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Abstract 1

Abstract

An antinomy is a contradiction between a principle and its opposite, where there is a

compelling case for accepting both. This thesis adopts the antinomy of local-state

government in Australia as its central conceptual theme, describing it with the following

defensible, but contradictory principles that:

• Australian local governments are statutory agencies of Australia’s state

governments, with no power or authority beyond that which is ascribed to them by

the states (the outside-in principle); and

• Local governments in Australia are independent agencies whose authority and

interests transcend their regulatory powers by nature of their attachment to their

local area (the inside-out principle).

The central conceptual theme of the antinomy of local-state government shapes the

overall thesis, as well as providing the focus for its introduction and conclusion. The thesis

induces elements of the antinomy and structures much of its discussion around these key

issues. It does not try to prove or resolve the antinomy. Instead the thesis uses the concept to

explore and develop its second complex theme - the practical and applied experience of

Australian local governments (LGs) as they attempt to deliver beneficial environmental

outcomes. The great bulk of the substantive work presented in the thesis focuses on

descriptions and analyses of LGs’ environmental work and the contexts within which they

do it. The thesis contends that the local-state antinomy underpins many problems facing

Australian LGs as they attempt to deliver beneficial environmental outcomes.

Four research questions are addressed. They are:

• How can Australian LG capacity to deliver beneficial environmental outcomes be

understood?

• Within this capacity, what are the environmental outcomes now being achieved by

Australian LGs?

• How can Australian local government extend its capacity to deliver beneficial

environmental outcomes? and

• What are the implications of the local-state antinomy on Australian LG capacity to

deliver beneficial environmental outcomes?
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This thesis reviews literature on Australian LG, LG environmental work, and the

methods that are appropriate in investigating these questions. The overall thesis uses

scientific, grounded theory and action research methods and draws on ideas from symbolic

interactionism. Parts of the thesis also use environmental risk assessment, gap analysis

techniques, case study and comparative analysis. The goal of generating grounded theories

led to a strong focus on the development and exploration of analytical categories and the

relationships between them. One such category summarises the relationship between LG

and state government (SG), whereby LGs are identified as the inside sphere of government,

while the SG is one of several outside spheres. Environmental efforts that impact between

the spheres are described in relation to their source and impact, using this terminology, so

that inside-out initiatives are driven by LGs but impact more broadly, and outside-in

initiatives are driven by states but impact on local areas.

Two extensive studies are presented, each stemming primarily from one side of the

local-state antinomy. The first is a quantitative, statewide study of local (and state)

government implementation of the Queensland Environmental Protection Act. That process

is considered a predominantly outside-in environmental initiative, in that LG interest and

authority for that work stem directly from a SG statute. For simplicity, this is referred to as

an outside-in study. That study involved the development and application of the

Comparative Environmental Risk Assessment Method, that enabled the assessment of the

environmental and other outcomes from the Queensland legislation.

The outside-in study is complimented by comparative case studies that mostly

reflect inside-out environmental initiatives as they are defined and described by LGs.

Again, this required the development of innovative research methods, specifically a

comparative case study method. 34 case studies gathered from different types of LGs across

Australia are presented, each representing an attempt by LG to deliver beneficial

environmental outcomes.

In answer to the research questions, LG capacity to deliver environmental outcomes

can be understood when the antinomy is examined through the research methods and

analytical categories developed and presented here. LGs are delivering significant beneficial

environmental outcomes, both as agents of SGs and through their own initiatives.

Improving LG capacity to deliver environmental outcomes primarily requires a respect for

LG perspectives, and for LG priorities, which inherently include a focus on their own local

areas. State governments can build effective partnerships between the spheres and enhance

LG environmental capacity by recognising and supporting LG’s own priorities, while

assisting their engagement with broader strategic objectives.
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Author’s Preface

This Preface tells my story, and summarises how I came to embark on this

research project, and how the research and my own understanding of issues have grown

together.

