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Workplace change in local government: the project

Too often major reforms take place without any subsequent research to find out the real impact on the people, the organisations and the communities which have to implement and live with those reforms.  Anecdotally the parties to this important project knew local government communities, employers and workers were struggling with what seems to be relentless change. 

In this state we have seen, just in the past decade, reforms brought about by council amalgamations, by pressure for new forms of service delivery, and by local government taking on additional responsibilities when state and federal Government divested some of traditional functions previously delivered by these two tiers of government. Set in a context of a changing South Australian labour market and declining economic base, these reforms have not only immediate im

act but also ongoing implications for the way local government and its communities will interact in the future.

The report confirms much of the anecdotal evidence of ‘change fatigue’ and highlights some important outcomes of local government reform which warrant further investigation. The impact of reform on our rural and regional communities, ability to maintain quality of service delivery to our communities, the ability of local government to cope with its expanded role in delivering vital community services and growing inequity in wages and career options for local government workers are just some areas which need more attention.

Quality research in local government is needed to underpin planning for the future.  This report is a good start but there is more to be done. We are very fortunate in South Australia to have the Local Government Research & Development Fund that provided the financial backing for this important research and that supports many other important projects for local government.

On behalf of the Steering Committee I especially wish to thank and congratulate everyone involved in the Project. In particular, the University of Adelaide team, the elected Council members and Council staff who participated, the Local Government Community Services Association, Local Government Association and the staff of the Australian Workers Union and Australian Services Union.

Anne McEwen

Chairperson

Workplace Reform Project Steering Committee.

April 2001

1. Summary of main findings: doing more with less

Local government is experiencing a period of quite extraordinary change, as data from the interviews, focus groups and the survey illustrate through this study. This change is affecting councillors, managers and employees at all levels. There is evidence that councillors and council employees are highly committed to their work, and to their communities. However, that commitment is under challenge from the processes of change. 

The main aspects of that change are three-fold: changes in function, changes in structure and management practices (including through amalgamation and contestability) and new demands on the workforce. 

This research uses multiple methods to analyse the nature and impact of change in South Australian local government at the turn of the century. These methods include analysis of past research and existing literature; case studies in seven representative councils, focus groups and interviews with a cross section of personnel; and a randomised survey of all employees in seven representative councils. 

Local government, along with other arms of government in Australia, is undergoing major change: structural, managerial, industrial and legislative. Local government is also being affected by changes to its role, functions and revenue base, which are driven by state and federal government change. Local government cannot be considered in isolation. Many of these developments have been experienced in other parts of the world. 

The extent of these changes and their impact is evident in this study, which reflects the view of those directly involved in the councils. The major changes identified in this study are:

•
council amalgamations and their impact

•
increased community expectations about council services

•
introduction of new technology

•
management methods and styles

•
transfer of functions from state government

•
decreased funding and revenue issues

•
organisational changes, for example, establishing separate business units and preparation for contestability

•
declining job security

•
staff changes, for example, redundancies and external appointments

•
changes to service levels

•
impact of the Local Government Act 1999

•
enterprise bargaining.

Doing more with less: new functions, no new money

Overall, in terms of their functions, councils face a challenge to do more with less. Other tiers of government are delegating new functions to councils without making available the kinds of resources that are necessary to do the new tasks.

These contradictory changes are causing tension between new and old types of council services. They are stretching the capacities of elected councillors, and employees alike. They are stressing one of local government’s greatest assets: its committed workforce – the essential resource for service to ratepayers. The cost/service squeeze being experienced by local government must be addressed directly by all tiers of government.

New management approaches

New Public Management (NPM) is the umbrella term for new management approaches adopted in the public sector in Australia including in local government. Existing literature suggests that the claims of NPM are flawed. Restructuring can produce negative impacts on workplace climate, culture, stability and morale which contradict and undermine the promise of NPM. We find evidence of these adverse effects in local government in our research.

Local government must balance the demands of democratic structure with effective management of complex tasks. The literature points to the tensions this can create. Change in local government has certainly exacerbated these tense relations in some locations, creating particular challenges in local government. 

Firstly, current change reinforces the need for careful balancing of the needs of the community with the needs of effective organisational management. Tension between being a service for the local community – indeed an important part of the fabric of that community – and pressure to be an efficient business, is high in many locations. Are local councils a tier of government and service providers to taxpayers, or competitive businesses? Many in local government now wrestle with these tensions daily.

