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Fit for the Future, (Not) Fit for the Community

Abstract

The NSW State Government announced its local government strategic reform program Fit for the Future (FFTF)
in 2014. At the centre of the NSW Government's plan was the desire to reduce the number of local government
areas (LGAs). This research found that council amalgamation remains a central policy goal of local government
strategic reform. Despite the goals of the State Government, the FFTF reform were opposed throughout the
process. This opposition arose from both local communities and local government. Despite a growing body of
existing literature exploring Council reform in NSW, a critical gap is observed. To date, analysis of local
government reform fail to examine the rationale and strategy of community opposition. In order to better reveal
the insights of the amalgamation process, this project adopted a case study approach by examining the proposal
merger of Ryde, Lane Cove and Hunters Hill councils. A qualitative mixed methods approach is adopted. Within
the context of the neoliberal and post-political form of governance, this research reveals the State Government
objectives and strategies behind FFTF. Likewise, drawing on a post-politics and NIMBY framework, councils

and community reasons and strategies in opposing council amalgamation is interrogated.
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1 Introduction

The NSW Government's plan to reduce the number of local government areas (LGAS) in the State from 152 to
112, has been controversial and contested, especially its attempts to force amalgamation on councils under its
strategic reform program, Fit for the Future (FFTF). The government stated strategic reform “will create new,
stronger councils, improve council performance and strengthen the system of local government®.”
Opponents — including council staff, councillors, residents' groups, opposition political parties— say that the
process is biased, undemocratic and politically charged and argued it will reduce the existing services, raise the

rates and weaken the local democratic process.

In Australia, local government is an important tier in its governance and administration system, particularly in
ensuring the provision of facilities and services to the local communities. However, local government is not
recognised in the Constitution (Drew & Grant, 2016a; Rogers, 2016; Sansom, 2009). As Sansom (2009) argues:

“Local government is not recognised in the Constitution and it is established under State laws, and all

aspects of local administration are subject to State control (p. 8).”

Local government can be considered as a ‘creature’ of the State Government because its roles and authority are

established by legislation and legal frameworks in each state. Tan & Artist (2013) argue that:

“Local government in Australia is governed by the state legislation that outlines a council’s purpose,
processes, activities and operations. All state jurisdictions require councils, through their Local

Government Acts, to prepare one or a series of plans which describe and forecast future activities (p. 8).”

Local government in Australia delivers a significant level of public services but, it is constrained due to its
relatively weak legal and financial position (Ryan & Woods, 2015). Local government exhibits considerable
diversity regarding the state-based legislative frameworks and their size and population (Sansom, 2009).
Population size varies considerably. In urban areas councils can have populations of 100,000 or more. In contrast,
about 200 local governments serve populations of fewer than 10,000 residents (Aulich et al., 2014; Ryan &
Woods, 2015).

Structural reform through compulsory council amalgamation has been the primary instrument of reform in most
Australian states (Aulich et al., 2014; Brian et al., 2008; Drew & Dollery, 2014; Drew et al., 2013; Sinnewe et al.,
2015). Importantly for this research, State Governments define the powers of local governments and define the
geographical areas for which local authorities are responsible. The total number of councils in Australia decreased
from 1,067 in 1910 to 565 in 2013 (ILGRP, 2013). Structural reforms have always been contested, and the history

of council amalgamations has been one of the long periods of antagonism and resistance.

The NSW Government introduced a series of local government reforms called the Fit for the Future (FFTF) in
September 2014. FFTF is an outcome of various policy formulation efforts initiated since 2011 (see Chapter
Four). The State Government launched various experts’ panels and community consultation. After a series of
discussion, the State Government proposed council amalgamation in 2015. As per the proposal, the number of

councils in the Greater Sydney will be reduced from a total of 43 to 25. Outside of Sydney, the number of councils

L. http://www.fitforthefuture.nsw.gov.au/: Accessed on 01 November 2016
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will be reduced from 109 to 87. The amalgamations are generating a lot of opposition as well support to some

extent.
The State Government has high aspirations:

“It's time for a new era of local government... Local government reform is not just about proposed
mergers...It's about making wider changes to the system to strengthen and improve the ability of councils

to deliver the services and infrastructure the community deserves (Davies & Mckenny, 2015).”

