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Executive summary

The following report describes the wide range of consultation methodologies that have been implemented at Wollongong City Council after a review of Community Consultation and the adoption of a revised policy.  
The report outlines the key benefits of each consultation activity and provides statistical data for the period January-December 2009.  

Background
The Community Consultation Policy was adopted on 28 October 2008 after a review of the 2005 Community Engagement Policy and 2007 Community Engagement Options report. The Policy, Neighbourhood Forum Charter and Community Leaders Meeting Charter were developed after two community consultation processes in 2008.  These key documents outline Council’s consultation processes and take into consideration the community’s needs in a period without elected representation. 
The Policy states that:

Council will consult for one or more of the following reasons:

· to provide information or give advice to the community;

· to seek feedback or comment; and

· to encourage participation or collaboration.

Community consultation will not always bring agreement and it is important to remember that Council ultimately has the responsibility for making the final decision. Community consultation does however result in more informed decision making that reflects the needs and expectations of the community.

The Policy outlines the varied ways Council will work with the community:
Council has developed a number of ways in which to engage with the community. 
The choice of opportunities used when delivering community consultation processes depends on the type of project or plan that Council is providing information or seeking feedback on.

The Wollongong Local Government Area is diverse and so our consultation opportunities need to be varied to enable everyone to be involved.

Council’s consultation opportunities include:

New Opportunities

• Neighbourhood Forums

• Community Forums

• Community Leaders’ Meetings with Administrators

• Independent Hearing and Assessment Panel

• Electronic Opportunities eg: online poll

• Integrated Customer Service

Ongoing Opportunities

• Public Hearings

• Public Access Forum

• Reference Groups

• Kiosks

• Communication Opportunities

• Improvements to complaints handling

Council’s consultation methods and options can be broadly categorised into regular and project specific consultation activities.
These consultation opportunities fit within the framework of reasons to consult: 

· to inform or notify

· to seek feedback
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encourage participation or collaboration.
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Methodology of this report
Council works with the community in a wide variety of ways. The following report will describe each consultation opportunity listed in the Community Consultation Policy.  Quantitative data is given for each type of opportunity. Unless otherwise specified the data is based on activities held between January-December 2009.  This date range has been chosen for consistency across activities: whilst Independent Hearing Assessment Panels commenced in October 2008, Neighbourhood Forums were implemented in February 2009. 
Often consultation on projects will involve a variety of activity types such as kiosks, surveys and public hearings.  This report is arranged by consultation type not specific projects. 
Implementation of the Community Consultation Policy

The Community Consultation Policy was endorsed for implementation in February 2009. Some activities were already in place and being used as interim measures during the policy review. Neighbourhood Forums were a new key activity to be introduced.  Council had supported Neighbourhood Committees in the past.  After they were disbanded several groups continued as Local Area Meetings (LAMs).  These LAMs were consulted as part of the policy review and registered as Neighbourhood Forums when the new Charter was endorsed.   Two new groups were formed, in areas 6 and 8.  A group had met in Area 7 on a needs basis and began to meet regularly again under the requirements of the new Charter. 
Internal promotion and education took place throughout 2009 and is continuing in 2009.  Information sessions were provided for library and customer service staff on consultation, Neighbourhood Forums and where to find more information on the intranet and Council website in response to community enquiries.  An e-learning module was distributed to all staff.  In September-October 2009 a University of Wollongong student conducted a survey to determine the level of internal understanding of community consultation.  This is helping to inform a training program being developed and implemented in 2010. 
The Community Consultation Policy is administered by the Engagement Team which consists of three full-time equivalent staff. The engagement function sits structurally along side the Media Liaison Team in the Office of the General Manager.  The Engagement Team holds regular kiosks at markets and community events and liaises with the Neighbourhood Forums. The Engagement Team develops strategy and provides advice to the organisation on community consultation and project manages many of the major consultations conducted by Council. In developing consultation and communication strategies the Engagement Team considers activities right across the range of the Policy.
Information on Neighbourhood Forums and consultation activities and projects run by Council is available on the Council website www.wollongong.nsw.gov.au under the Have Your Say heading. The section in this report on Electronic Opportunities contains more information.

All community consultation activities and exhibitions are advertised in the Council pages of The Advertiser, the local free weekly newspaper. The Have Your Say slogan is also used here. Columns in the Saturday edition of the Illawarra Mercury are also used as well as additional advertisements on occasion. As discussed in the communication opportunities of this report all media outlets are also used to communicate messages about exhibitions and other ways Council works with the community.
Neighbourhood Forums

Following the endorsement of the Community Consultation Policy and Neighbourhood Forum Charter in October 2008, Neighbourhood Forums commenced meeting in February 2009.  Council officers from the Engagement Team have attended each meeting of the eight Neighbourhood Forums.  Part of the role of these officers is to record questions and issues raised by the forum members. The team then seeks responses to these issues from relevant Council Officers which are reported to the next forum meeting. 