Secondly, local government is enduring a cost/service squeeze: it is being given – formally or informally – more functions by other tiers of government, but funding is not following this reallocation. The pressures on managers, employees and councillors are evident throughout the body of this report. This crisis is sharpening and must be addressed. It is already serious in some areas of community service provision. Rising expectations alongside the transfer of functions will deepen the crisis and complicate management. 

These greater community expectations include expectations about the quantity, quality and speed of delivery of services. These expectations have partly arisen because of overstated claims made by proponents of the ‘reform’ process.

Thirdly, the New Public Management puts at risk employee productivity and trust: survey results in this research reveal that these are now threatened in local government in some places.

Doing more with less: the role of councillor

Changes in local government have exposed the need for clear role delineation between councillors and council staff. This research reveals real costs for councils where those roles are not explicitly understood and separated. 

Amalgamations and other reforms have increased the workload of elected councillors as well as staff. There are new and larger demands upon elected councillors with the growth in council size. Now councillors must balance their influence upon strategic policy making on the one hand, with responsibility for administrative review on the other. This is not always easy. Nor is the challenge to balance their responsibility to specific electorates with the larger public interest across the council area.

There seems to be an associated increase in tension between elected councillors and management in councils. The higher workloads for elected officials also create workloads for managerial staff who service the councillors’ vision. There has long been a tension between management and elected officials and current pressures appear to be exacerbating these tensions in some locations.

Contracting out

Existing research literature reveals some hidden costs of the shift to contracting out and contestability. Both nationally and internationally there is a turning back from a systemic shift towards these in many public sector areas. This reflects increasing recognition of the high hidden costs of establishing, negotiating, monitoring and remediating work that is contracted out. Studies reveal that negotiation of contracts alone can consume the equivalent of over a fifth of actual contract time, and implementation costs have been shown to be, on average, 12% of the outsourced activity (Young 2000). These are the hidden costs of contracting out.

And there are others. This research reveals additional costs of contracting out in local government in South Australia. These include the costs for health and safety, hidden usage of council equipment, poor materials and works standards, high costs, the absence of local knowledge, loss of key staff, and degradation of work (and working conditions) for permanent council workers as they are left with unskilled or minor works (and their job security, pay and conditions are diminished). There are also repetitive reports in this study of the use of expensive consultants – who frequently know much less than the long-term employees they ‘help’ or ‘train’. Alongside these there are increasing signs of greater use of labour hire employees for ongoing council functions, including clerical, library and administrative work. The overall cost effects of such staff replacement – especially when its hidden components are considered – remains unclear.

The body of research material now in existence raises serious concerns about a shift to contracting out, and the replacement of public with private monopolies, particularly in smaller councils in regional settings. The long-term impacts on quality and cost of service to ratepayers are significant.

There was a clear sense of dismay evident in the responses of council workers to focus group questions on contracting out. Council workers were indignant that while they followed safety regulations and looked out for the community interest, contractors were able to ignore regulations and get away with shoddy, sub-standard work. There appeared to be a double standard at work, which was undermining employee morale and commitment. The survey results indicated that a significant proportion of the workers most likely to come into contact with contractors believed that contractors did not care about their work. These council workers were also likely to be exposed to management ‘information’ suggesting that competition and contestability was the way of the future. It was clearly a depressing view of the future for council workers who had to lend their equipment to under-resourced contractors whose sub-standard work they had to fix up later. These tensions were most evident among blue collar workers, but all levels of council staff questioned the merits of contracting out, which seems to have dubious benefits for local government.

Tensions for council employees also arose from the perception that elected councillors were increasingly committed to pushing for contracts and to diminishing working conditions for paid council employees. 

Doing more with less: new structures

The impact of amalgamation has varied considerably from council to council. There appear to be strong differences of opinion about the benefits of amalgamation between elected councillors and council employees. This raises questions about the level of consultation and involvement of staff at the time of amalgamation.

There is a widespread view that amalgamation agreements and public promises prior to amalgamation should in future be more realistic and achievable. In at least in some locations, budgetary constraints are reducing or halting road construction, road maintenance and functions such as slashing and tree pruning.

