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Chilla Bulbeck  

 

 

 

 

To Select Committee Local Government Act 1995 (WA) 

lgi@parliament.wa.gov.au  

 

Parliament House 

4 Harvest Terrace, West Perth WA 6005 

Phone: 9222 7410 (Mark Warner (committee clerk) or Denise Wong (legal advisor)) 

 

SUBMISSION to the Parliamentary Select Committee Local Government Act 1995 (WA) 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to comment on my experience of local government.  I write as a 

candidate for the Town of Cottesloe in the October 19 elections and an engaged citizen fearful 

for the future of our democracy. 

 

Overview: maximizing citizen engagement and representation 

 

Local government is the grassroots of our democracy. Loss of trust in its functioning by the 

electors spirals out to loss of trust in the functioning of more distant levels of government. 

 

Australia is slipping in the global corruption barometer data, with results in 2018 revealing: 

 Trust & confidence in all levels of government fell in the last year, to 46% for federal and 

state levels and 51% for local government nationally 

 high concern that officials or politicians use their position to benefit themselves or family 

(62%) or favour businesses and individuals in return for political donations or support (56%) 

 9% increase since 2016 in perceptions that federal members of parliament are corrupt (85% 

at least ‘some’ corrupt, 18% ‘most/all’ corrupt), placing them on par with state 

parliamentarians and worse than local officials (transparency.org.au media-release-gcb-

survey-2018/) 

Solutions to perceived and actual corruption in Australian politics include: 

 Strengthen the power of voters and the representativeness of their diversity as a 

counterweight to the influence of lobbyists and donors from industry influencing decisions to 

increase financial gain 

 Maximise transparency of decision-making and access to information  

 Maximise the representativeness of voices and the sources of information that feed into 

political decision-making  

 

Specifically, in relation to local government: 

 

 Preferential voting in multi-member constituencies (wards) maximises the expressed 

preference of the voters, compared to single member wards where up to almost half the 

voters’ wishes may not be represented in the outcome). The first past the post non-
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compulsory system allows local voluntary groups and primary schools to lobby their 

members to support particular candidates who are then expected to deliver for that sporting 

body or school in a project which may be costly to ratepayers as a whole but not always 

beneficial to them (an example is that the ratepayers of Cottesloe Council may end up 

contributing $1million to a carpark at North Cottesloe Primary School). 

 

 Compulsory voting at local council elections requires elected representatives to represent the 

entire community, and not just those with a financial interest in local affairs or privileged and 

empowered by high education and important occupations. 

 

 Developers should be disqualified from being candidates for local council. Any councilor 

with a financial interest in a development over a certain value in the council area (e.g. 

$1million) must stand down from being on the council (at present councilors declare an 

interest only in particular items for discussion)  

 

 All councils should prohibit in-kind and monetary donations to individual councilors from 

property developers, real estate agents and any other donors who can be perceived to acquire 

a financial gain from council decisions 

 

 Consideration should be given to holding all elections synchronously every four years to 

allow a council to gain the experience and work in a time frame to implement a longer range 

vision for the community 

 

 Councils can easily succumb to the wishes of resident millionaires, particularly when they 

ingratiate themselves with donations for public assets before seeking private benefit. In 

Cottesloe, Andrew Forrest has acquired the Indiana Teahouse and proposes a controversial 

building which appears to have at least double the footprint of the present building, to include 

an imposing large swimming pool and the value of which to local clientele is not clear.  The 

proposal has divided the community and will be difficult for the Council to resist given 

Andrew Forrest’s influence in the community. 

 

 In the interests of transparency, all minutes, briefing papers, decisions or other 

documentation pertaining to any briefing meeting or decision-making meeting involving 

councilors should be publicly available unless confidentiality in relation to a particular 

document is legally required. 

 

 Councils should be required to make publicly available all relevant information before and 

after decisions are made, via a range of mediums, including a website with links to 

documentation for all meetings and live streaming of council deliberations.  This information 

dissemination should be supplemented by occasional posted newsletters, face to face and 

online community forums and consultations.   

 

 Councilors must have the authority to ask questions at Council and committee meetings 

about the operation of the administration without fear of breaching regulations and to receive 

answers either at the meeting in question or in a reasonable timeframe following the meeting. 