My professional work has been dedicated to seeking solutions to environmental

problems. I completed a degree in environmental studies at Griffith University,

Brisbane in 1993, having majored in various social science disciplines. Those studies

taught me that environmental problems are usually human problems, and their solutions

lie in social and institutional change. My honours thesis was an interdisciplinary

analysis of Australia's National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development. I

was disturbed to find during that research, that in essence, the national strategy had

recommended that Australia follow its existing unsustainable trajectory for

environmental management, making very few changes beyond those that could be

justified on purely economically rational grounds (Wild River. 1993. Unpublished).

I moved into work for Mary Maher & Associates (MM&A), which was a small,

new, Brisbane-based environmental consulting agency. The Director had a background

and interest in LG environmental work, and local issues became MM&A's focus, and

that of my work there. My last major project for MM&A was to develop the training

course for the initial implementation of Queensland's proposed Environmental

Protection Act (EP Act), which was pitched at both LG and SG officers who would be

implementing the Act. From there, I became the LG Liaison Officer in the Policy

Coordination Section of the Queensland Department of Environment and Heritage,

which was responsible for developing the EP Act. I conceived my role as requiring me

to understand DEH's expectations of LG, diligently informing LG of those expectations,

listening to LG responses to them, and negotiating within DEH1 for more workable

policy directions. In this position, I worked closely with LG officers, managers, and

councillors throughout Queensland and Australia, the Local Government Association of

Queensland and many other LG stakeholders.

1 Note that for the remainder of this Thesis, this Department is referred to by its current title of the

Queensland Environmental Protection Agency. This is despite several changes of name since the start of this

research. It has also twice been known as the Queensland Department of Environment and Heritage, and once as the

Queensland Department of Environment.
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During my three years as LG Liaison Officer, I became increasingly frustrated at

what I saw as the failure of SG to understand the situations, issues and processes that

affected LG capacity to implement the EP Act. At the same time, I was struck by the

very tangible outcomes that were being achieved by LGs as a result of the EP Act. This

fascinated me, since much of the substance of the EP Act derived from the National

Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development, and other Commonwealth

initiatives that had seemed to me unlikely to drive tangible environmental outcomes. I

searched, and found little in the academic literature to help me better understand the

flawed relationships between LG and the other spheres, or to link what seemed to be

bland Commonwealth policy directions with practical outcomes at the local level. My

honours grades had given me the opportunity to obtain a scholarship to study for a

Doctor of Philosophy, and I decided to tackle these issues myself.

One implication of this professional background, is that it places me in rather

strange territory, somewhere between being an insider, and an outsider to LG

environmental issues. This is because although I have always worked with LG and as an

advocate of LG issues, I have never been employed by a LG (other than as a consultant

while researching for this thesis). I consider that, although incomplete, this perspective

has provided the opportunity for many worthwhile insights into a range of LG issues,

problems and strategies.

The key research questions I was interested in seemed broader than the 'brown'

pollution prevention goals incorporated into the EP Act. I decided to extend the scope of

the research across any LG environmental issue. I was also familiar with and interested

in Queensland's new Integrated Planning Act 1997 that had been concurrently

developed. The Integrated Planning Act also had significant implications for LGs’

environmental roles and seemed likely to present some similar and some contrasting

implementation challenges, that would ultimately be sorted out at the local level, rather

than through SG policy development.

My years spent as a consultant and working as a LG liaison officer provided me

with contacts within and ideas about LG institutions. I drew on these throughout the

research process, conducting pilot interviews with individuals I had worked with

previously, and working with LG Associations to identify environmentally proactive

LGs to include in my research.

The thesis’ primary goal of producing research that would be useful to LG

environmental practitioners derived from the interviews I conducted during the pilot

stage of the project. I was surprised and pleased to realise that this goal could readily be
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incorporated into the grounded theory research process. This goal has underpinned all of

the research, and has proven to be a clarifying and rewarding approach to postgraduate

studies. I would recommend such an applied approach to most students undertaking

environmental research.

