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Responsible Officer General Manager  
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Services      

Attachments: 1. ARC Council Committee Review - Report Final        

 

1. Purpose 

As a result of concerns expressed in relation the operation of Council’s Community Advisory 
Committees in September 2020, it was resolved that a review of their structure and operation 
be undertaken.  The draft ‘Review of Council Committees’ was presented to Council on 25 
November 2020 (Ref: AINT/2020/41121 (ARC20/4323), Minute 349/20).  The Review was then 
placed on placed public exhibition until 26 January 2021.   

This report briefly outlines the submissions made whilst the Review was on public exhibition and 
the changes made to the draft document as a result of the comments received.   

2. OFFICERS’ RECOMMENDATION: 

That Council Endorse the report entitled ‘Review of Council Committees’ and the adoption of 
the following recommendations: 

Recommendation – Community Strategic Plan Review  

1. Subsequent to the election of a new council in 2021, invite participation in two Community 
Strategic Planning Panels of 20 people that bring local community leaders (from 
community, business, education and the region’s villages) together to work on developing a 
refreshed and inspiring Community Strategic Plan, that clearly articulates the needs and 
aspirations of the Armidale Region  
 

Recommendations – A Refreshed Approach – Partnership Panels  

2. Move away from ‘Committee’ terminology to the concept of Partnership Panels 

3. Implement a ‘back to basics’ name for each of the Partnership Panels   

4. Create refreshed charters to reflect the key priorities of the new Panels  

5. Aim to create Panels with a minimum of eight  and no greater than 12 members 

6. Seek to recruit members who represent professional groups with a significant interest a 
Panel’s topic area (members of the Access Partnership Panel may be an exception to this 
rule)  

7. The chair of the Partnership Panels should be drawn from and elected by the community  
members of the Panels  

8. Provide opportunities for leadership training to staff who will support the chair of the 
Partnership Panels 

9. Should Partnership Panels recommend the allocation of resources beyond those allocated in 
the  annual budget, they should be subject to a report to Council considering the budgetary 
implications of the proposals  

10. Move administrative matters from the Panel Charters to a separate manual that applies to 



Armidale Regional Council  
Extraordinary Council Meeting 
Wednesday,  10 February 2021 Page 4 

 

all panels, to ensure greater consistency in their management 

11. In partnership with the newly formed Panels, set three goals to be achieved in the first 12 
months  

12. Resist the creation of working groups that potentially raise expectations that cannot be 
delivered, and divert resources away from a core Partnership Panel’s prioritised work plan 

13. Celebrate successes with the Panels’ members and the broader community as they occur, 
and provide ongoing feedback on progress towards goals 

14. Include as a mandatory or desirable qualification, skills and/or experience in working with 
Partnership Panels, in the position descriptions of staff who will undertake the role of 
chairing or supporting their chair  

15. Introduce performance measures in annual appraisals so that staff can be supported to 
improve their skills in engagement and leadership if necessary.          
 

Recommendations – Local Advisory Panels – Currently LACs 

16. Retain the existing structure of the LAC’s, however, change their title to Local Advisory Panel 
(LAP) to bring consistency across the refreshed Advisory Panel structure 

17. Promote the use of the electronic logging of customer requests (Report It and Snap, Send, 
Solve), so that they can be easily tracked on-line, and escalated to responsible managers 
when standards are not met  

18. Provide information and data on works programs to the LAPs where it is available, so that 
they can advocate for Council and better demonstrate the equity in funding to village 
residents 

19. Consider creating a roster for senior council staff to visit 1 - 2 of the LAP meetings each year   

20. Consider an Engineer being allocated to visit each LAPs on an annual basis to listen to and 
explain responses to road / grading issues    

21. Create a single point of contact within Council for the LAPs (see also recommendations 24 
& 25). 

22. Consider including a member drawn from the LAPs on the Environment & Economic 
Development  and Tourism Partnership Panels 

23. Where LAPs have  transactional relationship with Council, LAPs should be required to be 
Incorporated Not For Profit Associations 

24. Annual acquittals of the funds supplied by Council to the LAPs should be made to Council 
together with copies of the LAPs’ Annual Reports (including financial reports) supplied to 
the NSW Department of Fair Trading  

 
Recommendation – Business Groups 

25. Create a single point of contact within Council for the Business Groups (see also 
Recommendation 20 & 25) 
 

Recommendation – Community Engagement  

26.  Consider centralising accountability for community engagement activities under the 
auspices of a single team where advanced skills and the application of differing approaches 
to engagement can be nurtured (see also recommendations 20 and 24) 

 

Recommendations - Volunteers 

27. Celebrate the achievements of the volunteer Partnership Panels wherever possible 
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28. Ensure feedback is provided to volunteers on how their input has influenced decision 
making and, if not, provide background for reasons why, thus ensuring that members are 
better informed of constraints they may need to consider when providing further advice  

 

Recommendation Section 355 / 356 Delegation 

29. Subject to the adoption of the proposed new model, the Partnership Panel - Sports be 
provided with a Section 355 / 356 delegation enabling the group to levy a charge on behalf 
of Council  
 

Recommendation – Financial Support 

30. That a review of the financial support provided to the former Advisory Committees be 
undertaken with a view to standardising governance procedures in grant making, ensuring 
transparency in its allocation, accountability in its application and greater recognition of 
Council support under the new Partnership structure.      

 

3. Background 

The Community Advisory Committees are an important mechanism used to engage local 
residents in developing strategy and driving actions that are aligned with the goals of the 
Community Strategic Plan.   

However, in September 2020 Council expressed some concern that the Community Advisory 
Committees were failing to effectively include the diverse views of the broad community.  
Instead, the perception was that many of the committee meetings focussed on ‘loudest voices 
in the room’, rather than providing forums where diverse views and ideas can be presented and 
debated.   

As a result Council called for a review of its Community Advisory Committees to be undertaken.  
A key component of the specifications for the project required that an extensive engagement 
process be undertaken to hear the views of individual members of the Advisory Committees. 

 

4. Discussion  

A comprehensive engagement process was undertaken as part of the review process.  A number 
of meetings were held with members of the specialist committees together with four  forums 
that brought together representatives from across the Advisory Committee structure.   Meetings 
were also held with nine village based local area advisory committees.   

Specifically the engagement process included meeting with:  

o Regional Growth and Place Activation Advisory Committee (RGPAAC)  

o The Community Wellbeing Advisory Committee (CWAC)  

o Environmental Sustainability Advisory Committee (ESAC) together with members drawn from 
the Climate Emergency Working Group – a sub-committee of ESAC 

o The Sports Council  
o Members of the former Youth Advisory Committee (ARYAC)  

o Members of the Arts, Culture and Heritage Committee (ACHAC) 
o Members of the former Access Advisory Committee (AAC)  
o Armidale Region Aboriginal Advisory Committee (ARAAC)  
o Armidale Chamber of Commerce  

o Guyra & District Chamber of Commerce  
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o Locals 4 Locals  

o Renew Armidale  
o Two  individual interviews were undertaken with prominent community members  

o The General Manager of the Powerhouse Hotel    and 
o Mr Ray Chappell, former member for the Northern Tablelands in the NSW 

Parliament 
o Meetings with nine  of the region’s village based local advisory committees 

o Interviews were also conducted with the key Council staff who support the operation of the 
Advisory Committees  

 
Notes were taken during each of these forums and meetings and feedback provided to each of 
the participants.  Eleven responses were received from committee members on receipt of these 
notes.  These ranged from minor corrections and additional ideas and suggestions on 
opportunities to improve their operation to concerns about the committees no longer meeting 
and the loss of volunteer engagement and active involvement in driving the Community 
Strategic Plan.   
 
The draft ‘Review of Council Committees’ was presented to Council on 25 November 2020 
where it was resolved  in part that: 
 
o The report “Review of Council Committees” be placed on public exhibition until 26 January 

2021  
 
In addition to the Draft Review being placed on the ‘Your Say’ area of Council’s web site, each of 
the participants in the engagement process were provided with a copy of the report and 
encouraged to provide further comment. 
 

5. Implications 

Thirteen submissions were received during the public exhibition process.  The key points from 
the submissions can be summarised as follows: 

o The Sports Council noted that their committee had been working successfully for many 

years and made the following comments: 

 The chair of the committee should continue to be a member selected from the 

community with the support of the Council staff member.  It is the community 

members that bring the expert knowledge to the committee 

 The Sports Council already has a priority list of 15 projects that it continues to work 

through as funds become available .  It was suggested that limiting the Sports 

Council to three  goals over a  12  month period may limit its potential 

Given Council’s current financial position it is essential that the community be 

supported to attract grant funding for projects wherever possible   

o Four submissions raised concerns around the loss of democracy should Councillors no longer 

be engaged with the Partnership Panels 

o Three submissions suggested that the chair of the Committees should be selected by the 

members   
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o One submission raised concerns about the loss of working groups 

o One submission raised the need to link the work of Partnership Panels more closely to the 

annual operational budgets of Council 

o The Ben Lomond Local Advisory Committee (also representing the Ben Lomond Local 

Landcare Group) made a very detailed submission raising many frustrations with Council 

relating to funding, valuing and respecting volunteers, constant turnover in Council staff and 

lack of feedback / progress on projects.  The Ben Lomond group would like to move towards 

the concept of being a largely autonomous committee making decisions on how all Council 

funding is allocated in their village.   

o The New England Greens Armidale and Tamworth (NEGAT) expressed concern about the 

suspension of the Advisory Committee meetings whilst the review was underway.  NEGAT 

suggested that: 

  The new model recommended largely cosmetic changes to the existing committee 

structure 

 The existing advisory committees be re-instated as soon as possible to address the 

primary concerns of committee members as expressed in the Ackroyd report to 

ensure volunteers are respected and valued, that their expertise, knowledge and 

long-term commitment to our community is recognised and that committees are 

appropriately managed to allow a partnership between Council and community to 

flourish.  

o Two submissions called for the Access Advisory Committee to be re-established  

   
Comment on issues raised 

Sports Council 

The success of the Sports Council model is acknowledged in the body of the review.  A councillor 
has been nominated to attend Sports Council over many years, however, the chair is elected 
from the various members of sports groups.  Other than re-branding of the committee to reflect 
the partnership approach across all groups the proposal by the Sports Council to keep a 
community member as chair and a Councillor representative as part of the Panel is supported.   

Chairing of Partnership Panels and Councillor Involvement 

The draft report recommended that  a staff member chair the Partnership Panels.  Community 
members did raise several concerns in relation to the recommendation that Councillors no 
longer be involved in the Partnership Panels.   

The Sports Council model of Councillor attendance at the Advisory Committee meetings drawing 
the Chair from the community has worked well and it is suggested that this could be trialled 
across the Partnership Panel model.   

Staff would still need to fulfil a critical role in supporting the chair, and hence the need to offer 
opportunities for staff training in the effective chairing of community based committees should 
remain. 

Recommendations of Partnership Panels – Resourcing Implications 
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The potential resourcing of recommendations from actions developed by Advisory Committees 
was a concern expressed by staff.  Should recommendations from Partnership Panels seek to 
allocate resources beyond those made available in annual budget allocations, then it is 
considered that those recommendations be subject to a further report to Council enabling full 
consideration of the resourcing implications of the recommendations from Panels prior to their 
adoption by Council. 