There is also a need to place priority at the time of amalgamation on the development of new organisational structures, job descriptions and duty statements to assist a smoother transition to effectively operating new councils.

This study reveals that reductions in outdoor staff numbers, frequently associated with amalgamation, are reducing service in traditional council functions despite increased productivity due to improved technology, better use of equipment and, in some councils, improved work methods. Work programs based on quick response to complaints and requests from residents appear to be compounding the problems around staff shortages in the outdoor workforce of some councils. The New Public Management philosophy and practice appears to be creating re-active rather than pro-active council services in some places.

Management matters

Survey results suggest that the way that management makes change, makes a difference. Significant differences exist between councils in terms of employee morale, commitment, voice and perceptions about service to the community. 

Many employees wrote comments on the survey form about how their workplaces could be improved. Overwhelmingly, the most common theme was improved communication and consultation. In each of the case study councils, employees of all kinds sought more communication from their managers. More than that, most wanted to be consulted in a genuine way – rather than consulted after decisions. 

Doing more with less: consulting and communicating

It appears that where consultation over the change process has been high, workplace tensions have been less. Consultation over change is highly valued by council employees but in many cases workers do not feel they have been given a fair say in the changes that have affected them. The councils where staff reported low consultation were also those in which workers perceived that service to the community had declined. These employees were also more likely to distrust their management than other council staff.

Many employees made comments about the ‘Clayton’s’ consultation that they experienced. A great number of employees felt that they could contribute to better decision making, would like to know what was happening and why, and wanted to influence decisions. They saw a clear link between communication and consultation and cost saving, morale, and service quality.

Survey results show that 41% of employees felt they were given a fair chance to have a say, considerably less than the proportion in similar national employee surveys. Most employees see management as controlling most decisions, without consultation. While there are differences between councils and some occupational groups, there appear to be significant problems around communication and consultation across local government workplaces. Change on this front will be valued by employees. Many employees feel that they have much local knowledge that will result in better decisions, save money and improve services. They want to contribute.

Doing more with fewer staff

The second most frequently mentioned issue on survey forms was staffing levels. In many different areas of different councils, under-staffing is biting deeply. This is reflected not only in the widespread plea for more staff, but also in the fact that more than half of employees are working unpaid working hours (especially white collar employees) and almost half report an increase in their hours of work over the past two to three years. 

It is also reflected in rising stress levels: around three quarters of council employees believe that there are fewer people doing more in their work areas and the same proportion report that their jobs have become more stressful. This is much higher than in other similar national workplace surveys. It suggests a serious problem in local government workplaces.

However, the respondents to this study were not in workplaces that had been restructured to the extent that has occurred elsewhere. At present the majority of those working in local government feel that their current conditions suit them, and over half feel that their organisation values their contribution. However, the signs of change are there. They can be measured in the rising tide of insecurity, increasing pressure at work, and a widespread perception that fewer employees are doing more. 

The South Australian Government has considered further New Public Management reforms in local government, but has not done so, perhaps because of the failure and repeal of these reforms in Victoria, Britain and New Zealand. Nevertheless, councils have amalgamated and the ‘reform’ process has proceeded. This research reveals a sense of relief among elected officials, managers and council workers that South Australian councils have not been forced into hasty mergers and compulsory competitive tendering and contracting out that has been imposed on local government in Victoria, New Zealand and Great Britain. Indeed, the survey data suggest that the council workers in this study were for the most part in stable employment, which they appreciated. It was their most prized job asset.

Job security
Job shedding because of amalgamations, new technology, and increasing outsourcing by councils to perform work previously done in house challenges the job security of council workers. This challenges the security of not just the workers whose jobs have been replaced but also those who remain behind. Almost half of council employees now feel the chill winds of such insecurity and report growing insecurity. This is much higher than the level of insecurity evident across Australian workplaces in 1995 when less than a third of employees felt that their jobs were insecure. 

International studies have shown that rising job insecurity is strongly associated with poor health and rising domestic tensions for the workers affected by this process. It is also strongly associated with increasing distrust of management and, over time, rising industrial tension. Distrust of management, declining aggregate health among council workers and increases in industrial tension undermine productivity. If productivity falls the increases in service quality and effectiveness, which local government reforms are meant to deliver, will not be achieved. Increasingly, the latest studies in this area are suggesting that the low security, ‘flexible’ workplaces advocated by New Public Management are counter-productive. These studies suggest that productivity falls among workers exposed to these processes, labour turnover is high and administrative costs increase.