During the pilot interviews, many of my former colleagues expressed a pressing

need to assess the environmental and other outcomes from the Queensland EP Act. My

previous experiences with the EP Act enabled me to lodge successful consultancy bids

to make such assessments throughout Brisbane, and later across all of Queensland.

These projects were undertaken in partnership with the Australian National University

(ANU) Statistical Consulting Unit, which played a significant part in all of the

quantitative analysis presented in this thesis. A key benefit of the environmental risk

studies was the opportunity for me to visit over 250 sites where EP Act licences had

been issued, to assess environmental risk reductions resulting from the Act, and the

responses of individuals to the new environmental requirements. This certainly lent a

practical reality to my consideration and analysis of environmental issues and outcomes.

The environmental risk assessment consultancies also provided most of the

funding for the other major research effort. This was undertaken during a field trip

around Australia, which I made in my 1974 Kombi campervan, along with my (then)

partner and Dalmatian dog. Together, we presented as a most unthreatening team, and

were welcomed into many diverse local settings, in both personal and professional

contexts. LG officials were typically fascinated to hear the stories I had to tell of

environmental initiatives in other places.

I bought a digital camera and projector with some of the profits from the risk

assessments, and used these in retelling the stories of local environmental work. This

approach was also welcomed in many settings, and provided colour, technical details of

environmental initiatives, and encouraged others to share their own stories. Many of the

photographs are presented in the thesis and appendices, but they were not used as an

analytical tool in this research. Because of this, they are not specifically discussed in the

thesis, which already has enough to report on.

But by far the most moving experiences I have had during this research have

been the opportunities to meet and stay with Aboriginal Australians, in their own local

areas and settings. I used contacts provided by a thesis supervisor to stay for a week at

Hall's Creek in the Kimberley region of Western Australia with an Aboriginal matriarch

and her family. I protested for a week against uranium mining at Jabiluka, following the

rules laid down by the Mirrar people for respecting their country and their
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environmental campaign. I stayed with several Yamatji families at Carnarvon on the

central coast of Western Australia, after simply stopping for lunch in a scrubby park,

and sharing it with a passerby. I made serendipitous contacts such as these in small

Aboriginal towns across Australia, simply by wearing Aboriginal colours (red, yellow

and black), allowing children to play with my dog, offering transport to those who

asked, and sharing food when the opportunity presented. These experiences enabled me

to glimpse some of modern Aboriginal Australia from close at hand. Unfortunately (as

was mentioned above), the space needed to do justice to these issues in this thesis is

simply not available.

The research process has been both inspiring and depressing, since the many

successful environmental outcomes delivered by LG are balanced by the significant

constraints they face, as well as by their widespread reluctance to make attempts.

Another striking feature was the incorrect, but almost universal belief among LG

outsiders, that LGs cannot, will not and do not attempt or succeed with environmental

goals. The great number of case studies of environmental attempts are presented to

clearly demonstrate the flaw in this thinking. I consider the research process, stories and

analytical conclusions to be inherently interesting, as well as important for Australia's

environmental future.

As I progressed through the research, the local-state antinomy became

increasingly apparent to me. I realised that the frustration I had initially felt while

working as a LG advocate within a SG agency reflected an apparently universal tension

between the spheres which was worthy of detailed attention. After reading some

philosophical texts about paradoxes, antinomies, oxymorons and other contradictions, I

concluded that this problem was best described as an antinomy. However its articulation

as such was more a vehicle for exploring pragmatic issues than one for debating

philosophy, so I made the decision to use the antinomy as a guiding concept, rather than

to attempt its resolution. I have since described the antinomy to many people with

experience in LG, SG or the FG and have found it to resonate strongly for many people.

I feel that this is a concept that could assist understanding and cooperation between

spheres, and it has been exciting to explore it with that in mind.
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