 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, ICEC

0407 910 029
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