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LOCALISM, DOMINANCE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

ABSTRACT 

This study is one of historical and 
contemporary social policy, focussing 
specifically on local government. Policy 
relating to local government is identified as 
part of a broader administrative and 
ideological genre, localism, and is elucidated 
by use of the notion of hegemony. 

Alternative perceptions in the existing 
discourse on localism and local government are 
elaborated, before turning to the history of 
the establishment of local government systems 
in various colonial settings. After a brief 
review of local government's roots in Britain, 
the examination turns in more detail to its 
application in former colonies New South 
Wales, in British Africa, and Papua New Guinea 
in the years imediately before their 
respective political independence. Major 
attention is then paid to local government's 
development in a contemporary colonial 
situation - the remote Aboriginal settlements 
of the Northern Territory of Australia. 
Questions about which interests the system of 
Aboriginal community government services are 
raised and discussed, in relation to the 
official state policy of fostering Aboriginal 
self-determination. 

The study demonstrates that the major 
considerations informing the establishment of 
systems of local government in colonial 
settings have been: education of the citizenry 
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for what is seen by the colonizing authority 
as a proper and responsible role in 
government; as a means of meeting increasing 
demands for services and a role in 
decisionmaking, in dependent economic and 
political relationships; as a means of 
incorporating disparate groups and claims 
within a framework of government controlled 
from the centre but appearing otherwise; and 
as an administrative vehicle for the raising 
of revenue to support particular state and 
commercial infrastructure. 

The underlying theme in these considerations 
is one of dominance, rather than 
self-determination. The strong tendency to 
represent centralized control as local 
self-determination is identified as a 
manifestation of what appears to be a deeply 
rooted hegemonic propensity of local 
government and localist policy generally. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

'THE COMMUNITY CAN DO IT' 

(title of ABC handbook 
for listeners, 1945) 

The period of post war reconstruction was one of active 
interest in localist policy. At the end of 1942, the 
Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) had broadcast 
nationally a series of talks to organized listening 
groups entitled 'What Can I Do For My District'. In the 
second of the two broadcasts which focussed on community 
centres, one leading discussant (Hermann Black, now a 
knight and Chancellor of the University of Sydney), 
criticized a progress association for unconstructive 
'pinpricking' and continued: 

The community centre 
objective which pulls 

provides 
together 

a communal 
piece-meal 

policy into a single program .... It causes 
the community to think about itself as a 
community ... It causes the community to 
think of itself as a going concern in the 
sphere of cultural activities and pulls 
together the scattered activities. The notion 
of community centres gives direction, and it 
could therefore serve fS an ideal proposition 
for post-war planning. 

The most celebrated community development program of the 
immediate post-war period was initiated in the small 
Barossa Valley town of Nuriootpa. Since 1937 the site of 
a collectively owned hotel that generated an income for 
community use, the town was selected around 1943 by an 
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interventionist group of Adelaide based pro9ressives, 
Common Cause, for a demonstration project. Various 
committees, concerned with such issues as town planning, 
health, education and a kindergarten were set up, and by 
1944 the whole program was operated through a new 
community centre. Apart from development of tangible 
amenities and services, Common Cause wanted to 'sting 
the community into a sense of responsibility' and t~ 
'stir people up to a moral and social regeneration'. 
The Nuriootpa program was immediately and widely 
publicized as an example of successful local and 
democratic achievement and community enterprise. Common 
Cause published a pamphlet 'A Township Starts to Live', 
and the ABC a booklet 'The Community Can Do It'. The ABC 
also made a program, 'The Community Centre at 
Nuriootpa', to introduce a series of national broadcasts 
in 1945 on community projects, called 'How They Did It'. 
Euphoric publicity for the 
the cimmonwealth Office of 
Board and the popular 

project was also generated by 
Educat!on, the National Film 
media. The Commonwealth 

Department of Education wrote, in the first issue of the 
Current- Affairs Bulletin in 1947 that: 

industrialized society has lost the 
benefits of the old social groupings like the 
village and the farm ... People today have 
lost their sense of 'community'. the 
distinctive qualities of the small social 
groups which even in our grandparents' days, 
helped to make life worth living ... We all 
tend to be rootless: we have lost gur sense of 
'belonging' to a particular place. 

Heralding two more articles, entitled 'You and Your 
Neighbourhood', the author suggested that through 
community activites based on particular localities, 
people could 'regain something of the joy in life that 
comes of doing things instead of having them done for 
you'. The 'critical' state of democracy was noted, 
pointing up the urgency of rediscoverin~ 'a sense of 
real neighbourhood and real community'. Programs and 
strategies for developing local co-operation, 
understanding, tolerance and neighbourliness were the 
subject of the three articles, echoing themes 
proselytized by other agencies (such as the Tennessee 
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h . 8 . Valley Aut ority or recreation groups such as 
National Fitness Council of NSW) and the mass media 

the 
of 

the time. The third article in the CAB series stressed 
the importance of community centres and community 
development as 'a 9raining ground for democrats' within 
pluralist society. 

H.C.Coombs, Director General of the Commonwealth 
Department of Post-War Reconstruction, acknowledged the 
Nuriootpa example of 'corporate action which greatly 
influenced our minds'. 

Nuriootpa became a kind of symbol for the 
physical planners in the Ministry, a living 
proof that local and community initiative was 
capable of effective action and a model for 
the relationship which could exist between a 
government planniBg agency and autonomous 
community groups. 

Community centres and community organizations became 
popular across the country, focussing on participation 
and planning, the 'community ideal', various art, craft, 
educational and recreational activities, conservation 
and various rural interests. They were promoted as a 
means of securing post-war social integratio~1 or 
consensus - a major political theme of the period, and 
sometimes as an antidote to commu~~sm (see, Pix 
editorial reproduced on the next page). They were seen 
as a newfound, even by the 1950s, cure for the loss of 
community - 'the community centre of today takes the 
place of the village hall of yesterday' wrote F~~ck for 
the NSW Council of Social Service in 1951. While 
community organizations had existed for a long time 
before in the form of civic improvement or advancement 
societies, progress associations mechanics' and literary 
institutes, schools of arts, and so on, the newer 
movement, at least in its rhetoric, had an additional 
feature. This was the emphasis on community, 
relationships, participation, mutual support and 
cohesion - which today is again often promised in the 
orthodox and offical literature on health, education and 
welfare service delivery. 
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DECOLONIZATION AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

The community development bandwagon had passed from 
sight by 1950 in Australia. Its reformist promise was 
lost in the cloud of expectations that were part of the 
post-war economic boom and bitter political turmoil 
inside th14 labour movement, spawned by the cold war 
struggles. Community development was not to make its 
presence felt again until the reformist period of the 
early 1970s, at about the same time as the next Federal 
Labor government was returned. 

In the decolonizing and politically volatile third 
world, including Australian administered Papua New 
Guinea, community development programs were, however, 
continued - partly in the context of inaugural systems 
of local government. This was fostered by the 
metropolitan capitalist countries, the United Nations 
(and its agencies, especially UNESCO, FAO, and WHO), 
various religious and private development 
foundations and, at least initially, newly 
governments. 

agencies or 
independent 

An international autho1;ty on community development 
the time, T.R.Batten gives a number of tasks 
problems as characteristic of community development 

of 
or 
in 

decolonizing regimes. These are formulated in a way 
that frankly indicates their place as part of efforts to 
adapt third world societies to capitalism: 

To find effective ways of stimulating, 
helping, and teaching people to adopt new 
methods and to learn new skills . . geared 
to increasing productivity, health and number 
of material possessions. 

To help people to adapt their way of life to 
the changes they accept, or have imposed upon 
them. 

To ensure that the feeling or spirit of 
community is not destroyed ... (to preserve) 
community standards, 
law and £Eder 
relationships. 

respect for authority, 
and strong family 

5 



Batten also 
introduction 

lists 
of 

requirements for the 
change by community 

agencies. The agency, h~ says, must: 

successful 
development 

(1) establish friendly and trustful relations 
with the people whom it hopes to influence .. 
. (2) reach agreement with the people on what 
the change should be . (3) demonstrate 
that a suggested change is safe 17 .. (4) be 
interested in working with groups. 

Maddick's study (contracted through the International 
Political Science Association) for the United Nations, 
which reported on ways to facilitate 'social and 
economic advance through popular participation and 
decentralized activity in developing countries', lends 
further insight into the way in which community 
devel~Rment was conceived by intellectuals of the 
time. Working in the 1950s, he found problems of 
particular concern in the way of: isolation of central 
governments, political immaturity in populations 
frequently given to defiance of authority and 
disruption, and an 'absence of interest groups in 
sufficient numbers to exercise guidance and restrai~; 
upon parties and their leaders, and upon each other'. 
Central governments, Haddick recommended, should 'enlist 
the enthusiastic support of village communities to 
provide a labour for self help projects', and the people 
have to be convinced that their participation, in 
'certain' local choices, is the20vital ingredient to 
bring about material improvements. 

Apart from securing change and adherence to 
change, popular participation must be seen as 
a necessity in any program. . this study 
advocates 
cognizance 
indivisible 

decentralization 
that the centre 
responsibilities 

has 
taking 

certain 
The 

operation of pressure groups, the manoeuvres 
of politicians and political parties ... are 
all to be experienced ... With this, too, 
the value of and the need for co-operation 
with neighbouring villages, with adjacent 
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districts, with field agencies and with the 
centre. Local governments should bring a 
widening of horizons and a sense of unity of 
purpose in a development ~1ogram which 
concerns all and depends on all. 

In such contexts community development organizations are 
seen to have responsibility for 

bringing people into a state of engagement 
with the modern state ... in making people 
aware of the political process whereby change 
can be controlled as well as directed, 
community development is sowing the grass 
roots of the dem~sratic system; it is teaching 
popular control. 

Clinard provides a detailed description of one community 
development project, funded by the Ford Foundation in 
1958 through the Municipal Corporation of Delhi, in his 
book Slums ~nd Community Development: Experiments in 
Self Help.2 The underlying causal explanation of the 
target problems was given as that ~!urns are 'a product 
of group and individual apathy', to be changed by 
local initiative and collective resolve. Such community 
development programs were based on the pluralist view 
that economic and political inequality is not a function 
of class, colonial status or other structural 
considerations, and can be influenced by organized local 
interest groups at any level. 

The specific goals of the Delhi project were classically 
communitarian, featuring such ideals as 

the development of communities characterized 
by citizen's pride and sense of belonging .. 
. self-help and mutual-aid programs 
Preparation for democratic decentralization of 
some municipal services through organization 
of citizen councils to foster indigenous 
leadership. Creation of the necessary climate 
for undertaking programs of economic 
betterment, based on maximum use of avai~gble 
community resources and local initiative. 
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Rowley states that 
colonial control by 

the retreat from authoritarian 
the Australian administration of 

Papua New Guinea was associated with a special interest 
in techniques of community development. Under such 
influence as that from the United Nations, the 
Australian Department of Territories instigated broad 
community development style initiatives in local 
~overnment, agricultural extension, produ2Gion 
co-operatives and other, multi-purpose programs. At 
the same time, the same Department of Territories 
pursued a strict authoritarian and overtly 
assimilationist policy amongst the Aboriginal people of 
the Northern Territory. 

THE THEME 

Community development programs have, of course, been 
popular in other contexts than those of post-war, 
pre-colonial and post-colonial reconstruction. So too 
have other localist ideas, as in the more specialized 
policy areas of town planning, crime control, health 
administration, housing estate development and so on. 
They have also been an historical feature of local 
government. I believe that there is a distinct thread 
of social and political thought that integrates these 
various policies and programs. They can be identified 
as being generally about 'localism', a concept on which 
I will shortly elaborate. The nature of the recurrent 
thread is evident in the glimpses of.uncritical thinking 
in the orthodox accounts of community development I have 
already provided. What clearly comes through is the 
theme of integration and control, of participation and 
training for responsible stewardship and citizenship, of 
self-reliance, self-regulation and mutual support. 

The Thesis is essentially an exploration of one 
institutional expression of localist principles, local 
government. My main interest is in developing an 
understanding of the widely divergent accounts of local 
government that emerge in the relevant discourses, 
especially as they bear on the locus of control and the 
different race and class interests that are at stake. 
Within this context, I pursue the problem of the 
relationship between local government and the notion of 
hegemony. My particular concern is with the various 
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official and intellectual approaches to local 
government, rather than the ways it may have been 
encouraged, received and permuted inside civil society. 
In other words, my emphasis is on the sociology and 
political economy of what has informed state 
intervention at the local level, rather than on its 
reciprocal cultural conditions. I do not set out to 
explore or elaborate in any detail the actual effects 
within the subject groups or populations. 

The procedure to be followed in this Thesis is to 
question the nature and effect of local government and 
its accompanying ideology within the broader conceptual 
framework of localist policy. The place of local 
government in public administration is viewed as one 
generalized, but internally differentiated, expression 
of localist policy. This means that differing 
perspectives on the nature of local government can be 
usefully understood within the terms of the existing 
discourse about the nature of localism - an issue I take 
up in some detail in the next Chapter. The first task, 
then, is to set out the terms of this debate over the 
meaning and implications of localism. In Chapter Two, I 
argue that the are three common positions. The first is 
one in which localist policy is seen as simply referring 
to decentralization. The second, communitarian, view 
takes localism as essentially about participative and 
progressive decision making and service delivery at the 
local level. Since this account relies heavily on the 
concept of community, I devote some attention to the 
ideological basis and effects of such usage. The third, 
critical, view focusses on the apparent controlling 
effects of the fragmentary and co-optative nature of 
localist programs and ideology. My review of the 
critical account, leads to a consideration of the 
meaning and application of 'hegemony', a key concept in 
the subsequent analysis of local government. 

Parallelling the discourse on localism, there also 
exists a number of contested accounts of the nature of 
local government, which I review in Chapter Three. These 
are: the popular idealist, or representationalist, view 
already noted; an instrumentalist or managerialist view 
which portrays the nature and effects of local 
government as a function of who is in office and how it 
is managed; and more critical perspectives that 
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highlight fundamental historical, constitutional or 
ideological constraints that shackle local government to 
the central state or to capital. The system of local 
taxation, particularly as it is applied in NSW, provides 
a good example of the deep structural and ideological 
ties of local government to capital. A brief analysis 
of the operation of 'ratepayer ideology' within the 
system of local taxation helps demonstrate the 
complexity of the interrelationship between local 
government's role and capital accumulation. The extent 
of the unfreedom of local government is also evident 
where attempts are made to use local government to 
challenge capital or the central state. This discussion 
suggests the validity of the critical account of local 
government and localism. The matter of fundamental bias 
is pursued in detail through case material on local 
government in colonial settings. 

In subsequent Chapters, particular attention is paid to 
the political, economic and social foundations of local 
government systems as revealed through an examination of 
the rationale underlying its establishment in various 
colonial situations. This choice has been made largely 
for the facility these settings offer through not having 
had a pre-existing formal system of local government. 
That is, local government with an electoral, 
organizational and service structure in any way similar 
to what we know in Australia and similar countries. As 
such, these settings provide the opportunity to study 
local government from its inception and during its 
formative stages. 

After sketching the roots of local government structure 
and ideology in British public policy and political 
thought (Chapter Four), I examine three colonial 
situations at the time of their acquistion of formal 
local government. These are: New South Wales between 
about 1830 and 1860 (Chapter Five), British African 
Colonies in the decade following the second World War 
(Chapter Six), and Papua New Guinea also from the same 
time until about 1965 (Chapter Seven). In each case the 
period was that immediately preceeding political 
independence. My aim is to determine what the main 
considerations were that led to the establishment of 
systems of local government in these colonies. Whether 
or not these considerations reflect any pattern or 
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particular interests, especially those 
recognizable as hegemonic is a major 
Thesis. 

that might be 
concern of the 

Attention is turned in the next three Chapters (Eight to 
Ten) to a more detailed examination of the establishment 
of local government amongst Aboriginal people in the 
Northern Territory of Australia - an existing colonial 
situation. In Chapter Eight I review the meagre 
treatment of Aborigines and local government in the 
relevant literature, as well as the range of problems in 
relations between local government and Aborigines. 
Chapter Eight also deals with background and operation 
of the system of local government in the Northern 
Territory, including the development of the Aboriginal 
community councils. The advent of this form of local 
government and localist policy is placed in the context 
of the evolution of overall policy on Aborigines 
ostensibly from assimilation to self-determination. 
Chapter Nine will review the official claims about 
self-determination in specific relation to the community 
council system. The objective of self-determination, 
however, will be seen only to make sense in the colonial 
context, but this conection is obscured through the 
hegemonic facility of localism. Evidence as to the 
credibility of the official claims about the policy of 
self-determination, in respect of administrative 
processes and the local government legislation is 
examined, the latter in some detail. Questions are 
raised in Chapter Ten about the significance of the 
economic rationale for current government policy on 
local government. The Chapter focusses on current and 
emerging financial aspects of community councils, 
especially as they bear on the question of Aboriginal 
self-determination and development. The material dealt 
with in Chapters Eight to Ten will shed further light on 
the specific nature and uses of local government, 
hegemonic or otherwise. 

In the concluding chapter (Eleven) I offer a general 
account of the development of colonial administration, 
locating the place of local government in the overall 
process. In this, I suggest that the determining 
consideration for the introduction of local government 
is as a means for extending the hegemony of the 
capitalist state at the centre, rather than for reasons 
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related to development of democracy - either in general, 
or at the periphery. My major concern here is to 
establish and examine the facility offered by localist 
policy, in the form of local government, for maintaining 
class and racial hegemony. In the process of this 
examination, I itemize the range of hegemonic features 
embedded in local government as it has been applied, and 
as evidenced in the colonial context. 

METHOD 

My method of study is to chiefly rely upon existing 
literature, most of which is of a secondary kind. This 
has been located both through formal library searches 
and serendipitous discovery, the latter facilitated by 
some years of interest, researching, writing and 
teaching in the areas of local government, community 
work and social welfare. Material on local government 
finance was co~~ected as part of a more detailed 
empirical study. Much of the secondary material used, 
especially that relating to the historical chapters 
(Four to Seven) is of an idealist nature and, 
consequently, has required considerable reinterpretation 
in order to allow adequate explanation of relevant 
developments. 

Information for the chapters concerning the Northern 
Territory {Eight to Ten) was largely collected as part 
of a consultancy to the Central Land Council, Alice 
Springs, and the Northern Land Council, Darwin, in 
1985/86. Research for this consultancy was directed at 
helping the Land Councils and the scattered community 
councils develop a clearer understanding of the 
economic, legal and political implications of the 
developing framework of local government in the Northern 
Territory - especially as to its material implications 
for Aborigines. The study, therefore, concentrated on 
dimensions of the local government system rather than on 
the more internal affairs of the individual councils or 
their constituencies. The data was compiled through 
field visits to ten townships where28I interviewed 
councillors and council officials, and minor 
settlements. In addition, I interviewed officers from 
the councils of townships not visited, as well as town 
camp and outstation resource centres, in the major 
towns. Government officials, municipal councillors and 
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staff, politicians, and other informants were 
interviewed in Alice Springs, Darwin, Katherine 
Tennant Creek, as well as Canberra and Sydney. I 
also fortunate in having extensive contact 
informants through personal networks. 

also 
and 
was 

with 

A feature of the method was the presentation of findings 
at a number of conferences, seminars and briefings, with 
Aboriginal people, their advisors and politicians. My 
report, Black and White Councils: Aborigines and Local 
Government in the Northern Territory, a ~roduct of the 
consultancy with the land councils,2 was also 
distributed by the Land Councils throughout the 
Territory. Several papers were351so published before the 
finalization of the thesis. Feedback from these 
'exercises', including the formal comments of referees 
for the journal articles, reactions from the Northern 
Territory Government and the media, allowed 
verification, correction, and extension of facts and 
their interpretation. The data included in the Thesis 
represents that which was available to approximately 
July 1986. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LOCALISM AND HEGEMONY 

There was also a marked difference in the 
interpretation of the concept of 
localization. The mission saw localization as 
joint control by local staff and Village with 
the staff playing an educational and 
managerial role. The Aborigines interpreted 
localization as Village control, and saw 
European participation1as being in an advisory 
capacity only. - Bern 

Social, economic and political policy featuring 
decentralized production, service delivery, or decision 
making systems may take a variety of forms. It also may 
be evaluated in different ways. Some commentators offer 
principled support for decentralized approaches, and 
others principled skepticism. Much of the discourse on 
the issue employs terms incorporating 'local', such as 
'localism', 'localistic', 'localization', and 
'localized'. These terms are in regular use in the 
social policy literature, as well as in related fields 
such as history, political science and sociology. This 
is despite the fact of the different, and often 
contradictory, meanings they have been accorded. 
Analysis of the respective usages of the terms reveals 
that the major meanings are essentially contested. The 
different usages reflect alternative perspectives on the 
phenomena being referred to, as much as any lack of 
clarity in the minds of those who invoke the terms. 
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A survey of various applications of terms like 
'localism', 'localist', or 'localize' (from the root, 
'locus') provides insights into the nature of key 
political perspectives that inform both descriptive and 
prescriptive material on social policy. This sharpening 
of understandings of just what is meant when such terms 
as localism are invoked can help in inderstanding 
social, economic and political policy. It is the object 
of this Chapter, therefore, to develop greater 
conceptual clarity than appears to be currently 
available by elucidating the major uses of the terms 
and, in doing so, to elaborate their respective 
political advantages. 

I do not want to suggest that the concepts explored here 
are only represented by words like localization. Other 
words would do. Indeed, Smith discusses many of the 
same issues under the heading 'decentralization', the 
title of his recent book, although he occas~onally uses 
localized as a synonym for decentralized. I believe, 
however, that localization is slightly more useful in 
shedding light on the subject matter. It is probably 

used 
the 

and topical, but is a more even 
alternative meanings to be 

just as commonly 
denominator of 
addressed. And it is accorded certain nuances that are 

accorded by the term decentralization. not so readily 
This point should become clearer as I progress. 

Three distinct types of meanings, or tendencies, for 
terms derived from 'local' can be discerned in the 
literature and dictionaries: 

The first (Type A) is the simplest and most 
straightforward, where the terms refer to the placement 
or confinement of something (for example, activities, 
facilities, needs, authority, rights or views) in 
particular national or micronational positions. The 
most common usage refers to a process of systematic or 
incremental3 decentralization, what Smith calls 
'dispersal' of local units of 4 administration and 
Villadsen calls 'deconcentration'. 

The second (Type B) meaning incorporates the first but 
has the vital additional dimension of constituent or 
user participation in the activities concerned. Such 
involvement is in consultative, proprietorial or service 



rendering capacities, and this is ideally meant to 
entail a significant degree of local areal autonomy but 
in practice may not do. This normative type of localism 
is seen as desirable, more progressive, effective, 
efficient and democratic than an alternative, openly 
centralized, model of decisionmaking or service 
delivery. Sometimes it becomes an end in itself. It is 
mostly used in relation to welfare and other areas 
involving social consumption and reproduction of labour 
rather than the traditionally defined 'points of 
production', although it may refer to low key and small 
scale production as in 'community enterprise'. Very 
often this rendition of localism is accompanied by terms 
with a positive evaluative ring, such as community (care 
and development), participation, democracy, 
self-reliance and self-sufficiency. It is also more 
often associated with cooperative or consensual rather 
than conflictual strategies. 

The third (Type C) meaning is largely 
policies that embody Type B localism. 

a response to 
While it does not 

necessarily differ in its descriptive content, referring 
to the same decentralized and participative policies, it 
also has an evaluative or emotive meaning its 
interpretive dimension is quite different. Instead of 
taking decentralization and area centred participation 
as intrinsically positive and progressive attributes, 
localism is negatively assessed. It refers to the 
restrictive and, possibly, diversionary facets of the 
activities in question. Localism denotes geographically 
centred attachments, perceptions or action, or parochial 
ideology, which deflects attention from issues, problems 
or strategies focussed on the wider social system. Such 
alternative conceptions might be based on class, gender, 
ethnicity or status as citizens. The premium that is 
placed on territory as the preferred basis for analysis 
and social action is argued to have a debilitative 
political effect, through its limitation of the relevant 
theatre of action. This viewpoint is not necessarily to 
deny that commitment to locality may not be an efficient 
or effective basis for organizing people or services. 
Rather the Type C interpretation is that, to the extent 
that such mobilization is locality focussed, localist 
perspectives neglect alternative constructions of the 
issues, problems, objectives or stategies, that are at 
stake. 
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The general discourse on localism can be summarized as 
follows: 

Type A: Simple Descriptive, where 
denotes a policy of decentralization. 