 



3 
 

 Residents must be able to provide questions on notice 48 hours prior to a council meeting, 

and receive a response at the council meeting. Question and answer will be recorded in the 

minutes. 

 

 Compliance with the Act and regulations and support for good governance by councilors and 

staff should be supported with an anti-corruption watch-dog and penalties for breaches  

 

 

In relation to the terms of reference: 

 

1. Whether the Local Government Act 1995 and related legislation is generally suitable in 

scope, construction and application 

 

The amendments to the Local Government Act seek to make local councils more agile, smart 

and inclusive.  The legislation should also make it clear that the role of the council is to act 

for the benefit of the community and effectively meet their needs within the remit of local 

council work. 

 

The legislated reforms focus on improving the capacity of candidates and councilors to 

perform their tasks.  These are important as community members often become politically 

engaged at this level. Candidates and councilors come from many backgrounds and have a 

variety of skills.  Efforts should continue to upskill candidates and councilors and encourage 

a greater diversity of Western Australians to become involved. 

 

 

2. The scope of activities of Local Governments 

 

As the climate emergency accelerates, councils will be increasingly exposed to claims for 

damages or remedial climate disruption adaptation costs, e.g. concerning beach erosion or 

storms battering beachside properties. Councils must be supported with the expertise and 

financial resources needed to ensure that their actions minimize the costs of adaptation and 

they contribute effectively to mitigation, e.g. by increasing their green canopy, by requiring 

new developments to increase the carbon sink on the site where the building is occurring and 

by regulating the cutting down of trees on private property (including agricultural land); by 

investing in fossil free alternative energy sources and so on. 

 

3. The role of the Department of State administering the Local Government Act 1995 and 

related legislation 

 

The Department of Local Government should include staff who provide expert legal support 

to councilors. 

 

The LG Act should be supported with an independent body with investigative powers along 

the lines of a dedicated Ombudsman or Inspectorate like the Local Government Inspectorate 

in Victoria, which reports directly to the parliament and is separate from the Department 
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4. The role of Elected Members and Chief Executive Officers/employees and whether 

these are clearly defined, delineated, understood and accepted 

 

The present system in which councilors can only approach council staff via the mayor and 

the CEO makes it possible for these two individuals to develop a relationship that excludes 

other councilors, impedes the information flow to councilors and protects under-performing 

council staff. A framework in which councilors take responsibility for certain issues, e.g. 

cycling infrastructure or environmental protection, and are assigned particular council staff 

members who have responsibility for this brief be trialled. This may be an effective 

mechanism for upskilling councilors, improving communication between staff and councilors 

and the efficiency of council decision-making. The relationship would be one of developing 

proposals for decision, and not one of allowing councilors to demand independent action of 

any council staff member. 

 

 

5. The funding and financial management of Local Governments  

 

In my role as a candidate for the Council of Cottesloe I have heard a number of complaints of 

rates rising in excess of the CPI, of staff levels increasing unnecessarily, of the CEO being 

paid an excessive salary, of wasteful micro-management of residents’ activities (for example 

measuring a pet door in their fence and claiming it is 1mm in excess of the allowable size), of 

failure to regulate the actions of other residents (for example dogs off-lead who attack 

residents), of wasteful consultancies that are superseded rather than implemented (e.g. 

foreshore plans), of excessive delays in securing building approval for minor changes that 

have no impact on neighbours’ views, sunlight or location of built structures near the 

fenceline. 

 

I do not know enough yet to know how well-founded these complaints are, but it is clear that 

a number of residents do not feel well-serviced. It is essential that regular independent local 

government probity audits not under the influence of CEOs undertaken.   

 

Councils might gain insight from bench-marking council expenditure in terms of the average 

percentage of council expenditure on the CEO, staff with different roles, infrastructure 

development, consultancies etc. 

 

6. Any other related matters the Select Committee identifies as worthy of examination and 

Report 

 

Yours faithfully 

 

 
(Emeritus Professor) Chilla Bulbeck 

Candidate for the Town of Cottesloe, LL.B (hons), Ph.D. (sociology), B.Ec (hons)  