Attendance at forums

Attendance at these forum meetings was 1144 for the period April-November 2009. Please note statistics were not recorded for all meetings prior to April so have been removed from this tally.  This figure does not represent unique attendances as each forum has members who attend regularly.  The highest monthly attendance was 210 people. 
Audit of action item responses
In December 2009 an audit was taken on the 590 action items and responses given to Neighbourhood Forums operating in the Wollongong LGA.  

87% of these action items were responded to within one month. 76% of responses given within one month have been assessed as satisfactory responses.  Sixty-nine (69) actions were not fully answered within one month usually due to the need to conduct investigations.  

A number of issues raised by the forums needed investigation or direct action which would occur at a later date. The audit also found that on a number of occasions forums requested that they be kept informed about specific issues in their area on an ongoing basis.  Currently there is no system in place to remind officers to provide updates to the forums. The lack of an effective and automated system has meant that forums have not always been updated and have had to raise the issue again at their meetings. As a part of this audit 45 issues have been re-referred to Council Officers for response. An update report on these items will be sent to the forums in early 2010.
Graph 1: Total action items (590) by Neighbourhood Forum area.

[image: image4.emf]Maintenance Requests by Month All NF

5

7

11

14

7 7

4 4

14

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov

Months

No. of Requests 


Graph 2: Items answered satisfactorily in one month, by forum area
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Maintenance issues raised at forums
73 (12%) of action items recorded at Neighbourhood Forums can be classified as maintenance or service requests. The Engagement Team has recorded and reported these requests on behalf of the Neighbourhood Forums. When the Customer Service team began to take calls and opened the Customer Service Centre, the Engagement Team actively encouraged Neighbourhood Forum convenors and members to report these directly. There are several disadvantages to these requests being put through the Neighbourhood Forum process. A key concern is timeliness as forums meet once a month. In order to address issues with insufficient details being recorded at the forums the Engagement Team supplied a paper form to members. This is not an ideal solution internally however as these requests are taken in writing they are dealt with differently to requests made by phone or person. Many members of the forums still express reluctance to report these issues directly to Customer Service due to past poor performance and a lack of results from Council.  


Boundaries

A concern has been raised by Neighbourhood Forum 2 about the boundary between their area and that of Neighbourhood Forum 1. They feel that Stanwell Park should be part of Neighbourhood Forum 1. The convenor of Neighbourhood Forum 1 is supportive of this change. They have been told that the boundaries would form a part of the scope of any reviews.
Neighbourhood Forum 6 was a new area included in the charter. The group is very small and have not yet achieved independence. They have not elected a chairperson so the group is run by Engagement Team members.  The meeting is only attended by people living in Unanderra despite advertising to the rest of the Neighbourhood Forum area. Berkeley currently falls under Neighbourhood Forum 7 which meets at Windang.  A number of people do attend this meeting from Berkeley but there have also been requests for a Neighbourhood Forum to be set up in Berkeley. This boundary would merit examination in a review.

Consultation with Neighbourhood Forums
There have been a number of complaints from Neighbourhood Forums throughout the year that they were not consulted on key projects, that too many plans were on exhibition at once and that the timeframes did not allow the group to discuss the plan together and prepare a joint submission. There is an ongoing challenge for Council to plan for community consultation with competing priorities across Divisions, Departments and considerations of funding and resourcing for projects. 
Community Forums
A community forum is a workshop that is held to discuss a specific project.  Forums are interactive and encourage the community to give Council feedback on plans and projects. They are an effective way to give detailed information to the community, allow community members to meet Council and other technical staff and to receive focussed feedback. They are also an opportunity for staff across divisions to collaborate in consulting with the community. Forums break down barriers between staff and the community, allowing both to communicate in an informal and effective way.  

Generally staffed displays are erected at intervals around a room or hall. Participants are encouraged to move from display to display to collect information, ask questions and give feedback. This has been used very effectively and forms a key element of project specific consultations.  Examples of projects that included a Community Forum in their methodology include the draft Commercial Fitness Trainers Policy and consultation on a planned refurbishment of the historic North Beach Bathers Pavilion. 
On occasion these forums are run as focus groups or as a presentation with question time depending on the topic and number of participants.  All these variations are included in the statistics below.
	Number of Community Forums held
	Number of participants

	26
	758


Community Leaders’ Meetings with Administrators
Community Leaders’ Meetings bring together Neighbourhood Forum convenors and Council’s Administrators and Divisional and Senior Managers. These meetings occur quarterly and aim to facilitate open discussion in an informal setting. 
Originally the Charter stated that other community and business leaders would be invited to join the Community Leaders Meeting.  This however evolved between the endorsement of the Charter and its implementation.