Working Groups  

The recommendation in the draft Review does not prohibit the establishment of working 
groups, but rather seeks to keep Panels focussed on a small number of achievable objectives.  
Ensuring the achievement of goals is critical to keeping volunteers motivated.  Equally, it is 
important to ensure that staff and the Panels are not diverted to projects that are not 
foreshadowed in the Delivery Program and resourced in the Operational Plan.  There will be 
times when unforeseen events, opportunities or emergencies will arise that require a 
realignment of priorities, but it is critical that the focus of the Panels is maintained as far as 
possible. 

Better Alignment with Operational Budgets  

The review recommends the need to start planning for the new Community Strategic Plan and 
that the work of the Partnership Panels be closely aligned to this Plan subsequent to its 
adoption.  This will further assist in more closely linking the work of the Panels to Council’s 
operational budgets. The requirement for further reports to Council on all recommendations 
requiring the allocation of additional resources will further focus the work of the Panels on the 
adopted annual Operational Plan and budget.   

Re-instate existing Advisory Committees 

Overall, the engagement process for the Review clearly indicated a lack of confidence in, and 
trust with the current operation of the Advisory Committees.  This is a view that was widely 
held, not only by the community members, but by staff and the executive of Council.   These 
concerns are articulated in the body of the Review.  Some committees were no longer meeting 
(Access and Youth) and the membership of one committee in addition to being unwieldy in size, 
actually attracted very few members.  Several advisory committee members referred to an ‘us 
and them’ feeling in the operation of the existing committee structure. 

As such it was considered that a refreshed structure and branding would ‘draw a line in the 
sand’ and set a framework that would foster a genuine partnership approach to engagement 
going forward.  The new structure also addresses concerns relating to loss of some committees 
and the functioning of another.   

 

Notwithstanding the above, the core advisory groups are largely determined by Local 
Government Act 1993 Section 402 which highlights the importance of the Community Strategic 
Plan and community engagement.  Council must ensure that the Community Strategic Plan 
addresses civic leadership, social, environmental and economic issues in an integrated manner.  

Ben Lomond Local Advisory Committee 

A lengthy submission was made by the chair of the Ben Lomond Local Advisory Committee. The 
concerns raised are broadly covered in the body of the review and its recommendations.  These 
include recommendations on better valuing the work and ideas of volunteers, providing a 
central point of contact within Council for the Local Advisory Panels, improving communication 
and closing feedback loops, keeping a list of the top three  priorities for each group providing a 
foundation for the allocation of grant funding, and creating a group within Council to specialise 
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in engagement practices thus building and strengthening the relationship between Council and 
the villages.   

The suggestion of moving to more autonomous committee taking responsibility for the 
allocation of funding with the village is, however, not considered practicable.   

The detailed comments raised by the Ben Lomond Local Advisory Committee in relation to 
specific projects have been forwarded to relevant staff for consideration. 

Independent Audit, Risk and Improvement Committee 

The Review recommends   that the Audit, Risk and Improvement Committee (ARIC) be expanded 
to include a community engagement professional. This recommendation is not supported as a 
number of changes have been made to the ARIC since initial consultation for this review were 
undertaken, and these changes should result in the intended outcomes. It is suggested that the 
recently adopted ARIC Charter and new membership as resolved by Council in December 2020 
remain unchanged for a period of 12 months to enable assessment of outcomes.  

Issues Flagged by Returning Councillors  

The Review contains 30 recommendations that address the concerns raised by Advisory 
Committees in the engagement process.  A brief summary of the key recommendations that 
relate to the issues raised by Council are provided below:      

o Council has its own agenda 

o Little commitment from Council to embrace anything but their own ideas 
o Council doesn’t listen – ‘We are advised committees not advisory’  
o Committees are a ‘tick box’ exercise, not genuine engagement 

o Having a committee that you take no notice of is worse than having no committees at all’ 
The Review recommends that planning for a new Community Strategic Plan (CSP) due in 

2022 starts now.  The Community Strategic Plan should highlight the community’s 
priorities for the region.  The CSP will then drive the content of the 4 year Delivery 
Program and Annual Operational Plans, ensuring that Council is focussed on community 
priorities  

The Review recommends creation of a group within Council that has specific 
responsibility for engagement.  The goal is to further develop contemporary skills in high 
quality engagement practices that can be shared across units.  The overall aim is to 
move consultation beyond simply giving information, to one of genuinely engaging with 
local communities and harnessing their local knowledge for the benefit of all   

The review recommends the Audit Review and Improvement Committee (ARIC) include 
a member with engagement knowledge and skills with a view to auditing the efficacy of 
the engagement practices implemented by Council  

Overall, the Review’s recommendations seek to engender a culture of genuine 
engagement.   

 
o Communication 

 Poor communication around the roles and expectations of the committees  
 Feedback is rarely provided to close the loop in the engagement process 

The Review recommends a review of each groups’ Terms of Reference with a 
focus on outcomes rather than administrative procedures 

The Review recommends the creation of a single group within Council that has 
advanced skills in engagement processes and can promote consistency in 
providing advice on how engagement has influenced decision making  
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The review recommends greater marketing of electronic tools that assist 
communication and easy tracking of requests from groups once they are lodged  

o Volunteers 
 Volunteers are not valued or respected 
 Council fails to harness the potential that volunteers bring to the committees 

The Review makes several recommendations relating to these issues including: 

  Celebrating the achievements of the Partnership Panels  

 ‘Closing the loop’ in the engagement process by providing feedback on how 
volunteers’ work and ideas have been included in Council’s decision-making  

o Management 
 Top down approach 
 Inconsistencies in management styles across the committees 
 Administration can be overly bureaucratic 

The implementation of a refreshed Community Strategic Plan built on a quality 
engagement process should ensure community priorities drive the development 
of the Delivery Program and Operational Plan which will in turn guide the 
priorities of the Partnership Panels    

The Review recommends the creation of a single group within Council that has 
advanced skills in engagement processes that can support a more consistent 
more streamlined approach to engagement across Council’s Units 

The Review recommends a review of each groups’ Terms of Reference with a 
focus on outcomes rather than overly bureaucratic administrative procedures 
 

Where necessary, the draft Review has been amended to reflect the feedback and comments 
outlined above.   

5.1. Strategic and Policy Implications 

The Review does require that a number of documents be updated: These will include: 

 Terms of Reference / Charter – Partnership Panels 

 Guidelines For Meeting Practice - Partnership Panels 

 Community Engagement Policy – updating terminology  

 Funding Guidelines – Local Advisory Panels  

 Job Descriptions – to include desirable / mandatory skills and qualifications in leadership 

/ engagement  

 Commence planning for the refreshed Community Strategic Plan 

5.2. Risk  

Council must comply with its responsibilities to engage with the local community under the 
Local Government Act 1993.  Implementation of the review will ensure ongoing compliance with 
the Act. 

5.3. Sustainability  

The implementation of the Partnership Panel model will continue to enhance environmental, 
social and economic sustainability by engaging and partnering with the local community in 
developing new initiatives and gaining community support and action in implementing them.   

5.4. Financial  



Armidale Regional Council  
Extraordinary Council Meeting 
Wednesday,  10 February 2021 Page 11 

 

Resourcing Implications 

Effective engagement does require adequate resourcing.  Currently the organisation does not 
have sufficient resources to comprehensively implement the recommendations of the review, 
however this should not preclude forward planning to enable relaunch of the panels in the new 
financial year. It is proposed to commence work on the policy documentation and preparing an 
Expression of interest process at the conclusion of the current round of engagement processes 
towards end March 2021.  

Should Council resolve an alternative model or an accelerated timeline resource implications 
and the reduction of service levels in other areas will need to be considered. 

Any financial / resourcing implications that may flow directly from recommendations made by 
the Partnership Panels will need to be subject to a further report to ensure achievement of the 
budgetary goals set by Council and the Performance Improvement Order. 

 

6. Consultation and Communication 

The engagement model used in the delivery of this project is outlined above. 

 

7. Conclusion 

The report titled Review of Council’s Committees proposes a new model of engagement that 
seeks to build a genuine and productive partnership with the local community.  It is 
recommended that the Review and its recommendations be adopted and a timeframe for 
implementation be developed.  

Budget 
Area: 

Governance and Communications  

Funding 
Source: 

General Revenue  

Budget 
Ref: (PN) 

Description Approved 
Budget 

Actual Committed Proposed Total 
Forecast 
Expenditure 

Remaining 
Budget 

210050 Governance, 
Risk & 
Safety – 
Employee 
Costs 

$402,408 $49,419 $0 Ongoing – 
salaries & 

wages 

$49,419 $352,989 

Required 
for 
recruitment 
of staff to 
support 
Governance 
processes 
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In September 2020 Armidale Regional Council (ARC) considered that its Community Advisory 


Committees were failing to hear the voices of many local residents, and that instead they were 


paying more attention to the people with the ‘loudest voices in the room’.  David Ackroyd was 


engaged to perform a review of the Community Advisory Committees and this report is the 


deliverable of the project. 


The purpose of the review was to document and analyse the current Advisory Committee structure 


and recommend a contemporary means of enabling residents to contribute to ARC’s strategic 


decision making.  A key objective of the project was to listen to the voices of both current and past 


members of the Advisory Committees together with key business groups and the residents in the 


villages that surround the city of Armidale and township of Guyra.  This involved engagement with: 


• Committees focussed on the Environmental, Social and Economic themes aligned to 
the Community Strategic Plan (CSP)  


• Village based advisory groups 


• Local business groups  
 


Whilst there was some variation in the overall perceptions of the work undertaken by the Advisory 


Committees, common themes tended to focus negatively on their operations and outcomes: 


Listening 


o Council has its own agenda 
o Council doesn’t listen – ‘We are advised committees not advisory’ 
o Committees are a ‘tick box’ exercise, not genuine engagement 
o Little commitment from Council to embrace anything but their own ideas 
o ‘Having a committee that you take no notice of is worse than having no committees 


at all’  
 


Communication 


o Poor communication around the roles and expectations of the committees 
o Feedback is rarely provided to close the loop in the engagement process 


 
Volunteers 


o Volunteers are not valued or respected 
o Council fails to harness the potential that volunteers bring to the committees 


 
Management  


o Top down approach 
o Inconsistencies in management styles across the committees 


o Administration can be overly bureaucratic 
o Poor / disruptive chairing of the committees by Councillors  


 
Community Strategic Plan (CSP) 


o Vision is very generic and does not inspire 
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o The translation of the goals of the CSP to the Advisory Committees’ Terms of 
Reference (ToR) is not outcome focussed, resulting in a lack of accountability and 
achievement 


o There is a need for clearer links between the work of the Advisory Committees and 
the operational budget streams that are linked to the CSP 
 


 
Local Area Committees (LAC) 


The Local Area Committees did see significant value in their role of providing advice to ARC and 


fostering a greater understanding of the opportunities and challenges that present themselves in the 


village communities.  Themes around listening, feedback and harnessing the capacity of volunteers 


to make a real difference in people’s lives were common.  There was a feeling that, until recent visits 


by the Interim Administrator, there had been a sustained absence of a ‘face’ from council at 


meetings for several months, which had impacted on their perception of connection to the broader 


region.  


 


Business Groups 


Consultations focussed on 4 business groups that have had a strong relationship with ARC over many 


years 


• The Armidale and Guyra Business Chambers  


• Locals 4 Locals  


• Renew Armidale  
 


These groups expressed some frustration with changes in direction relating to them joining together 


as a single voice, and concerns relating to the focus and management of the Regional Growth and 


Place Activation Committee.  The lack of feedback and/or the failure to demonstrate progress with 


projects that volunteers had devoted significant time to were also raised.  