The Premier heralded the mergers and said it would improve infrastructure and stabilize rates (Sansom, 2015).

As per the State Government, the reforms will improve facilities and services for residents.

In contrast, the proposed council mergers have been criticised and opposed by some residents, community groups,

and councillors. According to a report in the Sydney Morning Herald:

“The strongest argument against amalgamations is that they lead to a diminution of representation for
local communities. Recent research by the Australian Centre for Excellence in Local Government found
that 75 per cent of Australians thought the local government was the tier of government best able to make
decisions about a local area... Opponents of amalgamations warn local services tailored to the
community are at risk in bigger councils. The argument goes that as councils become corporatised, they
will cease to provide services that serve the particular needs of their area and provide a more vanilla
offering. There will almost certainly be the loss of jobs, rationalisation of libraries and waste services,

but potentially these savings will result in less pressure on rates (Davies, 2015).”

For many, the outcome of the reform process was to secure a preconceived objective, which downplayed

democratic processes and public participation. This was perceived as detrimental to the local communities:
A Member of Save Our Councils Coalition argued:

“Fit for the Future was reverse-engineered, [The government] had already made up its mind (Gerathy,
2015a)”.

The Local Government NSW President stated:

“[1t’s a] dark day for local democracy and a bully-boy farce (Edward, 2016)”.
Save Our Councils spokeswoman claimed:

“[The] benefit from huge mega councils will be developers (Gerathy, 2015b)”.

Despite the push for amalgamation by the State Government, many residents, community groups, local councillors
and council staff oppose the proposed mergers. In response, these stakeholders have initiated widespread protest

movements.

This project aims to understand the policy and governance framework of the FFTF and analyse the strategies
undertaken by the State Government. The community opposition reasons and applied resistance strategies will
also be explored. This study is guided by the theories of neoliberalism, post-politics, and NIMBYism and analysed

through an urban governance approach.
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1.2 Research context and selection of research subjects

The Australian local government amalgamation can be considered as ‘amalgamation wars’ (Tiley & Dollery,
2010). The State Governments have been the initiators of amalgamation, with an aim to achieve greater efficiency
and better service delivery to local communities (Tiley & Dollery, 2010). As the third tier of government, local
government in Australia is characterised by a series of tensions (Ryan & Woods, 2015). Under the neoliberal
governance processes progressively implemented in NSW, economic performance has been prioritised in planning
and decision-making mechanisms (Schatz & Rogers, 2016), leading to the emergence of the technocratic (post-
political) planning process (Rogers, 2016). To examine the NSW strategic reform through council amalgamation,
a post-political framework is adopted as theoretical lens. The post-political framework reveals the wider political
process and limited participation options mobilised by the state government in an effort minimised opposition to
council amalgamation and secure a desired political outcome. It also renders visible the spaces and strategies to

opponents to challenge and destabilise the political efforts of powerful urban actors.

Under the neoliberal governance regime in NSW, the market is positioned as a decision-making instrument and
express on behalf of the peoples (Rogers, 2016). The tendency of the NSW Government is to ‘pay lip service’ to
the notions of public participation, while participation is often managed on the terms that are dictated by
government and, increasingly, in ways that are deemed acceptable to private property interests (Schatz & Rogers,
2016). The FFTF program progressed by six different independent review processes (Drew & Grant, 2016b).
However, the citizenship antagonism became significant (Van Leeuwen, 2013). A theoretical framework that
draws upon neoliberalism and post-politics helps to explore underlying political and economic objectives of the
NSW council amalgamation process. This is combined with analytical insights drawn from literature examining
public participation and NIMBY ism in order to understand community opposition and resistance strategies. In
particular, this approach reveals how a state-led form of post-political planning represents the opposite to a public-

led form of active participation.
The main research subjects include:

e  State Government: The architects and supporters of NSW council amalgamation.

e Residents and community groups: Those who oppose council amalgamation and seek to protect their existing
council.

e Councillors and council staff: Those who have mixed opinions on the amalgamation process. Some agree

with the amalgamation program, while others are very antagonistic and against the program.