Type B: Positive Prescriptive, where 
denotes a policy of apparent commitment 
focussed participative strategy for 
delivery or change. 

localism 

localism 
to area 
service 

Type C: Critical - Analytic, where localism denotes 
the disabling ideological and organizational 
effects of area focussed participative strategy. 

The shorthand labels that I will employ for each of the 
types are, decentralization, communitarian localism and 
critical localism, respectively. 

I will now elaborate this classification of uses of 
terms incorporating 'local' with specific reference to 
the relevant literature. 

TYPE A: SIMPLE - DESCRIPTIVE LOCALISM 

This usage is usually straightforward and, therefore, 
needs little attention here. A good example of the Typ5 
A usage is in referring to the 'provision of localized 
child care schemes', meaning the proliferation and 
decentralization of such seriices as a response to 
recent pressures from women.7 Consistent uses are 
commonplace in the literature: The Fabian historian 
G.D.H.Cole refers to the clustering of factories iij 
specific areas as the 'localization of industries'. 
Another historian takes 'localized industry' to ~enote 
firms dependent upon proximate labour and demand. Some 
sources use localization in contradistinction to 
nationalization, such as when a political party might 
come to attend more10o local government level issues 
than national ones. 

'Localize' has been used to distinguish national from 
international phenomena. For example, where it is used 
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to refer to a policy 
replacing expatriates in 

in third world countries of 
office with nationals, as in 

the sense of 'localiZf£ion in Kenya', 'Africanization' 
or 'Nigerianization'. In this way, Localization has 
been used 'to describe the policy of giving employment 
and responsibility to the pei~le' of Papua New Guinea 
under Australian trusteeship. While this is logically 
consistent with other Type A usage, it is unusual for 
referring to cross-national, rather than micro-national, 
processes. 

TYPE B: POSITIVE - PRESCRIPTIVE LOCALISM 

A paradigmatic idea in this Type B normative use of the 
concept is embodied in Zimmerman's translation of 
gemeinschaft a!3meaning localistic (and gesellschaft as 
cosmopolitan). Since Tonnies introduced gemeinschaft 
to sociology in 1887, it has signified the ideal of a 
homogenous, participatory and co-operative local social 
system - or community. Thus localist in some places may 
be taken to mean the assignment of certain, rather 
communitarian, functions to geographically conceived 
community. This meaning is characteristic of the Type B 
usage, prominent proponents of which are English writers 
Hadley and McGrath. In their proselytizing monograph 
Going Local they use localism to refer to social policy 
featuring decentraliJftion and 'community involvement' 
in service delivery. Their advocacy of 'neighbourhood 
based social services' is premised on the idea that the 
traditional large-scale welfare state has failed and 
that a radical new form of social welfare service 
delivery needs to be organized. This should be heavily 
dependent on cooptation of the informal helping networks 
at the neighbourhood level. The new human scale mode of 
local organization would meet welfare needs much more 
closely than the traditional bureaucratic forms. 

In the USA, Hasenfeld sees decentralization and 
localization as one of the 'themes' of 'new ideologies' 
about social policy, along with 'degovernme~salization', 
'economic growth' and 'economic democracy'. These, he 
suggests, are 'traversing the political spectrum' and 
have arisen out of a 'legitimation crisis' afflicting 
the welfare state. In the Type B pattern, he associates 
localization with local control and management of 
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welfare services which is held, not necessarily by 
Hasenfeld himself, to accomplish several aims: 

(1) They tailor programs to the needs of the 
community, (2) they foster greater reliance on 
local resources, (3) they give citizens 
greater voice in the allocation of welfare 
resources and enhance local accountability and 
responsibility, and (4) they reduce the 
excessive burea~gratization of the service 
delivery system. 

The theme of securing commitment of people to area 
centred projects is nicely illustrated in specific 
relation to local government in several British and 
Australian formulations. In 1903 the Fabian novelist 
and miscellaneous writer H.G.Wells was bothered about 
how citizens had become delocalized through increased 
mobility that allowed them to easily traverse localities 

the administrative areas in which they had 
traditionally lived and worked. Consequently people had 
lost their erstwhile identification with and 
proprietorial interest in local affairs. Wells' 
solution was to relocalize people by extending municipal 
boundaries to form consolidated urban regions. In this 
way there could be achieved a 'complete community of •• 
. rich and poor and all sorts and aspects of economic 
life together'. 'Local patriotism' that had been dying 
would be revived through the rationalized local 
authority which would be 'great enough and fine enough . 
. . to appeal to the ambition of the most energetic and 
capable men'. In addition, the 'less localized paying 
classes' would becor; more enthusiastic about municipal 
rates and projects. 

While advocating an opposite course to that of Wells, 
Robbins uses localism with much the same reference. He 
suggests that localism might best be 'tapped by creating 
more rather than fewer, local government areas.' By 
localis~, hrsseems to mean territory, centred attachment 
and action. 

Like Wells and, as we shall see, John Stuart Mill, Darke 
and Walker have also been interested in countering the 
problem of the lack of involvement of citizens in 
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government. for them, iSEli!H means a 'greater 
emphasis on local government and democracy', in favour 
of which they offer 'four arguments': (1) People are 
most likely to become committed to issues, however 
parochial or minor, that are localized and (2) which 
allow for the most experimentation and innovation. (3) 
Altruistic volunteer service can be best exploited 
through local organizations and (4) activities, such as 
services for the elderly, can be best controlled and 
organized at the local level. Darke and Walker suggest 
that such localistic policies are based on a consensual 
approach, not being oppositional or disruptive like 
alternative approaches to c~~nge that may be based on 
'insurgency and invasion'. Boddy and Fudge also term 
the localist perspective a 'constitutionalist' one and 
distinguish it from a '"local socialis§~· or 
"collectivist" perspective on local government.' 

Andrew Jones clearly ascribes the Positive 
Prescriptive (Type B) meaning to localism. Commenting 
on current Australian debate over devolution of 
'community services', he recognizes 'The Localist View' 
as both anti-centralism and pro-reform. This view is 
that 'community services should be more pluralist, 
decentralized and participato~I· within a framework of 
collective public provision'. 

A most conscientious effort 
meaning of localism occurs 
Government policy revi2, 
Australian Broadcasting. 

to explicate the Type B 
in a recent Australian 
document, Localism in 
The report strenuously 

advocates 'the concept of localism', which it defines in 
'broad terms' as 

the notion that commercial (and, as 
appropriate, public and ABC) radio and 
television stations should be individually 
operated units located in as many areas as 
possible, the size of the service area of a 
station being such as will reasonably permit 
the station to be commercially viable. 
Derived from this notion is the belief that 
ownership and programming should be controlled 
at the local level and that the programming 
provided should cater for the particular needs 
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and interests of the 2sommunity within the 
station's service area. 

Type B Localism in Victorian Social Policy 

Terms such as localism and localization seem to have 
been much more consciously and commonly used in Victoria 
than elsewhere, at least in the realm of social policy. 
Prominent and sometimes ~laborated use has appeared in~ 
wide range of government and other public documents,2 

mostly in the communitarian vein. 

Probably the major formulation of the Victorian 
Government's position was the 1982 'Statement on 
Community Welfare Prioritie~6 by the Minister for 
Community Welfare Services. This widely publicized 
speech used the term localization as a summary term for 
the Government's position: 

The Labor government sees its primary 
community welfare role as the meeting of 
social needs through the encouragement of 
community development, that is, with local 
government, self-help, and community groups 
and organizations, to provide needed community 
services which will generate informal networks 
of mutually supportive relationships. The 
development of informal networks and support 
systems at the neighbourhood level is a 
keystone in the implementation of the 
government's welfare objectives. It is well 
known that people under stress or cr1s1s first 
consult their family or friends for 
assistance. For families isolated from these 
supports, informal networks provide a means of 
contact with neighbours and a source of 
information about services and facilities. 
The Labor government sees its role as 
assisting local communities to support, 
protect and otherwise care for their own 
people through the encouragement of informal 
support systems. Thus the government will act 
to resource local networks and services. We 
will assist people to gain access to those 
networks, especially people who are 
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. d 27 disadvantage. 

The ministerial statement, with its emphasis on 
localization, privatization and family policy, was 
largely a confirmation of the previous Liberal 
minister·~8White Paper, The Future of Social Welfare in 
Victoria. The latter declared that in view of the 
'climate of economic stringency' a reorganization of 
welfare services was necessary, involving a more 
localized service delivery, greater use of voluntary 
resources, and 

transfer of resources from institutional care 
of children and young people into programs 
which will support families and provide other 
types of care for children who cannot be cared 
for by their parents or usual guardians. 

a commitment is made to the transfer of 
resources into co~ijnity based programs and 
localized services. 

The picture 
local ism is 
Government. 

that emerges is that the Type B 
the orthodox one with the 

usage of 
Victorian 

THE IDEOLOGY OF COMMUNITY 

All kinds of 
changed, by 
appellation, 

wild and unlovely 
statutory magic and 
into the most 

weeds are 
comforting 
attractive 

flowers. 
conjure 
kindness, 
as loving 
described 
Lover?' -

.. 'Community Care'? Does it not 
up a sense of warmth and human 
essentially personal and comforting, 
as the wild flowers so enchantingly 
by La~0ence in Lady Chatterlev's 

Titmuss 

The term 'community' is such a recurrent feature of the 
Positive - Prescriptive approach that it warrants some 
detailed analysis here. Exploration of the rationale 
for its virtual de rigueur usage in commending localism 
lends considerable insight into the nature of Type B 
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localism itself. Titmuss's coJDJDent, above, might be 
appropriately amended to refer to the fact that, over 
the last decade, each of the Australian states, the 
Northern Territory, and the Commonwealth have 3fcquired 
departments with 'community' in their title. These 
changes signified no other necessary or general 
administrative or programmatic innovations. They were, 
however, accompanied by a marked upsurge in the use of 
'community' to describe many facets of the governments' 
interests and operations. Such rhetoric led M.A.Jones 
to describe 'community' as an 'aerosol word' because of 
the way in ,~ich 'it is sprayed over deteriorating 
institutions'. 

Descriptive and Evaluative Meanings 

The extensive literature that deals with the te5~ 
frequently acknowledges its problematic application. 
Addressing the problematic usage of 'community' Plant 
has offered a helpful insight in making the distinction 
between 'descriptive' (cognitive)34 and 'evaluative' 
(emotive) dimensions of the term. He has suggested 
that assessments which see the problem with the concept 
as rooted in empirical or methodological issues are 
utopian in that they neglect 'the ubiquitous and non 
detachable nature of the evaluative element in the 
notion of community'. He then suggests that the meaning 
of the term may be determined as much or more by the 
ev~lua~ive position ~sits user than any interest in 
obJective reportage. 

This distinction seems to be an application of one made 
by David Hume (1711-1776) in his Treatise on Human 
Nature, where he noted the tendency of slippage between 
apparently straightforward 'observations concerning 
human affairs' and what the observer thinks is a 
desirable state of affairs. To Hume, this 
'imperceptable' change from description to prescription 
'expresses some new relation 056 affirmation', usually 
unacknowleged by their authors. Hume and Plant are, of 
course, confronted the myth of value free knowledge and 
recognized that the ideological standpoint of the user 
may determine their representation of the world. 
Recognition of the evaluative dimension of a term like 
community is crucial, because, as with 'democracy', 
'welfare' and 'participation', what it is connected to 
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tends to be accepted as indubitably a good thing. 

Popularization of Community 

Plant, follows Nisbet, and locates the 'rediscovery of 
community' in 18th and 19th century European social and 
political theory, where the 'Greek polis' was said to be 
the paradigmatic community. The nostalgic idea of a 
lost culturally and politically homogeneous, egalitarian 
and participatory local social system gained currency. 
In Tonnies' Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft of 1887, the 
romantic communitarian notion reached a most developed 
form. The gemeinschaft-gesellschaft dichotomy, often 
known as primary-secondaryj7 came to flourish in 
twentieth century sociology. In The Country and the 
City, Raymond Williams has documented the long record in 
English literature of romanticizing communal life of the 
past, when the 'natural order' was 'of responsibility 
and neighbourliness and charity•.3 

For the place of 
sociology the 

the communitarian approach in modern 
role of the Chicago School of 

'urban-ecologists' is pre-eminent. This was made up of 
notables such as Ernest Burgess, Robert Park, Louis 
Wirth and Harvey Zorbaugh from the University of Chicago 
who flourished during the second quarter of this 
century. The human ecologists imputed a causal 
connection between the development of cities and a 
perceived decline of community on one hand, and a 
decline of wholesome interpersonal relations and the 
growth of 'urban social problems' on the other. Anomie, 
conflict, crime and deviance, family breakdown, poverty, 
homelessness, and even Bolshevism, were seen to be 
natural characteristics of modern urban society. In 
this, 'natural selection' was promoted as being the 
basis for a law of urban survival and extinction. 
Species rose and flourished, decayed and died. 
Aggression, property, parasitism, ruthless competition, 
symbiosis and co-operation between humans, just as with 
other animals, were all functions of nature. Such logic 
facilitated the assertion that urban growth and 
industrialization per se did this and that to people. 
Social change could therefore be viewed as a function of 
the natural transition from small community to mass 
society. Urbanization means the spread of secondary and 
superficial relations, indifference and social 
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tolerance, individualization and anomynity, formal 5ijles 
and secondary controls, and high spactial mobility. 

A characteristic feature of the espousal of the 
communitarian tradition has been the amnesic regard for 
the tensions, antagonisms and conflicts that were 
ordinary parts of the archetypal communities. Gross 
inequalities, rigid status groups, blood feuds, 
persecution, intolerance, bondage and ignorance are 
ordinarily forgotten, so that real 'community' is seen 
only in nostalgic terms of co-operation and harmony. 

SimilarlaO a ~tind eye is turned is the work of 
Castells Gans Wilensky and Lebeaux and others who 
have challenged the Chicago School's approach. For 
example, Gans argued that class and life-cycle 
variations were more important than locale as a 
determinant of life styles. Castells furthered this 
critique, that social phenomena cannot be adequately 
understood as a consequence of ecological processes, 
arguing that in capitalist society, space is structured 
in a way specifically conducive to production, 
consumption and exchange geared for the accumulation of 
capital. Moreover, the simple linkage of spatial 
arrangements to certain behavioural patterns is 
ideologically misleading. In this way, the loss of 
community explanation may be seen as 'an ideology of 
modernity, aimed43at masking and naturalizing social 
contradictions'. 

The explanation for the selective perception of the 
communitarian approach would seem to be best located in 
its service to a conservative position. If traditional 
communities did not suffer certain problems, and modern 
society does, then the transition from rural or village, 
to city life can be unobtrusively accorded causal 
status. Problems can be attributed to modern urban or 
industrial systems rather than to class society and the 
capitalist political order. People such as McLuhan can 
say: 

The natural tendency of the enlarged community 
of the city is to increase the intensity and 
accelerate functions of every sort ... the 
city ... generated fierce intensities .. 
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. . . 44 it burst forth into agression. 

Reporting their research on the South Australian steel 
town of Whyalla, Campbell and Kriegler make the point 
this way: 'The term "community", whether in common 
usage, used "officially", in the media or in academic 
texts, usually begs the question and not least in the 
case of Whyalla'. One of the questions begged was the 
reasons for the town's decline, where the approach of 
the local newspaper was to report of the '"community" 
threatened not by economic and political forces but by 
inexorable fate'. The authors also note the 
'ideological utility' of the term in its stress on 
consensus and implia~t denial of class when applied to 
the whole locality. 

Acceptance of this type of assertion, that evolution and 
growth rather than political choices, cause social 
problems, allows at least rhetorical solutions, couched 
in terms of building community. Such formulations are 
oriented towards reviving or regenerating the primary 
social relations of the traditional community. Social 
planning, community development, community education and 
community health policies, for example, directed at 
fostering integration, neighbourliness, 'community' 
consciousness or local mutual support are seen as 
efficacious responses to current problems. Even the 
vacation by the state of direct responsibilities for 
health, education and welfare, in favour of encouraging 
the 'communities'' own responsibilities can be justified 
by this communitarian logic. 

This 'community' activity directs attention away from 
specific politico-economic considerations by the state. 
Modernization, as Williams notes, 46is often made to do 
as a critique of capitalism'. It helps avoid 
recognition of these co-called urban, social problems as 
either endemic to capitalism, or a function of 
particular policy choices made by the capitalist state. 

Similarly avoided is the idea that resolution of the 
problems of concern might be contingent on significant 
social transformation. This might be, for example, in 
gender or class relations. Having once defined the 
problems in terms of modernization though, such 
political questions need not be confronted. Faith 
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Thompson has noted the unusual convenience, for some 
concerned with social engineering, of the term 
community, as a panacea i~at supplants the need for 
revolution or even reform. Intervention can be couched 
in terms of revival or reconstruction of real community 
or, at least, parts of it - like building participation 
and 'natural caring networks', through community 
development strategies. 

The Communitarian Tradition in Community Development 

Plant effectively locates the theoretical base 
community work or community development in 
communitarian tradition with telling quotations 
community work literature which all identify: 

the positive value of community life, thus 
endowing the notion of community with 
evaluative force and the realization that this 
community life is in danger of being lost as a 
result of urbanization of functions, the 
growth of complex organizations and 
bureaucracies, the loss of the notion of the 
total person in the anonymity of urban life. 
In this sense there is no sharp break in the 
ideology of the contemporary community worker 
and those who formed the sociological 
tradition which has si8structured our thinking 
about community life. 

for 
the 

from 

Inspection of most standard texts for definitions or 
descriptions of contemporary community work reflect this 
communitarian tradition. Milson, for example, complains 
that 'many aspects of community association and action, 
which grew naturally in "the old days", have been 
seriously inhibited by the conditions of modern 
living.' The remedy that Milson prescribes is community 
development, to counteract the 'segregation, 
fragmentation, loneliness, anonymity and social 
problems' by whi§h ·g0banized living is often 
characterized'. Even less institutionalised 
elements in community work, representing some 
counter-cultural, spiritual or anarchical perspectives 
are strongly attached to traditional notions of 
community. Social, political, economic and educational 
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organizations are regarded as 'too distant, too remote 
and too bureaucratisedsro be responsive to the needs and 
wants of individuals'. 

The New South Wales Department of Youth and Community 
Services has been responsible for numerous communitarian 
formulations. For example: 

local community services have their 
roots in a more personalised concern of people 
for each other and are highlighted as a 
response to the breakdown of the extended 
family and neighbourhood networks which, in 
earlier times, provided some of the practical 
help and support which individuals and 
families need from time to 
services ... are also a 
growing awareness that 
institutions produce new 
which the community is not 

time. Community 
response to the 
changing social 

circumstances for 
wholly geared ... 

experience in participation supports the view 
that individuals grow and develop through 
participatory processes and through being 
involved in organizations and events which 
promote a sense of local igsntity and a spirit 
of community co-operation. 

The Department supplied a complementary view in 
guidelines provided for Neighbourhood Centres it funds, 
prescribing a programmatic emphasis on 

people getting together to help each other and 
taking joint action on common problems. 
A centre should be equally accessible to all 
people, including 'special needs groups' such 
as ethnic communities, the handicapped, 
Aborigines, etc. In a time of increasing 
categories and divisions, the neighbourhood 
centre's general community focus is one way of 
breaking down53 these artificial barriers 
between people. 

A publication funded under the neighbourhood centres 
program blithely repeated the Department's communitarian 
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propaganda, in advocating a scheme for 'village style 
learning in a metropolis': 

In times gone by (and still in some small 
communities) people quite naturally helped one 
another learn when the need arose. This still 
happens, but it is much harder to achieve, as 
cities hgxe grown and societies become more 
complex. 

The idea of trying to graft back on to today"s social 
organization, a feature meant to characterize 
pre-capitalist times, might be taken to reflect a 
remarkable capacity to allow nostalgia to override 
systematic observation. However, the problem is more 
than one of scientific inaccuracy. The use of the term 
community also conveys the conservative suggestion that 
general societal change, toward a concordant, 
integrated, caring and egalitarian system, can be 
achieved through some sort of social policy 
intervention, such as community work or community 
development. Such practices are also clearly seen by 
the state to be cost effective, evidenced in such frank 
formulations as: 

The process of participation also educates 
people to consider alternate resources for 
their programs awg5 from traditional and 
government sources. 

Bob Carr, now Minister for Environment and Planning in 
New South Wales, in a Bulletin article praising the cost 
saving virtues of home-aid under the States Grants (Home 
Aid} Act 1969 provides complementary evidence. 

It is something of a model social welfare 
scheme. There's no money guzzling 
bureaucracy: volunteer local committees do 
most of the administration. only nine 
paid staff in NSW administer a scheme being 
used by 8000 people ... The home help scheme 
responds to local initiatives. It shows that 
welfare need not be delivered by overspending, 
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intrusive bureaucratic structures but, on the 
contrary, _can56be lean and effective - and 
money saving. 

Minimization of public expenditure is a fundamental 
plank in conservative economic policy which is served by 
the use of 'community' to denote certain programs that 
involve a transfer of responsibilities to the local 
(community) level which, in practice and just 
incidentally, usually means to women. The 'spray-on' 
application of community to such strategies might be 
best seen as sugar coating for a bitter pill. 

In summary, the term 'community' suits conservative 
interests, particularly through: facilitation of an 
'a-political' conception of problems and change; its 
emphasis on an essential unity, rather than separation, 
of interests (as in a class perspective): its service to 
the pluralist view that it is possible within 
capitalism, and desirable, to devolve significant 
decision making to the local level: and its use in 
characterizing a management model geared to minimizing 
government expenditure. 

TYPE C: CRITICAL - ANALYTIC LOCALISM 

The Type C approach to localism recognizes a parochial• 
and constraining dimension of localist policy not 
normally found in the more idealist Type B 
interpretations. The Critical - Analytic usage of the 
concept of localism is commonly part of a critique of 
policies or programs that assert the virtues of local 
control without necessarily implementing it, or even 
being able to do so in more than a tokenistic fashion. 
A fundamental feature is that they do not accept that 
localist programs can be understood of themselves. 
Their effect is, as B.C.Smith devotes his book to 
demonstrating, highly contingent on such considerations 
as there being separate interests at stake - within and 
between localities, contradictions between legal and 
financial controls, and vital distinctions between the 
types of decisions that are devolved to the local 
level. In any case, as Smith points out, 'what counts 
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. . . 57 as reality varies from perspective to perspective'. 
The Type C critiques point out the capacity of localist 
projects to help render perceptions and activities 
consistent with, or manageable within, prevailing 
bourgeois or patriarchal political and economic 
ideology. Localist projects, operating as ideological 
institutions which delimit the political theatre, thus 
have a hegemonic effect - a proposition upon which I 
will shortly elaborate. 

Critiques of Positive - Prescriptive (Type B) localism 
tend to explain this effect in several basic ways. 
Firstly, localist schemes divert latent interests along 
relatively unthreatening and fragmented geographic 
lines; Secondly, by invoking pluralist structures they 
faclitate the bypassing of antagonisms between class, 
gender, racial and ethnic categories; thirdly, localist 
schemes, being mostly about welfare or human services, 
artificially separate the sphere of consumption from 
that of production and thereby shield key capitalist 
institutions from attention; finally critics of (Type B) 
localism frequently point to the capacity such policies 
have for deflecting pressures to meet social needs away 
from capital and the state. 

Some of the specific arguments that make up this Type C 
critique will be briefly reviewed, but initially it is 
useful to illustrate the element of constraint or 
restrictiveness that is especially important in the Type 
C position. While this element is implicit in the Type 
A approach, it is generally ignored in the Type B, 
communitarian, position. The idea of restrictiveness in 
localism is a principal feature of Merton's classical 
(1940s) study of patterng8 of influence 'Local and 
Cosmopolitan Influentials'. Merton adopted Zimmerman's 
terms 'local' and 'cosmopolitan' to refer to types of 
influentials in Rovere, U.S.A. The chief criterion for 
distinguishing these types is found in their orientation 
towards the town. 

The localist largely confines his interests to 
this community. Rovere is essentially his 
world. Devoting little thought or energy to 
the Great Society, he is preoccupied with 
local problems, to the virtual exclusion of 
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the national and international scene. He is, 
strictly speaking, parochial. Contrariwise 
with the cosmopolitan type. He has some 
interest in Rovere but he is also 
oriented significantly to the world outside 
.. The local type i~ parochial, the 
cosmopolitan is ecumenical. 