But it was also clear from the survey results that there was high concern among council workers for their job security into the future. Most respondents strongly opposed the notion that temporary employment increased efficiency. Moreover, three quarters of council workers reported that there were now fewer staff to do more work. Well over half of the council workers were having to put in extra hours of unpaid labour. More than three quarters reported rising stress levels as the reform process proceeded.

The picture that emerges from this study is one of a workforce in the mid-stages of significant change which is creating negative tensions. It is well documented that such restructuring has the potential to alienate workers by making their jobs less secure. There can be a consequent loss of trust in management, a downward trend in productivity and high labour turnover. 

The majority of the council workers in this study remained in permanent employment, although they expressed strong concern over the impact of job shedding due to the reform process. There was an evident relationship between the workplace change process and disquiet among council staff, which had the clear potential to undermine staff commitment to servicing their local community. The relationship between workplace change and staff disquiet was least strong where councils had proceeded slowly and consulted with staff.

In some councils, fear, uncertainty and feelings of job insecurity have risen for significant numbers of employees due to changes arising from council amalgamations, changes to work methods, preparations for contestability, legislative change and, in some cases, management styles. 49% of survey respondents expressed concern about their job security. This is much higher than amongst similar national surveys. Blue collar workers were especially insecure, along with men compared to women.

Despite fears for their job security, staff at all levels in each case study council felt that their current working conditions suited them and expressed high levels of commitment to the local community. However, it was evident that commitment was threatened by poor consultation over workplace change and increasing job insecurity. Just over half believed that the organisation valued their work while a fifth didn’t.

In evaluating the impact of change on their working lives, about a third of blue collar workers felt that things had become worse compared to a quarter of white collar workers. 

Service to the community

Just over half of survey respondents felt that the public now gets a better service, compared to a quarter who did not. There were significant differences between councils. However, significant proportions of employees felt that many changes had not helped deliver better service, and many were sceptical about amalgamation outcomes.

Many council workers agreed with the survey proposition that the community got better service from councils than in the past but this view was reversed in councils where the reform process seemed most advanced. For example, it was evident that council staff in one local government area on the edge of the metropolitan area, which had undergone major structural change, believed that amalgamation and the reform process had led to a serious decline in council services to the community.
Bargaining
There is a widespread perception that new approaches to enterprise bargaining are needed for it to continue to work in local government. ‘Bargaining fatigue’ is endemic in local government – on all sides and at all levels of the process. Not surprisingly, many employees want pay increases through future wage rounds; however, better career paths, improved involvement in decision making and changes to working hours were also important. Given the commentary on survey forms, staffing levels are also a pressing issue for many in local government.

A significant group of staff believe that enterprise bargaining has in some locations drained away working conditions in return for pay rises and failed to address or resolve equity issues for women and blue collar workers. 

Some groups of council workers, notably librarians and community service workers, had additional issues with the under-classification of their roles. These workers were struggling with longer hours, new technology and providing more services to local communities, without adequate recognition of their work and skill levels. The expectations on librarians and community workers have increased as the state government has withdrawn from directly providing community services and shifted the burden of service provision to local government. The librarians and community workers are predominantly women, which adds a gendered dimension to the undervaluing of their work.

Equity

Questions of equity remain significant in local government. Employees wish to see greater transparency in promotion, training and development opportunities and many perceive favouritism amongst their managers. There is considerable resentment amongst some outdoor workers about their situation, their classification and treatment. 

A number of women commented that it is still hard for women to receive fair promotion in local government, labelling the culture as patriarchal. Far more women than men are employed on fixed-term contracts; this appears to reflect the growing use of repetitive contracts in relation to employment in community service areas. These practices impose an inequitable burden on particular groups of workers, especially women.

There were wide differences between the sexes in terms of the fair recognition of their skills, and perceived access to training and promotion. There has been little attention paid to equity in local government in recent years: it was the least source of change of those listed in the survey. This low level of attention is not the result of the disappearance of inequity in local government workplaces. Instead, other sources of change appear to have washed it off the agenda, well before it has been perceived to have been achieved. The rising proportion of women in the labour market makes a renewed commitment timely. Recent pay equity inquiries in New South Wales and Queensland have highlighted the systemic patterns of under-remuneration that continue to affect workers like librarians. Survey and focus group research in this study confirms the significance of the issue of equity in local government.