Figure 1: Research context and subjects

Neoliberal and Post-
Political Framework

(to implement FFTF)
e  State Government e  Councillors e  Residents
. Beneficiaries ° Council Staff . Communitv Granns

Community Opposition
(to keep current council
structure)

o
-
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1.3 Objective and fundamental questions

The primary objective of this study is to analyse NSW council amalgamation and community opposition in the
framework of neoliberalism, post-politics and community participation and resistance.

In doing so, this research will focus on four key questions:

i.  What are the objectives of the NSW State Government’s FFTF program as outlined in policy documents

and media?
ii. What are the strategies mobilised by the State Government to implement FFTF reform?
iii. How have communities, councils, and their representatives reacted to FFTF program?

iv. What are the strategies mobilised by communities, councils and their representatives for opposition to

amalgamation?

As the State Government declined the invitation to participate in this project, in addressing the research questions,
data was collected from the available primary and secondary sources. State Government perceptions are analysed
through available contents. The evidence is presented from the whole State of NSW as well as drawing on focused

case studies of three local government areas in Sydney.

A case study approach is an experimental process to collect significant outcomes from a single case (Chapter
Three). A mixture of qualitative and quantitative techniques is used to explore the research questions. The project

has used a mixed-methods approach: two key methods are mobilised - content analysis and interviews.

This study was conducted in the proposed merger of three local government areas: Ryde, Lane Cove and Hunters
Hill Councils — into a single case study. The case study provides insights into the amalgamation process because
these three councils have received substantial public opposition. The study area also offers an opportunity to
explore the purposes and strategies of the local actors who are seeking to resist the State Government’s FFTF
policy. This is not to suggest that the case study is representative of all sites of conflict around council
amalgamation as it is likely that specific concerns will be raised at each site. However, the detailed examination
of Ryde, Lane Cove and Hunters Hill, within the context of wider concerns around local government reforms,

provides a detailed insight to the actions of key actors and the issues they are challenging.
1.4 Scope

While council amalgamation has been identified as an important issue facing NSW, there is shortage
contemporary research and scholarship exploring the policy implementation and the impacts of a reformed local

government system. Most of the present study is of size, scale, and efficiency.

Drew & Dollery (2014) reported that the proposed amalgamations would not secure enhanced financial
sustainability in Greater Sydney, local government. Drew et al. (2015) research is on economies and scale of
amalgamation. Ryan et al. (2015) research on citizens’ attitudes to amalgamation reveals that residents are
uncertain about amalgamation. Brian’s (2015) critical assessment on the proposal to merger North Sydney and
Willoughby councils and focused on the empirical basis of the scale efficiency and savings arguments. Research
undetaken by Bell et al. (2016) is on comparative performance and process of council amalgamation over the year

2004 to 2014. They have found that merged council have not performed better compared to unmerged councils.
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On the other hand, Drew & Dollery’s (2016) critical assessment of the FFTF process argue about errors and
unreliable data. Drew & Grant (2016b) have done a case study on the contradictory opinions of independent agents
of the FFTF process. Grant et al. (2016) have done research on recent Australian local government reform process.

Despite a growing body of literature exploring Council reform in NSW, significant gaps remain. So far, analysis
of the governance of the FFTF process, or community opposition to it is absent. Scholarship needs critical
knowledge and evidence about the reason and strategies behind the community opposition. This research fills this
gap and analyses the governance framework and community opposition surrounding local government reform in
NSW.