 


From Committees to Partnerships - A Refreshed Approach 


This report proposes a new approach to engagement, that seeks to develop genuine partnerships 


with the local community, together with significantly improved communication and feedback from 


Council that values the commitment of volunteers.   
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The proposed structure is outlined in the following table:     


 


1.  Community Strategic Panels 


Purpose  Broad Community Involvement in shaping the social cultural and 


economic life of the Armidale Region 


Structure and 


Membership 


2 X Panels of approximately 20 people meeting immediately after 


the next election, open to residents from Armidale, Guyra and the 


villages, together with business / community / cultural / 


recreation groups  


 Members should be selected through an expression of interest 


process (EOI) which is widely promoted throughout the 


community.  Members of existing community panels and previous 


advisory committees should be encouraged to apply and invited 


to submit an EOI 


2.  Partnership Panels 


Purpose Panels providing advice and input on areas required by legislation 


or of ongoing strategic and operational importance   


Structure and 
Membership 


Partnership Panels covering region: 


• Partnership Panel – Economic Development & Tourism 


• Partnership Panel – Environment 


• Partnership Panel – Sports 


• Partnership Panel – Arts, Culture & Heritage 


• Specialist Partnership Panel – Aboriginal Community 


• Specialist Partnership Panel – Access and Inclusion  


• Specialist Partnership Panel – Youth  
 


The roles, membership and meeting structure of each panel 


should be clearly set out in a charter adopted by ARC at the 


beginning of each Council term, and published on ARC’s Website.  


On formation, the Panels should identify 3 agreed SMART 


(Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound) 


priorities to focus the wok of the group in the first 12 months.   


9 X Local Advisory Panels 


Membership should be drawn from the local villages.  The charter 


and membership of the panels should be published on ARC’s 


website    
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1.1 Recommendations  


 
Recommendation – Community Strategic Plan Review  


1. Subsequent to the election of a new council in 2021, invite participation in 2 Community 
Strategic Planning Panels of 20 people that bring local community leaders (from community, 
business, education and the region’s villages) together to work on developing a refreshed and 
inspiring Community Strategic Plan, that clearly articulates the needs and aspirations of the 
Armidale Region  


 
 


Recommendations – A Refreshed Approach – Partnership Panels  


2. Move away from ‘Committee’ terminology to the concept of Partnership Panels 
3. Implement a ‘back to basics’ name for each of the Partnership Panels   
4. Create refreshed charters to reflect the key priorities of the new Panels  
5. Aim to create Panels with a minimum of 8 and no greater than 12 members 
6. Seek to recruit members who represent professional groups with a significant interest a Panel’s 


topic area (members of the Access Partnership Panel may be an exception to this rule)  
7. The chair of the Partnership Panels should be drawn from and elected by the community  


members of the Panels  
8. Provide opportunities for leadership training to staff who will support the chair of the 


Partnership Panels 
9. Should Partnership Panels recommend the allocation of resources beyond those allocated in the  


annual budget, they should be subject to a report to Council considering the budgetary 
implications of the proposals  


10. Move administrative matters from the Panel Charters to a separate manual that applies to all 
panels, to ensure greater consistency in their management 


11. In partnership with the newly formed Panels, set three goals to be achieved in the first 12 
months  


12. Resist the creation of working groups that potentially raise expectations that cannot be 
delivered, and divert resources away from a core Partnership Panel’s prioritised work plan 


13. Celebrate successes with the Panels’ members and the broader community as they occur, and 
provide ongoing feedback on progress towards goals 


14. Include as a mandatory or desirable qualification, skills and/or experience in working with 
Partnership Panels, in the position descriptions of staff who will undertake the role of chairing or 
supporting their chair  


15. Introduce performance measures in annual appraisals so that staff can be supported to improve 
their skills in engagement and leadership if necessary  
           
 


Recommendations – Local Advisory Panels – Currently LACs 


16. Retain the existing structure of the LAC’s, however, change their title to Local Advisory Panel 
(LAP) to bring consistency across the refreshed Advisory Panel structure 


17. Promote the use of the electronic logging of customer requests (Report It and Snap, Send, 
Solve), so that they can be easily tracked on-line, and escalated to responsible managers when 
standards are not met  


18. Provide information and data on works programs to the LAPs where it is available, so that they 
can advocate for Council and better demonstrate the equity in funding to village residents 
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19. Consider creating a roster for senior council staff to visit 1 - 2 of the LAP meetings each year   
20. Consider an Engineer being allocated to visit each LAPs on an annual basis to listen to and 


explain responses to road / grading issues    
21. Create a single point of contact within Council for the LAPs (see also recommendations 24 & 


25). 
22. Consider including a member drawn from the LAPs on the Environment & Economic 


Development  and Tourism Partnership Panels 
23. Where LAPs have  transactional relationship with Council, LAPs should be required to be 


Incorporated Not For Profit Associations 
24. Annual acquittals of the funds supplied by Council to the LAPs should be made to Council 


together with copies of the LAPs’ Annual Reports (including financial reports) supplied to the 
NSW Department of Fair Trading   


 


Recommendation – Business Groups 


25. Create a single point of contact within Council for the Business Groups (see also 
Recommendation 20 & 25) 


 


Recommendation – Community Engagement  


26.  Consider centralising accountability for community engagement activities under the auspices of 
a single team where advanced skills and the application of differing approaches to engagement 
can be nurtured (see also recommendations 20 and 24) 


 


Recommendation – Audit Review and Improvement Committee 


27. The Audit Review and Improvement Committee (ARIC) be expanded to include membership of 
an experienced and skilled community engagement professional    
 


Recommendations - Volunteers 


28. Celebrate the achievements of the volunteer Partnership Panels wherever possible 
29. Ensure feedback is provided to volunteers on how their input has influenced decision making 


and, if not, provide background for reasons why, thus ensuring that members are better 
informed of constraints they may need to consider when providing further advice  


 


Recommendation Section 355 / 356 Delegation 


30. Subject to the adoption of the proposed new model, the Partnership Panel - Sports be provided 
with a Section 355 / 356 delegation enabling the group to levy a charge on behalf of Council  


 


Recommendation – Financial Support 


31. That a review of the financial support provided to the former Advisory Committees be 


undertaken with a view to standardising governance procedures in grant making, ensuring 
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transparency in its allocation, accountability in its application and greater recognition of Council 
support under the new Partnership structure.          


 


2.0 Introduction 
 


2.1 Background 
 


Armidale Dumaresq and Guyra Councils were merged to form the Armidale Regional Council in 2016.  


The local government area (LGA) is centred around Armidale and, 37kms to the north, the town of 


Guyra (population 2000).   A number of small villages form an arc around these centres.  The 


distance from Armidale to Ebor in the east of the region is some 70kms along the Waterfall Way.  


The isolated settlement of Lower Creek, almost 100kms distant, a drive of almost 2 hours, is some 


850 metres in elevation below Armidale, accessible only by a narrow and in places steeply sloping 


(the Big Hill).  


The geography of the area undoubtedly provides some challenges in relation to maintaining 


effective connections with the village communities. 


The main campus of the University Of New England (UNE) is situated just 5km northwest of the 


centre of Armidale. 


There is a thriving community spirit in the region that has resulted in the growth of many special 


interest / community groups that cover a wide spectrum of issues and: 


• Promote the New England Conservatorium of Music and Regional Art Museum  


• Support the refugee Yazidi population that has settled in the region in recent years 


• Address the challenge of global climate change through sustainable living groups that focus 
on wildlife and transport to combatting the problems caused by wood smoke 


• Seek to preserve the built heritage of the area together with those that seek to enhance 
local business    


• Aboriginal Land Councils have a strong presence in the area and local Aboriginal people are 
actively engaged in preserving and promoting culture and heritage.   


 


Armidale Regional Council was governed by an Interim Administrator between June and December 


2020.  Councillors were reinstated on 12 December 2020. 


2.2 Reynolds Report - Advisory Committee Review  


Council Decision 24 June 2020 


The decision of the Council meeting of 24 June 2020 is as follows:  
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a)  That Council notes: 


 i.  That suspended former Councillors will not form part of the Advisory  


 Committees of  which they were previously members, in any capacity; 


 ii.  That the external members of each  Advisory Committee remain  


  members; 


 iii. That each Advisory Committee elect a Chairperson from its members; 


 iv. That the Interim Administrator attends the meetings of each Advisory  


 Committee when available. 


 


b)  That Council receives the Review of Council Committees report (“Reynold’s Report”) 


prepared March 2019.  


 


c) That Council retain the following Advisory Committees: 


 i. The Environmental Sustainability Advisory Committee (“ESAC”); 


 ii. The Traffic Advisory Committee;  


 iii. The Arts, Cultural & Heritage Advisory Committee (“ACHC”); 


 iv. The Sports Council Committee; 


 v. The Community Wellbeing Advisory Committee (CWAC) 


 vi. Regional Growth and Place Activation Advisory Committee (RGPAAC); 


 


 and review the Terms of Reference of each considering the recommendations of the 


Reynolds Report. 


 


d) That Council: 


 i. Undertake a review of the Charter of the Audit, Risk and Improvement  


 Committee (“ARIC”) in light of changes to the Local Government Act relating to ARIC 


Committee functions;  


 ii. Review and if necessary, refresh the membership of the ARIC Committee 


  to address expertise shortfalls in light of the new requirements.  
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2.3 September 2020 - A Further Committee Review 


  
Subsequent to the Council decision on 24 June 2020, the Interim Administrator believed the 


Advisory Groups and Terms of Reference agreed by Council were not working.  This concern also 


extended to the Local Area Committees (LAC’s – village based advisory groups).  


There is concern that, due to myriad of community groups, it is impossible for Council to hear all 


voices, and it appears that the loudest have the ear of Council and the Administration. It was 


considered that the residents ‘not in the room’ had been failed by the elected body and staff were, 


on occasions, second-guessing needs and priorities.  


Concerns with the LAC model focussed on the process of accountability back to Council.  This was 


further complicated in some of the villages that also have Progress Associations and Committees 


who manage assets, such as showgrounds.  


The brief for the project included: 


• Formal meetings with all advisory groups and committees on a group basis 


• Formal meetings with all groups prior to the introduction of the new arrangements 


• A Public Meeting at the Bowling Club in Armidale and also in Guyra for 50 people who are 
not in the above and are not former Councillors 


• A meeting in each of the Villages with the LACs and Progress Associations, RFS etc. We need 
a better way for LACs to work and be coordinated / facilitated by all from a central point.  
 


Specifically, the brief required: 


• Meeting with commercial/retail groups with a view to forming one organisation 


• Understanding the “Reynolds Report” 


• Face to face meetings with members of each Committee to obtain their views 


• Meeting with the Council staff who support the Committees 


• Holding discussions with others who may assist you in forming your views, particularly those 
groups which existed prior to the new arrangements 


• Meeting in each of the Villages with LACs and Progress Associations, the RFS etc. 


• Attending and participating in a public meeting chaired by the Interim Administrator 


• Preparing a Report for consideration by the Interim Administrator and Acting General 
Manager 
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2.4 The Foundation and Principles of Public Participation in 


Local Government 


 


The Local Government Act 1993 


The importance of the Community Strategic Plan and Community Engagement is stated in Section 


402 of the Local Government Act 1993 which states (in part): 


Section 402 Community Strategic Plan  


(1) Each local government area must have a community strategic plan that has been developed and 


endorsed by the council. A community strategic plan is a plan that identifies the main priorities and 


aspirations for the future of the local government area covering a period of at least 10 years from 


when the plan is endorsed.  