Neighbourhood Forum Convenors submit agenda items to the Engagement Coordinator prior to the meeting. Similar issues from multiple Neighbourhood Forums become one agenda item with discussion from interested parties.  Topics discussed frequently include Neighbourhood Forum processes and how Council answers enquiries, seeking an understanding of Development Application processes and discussion around areas and projects of key significance to each forum such as park enhancements or major transport links.
	Number of meetings


	Total attendance from forums

	Number of agenda items


	4
	37
	31


Independent Hearing and Assessment Panel
The IHAP provides an independent forum for stakeholders (applicants, the community and objectors) to submit and discuss issues with Development Applications that meet the criteria stated in the IHAP policy. 

Independent Hearing and Assessment Panels consist of 3 independent experts and one community member who assess large and contentious Development Applications. 
Council has IHAPs to: 

· provide increased transparency, integrity and confidence in the development application assessment process; 

· provide an independent hearing forum for objectors and applicants with an increased sense of involvement in the outcomes of the assessment process;

· assess applications in a manner that is ethical, professional and independent of Wollongong City Council. 

The IHAP makes recommendations on developments assessed which are then reported to Council for final determination.

	Number of meetings 2009

	Total attendance


	Number of assessments


	10
	100
	32


Electronic Opportunities 
A number of electronic opportunities are offered to assist Council and the community with information seeking and feedback. 

e-Planning
Development Applications can be lodged online.  In 2010 the community will be able to view applications and floor plans online.

DA web tracking


Progress of DAs being assessed can be tracked online.

Moderated Discussion Boards
We are investigating ways to use Moderated Discussion Boards to facilitate feedback online.  This may be an effective way to access community members who may otherwise be difficult to reach.  

RSS feed
Really Simple Syndication is a new Web feed format that Council has introduced.  This allows community members who subscribe to receive alerts when information is updated on Council’s website.

Council has not yet implemented moderated discussion boards and has only used interactive surveys to a limited degree.  Council is currently working to revamp its website. Surveys have been distributed and the community have been given the opportunity to participate in focus groups. Initially it is anticipated that the website will be updated with a new front page, easier search functions and RSS feeds.  Council will then develop an external communication strategy that will consider web 2.0 and 3.0 interactive capabilities. 
Currently the Have Your Say pages of Council’s website are well visited.
	Number of views of consultation pages

	Number of views of Neighbourhood Forum pages
	Total Number of views Have Your Say



	31 147
	6 324
	37 471


Integrated Customer Service
Council implemented a centralised customer service centre during 2009.  A new Customer Relationship Management System was developed to report and monitor feedback received by the organisation. Phone calls,  that had originally been taken directly by individual business units, were centralised first. Then mid 2009 a new customer service centre was opened on the Ground Floor of the Council’s Administration Building.  Council’s Customer Service function operates under a Policy and Service Charter.  Enquiries are made in-person, by phone and also by letter (post, fax or email). Customer Service staff are trained to answer many enquiries on the spot and have access to a Knowledge Database.  Letters and enquiries that aren’t able to be resolved instantly are workflowed or tasked to relevant Council Officers with timeframes to respond.
	Number of in-person enquiries

20 July 2009 to 31 Dec 2009

	Number of phone enquiries

April 2009 to 31 Dec 2009

	Number of written enquires (email, fax, post) Jan-Dec 2009


	16 811
	52 159


	26 000


Public Hearings
Public Hearings are a legislative requirement in accordance with the Local Government Act (1993), Amendment (Community Land Management) Act 1998 and the EP&A Act (1979).  They are facilitated independently and are typically conducted in relation to development and exhibition of Local Environment Plans and the reclassification and development of Plans of Management. Other consultation activities generally take place prior to a public hearing as an opportunity for the community to learn about the plans.
	Topic
	Number of Public Hearings 


	Total attendance



	Land reclassifications (various)
	8
	83

	Stanwell Park Plan of Management
	2
	60


Public Access Forum
Members of the public can address Council at each meeting on a topic of their choice except Development Assessments which are under assessment and undetermined. People who wish to address Council must submit a Public Access Forum application form no later than 12noon on the last normal working day preceding the meeting.   Applications are determined in accordance with the Public Access Forum Policy and applicants are notified of the outcome of their application no later than 5pm on the last normal working day preceding the meeting.
According to the Policy the Public Access Forum seeks to: 

· improve communication between Council and its residents;

· assist Council in its decision making processes;

