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A Bill intended to become the new Local Government Act for Victorian councils was introduced into 
Parliament in May 2018 but lapsed when Parliament expired before the November 2018 Victorian 
election. In recent weeks the Local Government Minister The Hon Adem Somyurek MP has 
released a further six reforms which it is proposed to include in a new 2019 Bill which is intended to 
become the new Local Government Act for Victorian councils and which it is proposed to introduce 
to Parliament in the second half of 2019.  
 
Having reviewed the Local Government Bill – A reform proposal, released on Monday 17 June 
2019, and industry commentary regarding the proposal, Macedon Ranges Shire Council (MRSC) 
respectfully submits as follows: 

 

Reform 1: Simplified franchise 

The proposal is to make council electoral roles more closely aligned with the State electoral roll. 
Voters whose only entitlement is as an owner or lessee of a property in the municipality will be 
required to lodge an enrolment form to vote in that municipality’s election if they want to vote.  

 

Response: 

MRSC generally supports the proposal to align council electoral rolls more closely with the State 
electoral roll subject to the following: 

 The administrative burden currently borne by councils is removed in its entirety (including 

transitionary arrangements) with management and expense of same to transfer to the Victorian 

Electoral Commission; and 

 Sufficient and timely notification of the proposed changes be provided to all affected landowners 

to ensure that all ratepayers are aware of their rights and responsibilities under the reformed 

arrangements. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

Reform 2: Electoral structures 

The proposal is that representative structures and election processes are to be simplified and made 
consistent, with all councils having single Councillor Wards unless it is impractical to do so. If it is 
impractical, then the council area will be unsubdivided. 
 

Response: 

The proposal to move to a single model of single member wards, other than where it is impracticable 
to do, does not appear to be based on evidence that a uniform model is either required or optimum.  
 
MRSC notes the following: 

 Councillors are required to consider decision making in a holistic sense. Indeed the primary 

responsibility of Councillors is decision making for the municipality as a whole. It seems counter 

intuitive in those circumstances to mandate representation to single Councillor Wards unless a 

particular municipality and its Councillors/community are seeking that change; 

 Single Councillor Wards could potentially result in fewer candidates standing in particular 

Wards, if there is a long term, recognised incumbent; 

 In councils with a large geographic area it may be more difficult for a single Councillor to attend 

the various community functions and meetings which are part of a Councillor’s role. In a multi-

Councillor Ward, Councillors will often share that load between them; and 

 Representation of a ward by only one Councillor could become problematic if the Councillor 

becomes ill, is suspended or absent for any period of time. In the event of a vacancy a bi-

election would be triggered and costs would be met by Council. 

 
The move to single Councillor Wards is a significant reform and seems to fly in the face of the recent 
consistent movement toward more multi-Councillor Ward models. It is submitted that community 
consultation and stakeholder input into the change is both appropriate and necessary. In addition to 
consultation Council needs to understand the costs to Council of the proposal both in terms of 
transitionary costs and ongoing costs as a result of the implementation of single Councillor Wards. 
 
MRSC submits that each Council and its community should be able to consider the structure that 
best meets the needs of its community rather than a unilateral move to a one size fits all model.  

 

  



 

 
 

Reform 3: Training 

The proposal is that all candidates for council elections will be required to undertake mandatory 
training as a pre-condition to the Victorian Electoral Commission (VEC) accepting a nomination. It is 
further proposed that induction training of Councillors be mandatory.  
 

Response: 

Pre-enrolment training is supported so long as the training is consistent, relevant, accessible, 
measurable and auditable. The training should be in plain language and meet diversity 
requirements. MRSC further seeks confirmation that the cost and responsibility for delivery of such 
training will be borne by the VEC. 
 
It is submitted that there needs to be a commitment to reviewing such training prior to the 2024 
elections to consider what impact it has had on local government and candidate awareness. 
 