(3) The council must ensure that the community strategic plan- 


(a) Addresses civic leadership, social, environmental and economic issues in an integrated 


manner, and  


(b) Is based on social justice principles of equity, access, participation and rights,               and  


(c) Is adequately informed by relevant information relating to civic leadership, social, 


environmental and economic issues, and  


(4) The council must establish and implement a strategy (its "community engagement strategy"), 


based on social justice principles, for engagement with the local community when developing the 


community strategic plan.  


 


Armidale Regional Council’s Community Engagement Policy 


Armidale Regional Council’s Community Engagement Policy (adopted 28/06/17) can be found in 


Council’s Policy Register and can be viewed at the following web address: 


htps://epathway.newengland.nsw.gov.au/ePathway/Production/Web/Common/Files/OpenUncFile.


asx?FileKey=1  


The Community Engagement Policy provides a framework for a consistent and best practice 


approach to engaging with the community across the entire Armidale Regional Council (ARC) area 


and its functions.  The policy makes reference to the International Association for Public 


Participation (IAP2) Australasia.  The key values of the IAP2 approach are: 


1. Public participation is based on the belief that those who are affected by a decision have a 
right to be involved in the decision-making process. 


2. Public participation includes the promise that the public’s contribution will influence the 
decision. 



https://epathway.newengland.nsw.gov.au/ePathway/Production/Web/Common/Files/OpenUncFile.aspx?FileKey=1

https://epathway.newengland.nsw.gov.au/ePathway/Production/Web/Common/Files/OpenUncFile.aspx?FileKey=1
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3. Public participation promotes sustainable decisions by recognising and communicating the 
needs and interests of all participants, including decision makers. 


4. Public participation seeks out and facilitates the involvement of those potentially affected by 
or interested in a decision. 


5. Public participation seeks input from participants in designing how they participate. 


6. Public participation provides participants with the information they need to participate in a 
meaningful way. 


7. Public participation communicates to participants how their input affected the decision. 
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3.0 Review of Community Advisory Committees 
 


3.1 The Engagement Process 
 


The process for undertaking the review has included: 


• A review of the Reynold’s Report and its outcomes 
 


• 4 Forums which included members drawn from the core Advisory Committees created under 
the structure proposed by the Reynold’s Report that relate directly to the pillars of the 
Community Strategic Plan (CSP).   
 


o Regional Growth and Place Activation Advisory Committee (RGPAAC)   
o The Community Wellbeing Advisory Committee (CWAC) 


 


• Members of the following groups were also invited to the consultation forums: 
  


o The Sports Council   
o Members of the former Youth Advisory Committee (ARYAC) 
o Members of the Arts, Culture and Heritage Committee (ACHAC) 


 


• 2 topic specific forums were convened for the:   
 


o Environmental Sustainability Advisory Committee (ESAC) together with  members 
drawn from the Climate Emergency Working Group – a sub-committee of ESAC 


o Members of the former Access Advisory Committee (AAC) 
 


• A meeting with the: 
 


o Armidale Region Aboriginal Advisory Committee (ARAAC) was attended covering the 
themes discussed in the broader forums above 
 


• Meetings with the 4 key business groups 
 


o Armidale Chamber of Commerce 
o Guyra & District Chamber of Commerce 
o Locals 4 Locals 
o Renew Armidale 


 


• Interviews were conducted with the key Council staff who support the operation of the 
Advisory Committees 
 


• 2 individual interviews were undertaken with prominent community members 
 


• The regular meetings of both the Regional Growth and Place Activation Committee 
(RGPAAC) and the Community Wellbeing Advisory Committee (CWAC) were attended  
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3.2 The Reynolds Report – Review of Recommendations and 


Outcomes 
 


The Reynolds Report proposed the following recommendations: 


o Enhance the transparency of Committee operations by having Committees and their 
responsibilities clearly set out on the web site 
 


o The three core committees (ESAC, CWAC & RGPAAC) are aligned to the Strategic 
Plan, are listed on Council’s web site and their responsibilities outlined  
 


o Integrate Council’s Strategic Planning processes (e.g. CSP) to achieve best practice. 
 


o Whilst the titles of the three core Committees differ slightly from the pillars of the 
CSP, there is a strong alignment in their activities (Environmental, Economic and 
Social).   


o The Leadership pillar in the of the CSP is paired with the Audit Risk and 
Improvement Committee (ARIC).  Similar to the Floodplain Management Committee 
and Traffic Committee, all Councils are required to constitute these groups.  Whilst 
they are advisory groups, the members are mainly drawn from skilled professionals, 
providing high level specialised technical advice to Council.   
 


o Committee processes need to be as efficient as possible to contain the impact on staff 
resources whilst not constraining the ability of the committee to meet as necessary. 
 


o A generic Terms of Reference template was developed for the Committees in an 
endeavour to provide greater consistency in Council’s approach to the effective and 
efficient management of each of the groups.  


o ESAC and RGPAAC have both applied the generic format to their Terms of Reference 
(ToR)  
 


o Achieve enhanced results by having Committees co-operate on common issues 
o There is little evidence that any mechanisms have been established to systematically 


foster cooperation between committees on issues of common interest  
 


o Amalgamate Committees to secure efficiencies and enhance effectiveness where 
appropriate 
 


o Amalgamation of a number of committees did occur.   
 ESAC became the peak group with an intention of forming working groups 


relating to air quality, water quality, and terrestrial habitat issues. 
 The RGPAAC evolved from the amalgamation of  the Business Advisory 


Committee and the Regional Growth Advisory Committee, with the 
intention of establishing working groups to consider Infrastructure growth, 
tourism, clustering and business retention strategies, and business 
attraction strategies  


 Restructuring of CWAC did not occur and it continues to function as a group 
with a very broad remit, where the primary responsibility for direct service 
delivery lies with other levels of government, and Council’s role is limited to 
the provision of some infrastructure and lobbying support with other levels 
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of government.  CWAC has seen steadily declining attendance at its 
meetings. 
 


o Despite close alignment with mandate of the CWAC, the Reynolds Report recommended 
that three Advisory Committees, the Armidale Regional Youth Advisory Committee, the Arts, 
Culture and Heritage Advisory Committee, and the Sports Council were viewed as having a 
‘specific focus’; that they were working appropriately and recommended no changes being 
warranted. 
 


o The Sports Council continues to operate successfully with the support of a dedicated 
staff member  


o The Arts, Culture and Heritage Committee is currently meeting with limited support 
of a council staff member, however, there is some concern relating to Council’s 
ongoing commitment to supporting the Arts sector 


o The Armidale Regional Youth Advisory Committee no longer meets following to the 
resignation of the dedicated staff member who has not yet been replaced.  
 


o The Armidale Region Aboriginal Advisory Committee had been recently reviewed and was 
not included in the considerations of the Reynolds Report or recognised in Council’s 
resolution of 24 June 2020 
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4.0 Feedback from the Advisory Committees 


 


4.1 Advisory Committee Forums 
 


Four community forums were conducted that brought together a mix of members from Community 


Wellbeing Advisory Committee, the Regional Growth & Place Activation Advisory Committee, the 


Arts, Culture & Heritage Advisory Committee and the former Armidale Regional Youth Advisory 


Committee.    


 


 Common Themes Identified in the Forums  
 


Strengths  


• The diversity of the groups and individuals involved in the committees. Members bring in 
different ideas, values, views and abilities, with huge potential if it can be harnessed 


• The depth of knowledge across the topic applied specifically to benefit the region 


• Motivating - volunteers devote many hours to the work of the committees 


• Ability to take ideas back to local communities and groups they represent to implement 


• Councillor participation could be good, but also resulted in directions and personal agendas, 
rather than leading discussion and listening to feedback from participants 


 


Communication  


• Council doesn’t really listen, the approach is very ‘top down’  


• There is no willingness to talk about issues that are ‘operational’ even when they relate to 
the strategic direction of the operational arms of Council 


• There is no real intent to actively engage with the community – ‘We are not Advisory 
Committees, we are Advised Committees’ 


• Not enough listening and respect paid to committee members 


• We have so much potential to work in a strategic partnership with Council, but our ideas are 
simply dismissed 


 


Feedback 


• Any questions that cannot be addressed fall into a void and are never answered.  We don’t 
even get a ‘no’ 


• Council does consult but it appears it is simply ‘ticking a box’, so that they can report they 
are engaging with the local community.  Nothing ever happens with the ideas presented and 
we never get any feedback 


• There is no transparency in how ideas generated by the committees is utilised   


• Having a committee that you take no notice of is worse than having no committee at all  
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Committees’ Relationship to Strategic Direction 


• The Community Strategic Plan does not have a vision that forcefully engages with the 
community and reflects what makes us different from adjoining areas.  It is very much a 
generic ‘template’ taken from other areas   


• The Community Strategic Plan and its translation to the committee Terms of Reference 
needs reviewing to provide greater opportunity to develop SMART (Smart, Measurable, 
Achievable, Realistic & Time bound) goals for the committees.  This would empower  them 
to remain focussed on priorities and improve the transparency in the operation of both 
Council and the Committees 


• The relationship between the various strategic documents produced by Council (e.g. 
Community Strategic Plan, Delivery Program, Master Plans and the Local Strategic Planning 
Statements) is confusing and difficult to reconcile   


• The Committees Terms of Reference need refining and agreed upon, in conjunction with the 
committees, to better reflect the current challenges faced by the local community 


• There is a need for clearer links between the work of the Advisory Committees and the 
operational budget streams that are linked to the CSP 


 


Administration 


• Inconsistent support from staff – there are regular changes to the staff members who 
support the chair, and different people, and different approaches across the committees in 
their administration and management 


• Bureaucratic processes take up too much time in the meeting agenda, diverting attention 
from the real work of the committee 


• Frequently late circulation of minutes and agendas 


• Committees seem to have evolved to an ‘Us and Them’ contest rather being seen as a 
partnership 


• Some Councillors who chaired the committees, politicised the meeting and came with their 
own agendas, in one case replacing the published meeting agenda with their own at the 
meeting 


• Attendance became increasingly inconsistent with the groups struggling to achieve a 
quorum 


• Needs to be a single point of contact for the Committees in Council 
 


 


4.2 Comments relating to Specific Committees 
 


Regional Growth and Place Activation Advisory Committee  


• In recent months COVID-19 seems to have been the sole focus of the committee – this has 
been good and bad; supporting small business mainly in Armidale, but it has further eroded 
the capacity of the committee to focus on its core objective of creating sustainable growth 


• Council does not use the committee to focus on strategic issues when growth opportunities 
occur – e.g. tourism from NSW when state borders are closed and the potential to create an 
‘affordable working from home city’ 


• Failed to take advantage of attracting grants to assist with growth  
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Community Wellbeing Advisory Committee 


• There was no real structure to the meetings  


• Potential attendance could be almost 50 people – too big to manage 


• Simple outcomes could take years to achieve (lighting of cycle path) – sapped motivation 
 


 


4.3 Specialist Committees 


 


In addition to committees required by legislation (Audit, Risk and Improvement Committee, Traffic 


Advisory Committee and the Floodplain Management Advisory Committee) council continues to 


support (or formerly supported) a number of specialist committees.  These can be categorised under 


two headings, population / age groupings (Aboriginal people, people with disabilities and young 


people), and areas of activity where Council has significant investment in infrastructure (playing 


fields, amenity buildings, libraries and cultural facilities)   


 


The Armidale Region Aboriginal Advisory Committee 


The Armidale Region Aboriginal Advisory Committee (ARAAC) had been recently reviewed prior to 


the drafting of the Reynolds Report. As a result, the Committee was not specifically referenced in the 


Reynold’s Report recommendations or the structure adopted by Council on the report’s 


presentation.  In line with the prior review recommendation, the ARAAC has continued to meet and 


provide advice to Council.   