Merton writes of a 'tendency of local influentials to be 
devoted t~0 localism and of them being 'local 
patriots'. The terminology has been followed by 
Gouldner in organizational analysis where he identifies 
'local' and 'cosmopolitan' latent social roles that are 
made up of three variables: loyalty to an employing 
organization; commitment to some professional or 
specia~ist skills; and orientation towards a reference 
group. With these Gouldner sets out two contrasting 
types of organizational identities that could be 
illustrated in the following way. 

LOYALTY (to organization) 

COMMITMENT (to professional or 
specialist skills) 

REFERENCE GROUP 

COSMOPOLITANS 

low 

high 

outer 

LOCALS 

high 

low 

inner 

From his study of an educational organization, Gouldner 
found that the localist roles involved more 
participation and were more influential in the 
organization, were more committed to the organization, 
referred more to organizational roles and were likely to 
see consensg~ as more important than individual 
differences. 
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Localism in this sense is about the concentration of 
attention and energies within narrow organizational or 
parochial terms of reference. Such containment of the 
theatre of attention and action, it is argued, is not 
easily reconcilable with strategies that, whether or not 
they entail locality based groups, concern themselves 
with the goal of wider systemic change. Policies that 
foster inward focus on incremental, 
locality-by-locality, attempts to resolve problems that 
may be endemic to capitalist, racist or sexist society 
do not themselves appear to be capable of threatening 
the existing social order. If systemic phenomena cannot 
be changed through discrete local action, then policies 
that encourage such activity might be regarded as 
structurally hegemonic. 

Newby identifies such mechanisms in their historical 
context. In his study of deference amongst nineteenth 
century farm workers he uses localism to denote a 
'particular form of territoriality' in which people 
identified with a defined geographical area which was 
idealized as a 'community'. The symbolism of community 
had a disarming effect, overriding63 the 'everyday 
exploitation of work on the land'. Newby saw the 
origin of localism in England in the structurg4 of 
landholding during feudal or even pre-feudal times. At 
first it stemmed from the protective function of the 
feudal lord against outside attack, but later from 
conscious implementation of localist welfare policies 65 
like the Tudor Poor Law and the Speenhamland System 
that administratively bound common people to place. 
These restrictions were legitimated by the 'ideological 
gloss' of community, fostered by the landowning class, 
that helped renew 'vertical ties ... brggen down by 
the upheavals of the Industrial Revolution'. 

Bell and Newby saw a 'steady dilution of localism' as an 
unarticulated structural principle, from the end of the 
eighteenth century in England, and a 'parallel trend' in 
'the growth of a consciously articulated ideology of 
"community"'. Localism, then, is about 'the 
establishment of a stable and orderly social hierarchy 
which will guarantee the long-term w;intenance to 
traditional elite power and privileges'. 
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In the modern context writers have frequently pointed to 
the inability gfi fragmented community action to effect 
general change. Saunders, for example, argues that 
'urban struggles are typically fragmented, localizeg~ 
strategically limited and politically isolated'. 
Sennett refers to the careless and misguiding 
localization of attention to relatively small areas by 
social and urban planners. So-called progressive 
planning, emphasizing decentralization and local units 
of social organization, participation and control, is 
seen as politically destructive. In the highly 
interdependent capitalist econ95y 'local decision about 
local matters is an illusion'. 

The celebration of territorial community 
against the evils of impersonal, capitalist 
urbanism quite comfortably fits into the 
larger system, because it leads to a logic of 
local defense against the outside world ... 
The emotional logic of community, beginning as 
a resistance to the evils of modern 
capitalism, winds up as a bizarre kind of 
depoliticized withdrawal; the system remains 
intact, but maybe we can7iet it to leave our 
piece of turf untouched. 

Ashcroft and Jackson make a very similar point, 
attacking highly 'localized community action' and 't92 
notion of "education" for localized political action'. 
They argue that only through an awareness that so-called 
local issues are 'essentially manifestations of societal 
problems' is action leading to social change possible. 
Community action, or parochial militancy', that is not 
related to a much broader class movement, is likely to 
benefit areas that are active at the expense of those 
that are inactive. 

Community development or community education strategies 
that purport to alleviate disadvantage, but which 
localize issues, could actually 'reinforce the 
constraints on awareness and personal development' that 
helped justify intervention in th73first instance - 'an 
educational form of Catch 22'. Jacobs indirectly 
concurs with this view in suggesting that without 
leadership from a mass revolutionary party it is 'almost 
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inevitable that local;jed struggles will be devoid of 
ideological content'. However, if action at the local 
level was connected with a mass revolutionary program it 
would hardly qualify as 'localist'. Also, it is 
misleading to assert that action unconnected with a 
specific political position, revolutionary or otherwise, 
is, thereby, ideology free. He actually seems to mean 
that local participation itself does not lead towards 
heightened class consciousness, nor towards development 
of a socialist perspective. 

Piven and Cloward use localization to describe the 
confinement to sub-national areas of responsibilities to 
carry out certain programs in order to distance 
democratic involvement ,som broader economic and 
national political issues. Specifically, they point to 
the interest of the Reagan administration in localizing 
tasks for developing responses to the material 
grievances of the lower classes. This policy both 
restricts the options for dealing with those complaints 
and restricts the choices for dealing with the political 
conflicts to which they might otherwise lead. Thus, 
localization denotes a strategy of stratifying politics 
- by containing participation in pub~ic p~licy a76t9; 
local level, taking pressure off wider issues. 
Katznelson employs the term 'political buffers' to refer 
to the use of discrete instituti9ffal structures that 
help contain or manage discontent. 

This kind of criticism is not only levelled at right 
wing governments or policies. The distinction Boddy and 
Fudge draw between the current local socialist movement 
in Britain and localism is not accepted by Cochrane. The 
latter argues that the 'new municipal socialism' itself 
has 'an overwhelming localist focus'. He suggests that 
the local socialists 'tend to exaggerate the virtue of 
"localness" for its own sake' by, for example, 
automatically associating loc,~ness and relative 
smallness with greater democracy. Cochrane sees the 
avowed defense of local democracy against the 
Thatcherite attacks as serving to shift the focus of 
attention away from some of the more valid and crucial 
issues ftO stake, such as the threat to the welfare state 
itself. 

81 
As Bryson and I have argued and Kilmartin, Thorns and 
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Burke also point out, territorially based voluntary 
organizations, often fostered by the localist policies 
of government in capitalist nation states, have a 
conservatizing effect by facilitating the growth of 
locality based sentiment, at the expense of the 
development of other real oB2 potential constituencies 
for co-operation and action. 

The constraints of geographically fragmented localist 
action are generally accompanied by pluralist 
assumptions to the effect that there is a common 
interest that is best served through a proliferation of 
active interest groups that check and balance each 
other. This, it is assumed, will create an enriching 
diversity of positions as well as ensuring that no 
particular group is politically dominant, and the role 
of government, as just one of these groups, is properly 
limited. The Type C position is that pluralist activity 
based on local organization commonly involves 
internecine, intra-class, conflict. Explicit or 
implicit competition, over access to limited housing, 
amenities, jobs or project funding, is a S~ature of muff~ 
localist activity. Critics such as Bell and Zukin 
discuss the seeming paradox in the contribution of 
fragmented, if militant, localist action contained 
within non-hegemonic classes, to the preservation of the 
status quo. Some note that the practice of community 
action embodies and models the hegemonic notion that 
power is diffused and that everyone can orwgnize to 
exert a significant impact on decision making. 

Positive - Prescriptive (Type B) Localism, such as that 
expressed in the Victorian policy papers advocates a 
mixed economy of welfare, featuring a de-emphasis on 
direct state provision and promotion of the contribution 
of co-operative and complementary private, non-profit or 
commercial, services and informal voluntary action. 
Subscription to the idea of welfare pluralism helps free 
the state from claims that it should accept or retain 
responsibility for various services. Instead, 
obligations are held to be best shared across sectors, 
even if within terms of reference set by the state 
sector itself. Such schemes, featuring as they 
generally do the rhetoric of co-operation and joint 
responsibility, pre-empt questions about bias in state 
intervention. The promotion of localist programs, based 

39 



on community responsibility for certain services may, 
for example, be a reflection of the dominance of 
conservative monetary policy or patriarchal thought. 

Kilmartin, Thorns and Burke identify 
movement' in Australia and take it to 
increasing thrust towardft transfer of 
making to the local level. 6 

a 'localism 
be about the 
state policy 

The state has increasingly moved in the 1970s 
and 1980s to promote devolution of some 
aspects of Federal government funded services 
to the local level and in doing so has claimed 
it is responding to the demand for greater 
local autonomy. Such devolution, however, has 
generally been of areas of responsibility 
rather than funds and has been motivated very 
largely by the attempt to bring about a 
reduction8~n the level of Federal government 
spending. 

Where a policy of localization involves a run down of 
direct state services in favour of community care there 
is little argument that this involves a highly 
disproportionate transfer of the burden of care to 
women. It has been frequently demonstrated 88that 
community care generally denotes care by women, yet 
the localist emphasis defuses the wider issue of 
sexism. 

The advocates of localism or community control generally 
only concern themselves with the delivery of human 
services such as health, education and welfare. 
Localist policies, as a rule, do not propose similar 
intervention in the productive relations of commerce and 
industry. Issues such as the right to work and control 
over work situations are, as Ashcroft and Jackson point 
out, 'much the most significant determinant of 
life chances.' If these are not included in what is 
meant by community control then such localist exercises 
are 'rather like controlling the fleas ~n a circus and 
allowing the elephants to roam free•.8 Those proposals 
that do involve any degree of local control 
situations, such as work cooperatives, are 
tiny scale. These, and short term public 

over 
only 
sector 

work 
on a 

job 
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creation programs (such as the Community Employment 
Program, or Community Development Employment Program 
see Appendix One) hardly touch upon, let alone question, 
the normal capitalist relations of production. 

As I intimated at the beginning of this discussion of 
the Type C usage of localism, a key theme in the 
critical approach is that of constraint. A number of 
points in the preceding discussion, including the last, 
centre on ideas or structures that restrict, or guide 
thought and action in directions that suit some 
interests over those of others. I am talking here, of 
course, about hegemony or hegemonic effects - terms 
which I have already used a number of times. The 
concept of hegemony is fundamental to a developed 
appreciation of localism. While it is superfluous in 
the Type A perspective, and inconsistent with the Type 
B, stressing community of interest as it normally does, 
- it is at the crux of the Type C usage, although the 
concept itself is not usually spelt out. An examination 
of its meaning, especially as it relates to localism and 
localist practice, will be useful for the analysis of 
local government in ensuing chapters. 

HEGEMONY AND LOCALISM 

Although it is often unrecognized, the notion of 
hegemony had a substantial history in political analysis 
before it was popularized in the work of the renown 
communist Antonio Gramsci. The term had been familiar 
and widely-used in the Russian labour movement up to 
1917 'to theorize the role of the working class in a 
bourgeois revolution'. 'The hegemony of the proletariat 
in the democratic revolution was sharply distinguished 
from the dictatorship of the proletariat, and 
polemically contrasted against it'. According to Lenin, 
it was the recognition and conscious implementation of 
the idea of hegemony, that transformed fragw5nted 
corporatist guilds into a working class movement. At 
the Fourth Congress of the Third International, the term 
hegemony was used, for what Anderson claims to be the 
first time, to refer to bourgeois domination. This 
meant a situation where the proletariat was confined to 
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a corporate role through its acceptance of a division 
between politics and economics. 

The bourgeoisie always seeks to separate 
politics from economics, because it 
understands very well that if it succeeds in 
keeping the working class within a corporative 
framework~1no serious danger can threaten its 
hegemony. 

Gramsci was a participant at the Congress and he was to 
develop this usage some years later. In the Prison 
Notebooks he extended the notion of hegemony to refer to 
the mechanisms of bourgeois rule in stable capitalist 
society. Especially, he gave strong emphasis to 
cultural and ideological dimensions of bourgeois 
domination, and showed hij~ these were mediated by the 
state and intellectuals. This emphasis on the force of 
cultural and ideological considerations, as against more 
pure econmomic ones, or the use of force, was of course 
a distinct feature of Gramsci's contribution to Marxist 
analysis. 

The Site for Exercise of Hegemony 

Having distinguished intellectual and moral direction 
within culture from domination by force, Gramsci posed 
the question as to the particular place in bourgeois 
society for the exercise of hegemony. While 
inconsistent, his 'first and firmest' answer was that 
hegemony pertains to93civil society', as distinct from 
'political society". Private associations of civil 
society, like churches and schools, were seen as 
instruments for hegemonic control. In other places, 
however, Gramsci did not see a94universal localization 
of hegemony' in civil society. He sometimes saw the 
state itself as a hegemonic apparatus, and at other 
times did not distinguish bet;~en civil and political 
society, or the state, at all. He never unambiguously 
committed himself to any of the three alternative 
positions and 'in the enigmatic mosaic that Gramsci 
laboriously assembled in prison, the words "State", 
"civil society", "political society", "hegemony", 
"domination", or "direction" all (underwent) a 

. . , 96 persistent slippage . 
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Despite this hiatus, Gramsci's work still serves to 
highlight the complementary place of non-state and 
para-state institutions in the maintenance of bourgeois 
domination. Gramsci was particularly concerned with the 
subject of the interventionist state and its increasing 
role in economic and social planning. The 
interventionist state included the hegemonic role of the 
'multitude of ... so called private initiatives and 
activities . which form the apparatus of the 
politica197and cultural hegemony of the ruling 
classes'. In this, he specifically recognized the role 
of the welfare state, citing, for sxample, the social 
legislation of Bismark and Disraeli.9 

Undoubtedly the fact of hegemony presupposes 
that account be taken of the interests and the 
tendencies of the groups over which hegemony 
is to be exercised, and that a certain 
compromise equilibrium should be formed in 
other words, that the leading group should 
make sacrifices of an economic-corporate 
kind. But there is no doubt that such 
sacrifices and such a compromise cannot touch 
the essential; for though hegemony �~�~� 

ethical-political, it must also be economic. 

Explaining 'some confusion between civil society and 
political society', Gramsci remarked that 

the general notion of State includes elements 
which need to be referred back to the notion 
of civil society (in the sense that one might 
say that State= political society + civil 
society, in other words hegemony protected by 
the armour of coercion). 

He goes on to suggest the possibility of a 
withering of 'the coercive element of the State' 
is replaced by increasing intervenr~8n through 
and apparently private structures. 

gradual 
as it 

ethical 

The recent return to favour of neo-conservative economic 
theory, and the growth of 'new right' ideology, with its 
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accompanying assault on government services, could be 
taken as some verification of this hypothesis. The 
present period is conspicuous for the drive to 'roll 
back' bureaucracy and public expenditure. Governments 
are becoming increasingly interested in shifting service 
responsibilities to private organizations. In the 
health and welfare sectors the phenomenon of 
de-institutionalization is a good example. 
Institutional care, treatment or custody has come into 
disrepute in social policy, and is being replaced by 
various forms of community care. The evaluative 
dimensions of the relevant terms, pejorative in one 
instance (institutionalization) and positive in the 
other (community care) both supports and reflects the 
trend. At the same time, notwithstanding rhetoric about 
deregulation in the commercial sector, there would seem 
to be more interest in state control. This is through 
tighter budgetary techniques and performance evaluation, 
stricter service agreements and de!~yery guide!~~es, and 
so on. Also, as Piven and Cloward and Rose point 
out, during economic recession the diminution of the 
state's residual welfare services is seen to restrict 
the resources available to support working class 
militancy, especially through industrial action. 

For the purpose of understanding social policies, a 
working definition of hegemony based on Gramsci's ideas 
is as follows. The concept essentially denotes the 
dominance of a particular class or other interest. In 
advanced capitalist society, this ascendance is 
maintained through ideology, although this i~3ultimately 
reliant on the state's coercive power. Hegemony 
depends upon the ideological neutralization of 
fundamental antagonisms which facilitates the 
acquiescence of the subordinate groups to dominant 
interests. Hegemonic institutions generate or reinforce 
ideas and practices conducive to preserving dominant 
interests. While these directly inculcate certain 
views, they also involve the development of 
organizational structures which channel perceptions and 
types of behaviour in directions conducive to 
reinforcing existing social relations. Hegemonic 
institutions are frequently heavily reliant upon a 
consensual discursive framework. As such they are 
non-conducive to the open articulation of class 
interests and action threatening to the dominant order. 
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In Gramsci's own terms: 

the dominant group is coordinated 
concretely with the general interests of the 
subordinate groups, and the life of the state 
is conceived of as a continuous process of 
formation and superceding of unstable 
equilibria (on the juridicial plane) between 
the interests of the fundamental group and 
those of the subordinate groups equilibria 
in which the interests of the dominant group 
prevail, but only up to a point, that is 
stopping !Birt of narrowly corporate economic 
interest. 

This general 
'community'. 
particular 

idea is well 
have 

the 
As we 

population 

illustrated by the term 
seen, when applied to a 
word downplays critical 

differences of interest that may exist between classes, 
races or the sexes. When applied to particular 
practices or institutions the term's positive evaluative 
force commends them, as if they indubitably existed to 
serve the common interest. The consensual, but 
positive, weight of the term is well suited for the 
'ideological neutralization of fundamental 
antagonisms'. The term clearly lends itself to 
hegemonic processes. But the hegemonic application of 
localist policies go well beyond the usage of 
'community'. 

The general separation of political and economic 
institutions under capitalism is critical for the 
maintenance of bourgeois hegemony. The state, by 
definition, 'represents' the totality of the 
population. Manifest inequalities within civil society, 
divided as it is into classes, is overshadowed by the 
legal equality of individual citizens before the state. 
The reality of economic cleavages, between exploiters 
and exploited, within the overall society is subsumed by 
the weight of the ideology of a juridicially free and 
equal constituency. The tangible civic freedoms and 
suffrage of the ballot-box and parliamentary democracy 
offer persuasive evidence of liberty. The grass-roots 
representation that is claimed for local government is 
sometimes given as evidence of the extent of the state's 
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concern for the total population. 

The state, however, is more than both the subject matter 
and vehicle for the conveyance of direct ideological 
indoctrination or misrepresentation. Parliamentary and 
other state institutions may guarantee and protect 
certain civic benefits and induce voluntary acceptance 
of capitalism through the way in which they contain 
action. Institutions can help shape ideas and direct 
behaviour through their very construction - through the 
presentation of opportunities for participation along 
lines conducive to the development of outcomes managable 
within the pluralist/ capitalist / racist and sexist 
system itself. A complementary influence is exerted 
through the existence of a range of pluralist 
organizations of a para-state and private nature. These 
include quangos, peak councils, industry, trade and 
labour organizations, civil liberties groups, public 
interest, consumer and other lobby groups. Just as with 
state institutions, some of these operate at the 
locality level and manifest communitarian localist 
ideology. 

Localist Practice as Hegemonic Practice 

It is important for social cohesion in a democratic 
capitalist society that the mass of people believe that 
they do, or can through appropriate avenues, exercise 
self-determination. However, as Gramsci suggested, 
there are different modes of intervention approp1~gte to 
different social forces and political groups and 
local participative organizations are well suited for 
encouraging and incorporating the aspirations of various 
groups. These bodies are commonly subordinate to or 
tied (by statute, financial agreements, party 
allegiance, professional aspirations and commitments, 
tradition, and so on) to the central state, although 
very often they (are made to) appear as if they are 
independent. As such, they become virtual trojan horses 
for inducing acceptance of central state leadership. 

This is not to infer that there is an inherent and 
uniform state role, or that the state is unambiguously 
repressive, any more than it unambiguously promotes 
equity. Nor does it imply that individual and factional 
interests might not themselves exploit opportunities 
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offered by state sponsored localist programs. While it 
does not measure up to an 'ideal type', the state is the 
site on which hegemonic functions are carried out. The 
effect of much state intervention is, for example, 
repressive, and this is not necessarily wholly planned 
or intentional, nor without contradictions. The 
critical view of localism is that localist policies 
present a means for hegemonic action, although they 
clearly do not have any homogeneous form. Nor are they 
static, even though they may exist, or recur, over a 
considerable period of time. Localist ideas occur in 
diverse forms; from schemes for utopian or 
self-sufficient rural communes to urban self-help 
collectives, from community care and neighbourhood aid 
programs to militant community action, and from third 
world community development programs to the general 
concept of local government - the principle area of 
localist practice considered in this Thesis. 

'Trenches' 

It is appropriate at this point to elaborate a commonly 
occuring feature of localist programs with a clear 
hegemonic facility. Gramsci sought to explain why 
western capitalism was not susceptible to direct 
revolutionary coup and pointed to how complex and 
resistant its civil society had become. Even where the 
state itself was shaken by incursion, there was still a 
tenacious civil society behind it. The latter was 
constituted of entrenched beliefs and practices that 
presented obstacles within the terrain of political 
struggle. Gramsci's famous metaphor on this is that 
'the superstructures of civil s~8iety are like the 
trench-systems of modern warfare'. 

The disabling ideological separation between economics 
and politics noted above constitutes one such 'trench'. 
Various other defensive 'trenches' within capitalist 
society have been identified by socialists and 
feminists. Ideological distinctions have been 
established, for example, between the areas of 
production and consumption, production and distribution, 
and production and reproduction. Each of these may be 
understood for their contribution towards the 
maintenance of hegemonic social relationships. A 
defensive 'trench' between workplace and community has 

47 



also been the subject of attention by critics of 
localism such as Ashcroft and Jack!89 in their 'fleas' 
and 'elephants' jibe about localism. 

Jakubowicz points to practical lessons about separation 
of industrial and environmental issues learnt by 
bureaucracy and parties of government from the green ban 
period of the 1970s in New South Wales. The most 
significant of these, he suggests, was the importance of 
maintaining a separation of locality based working-class 
struggles from those at the point of production, 'if 
social control was to be 15gintained and overall 
bourgeois hegemony sustained'. Jakubowicz' example is 
that of the apparent liberalization of planning and 
environmental legislation which shifted pursuit of 
distributive grievances through militant joint 
urban/industrial action into concilliatory state 
juridicial channels. 

In his book City Trenches: Urban Politics and the 
Patterning of Class in the United States, Katznelson 
fixed on the term 'trench' as a particularly apt 
expression in helping explain American political 
conservatism. He saw the discontinuity between 
locality, or domestic, and workplace issues as an 
effective fortification trench p189ecting capitalism. 
Using a community study approach, Katznelson set out 
to elaborate 'the distinctive linguistic, ideological, 
and organizational conventions of American urban 
politics'. He was especially concerned to show how 
traditions of thought, expression, and practice at the 
urban level informed protest and its resolution duri~8 
the period of urban turbulence of the late 1960s. 
What Katznelson saw as needing explanation was 'not the 
absence of class in Amiiican politics but its limitation 
to the arena of work'. 

American urban politics has been governed by 
boundaries and rules that stress ethnicity, 
race, and territoriality, rather than class, 
and that emphasize the distribution of goods 
and services, while excluding questions of 
production or workplace relations. The 
centrepiece of these rules has been the 
radical separation in people's consciousness, 
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speech, and activity of the poii5ics of work 
from the politics of community. 

While Katznelson saw the differentiation of work and 
community as a characteristic of all industrial 
capitalist societies, he took it to be particularly 
sharp in the United States. There, he argued, the most 
important set of rules shaping conflict have been of an 
urban rather than industrial kind. 

Elsewhere in the West, mass-membership party 
and union organizations have succeeded, at 
least much of the time and in varying degrees, 
in connecting the segmented dimensions of 
class, even if usually in distributive, 
reformist ways. ordinary politics in 
virtually all the European democracies is 
defined by institutionalized class-based party 
competition, in which social democratic, 
socialist, and communist parties use, with 
different degrees of intensity, a global 
rhetoric and analysis of class, and mobilizing 
strategies that join economics and politics, 
and link together the struggles of workers 
where they labor and where they live. Such 
parties or movements require that supporters 
see themselvef1~s workers not only at work but 
also at home. 