1.5 Structure of the thesis

This thesis has six chapters and is organized as follows. Following the introduction, Chapter Two discusses the
theoretical background and definition of related theories like neoliberalism, post-politics, and NIMBYism. It also
explains the issue of politics of planning and public participation. Chapter Three sets out the research
methodology. It describes the meaning, opportunities and challenges of the research methods used. It also explains
the details of the investigation process. Chapter Four focuses on the policy context; the NSW structural reform
and the FFTF process. Chapter Five provides a detailed critical analysis of the local government reform process.
This chapter gives an analysis at two scales: at a program-wide level and a more comprehensive analysis of the
amalgamation tensions evident in the case study. Together the analysis of both levels provides valuable insights
into the objectives, reactions, and strategies of opposition that surround the FFTF process. Finally, Chapter Six
provides some concluding remarks. It summarises the research questions and discusses the constraints of this

research and opportunities for future studies.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Geographical research offers much to the theoretical and empirical analysis of urban processes. The significance
of urban geography is increasing as it examines urban economy, urban development, urban housing, urban
politics, urban demographics and urban governance. Regarding the multi-dimensional urban research,
Swyngedouw (2009) argues that:

“...in recent years, urban research has become increasingly concerned with the social, political and
economic implications of the techno-political and socio-scientific consensus that the present
unsustainable and unjust environmental conditions require a transformation of the way urban life is

organized (p. 601).”

An urban geography framework offers valuable insights into the processes of ongoing NSW local government
reform and accompanying opposition. The local government reform process mirrors, and draws upon, recent
efforts by the State government to reform the planning systems. Although planning as an activity is well
established in Australia, what constitutes that activity is complex and is constantly changing and competing for
challenges (Brunner & Glasson, 2015). To reduce complexity, streamline planning and development decisions
and facilitated urban development opportunities, governments have initiated various reviews of their planning
policies (Ruming & Gurran, 2014). Not surprisingly then, the last period has seen an almost endless stream of
reforms in the State planning systems (Khan et al., 2015). Paralleling changes to planning systems, the journey of
local government reform began in late 2011 when NSW councils came together for Destination 2036 to discuss
the long-term future?. The plan aimed to ensure better facilities and infrastructures to the residents. As a part of
this larger reform package, the NSW Government released its FFTF program®. To increase planning and
development efficiency, the FFTF proposed restructuring the size of various local councils across the state. Since
the announcement of the FFTF program, it has been a controversial socio-political issue among the NSW

Government, political parties, community groups and residents.

To draw a clear picture of the theoretical context, it is necessary to acknowledge its disciplinary position. In this
regard, urban geography offers insights for exploring and analysing the process of local government reform and
council amalgamation. Contemporary urban planning and geographical literature provide a useful theoretical
toolkit for exploring these issues; in particular, the problems seem to be highly relevant to the theories of
neoliberalism, post-politics, people’s participation and NIMBYism. This chapter focuses on the literature related
to urban geography, neoliberalism, post-politics, political issues in urban developments, people’s participation

and NIMBY ism to establish a theoretical framework for empirical analysis of council amalgamation.

2.2 Urban Geography

Geography is a rigorous academic discipline to define because of its complex historical development (Kitchen &
Tate, 2000). However, in a simple sense, geography can be defined as the exploration people in places (Gale,

1992). There are multiple geography sub-disciplines, each of which with their own theoretical, methodological

2, https://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/strengthening-local-government/local-government-reform/destination-2036
3 | http://www.lgnsw.org.au/key-initiatives/reform-fit-for-the-future
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and empirical emphasises (Kitchin & Tate, 2000). As part of the sub-discipline of urban geography, urban
planning, development, reforms and urban politics (amongst other things) have emerged as central concerns. In
this field, Clarke (2015) argues that geographers can also provide a sophisticated understanding of strategies used

by politicians both to depoliticise issues and to address citizen disengagement.

Bengt and Per Gunnar (2016) argue that ‘urban scholars have emphasized how power relations and differently
positioned actors shape cities’. Cities are important geographical targets and institutional laboratories for a variety
of neoliberal policy. The causes, trajectories, and ramifications of this urbanization of neoliberalism remain a
matter of intense debate among critical geographers and other radical scholars (Brenner & Theodore, 2002). Thus,

the analysis of politics is essential to exploring the ways cities evolve. Darling (2014) argues that:

“the nature of politics, the political and the contours of politicisation have long been critically debated
within geography as scholars have explored the ways in which claims to politics, political subjectivity

and visibility are performed through the claiming and construction of space (p. 72)”.

