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I would like to begin by thanking the traditional owners of this land, the Ngunawal People, for their welcome.  

I would also like to thank ATSIC for inviting the Australian Local Government Association to speak at this very important conference.  

Cr John Ross sends his regrets at not being able to deliver this in person as he is currently on his way to Alice Springs to attend the Desert Symposium, and other members of the Executive are attending the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg.

For those of you that may not be familiar with ALGA, it is the peak organisation for Local Government in Australia.  Local Councils around Australia belong to their respective Local Government Associations and they in turn form the federation of State and Territory Local Government Associations that is the ALGA.  ALGA’s primary role is to represent the 690 local Councils on any matters affecting them in the federal arena.

Each year the ALGA conducts a National General Assembly, where local Councils get together and participate directly in policy formulation for the ALGA.  These Assemblies are important forums for influencing Local Government policy stances on a wide range of matters. 

Resolutions for advancing reconciliation with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, giving greater recognition to their citizenship rights and developing agreements between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and local Councils to work together towards common goals, have been carried at most National General Assemblies of Local Government since 1994. 

While there is considerable debate about a Treaty between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians and all other Australians at the national scale, many local Councils have been developing local agreements.   

What Cr John Ross has asked me to speak about today is Local Government’s role in local agreements.  I will do so by highlighting some examples. 

ALGA has a long record of promoting agreements as the best way of building genuine relationships and advancing common concerns.  

ALGA through its partnership with ATSIC undertook the development of the Working out Agreements Guide at the height of the emotive national debate about native title following the High Court’s decision in Wik.  At that time, Local Government was the only sphere of government that was advocating negotiation and local agreements as the preferred approach to resolving native title matters. 

For all intents and purposes, local agreements between local Councils and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are just as important as a Treaty at the national scale to reconcile past indifferences and to move forward.  

The issues are just as important at the local scale as they are at the national scale.  Indeed, it is at the local scale that people have an ongoing relationship, whether it be on the local football field, at the local shopping centre, perhaps in the workforce or at the local church.

It is also at the local scale that local agreements can be tailored to meet the needs of the local community that develops them.

Local agreements can help find new directions and solutions.  They are positive instruments that can resolve community discord.

Local Councils throughout Australia are using agreements to develop good working relations with Indigenous people in their area and to achieve a more harmonious community than may have been the case in the past.

A local agreement is an important way of showing leadership.  An agreement can assist in building strong links between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and Council.  They help to increase cultural awareness and understanding and to involve Indigenous citizens in the processes of local governance.  

Those Councils that have taken the time to consult and involve everyone in their local community, including Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, to develop an agreement, an accord or a memorandum of understanding, have found that they have the support of their local community.  The processes they use to develop them, help them build solid partnerships for the future.  

Several Councils around Australia have entered into agreements for a host of different reasons, as the following examples will demonstrate.  Many Councils are also undertaking many different kinds of initiatives, all aimed at improving relations and the well-being of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in their local communities.  

The scope of matters covered in agreements includes:

Understanding country – land and sea.  Local Government Councils are reaping the benefits of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ views and perspectives of the land and sea.  Local Councils are working in partnership with Indigenous communities to develop a better understanding of our fragile environment and how to manage it sustainably.

Improving relationships.  To provide opportunities to increase the collective knowledge about, and appreciation of, Indigenous issues.  

Valuing cultures.  The diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are increasingly being recognised by local communities through a range of arts, cultural development, history and heritage activities.  

Sharing history.  Local communities are increasingly finding they share histories and are finding ways of recording their histories through shared initiatives.

Access to services.  Some Councils are focussing on improving the cultural appropriateness of their service delivery, and ensuring that Indigenous people are able to enjoy the same level of citizenship rights of access to local services any other people in the community.  Or in some cases, ensuring that local Indigenous communities receive the same level of essential services that Councils provide to other people in their community.

Let me give you some examples.

In Victoria, the Glenelg Shire Council and the local Indigenous community have developed a Memorandum of Understanding that facilitates Recognition, Reconciliation and Healing with the Indigenous community.  The Council is very cognisant of Portland’s place in history as the first permanent European settlement in Victoria. 

The aim of the MOU is to outline the broad principles for co-operation and set out what the Council and the Indigenous community wish to achieve over a three year period.  

The demonstrated levels of maturity, sincerity, commitment and quality of leadership shown by all parties in developing the MOU auger well for its translation into reality.  