Although Katznelson has clearly recognized the 
importance of national differences he ran a great risk 
in lumping the European countries together, especially 
over such a broad criterion as the predominant cultural 
locus of conflict. The advent in some European 
countries of mass mobilization on the political plane 
over the environment and nuclear armament would seem to 
confound the force of Katznelson's international 
comparison. The value of his 'city trenches' thesis for 
understanding the hegemonic organizing principles of 
localism, however, is not necessarily diminished. 
Localist policies that orient thought and action towards 
the domestic environment, appear as 'trenches' of more 
or less strategic or hegemonic significance, depending 
on many variables, along with the national. Localist 
practices need also to be seen as trenches influencing 
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the struggle over gender, race or other socially 
constructed categories, as well as class relationships. 
Bryson and I, for example, have shown how 'community' in 
social policy is frequently an indirect way of denoting 
women. While 'community care' generally !!Ins care by 
women, this is generally not acknowledged. 

Localist practices, such as community care and community 
management schemes, community action and community 
development programs and local government, play a 
critical role in the separation of work and locale. 
Localist programs may be seen as means for the 
incorporation of democratic aspirations in a form and at 
a level which cannot itself threaten the dominance of 
capital, nor hardly the central state. Consent for 
bourgeois democracy has to be won, and appropriate 
hegemonic projects would appear to be important in this 
respect. Later, I will show how the democratic theory 
of J.S.Mill is directed at justifying the institution of 
local government within these terms. An excessive 
amount of skepticism and grievances from the subordinate 
classes would undermine voluntary commitment to the 
social order. Incipient instability can be ameliorated 
through education and incorporation at the local level. 
This may be on a vicarious and ideological level, such 
as through the 'community' motif, or on a practical 
level, such as through encouraging participation in 
disparate and fragmented political structures. The 
hegemonic effects of localism can be suitably subtle or 
insidious and necessary commitment and discipline does 
not have to rely upon force or direct state coercion. 

Even where localist programs, such as community care or 
community development schemes, or local government, do 
not deliver what they officially promise they may still 
have effective hegemonic effects. That is, so long as 
they are able to have a disorganizing, deflecting or 
containing effect on the potential for alternative forms 
of organization, such as class or ethnic solidarity, 
more directly aimed at challenging dominant groups. 
Localist policies may do this by, for example, offering 
ideas incompatible with working class organization. 
This might occur simply where schemes are based on the 
presumption of harmony of class interests, or 
non-recognition of classes at all. 
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All this, of course, raises the problem as to why 
capitalist classes have from time to time attacked some 
localist schemes. After all, if they are of such 
hegemonic value, why wouldn't they be encouraged rather 
than condemned? A major example of an ill-fated 
localist program was the Australian Assistance Plan 
(AAP). The AAP had been a national community development 
program initiated by the Whitlam Labor Government in 
1973, and was undermined by the conservative state 
governments of the time, and eventually terminated by a 
conservative (Liberal-Country Party) Federal Government 
that came to office in 1975. There are several 
responses, with more general explanatory value, to the 
problem raised by its demise, including: 

1. The AAP was seen by the infinitely more entrenched 
state local government systems as a threat to 
their own power and influence. They, therefore, 
used their well developed conservative political 
networks to oppose the scheme. 

2. Capital does not, of course, always or reliably 
discern its own interests. In any case, there are 
often complex and competing interests amongst 
factions of capital served more or less well by 
various practices. 

3. There are also factional and inter-party political 
considerations. Support for one approach or 
another no less consistent with capitalism, is 
often determined by the particular ideological 
tradition and rivalry of the major parties. When, 
for example the AAP was terminated by the Federal 
conservative government, it was replaced by other 
(Type B) localist schemes at the state level. 

4. The various schemes' specific localist elements 
have not necessarily been the object of the 
attacks. While the schemes promoted localism, 
they might also have had concomitant effects that 
were seen to undermine hegemonic values and 
practices. 

5. Other strategic priorities might 
government policies, even simply as 

prevail in 
a matter of 
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fashion. Concern with fiscal constraint could 
also easily prompt the sacking of localist and 
other government funded programs. 

6. Participative localist schemes, such as the AAP, 
can facilitate the growth of pressure groups, 
antagonizing interests already entrenched in 
established political institutions such as local 
government. 

Intellectuals and Localism 

Hegemonic projects, such as localist programs, are 
developed, promoted and managed by what Gramsci terms 
'organic intellectuals'. The dominant groups strive to 
preserve their ascendancy partly through trying to 
determine the perceptions, and consequent action, of the 
whole social formation. This is made possible through 
the interpretive and creative involvement of all sorts 
of intellectuals. The latter are not necessarily aware 
of the hegemonic effects of their work, generally seeing 
it as being of universal advantage. 'The intellectuals 
are the dominant group's "deputies" exercising the 
subaltern fuYrsions of socia1 hegemony and po1itica1 
government'. Intellectuals have a de facto commission 
and the necessary 'organizational and connective' skills 
to promote cohesion and manage latent discontent. In 
other words, to facilitate credence in the essential 
democratic nature of the state, even if the government 
of the day has failed to recognize certain democratic 
principles. 

Some of the specific roles intellectuals perform are: To 
interpret and represent grievances, and define needs and 
solutions in ways acceptable to the state; to mitigate, 
appease, mollify, pacify; to mediate potentially 
disruptive disputes between the state, commercial, and 
constituent or consumer interests; to direct and co-opt 
dissident leaders (including working class cadre) and 
offer apparent solutions. Intellectuals carrying out 
such tasks at the local level have been variously 
called: advocates; brokers; caretakers (such as local 
leaders, politicians, clergy and community workers); 
consultants; planners; and researchers. 

Gramsci believed that it was possible to discern the 
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'organic quality, of various intellectuals and 'their 
degree ~g connection with a fundamental social 
group•.1 Speaking about an earlier period in Italy, he 
recognised, for example, a difference between those with 
'no autonomous initiative' ('urban type intellectuals') 
and those with a more interpretive politico-social 
function ('rural type intellectuals'). The latter were 
lawyers, notaries, priests, teachers and so on whose 
role was to bring the peasant masse! ;nto contact with 
the local and state administration. 1 

Community work, including community development, is a 
paradigmatic subaltern role reminiscent of the latter 
kind and can be used to illustrate the hegemonic role of 
intellectuals. Community workers, like social 
educators, planners and politicians, are frequently 
concerned with supplementing or giving vitality to and 
legitimating parliamentary democracy. Operating within 
a self-acknowledged £iofessionally independent or 
'interjacent' position,1 their work is generally of an 
integrative nature and carried out along consensual 
guidelines. 

Community work brings people together. This 
is a very simple statement about a very simple 
quality, but it is essential in todays 
society. Community workers have the very 
important skill of bringing people together in 
a society where most of the forces1fg work are 
to separate and to atomize people. 

Not uncommonly the limits of action are more or less 
closely set by government, although this is often masked 
by such epithets as 'professional independence', 
'voluntary organization', 'non-political', 'community 
management', 'government-community partnership', and so 
on. It is also disguised by a persistent tendency to 
represent the private, or non-government, sector as 
being naturally different, even oppositional, to 
government. Thus, the appearance is of intellectuals 
who are independent of political society, even actually 
based in civil society. In reality, if they are not a 
formal part of political society, they are at least 
firmly tied to it. 
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Thomas rejects critiques ('crude incorporatist 
theories') of the state as having incorporated community 
work. While this rejection is correct, his reasons are 
spurious. These are: Firstly, that most community 
workers are not directly employed by the state and 
secondly, that in any case, the state is not a single 
entity. Thirdly, industrial conditions are too poor 
'for the state to trap community workers' and, fourthly, 
that community workers are often untrained for state 
service. Finally, for community workers to service the 
state, there would havr ;o be a specific 'policy or 
strategic framework'. 2 Missing the point of most 
socialist critiques, Thomas wrongly equates state and 
government. He also seems to assume that whether or not 
a community worker, or intellectual, 
the state is simply a matter 
organizational choice. The idea that 
function of explicit policy, or 
intellectuals, is naive. 

CONCLUSION 

operates as part of 
of personal or 
state service is a 
the intent of 

In the preceding section I have shown something of the 
utility of the concept of hegemony in interpreting 
social and political processes. I have also suggested 
that the concept offers a crucial tool for discerning 
the effects of localism. We have seen how localist 
ideas and practices, notably when they are expressed in 
the Positive Prescriptive vein, have a hegemonic 
propensity. It has also been noted how the Critical 
Analytic perspective exposes this hegemonic dimension of 
localism, although this point is not generally developed 
within the approach. 

It is appropriate at this point to review the features 
of the communitarian and critical approaches to localism 
and particularly their services to dominant interests. 
I have identified a range of recurrent and, at least 
roughly, consistent features of the Type B, Positive -
Prescriptive usage of localism that, have the propensity 
to be hegemonic. A number of such features are also 
identified by B.C.Smith, who sees them as 'some of the 
more conventional views that writers in a broadly 
liberal political tradition hf~I presented on behalf of 
democratic decentralization'. 
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In keeping with their broad political appeal, localist 
policies and programs are represented as progressive, if 
not new and innovative. In the minds of their 
proponents, they are oriented towards change for the 
better, that is for the common good or, at the least, 
the good of the most underprivileged. Localist programs 
are claimed to involve devolution of power, and as such 
are meant to be more sensitive to local needs and 
wishes. This helps make services more flexible, 
responsive, appropriate and accessible. In the same 
way, decisions are meant to be made more democratic and 
administrators more accountable. All of which 
ostensibly facilitates equity, since decision making 
power is redistributed, so are resources. 

The Type B contention is that those embraced by localist 
programs are able to become more self-sufficient and 
self-reliant. Localist principles engender 
proprietorial feelings and, hence, more commitment to 
solving apparently local problems. The communitarian 
rationale is that they encourage a co-operative 
perspective and a collective approach to service 
provision. Frequently this is on a community or 
neighbourhood basis, and through existing social 
networks. Participation in localist structures, on an 
incremental basis, may also sustain confidence in, or 
hope for, the total society. 

Because of its strong positive force, the concept of 
community itself has an important place in the Positive 
- Prescriptive approach. The term has the effect of 
commending localist programs to which it is attached, 
masking the different political and economic interests 
that separate various groups, and helping legitimate 
non-political solutions to problems that are explained 
as resulting from modern or urban society. The 
communitarian view is that such problems can be dealt 
with by reviving features of olden day communal life, 
rather than through revolution or political reform of 
advanced capitalism. 

We will see later that a number of ideas central to the 
Type B, Positive Prescriptive, approach reflect the 
19th century roots of much theorizing on the subject of 
localist policy, especially utilitarianism. Notable 
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themes of this kind include: recognition of the 
educative effects of local elective government in 
developing the maturity and ability of citizens as 
responsible political actors; the benefit of localist 
programs in helping secure the political allegiance of 
citizens, especially at the lower socio-economic levels, 
to the society as a whole; and the facility of 
participative localized structures for obtaining an 
informed and responsive senior management. 

The Type C, Critical - Analytic, usage of localism draws 
on a range of criticisms. The most basic of these is 
probably that the effect of the policy in question 
cannot be read-off from the fact that it is decentralist 
and participatory in nature. The issue of hegemony is 
central to assessing the impact of the policy. The 
critical approach at least implicitly recognizes the 
'harrah' quality of communitarian localism, and it takes 
into account more than the official intent of the policy 
itself. Localism's critics frequently make the 
important distinction between, on one hand, 
expectations, objectives and aspirations and, on the 
other, outcomes. The idea that localization 
automatically increases choice, or equity, flexibility 
and sensitivity in services is rejected by those with 
the critical approach. In any case, even if it has some 
of these effects, localism might just as well be about 
containment and control within certain hegemonic 
structures or parameters. Frequently, through parochial 
features, it limits the political and geographic theatre 
of awareness and action. A key plank is that a local 
focus of attention and activity can blurr important 
distinctions between racial and ethnic categories, and 
between the classes and sexes. In this it performs a 
hegemonic function, facilitating social cohesion and 
overall stability. The very fragmentation of localist 
structures, and their apparent separation from the 
central state can have the same outcome. Hegemonic 
effects may also be generated by the tendency of 
localist programs to relate to the sphere of 
consumption, or social reproduction, rather than 
production. Similarly, with their implicit pluralist 
assumptions. 

The critical approach also involves making a distinction 
between legal and financial controls over subordinate 
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organizations. The tightness of the latter can overide 
flexibility accompanying the former. Another financial 
issue is that localist programs, along with the transfer 
of service responsibilities, frequently embody the 
transfer of costs to the local level. The nature of the 
latter is often obscure because various effects and 
'voluntary' contributions, as affect working class women 
for example, are not costed. 

In general terms, the Critical - Analytic approach sees 
localist programs as idealist, managerialist, and rooted 
in liberal democratic theory, albeit sometimes a mildly 
left-wing version. In particular, it stresses the 
controlling, or hegemonic usage or effect of the 
communitarian approach. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND HEGEMONY 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT: AN UNTHEORIZED TERRAIN 

Local government may be readily interpreted as a major 
instance of localist policy. As a decentralized 
institution, with locally elected councils and a 
cultural image as a separate sphere of government, it is 
clearly justifiable within the terms of Type B 
localism. It also stands as an alternative to various 
other arrangements for state intervention. 

As well as through local government, state functions are 
carried out at the local level by a range of agencies 
and programs which include: field administration 
operated from the centre; dispersed departmental offices 
with delegated responsibilities; and regionally located, 
centrally appointed, agencies (such as electricity, 
water and drainage, flood and fire control, authorities, 
and local health boards) - sometimes with tokenistic 
consumer representation. There is little doubt that 
these state service delivery arrangements, organized 
from the centre, best fit the Type A, Simple 
Descriptive category of localism. There is hardly a 
serious case for claiming a local democratic base for a 
provincial office of a state department. 

With the local government model, however, there is 
ongoing debate as to which type of localism it 
approximates - an issue I will pursue later in this 
chapter. I shall approach this first, by reviewing the 
terms of the conventional stereotypes of the nature of 
local government, pointing up connections between these 
and distinctions made in the previous chapter between 
interpretations of localism. 
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Local government has attracted little critical scholarly 
interest in Australia. In contrast with Britain, France 
and even the United States, there has been little effort 
to connect local government with broader social and 
political theory. Struggles around local government, 
and its potential as a medium for pursuing change, have 
been neglected. The dominant studies of local 
government have been atheoretical and usually in th1 
'tradition of positivist empiricist description'. 
Criticisms have tended to be set within orthodox and 
pluralist perceptions of the state, and the local 
government literature itself is generally bereft of 
critical insights. Power, Wettenhall and Halligan's 
major compendium, Local Government Systems of Australia, 
published in 1981, is a typical case in point, 
neglecting almost entirely explicit attention to the 
relationship between local government and the wider 
social, political and economic context. Indeed, the 
editors' brief to contributing author~ asked that no 
views on political issues be expressed! 

Similarly, another prominent academic con5ributor to the 
local government literature, M.A.Jones, has treated 
local government as if its actual role was simply to 
provide efficient services to the public as a whole. 
Jones acknowledges in passing that 'essentially 
anti-political theories ... dominate local government 
thinking' and also comments that 'the pragmatic, 
practical and anti-theory nature of Australian society 
produces litile coherent political philosophy on local 
government'. Nevertheless, Jones himself does not go 
beyond empiricist description and the idealist 
prescription of communitarian localism. His 
functionalist frame of reference leads him to neglect 
the place of local government in the management of 
relations between classes, the sexes and racial or 
ethnic groups. Others have also recognized a reticence 
on the part of writers on Australian urban affairs, 
familiar in Type B localism, to relate their ~ork to 
wider questions of social and political thought. 

The 
and 

THREE PERCEPTIONS OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

official literature, local politicians, 
other council watchers have managed 

academics, 
to ignore, 
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almost with Nelsonian finesse, the important challenges 
for Australian local government implicit in the recent 
critical discourse on the state. This has been despite 
the vogue status theory on the state has enjoyed during 
recent years. Considerations, for example of the 
contention that local government is a logical part of a 
wider state system that has a fundamental or systematic 
bias towards dominant groups are almost entirely 
absent. Local government's own personnel and, more 
culpably, its students have hardly attempted to engage 
the models of state functions that urban sociologists 
have commonly held to be carried on at some level in the 
general interests of capital. Such functions typically 
include the following: provision of general material or 
infrastructural conditions necessary for production and 
favourable to capital accumulation; reproduction of 
labour power; establishment and guarantee of general 
legal relations, regulation of conflict and maintenance 
of cohesive social relations. Far from embracing 
leftist perspectives, however, the official discourse on 
local government has even neglected system preservation 
and social control roles, long recognized in liberal 
social science. The concept of control has been seen as 
applying only in the narrowest administrative terms, 
such as in health inspection, planning and building 
regulation, and abatement of various public nuisances. 

The pervasive orthodox corollary of this apparently 
apolitical approach is that the role of local government 
can be adequately described by simply listing, in 
traditional administrative terms, various services 
performed and facilities provided, such as: roads, 
bridges, wharves, aerodromes, drainage, recreation 
facilities, cemetries, commons, pounds, health and 
welfare provisions, fire prevention, town planning, 
inspection and licensing, noxious weeds and pgsts, 
hawking, litter, promotion of commerce and tourism. The 
table set out on the next two pages, prepared by the 
former Commonwealth Department of Urban and Regional 
Development, is probabl~ the most frequently used 
example of such listings. 

To more fully appreciate the limits of the conventional 
discourse it is useful to note what appear to be the 
most frequently employed perspectives on the nature of 
local government. They are labelled here 
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Cc»t10NLY SPECIFIED FUNCTIONS OF AUSTRALIAN 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

PUBLIC IOllS llD SIIYICBS 

lal roads, streets, bridges etc 
street construction 
teepin9 open public roads 
repair and 1aintenance 
construction 
foot,ays and furnishings 
cleaning and watering 
drainage 
street lighting 
bridges 
1har,es, quays and jetties 
foreshores 

lb! 4rai1a9e etc 
drainage 
reclaaation of 101-lying land 
flood pre,ention 

le) ton hall and public offices 
to,n ball or office 
1e1orial statues etc 

COUJCIL PIOPIITIBS 
ceaetaries 114 creutoria 
aorgues 
COUODI 

ponds 
residences for eaployees 
aerodroaes 
caaping sites 
caravan parts 
dressing rooas 

en PlllIIG 

1eter parking 
car parts 

lllLTB llD IILFlll 
(al 111itarJ ser,ices 

public con,eniences 
garbage collection and disposal 
destructors 
nter supply 
batbs and 11sbbouses 

lb! aedical 1er,ice1 
hospitals 
albulance service 
iuuniution 
dental clinics 
IUHI 

doctor and dentist subsidies 
health centres 

(cl health ud welfare 1er,ice1 
hoae help 
1eals on 1beeel1 
elderly citizens 
boae nursing 
social workers 
kindergartens 
crecbes 
1aternity and child welfare 
housing 
flouidation 
b011i1g loans 
eaployaent registry 
decentralization 
night shelters 
infectious disease control 
aid to public and other schools 
civil defense 
life sa,ing clubs 

FIii Pl!VBHIOI 
fire prevention and control 

TOH PLlllIIG 
subdi,isions 
building regulations 
zoning and to,n planning 
coipulsory aquisition 
housing clearance 
urban renewal 
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IIClllTIOI FlCILITIIS 
halls and couunity centres 
parks, 9ardens, 
recreation reserves 
11iuing pools 
public libraries 
athenaeu1s 
bands 
1useu1s 
art galleries 
91anasiu1s 
tree planting 
reserves 
aauseaents 
preservation of places of 

historic interest 
orchestra and concerts 
theatre 

lltllICIPAL TllDIIG 
accliaatization of fish 
afforestation 
abbatoirs 
coal 1ines 
building 1aterials 
electricity 
ferries 
ferries 
gas supply 
ice and refrigeration 
gravel and quarries 
aartets 
weighbridges 
saleyards 
1ilk supply 
hotels 
buses 
trau and trolley buses 
transport of goods 
shops and offices 
boats and letting of boats 
charcoal 
sheep dips 

IISPEC!IOR AID LICEISIIG 
food inspection 
,eights and 1easures 

boarding houses 
petrol puaps 
vehicles plying for hire 
dogs and cats 
scaffolding 
dancehalh etc 
fairs and a1use1ents 
vehicle licensing 
slaughterhouses 

POili TO IEGULATI 
restaurants and eating places 
ce1etaries and creaatoria 
hearses 
surf lifesaving 
advertizing and hoardings 
nuisances 
no1ious 1eeds 

aquatic pests 
air poluution 
nter pollution 
keeping of ani11l1 
keeping of firear1s 
incinerators 
tennis courts 
tater boles 
private s1iuing pools 
peddlers and ba1ker1 
1d1inistration of lo1er courts 
vehicle load li1it1 
litter 
1osquitoes 

PROIIOTIOI 
tourisa 
sport 
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representationalism, 
statism. 

1. REPRESENTATIONALISM 

instrumentalism and auxillary 

8 The first, according to Painter the 'orthodox', view is 
usually conveyed in idealist terms. M.A.Jones, for 
example, having said that 'the modern state is, above 
all, about equality', assures his readers that local 
government's 'main aim is to provide sensitive, 
participative and responsive government The 
promotion of liberty is t~e most basic characteristic of 
grass roots government'. The representationalist view 
includes the widespread 'keep politics out of the town 
hall' school and is reflected in nearly all the official 
or governmental literature. This is epitomized in 
Bluett's Local Government Handbook, long issued to newly 
elected councillors. The Bluetts warn that 

it is clearly a negation of the spirit and 
purpose of local government to set up a belief 
that political interests have a place in local 
government or for any group to use the 
partisan political loyalties of the people to 
obtain seats at the council table. There is 
no surer way of cutting the heart out of local 
government and destroying its image as the 
people's own community government, coming as 
it does right to the doorstep of everrohome 
with benefit to all and favours to none. 

A Federal President of the Institute of Municipal 
Administration gives a similar trite communitarian 
rendition: 'Local government is a sphere of government 
managed by11 the community for the benefit of the 
community". A complementary banal formulation from the 
NSW Local Government and Shires Association asserts 
that: 

Local government is the system of government 
which allows people to participate in the 
control of their own communities, to make a 
contribution towards the development and 
welfare of their communities, and to develop a 
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level of services and quality of life 
acceptable to that community. Local 
government . 
and it is t~s 
local level. 

is the bastion of democracy 
expression of self-rule at the 

These extracts are common and in them we find the 
disarmingly simple assurance that we live in a true 
democracy. That there may be anything other than some 
underlying community of interests for our elected 
representatives to divine and realise, in fair and 
consenual terms, is not questioned. 
Representationalists see councils, at least ideally, as 
responsive to political pressures from all sections of 
'the community'. Consequently a wide range of diverse 
interests may be represented. Councils are, or should 
be, independent of any overiding political or class 
bias. From North America, Magnusson notes the prevalent 
tendency in local government discourse to use such 
highly idealist and positively evaluative terms as 
'liberty, equality, and fraternity; plu1~lism, social 
justice, and democratic participation'. The sheer 
romanticism of much representationalist expression, 
suggests that the view may be sometimes underpinned as 
much by duplicity, a desire to create a false 
impression, as guilelessness. Take the conclusion of a 
study by Sayre and Kaufman of the government of New York 
City: 

In a broad sense . it may be said that 
nobody 'runs' New York; it runs by a process 
of negotiation and mutual accommodation. 

No part of the city's large and varied 
population is alienated from participation in 
the system. The channels of access to the 
points of decision are numerous, and most of 
them are open to any group alert to the 
opportunities offered and persistent in 
pursuit of its objectives. All the diverse 
elements in the city, in competition with each 
other, can and do partake of the stakes of 
politics; if no~f gets all it wants, neither 
is any excluded. 
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And a British example: 

Local authorities provide the essential 
ingredients of democratic society: elected 
representatives who are close to those they 
serve, and who form an easy channel of 
communication between public opinion and the 
council .... 

In England 
defended as 
democracy. 

local government has long been 
a vital and integral part of 

Local self-government is valued 
because it is just; it safeguards and enhances 
the citizen's rights, and it is an important 
setting for political education. Local 
representative institutions enable a larger 
number of isople to take an active part in 
democracy. 

Consistent with this view is the functionalist idea, 
that the inconsistencies with the stated objectives that 
do occur are to be understood as aberations. In this 
vein, Power, Wettenhall and Halligan reduce criticisms 
of local government to allegations of corruption16or to 
stodgyness and lack of enterprise or initiative. The 
faith is defended by not conceding that the existing 
system of local government might possibly have been 
conceived and constructed with inbuilt contradictions, 
between what it claims and what it does, or that there 
may be some fundamental or structural inequities. 
Problems are put down to the personal limitations of the 
operators, that can be overcome through better training, 
better planning, better support, and so on. 