This committee is supported by the Aboriginal Community Development Officer based in the 


Communities area of Council.  This position has a key role to play in being accountable for and 


further developing productive relationships with the Aboriginal Land Councils and cultural 


organisations, driving agreements that can assist in achieving goals related to Australia’s Closing the 


Gap objectives at a local level.  


Council does provide varied levels of financial support to Aboriginal groups as determined through 


the community grants process (total $20,000 in 20/21).  The committee provides advice to Council 


on the allocation of these funds.  (see recommendation 30)    


 


The Access Advisory Committee 


The Armidale Regional Access Advisory Committee (AAC) was not considered by the Reynolds 


Report, and the committee has not met for some time.  Former members of the AAC have expressed 


concern about their exclusion from the advisory committee structure.   


People with disabilities have a unique capacity to apply their knowledge and experiences in the 


urban environment, and ensure it is accessible to all.  It was noted that the ARC had been subject to 
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a complaint to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission that could have been avoided 


had the AAC been consulted early in the design of upgrades to the urban infrastructure.   


The committee also has a unique capacity to engage with members of their community, assisting in 


raising awareness of physical works that may cause short term access issues for people with 


disability.   


 


The Armidale Regional Youth Advisory Committee (ARYAC) 


The Armidale Regional Youth Advisory Committee ceased to meet following resignation of the Youth 


Officer in 2019.  Many Council’s do support Youth Councils or Committees and recognise the value 


the youth perspective they provide to Council, which is often missing from committees and with 


elected councillors.  In addition, the Committee format provides an opportunity for young people to 


gain valuable experience and skills in democratic structures, which can provide benefits that last a 


lifetime – to the young person and the broader community. 


  


The Sports Council 


The Sports Council provides a conduit for the combined sporting codes to provide a single voice  to 


Council.  The partnership: 


• Provides advice on ground maintenance and renovation priorities 


• Prioritises the need for new ancillary facilities and upgrades  


• Partners with council to secure grants 


• Makes a modest levy on players on behalf of Council that is used to offset costs of new / 
upgraded facilities (this makes it the only Advisory Committee of Council that requires a 
delegation to charge a fee under Sections 355/356 of the NSW Local Government Act 1993). 


 


A council officer provides dedicated support to the Sports Council, and has developed an excellent 


working relationship with the group, and is the single contact point that liaises with other groups 


across Council as required.  This is a model that works well and assists greatly in equitably managing 


the distribution of significant Council resources across the sporting codes  


Council’s financial contribution to the maintenance of grounds and amenity buildings is substantial 


and forms part of the operational budget.  


Council allocated $10,000 to a sporting grant program in the 20/21 budget the allocation of which is 


informed by the Sports Council.  (see recommendation 30)     


 


Arts, Culture and Heritage Advisory Committee (ACHAC) 


The Arts Culture & Heritage Committee has continued to meet and was provided with limited 


administrative support post Reynolds.  Arts, Culture & Heritage are as significant to the wellbeing of 
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a community, as participation is in active sports.  The Arts & Culture Strategic Plan 2017 – 2022 


(https://www.armidaleregional.nsw.gov.au/community/arts-and-culture) clearly highlights the 


number of residents that are engaged in the arts, in a volunteer and paid capacity, and the economic 


value of the industry.  The region has significant investment in arts and cultural infrastructure 


(libraries, museums galleries, theatres and public art), which could have a far greater presence in 


promoting tourism to the region. With the strategic plan this could be a Specialist Panel that could 


quickly progress actions and demonstrate the value of the partnership approach.   


A small $20,000 grant program was created in 2019 / 2020 with the aim of the committee advising 


Council on how these funds should be allocated.  (See recommendation 30)   


     


 


4.4 Local Area Committees (LACs) 
 


The Village based, Local Area Committees form an arc of communities around the hubs of Armidale 


and Guyra.  Many have historical or locational significance, and are linked to areas of outstanding 


natural beauty.  Indeed, the villages are often referred to as the ‘Treasures’ of the New England 


region.   


Ebor is a distance of some 70kms to the east of Armidale and is the entry point to the New England 


Region along the scenic Waterfall Way.  Wollomombi is in close proximity to one of the tallest 


waterfalls in Australia.  Hillgrove is also in close proximity to the Wollomombi Falls, the Metz Gorge 


and Bakers Creek Falls, and has a rich history of gold mining and a local museum.  Ben Lomond to 


the North is the location of what was once the highest passenger railway station in Australia, and 


boasts the longest hand-cut railway cutting in NSW.  There is growing interest in the ‘Dark Sky’ at 


Ben Lomond which is increasingly attracting international attention and visitors from overseas for 


astronomical investigation.  Lower Creek lies in a stunning hidden valley over 800 vertical metres 


below Armidale at the base of the ‘Big Hill’ on the Kempsey Road, which was once a cattle droving 


route providing access to Armidale from the rich pastures in the valley.    


Many of the villages have been seriously impacted by the recent drought and bush fires, and some 


have been flood affected in recent months.  The COVID pandemic has had a wide impact on business 


and communities across the region.  Whilst largely negative, the closure of state borders has had the 


benefit of increasing the visitor numbers from across NSW to some of the villages. 


 Strengths of the Local Advisory Committees  


• All the committees see great value in continuing to meet and providing information to 
Council from the individual villages on the challenges they face and the opportunities they 
are seeking to develop.  


 
 
Communication 
 



https://www.armidaleregional.nsw.gov.au/community/arts-and-culture
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• Many of the committees relate back to times when a Council engineer would regularly visit 
their meetings and provide updates on what programs were scheduled to happen in the 
village, and take concerns back to Council.  These visits frequently followed action or, at a 
minimum, feedback on the issues raised 


• Communication with many of the villages has significantly declined in recent years which has 
impacted on the relationship with Council.  


• There is concern that state and commonwealth grant funding has not found its way to the 
local villages, which were most impacted by drought and bushfire.  Recent visits by the 
newly appointed Interim Administrator suggest this may be changing, and some funding is 
now being allocated to priority projects.  However, concerns remain that there was little 
communication / consultation with the villages in relation to the allocation of State and 
Commonwealth grants.  The perception is that the majority of grant expenditure is focussed 
on Armidale.  


• There is a strong feeling that the Local Area Committees are increasingly being isolated from 
the regional centre of Armidale, and that some Council staff are losing touch with this 
important aspect of the broader region.   
 


Feedback  


• The closing of the feedback loop is a common concern across all committees and applies 
equally to many individuals who provided personal evidence of letters and emails written to 
Council that had not received a response  


• The lack of feedback results in repeated calls for information which some residents believes 
leads to a perception that council staff view residents in local villages are ‘whingers’ 
 


Relationship to Strategic Direction – Council’s Core Business and Tourism 


• The skills, motivation and involvement of the individual committees with Council varies 
greatly.  Each of the LAC’s do have a strong  focus on the core responsibilities of Council 
(roads, rates and rubbish) in particular on the grading and safety of roads, together with the 
maintenance of a small community facility / fire shed, and/or mowing of sporting fields and 
cemeteries  


• A number of the LAC’s comprise highly motivated individuals and groups who have 
innovative ideas around further developing the tourism potential of the villages that could 
create growth opportunities for the entire region. These include the development of a ‘Dark 
Sky’ experience at Ben Lomond, and taking advantage of the growing interest trout fishing 
competitions around the river in Ebor.  Expanding opportunities for overnight stays to cater 
for the increasing numbers of ‘grey nomads’ and RV vehicles has been recognised in several 
villages.  In many instances these projects could be driven almost entirely by the local 
community, and the level of Council support required could be no more than providing 
letters of support to differing levels of government and providing basic guidance.  
Committees point out that these projects align directly with the Economic Development 
goals of the CSP.  


• There is a perception that Council’s approach in meeting its tourism / economic 
development goals is too focussed on Armidale, and is dismissive of opportunities that could 
be created in the villages 


• Many of the village committees have developed strategic plans that broadly align with the 
Community Strategic Plan, and have prioritised and scaled projects should grant funding 
become available at short notice. 
 


 
Administration 
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• Several of the key issues raised by the village committees focussed on Council’s core 
responsibilities of maintaining / grading roads, rates and rubbish.   


o There is widespread concern and confusion about why rates are levied when few or 
even no services are provided 


o Council does not reply when requests for information on works programs are made, 
or issues arise after projects are completed e.g., flooding caused as a result of road 
grading   


o Basic projects can take many years to be completed, leaving, for example, a tennis 
court unable to be used for 5 years   


• There is little awareness of the capacity to log requests with Council on the ‘Report It’ 
function linked to Council’s web site, and no recognition of the App based ‘Snap Send Solve’ 
function. This results in difficulty for LACs and individuals in tracking where requests have 
been allocated and how, and if they have been resolved 


• Two of the villages have negotiated arrangements with Council to share in the purchase of a 
lawn mower and be reimbursed for mowing some council assets in a village.  These 
arrangements appear to work well and benefit both Council and the local community, 
creating an ownership of the assets (sporting grounds and cemeteries) and responsiveness 
to mowing needs in times of high growth, or in preparation for planned events.  There is 
some concern about the sustainability of these arrangements, as residents undertaking 
these tasks age, and are not easily replaced by others in the local community 


• Many of the village committees are incorporated as Not for Profit Community Organisations 
and are legal entities in their own right. Incorporated groups are required to provide returns 
to the NSW Department of Fair Trading on an annual basis.  The committees regularly 
provide minutes of their meetings to Council in an endeavour to provide information on 
activities and transparency in their use of funds 


• All committees identified a need for a single point of contact in Council for general advice, 
direction and support 


• A system needs to be implemented to ensure that, when a staff member is on leave, 
requests are answered / triaged and that invoices are promptly processed 
 


Financial Support from Council 


• On application, Council provides a small grant of $3,500 annually to each of the Local Area 
Committees aimed at facilitating minor upgrades to infrastructure, paying insurance and 
bringing the community together to celebrate days such as Christmas.  Not all LAC’s take 
advantage of this grant (see recommendation 30). 
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4.5 Local Business Groups 


 


There are four locally focussed business groups meeting in the region: 


• Armidale Business Chamber 


• Guyra Business Chamber 


• Locals 4 Locals  


• Renew Armidale 
 


Meetings were held with each of these groups.  At each meeting, the idea of consolidating to form a 


single group / voice to Council was canvassed in the discussion. 