The MOU contains details of the Indigenous history of the area, a profile of the local Indigenous community and sets out several key actions.  These include:

· Acknowledging the hurt of the past;

· Traditional acknowledgement at key Council meetings and most civic ceremonies;

· Flying the Aboriginal flag whenever the Council flag is flown at Council offices;

· Location of appropriate signage throughout the Shire that recognises tribal and clan territories;

· Commitment to negotiate native title issues on Crown land where they concern Council;

· Developing procedures for Indigenous involvement in land use planning, including agreement on when it is appropriate to do so;

· Promotion of active citizenship of Indigenous people in both Council and community affairs;

· Ongoing consultative process through an Aboriginal Consultative Committee;

· Indigenous strategies to be included in annual/corporate plans;

· Support and encouragement of youth development programs specifically designed to increase understanding of reconciliation;

· Provision of cultural sensitive training for appropriate staff and opportunities for all staff to increase their knowledge of Indigenous culture;

· Encouraging Indigenous people to take up traineeships and employment;

· Assisting the Indigenous community in its economic development objectives and supporting viable Indigenous economic development initiatives;

· Erection of a memorial that recognises Indigenous participation in the Australian Armed Forces;

· Working together to enhance annual cultural activities and celebration of traditional Indigenous days;

· Recognising the original Indigenous custodianship of and spiritual relationship to the land.  

Glenelg Shire has undertaken to report annually to all stakeholders on implementation of the MOU.

Also in Victoria, the City of Whitehorse and the City of Moreland have developed Reconciliation Action Plans.  In both cases, the Plan commits the Council to range of initiatives and actions in support of the local Indigenous residents.  Both plans include a program of activities.  

In the case of Moreland City Council, the centrepiece of the plan is a Statement of Commitment which includes the core policy elements of:

· Recognition to promote the unique position and acknowledge the former sovereignty of Indigenous Australians;

· Access to council and community services to encourage access to services and use of Council services by Indigenous people.  

· Governance to show leadership in the education of Moreland residents on Indigenous and reconciliation issues while increasing Indigenous people’s understanding of the role of Local Government and participation in community decision making processes.

In the case of Whitehorse City Council, the action plan identifies the a number of key result areas with timelines for implementation:

· Cultural awareness;

· Advocacy, such as working with Indigenous people in the advisory and decision-making structures of Council;

· Education and information, such as including on Council’s web site details of the local Indigenous people and history, staff training to increase cultural sensitivity, establishing an Aboriginal library collection in the municipality;

· Council services, such as establishing protocols to ensure Wurundjeri people are consulted about planning decisions affecting sites of cultural significance.

In Queensland, in 1998 response to the work of the Council for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Reconciliation, the City of Ipswich developed an Indigenous Australian Accord.  The Accord was developed in consultation with the local Indigenous community and includes a number of themes and proposed actions over a two-year period.  The themes include:

-
Recognition;

-
Cultural Respect and Maintenance;

-
Cultural Identity;

-
Communication, Education and Employment;

-
Participatory, Developmental and other Economic and Social Rights;

-
Land and Resource Management;

-
Quality of life.

The Accord has lapsed in the sense that it has not been re-signed, but through the process of implementing the Accord, Council has integrated the consideration of Indigenous issues into its corporate planning and management processes. 

Also in Queensland, Redland Shire Council and the Quandamooka Land Council Aboriginal Corporation developed a ‘Native Title Process Agreement’ in 1997 to jointly find a resolution to native title matters on North Stradbroke Island.  

This agreement includes statements of mutual respect and recognition of each others roles and responsibilities and established a mutually agreed process for jointly developing a planning and land management strategy for North Stradbroke Island (Minjerribah).  The process agreement has been in place for five years.  A draft planning and land management strategy has been prepared through a long process of research and consultation.  The draft strategy will form the basis of an Indigenous Land Use Agreement between the Shire and the native title holders to validate future acts on the Island.  

In South Australia, the City of Marion in conjunction with the Kaurna Aboriginal Community and Heritage Association, the Patawalonga Catchment Water Management Board have developed the Warriparinga Wetlands.  The Wetlands is a 2-hectare site in southern metropolitan Adelaide and is within the Patawalonga water catchment.  Through an archaeological study it was realised the area was of significance to the Aboriginal community.  With the assistance of the Kaurna People, Indigenous plants, food sources and particular reed species have been planted to rejuvenate the area.  Over 9000 trees and shrubs have been planted in the area to create a natural landscape.  The area is now an important community educational resource about Indigenous culture and the special relationship that the Kaurna People have with the land.  

Also in South Australia, the District Council of Ceduna has worked consistently to improve relationships with the local Aboriginal community and the ATSIC Regional Council.  As a result, formal agreements have been established for the delivery of services for the Koonibba Aboriginal Community and for areas further to the west. 