Chapman and Wood put forward a matching perspective, 
clearly set within the romantic terms of the Type B 
model of localist policy. Local government, they claim 
has 'three major strengths' not shared by any other part 
of Australian government: 

it can provide responses to problems in 
diverse locations; it can respond rapidly and 
efficiently to specific problems; it can 
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utilize local knowledge af9 communication 
networks to resolve problems. 

The authors admit that these are 'declarations of faith' 
and that 'there is plenty of evidence that local 
government does not currently live up to those 
expectations'. But they still cling to the idea that 
these represent the true rationale of what local 
government is meant to do. They imply that, if it does 
not attain its ideals of autonomous decision making, as 
when it merely administers central government programs, 
it is because it has gone astray, not because there 
might be some other justification for its existence and 
sustenance. Chapman and Wood's answer to the perceived 
problem is prescriptive - to exhort 

individual local authorities to shake off 
their inhibitions and take their proper place 
in the intergovernmental network and fight for 
policies fffd programs to which they are 
committed. 

The premium placed by the representationalist account on 
participation and democracy and its romantic emphasis on 
community of interest clearly locates it within the 
limits of the Type B, Positive Prescriptive 
interpretation of localist policy. Local government is 
seen as essentially flexible, responsive and 
accessible. It also embodies a genuine expression of 
local autonomy and community interest. 

2. INSTRUMENTALISM 

The next common view of local government to be 
considered is also compatible with Type B localism 
contingent upon how local government is managed. The 
degree of responsiveness is seen to be a matter of 
choice, depending upon what type of policies are put in 
place. Local government is an instrument available for 
the effective implementation of proper, Positive 
Prescriptive, localism. 

The instrumentalist view of local government, typically 
embraces progressive, social democratic or 'trendy' left 
labor perspectives. While local governments may be seen 
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as commonly having certain political biases, limitations 
or advantages, these are attributed to the particular 
ideological hues of the incumbent elected councillors. 
The institution of local government itself, or its 
structure, is not seen to carry any necessary or 
fundamental political disposition or class bias. 
Council's apparatus is construed as essentially neutral 
ground for capture by one group or another. 

The instrumental view has also been put forward by 
scholars operating from a pluralist, competing interest 
group, model of (local) government. The particular 
distributive impact of councils is seen as an expression 
of various preferences and administrative choices. 
Based on his examination of six Sydney local government 
councils, Painter, for example, challenges the accuracy 
of the representationalist view through a detailed study 
of the differential distributive effects of decision 
making by incumbent councillors. He was able to find 
that various individual and parochial interests were 
serviced according t~ th19favours of elected local 
government representatives. 

A 'pure' instrumentalist perspective on government in 
general is epitomized in Harold Wilson's words: 

The state machine is neutral. It is like a 
car waiting to be driven. Whichever way it is 
steered the machine will go. What matters 
therefore is the driver. If the man behind 
the machine is a Labor m~8· the vast machine 
will move towards labour'. 

For local government, this instrumentalist view is 
graphically formulated by a left Labor member of the New 
South Wales Parliament. To Maurie Keane, if other levels 
of government are not tractable to socialists, local 
authorities are capitalism's ach~lles heel, or the 
'chink in the armour' of the state . 

. . . it appears to me that, both in the 
Federal and State areas of government, the 
Australian Labor Party, when in power, is 
often like a rider thrust into the saddle of a 
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galloping horse that has the bit well and 
truly between its teeth. The rider has little 
choice of action. Hopefully he may be able to 
slow down the headlong gallop. . or even 
divert slightly the direction of the horse .. 
. But overall, the capitalist horse remains 
too powerful However, this gloomy 
picture. . need not be the case when 
dealing with Local Government ... In Local 
Government I consider there is far greater 
opportunity to not only control and change 
direction of the bolting capitalist hor~~· but 
to change the very nature of the beast. 

This offering prepares the way for a detailing by Keane 
of various broad and ambiguous terms in the NSW Local 
Government Act. The instrumentalist opinion he develops 
is that Labor forces have simply to realise the 
flexibility of the legislation and turn it imaginatively 
to their own ends. Even if this view is not expressed 
in such cheerful or even optimistic terms it is the one 
that best fits most left and progressive positions on 
local government. Commitment to reform based on an 
effective electoral strategy, an innovatory spirit and 
sound management, are the prime ingredients for change. 
Socialist theory is superfluous, if not a hindrance. 

A concept sometimes used by urban sociologists, (urban) 
'managerialism', needs to be recognized in the context 
of this discussion. This is generally taken to refer to 
an approach featuring the idea that the local official 
decision makers operate on the basis of their 
bureaucratic perceptions of local interests. The 
managerialist view holds that, to use one of its leading 
proponent's terms, 'social ~~tekeepers' mediate access 
to 'scarce urban resources". Social inequalities are 
explained 'through analysis of the values and actions of 
those who managed2ihe urban system', including those in 
local government. This perspective best fits the 
instrumental one, as I have here defined it. Others 
locate it differently. Saunders, for example, takes it 
as a separate category but als~5 defines 
instrumentalism in an alternative way. Johnson 
considers managerialism along with instrumentalism, as I 
have done. However, he confuses both notions with the 
following perspective, especially that of Cockburn, 

79 



which ~ges local government 
capital. 

3. AUXILIARY STATISM 

as an instrument of 

The representationalist and instrumentalist positions 
are challenged by views to the effect that local 
government is basically a subsidiary part, or extension, 
of the central state. One such view is that local 
government is fundamentally an administrative part of 
central27government with a ritualistic democratic 
facade. This perspective highlights the unfreedom of 
local government, operating as it does within the terms 
of a legal and financial framework maintained by central 
government. This view appears at first to accord with 
the Type A, Simple - Decriptive, account of localist 
policy. It is mere decentralization or deconcentration 
of central government. Local government is not a true 
tier of government at all, but a field agency of central 
government. However, its context is ordinarily one of 
criticism, often cynicism, rather than descriptive 
reportage. 

Another critique also stresses local government's 
servitude to superior forces, in this case, as it is 
embodied in the capitalist state. This view much more 
clearly matches the Type C, Critical Analytic, 
approach. It constitutes not simply an alternative to 
the Type B, Representationalist and Instrumentalist, 
approaches, but an attack on them. This, 'left 
functionalist' position holds that local government, or 
the 'local state', while appearing otherwise, is 
fundamentally an instrument of bourgeois interests. It 
rose to some prominence with the publication of 
Cockburn's The Local State in 1977 - perhaps the best 
known crit;jue of the instrumentalist view local 
government. Cockburn's data were drawn from English 
local government, especially the Labor Party led London 
Borough of Lambeth, which she used to argue that local 
government is a functional and servile part of the 
overall state - itself an expression of the interests of 
the dominant class. 

It is widely believed that local government is 
in some way constitutionally independent of 
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central government ..•. The misapprehension 
lies in the belief that local councils spring 
from some ancient right of grassroots 
self-government. This is not the case. They 
are, and under capitalism have 
subject to central government. 

always been, 

When I refer to Lambeth Borough Council as 
'local state' it is to say neither that it is 
something distinct from 'national state', nor 
that it alone represents the state locally. 
It is to indicate that it is part of the state 
as a whole. . In spite of its 
however, the state preserves a 
All its parts work fundamentally 

multiplicity, 
basic ~ijity. 
as one. 

Cockburn's view is that in looking after bourgeois 
interests local government helps preserve the cultural 
and political domination of the working class through 
its involvement in a number of state30functions 
depicted in the accompanying illustration. The diagram 
features the reproductive role of local government, 
'because it is in this that most of the activities of 
local councils, certainly those we think ~f as most 
typically town hall business, can be found'. 

While Cockburn's account has been very influential in 
questioning the instrumentalist view that informed and 
rationalized reformist intervention in local government, 
her account is too reliant on functionalist 
explanation. As Paris points out, local government is 
not a homogenous structure~2nor does it only express the 
will of the central state. Local government is not a 
discrete arena of activity, but it is a constituent part 
of the state as a whole, reflecting many similar issues 
and tensions. It was, as we shall see, constituted by 
central government in order to manage problems felt by 
the central state. And it continues to exist by virtue 
of the patronage, and at the most, sufferance, of the 
centre. This is not to say that tensions do not exist 
between local government and the centre, as they do 
between, say, the treasury and other government 
departments, or indeed, within local government itself. 
The apportionment of central government revenue, for 
example, is frequently a divisive issue. 
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Local go1·ernment as local state 53 

Securing conditions favourable to 
capital accumulation 

Contributing to capitalist reproduction 

Reproducing the labour force 

Reproducing the relations of production 

EJ Repression 

Contributing to capitalist production 

Functions of the State in Capitalism 

from: 
Cynthia Cockburn, 
The Local State, 1977:53 
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Saunders has built on the type of analysis espoused by 
Cockburn, but has attempted to cut out its functionalist 
dimension. In providing a more detailed taxonomy of 
'key functions' of British local government, than in the 
Cockburn model, he has taken care to deny that the 
framework specifies any 'necessary correspondence 
between the functions of state policy and the interests 
of any particular class'. The details of Saunders' 
taxonomy are clearly derived from British local 
government, having as it does a greater range of 
services than the Australian state systems. The 
headings he has used, however, are arguably not 
necessarily less appropriate in terms of representing 
the kind, if not the extent, of functions performed by 
Australian local government. The Saunders model is as 
follows: 

1. Sustenance of private production and 
capital accumulation 

a) through the provision of necessary 
non-productive urban infrastructure (e.g. road 
developments) 

b) by aiding the reorganization and 
(e.g. restructuring of production in space 

planning and urban renewal) 

c) through the provision of investment in 
'human capital' (e.g. education in general and 
technical college education in particular) 

d) through 'demand orchestration' (e.g. local 
authority public works contracts) 

2. Reproduction of labour-power through 
collective consumption 

a) by means of 
existence (e.g. 
housing) 

the material conditions of 
low rent local authority 

b) by means of the cultural conditions of 
existence (e.g. libraries, museums, recreation 
parks) 
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3. Maintenance of order and social cohesion 

a) through the means of coercion (e.g. police) 

b) through the support of the 'surplus 
population' (e.g. social services and other 
welfare support services such 
accommodation) 

c) through support of the 
legitimation (e.g. sc~~ols, 
'public participation') 

as temporary 

agencies of 
social work, 

Saunders has rendered a service by helping free an 
approach that was itself a major advance on the 
representationalist and instrumentalist ones, from 
unecessarily crude left functionalism. Saunders, a 
Weberian, denies any necessary correspondence between a 
particular class and government, thereby attacking the 
functionalist viewpoint at its weakest point. It is 
helpful to have a model of local government functions 
that is capable of relating to class or other dominant 
interests, in a way that idealist lists of services 
exclude. However, it is misleading to imply that 
councils are free to perform their functions within 
their sphere of operation, however delimited, just as 
they choose. Unfortunately, this is what Saunders tends 
to do, albeit not without mincing words. He is able to 
claim, for example, that 'local councils enjoy a 
significant degree of control over certain keJ4public 
resources - education and housing for example'. This 
emphasis on freedom of choice is misleading, and tracks 
the reader back towards the instrumentalist approach, 
especially its state managerialist variation. 

There may be an alternative to the roughest auxiliary 
statist approach that still recognizes a fundamental 
allegiance of local government, as it has evolved, to 
specific interests. Local government may be seen to be 
geared to carry on deep rooted functions that are 
helpful for preserving capitalist, patriarchal or racial 
hegemony. It may be that these functions cannot be 
readily dispensed with, since they stand as a 
substantial part of local government's raison d'etre. 
This would not necessarily be to say that there are not 
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various contradictory effects or possibilities, but that. 
these are largely outside the constitution, structure, 
ideology and official intent behind local government. 
This is the question I wish to pursue. As Saunders puts 
it: 

It is precisely the task of any study to 
analyze how the state comes to adopt policies 
favourable to some groups and not to others, 
and how far its freedom of action is 
restricted by e!Sernal factors over which it 
has no control. 

To illustrate the nature of the problem in contemporary 
terms, I wish at this point to take an excursion into 
one area of local government activity, property rating. 
This review is designed to indicate something of the 
extent and intricacies of the interconnectedness, in 
terms of both administrative procedure and ideology, 
between local government and dominant interests. In 
doing so it provides some insight into the difficulties 
with ascriptions of representational or managerial 
choices to the local level, especially where hegemonic 
interests are at stake. It would have been possible to 
construct a similar illustration of some other hegemonic 
processes apparent in local government practice, such as 
town and country planning or building controls, ,seas in 
which I have previously done some work. This 
illustration, however, will suffice here. 

ADMINISTRATIVE AND IDEOLOGICAL BIAS IN THE 
CONVENTIONAL DISCOURSE ON RATES 

In the following analysis, the local rating system will 
be seen to complement other capitalist social 
institutions, including the balance of the taxation 
system, in two ways: firstly by having the effect that 
the material costs of producing other gross inequalities 
are disportionately borne by the poor~r classes, to the 
advantage of the wealthier; and, secondly, by bearing, 
through its very nature and the terms of its expression, 
an ideological form supportive of the capitalist 
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The discussion will reveal something of how hegemony. 
deeply ingrained are local government's hegemonic 
functions. 

The imposition of rates is often justified on the basis 
of the benefit principle, the hypothetical aim of which 
is to collect contributions from individuals in 
accordance with the value of benefits they derive from 
usage of the services so funded. The application of 
this principle to describe or evaluate rates obfuscates 
the real incidence or impact of the tax in terms of, 
firstly, who in the final analysis, actually carries the 
burden of the account and, secondly, who reaps the major 
returns accruing from the money spent. 

Maiden, for a long time a leading administrator and 
authority on local government, provides a good example 
of the popular invocation of the benefit principle 
approach in quoting, with approval, the NSW Local 
Government and Shires Associations' view that 

an intolerable burden has been placed on the 
property owner, who, under the present system, 
is virtually called upon to finance all local 
government activities, irrespective ~7 the 
nature and extent of the service given. 

Contrary to such rhetoric and on closer examination, it 
becomes, clear that the rate load is not simply carried 
by the ratepayer. This point has interesting 
ramifications if the benefit principle is to be taken 
seriously. The notion that it is 'the ratepayer' who 
carries the weight of local finance has strong 
evaluative or emotive content which needs to be 
recognized in order to understand its persistence. 
O'Regan. writing on the New Zealand situation, 
graphically makes this point: 

Some local politicians and editorial writers 
give the impression that ('Mr. Average 
Ratepayer') is closely identified with the old 
age pensioner and that economically he is to 
be classed somewhere between the widow and the 
orphan. In rural areas he is no doubt a 
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farmer, but 
god-fearing 

a small, 
farmer. In 

is a sober, industrious, 

struggling, honest, 
the town and city 3ffe 
thrifty homeowner. 

Dunleavy makes a further point in suggesting that 
'ratepayers' usually denote (male) heads of households. 
Women, particularly housewives, young people and the 
'state dependent' population are generally implicitly 
excluded from the scope of the concept. Without the 
advantage of the ratepayer label they have lower 
expectations of, and !gss legitimate call on, local 
authority expenditures. 

O'Regan provides an analysis of the distribution of rate 
levies for the City of Wellington and finds that the 
formally defined ratepayers constitute a minority of 
those who actually share the rate load. He argues that 
other residents, including public and private tenants, 
and sharigolders of businesses also share in rate 
payments. Most other authorities on the incidence of 
property tax also agree that the rate burden falls on 
groups othfi than simply the officially defined 
ratepayers. 

It is clear too, as Groenewegen demonstrates with 
various examples such as the case of exempt property, 
that the benefits of rate revenues obviously don't 
simply accrue to i~ose who write the cheques that match 
the rate notices. A truer picture than the popular 
stereotype of this incidence of the local rate, can be 
gained by reviewing the circumstances of different 
categories of ratepayers. 

In the case of commercial property the rate is paid out 
of a cash flow not necessarily available to private 
dwellings. The burden is built into prices to the 
consumers (who may sometimes be local residents) of the 
products or services produced on the property. 
Secondly, rates can be claimed as part of costs for 
income tax purposes, (and are not subject to the same 
upper limit as owner residential property) and are, 
thus indirectly subsidized. The extent of such subsidy 
reflects the profitability of the enterprise the 
higher the marginal rate of taxation, the greater the 
value of the concession. Thirdly, rates can be set off 
against capital gains from any increase in exchange 
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value of the property. 

Landlords are not in a dissimilar position. They also 
have the ability to disencumber themselves, or at least 
share the cost, of off-loading the rate levy to 
tenants. In Britain this process is more explicit, 
where private tenants pay their rates as a conceptually 
separate item to rent, even if the landlord makes the 
collection. Before 1901 in NSW a similarly explicit 
practice applied. While owners were ultimately liable 
for the rate, ratepapers were served on the occupier. 
Tenants could subsequently deduj3 the rate paid from the 
amount payable to the landlord. 

Rates are also a legitimate claim against the landlord's 
income tax, and the latter also stands to make a capital 
gain from the property. Commercial property holders and 
landlords are in these ways able to regard rates as 
simply a part of overall tax4ir cost considerations in 
fixing the capitalized value of their property. 

Some economists advocate a ('new') view that property 
taxes are not simply a transferrable cost, but, along 
with other taxes, constitute a charge on all capital. 
Aaron, for example, propounds a more systemic conception 
of the effects of property taxes, which he says are not, 
in national terms, borne by landowners, but by all 
owners of capital. The property tax, to Aaron, is 
simply an45element in the overall cost of capital 
investment 

If Aaron is correct (and he is prepared to exempt 
various applications of the 'new view'), the question of 
the source of the profits concerned is not really 
affected. That is, even if the rate increases cannot 
(Aaron admits that under various conditions they can) be 
simply transferred, the gross return on capital invested 
in property is still paid for by consumers. While the 
after-tax yield may conceivably be reduced by increased 
costs, the discounted yield is nonetheless derived from 
prices paid for the consumption of goods and services 
(including accommodation) produced. Further, if 'the 
assumption that owners of rea~ property attempt roughly 
to maximize long run profits' is valid it would seem 
reasonable to assume too that the pressures of increased 
production costs (including any rate increases) are 
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likely to be felt by the consumer as much as by the 
investor. The suggestion that cost increases are to be 
understood simply as a charge on profit in general does 
not affect the fact that they are paid for by the 
tenant. 

It should be noted, anyhow, that the proponents of the 
'new' view find that, for the lowest income earners, 
property taxes are even more stei~ly regressive than do 
those using the traditional view. 

Turning to owner occupiers it can be seen that while 
this group do not have the same facility as commercial 
ratepayers to avoid the impact of rates, they are 
nevertheless much better placed than non property 
owners. In the first place, to a certain ceiling, rates 
are a legitimate income tax deduction. This is the more 
valuable a transfer for the fact that homeowners, since 
they are likely to have higher incomes, have a higher 
marginal rate of taxation, than non property owners. 

The owner occupier stands also to incur capital gain, 
over time, from the property. This represents real 
income - as accretion of economic power. 4ahe logic of 
this argument is set out by Harvey, drawing on 
Titmuss. Titmuss' formulation used here is: 

No concept of income can be really equitable 
that stops short of the comprehensive 
definition which embraces all receipts which 
increase an individual's command over the use 
of a society's scarce resources - in other 
words his net incretion of economic power 
between two points of time. Hence 
income is the algebraic sum of (1) the market 
value of rights exercized in consumption, and 
(2) the change in the value of the store of 
property rights between the begiijning and the 
end of the period in question'. 

Capital gain by an owner occupier is usually realizable 
through some form of trading down, removal to a place 
where property values are lower, or at least through the 
estate in the longer run. Another form which property 
generated income takes, of a non cash type, is imputed 
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rent. Landowners, as their own landlords, receive tax 
free 'rent', while returns on alternative investments 
would ordinarily be taxable. 

The capital value of the property to the owner occupier 
is calculated by: adding its (imputed) rent producing 
capability to its rate of increase in exchange value, 
deducting costs (including rates) and finding the 
capital sum that would realize this net figure at the 
going rate of interest on capital. In this way, rates 
can be seen as a charge on an income not available to 
the tenant. 

The situation of the occupier purchaser may, however, be 
somewhat different to the one of the outright owner. 
The extent of the debt on the property is critical for 
assessing benefits from the tax. The rate is based on 
the value of the land irrespective of mortgage or other 
debts on the land and all improvements. The effective 
owner may in a great many instances be the financier. 
At best, ownership is shared. Nevertheless, rates are 
only paid by the occupier. We can see here that the 
benefits of services funded by the rates are shared by 
the financing body since these help maintain or enhance 
value of the property in order to make the loan a 
secured proposition. 

A defence sometimes given for local government rates is 
that they constitute a tax on capital gain - as property 
valuation increases, so does the rate assessment. In a 
similar way, rates are held to be the closest thing we 
have to a wealth tax. These claims are somewhat 
misleading since, as I have argued with the help of the 
concept of capitalization, rates are a charge against 
whatever income is available from use of the property. 
For many ratepayers, the apparent levy on capital gain 
is transferrable. Accordingly, those that derive high 
returns on property investments find council rates, and 
increases on the same, incidental. Rates would only 
appear to be a real tax on capital gain or wealth where 
they cannot be offset by income on the property. 

THE POLITICAL USE OF RATEPAYER IDEOLOGY 

Having reviewed some reasoning 
conventional understanding that 

that undermines 
it is simply 

the 
the 
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property owner's responsibility to meet local government 
rates, it is of considerable further value to look at 
the political use of the orthodox position. The 
argument here is that the conventional misrepresentation 
of the true incidence of the rate burden facilitates the 
continued vassalage of local government, via its 
property servicing roles to capital accumulation. A 
precondition for deriving income or wealth through the 
agency of property is obviously that there be a certain 
surety that the latter's value will be protected or 
increased. Necessary practical ingredients in this are 
the provision of basic physical works and a relatively 
orderly system of land use - over which property capital 
can exert appropriate, overt or covert, influence and 
gain other advantages. As we will see in the ensuing 
chapters, local gove55ment has historically helped bear 
this state function. The traditional preoccupations of 
roads, bridges, drains, water supply, garbage disposal 
and land use controls remain the most important official 
functions and application of funds in Australian local 
government. 

Considerable pressure from conservative interests is 
directed at ensuring that councils do not deviate 
significantly from this path. Federal Government 
contributions to the debate on the Local Government 
(Personal Income Tax ~¥aring) Amendment Bill 1980 
provide good examples. In this, the Members for 
Macquarie and Paterson complained bitterly about the 
spending by some NSW councils, of untied revenue sharing 
funds, on social welfare - an activity 'not considered 
within the ambit of local government'. To these 
honourable gentlemen, untied government grants should be 
used to cut local taxes so as to 'ease the rate 
burden'. This is a common argument, linked to the 
traditional 'benefit principle' view - that it is simply 
property owners, through property rates, who pay for, 
and therefore should reap the benefits of, local 
government. As Ian Manning notes, though councils are 
legally entitled to provide a fairly wide variety of 
services, conservatives invoke the benefit principle, 
arguing that, since rates fall directly on the 
ratepayer, councils should limit themselves to the 
provision of s55vices likely to cause an increase in the 
value of land. Not only is revenue generated by rates 
to be applied to servicing property, so too are funds 
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derived from government grants and other sources such as 
fees and charges, loans, council businesses and 
interest. The significance of this process is enhanced 
when it is taken into account that council rates are a 
highly regressive form of taxation. Since tenants are 
most likely to have the lowest incomes, they are most 
likely 550 pay the highest proportion of their incomes on 
rates. · 

Thus, ratepayer ideology has a hegemonic function in 
legitimating the favoured relationship between local 
government and property interests. The crude falsehood 
of the 'ratepayers burden' provides an ideologically 
efficacious defense against attempts to shift minimally, 
the focus of local government activity away from 
concerns that most suit commercial, industrial and 
finance capital. In this we have a clear example of a 
'colonized consciousness' so helpful in legitimating a 
system of taxation that concentrates the surplus of 
production. 

The point of this excursion into the political economy 
of local taxation is made stronger by consideration of 
the outcome of efforts by councils not wholly made up of 
conservatives to shift the cost of their services 
towards capital. A good example of such an initiative 
was the Sydney City Council's ill-fated two per cent 
development levy. 