 


Consolidation to Form One Voice 


• Each group advised that the idea of consolidation had been floated in the past and that 
progress to this goal with the formation of the Business Alliance had been made.  Problems 
arose with perceived inequities in funding to the individual groups.  Communication from 
Council to the group was poor.  Council’s focus at the time was developing a ‘Masterplan’ 
and almost all decisions put forward by the Alliance at that time were deferred pending 
adoption of the Master Plan 
  


• It was pointed out that it was Council who had ‘torn up’ the agreement with the Business 
Alliance resulting in the group dissolving 
 


• Each of the 4 organisations expressed concerns with the idea of a moving to a single group 
due to their differing goals and the differing profiles / locations of member  businesses: 


o Locals 4 Locals focus is small business – hairdresser and coffee shop, small scale but 
important in the region’s economy  


o Armidale Chamber has more of a focus on larger retail outlets and corporate 
entities, together with education, conferences and awards type activities 


o The Guyra Chamber has strong connections with the local community and 
endeavours to tailor events and activities to reflect the culture of the town.  The 
significantly higher fees to join the Armidale Chamber were a further barrier with 
the Guyra chamber reducing fees from $90 to $25 during the drought, recognising 
the hardships confronting the community at that time  


o Renew Armidale is focussed on the Beardy St Mall area, and is involved in activities 
and events that endeavour to enliven the public domain together with attracting 
new business to vacant shops 
 


• There is a fear that the creation of single group will result in a loss of identity and the focus 
on the key reason for the establishment of the individual groups 
 


• The groups overall doubted it would be possible to create single voice at this time and that 
the move was a top down approach to creating a structure that Council had not supported in 
the past  
 


• Armidale Chamber suggested that the only way to achieve a single voice would be through 
the employment of an Executive Officer who would have the time to support each aspect of 
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the differing groups, ensuring that the focus of each was not lost in a merger.  This position 
was advertised by the Chamber and was to be based in the ARC Business Hub.  The business 
hub did not proceed and gaining support for funding of the position in partnership with 
other business groups was not forthcoming  
 


• Rather than a single voice, the idea of a single point of contact in Council, and short monthly 
or bimonthly meetings / catch ups with the 4 groups was a preferred alternative  


 


Communication 


• Council itself needed to demonstrate it was willing to listen and improve its own 
communication with the local business community  


 


Feedback 


• No feedback was ever received on the concepts presented by the Business Alliance.  Locals 4 
Locals had given some considerable time to participating in a traffic study for Armidale 
which was undertaken by a consultant and published.  No feedback on its implementation 
has been received to date, and no thanks ever given to volunteers who devoted time to the 
project 
 


• The consensus was that Council itself needed to demonstrate it was willing to listen and 
improve feedback to each of the differing groups, prior to pushing them to move in a 
direction that had been tried and failed. 


 


 Groups’ Relationship to Strategic Direction 


• Growth and Economic Development is a key pillar of the Community Strategic Plan 
    


Administration 


• The Armidale Chamber noted that past meetings of the RGPAAC had been chaotic and 
largely negative and perceived this to be a reflection on the operation of Council as a whole.  
This led the Chamber to resign from the committee and align its activities with the UNE and 
its business promotions.   
 


• No thanks for volunteer participation had ever been received, even on resignation 
 


• Needs to be a single point of contact in Council for the business groups 
 


Financial Support from Council 


• Over the two year period (2017 - 2019) that the Business Alliance met $20,000 was provided 
as a contribution to support its operations.  This support was to be spread between the two 
business chambers and Locals 4 Locals. Several other ad hoc amounts have been provided to 
support activities from time to time. (see recommendation 30) 
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4.6 Engagement with Staff Who Support the Committees  
 


The views of staff interviewed for this project were consistent across the committee structure.   


Councillor Involvement 


• Inappropriate behaviour by Councillors that staff struggled to manage was destructive  


• Councillors unaware of their role in chairing a committee or unwilling to implement them 


• Involvement by Councillors (potentially as chair) can be beneficial as conduit between the 
committee and Council.  
 


Lack of Consistent Oversight Provided by Staff  


• Staff supporting the committees have differing levels of skills and perceptions about their 
role on the committee 


• More consistent support staff skilled in governance support could greatly assist in effectively 
managing committees  
  


Valuing Volunteer Commitment 


• Cultivate cooperative working relationship (not us v them) for benefit of community. 


• Need to focus on identification and delivery of a small number of agreed priorities consistent 
Council strategic planning documents and the committee ToR – ‘Do Less Better’   
 


Council Management 


• Establish a process that ensures that new projects align with the Community Strategic Plan, 
and are costed and prioritised for consideration in the preparation of the Operational Plan 
or longer-term Delivery Program  
 


Terms of Reference 


• Reinforce the role as advisory committees, i.e. not directing the allocation of Council 
resources nor staff activities 


• Standardise template for all committees and working groups 
 


Membership 


• Review and confirm existing membership  


• Consider whether membership is based on peak body representation (preferred) or whether 
individuals who are experts in their field will be allowed to fill some positions.  
 


Administration - Back Office Preparation to Ensure Seamless Operation  


• Confirm meeting frequency 


• Implement meeting calendar linked to Council meeting dates. 


• Organise processes (e.g. agenda preparation) and meetings to align with Council’s meeting 
calendar as far as possible 
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5.0 Analysis and Recommendations 
 


5.1 Refreshing the Community Strategic Plan (CSP) 


 


The Community Strategic Plan provides the foundation for every Council’s engagement architecture.  


The Armidale Region’s Community Strategic Plan contains several references to engaging the local 


community including: 


Environment and Infrastructure 


The community can participate in initiatives which contribute to a sustainable lifestyle 


Leadership for the Region  


The community is engaged and has access to local representation  


Council demonstrates sound organisational health and has a culture which promotes action, 


accountability and transparency  


Council has the strategic capacity to understand the key issues for the region both now and in the 


future  


 


The Local Government Act 1993 Section 402 (5) requires that:  


(5) Following an ordinary election of councillors, the council must review the community strategic 


plan before 30 June following the election. The council may endorse the existing plan, endorse 


amendments to the existing plan or develop and endorse a new community strategic plan, as 


appropriate to ensure that the area has a community strategic plan covering at least the next 10 


years. 


 


A review of the Community Strategic Plan would normally commence with an assessment of 


achievements over the Council term, just prior to or immediately after the new Council has been 


elected.  Newly elected Councillors would then be engaged in its final drafting following the election. 


2021 / 2022 will see this process happening across all NSW councils and will be required in the 


Armidale Region.  Several members of the Advisory Committees, business leaders and individuals 


have indicated an interest in reviewing and renewing the CSP and using the  engagement process to 


draft a new and inspiring vision for the region.   
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The review of the CSP and engaging with communities and business leaders is the key building block 


to a re-invigorated positive engagement with residents in the city of Armidale, the township of 


Guyra and the village communities.  The critical factor is to ensure that the region’s diverse voices 


are heard and translated into a vision that clearly articulates what makes the Region special.  These 


distinct and unique characteristics need to drive the social, environmental and economic goals of the 


Plan, ensuring that its initiatives are inclusive of diverse nature of the New England Region, of 


Armidale, Guyra and its villages.  A skilled facilitator with knowledge of the region, its geography and 


its population would greatly assist this process.     


Workshops held in both Armidale and Guyra would maximise the potential for residents from the 


surrounding villages to attend and develop complementary initiatives that bring the diverse 


communities together in a strong and resilient partnership.    


 


Recommendation  


1. Subsequent to the election of a new council in 2021, invite participation in 2 Community 
Strategic Planning Panels of 20 people that bring local community leaders (from community, 
business, education and the region’s villages) together to work on developing a refreshed 
and inspiring Community Strategic Plan, that clearly articulates the needs and aspirations of 
the Armidale Region  


 


 


5.2 Current Engagement Infrastructure / Practices  
 


The Reynolds Report contrasted the number of community committees operating within the ARC to 


those other regional areas.  Armidale Regional Council (population 30,0000) hosts 6 broadly issue 


based committees and 9 local - village - area committees.  Orange City Council (popln 40,000) has 26 


advisory committees; the city of Wagga Wagga (popln 65,000) hosts 18 Advisory Committees / 


Panels / Working Groups.  In the smaller adjoining area of Bellingen (popln 13,000), Council hosts 23 


Advisory Committees, the majority of which focus on specific buildings and parks (termed Section 


355 Committees).  


Whilst raw numbers of committees provide an indicator with which to compare ARC’s engagement 


with the local community, there are significant differences in the roles and responsibilities of 


committees across councils.  Numbers (high or low) do not translate to an example of best practice.  


The Reynold’s Report notes that the key is that a council’s committee architecture reflects the needs 


and aspirations of the community, and that each has a strong link to the Community Strategic Plan.  


From an administration and governance perspective the Reynolds Report made a number of 


recommendations which have, by and large, been implemented.  The governance practices are 


consistent with policies and procedures implemented across local government.  The newly adopted 


Terms of Reference for each committee strongly relate to the Community Strategic Plan.  However, 
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back of house organisation of the committee process needs improvement to make it more seamless, 


and the feedback loop and management of expectations within the Committees does needs 


attention. 


The behaviour of Councillors in Advisory Committee meetings has clearly had a negative impact on 


their operation.  In addition, there is a perspective that administrative processes have been overly 


bureaucratic and wasted time in meetings.  The willingness of Council to take on ideas, provide 


feedback on them, and how and if those ideas have influenced plans and policies has been very 


limited.  


Overall, there is general consensus across committee members and council staff that the Community 


Advisory Committee structure is failing.  This does provide an opportunity to adopt a new approach.  


 


 


5.3 From Committees to Partnerships - A Refreshed 


Approach   
 


Partnership Panels 


Council should consider discarding the ‘Committee’ terminology that has increasingly come to 


represent an ‘us and them’ battle and move to one of building productive partnerships  (Partnership 


Panels) that benefit the participants, Council and the local community.   


The current branding of the 3 core committees does reflect the pillars of the CSP.  However, 


simplifying the names of the core committees to reflect their core purpose should give them more 


meaning and clearer direction. 


A number of the existing advisory committees fit within the scope of the Community Wellbeing 


Advisory Committee’s (CWAC) Terms of Reference.  The CWAC has a large membership comprising 


some 28 members, although attendance in recent months has declined significantly.  The committee 


operates very much in the space of a generalist interagency type model, that promotes information 


sharing and the development of projects that are largely the domain of State or Commonwealth 


funded community organisations.  These are valuable meetings that, in other regions and 


metropolitan Sydney, often use council infrastructure to meet, but where the meeting agendas, 


chairing and minuting of the meetings are rotated amongst the members.  The ownership of the 


Interagencies by the local groups ensures their relevance to current social issues and flexibility in 


responding to emerging needs. 


The 5 specialist Committees that have, or continue to work in the ‘community wellbeing’ space are: 


• Armidale Region Access Advisory Committee 


• Armidale Region Aboriginal Advisory Committee  


• Armidale Regional Youth Advisory Committee 


• Sports Council 
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• Arts Culture and Heritage Advisory Committee 
 


The first three of these committees address Council’s obligations in regard to Section 402 (3) (b) of 


the Local Government Act:  


(3) The council must ensure that the community strategic plan- 


(b) is based on social justice principles of equity, access, participation and rights,  


 


The role of these three groups should not be seen simply as providing advice on the ‘wellbeing’ of 


the groups they represent, but rather their capacity to add significant value to work of the core 


advisory groups.  The Specialist Partnership Panel Aboriginal Community, for example, can provide 


advice on attracting cultural tourism to the region and ensure that development on land with 


cultural significance is approached with respect and considered through appropriate channels.  The 


Access Committee has a key role to play in ensuring the urban environment does not exclude people 


with disabilities from accessing facilities and services that most take for granted and the tourism 


potential of ageing grey nomads is increasingly becoming seen as a new market that has significant 


economic development potential.  Accessible design is increasingly seen as ‘just good design’ that 


benefits everybody.  And, young people make up a significant part of the community, yet their voice 


is seldom present on the broader committees.          


  


Given the declining interest in the CWAC and the capacity of the Aboriginal, Access and Youth Panels 


to actively engage with Economic and Environmental issues which are fundamental to their overall 


wellbeing, it is suggested that the broad CWAC be dissolved.  This  format would result in the 


creation of the following Partnership Panel architecture: 


• Partnership Panel – Economic Development and Tourism 


• Partnership Panel – Environment 


• Partnership Panel – Sports 


• Partnership Panel – Arts, Culture and Heritage 
 


• Specialist Partnership Panel – Aboriginal Community 


• Specialist Partnership Panel – Access and Inclusion  


• Specialist Partnership Panel – Youth  
 


This model empowers the community to be engaged in partnership with Council focussing on the 


core ingredients of wellbeing; a thriving economy, a healthy environment together with an inclusive, 


caring, physically active and intellectually stimulated community. 