Cities have become the incubators for many of the major political and ideological strategies through which the
dominance of neoliberalism is being maintained (Brenner & Theodore, 2002). To comprehensively probe urban
reform politics, an interdisciplinary research framework like neoliberalism and post-politics is required, to
consider both political action and communication (Shin, 2016). Within a neoliberal urban system, there are hidden
actors responsible for delivering urban change. A contextual perspective on the political helps to reveal the
unknown powerful actors and networks, which substantially contribute to the continuous reproduction of
neoliberal urbanism (Wehrhahn, 2015).

In the context of NSW, neoliberal ideologies are significant in planning, as the market remains responsible for
delivering the majority of urban changes. Gleeson and Low (2000) argue that:

“...although the theory has governments in charge, the practice in Australia depicts states adjusting and
responding to the needs of the market (p. 98)”.

To understand the various dynamics of the major reform packages, such as FFTF a greater knowledge of

neoliberalism and post-political is required.

2.3 Neoliberalism

Global processes of neoliberalism have influenced urban planning and reform in developed countries, such as
Australian, since at least the 1980s (Beeson & Firth, 1998). The institutional forms and consequences of
neoliberalism have varied significantly across spatial scales and among each of the major superregional zones of
the world economy (Brenner & Theodore, 2002). The term ‘neoliberalism’ denotes new forms of political-
economic governance premised on the extension of market relationships (Larner, 2006). The intellectual root of
neoliberalism is a utopia of unlimited exploitation (Brenner & Theodore, 2002). Wehrhahn (2015) describes
neoliberal urbanism as a process which relies on liberalisation, deregulation and denationalisation of state services,
which reduces opportunities for public political action and community participation options, and in turn, raises

antagonism.

The influence of neoliberalism is not only visible at the central government and governance framework; it is also

evident at the grassroots level. Cox (2011) states that neoliberal policies are first promoted to the national scale
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then disseminated at the local level. . For this reason, the way urban developments are managed and governed has
been changed. Due to increased privatisation and the centralisation of the market as a delivery mechanism of
previously state based services, we might now be entering a new post-political age which seeks to curtail
antagonism and alternative political action which seeks to disrupt to the logic an operation to the neoliberal
agendas. Neoliberalism and post-politics form is one of the core elements of a particular form of urban governance.
Under the neoliberal urban governance model, post-politics is an important tool to conceptualise the process of

urban strategic reform.
2.4 Post-politics

The implication of a post-politics form of governance is that participation and alternative politics are potentially
stymied in an effort by powerful elites to secure a future political and market configuration most likely to secure
their desire ends. In doing so this form of post-politics seeks to limits participation and eradicate opposition.
However, it also opens space for antagonism in the society and sites of alternative political action. Before going
to the discussion of post-politics, a definition of politics is essential. In general, politics is the process of making
the collective and powerful decision in the society. It is also the activity through which people make, influence

and amends the governance and policies. From the view of political science, Crick (2004) defines politics as,

«...adistinctive form of rule whereby people act together through institutionalized procedures to resolve
differences, to conciliate diverse interests and values and to make public policies in the pursuit of

common purposes (p. 67)”.

The government, as well as citizens, use politics to exploit their interest in any form of governance. Politics is the
pre-condition of modern democracy, and active citizenship is the necessary condition of political freedoms (Crick,
2004).

In contrast, post-politics is a different form of politics. Zizek (2008) defines post-political politics as:

“... politics in which ideological or dis-sensual contestation and struggles are replaced by techno-
managerial planning, expert management, and administration, whereby the regulation of the security and

welfare of human lives is the primary goal (online version part 2)”.

Swyngedouw (2009), argues that urban post-political works parallel to the neoliberal market force. Post-politics
systematically eliminates any debate, disagreement, and dissensus with a series of governance technologies that
fuse around consensus and agreement. Swyngedouw (2009) also argues that the emergence of a post-political and
post-democratic changing the nature of politics, the tactics, and processes of de-politicization.