THE SYDNEY CITY COUNCIL'S 2% DEVELOPMENT LEVY 

A policy of seeking what it termed voluntary 
was adopted by 
1981. The levy 

contributions from property developers 
the City of Sydney Council in February 
was to be paid into a 'Public Housing Trust Fund' to 
finance construction of accommodation for low income 
earners in order to restrict their displacement from the 
inner city. The contributions were required of 
developers if the estimated cost of the development 
exceeded $200,000, and the levy was two per cent of that 
cost. 

The method 
contribution 
plans, via 
required. 

adopted was to seek a 'voluntary' 
prior to receipt of the approved building 

a pro-forma letter stating the amount 
Should the developer fail to indicate a 
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preparedness to pay, Council 
requiring a contribution when 
approval. 

would impose a condition 
making the development 

Initially, the scheme received wide support from inside 
the Labor Party, holding office in both Council and the 
State Government, building unions and welfare 
organizations. Tgi state Government itself, however, 
declined support, gg, naturally enough, did business 
(see SMH editorial, reproduced on the next page). 
Opposing the scheme, the leader of the Council's 
conservative opposition, Alderman Jeremy Bingham, called 
Alderman Robert Tickner, who introduced the proposal to 
the Council, 'the modern day Robin Hood, robbing from 
the rich and giving to the poor'. Alderman Bingham also 
commented: 'The contribution is not voluntary ang legal, 
but is industrial extortion and blackmail'. 6 The 
Building Owners and Managers Association (BOMA) also 
opposed the scheme from the start, advising its members 
to ignore the levy and fight it, if necessary, in the 
Land and Environment Court. 

By July 1983 one hundred and fifty 5~evelopers were 
reported to have agreed to pay the levy and by October 
1983 $3,260,260 had been raised thrg»gh 129 payments, 
with another $10,523,980 promised. No developer 
refused to pay. One withdrew the application, and in 
one case the Minister for Environment and Planning 
approved a development application over the Council's 
head. In the latter case, the giant brewer Castlemaine 
Tooheys was faced with a $500,000 levy on its proposed 
redevelopment of an old brewery site. The company 
by-passed the Council by successfully appealing to the 
Minister for Environment and Planning for the go-ahead 
for the development. Legij influential developers 
complied with the policy. Undoubtedly a major 
inducement would have been their anxiety to minimize the 
interest payable on loans, preferring a quick decision 
to a protracted legal battle. 

BOMA took action in the Land 
contending that the Council's 

and Environment Court, 
action was not authorized 
and Assessment Act 1979. 
order that the council 

by the Environmental Planning 
The Association sought an 
'refrain from considering 
application whether an applicant 

when determining an 
had agreed to make a 
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6 FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 27, 1981 

An irregular tax 
THE AFFAIR of the Sydney City 
Council's "voluntary" levy on developers 
is quickly moving from farce to tragedy. 
The matter bas come before State 
Cabinet, but a decision is being delayed. 
while the Government seeks legal advice. 
Despite Alderman Tick:ner's rather 
extraordinary threat that developers who 
decline to make voluntary contributions 
will be "taken to the highest court in 
the land," it is doubtful whether the 
City Council or any other council has 
the legal power to im~ a development 
levy. No doubt this is why the levy is 
i;aid to be voluntary. It may eventuate 
that the levy is not simply outside the 
council's powers, but actually illegal. 

Although it ,ecms clear. that the 
Premier would not be sympathetic to 
anything which could hamper the 
continued development of the central 
business district. it is by no means 
certain what the Cabinet will do after 
it receives its legal advice. The levy 
may have the support of the Ieft­
\\ingers and former lord mayors in 
the ministry. Certainly, the levy has 
considerable support within the Labor 
Party, particularly the trendy-laden 
inner-city branches. In the Labor 
lexicon, welfare housing stands next to 
motherhood. A levy to finance welfare 
housing so_unds like a great idea, 
particularly if it is imposed on someone 
else. Its emotional appeal is heightened 
by the fact that it would be imposed 
on those latter-day devil-figures, property 
developers - even though they would 

probably simply pass it oo to their 
customen. 

But to cooler heads the prospect of 
a development levy, especially a 
Myoluntary" levy, is much less appealing. 
The right to impo6e taxes rests with 
the State and Federal Governments and 
should remain with them. Anything but 
a · compulsory and legally enf~eable 
levy invites the proliferation of 
corruption and favouritism in local 
government. Even if the City Council 
did not attach any privileges to the 
making of voluntary contributions. there 
would still be a lot of doubt in the 
minds of those called upon to give 
generou&Jy. The prospect of the building 
unions taking upon themselves the role 
of tax inspectors is intolerable. 

The provision of welfare housing is 
properly the responsibility of the Federal 
aod State Governments. · This ensures 
that the burden of paying for welfare 
housing falls on all taxpaye~ not just 
developers and their customers. It should 
also mean a rational hpusing prop-am, 
with access to housing spread eqw.tably 
throughout the State. We do not want 
the establishment of a second "W'Clfare­
bousing bureaucracy, and certainly not 
the proliferation of welfare-hOU5ing 
departments in every local council. Local 
government involvement in welfare 
housing would open the way for abuse 
and political patronage. The State 
Gov~rnment must not i;hirk its duty to 
preserve the orderly division of functions 
between the various levels of government 
and to put a stop to irregular taxing 
practices. 
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contribution to Council's Public Housing Trust Fund'. 
The Court ruled in BOMA's favour in April 1984, holding 
that the levy was unauthorized because it was too 
general, applying 'regardless of individual 
circumstances or merit'. Council was seen to have 
failed in relating its policy to each application and 
did not 

attempt to find some connection between each 
particular development and the need for 
housing. The Act specifies that a Council may 
only seek a monetary contribution from a 
developer for a particular facility if it can 
be found that there is a connection between 
the particular development propog5d and the 
need for the facility in question. 

The Council's appeal against the Court's decision was 
dismissed in June 1985. 

The freedom of local government to tax capital is 
restricted in various other ways. These include the 
device known as rate pegging (or 'capping'), introduced 
to NSW in 1978. This has meant that councils have been 
unable to increase rates beyond a level fixed by the 
State government, without the latter's express 
permission. A power of NSW local government to tax 
'windfall' capital gains, brought about by council 
activities (such as subdivisions, amenity improvement or 
flood control) through a 'betterment levy', was removed 
only a short time after it was introduced in 1970. 
Statutory restrictions aside, the ability of individual 
councils to levy capital in a progressive way is limited 
by such factors as the ease with which much business can 
re-invest elsewhere, and the depressing effect on 
property valuations of an increase in site related 
costs. 

Local government's vulnerability to the real or 
perceived interests of capital or the status quo has 
also been demonstrated when central government has 
intervened because 'growth', or 'capital accumulation' 
is seen to be impeded by other factors. Where, for 
example, a council's environmental planning priorities, 
or even its equivocation or bungling, hinder larger 
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investments it is common for state governments to 
intervene through overiding ministerial decisions, 
enacting special legislation or E!moving the relevant 
powers of the offendig~ council. Sometimes the whole 
council may be sacked. 

MILITANT COUNCILS 

Other telling evidence about the subservient role of 
local councils may be derived from the fate of councils 
that have adopted miltant programs, antagonistic to 
central government or capital. The latter have usually 
been promoted by avowed socialists, but of a more 
extreme variety than the so-called municipg~ socialists 
committed to mild and incremental reforms. A number of 
former British local councils have taken such a militant 
position, the most celebrated of which were thg Lggdgg 
docklands Poplar Borough Council of the 1920s, 4 

the Derbyshire town 69f Clay Cross' Urban District 
Council of the 1960s, and the Greater London Council 
(GLC) of the 1980s. The intransigence of these councils 
in the face of central government directives, legal 
action, surcharges, and even gaol, became celebrated 
national issues, and in each case resulted in abolition 
of the council. The GLC's determined efforts to take up 
issues beyond that traditionally expected of local 
government, such as questions of employment, industry 
and pricing policies, the interests of oppressed groups, 
and international issues, deeply provoked the Thatcher 
Conservative Government. After legal and financial 
sanctions failed tg8stop the Council's militancy, it was 
abolished in 1986. 

There are few cases of militant councils in Australian 
history. One example, however, as we will later see, 
was the post World War One Darwin Town Council - a 
council whose militancy was dealt with by a change in 
the electoral provisions that ensured return of a 
conservative majority. Another council to suffer the 
same fate was the little known Communist Party led Shire 
of Kearsley on the northern coalfields of NSW between 
1944 and 1G~7, the history of which I have traced 
elsewhere. Kearsley Council distinguished itself by 
its attention to issues 
of the Shire and of 

going well beyond the confines 
the problems to which local 

government was supposed to restrict itself. These 
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included national and international questions, as well 
as matters to do with industry and production, rather 
than only urban consumption. 

The cases cited here are few, but this seems to fairly 
reflect the number of miltant councils. The fact that 
in all the cases identified here the careers of the 
miltant councils were effectively terminated also 
appears to be a fair reflection of the fate of miltant 
councils. Persistent opposition to either the central 
state or capital from local government seems to have a 
poor prognosis. On the available case evidence, no 'red 
island' inside the capitalist state is possible. As 
Halligan and Paris assert, 'the hegemony of the centre 
is displa75d through actions which overide local 
autonomy'. 

CONCLUSION 

The discussion of the ideology and limits of 
taxation, as well as the fate of challenges from 
councils to the centre bear clear evidence as to 
inadequacy of the simple representationalist 

local 
local 

the 
and 

instrumentalist accounts of 
do not simply reflect local 
simply open to political 

local government. Councils 
preferences, nor are they 

takeover: That is, if the 
takeover means hegemonic interests are seen to be 
threatened. The manner in which ratepayer ideology 
favours property interests and the apparent 
unacceptability of challenges to capital from local 
government lend weight to the critical account of 
localist structures or institutions, a point that will 
now be pursued from another angle. 

In the following chapters I direct my attention to an 
examination of some historical foundations of this state 
of affairs. Again, the point is to try to appreciate 
the depth of local government's hegemonic structures, as 
well as to understand something of how this state of 
affairs came about. My search, therefore, will be for 
empirical evidence of the extent and nature of 
fundamental linkages between the interests of dominant 
groups and the construction of local government in the 
context of British and Australian colonial situations. 
In the next chapter I will briefly review the background 
of British local government. Succeeding chapters will 
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examine the 
South Wales, 

origins of local government in colonial New 
British central Africa, and Papua New 

Guinea under Australian administration. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ORIGINS AND EXPORT OF BRITISH LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

Quite misleading as a visual image is the 
impression often given of the mediaeval 
English borough as a kind of island estranged 
from the main flow of governmental activity 
and the society around it. A more accurate 
picture would be that of the borough as a part 
of an organism in touch with the other parts 
of English government and in close contact 
with the royal administration at the centre. 

Whether the borough officials were 
elective or royal appointees, whether the 
borough they served was rich and powerful or 
not, the king's authority was superior, and 
all alike served1 him in the administrative 
system. - Young 

There is a widely held feeling, consistent with the Type 

B version of localism, that locality and local 
government have sovereign rights, or historical and 
constitutional roots that are separate from, or even 
more fundamental than, those of the central state. 
Robbins, for example, notes the prominence of claims 
that local or community government is antecedent, ang 
qualitatively superior, to other forms of government. 
In this vein, the French political theorist and 
historian Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-59) made the 
romantic claim that 'communal society' or the 'township' 
were self constituting and 'perfectly natural' 
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associations 'it is man who makes monarchies and 
establishes republics, but the township seems to come 
from the hand of God'. Continuing his eulogy to 
localism, 'the strength of free peoples resides in the 
local community. Local institut~ons are to liberty what 
primary schools are to science'. Cockburn suggests that 
this 'misapprehension' as to local level sovereignty 
'lies in the belief that local councils sprini from some 
ancient right of grassroots self-government'. 

This Chapter sketches some of the roots of 
Anglo-American local government organization and theory, 
the effect of which challenges such communitarian 
mythology. It is meant to show that local 
administrations, in their various forms, have long been 
instituted by, and created within the terms of, central 
government. Without denying certain localized support, 
local government, in anything like its modern form, 
appears as a product of the centre, rather than vice 
versa. Nor is there evidence of it having arisen 
concomitantly. The Chapter is also designed to reveal 
something of the considerations behind local government 
as it has taken shape in Australia. 

National governments in Britain have a history of use of 
various forms of local administration to help ensure the 
dominance of a particular regime. 
the conquering West Saxon dynasty of 

Jewell writes that 
the 9th century 
facilitate its 

invasion, the 
towns in order 
authority of 

introduced the5 shire system to 
administration. Following the Norman 
crown granted charters to nascent trading 
to secure thg~r fealty, bypassing the 
feudal manors. 

ROLES OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN THE MIDDLE AGES 

Jewell gives the fundamental roles of local government 
between the 10th and 15th centuries as: collection of 
rents, fines and taxes; helping raise armies; law and 
order; and provision of 8 1 duly attested information of 
diverse kinds' on demand. Young stresses the importance 
of the mediaeval boroughs in the administration of 
financial matters, such as government borrowiijg, import 
duties, exchange, coinage and money supply. He also 
describes the role of local authorities in the 
administration of justice. These included the 
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constitution of juries for inquisitions and settlement 
of disputes, fine enforcement, control of minorities 
such as Jews, arrest of criminals and fugitives, 
imprisonment, seizure of property, transfer of certain 
land and property, and so on. These duties were all 
under the surveillance, and often carried out at the 
direction of, the royal courts and other central 

. 10 government agencies. 

She argues that the central government recognized that 
kin and feudal lords were eratic and difficult to 
supervise in their management of such tasks. What was 
needed, Jewell suggests, was an organization which was 
the central state's own creation, with no independent 
existence of its own. One such instrument was at hand -
the existing executive officials of the crown, the 
king's reeves or administrative assistants (such as 
sherifi! and magistrates), and the ealdormen in the 
towns. 

The central government dictated policy and 
execution. The main officials in local 
administration were appointed by the crown, 
answerable to the crown and removable by the 
crown, given or deprived of powers according 
to the crown's intere!5• and supervised by 
other crown officials. 

Powicke gives 1190-1215 as the period of the appearance 
of elective conciliar bodies, usually made up of leading 
merchants in advisory, legislative or administrative 
capacities. Later the councils were pressured to 
accommodat!3the demands of the increasingly organized 
tradesmen. 

In 1258 a royal inquisition was held into the 
performance of the city officials of London and, as a 
consequence, the king's council14deposed the mayor, 
sheriffs and aldermen from office. Central government 
similarly intervened in other places, although not 
always without opposition. Various towns asserted 
privileges (themselves granted by previous monarchs), 
such as not to have to plead or answer outside of the 
walls, to appoint their £!° officials, or to 'collect 
the farm of the borough'. 
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Even as times changed, the central role of pre-modern 
British local authorities continued to be keeping the 
peace and securing the authority of the central state. 
Local authorities acquired responsibilities for such 
problems as, Sunday trading, rick-burning, runaway 
servants and apprentices, unmarried mothers, 
implementing the poor laws, licensing aleh~ises, 
supervising highways and general law and order. The 
reproductions on the following pages of Eighteenth 
Century Edf9burgh Council proclamations illustrate such 
functions. 

Church involvement in the secular activities of local 
administration, including financial and military duties, 
well established by the 12th and idth centuries, was to 
continue into the 19th century. The parish church, 
particularly after the Reformation, became a state 
agency operating at the local level. It facilitated 
surveillance of the population, partly through the 
compulsory registration of births or baptisms, marriages 
and deaths. It took a leading role in the maintenance 
of law and social tranquility, the administration of 
deviants19 the socialization of labour and provision of 
welfare. 

EMERGING FORMS OF LOCAL FINANCE 

Blunden locates the beginning of local taxation in Saxon 
times. Citizens paid various local taxes (known as a 
'scot' or 'ley' and later, 'constable's tax', 'pledges', 
town, hundred, county, church, sewers, paving and other 
special purpose 'rates' and 'levies'>2as well as giving 
personal, civil and military, service. Various systems 
of collective liability were employed, a prominent 
example of which was the frankpledge. This was a 
mechanism for enforcing compliance by holding entire 
local populations responsible for the conduct of their 
members. Outstanding fines, for example, fell on the 
particular tythings, or residential groupings, of which 
the defaulters were members. Another was the Scottish 
'locality' - a levy on local landholders for the cost of 
clergy or military. 

The frankpledge illustrates Spitzer's statement that, 
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.A C t of Council anent vagrant Poor. 
. . . 
Eii"'1ilrt.h, Sath '1••""'1, One thoufand feven hundred and twenty nine; 

HE Lord Provoft and Magifirates confidering, 
that it is incumbent upon them, to caufe make 
Provifion for maintaining and itnploying the Poor 
that~~ .a Title~ ~he.Good Town's Charity; 
and likew1fe, .that tt JS mcumbcnt upon them td 
difmifs 'all fuch Poor as are not thereto intitled,' 
by putting the Laws in that behalf made to 
puntlual E.Jlecution : And in order that a Difiin­
aion may be made betwixt fuch Poor as arc in­

titled, and fuch as arc not, as aforefaid, for the Ends and Purpbfts 
herein before-mentioned, the Lord Provoll and Magi!lrates do here­
by firifrly command and charge all fuch Poor as are under a Neceffity 
to beg, and who have a Title to the Good Town's Charity, to repair 
to the Burrow Room on WeJ11ef d111, Th11rfd11y and Friday n6'Jit, where 
Attendance will be given thefe Days; betwixt the Hours ofTto 
and Twelve befure Noon, and Two and Five· in the Afternoon, 
and then, and there to have their Names inrolled, as 0bjells of the Good 
To,vn's C~a~ity, in o_rder to_ their being provided for,how ~oon a ~che'!1e 
for maintarnmg and 1mploy10g them fhall be fettled, and 10 the mtermi 
to receive proper B~dge~, which they_ are hereby ordere_d confiantly to 
ufe and wear, by bemg ued round their Necks, lo as that they may be 
clifiinguifhed from the other Beggars, who have no Right to the Town's 
Charity. And the Lord Provofl and Magifirares do hereby firialy prohibit 
ancl difcharge all Beggars, others than thofe to be inrolled and dillinguilhed 
by Badges, as faid is,from Begging, within this '!own or_ Lib_ertie~ there'?t; 
from and ,leer Friday the Tenth lnfiant, on Pam of being 1mpnfoncd m 
che Houfc of Corrctlion, and there ftd on Brtacl and Water, and keep'd 
~.t hard Labour. And ordains thir Prcfents to be printed, and put in 
Execution by the Town-Officers and Soldiers of the City-GuarJ upon 
thti r P~ril. And that none may pretend Ignorance hereof, ordains that 
tbir Jlri:fenrs p1ay be made puhlick by Prodamation wi!h Tuck cf 
Drum, and aff,)!cd on all the: publick !'laces as ufual. 

GOD fave the King. 
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1hro~ing Stones, ff,, at the Exec_ution ,of 
.Criminals. · 
~J.,, ;' • I • 

HE Lord PrOToft, Baillies and Council, with the Deacons' 

.of Crafts Ordinary and Extraordinary, taking to their 

Confideration, that the Peace a,ntl good Government 

of this City has been frequently difturbed and infult­

ed, and many pernicious ~nd faral Confequences ha-re 

enfued ro the Cit iiens and Inhabitants thereof, by rite 

. mofi infolent and illegal Praclicc of throwing Stones· 

Nud and other Garbage, at the proper Offic~rs of ;he Law, City-guard and 

,Co~mon Executioner, when in the Exercife of their Duty and Office at faw­

_ful and publickExecutions of Criminab, or in the executing of other lawful 

.Sent_ences, or in 1he_going to and returningfrom fuch pub lick and lawful Ex-' 

ccauoris _ofSentencesuponCriminals or Offenders againfi theLaws: THERE-. 

. FO~E, in order to prevent all fuch pernicious and illegal Praaices in Time 

,co~mg, and forrhe more ef(eaual bringing to Juftice the .Perfon or Perfons 

_guilty of all or any of the afurefa1d Crimes, DID_. agd jlereby DO EN-~ 

ACT..-tt.A.TVTD and o~m;-Thanne-Perfon or Perfons who Oiall 

be· _hereifrer tound guilty, or Art ·and Part of throwing Stones, Mud, 

J?ung, or other Garbage, at the Officers of the Law, City-guard, or 

,.Common E_xecutioner, or others lawfully convocated at fuch.publick and law. 

ful ·Execurion of Sentences upon Criminals or Offenders againfi the Laws, or 

in g?ing to or returning therefrom, or !hall be tound difturbing t.be Peace 

in any Sort upon fuch Occalion5, Otall, upon their being· ·conviaed thereof, 

,b~ whipt _through the City by the Hand of the Common Hangman, and 

_ther~.itter imprifoned for the Space of one Year : And for the better dif­

cove;i_ng and bringing ro· J uilice fur.h Offenders, the Treafurer for the Time 

being, is he~eby appointed to pay to any Perfon or Perfons, who !hall dif­

·co·v·e.r, o.r caufe be difcovered, any fuch Offenders, fo as they !hall be con­

'vitle4 of all or any of the aforefaid Crimes, the Sum of Five Pounds Sterl­

ing: ~nd that none may pretend Ignorance hereof, DID _(?RDAlN thir 

;pre.fen~ to be printed and publilhed by Tuck of Drum throut;h this Cir, 

and its J:..iberties, and through Canongau, Souib and Nmb Leith,, and that 

Copies · be affixed on the publick Places in the ufual Manner. &"!· 

y~fl,d1 , ; . GEOB.GE HOME. 
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Under feudal 
domination, it 

and patrimonial 
was only possible 

forms of 
to 'rule 

''at-a-distance"'. One reason for this was the 
political incapacity of ruling elites. The 
limited technical ability and superintending 
resources of the pre-capitalist state made it 
difficult to penetrate the day-to-day lives of 
the subject populations. In consequence, 
techniques of managing social conduct tended 
to be indirect, 51ude and sluggish, and in 
many cases ad hoe. 

Local facilities in mediaeval England were maintained by 
an ad hoe system of 'benevolent munificence', day labour 
and special purpose charges. In 1250, for example, a 
rate was impo~~d at Romney Marsh to pay for repairs to 
the sea wall. 

Local taxation only began to develop in a systematic way 
during the sixteenth century. Legislation charged the 
parish with responsibility to relieve its poor, maintain 
the church and highways. The county was entrusted with 
responsibility for bridges, gaols, relieving poor 
prisoners a~1 'paying for the conveyance of rogues and 
vagabonds'. Land and real property became the basis 
employed for levying a rate. This was embodied in the 
Elizabethan Poor Law Act 1601. The 1601 poor law statute 
provided for the relief of the poor 'by a local income 
tax levied in each parish on the real ability of the 
inhabitants to pay'. The assessments were to be levied, 
and funds distributed, by the churchwardens and 
overseers. The system was open to corruption, with 
capacity of parish officers to levy inequitable 2iates, 
discriminate in their distribution, and embezzle. The 
local influentials were able to administer the levies, 
and appropriate the surplus, in a way that suited them, 
rather than the lesser burgesses. The situation in the 
Scottish lowlands was not necessarily different from 
England. As Dingwall remarks in her analysis of the 
composition of Edinburgh town councils (1550-1650), 

It is generally accepted that Scottish burgh 
politics in the period were dominated by 
merchant oligarchies which were 'self-elective 
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and indeed self-perpetuating' the 
political affairs of Edinburgh were firmly in 
the hands of those who had the sort of 
background deemed necessary for the 
mainten~gce of the merchants aims and 
ideals. 

In the seventeenth century the poor law assessments 
became the basis of taxation at the parish, county and 
even the national level. This meant that if the parish 
rate did not reflect taxable capacity, then the 
under-valuation became progressively greater at the 
county and national levels. Difficulties in collection 
of rates caused land and property to become the favoured 
basis of assessment. As two Warwickshire justices found 
in 1632, '"the quietest and equallest way of levy was to 
tax every man2gccording to his land and not according to 
estimation"'. 

Attempts to reform this practice were generally 
resisted. Parishes tended towards collection on the 
basis of customary procedures. These frequently did not 
take into account changes over time of the value of the 
land or of the capacity of its occupants to pay. In 
1869 one observer noted that 'broadly speaking, the 
percentage of his income that a man pays to the poor 
rates is often in the inverse ratio to the amount of his 
income. 29e wealthier he is the smaller the percentage 
he pays'. 