MRSC supports compulsory induction training and submits that in addition to uniform standardised 
sector-wide training, there should be an opportunity for councils to add council specific induction to 
meet the needs of the particular local government area. Again MRSC seeks confirmation that the 
cost and responsibility for delivery of such training will be borne by the VEC. 

 

 

Reform 4: Donation reform 

The proposal is to extend electoral campaign donation arrangements of the Victorian parliamentary 
elections to local government elections. Specifically: 

 Foreign donations to be banned; 

 Individual donations to be capped at $1,000;  

 The gift threshold to be lowered from $500 to $250; and 

 Councils be required to have a gift register and publicly transparent gift policy. 

 

Response: 

MRSC does not support gifts being capped at $1,000. Such arbitrary limits are unnecessary so long 
as there are appropriate, enforced disclosure requirements. MRSC otherwise supports the proposed 
reforms. 

 

  



 

 
 

Reform 5: Improved conduct 

The proposal is to introduce mandatory standards of conduct, a clear and consistent arbitration 
process and provide the arbiter powers to impose sanctions. 
 

Response: 

MRSC supports the proposed strengthening of the arbitration process subject to the resolution of the 
following: 

 Ability to assemble sufficient numbers of Arbiters to avoid unnecessary delay and uncertainty; 

 Detail of how vexatious matters are to be assessed and dealt with; 

 Detail of how costs of the arbitration process are to be met, particularly if a matter is deemed 

vexatious; and 

 The development of a clear, unambiguous and speedy process that occurs if an arbitration fails 

to resolve an issue. 

 

 

Reform 6: Community accountability 

The proposal is to make Councillors more accountable through stronger sanctions for serious 
conduct violations and the introduction of community initiated Commissions of Inquiry. 
 
There will be two clear pathways that can lead to disqualification: 
1. A Councillor subject to a finding of serious misconduct on two occasions over an eight year 

period; and 

2. Where a community initiated Commission of Inquiry, appointed as a result of a petition, makes a 

finding that a Councillor has caused or contributed to: 

(a) A failure by the council to provide good governance; or 

(b) A failure by the council to comply with a governance direction. 

 

Response: 

MRSC supports proposal 1 above. 
 
MRSC has a number of concerns with respect to proposal 2 and community initiated enquiries. 
These include: 

 It may be easier in small regional councils to reach the 25% threshold required to trigger a 

commission enquiry, putting councils with a low population base at risk of greater numbers of 

enquiries. Large local government areas on the other hand, may never successfully achieve the 

25% threshold, thereby frustrating concerned community members; 

 How will transparency of the process, including the collection and verification of signatures, be 

achieved; 

 How will vexatious petitions be dealt with; 

  



 

 
 

 How is government going to deal with the perception that the VEC acceptance of a petition 

indicates some wrongdoing when the VEC has no investigative role at all; 

 How will politically motivated petitions, or petitions based on matters not within the control of 

local government be avoided; and 

 How will the cost of such petitions be managed, and any associated commission enquiry be 

met. 

 
In addition, MRSC raises the issue of the role of social and other media in the process. It is 
considered that a well-funded campaign including saturation media and social media could be more 
effective than other lesser organised petitioners thereby placing a powerful weapon in the hands of 
highly mobilised and well-funded minorities. 
 
MRSC also questions how the possible reputational damage to individual Councillors, staff and/or 
Council of a commission inquiry is being weighed against the perceived need to introduce this type 
of process. Whilst it is recognised that poor Councillor behaviour can impact governance, 
transparency and effective management, the needs and protection of individuals must also be 
considered. No matter what the outcome of a commission inquiry (i.e. allegations founded, 
allegations not founded, process declared vexatious) there is the potential to cause irreversible 
reputational damage to individuals involved directly or indirectly in the process. In those 
circumstances, it is submitted that the process should be subject to the highest degree of scrutiny at 
every step and with the ability to stop vexatious processes at the first opportunity.  
 