Many local government workers valued the family friendly nature of their workplaces. They also made suggestions for their improvement through more flexible work practices, working from home, and more job sharing. 

Interestingly the survey indicates that there is heavy under-reporting of illness and injury by white collar workers, especially women. Given perceptions of growing stress in local government workplaces, the question of accurate reporting of workplace injury deserves attention. 

The future

The research described in this report suggests that there needs to be some rethinking about the direction and processes of workplace change in local government in South Australia. This rethinking is required across the different levels of government, and should include an examination of the expanding demands on local government, without expanding resources. The management of change which ensures genuine, pre-decision consultation, involves employees and focuses upon quality, and efficient service provision is strongly endorsed by the view from the workplace emerging from this study. Local government in South Australia should take time to pause and reflect on the decidedly mixed international experience of the New Public Management before proceeding further. 

Consultation with communities would complement the research reported in this study, to investigate their perspective upon the significant changes underway in this tier of government. South Australia is well positioned to develop a model of local government that matches community and government expectations, but is not driven by outmoded economic rationalist ideologies that are placed under significant question by research results to date.

2. The project, its methods and definitions

This report is based on the findings of a research project which commenced with industry consultation in late 1999. The central goals of the project focus on an analysis of the changing shape of local government and, secondly, the changing nature of the local government workplace. It is essentially based on analysis within a set of case study councils. 

The Local Government Community Services Association and other interest groups in local government including unions identified a strong need for research into the changing pressures and functions within the sector. These include the temporary nature of funding for some mainstream forms of community services work, and a broad range of issues that are currently impacting upon local government such as accountability, customer service, inter-government relations, environmental sustainability and economic development. 

The nature of services and functions, along with employment and working conditions in the South Australian labour market have been changing and in significant ways affecting local government over the past decade. 

New technology, methods of work organisation and management systems, and evolution in the role of governments have provided new challenges to employees and managers in local government. The changing environment has been complicated also by changing relations with other levels of government, imposing new constraints along with opportunities in relation to the functions, role and management of local government.

In responding to these challenges there is a need to understand the process of change more clearly, particularly its impact upon employees and organisations, with a view to maximising the positive potential outcomes of change. Hence, this research project analyses the changing functions of local government against the background of the environment in which it operates, as well as undertaking a detailed study of the impact of change at the workplace level. 

The research outcomes will be of use to industry bodies, employee organisations and managers and will form a basis on which the changing role of local government can be discussed with other levels of government and service providers.

The project has been funded from the Local Government Research and Development Scheme. It has been undertaken by the Centre for Labour Research at Adelaide University. The Centre for Labour Research would like to thank the participating councils, their employees, managers and councillors, along with the Australian Services Union (which represents white collar mostly indoor workers in local government), the Australian Workers Union (which represents blue collar mostly outdoor workers in local government), the Local Government Community Services Association and the Office of Local Government and the Local Government Association for their assistance in the project. 

2.1 Methodology

The Workplace Change in South Australian Local Government Project comprised a set of case studies utilising a range of specific qualitative and quantitative research strategies which may be summarised as follows:


examination of industry specific primary source material


review of existing literature, within Australia and internationally


case studies of seven specific councils, chosen to be representative of South Australian councils


recorded interviews of selected individuals representative of, or working in, local government in South Australia


recorded focus group discussions within and across selected local government councils


a questionnaire designed for completion by all employees within the selected case study councils.

The aim was to analyse the:


nature of major change in local government


changes in functions in the sector


impact of change upon managers, elected representatives and employees.

The term ‘workplace’ in the case study analysis is not rigorously defined in terms of employer or premise. Rather, it seeks to be inclusive of all people, who are at least in part actively engaged in the business of local government. They may operate from home, be it depot or field based, or work in an office environment. In the more specific terms of the questionnaire itself, a workplace may be regarded as the activities of a single employer (or council) at a multiple set of premises. 

2.2 Case studies

The project steering committee chose seven councils to be as representative as possible of local government in South Australia, whilst acknowledging that all councils are unique, and those that are comparable in some characteristics, may differ markedly in others.