The national government had been reluctant to introduce 
sweeping reforms since, however inequitable and 
inefficient the system was, the odium associated with 
tax collection was mostly noticed at the local level. 
Collection of the royal revenues, or tallage, by the 
boroughs offered several advantages. The royal 
government did not have to make the collections itself, 
nor directly incur resultant resentment. 

It was not until 1842 that income tax was introduced as 
a permanent peace time tax. However, the practice of 
levying of most local and some national taxes on annual 
income derived from visible property, institutionaliz2i 
in the Elizabethan poor law, continued until 1925. 
Blunden notes that central government grants to local 
government are of modern origin, beginning in 1846, and 
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representing 'concessions to the demands of the landed 
interes59 ... conducted almost entirely by the country 
party'. 

It is helpful to recognize that central government 
grants to local government were, far from being a simple 
gift, were linked from the beginning with control. 
Though not conceding primacy of this consideration, 
Finer wrote that it 

has been said that central control over local 
authorities was purchased by grants, that the 
central authority, 
and ~her~ 3bs 
generalization. 

as it were, bribed its way, 
substance in this 

It is clear that central government was able to exercize 
control over local government without having to buy it 
through the discipline of tied or conditional grants. 
Legislative prescription or proscription underpinned by 
force is an obvious alternative, and one that had always 
been, and still is, in use. The advent of grants added 
another, and potentially more subtle, point of leverage, 
albeit a financial one - joining that of the right to 
impose local taxes. 

THE ADVENT OF THE MUNICIPAL CORPORATIONS 

By the eighteenth century the structure of local 
administrations, though still diverse, was beginning to 
more closely reflect the needs of the growing mercantile 
classes. In the expanding commercial centres a local 
electoral franchise evolved. The Parish of Whitechapel 
in London, for 3fample, had an 'open vestry' attended by 
large numbers. Newcastle Corporation's franchise was 
made up of 24 ancient crafts or guilds. The 
Corporation, therefore, represented all merchants, 
master-crafs~men and a considerable proportion of 
journeymen. Liverpool Corporation was, in contrast, 
select or 'close'. It perpetuated itself oligarchically, 
through co-option without any elections. Manche~3er and 
Birmingham only had a manorial local government. 

The municipal authorities were largely responsible for 
overseeing the shaping of cities, which were undergoing 
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vast increases in size during the 19th century, and 
facilitating growth of a commercial and industrial 
economy. They laid out and built roads and other 
transport facilities, provided more or less adequate 
water and drainage, disposed of waste, provided 
electricity and gas, market places and saleyards. 
Municipal corporations were increasingly seen as 
appropriate bodies geared to provide those services 
necessary to foster business. Property owners, 
organized on a locality basis, were effectively the 
collective proprietors of self-sustaining enterprises. 
These were meant to provide infrastructural services 
important for securing the prosperity of mercantile 
investments. Costs were to be apportioned as broadly as 
possible. 

There was no general legislation for the organization 
and administration of the corporations, except that they 
were subject to the general law of corporations 
established by royal charter, 'and which regarded the 
corporate property and the corporatj4income as provided 
for the benefit of the corporators'. 

The corporate form of local government, to become the 
model for the modern form of local government, was 
exported to the North American colonies. Merchantile 
capitalists planned and chartered towns as ex~5usive 
market and administrative centres for the Empire. 

From these bases the English trading elite 
appropriated land and resources from the 
native Americans, extracted agricultural and 
forest products from the outlying areas . 
sold British manufactured goods, African 
slaves, and West Indian rum, ,Rd secured a 
profitable monopoly over trade. 

After winning political independence in 1776 the United 
States preserved the urban public corporate entities, 
transfering their supervision from colonial governors to 
the state legislatures. As in the British model, the 
towns were to be administered b!7 the 'emerging native 
merchant and capitalist classes'. 

114 



The period immediately following the Napoleonic Wars saw 
various outbreaks of social unrest and political 
agitation. Discontent on the Continent, that led to 
revolts in France, Belgium, Poland, Saxony, Brunswick 
and Hano~Sr in the 1830s fuelled interest in reform in 
Britain. Pressure for change was exerted through 
pamphleteering, public meetings, marches, riots, rural 
uprisings, strikes and the formation of numerous 
organizations. Many of the latter were political 
unions, trade unions and co-operative societies. Ideas 
for change ranged from the moderate claims of 
philanthropists, Benthamites and Radicals in favour of 
parliamentary and industrial reforms, Owenite socialism, 
to those in favour of insurrection. Harsh repressive 
measures were imposed both by Tories and Whigs. Coming 
to power in 1830, the Whigs were interested in reforms 
to the electoral system, at least to the extent that the 
interests of industrialists and merchants would be 
served, at some expense to the aristocrats thus the 
Reform Act of 1832. The celebrated new legislation 
provided for a much more uniform electoral system, 
enfranchising urban middle class males and most farming 
men. 

There were also political divisions within the ranks of 
the Whig Party. Towards the right were Lord John Russell 
and Lord Grey, and to the Party's left, Lords Brougham 
and Durham. To their left, but weakly represented in the 
Parliament were the Bent~~mites, of whom Joseph Hume was 
the leading spokesman. Lord John Russell was a 
prominent figure at various levels in the formation of 
modern local government both in Britain and in its 
colonies. The passage of the Municipal Corporations Act 
was supervised by Russell as Home Secretary in the 
Melbourne ministry. At the same time, Russell was also 
responsible for a number of other reforms, including the 
commutation of tithes into rent on land, and reduction 
of the number of offenses subject to capital 
punishment. In 1837 he introduced a Poor Law and a 
Municipal Bill for Ireland, which lapsed with the death 
of the King and dissolution of Parliament. Russell 
continued an interest in reform when he was returned to 
the ministry as Colonial Secretary in 1840. From that 
post he invigorated the movement towards the 
introduction of local government to the colonies, 
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including New South Wales. 

The chief example of the organized movements for reform 
in this period was chartism, rising in 1836-37 after the 
brief ardor surrounding the Reform Act had subsided. 
The Whigs in office had offered little hope to the lower 
classes, they were scarcely more enlightened or humane 
than the Tories. The unenfranchised working class had 
few courses of action available to counter the 
implementation of the oppressive Poor Law Amendment Act 
of 1834. This Act had been meant to abolish outdoiO 
relief and reduce eligibilty for indoor relief, 
thereby helping ensure a supply of cheap labour for 
manufacturing industry. The amended Poor Law was backed 
by the middle classes, enfranchised by the 1832 Reform 
Act, and by Radicals as much as Tories. The new Poor Law 
set up the Poor Law Commissioners with powers of 
direction over the existing local authorities. They 
were able to establish local Boards of Guardians (local 
authority structures parallel to the municipal 
corporations) to levy poor rates and elected by 
ratepayers through a plural voting franchise. 

Following earlier organizational setbacks, Chartism 
signified something of a reiyrgence in working class 
militancy. While the Charter indicated an interest in 
parliamentary politics, the movement also contained the 
threat of revolution, especially from the class 
conscious north of England. Reforms were conceded, but 
not necessarily the reforms that were demanded, nor ones 
that served working class interests. Fitzpatrick's 
assessment was that Chartism and other claims indirectly 
benefited a section of the dominant class. 'Mass 
unrest, demonstration and violence frightened the landed 
aristocracy into conceding the franchise and free trai~ 
to the rising capitalists of industry and commerce.' 
The same considerations would likely have underpinned 
Russell's and the Whig's interest in reorganization of 
the system of municipal government. 

Reform in Local Government 

The passing of the Municipal Corporations Act 1835 
proved a threshold in the development of local 
government in England and, as we shall see, the British 
colonies. This was not because of any particular 
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programmatic innovation in function, but because it was 
aimed at abolishing the exclusive closed-shops of the 
old municipalities, and replacing them with a system of 
town, city, or borough councils elected on a standard 
franchise of middle and upper class male ratepayers. 
The latter were all householders who had4seen assessed 
for Poor Law rates for at least 8 years. A similar 
reorganif!tion of Scottish local government had occurred 
in 1833. The Act gave boroughs electorates based on 
uniform householder qualification. Afterwards, most of 
the towns of the industrial revolution acquired borough 
councils that gradually suisrceded ad hoe bodies like 
'improvement commissions'. A feature of utmost 
significance in the 1835 Act was that it deprived the 
corporations of authority to spend their funds iR 
anything outside a prescribed set of functions, 
although no new duties or powers were added. Future 
local authority aa1ivity had to be expressly permitted 
by the Parliament. 

The principle of elective democracy, at least for 
propertied interests, replaced extremely varied 
arrangements in the assortment of parishes, mercantile 
boroughs, turnpike trusts, improvement commissions and 
so on. It was established in the face of alternatives, 
such as some form of aristocratic control, direct 
central government appointments, or a kind of mass 
democracy based on direct policy making by the whole 
local constituency. The new arrangements, with a middle 
class franchise, better suited commercial and industrial 
interests. 

EXPORTING LOCAL GOVERNMENT TO NEW ZEALAND 

Advocates of economy vociferously denounced the burden 
of colonial administration on the British taxpayer in 
the second quarter of the nineteenth century. At the 
same time, a small but similarly vocal group of colonial 
reformers were active inside and outside the House of 
Commons. This loose grouping, comprised of people like 
Gibbon Wakefield, Charles Buller, Sir William 
Molesworth, John Roebuck and Lord Durham, have generally 
been thought to have had a considerable effect on public 
opinion and colonial policy. The colonial reformers 
were mostly a~rm Benthamites and associated with John 
Stuart Mill. Most were connected with 'Wakefieldian' 
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attempts at company colonization of South Australia and 
New Zealand, where the proceeds of the land sales to 
investors were meant to finance the assisted passage of 
labour. 

Something of Russell's role can be seen in relation to 
New Zealand. A despatch accompanying the Royal Charter 
for the establishment of the New Zealand colony, 
assigning a high priority to the formation of local 
units of government, is most instructive as to the 
intent and method of the British government. Russell 
ordered Governor Hobson 

to promote 
establishment 
governments 

as far as 
of municipal 

for the conduct 

possible the 
and district 
of all local 

affairs, such as drainages, bye-roads, police, 
the erecting and repair of local prisons, 
court-houses and the like. 

Russell had a fundamental concern for economy but, 
conveniently, was able supply the assurance that thrift 
and progressive institutions such as local government 
were co-incidental. Under the heading 'use of public 
revenue', Russell told Hobson that introduction of local 
government would save the 'public treasury from the 
wasteful expenditure' incurred if it were to have to 
collect local assessments and effect local works 
itself. 

Independently of the excellent uses of such 
institutions, regarded in a political light, 
there are none more consonant with the English 
character and habits, and none better 
calculated to an efficient and frugal 
expenditure of public money. 

Another particular advantage advocated by the Colonial 
Secretary was that the experience of dealing with the 
'innumerable petty local details' would train the 
colonists for the future 'exercise of the more important 
duties of 4~ free people and a representative 
government'. 
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New Zealand's first Municipal Corporations Ordinance, 
modelled on the 1835 English Municipal Corporations Act, 
was duly introduced in 1842,58nd Wellington was created 
a borough in the same year. The preamble to this 
ill-fated provision gave the assurance, familiar within 
the Type B construction of localism, that local people 
rather than centralized structures, are best placed to 
make provision for themselves: 

Whereas it is necessary that provision should 
be made for the good order health and 
convenience of the inhabitants of towns and 
their neighbourhood: and whereas the 
inhabitants themselves are best qualified, as 
well by their more intimate knowledge of local 
affairs as by their more direct interest 
therein, effectively to provide for the same: 
And whereas the habit of self-government in 
such cases hath been found to keep alive a 
spirit of self-reliance and a respect for the 
laws, and to prepare men for the due exercize 
of other poli§ical privileges: Be it therefore 
enacted, etc. 

In under 10 years of the passage of the Municipal 
Corporations Act 1835 and under Whig leadership, local 
governments had been also set up in most of the 
Australian colonies, as well as in Canada. District 
Councils established in New South Wales in 1842 were 
legally constituted along the lines of the Canadian 
District Councils Act of 18~~· an issue to which I shall 
return in the next Chapter. The latter created a rural 
form of local government in Upper Canada (Ontario), 
supplementing corporations alrs~dy established in the 
larger cities of the Canadas. For example, Montreal 
and Quebec City had received temporary charters of 
incorporation in 1832, and these were renewed in 1840. 
Toronto (York), Ontario, was 5inggrporated in 1834 and 
Halifax, Nova Scotia, in 1841. 

THE CANADIAN REBELLIONS AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

A build-up 
culminated 
British in 

of tensions in Lower and 
in the outbreak of rebellions 
1837. Explanations took into 

Upper Canada 
against the 
account the 
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different cultural allegiances of the settlers as a 
major source of discontent, as well as the grievances 
about the right of the British to raise revenue in the 
colonies. Parallels were drawn with similarly based 
discontent about British administration in the United 
States 60 years earlier. Lord Durham5g 1839 'Report on 
the affairs of British North America' (mostly written 
by Durham's Benthamite Chief Secretary Charles Buller, 
assisted by Gibbon Wakefield) was censorious of the 
British administration, especially in respect of neglect 
of provision for 'responsible' or elected government. 
The separation of the appointed executive and 
legislative councils on one hand, and the representative 
legislative assembly on the other, with power vested in 
the former, was seen as the major structural 
difficulty. This arrangement was, of course, thoroughly 
consistg9t with the principle of dependent status for a 
colony. 

The Durham Report symbolized something of a watershed in 
colonial administration, advocating a scheme for 
devolution of power to the colonies. Authority was to 
be divided, with certain responsibilities retained in 
London, and others transferred to a representative 
colonial legislature. In turn, the latter �w�~�~� to have 
subordinate elective municipal bodies. This 
rudimentary solution was meant as a compromise conducive 
to maintenance of an Empire based on consent rather than 
coercion. It was also a point of unity between 
conservatives and those progressives committed to the 
advantages of colonial possessions. 

NINETEENTH CENTURY THEORIES OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

A brief review of the ideas of the classical political 
theorists, Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart 
Mill (1806-1873) at this point will shed some light on 
19th century developments in local government. Whether 
or not the work of these men bears any causal status, 
and I will return to this issue, the terms within which 
they elaborated the place of local government are 
recurrent in the rationales for subsequent localist 
policies. We will see that government ministers, 
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governors and 
consciously or 
formulations as 

other influentials were often to draw, 
unconsciously, upon the same kind of 
were articulated by Bentham and Mill. 

The paradigm for Bentham's treatment of local government 
is to be clearly found in his concept of the 
'inspection-house' highlighted in the work of 
Foucault. The inspection-house, or panopticon, was 
actually billed as having multifarious administrative 
applications. In 1787 Bentham wrote expansively: 

Morals reformed - health preserved - industry 
invigorated - instruction diffused - public 
burthens lightened Economy seated, as it were, 
upon a rock - the gordian knot of the Poor 
Laws not cut, but unt~gd - all by a simple 
idea in Architecture! 

Bentham canvassed the design of the 'inspection 
(of which the paradigmatic plan was for a 
prison house with all cells laid out in a 
formation and continually exposed to a 
inspection station) for 

house' 
circular 

radial 
central 

any sort of establishment, in which persons of 
any description are to be kept under 
inspection; and in particular 
penitentiary-houses, prisons, 
industry, work-houses, 
manufactories, mad-g8uses, 
hospitals, and schools. 

houses of 
poor-houses, 
lazarettos, 

Bentham saw the idea as 'a new mode of obtaining power 
of mind over mind'. The 'essence' of the plan was 'in 
the centrality of the inspector's situation, combined 
with the well-known and most effectual contrivances for 
seeing without being seen'. The 'fundamental advantages 
were 'the apparent omnipresence of the inspector. 
combined with the extreme facility of his real 
presence'. A 'collateral advantage' was the 'frugality' 
offered by the scheme. And a further economy was that 
~he inspec~~rs themselves could be watched by the head 
inspector! 
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In his Panopticon versus New South Wales, Bentham 
forcefully argued the advantage of the inspection-house 
over the 'penal colonization system'. For Bentham, a 
major disadvantage of the latter was its inability to 
afford close surveillance. Bentham could not envisage 
how the dispersed convicts could be efficiently 
controlled, close inspection being 'thg only effective 
instrument of reformative management'. 2 

Foucault was clearly enchanted with 
and sang 
standpoint. 

its praises, although not 
He pointed out that 

Bentham's paradigm 
from a normative 

the inspection house 
system was designed so as 

The 

to induce in the inmate a state of conscious 
and permanent visibility that assures the 
automatic functioning of power. So to arrange 
things that the surveillance is permanent in 
its effects, even if it is discontinuous in 
its action; that the perfection of power 
should tend to render its actual exercise 
unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus 
should be a machine for creating and 
sustaining a power relation independent of the 
person who exercizes it; in short, that the 
inmates should be caught up in a power 
situation of g~ich they are themselves the 
bearers ... 

panopticon, Foucault continued, should not 
regarded as a dream building. It is a model for 
manner of institutions requiring surveillance 
control. Architecture aside, it is 'a figure 
political technology polyvalent in 
applications'. 

It serves to reform prisoners, but also to 
treat patients, to instruct schoolchildren, to 
confine the insane, to supervise workers, to 
put beggars and idlers to work. It is a type 
of location of bodies in space, of 
distribution of individuals in relation to one 
another, of hierarchical organization, of 
disposition of centres and channels of power, 

be 
all 
and 
of 

its 
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of definition of the instruments and modes of 
intervention of power, which can be 
implemented in hospitals, workshops, schools, 
prisons. Whenever one is dealing with a 
multiplicity of individuals on whom a task or 
a particular form of behaviour must be 
imposed, the panoptic schema may be used. It 
is necessary modifications apart 
applicable 'to all establishments whatsoever, 
in which, within a space not too large to be 
covered or commanded by buildings, a numbgi of 
persons are to be kept under inspection'. 

Bentham dreamt of a pervasive network of mechanisms 
running through the whole society. And, Foucault says, 
Bentham's dream was prophetic. The 'panoptic 
arrangement' was the formg5a 'destined to spread 
throughout the social body'. 'One . . sees the 
spread of disciplinary procedures, not in the form of 
enclosed institutions, but as cen~Ees of observation 
disseminated throughout society.' The essence of 
'disciplinary g9wer is not repressive force but, still, 
surveillance'. 

PANOPTICISM AS A MODEL FOR LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

Bentham concerned himself with the problems associated 
with maintaining control from the centre as the number 
of organizational operations increased. What was 
required, he postulated, was a system by which the 
periphery could be self-managed within terms set from 
the centre. Inspectors from a department of the central 
state would ensure compliance. The role of such an 
inspectorate is parallel to one in the panopticon. In 
Finer's sympathetic terms, it is 

to watch, record, report, the local state of 
affairs, and to convey the intentions and will 
of the centre, and the predicaments of the 
peripheries . 

. the Inspector may begin as a kind of 
disciplinary invigilator, merely to see that 
the law is complied with, supported by the 
sanction of withdrawing promised grants by the 

123 



central authority. But in the course of time 
he becomes considerably more, undergoes a 
transfiguration, as the potentialities of this 
human link between the human beings at the 
centre and the localities are appreciated. 

He becomes the repository of central 
knowledge, wisdom and tradition, he learns 
from the diverse experience of the different 
places and people he observes and can offer 
comparative, sifted knowledge about the 
alternative ways of fulfilling the same task. 
He can become a skilled adviser; a beneficial 
mediator as well. For he can, being human, 
carry all the diversities and nuances in a 
creative, solution-seeking mind, be talked to, 
be influenced, answer back ... This assists 
in getting things done with the maximum of 
persuasion, the reduction of coercion, the 
best adaptation of measures to purposes, and 
the improvement of morale. 

(For) the lower echelons of administrators who 
are inspected to comprehend the 

-expectable is to avoid6,riction, and to help 
get democratic results. 

Thus, we have a Benthamite description of the role of an 
officer who supervises local institutions on behalf of a 
central authority with financial and legal sanctions. 
Such roles might denote those of inspectors of local 
government, officers of state funding bodies, or of 
field agents or district officers supervising village 
councils in colonial administrations. 

UTILITARIANISM IN LOCAL ADMINISTRATION 

The idea of a system of local government controlled from 
the centre was rationalized by Jeremy Bentham and his 
followers, most notably Edwin Chadwick and John 
Kay-Shuttleworth. Chadwick, a secretary to the 
commission that devised the new poor law of 1834 
influentially lobbied for the Public Health Act 1848. 
This established a General Board of Health controlling 
Local Boards of Health. The latter were elected by 
ratepayers with plural voting, and each had a clerk, 
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. f . 69 . treasurer and inspector o nuisances. Except in places 
where there was a very high mortality rate, 70he local 
boards were estabished on a permissive basis. That is, 
by petition - a principle of which we will hear more. 

To constitute his best possible commonwealth, in 1830 
Bentham proposed dividing the nation into areas of 
roughly equal size, each with a an exclusive local 
authority in the form of a 'sub-legislature'. These, in 
turn, would have their own administrative 
'subdistricts', themselves divided into 
'bi-subdistricts' under a local headman. These and 
other possible divisions would be made with attention to 
'simplicity and uniformity', as well as to 'natural 
expressiveness'. All would operate within terms 
established by the country's supreme legislature. All 
would also be subject to inspection by central 
departments. The latter purpose would b71served by the 
recordkeeping duty of 'local registrars'. 

Central legislative supremacy was as old as 
the sovereignty of parliament, but central 
administrative control was a novel idea, 
probably invented by Bentham himself. Its 
applicat;~n revolutionized local government in 
England. 

As with the panoptic schema, the efficacy of the 
proposal was dependent upon inspection. 

By inspection of school boards, poor law 
authorities, prisons, and asylums, central 
bureaux could insure loca13efficiency without 
destroying local autonomy. 

Th . . 1 f ' b . 1 . ' 7 4 d h h . e 'princip e o inspecta i ity an ot er Bent amite 
proposals were considered by many authorities, such as 
Dicey, the Webbs, Hutchins, Halevy, Finer, and 
Trevelyan, to have had a ~Sofound influence on the 
growth of English government. A case in point was the 
Poor Law amendment of 1834, the first attempt to 
establish a form of elected local administration 
explicitly subject to a central agency. The Board of 
Poor Law Commissioners determined overall policy for the 
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. 76 
local Boards of Guardians to ex;8ute. 
provides a number of other examples: 

The Prison Act of 1823, 'the first 
modern centralization', which placed 
borough prison administration under 
control. 

77 
Harris 

measure of 
county and 

Home Office 

The 1833 Factory Act allowed for the first time 
central government supervision of factories. 

The centralized inspectoral system for schools, 
adopted in 1839. 

'Great man' explanations of history are dangerous and 
generally unecessary. Roberts challenges any claim that 
Bentham's ideas themselves actually shaped the Victorian 
state. Rather, he argues, the cogency and strength of 
Bentham's proposals only added momentum to changes that 
were likely to happen anyway. Martin makes a parallel 
case in relation to the supposed influence of the Durham 
Report on colonial 7~olicy itself prepared under 
Benthamite influence. 

Rustigan provides a similar critique of the 'vastly 
overrated' contribution of Bentham to 19th century 
reforms in the criminal law. He identifies the rising 
commercial and industrial bourgeoisie's interest in 
deterrents to crime against property that were more 
effective than capital punishment, as the moving force 
behind reform. Crimes against property were increasing 
along with urbanization. Bentham was able to anticipate 
the needs of the advancing social order, as w~ol as 
rationalize changes that were already proceeding. 

Bentham's ideas on social control at the local level are 
useful here at least as paradigmatic examples of the 
mainstream thinking on public policy during the 19th 
century. With or without causal status, his proposals 
shed light on the origin and intent of administrative 
structures such as local authorities, in both Britain 
and its colonies. 

Benthamite or otherwise, the principle 
government control of local government 

of central 
became the 
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accepted practice, and one that contrasts with a number 
of other historically advocated approaches to the 
division of sovereignty. In Local Government and 
Centralization (1851) and The Parish, for example, 
Joshua Toulmin Smith argued the inviolability of local 
sovereignty. The fundamental unit of government shoulii 
Smith argued, reside naturally at the local level. 
This position, which also had some currency in the 
United States, was not conducive to the changing needs 
of a developing capitalist economy demanding appropriate 
infrastructural development and reasonably consistent 
regulations to facilitate trade. Local and external 
commercial interests favoured the sort of uniformity and 
predictability that a centrallyasontrolled system was in 
a better position to guarantee. 

