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OPINION & ANALYSIS

For council harmony,
move bheyond blame

The problems facing
Newcastle City Council
are part of a much bigger
picture, writes Griff Foley.

RECENT discussion in The Herald
shows that Novocastrians are deeply
concerned about the way their city
council operates. The council seems
incapable of taking decisive action
on deep-seated problems in
infrastructure and services.

However, it is unhelpful to simply
blame councillors for the crisis.

The situation Newcastle City
Council is in is symptomatic of a
global problem. Since the 1970s
almostevery country in the world
has adopted aneo-liberal economic
‘model. This approach maintains
that economies prosper when
business is able to operate freely.

The role of government is to
support business by cutting taxes,
government debt and spending on
services (including local
government) other than those that
directly benefit business.

After more than 30 years of this
approach, infrastructure and social
services are severely run down. We
see the results in our daily lives:
potholed roads, crisis-ridden
hospitals and poor public education.

Some individuals-those with
capital and sought-after skills—do
well outof this system. However, the
quality of life of most Australians
erodes year by year as public
provision is depleted. Meanwhile,
the cost of private provision of goods
and services ranging from medical
care to food escalates while their
quality and convenience decline.

This neo-liberal economic model
dominates the thinking of most
politicians, journalists and
intellectuals in Australia. As aresult
governments have boxed
themselves into a corner. Only
imaginative thinking and bold
action can getthem out of it.

With this background, let's look
‘again at Newcastle City Council.

Formore than 30 years local
government has been denied
adequate funds to cope with the
added demands placed on it.

WORK IT OUT: Stop the conflict and focus on service delivery.

Ratepegging has fixed council
income toa large degree while state
and federal governments have
placed more responsibility on to
council shoulders.

Newcastle City Council is typical.
Eachyearit faces a financial crunch
as service demands outstrip
revenue. Each year it introduces
new levies and charges and lobbies
the state government to allow it to
increase rates. Each yearthe

council becomes more unpopular as
its constituents smart under the twin
burdens of increasing rates and
declining services.

‘This ongoing financial and
political crisis in local government
has been accompanied by an
organisational shift that has flowed
throughout the public sector since
the mid-1980s, in effect developing a
two-tier workforce. At the topis a
stratum of well-paid senior

‘managers. Beneath them is a much
larger group of workers responsible
forservice delivery.

This workforce structure may
seem unexceptional, but it s flawed.
Meetings and paperwork dominate
the work of senior managers who
thus become separated from both
the realities of service delivery and
their own staff. At the same time
workers responsible for service
delivery become increasingly
frustrated. In my experience with
Newcastle council many of these
workers feel they have insufficient
resources and lack meaningful
training and supervision. They fear
for their job security.

The situation at Newcastle City
Council is thus much more complex
than the usual critique that sees
councillors as the main problem.

Although the councillors may be
part of the problem, the long-
standing underfunding of local
government and failed attempts at
organisational change underpin the
current crisi:

The council’s problems are
compounded by the existence of
three disabling subcultures:

© A managerial culture that
confuses meetings and document
generation with the real work of
service delivery.

©® A culture of conflict and blame
among councillors.

@ The continued existence of the
traditional bureaucratic and
unproductive council culture.

1t is these complex problems that
must be tackled if Newcastle council
is to fulfil its responsibilities to the
community.

This will involve cultural change
ateverylevel of the council so that
managers and workers focus on
service delivery, and councillors
develop a more constructive way of
working with each other and with
council staff. State and federal
governmentwill alsoneed to
adequately fund local councils.
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