· provide an opportunity for members of the community to raise relevant issues with Council in a formal meeting environment; and

· assist in portraying Council as an open and accessible organisation.
	Number of Council meetings
	Number of meetings with speakers


	Number of speakers (total)


	13
	11
	28


Reference Groups, Committees and Friends Groups
Council works with the community through Reference Groups, Advisory Committees and Friends Groups which exist to collaborate on specific topics.
These groups exist in a number of key areas across Council such as Environment and Community and Cultural Services. All Reference Groups and Advisory Committees consist of community and Council representatives and frequently other Government agencies. Some Advisory Committees exist for a limited time period linked to a specific project but most are ongoing.  For example the Seniors Week and Australia Day committees contribute to the successful running of two key events, contributing to gaining sponsorship, encouraging volunteers and ensuring the events meet the needs and desires of the community.  Other reference groups contribute ideas and local knowledge to the development and implementation of plans and policies.
Friends Groups are linked to our Libraries, Art Gallery, Botanic Garden and Berkeley Cemetery.  Council is currently working with community members who are interested in forming a Friends Group for the Scarborough-Wombarra Cemetery. These groups work with Council to maintain and enhance our facilities, conduct fund-raising activities and other supportive events such as tours, school holiday activities and exhibitions.  

Below is a list of the Reference Groups, Committees and Friends Groups that operate as a Council/community partnership. 
	Reference Group/ Friends/Committee
	Number of members

	Number of meetings or events 


	Pest Animal Advisory Group
	10
	4

	Heritage Advisory Committee
	8
	6

	City Centre Advisory Committee
	8
	4

	Coastal and Estuary Advisory Committee
	13
	As required

	Seniors Week Committee
	18
	As required October-March

	Australia Day Committee
	14
	12

	Floodplain Risk Management Committee
	18
	As required

	Bushcare
	723
	N/A
50 groups meet regularly

	Biodiversity Strategy Reference Committee
	10
	4

	Food and Biodiversity Project Steering Group
	6
	4

	Friends of Botanic Gardens
	80
	6

	Friends of Wollongong City Library
	320
	11

	Friends of Wollongong City Gallery
	184
	14

	Friends of Berkeley Pioneer Cemetery
	8
	10

	Total
	1420
	75+


Kiosks
A Kiosk is an information booth used to promote Council services, facilities and plans. Kiosks are an effective way to meet with the community, provide information, seek feedback and generally raise awareness about Council. 

Kiosks are held regularly at various venues around the city including markets, shopping centres and events. Kiosks have been held at major local events such as Council’s Race Day at Kembla Grange Race Course, Viva la Gong, Mothers’ Day Fun n Run and various markets across the LGA. These regular kiosks promote a wide variety of Council facilities and services from libraries to leisure centres.  Engagement Officers record community feedback and enquiries as kiosks are generally held outside usual business hours. These enquiries are then referred on for response. Regular kiosks are staffed by Engagement Officers but may also partner with other Council officers such as waste or environmental education staff.
Kiosks are also used for project specific exhibitions. These are held either at markets or events local to the plan on exhibition or on-site.  Examples of projects which have used kiosks as part of their methodology include North Beach Bathers Pavilion, the proposed renaming of St James Park and Stanwell Park Reserve Plan of Management. Project specific kiosks also provide an opportunity for the community to find out about Council services and facilities and provide feedback about issues not related to the exhibition.  
	Number of 

general kiosks
	Number of participants


	Number of project specific kiosks


	Number of participants


	Total number of participants


	6
	1063
	24
	1320
	2383


Communication Opportunities
Wollongong City Council works closely with local media outlets to communicate on plans, projects and facilities.  Stories in local print and broadcast media are the results of either media releases sent from Council or enquiries from the media. As a regional local government authority with a large number of local media outlets including newspapers, radio and television, Council features more prominently than would be expected for a metropolitan LGA.  
Media releases are used to notify and seek feedback on specific exhibitions. 
	Number of positive/neutral stories
	Number of negative stories
	Number of releases sent


	1381
	224
	294


Council’s media releases and stories are complemented by a range of Council produced publications. These include regular newspaper columns, General Manager’s messages, and quarterly newsletters delivered to households. 
Improvements to complaints handling
Council has developed a formal Customer Feedback Handling Procedure which outlines the standards for the actioning of complaints quickly and effectively. A brochure titled “Tell us what you think about our customer service” is available at Customer Service, Libraries and consultation activities.
Customer feedback encompasses complaints, compliments and suggestions. Specifically a ‘complaint’ is an expression of dissatisfaction with Councils policies, procedures, charges, employees, contractors, quality of service or goods sold or provided.
	Suggestions
	Complaints
	Compliments

	26
	374
	143


Consultation Framework
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