· An agreement has been reached between the District Council and the Wnagka Wilurrara ATSIC Regional Council for the co-ordination of services to Indigenous communities with the aim of producing social and economic benefits and improving the quality of life for Aboriginal people in the area.  This is the first agreement of its kind in SA and aims to foster closer working relationships between local Councils and the ATSIC Regional Council, integrated planning and effective use of available resources to address priority needs.

· The District Council and the Wangka Wilurrara Regional Council have also entered into an agreement to provide Local Government services to such as garbage collection, refuse management and road grading, on a fee for service basis.  This agreement clarifies Local Government’s service provision rolew and has set a benchmark for providing essential local services to the Koonibba Aboriginal Community.    

· The Ceduna Koonibba Water Authority.  In 1996 The Koonibba Aboriginal Community Council, ATSIC and the District Council of Ceduna signed a deed of agreement to improve the water supply to the Koonibba community.  As a result of the agreement, The parties established the Ceduna Koonibba Water Authority to construct, operate and maintain the $5 million water scheme.  The Authority includes Aboriginal people.  In addition to ensuring the future supplies of a suitable quantity and quality of water to the Koonibba Aboriginal Community, an important benefit has also been the the employment of local Aboriginal people during the construction phase and on an on-going basis to assist in the maintenance of the scheme.  

In Western Australia, the Shire of Derby-West Kimberley has been involved in a project aimed at improving Aboriginal communities’ access to Local Government services and to optimise service delivery to Aboriginal communities.  

The project, focussing on two Aboriginal communities in the Shire (Looma and Mowanjum) aims to:

· Develop a strategic approach to improve the living environment and circumstances and increase access to Local Government services;

· Develop local strategies for appropriate service provision and delivery, and sustainable developments on Aboriginal communities in the Shire; and

· Increase the appropriateness of State and Federal policies, programs and regulations to improve co-ordination and achieve effective service provision to Aboriginal communities. 

The project specifically targeted service delivery and provision that are part of Local Government’s statutory responsibility, such as:

· Strategic planning;

· Health;

· Building and infrastructure;

· Fire and disaster management;

· Recreation.

The project includes the development of service agreements between each of the two Aboriginal communities and the Shire.  The final report of the project recommends a number of strategies and actions for increasing the Shire’s capacity to effectively service other Aboriginal communities in the Shire.

The process and the outcomes of this project are a model for other local Councils with discrete Indigenous communities in their area.  However, initiatives such as this require the support of other spheres of government and the cooperation of their agencies on the ground.  

*******

All these examples demonstrate the commitment of the Councils and their communities to reconciliation through agreements at the local scale.

This is not to say the process is easy.  It isn’t.  It is fraught with difficulties, not the least of which is the time it takes to achieve tangible outcomes; the level of commitment and an open partnership approach between the parties. setbacks.  

What these case studies demonstrate is that there are several key ingredients.  And they are as follows:

· Leadership.  Strong local leadership by the Mayor, a Councillor or the Chief Executive of a local Council is crucial to the process from the outset.  

· Willingness.  The participants need to be genuinely and positively committed and willing to proceed with the process despite any obstacles or setbacks, and willing to compromise, at least to some extent.  

· Mutual respect and understanding.  A healthy mutual respect for each other’s cultural ways of doing business is crucial.  

· Mutual benefits.  There must be benefits for all participants if the process is to be seen of some value and to have enduring effect.

· Timing and timeframes.  Agreements take time to negotiate.  Patience and a long term focus are required.

· Public attitudes.  Like any body politic, local Councils are no less open to persuasion by public opinions.  Public support for developing amicable and workable agreements is also crucial.  This relates back to leadership.  Where there is a firm but guiding hand at the helm of a local Council, there is likely to be good public support for what the Mayor or the Council as a whole is trying to achieve.  Local Councils play a major role in fostering local public opinion.

Other pre-requisites include: 

· a clear vision of the objectives and intended outcomes;

· a willingness to invest the necessary resources;

· an appreciation of the benefits that will flow from an agreement;

· open and honest communication;

· a commitment to responding appropriately to the outcomes of the process; and 

· an atmosphere of constructive goodwill, mutual respect, and recognition of each other’s rights and interests.

Initiatives such as these assist in building strong links between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and local Councils.  They help increase cultural awareness and understanding.  They help involve Indigenous Australians in the processes of local governance.  

Local Councils are responsible for setting the mood or spirit of the town, shire or city in terms of whether their citizens, regardless of race, find their community to be welcoming and inclusive. 

ALGA, as the peak body for Local Government in Australia wishes ATSIC well in its endeavours for a Treaty, and will continue to support the development of local agreements as the best way of advancing better relations between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders and local communities.
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