Different scholars have defined post-politics as an instrument of the government to exclude citizen voices and
establish a reworked state-centred managerial approach in policy making and implementation. Bond, Diprose, &
McGregor (2015) argues that:

“In the pursuit of global capital, the spaces for contestation and politics have been closed down in a
variety of ways and the notion of power to the people has become power to a mantra of economic growth,

this closure is often termed a post-political (p. 1162)”.
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Inch (2012) describes post-politics as a managerial tactic mobilised by the government to resolve antagonism and
shut out citizen expressions. In the same way, Mitchell (2013) defined post-political as suppression of the inherent

conflictual or political nature of the social action.

Post-politics does not only limit citizen’s voice or minimize the participation but also narrows down the option of
political participation. The post-political consensus is characterized by Swyngedouw (2010b) as:
“Post-politics reject ideological divisions and the explicit universalisation of particular political demands
(p- 8)”.
Populism is a way of downplaying and delegitimising dissenting voices. For Swyngedouw (2009), populism is a
direct relationship between people and political participation. Instead of following the political science
framework, the democratic forms of governments have, as a by-product of the pursuit on neoliberalism, tended to
adopt post-political forms of governance. Swyngedouw (2010a) describes the framework of post-politics in the

following way:

“This post-political frame is structured around the perceived inevitability of capitalism and a market
economy as the basic organizational structure of the social and economic order, for which there is no

alternative (p. 215)”.

The corresponding mode of post-political form is structured around conversational forms of participation,
technocratic management and problem-focused governance (Swyngedouw, 2009). The post-political processes
have adverse socio-political affects in politics and democracy. However, citizens’ influence and opinion are
necessary ingredients in politics that neither planning nor good governance can live without. Opponents of post-
political forms of governance argue that the apparent eradication of ‘the political” in its antagonistic way damages
democracy and will only result in the expression of the conflict or antagonism in other forms or forums like
community groups (Mouffe, 2005). For MacDonald (2015):

“We are in a post-political era where states can effectively defuse conflicts and forge consensus around
a rhetoric of growth, or instead in a time of increasing un-governability, where states are decreasingly

able to manage diffuse processes and negotiate any sort of consensus (p. 134)”.

However, the post-political framework may fail as it closes and limits the participation. Oosterlynck and

Swyngedouw (2010) argue that:

“The post-political, the avoidance of division and radical disagreement, generates deadlock and is bound
to fail politically as its negotiated technical compromise will find itself confronted with the ‘return of the

political’, the re-emergence of conflict (p. 1582)”.

It is apparent that the state Government attempted to implement a post-political regime when establishing the
FFTF program, through the mobilisation of technologies to develop a form of consensus. On the contrary, citizens

opposed the post-political technologies.

2.5 Politics in Planning and Development

Political trend plays a key role in policy formulation process. Globally, plans have been motivated by the efforts
to the shift from government to governance. As noted above, a marked urbanization of neoliberalism has been

occurring in cities as they emerge as strategic targets for an increasingly broad range of neoliberal policy
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experiments, institutional innovations, and politico-ideological projects (Brenner & Theodore, 2002). Scholars
have identified strong ties with politics and policy making. For example, Inch (2012) argues that while the exact
relationship with politics and policy making is debated, policy making and implementation follows political

direction.

While neoliberalism has changed the nature of governance and politics, the on-the-ground results of these
processes have been mixed. Urban planning initiatives of Australian governments have become controversial for
using the political framework in reform and development attempts. Legacy (2015) argues that the attention and
commitment of the Commonwealth Government are uniquely politicised to use infrastructure investment to
support economic growth in cities. The proposed FFTF program where infrastructure investment and economic
scale is among the important objectives the reform is likewise a reflection of politicisation of urban planning and

restructuring.

As urban plans are being increasingly influenced by politics, while implementation has also become difficult. To

show the close relationship between politics and development, Inch (2012) argues that:

“development becomes progressively more politicised and harder to manage, the closer it gets to the
ground (p. 529)”.

Planning, development, and local government reform is an example of the transition of governance. Plan has
recently been considered part of a putative p