 


Much of the work involved with the Aboriginal, Youth and Access and Inclusion Panels are the core 


business of the Communities area of Council and should not result in an increased need for 


resourcing overall.   
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This Strategy would provide for the following model: 


1  Community Strategic Panels 


Purpose  Broad Community Involvement in shaping the social cultural and 


economic life of the Armidale Region 


Structure and Membership 2 X Panels of approximately 20 people meeting immediately after 


the next election, open to residents from Armidale, Guyra and the 


villages, together with business / community / cultural / recreation 


groups  


 Members should be selected through an expression of interest 


process (EOI)  which is widely promoted throughout the community.  


Members of existing community panels and previous advisory 


committees should be encouraged to apply and invited to submit an 


EOI 


2  Partnership Panels 


Purpose Specialist panels providing advice and input on areas required by 


legislation or of ongoing strategic and operational importance   


Structure and Membership Single Panels covering the entire region: 


Partnership Panel - Economic Development and Tourism 


Partnership Panel - Environment 


Partnership Panel – Sports 


Partnership Panel - Arts, Culture and Heritage 


Specialist Partnership Panel - Aboriginal Community 


Specialist Partnership Panel - Access and Inclusion  


Specialist Partnership Panel - Youth  


The roles, membership and meeting structure should be clearly set 


out in the charter for each panel adopted by Council at the 


beginning of each term  and published on ARC’s Website.  On 


formation each of the Panels should identify 3 agreed SMART 


(Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound) 


priorities to focus the wok of the group in the first 12 months.   


9 X Local Advisory Panels (Villages) 


Membership should be drawn from the local communities.  The 


charter and membership of the panels should be published on ARC’s 


website    
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Charters 


The Panels’ Terms of Reference should be changed to ‘Charters’ and focus on the role of the panel 


rather than its administration.  The ToRs for each the former committees are currently heavily 


loaded with prescriptive administrative procedures, which focus on controlling meetings rather than 


seeking to mine professional expertise, skills and local knowledge.  


The detailed administrative procedures are necessary at times and ensure the smooth running of 


challenging meetings.  These rules should be placed in a manual that is common to all Panels, 


ensuring consistency in the approach and reducing the appearance of red tape and bureaucracy that 


currently dominate the ToR.  


The City of Newcastle has developed a good example of such a document providing Guidelines for 


Meeting Practice: 


 


https://www.newcastle.nsw.gov.au/Newcastle/media/DocumentsHYS/Documentation-Guidelines-


for-meeting-practice-Advisory-Committees-V1.pdf 


  


This document also includes a template to the report the performance of a committee / panel to 


Council on an annual basis. 


 


Optimal Number of Participants 


Benchmarks suggest that an optimum number of members for each panel should be in the range of 


8 – 12 members.  This would ensure broad enough representation of diverse views and perspectives 


on the topic whilst still ensuring they remain productive and manageable.   


 


Membership 


In terms of membership, it would be preferable to attract members who represent groups with a 


clear investment in the Panel’s area of focus and its success.  This would enable alternate delegates 


from the groups selected to attend if necessary and provide links back to the broader community 


that they represent.  A small number of places could be made available to individuals with a detailed 


knowledge of, and personal commitment to the subject area.  The Access and Inclusion Panel may 


be an exception to this rule where lived experience is a key factor that should be sought.  


Expressions of Interest with basic selection criteria should be called for the membership of the 


panels. Members should be selected based on the selection criteria by the Council member who will 


support the Panel, in partnership with a respected professional community member with knowledge 


of the panel’s topic area. 



https://www.newcastle.nsw.gov.au/Newcastle/media/DocumentsHYS/Documentation-Guidelines-for-meeting-practice-Advisory-Committees-V1.pdf

https://www.newcastle.nsw.gov.au/Newcastle/media/DocumentsHYS/Documentation-Guidelines-for-meeting-practice-Advisory-Committees-V1.pdf
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It is recommended that the Chair of the Partnership Panels should be drawn from the community 


members and elected by them mirroring the successful model that has been implemented by the 


Sports Council.  


Leadership & Training  


A recurring theme through the engagement process was what that several Councillors used the 


Advisory Committees to set their own agendas, and failed in the task of providing leadership.   


Undertaking the task of effectively leading and chairing an orderly, focussed meeting, bringing 


competing ideas together requires skill and diplomacy.   The chair should also be cognisant of the 


resourcing boundaries that Council must consider if it is to ensure that recommendations made by 


the Panels raise expectations that Council cannot meet.   


The Sports Council has developed a successful model where the chair of the group is elected from 


the membership drawn from the sporting clubs.  The chairperson is then supported by the council 


staff member.  A councillor is nominated by Council to attend the meetings. This model has worked 


well and could be trialled with the each of the Partnership Panels.   


The skills of the chairperson elected will likely vary and it is crucial that the staff person supporting 


the person in this role has both the technical knowledge of the subject matter and also the 


leadership skills to support the chair in this critical role.   


Continuing to nominate a councillor to attend each of the Partnership Panels will ensure that a link is 


sustained between elected officials and community members, a link that was considered missing in 


the consultation draft of this Review.      


Setting Goals 


A common concern raised by many of the advisory committee members was a lack of achievement.  


To address this issue, it is suggested that at the first meeting of each of the Partnership Panels, three 


SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-Limited) objectives be identified as 


priorities to focus the work of the groups in the first twelve months.  This strategy will provide an 


opportunity to focus on priorities, ensure achievement of the objectives and clearly demonstrate the 


benefits that can flow from the revised partnership approach.  This does not limit the groups from 


being more ambitious and pursuing additional goals as priorities are accomplished, but rather 


provides focus and increase potential for achievement – key ingredients in motivating and retaining 


volunteers.  The Sports Council for example, has a list of strategic priorities but focusses on key 


priorities as grants and funding becomes available.  


 


 


Working Groups 


A number of working groups have been established to support the work of, for example, the ESAC.  


These groups have produced comprehensive well researched reports with numerous 


recommendations.  However, few of the recommendations have been progressed and little or no 


feedback has been provided to the volunteers who spent many hours researching and drafting them.  
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Whilst there is an enthusiasm within the community to address the broad issues of climate change 


for example, the capacity of Council to follow through and implement recommendations from the 


growing number of working groups is limited.   


The creation of working groups can raise expectations that cannot be fulfilled.   This situation results 


in dissatisfaction with Council, frustration on the part of volunteers who participate on these groups 


who feel their work is not valued, and pressure on staff who must manage the competing priorities 


of their ongoing work commitments with that of the former Advisory Committees and its associated 


working groups.   


In the current environment the evolution of additional working groups is not considered sustainable.  


As the transition to the new model proceeds, adding working groups should be resisted with a focus 


placed on the achieving the agreed priorities of the Partnership Panels.  The hard work of these 


groups is valuable and should not be disregarded.  Indeed, components of their reports may be 


identified as part of the process of identifying the top 3 priorities for the Partnership Panels as they 


identify the key projects they wish to pursue. 


Celebrate Success and Provide Feedback 


Two of the biggest causes of concern identified in the engagement process was the lack feedback on 


progress with initiatives and lack of achievement overall.  The lack of recognition the hard work 


undertaken by volunteers often involving many hours work beyond simply attending meetings was 


raised many times. 


Recognising success and celebrating it is a powerful motivator for individuals and teams. It reinforces 


the meaning behind why volunteers are involved and engaged in their communities, and shows 


appreciation for the hard work undertaken.  In turn, this builds a team’s self esteem and motivates 


the group to take the next steps in achieving subsequent goals.   


Council should take every opportunity to celebrate successes, recognise it and provide feedback not 


simply to volunteers who make up the Panel itself, but to the broader community they represent. 


The aim should be to develop pride in being a member of the ARC’s Partnership Panels with 


accomplishments driving further achievement.  


Recruitment and Appraisal of Staff Who Support the Panels 


The position descriptions of staff that will be performing the role of supporting the chair of a panel 


should include reference to this task, and desirable or even mandatory qualifications, skills and 


experience in working with and managing community panels should be noted.  Annual appraisals 


should assess proficiency and achievement in this area of expertise.    


Recommendations – A Refreshed Approach – Partnership Panels  


2. Move away from ‘Committee’ terminology to the concept of Partnership Panels 
3. Implement a ‘back to basics’ name for each of the Partnership Panels   
4. Create refreshed charters to reflect the key priorities of the new Panels  
5. Aim to create Panels with a minimum of 8 and no greater than 12 members 
6. Seek to recruit members who represent professional groups with a significant interest a 


Panel’s topic area (members of the Access Partnership Panel may be an exception to this rule)  
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7. The chair of the Partnership Panels should be drawn from and elected by the community  
members of the Panels  


8. Provide opportunities for leadership training to staff who will support the chair of the 
Partnership Panels 


9. Should Partnership Panels recommend the allocation of resources beyond those allocated in 
the  annual budget, they should be subject to a report to Council considering the budgetary 
implications of the proposals  


10. Move administrative matters from the Panel Charters to a separate manual that applies to all 
panels to ensure greater consistency in their management 


11. In partnership with the newly formed Panels, set three goals to be achieved in the first 12 
months 


12. Resist the creation of working groups that potentially raise expectations that cannot be 
delivered and divert resources away from a core Partnership Panel’s prioritised work plan   


13. Celebrate successes with the Panels’ members and the broader community as they occur, and 
provide ongoing feedback on progress towards goals 


14. Include as a mandatory or desirable qualification, skills and/or experience in working with 
Partnership Panels in the position descriptions of staff who will undertake the role of chairing 
or supporting their chair  


15. Introduce performance measures in annual appraisals so that staff can be supported to 
improve their skills in engagement and leadership if necessary            


 


 


Local (Village) Area Committees (LAC) 


The villages that form an arc around Armidale shape the character of the New England Region.  They 


vary in distance from being a 15-minute drive to the Armidale centre to 70kms distant.  The steep 


dirt road access to Lower Creek ensures a seclusion that is highly valued but creates many 


challenges, not least of which is ongoing maintenance to the road itself.  


A number of Progress Associations have merged with or changed their titles to become Local Area 


Committees.  Many have become Incorporated, Not for Profit, Organisations.  Some of the smaller 


communities have decided not to take this path due to concerns about the costs and potentially 


onerous reporting requirements.  Two of the Incorporated Associations have taken responsibility for 


functions traditionally performed by Council (lawn mowing), and are funded to undertake this work. 


In the existing structure, these groups form half the total number of Advisory Committees.  The 


Reynolds Report points out that the key factor in determining a council’s committee structure is that 


it reflects the priorities and characteristics of the relevant council.  The current structure of the Local 


Area Committees does achieve this goal.   


Local residents in these communities overwhelmingly see significant value in their continuation.  


 


Forgotten – Only Focus is Armidale 


There is concern that the villages are largely forgotten by ARC, with the only resources being 


allocated to them being grants provided by other levels of government.  Indeed, there is a  feeling 


that the Local Area Committees have been increasingly isolated from the regional centre of 
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Armidale, and that some Council staff are losing touch with this important aspect of the broader 


region.   


 


 


Single Point of Contact 


Committees have expressed frustration when works / projects cause problems (flooding caused by 


re-grading for example) and making contact with the appropriate person when the need arises.  


