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The big idea - better
Potential: dialogue & participation can give better government; 
better decisions; better community; and better democracy -
emphasis on local governance rather than just local government

Insights on ‘better’ from 

case studies in a (fabulous)  

upcoming book

Australian context – 3 

reasons to be passionate 

about dialogue, and 

participation in decision 

making
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‘Remy’ imperative 
– changing expectations, trust, disconnection (despite 
compulsory voting) & challenges (climate change, poverty etc.) 
… he’s an Ostberg

Before: what – no dialogue & participation? After: participation in decision making – count me in!



4

‘Reason-for-being’  imperative

Dialogue & 
participation are 
vital to achieving 
the explicit
vision, goals & 
objectives of 
local 
governments in 
the State of 
Victoria, Australia

Dialogue & participation explicit here –

‘people participate in co-creating 

Melbourne’s future’; implicit in other 

goals



5

‘Legislative’ imperative – a brave new world

1. Dialogue & participation from a ‘representative’ cohort mandated for the 

plan and budget at each Victoria’s 79 local governments’ 

2. Recipe to get ‘meaningful, informed, and well resourced engagement with 

clearly defined objectives & scope’ as an integral part of ‘decision making’ is 

left up to each council (kommun) – but councils must show nexus between 

participation and their decisions

3. Peak local government body MAV in furious agreement with such dialogue & 

participation – then again, it would be hard to argue against it; MAV President Cr 

Mary Lalios sees it as central to “change, transformation and growth for local 

government”.  BTW – Mary sends her best wishes to this conference, and is more 

than happy to network with anyone on this topic
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- why do some apparently spectacularly successful ‘pilots’ 
/ new initiatives disappear into a black hole?
An older story - 750 @ ‘port phillip speaks’ 

Cautionary stories - the big dilemma

Big $ consultant’s 

rode into town –

and took it over 

The CEO who 

drove it and 

the politicians who

were invested in it

‘went’ after a 

(sort of) separate 

controversy

Great participation 

stats in number but

not % of strata; usual 

groups engaged

Priorities out of 

the grasp of LG
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Participation at the City of Melbourne – a 
newer story 

recommendations (not empowered decisions) for the 
10 year $5 billion financial plan – PB in nature not name

2 tranches to match 2 key ideals – ‘X’ marks the spot 
(intended V resultant); 5 months @ 185,000*

Community engagement initiatives as a ‘package deal’ 

 

    Democracy orientation/actor                Service delivery orientation/actor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      X           

             

           Visioning meetings rationale                    

    X       

  Vision meetings actual     

           

Developed from the case study data 

 

                                                                                                                 Good ideas 

Good connection              for policies and programs 

for involving citizens with the kommun and civil society 

X – citizen juryX – pop-up consultations
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Tranche #1 - Pop up’s @ Melbourne = democracy actor
‘wish-list 

Got a ‘wish-list’ of things often not at remit 

of LG and/or at at a high level of abstraction

Did capture input from young & marginalised 

groups – not the usual suspects 
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Tranche #2 
– people’s panel
(citizen jury) 

@ Melbourne

43 randomly 
selected residents 
& business owners
(nominally 
representative) 
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Great press nationally! – reality 
check?

• Discussion seen to be relatively free of adversarial nature or vested interests 
(e.g. developers seen to take a stakeholder approach)

• 11 recommendations for councils ‘consideration’ & response (including 
prioritisation of environmental sustainability initiatives; sale of no-core assets; 
10% reduction in capital works spending over 10 years); and willingness to 
borrow if necessary to the detriment of credit rating (AAA to AA)

• Tokenism? ameliorated by discussion encompassing core business and (not 
just PB as a Playtime Budget) 

• Tokenism? 9 of recommendations councils ‘consideration’ adopted in some 
shape or form in the plan; participants reported increased trust in LG

• Future? Key political supporter (Mayor) gone in scandal 

• Council downsizing – virtually whole engagement team gone on packages

• Consultant driven in a strategic & operational sense; relatively loose ties to 
remaining politicians & staff – words like “experiment” &  “… just another pilot 
to add to the list” 
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The F-quad model for managing a participation/dialogue initiative – start at A; not B as is typical! 

 

 

 

 

Ideas project 

 
 

Government as a 

service actor 
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                          3 
 

Government as a 

democracy actor 

 

Democracy project 
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Government as a 

‘method’  actor 

 

Legitimacy or 
fashion project  

 

Democracy & ideas 

project 
 

Government as a 

service and democracy 
actor 
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Inhabitants need to connect with government & community 
Yes           No 

  

Familiarisation considerations 

 

 

 
External ecology/context 
· economic, social, and political context 

·  community ability and attitude 

· external ideas and practices in citizen participation 

Internal support 
· fit with organisational culture 

· political and managerial will 

Internal systems 
· political and administrative frameworks and the governance model: 

· fit with other structures and processes 

· need for a home-grown approach 

Internal resources 
· education, experience, competencies, knowledge and motivation for engagement initiatives 

· financial, information technology and other assets 

 

Good decision making:  
extracting & applying good ideas about 

service & infrastructure ends and means 

Strong local democracy:  
agency’s capabilities; community’s capacity 

 and cohesion; mobilisation; dialogue, deliberation and  
other involvement; shared confidence; and shared identity  

Function considerations   

 

Foundation considerations   

 

CONNECTIONS 

IDEAS 

Form 
considerations  

           Developed from case data  

Participants 
· open 

· representative 

· politicians 

· civil servants 

· others 

Roles 
· users & choosers/ 

makers & shapers 

· receivers 

· commissioners  

·  facilitators/ 

listeners & learners 

Mechanisms 
· debate/ dialogue/ 

deliberation 

· experience 

· linkages 

· complexity 

· short run/ long run 

impact on decisions 

Participatory 

levels 
· inform 

· consult 

· involve 

· collaborate 

· empower 

 A 

 B 

Big Issues
Actor status - to what degree are we trying to 
effectively integrate the information generated 
through public participation into decision making 
V building connections ?

“Fashion project’ - despondency or cynicism 
when a continual stream of ‘pilots’ and ‘new 
initiatives’ rarely become embedded as ongoing 
‘good decision making’ practice (especially 
where aligned to, and critical for achievement of 
vision) - how much is really new anyway, and 
how is it that things do not graduate to a 5 year + 
plan 

Oranisational culture & inculcation - many 
managers & elected representatives are still 
coming to grips with what this means for their 
roles in decision making. 

Professionalization and resourcing of 
engagement: training of senior council staff and 
elected representatives in community 
engagement principles and practice; 
establishment of dedicated teams to support 
practice across the organization; the setting of 
political & managerial accountabilities; and the 
use of consultants who look & function as 
embedded c/f outsourcing pretty much the entire 
project

Lack of collaboration by councils in trying new 
approaches

Democracy actor                        V                              Service delivery actor
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The latest initiative – participate website @ Melbourne
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