The councils were distinguished according to three basic criteria:


geographic location – urban, rural or urban/rural fringe


size – based on the size of their workforce


recent amalgamation experience – whether they had amalgamated or not.

Information managed by the South Australian Office of Local Government and the Municipal Research Centre of South Australia were used as a resource for this purpose.

The case study councils selected in this manner were then approached and invited to participate in the survey. In a few cases where they declined to take part, the Steering Committee selected alternatives that gave the closest approximation to the characteristics of the original choices.

 The case study councils are:

•
Adelaide Hills Council

•
Campbelltown City Council

•
City of Holdfast Bay

•
City of Marion

•
City of Port Adelaide Enfield

•
District Council of Loxton-Waikerie

•
Port Pirie Regional Council.

2.3 Interviews and focus groups

A series of interviews were conducted with people working in the selected case study councils and working for organisations servicing the local government sector. They include chief executive officers, senior management, mayors and councillors, and union organisers and representatives. The interviews sought to draw on their experience about the changing nature of activity in local government, along with workplace change and its workforce impacts. Less structured interviews were also held with personnel of the Office of Local Government, the Local Government Association and the Local Government Community Services Association.

Focus groups of some six to ten persons were held within the case study councils, and participants were typically selected on a voluntary and random basis (for example, by choosing every tenth person from a payroll register and inviting them to a focus group, excluding those previously interviewed). The groups were generally differentiated by occupational status with, for example, a separate administrative staff group and a field/depot staff group at the Adelaide Hills Council. Occasionally these groups were combined, such as at the City of Holdfast Bay. Occupationally based focus groups with participants from across a number of councils have also been held with, for example, library staff and planners. The interviews and focus groups were organised to complement the results of the survey. 

2.4 The survey 

A written, self completion survey was designed to gather specific information from the employees of the case study councils. The survey was voluntary and intended for distribution to all employees of the selected councils at their work sites. The confidentiality of the completed questionnaires was observed at all stages of their processing and analysis.

The survey covers a comprehensive range of topics, issues and working arrangements that occur within a typical Australian workplace, along with others that have a specific focus on matters of special relevance to a South Australian local government workplace.

Hence the survey may be regarded as seven population surveys of employees in each of the case study councils. It is also a non-random cluster sample survey of employees in local government in South Australia. 

From this, and the recorded discussions and interviews, it is possible to make an analysis of the impact of change. Overall, this report aims to generate an understanding of the change that has occurred that will be accessible and practically relevant to all in local government including employees, unions, management and elected councillors.

2.5 Project outputs

This report is the primary output of the research. It is complemented by a broadsheet publication which summarises the main results, to be distributed to employees in local government, along with a set of guidelines for managers and unionists to stimulate their thinking and action in building better local government workplaces. 

2.6 Project management

The project has been managed by a committee known as the Local Government Workplace Change Steering Committee, which met regularly over the course of the project, and is responsible for accepting and endorsing outputs prior to their release. The committee consists of representatives from the parties who initiated the research (the Local Government Community Services Association (LGCSA), the Australian Services Union (ASU) and the Australian Workers Union (AWU), along with staff from the Centre for Labour Research, Department of Social Inquiry, Adelaide University, who conducted the work for the project.

The Management Committee comprised:

•
Anne McEwen, Australian Services Union (Convenor, Steering Committee)

•
Alan Fairley, Local Government Community Services Association

•
Frank Mateos, Australian Workers Union

•
Dr. Barbara Pocock, Director, Centre for Labour Research, Adelaide University 

•
Margaret Sexton, Senior Research Officer, Centre for Labour Research, Adelaide University

•
Jim Bates, Research Officer, Centre for Labour Research, Adelaide University.

In addition, there has been close consultation with other interested parties throughout the course of the research, including the Local Government Association, to ensure there is effective liaison between this study and other relevant research.

The researchers were:

•
Dr. Barbara Pocock, Director, Centre for Labour Research, Adelaide University

•
Margaret Sexton, Senior Research Officer, Centre for Labour Research, Adelaide University

•
Dr. Lou Wilson, University of South Australia

•
Jim Bates, Research Officer, Centre for Labour Research, Adelaide University

•
Josie Covino, Administrative Assistant, Centre for Labour Research, Adelaide University. 

In the body of the report, all quotations from survey returns are set in italics. All quotations from interviews or focus groups are not italicised.