Council itself is concerned about multiple calls being made on similar issues from different groups in 


the same village.  Many Advisory Committees have merged with Progress Assns. to try and achieve a 


single voice and do endeavour to act as the focal point for the village community.  In some instances, 


however, new groups do emerge and individuals will contact council directly.   


The creation of single contact point within Council for the LACs would ensure a consistent approach 


to dealing with these groups, directing them back through the LACs where appropriate, or triaging 


the issue for allocation to staff where necessary. 


The single point of contact within Council would also provide a pathway for LACs to raise diverse 


initiatives with the core Partnership Panels – e.g. in the area of tourism and with the Traffic 


Committee.  Consideration of including a member from the LACs on the core Partnership Panels 


would add a valuable dimension to the Panels’ knowledge base.  


 


Transparency and Accountability of LACs 


Where Council has a transactional relationship with a LAC it is necessary to ensure that the group is 


incorporated as a Not for Profit Organisation.  Incorporation provides numerous legal protections to 


both the LACs and Council.  The NSW Department of Fair Trade requires that Incorporated 


Organisations are properly constituted as legal entities, and are required to supply annual reports 


and audited financial returns. These documents should also be supplied to Council together with 


acquittals of funding provided to Council.      


 


Recommendations – Local Area Committee 


16. Retain the existing structure of the LAC’s, however, change their title to Local Advisory Panel 
(LAP) to bring consistency across the refreshed Advisory Panel structure 


17. Promote the use of the electronic logging of customer requests (Report It and Snap, Send, 
Solve), so that they can be easily tracked on-line and escalated to responsible managers when 
standards are not met  


18. Provide information and data on works programs to the LAPs where it is available, so that they 
can advocate for Council and better demonstrate the equity in funding to village residents 


19. Consider creating a roster for senior council staff to visit 1 - 2 of the LAP meetings each year   
20. Consider an Engineer being allocated to visit each LAP on an annual basis to listen to and 


explain responses to road / grading issues    
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21. Create a single point of contact within Council for the LAPs (see also recommendations 24 & 
25) 


22. Consider including a member drawn from the LAPs on the Environment and Economic 
Development  and Tourism Partnership Panels 


23. Where LAPs have  transactional relationship with Council, LAPs should be required to be 
Incorporated Not For Profit Associations 


24. Annual acquittals of the funds supplied by Council to the LAPs should be made to Council 
together with copies of the LAPs’ Annual Reports (including financial reports) supplied to the 
NSW Department of Fair Trading   


 


Business Groups   


A pillar of the Community Strategic Plan focuses on Growth, Prosperity and Economic Development.  


Council seeks to provide an environment that stimulates and supports sustainable economic growth 


and resilience for local business.   


Its key link to local business is through its interaction with: 


• Armidale Business Chamber 


• Guyra Business Chamber 


• Locals 4 Locals  


• Renew Armidale 
 


The nature of these groups differs significantly to the Advisory Panels considered above and their 


main role is to support the interests of their members.  However, their interests do intersect with 


council’s own strategic goals and an effective partnership is beneficial to both parties.  


Financial support to the business groups in recent years has varied. In the two years between 2017 – 


2019 when the individual organisations came together as a combined group, an amount of 


$20,000pa was allocated to its operations.  This amount was shared between the two Business 


Chambers and Locals 4 Locals.  $5,000 has been allocated to the Armidale Business Chamber in the 


2020 / 2021 financial year.    


There is a need to review the grant making process across all Council operations to ensure it has a 


focus on achieving outcomes aligned to the Community Strategic Plan.    As far as possible, Council 


should not fund recurrent programs that involve an expectation of ongoing funding, but rather seek 


to encourage innovation through the grant making process.  This concept should be applied across 


all areas of financial support (see recommendation 30). 


The Business Alliance did participate in the Regional Growth & Place Activation Advisory Committee 


but resigned due to concerns with its operation.  These concerns are reflected in the discussion 


above and recommendations relating to the broad Community Advisory Committee / Partnership 


Panels section of this report. 


 


The Single Voice  
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The need to ensure that a ‘single business voice’ is presented to Council was discussed with the 


business groups (and, was also raised in each of the engagement forums and by the Local Advisory 


Committees). Whilst each of the groups understood why council saw this as a desirable goal, there 


was almost universal pushback to the concept. It was considered that, whilst there may be a 


perception within ARC that there are too many voices, groups considered that this demonstrated a 


strong and motivated community, that is prepared to speak up and care about differing aspects of 


business, for its urban spaces, its heritage buildings and the environment.   


In some instances new groups had seen a need to evolve from existing structures because they 


represented a different base of constituents whose needs were not met by others (Locals 4 Locals 


and Renew Armidale for example).   It was felt that it was not for the community to stop people 


having a voice, but rather for council to develop strategies that can harness this passion and work 


with it.    


Overall, it was considered that the groups had no mandate to require others to come together as 


one voice.    


An alternative strategy to the single external voice is to create a central contact point in Council 


where groups can be heard.  Where the interests of groups do crossover, for example, in the case of 


groups with an interest in the Armidale Court House, they can be encouraged to join forces and 


advised where like groups exist and how they can gain most traction in achieving their goal.   


The single contact point within Council for enquiries may provide a more productive and strategic 


means of triaging requests and advising groups about others with like interests. 


 


Recommendation – Business Groups 


25. Create a single point of contact within Council for the Business Groups (see also 
Recommendations 20 & 25) 


 


 


Community Engagement 


Broad Community Engagement is a key responsibility of Council and should not rely simply of 


interactions with Partnership Panels.  Engagement is central to making the right decisions the first 


time.  Community Engagement in 2021 will be critical to re-building trust in the community following 


the period of administration. 


ARC’s engagement policy provides a basic commitment to engagement.  Many city councils have 


developed Engagement Toolkits that provide clear guidance on the journey of deciding if, when and 


how to consult. Bendigo in Victoria has developed the following document: 


 


https://www.bendigo.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2016-


11/Community_Engagement_guidelines_and_toolkit_2016_ECM3377622.pdf 



https://www.bendigo.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2016-11/Community_Engagement_guidelines_and_toolkit_2016_ECM3377622.pdf

https://www.bendigo.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2016-11/Community_Engagement_guidelines_and_toolkit_2016_ECM3377622.pdf
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Blacktown Council in Sydney NSW has developed a similar document that provides easy to follow 


steps and work sheets that lead staff to selecting appropriate methods of engagement. 


It should not be assumed that Partnership Panels are the only, or even the most appropriate form of 


engagement.      


Given the critical ongoing role of engagement in Council’s long term planning and re-building 


following the period of administration, ARC could consider nominating a position in the organisation 


that has the responsibility for driving improvement in the application of engagement tools, and 


mentoring the staff who support the Partnership Panels and those engaged to conduct the proposed 


Strategic Planning Panels in 2021. 


Recommendation – Community Engagement  


26.  Consider centralising accountability for community engagement activities under the 
auspices of a single team where advanced skills and the application of differing approaches 
to engagement can be nurtured (see also recommendations 19 and 23) 


 


Audit Review and Improvement Committee  


Leadership is referred to in Section 402 (3) (a) of the Local Government Act and is reflected in the 


region’s Community Strategic Plan as one of its core pillars.  The only Advisory Committee noted in 


the Reynolds Report which addresses the concept of Leadership is the Audit Review and 


Improvement Committee (ARIC - one of the statutory committees of council).  The ARIC charter was 


reviewed and revised in September 2020 by experts from within local government.  


Recommendation 10.4 of that review states in part:    


Recommendation 10.4 


The standing agenda of the ARIC be updated to reflect the ARIC Charter to ensure that at each 


meeting each of the following items is listed and discussed: 


• Strategic Planning 


• Service Delivery and Performance Measurement 


• Business Improvement  
 


Each of these areas should include consideration of the efficacy of Council’s engagement processes, 


including its process and the outcomes achieved (in line with the IAP2 principles) ensuring that 


engagement is not simply the provision of an ‘information giving’ session.    The experts who 


undertook the ARIC review suggested that there may be a need to expand the skills available within 


the ARIC, to ensure that a comprehensive assessment of the effectiveness of ARC’s engagement 


strategies can be assured.  


 


 


Recommendation – Audit Review and Improvement Committee 
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27. The Audit Review and Improvement Committee (ARIC) be expanded to include membership 
of an experienced and skilled community engagement professional    
 
 


Valuing Volunteers 


The breakdown in the effective operation of the Community Advisory Committees has led many of 


their volunteers to feel that little value was placed on their contributions.  In some instances many 


hours of work was devoted to compiling complex reports which have not progressed, and on which 


no feedback has been given.  Feedback is critical to closing the loop on consultation.  Even a negative 


response will be accepted by most people, as long as it comes with reasons as to why ideas cannot 


be progressed. 


There is a strong feeling by members of many of the former advisory committees that Council simply 


uses volunteers as a ‘tick box’ exercise.  ARC needs to work hard to change that perception. 


 


Recommendations – Volunteers 


28. Celebrate the achievements of the volunteer Partnership Panels wherever possible 
29. Ensure feedback is provided to volunteers on how their input has influenced decision making 


and, if not, provide background for reasons why, thus ensuring that members are better 
informed of constraints they may need to consider when providing further advice  


 


 


Section 355 and 356 of the NSW Local Government Act 1993 


Section 355 and 356 of the Local Government Act provide Councils with the capacity to delegate 


certain functions to local committees and, with Council resolution, contribute money or otherwise 


grant financial assistance to persons (or levy fees from them) for the purpose of exercising its 


functions.  


The only committee that would require this delegation is the Sports Council, which makes a levy on 


behalf of Council that contributes to grounds maintenance and facility upgrades.  Two of the village 


based former LAC’s are compensated for work they undertake on Council grounds, however, these 


are groups are Incorporated, Not for Profit, community organisations and are legal entities in their 


own right.  In essence these funds are grants paid to the community organisations from ongoing 


budget provisions adopted in the annual budget.  This does not require the provision of a section 


355/356 delegation. However, the funds should be acquitted on an annual basis to ensure 


accountability and transparency in the process. 


The Reynolds Report did note this issue and recommended the ‘Section 355 Tag’ be removed from a 


standard template that had been used to develop the former Committees’ Term of Reference (ToR).  


The implementation of the new Terms of Reference developed subsequent to the Reynolds Report 


has seen the removal of the Section 355 reference from all of the reviewed ToRs.  
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The only exception in the proposed new Partnership Model would be that the Sports Panel 


continues to be provided with a Section 355 / 356 delegations, enabling the ongoing levy of the 


ground use fee. 


Many Councils across NSW have moved away from providing delegations to advisory groups for a 


range of reasons including the transparency of governance, the potential for pecuniary interests 


impacting on decision making and an increasing move to user pays models of service delivery 


especially in the recreation area.    


 


Recommendation Section 355 / 356 Delegation 


30. Subject to the adoption of the proposed new model, the Partnership Panel - Sports be 
provided with a Section 355 / 356 delegation enabling the group to levy a charge on behalf 
of Council      


 


 


Financial Support 


Council has provided varying levels of financial support to or through the former Advisory 


Committees for a range of community projects.   There are inconstancies in how these funds are 


allocated and the programs managed, the transparency of the outcomes achieved and the 


recognition that Council receives from providing this support.   


 


Recommendation – Financial Support 


31. That a review of the financial support provided to the former Advisory Committees be 
undertaken with a view to standardising governance procedures in grant making, ensuring 
transparency in its allocation, accountability in its application and greater recognition of 
Council support under the new Partnership structure. 
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