Another theoretical alternative was for division of 
sovereignty between various levels of government - in 
some type of multi-layered federation. The Australian, 
Canadian and United States federations all opted for the 
sovereignty of the states or provinces, over that of 
their local governments. Magnusson expresses surprise 
that 'anarchists and Marxists alike' have done so little 
to question this. That is, to try to expose the 
subservience of the prevailing bourgeois centralist 
conception of local government to capitalist economy. 
There is 'no better testimony to the hegemony of 
bourgeois ideas', he argues, 'than the fact that so 
little credibility is given today to i~e locality as a 
possibly independent political unit'. In saying this, 
Magnusson appears to neglect the argument for 
centralized planning from many on the political left. 
Marxists, such as Frankel, recognize the potential for 
inequity of independent and unsi-ordinated localities 
pursuing their own self-interest. 

INCORPORATION AND THE PRODUCTION OF CONSENT 

Bentham and James Mill (1773-1836) argued for national 
accountability of government in order to guarantee that 
it operated in the public interest. John Stuart Mill 
went further, giving more weight to participation as a 
device for the 'estffglishment and maintenance of a 
democratic polity'. For J.S.Mill, 'local 
administrative institutions' were th86 1 chief instrument' 
for public education of citizens - vital for the 
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socialization of tff' lower or 'numerous' classes into 
bourgeois society. Mill argued that government could 
not work efficiently unless the individual citizen was 
educated through local gove9iment 
role at the national level, even 
involved voting. 

to play a responsible 
if the latter only 

In a therapeutic vein, Mill noted the 'practical 
discipline which the character obtains from the 
occasional demand made upon the citizens to exercise, 
for a time and in their turn, some social function'. He 
suggested that even rare involvement in public affairs 
is necessary to breed a co-operative public sj~rited and 
minimally competent and moral citizen. Mill's 
enthusiasm for the beneficial effects of participation 
in local administration even led him to claim th~O it 
could advance a person's level of intelligence, as 
well as 'v~1tue practical activity and 
efficiency'. 

The often cited passage from the French politician and 
historian Alexis Comte de Tocqueville (1805-59), who 
influenced J.S. Mill, illustrates the same, educative 
principle. 

Town meetings are to liberty what primary 
schools are to science; they bring it within 
people's reach, they92teach men how to use it 
and how to enjoy it. 

So, for these social theorists, it was at the local 
level where real practical education for responsible 
citizenship took place. 'It is by participating at tg~ 
local level that the individual "learns democracy".' 
Mill saw it as essential for the 'numerous classes' to 
acquire a 'critical deference' and local participation 
aided this by its integrative function. He argued that 
through political discourse, even of a minor kind, the 
individual 9~ecomes consciously a member of a great 
community'. 

128 



CONCLUSION 

A theme that has emerged from the historical material 
reviewed in this chapter is that local government's 
growth has reflected the prior needs of central 
government and of capital. It appears as having been 
shaped as a means of promoting interests that were 
dominant at the centre. From the early stages it was 
oriented towards regulation, provision of infrastructure 
necessary for the growth of commerce, and the raising of 
state revenue to pay for works and services. Local 
government adapted with the emerging needs of the 
overall state. As capitalism and liberal democracy 
developed and was exported so too, to the extent that it 
was at all separate, did its state apparatus. The 
municipal corporation was one such form, and one which, 
we shall see, has proved remarkably resilient in its 
basic shape over the more modern period. We will now 
look at its inception in colonial New South Wales. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DECOLONIZATION AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN NEW SOUTH 
WALES 

This Chapter examines the broad political economy of 
local government in its formative stages in New South 
Wales. This analysis is necessary despite the 
availability of numerous books and other documents on 
the history of NSW local government. Unfortunately, the 
great bulk of the existing material is fundamentally 
idealist, where people and events are described in terms 
of their chronological appearance, without 
interpretation in the political, economic and social 
context of their period. Local government is treated 
too much as if it was a function of the independent 
thought and actions of various pioneering men separated 
from the economic pressures and ideologies of the time. 
My imediate aim is to delve beyond the standard accounts 
to try to unearth and clarify the principal reasons for 
the introduction of local government to New South Wales. 
The importance of this is grounded in my search for 
adequate explanation of the origins and basic structure 
of local government. A particular concern is to examine 
possible connections between local government, the 
notion of self-determination at the local level, and 
hegemonic interests - key questions in evaluating the 
adequacy of the alternative accounts of local government 
and localist policy. 

Of the major historians of New South Wales local 
government, F.A. Larcombe comes closest to 
the importance of contextual considerations. 

recognizing 
His three 

volume history indicates occasional, albeit undeveloped, 
sensitivity to such issues, but this is uneven and 
generally subsumed by the weight of descriptive detail. 
Nevertheless, Larcombe has laid the groundwork for a 
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more interpretive treatment especially in his provision 
of a comprehensive chronology of events, with 
accompanying references signposting directions for 
further investigation. Much of what follows in this 
chapter represents re-interpretations and elaboration on 
Larcombe's bland and voluminous administrative history. 

'PRECONDITIONING INFLUENCES' 

Larcombe labels the decade or so before the introduction 
of local government to the colony as a 'preconditioning 
period'. This included the illiberal and autocratic 
governorship of Ralph Darling (1825-1831) that led to 
vociferous demands for self-government. The types of 
'preconditioning influences' for the introduction of 
local government identified by Larcombe were mainly to 
do with political developments in Britain and the 
financing of the colony. Pressures were exerted from 
the government in London and Sydney, and from elements 
amongst the col~nists themselves, especially the urban 
merchantilists. The first mentioned influence was the 
British Reform Act of 1832. Rather than having a direct 
influence, however, the Reform Act reflected the 
prevailing interest in enfranchising the middle class. 
The Legislative Council, formed in 1823, was no more 
than an appointed advisory body. Richard Bourke, 
Governor 1831-1833 and inclined to support the liberal 
side of politics, made the first official proposal for 
a municipal government for Sydney in 1832, about six 
months after the passage of the Reform Act. In a minute 
to the Legislative Council, he wrote: 

It should, however be observed that the time 
has arrived at which the inhabitants of Sydney 
may be expected to administer to their own 
convenience and comfort by providing, by means 
of a body elected from amongst themselves, for 
the repairing, cleansing and lighting the 
streets, the construction of flagged footways, 
and the introduction of water into public 
fountains and private houses. These useful 
objects may be obtained at no great cost by a 
rate levied on houses, according to their 
estimated value, and collected and 
appropriated by commissioners elected annually 
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3 
by the ratepayers. 

The Legislative Council, constituted under the 
influence of the Macarthur family and almost 

strong 
totally 

dominaied by members of the anti-reform exclusive 
party, took no action on the proposal. Governor Bourke 
complained the exclusives could '"defeat the objec;s of 
government, even if they cannot secure their own"'. 

As was indicated in the previous Chapter, the 
establishment of local government in NSW, and other 
colonies, took place imediately after the time when 
Britain's own local government system was being 
revised. Larcombe has rightly attached considerable 
weight to the advent in England of the 1835 Municipal 
Corporations Act, rationalizing, as we have seen, forms 
of incorporation and extending the borough franchise. 
The passage of this legislation and the incorporation of 
some towns in the United States received considerable 
attention in the reforming (Reverend Doctor) John 
Dunmore Lang's newspaper, The Colonist. Lang advocated 
the educative value of local government for the colony, 
saying that the reformed English councils were 

'so simple in their character, so definite in 
their duties and prerogatives, and so 
equitable in their mode of election' that they 
could be 'a most appropriate precedent' for 
the government of Sydney. Such a council would 
in turn 'form an admirable preparative for a 
more extended application of the elective 
franchise. The little Parliament of Sydney 
.. would be a school for the more importan~ 
functions of the House of Assembly.' 
(emphasis added) 

It is perhaps significant that 1835 was the year of the 
petition to the Governor for a town commission for 
Sydney, nominated by the inhabi7ants and responsible for 
public works and law and order. 

ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS 

Another set 
predisposing 
government 

of 
the 

were 

reasons, suggested by Larcombe, 
government to introduce local 

of an economic nature. The economic 
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expansion of NSW with the rapid increase in wool sales, 
led to an intensified demand from within the colony for 
provision of civic amenities that would support 
commerce. Eighteen thirty four marked the passage of an 
act in the Legislative Council, clearing the way for 
English banking investments in the pastoral industry, 
and a sharp rise in the price of wool in London. Jhe 
ensuing years, 1834-40, saw feverish economic growth. 

The forced labour of convicts otherwise available for 
c1v1c works, was mostly assigned to private producers, 
supported at public expense. From at least 1827 there 
was pressure from Britain to force the colonists to 
contribute towards the growing cost of police and gaols 
out of the proceeds of sale of land - an idea being 
pushed at the time by Gibbon Wakefield and the colonial 
reformers. In 1834 Bourke received a firm direction 
from the Colonial Office to meet the costs of coercion 
of convicts and other law and order functions, as well 
as the cost of immigration, from colonial revenue. 
There was also the problem of increasing demand for 
roads, bridges and town amenities. These developments 
would likely have moved Bourke to introduce the Parish 
Roads Act in 1833 as a means of defraying the cost of 
roads through turnpikes leased by local trustees 
(inspected by 'Commissioners of the Roads'), and to make 
his other efforts to establish local government. A 
similar explanation fits Governor Gipps' subsequent 
efforts to ~ntroduce roads authorities financed by local 
assessment. 

Lord Glenelg, Secretary of State for the Colonies 
(1835-39) in Lord Melbourne's Whig Ministry, told Bourke 
in 1836 that road and bridge building were of 'first 
importance in all new countries', but that the cost of 
their construction should not fall only on the Colonial 
Treasury. Glenelg suggested 'inducing the inhabitants 
.. to con£oibute from their own funds a portion of the 
expenses'. 

Glenelg's choice of the phrase 'inducing the 
inhabitants' is instructive, suggesting that some form 
of legitimation was necessary for taxes to be 
successfully levied. Bourke never acted on Glenelg's 
suggestions, but left it to his successor to find a 
means for securing local contributions. Gipps (Governor 
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1838-1846) obliged. Since labelled 'the prince of all 
skinflints', Gipps was said by a contemporary newspaper 
to 'suffer from deperate fits of economy'. Grose argues 
that it was very largely to do with Gipp's 'fetish for 
economy' and his anxiety to please the Colonial Office, 
that he 'laid so much stress during his terf of office 
on the erection of municipal institutions'. 1 At the 
same time, Grose reasons that Gipps was a product of the 
frugal orthodoxy in contemporary public administration. 
The aftermath of the high expenditures of the Napoleonic 
era, and the industrial depression that came with the 
peace was one of monetary tightness. The influential 
intellectuals of Gipps' formative period, including 
Joseph Hume, James Mill and David Ricardo, lent support 
to the principle of non-reliance on central government 
expenditures. Spending on the colonies was an issue of 
partic~~ar political contention of which Gipps was well 
aware, having told La Trobe that 

My whole official experience teaches me, that 
in Downing Street at least the governor !ho 
keeps his government out of debt is best•.1 

Gipps' 'official experience' was reinforced by immediate 
and explicit pressures from Secretary of State Russell 
to reduce colonial expenditures. Official directives, 
as much as a niggardly disposition, would have shaped 
the Governor's view that 'new taxes !ire necessary to 
save New South Wales from bankruptcy'. After all, the 
official role of the governor was as the agent of the 
United Kingdom. 'It was ~;s duty to give expression to 
Colonial Office policy'. Gipps' continual efforts to 
prevent the avarice of the squatters making further 
inroads into government revenue should also not have 
been confused with personal meanness. Whatever the 
reason, Larcombe was on solid ground in reasoning that 
the drive to save the treasury money 

could have been a greater driving force for 
the introduction of local government than any 
adherence to democratic principles. 

the government viewed councils as 
creations for convenience to rid itself of 
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onerous tasks1~t was neither able nor willing 
to undertake. 

Other local government historians have lent support to 
this interpretation. Maiden also cites the firm 
directions from Glenelg that colonial expenditure ought 
to be met from colonial revenue, saying that Gipps was 
'obliged to foster a policy of raising revenue locally. 

and this was undoubtedly responsible for his 
undeviating effo17s to introduce legislature to achieve 
this objective'. Maiden records that for a long period 
(1837-42) overlapping Gipp's governorship, the colony's 
economy was badly affected by a drought induced crop 
failure, as well as an economic depression between 1841 
and 1843. The latte18 was attributed by Gipps to 
excessive speculation,19 but co-incided with a fall in 
wool prices in England. Bland said that both Bourke 
and Gipps saw 'in the incorporation of Sydney, and other 
towns in New South Wales, an opportunity to relieve the 
financial strain then being felt by the central 
exchequer•.2 Purdie concurs, highlighting the view that 
local government was imposed from above. 

Early moves for local government stemmed, not 
from any local demand for municipal services, 
but from the attempt by the government to 
compel local people to accept resp~~sibility 
for the provision of local services. 

Atkins reiterated the same view22 and Barrett also wrote 
that 

the motive of the New South Wales government 
in incorporating the towns of Sydney and 
Melbourne was largely to raise revenue for 
local services. The sit~~tion with regard to 
rural areas was similar. 

Spann lends further support in saying that the 
characteristic feature of the history of Australian 
local government has been the attempt by central 
government 'first to persuade and then to require local 
groups to accept financial and admini~irative 
responsibility for bread and butter tasks.' Such 
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testimony lends little support to idealist notions that 
local government is more natural or fundamental than 
central government, or that it was instituted to extend 
democracy. The views just canvassed suggest that local 
representation was more a by-product of the economic 
reasons for local government than its raison d'etre. 

SURVEILLANCE AND CONTROL 

The pastoral industry's intrusion into the continent in 
the 1830s breached the imperial policy of concentrating 
settlement. The so called 'boundaries of location', 
defining frontiers, had been proclaimed in 1829 over an 
area extending roughly 300 kilometre north and south of 
Sydney, and 250 kilometres west. However, sheep and 
cattle were freely depastured beyond these boundaries in 
the 1830s. Land so occupied was sanctioned by Gov25nor 
Bourke in 1836 by imposition of a licence and fee. In 
1847 the squatted land was made available for purchase 
on generous terms, by an Order in Council from 2tondon 
and this benefitted most the bigger squatters. The 
policy of confinem29t had been meant to contain the 
costs of settlement, including those associated with 
surveillance and control, but since this failed another 
strategy had to be found by which the colonists might be 
managed at the lowest cost. As Neutze notes, local 
governments were not only established because the 
colonial governments wanted to tap local sources for tax 
revenue to finance local works, but also because they 
wan~e~ to_ a~~id some of the detailed local 
administration. 

From 1824 the Legislative Council was passing acts that 
required means for their enforcement. Some of these 
were to become the responsibility of local government. 
These included: the Impounding Act 1828, the Dividing 
Fences Act 1828, the Cattle Slaughtering Act 1930, the 
Dog Nuisance Act 1830, the Alignment of Streets Act 
1834, the Road Improvement Act 1833, the2~olice Acts of 
1833 and 1838, and the Markets Act 1839. 

The Police Acts provided for magistrates, appointed from 
outside the localities, to determine town boundaries; 
build and maintain streets and footpaths; control 
buildings; make elementary public health provision, 
regulate butchery, water supplies, and remove sewage. 
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The benches were really town commissions with basic 
local government service functions in the larger towns, 
such as Bathurst, Maitland, Parramatta and Windsor. The 
only source of local finance was fines, giving rise to a 
premium on a somewhat punitive approach to town 
management. Heavy handed policing gave rise to calls 
for an elective, municipal, form of local government. 
This constitutes some evidence, perhaps, of the 
'grassroots' account of the basis for local government, 
as does the following consideration. 

Towns without formal provisions for services in demand 
began to make their own arrangements. Land owners of 
the south coast town of Kiama, for example, became 
active in organizing amenities and services, appointing 
a committee in 1841 to oversee the clearance of streets 
and erection of a jetty, paid for by subscription, and 
to agitate for government assistance for construction of 
a harbour breakwater. A local road trust was formed in 
the same year a~g markets were also established during 
the same period. 

Thus, local governments developed not for such 
communitarian, Type B, reas~~s as Jones offers - 'a 
search for less government', but through a felt need 
amongst some for more government. As Governor Gipps 
confirmed at the time of his departure: 

I am as still firmly convinced of the 
impossibility of satisfactorily conducting, by 
means of a representative body, sitting in 
Sydney, the local affairs of every division, 
or district of this widely extended country, 
as I was, when six years ago, I first in the 
Legislative Council p5~posed the introduction 
of local institutions. 

Changed Colonial Status 

Britain's decision to cease transportation of convicts 
to New South Wales in 1840 may have had at least an 
indirect effect on the advent of local government. A 
penal colony legitimated autocratic rule, and convicts 
had no claim to a share in management of their 
environment. A colony of free-settlers warranted at 
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least rudimentary democratic institutions, especially if 
they were to pay taxes. Increased efforts by the 
government to introduce participative structures after 
1840 reflected the transformation in the status of the 
colony. Examples were the Parish Roads Act of 1840; the 
subsequently withdrawn Municipal Corooration and Police 
and Public Works Bills of 1840; the failed Police and 
Public Works Bill of 1842; and the Imperial Constitution 
Act, also of 1842. The latter provided for a Legislative 
Council that for the first time had a representative 
majority, albeit a property owning one with a property 
owning electorate, and a set of district councils. The 
fact that the continent's first municipal council had 
been formed in the non-penal colony of South Australia 
so soon after its establishment, also suggests some 
association between what has been considered an 
appropriate form of management for an apparently free or 
open society as against a closed one. Nevertheless, 
there can be little doubt that the pressure created by 
the need for local revenue to meet the extremely high 
costs of police and gaols, as well as immigration and 
other expenditures was the paramount consideration. The 
squatter controlled Legislative Council's negative 
attitude towards the introduction of local government 
bodies was informed by its perception of the proposals 
as part of the ongoing struggle over whether Britain or 
the c~~onial government should pay for police and 
gaols. The dominant 'exclusives' were more interested 
in protecting their wealth than in more liberal forms of 
government. 

EDUCATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Grose suggests that there was little doubt that Gipps 
was influenc~i by the radical agitation of the 
utilitarians. Melbourne's analysis lends a little 
weight to this, commenting that while Gipps 'was not an 
illiberal Governor, he was fir~; and foremost a 
competent administrative officer'. If the suggestion 
about utilitarian influence is accurate, Bentham's 
critique of the system of control employed in New South 
Wales and his ideas on the place of local government in 
state management of a penal settlement or otherwise, 
were unlikely to have been lost on the Governor. Maiden 
demonstrates Gipps' appreciation of the advantages of a 
decentralized system of government over a centralized 
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form. These perceived advantages 
educational variety and partly 

were partly 
financial. Of 

former, Gipps wrote that representative 
authorities enabled people to 

acquire a knowledge of local business, and a 
knowledge too of the difficulties associated 
with it, which they are otherwise apt to 
underate. In the township, or the parish, at 
county meetings, or in the halls of corporate 
bodies, the rudiments are aquired of that 
knowledge which shines forth afterwards in 
Parliament or in the Senate of that 
knowledge which enables them to exercize with 
wisdom and moderatio~6 a constitutional 
control over government. 

of an 
the 

local 

In a very similar vein, Gipps later told the Legislative 
Council (in May, 1840) that he thought it 

impolitic, if not unsafe, to entrust any 
people with a control over their government in 
the exercize of its higher functions, who have 
not been previously trained to the temperate 
exercize of their po,;rs in the management of 
their local affairs. 

Passing the Buck 

Gipps saw the financial advantage of local government, 
not only in the light of pressures from the Colonial 
Secretary and the Secretary of the Treasury in London, 
but also in the light of 

demands which 
public works, 
well as for 
establi~gments 
Colony. 

are every day made upon me, for 
buildings, roads, bridges, as 

the extension of police 
in every district of the 

The solution proposed by Gipps was to be 
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found in the timely rising 
throughout the land, similar 
exist in the Mother Country. 

up of institutions 
to those which 

Let the people of 
each county, parish, or township spend their 
own money, and they will spend no more than is 
necessary, and they will spend it too, much 
more satisfactorily than it is possible for 
~he government to spend it for them . 

. the first step in the right road may 
imediately be taken by requiring each district 
in the country to raise, within itself (in 
whatever manner may be most agreeable to it), 
a portion, at least, of the money which is to 
be spent in it, whether it be for public 
works, for the maintenance of the p~~ice, or 
any other purpose of a local nature. 

Gipps' practical offering was to introduce a Municipal 
Corporation Bill (a title that revealingly mirrored the 
English Municipal Corporations Act of 1835) into the 
Legislative Council in June 1840. The Bill provided for 
the election of district commissioners with authority to 
raise rates for the support of police, with the surplus 
to be spent on roads and other works. At the vote, 
every elected member opposed the Bill. A complementary 
measure, the Police and Public Works Bill, was also 
introduced. This provided for the formation of police 
districts, administered by elected commissioners with 
authority to levy rates. Again, there was strong 
opposition, especially from the large landowners such as 
James Macarthur and Alexaiger Berry. Gipps withdrew the 
bills for the time being. 

SPECIAL AUTHORITIES 

Roads 

Freely appropriated land, cheap convict labour and the 
high price of wool had encouraged the swift invasion of 
inland districts by pastoralists in the 1820s and 1830s. 
Good roads made cartage cheaper and were essential for 
maximizing profits and the expansion of the economy. 
Blainey points out that 'improved roads in the 1830s 
were worth a fortune to the wool men' in New South 
Wales. The cost of cartage between Sydney and Bathurst, 
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for example, was 20 pounds a ton in the 
the price halved within just a few Yffrs. 
to decline in the following decades. 

mid 
It 

1820s and 
continued 

The zeal of Major-General Lachlan Macquarie, Governor 
1810-21, helped give rise to substantial roadworks and a 
centralized system of administration by appointed 
commissioners. The 'concept of locality' in road 
management and finance first appeared under Bourke 
through the, previously noted, 1833 Parish Roads Act, 
which empowered the Governor to designate those roads to 
be built and maintained at government expense, and those 
to be left to the magistrate administered parishes. The 
Cumberland Parish Roads Act of 1835 refined pi~cedures 
for funding parish roads by toll collection. Gipps' 
Parish Roads Act of 1840 was designed to encourage 
private extension of roads through the colony. Such 
roads were to be financed through leased tollbars, rates 
levied on landowners in the vicinity of the road, loans 
and land transactions. 

For the purpose of building and maintaining a road 
between Kiama and Jamberoo an elected trust was formed 
in 1841. This was an example of the series of private 
parish road trui~s mooted or established under the 
Parish Roads Act. The system was a 'permissive' or 
voluntary one, leaving large sections of the colony 
unserviced by proper roads. Another, compulsory, system 
of appointed trusts was introduced. This involved 
legislation for specific areas or roads financed by 
toll. The roads trusts system was gradually superceded 
by central and municipal authorities following passage 
of the Main4§oads Management Act and the Municipalities 
Act of 1858. 

Markets 

The 1839 Markets Commission Act superceded centralized 
arrangements and embodied localist ideas. Householders 
became able to request public meetings to consider 
constitution of a local market commssion. The latter, 
an elected body, would administer the market, appoint 
officials, establish facilities and collect dues. In 
Melbourne, the Market Commission was elected in November 
1841, the same month as was the Heidelberg Road Trust 
with an overlapping membership. These bodies were seen 
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by Barrett, as 'the first seats of urban and rural !gcal 
government' in what became the state of Victoria. As 
localist as the fledgling local government was, the 
constituents displayed a lack of interest that was 
prophetic of responses to local government and other 
localist structures. Under the heading The First 
Municipal Election, the Port Phillip Gazette found an 
'unnatural apathy' among the residents, a complaint to 
become commonplace about future local governments. 
'Though "every information requisite to guide the voter 
in registering and exercizing his qualification, was 
published and a studied attempt made to lead the 
provincialists equally by the impulses of vanity and 
patriotism" onl{ 6about one tenth of qualified electors 
recorded votes'. Control of the Melbourne Markets was 
soon to be passed over to the Melbourne Corporation. 

The First Sydney Corporation 

In 1839 Lord Russell succeeded Lord Glenelg as Secretary 
of State for the Colonies. Having been the Home 
Secretary with personal responsibility for the carriage 
of the English Municipal Corporations Act in 1835 it was 
not unnatural that Russell would put pressure on Gipps 
to introduce local government to New South Wales. The 
Governor moved again to establish general purpose local 
government, this time on a locality by locality basis, 
beginning with Sydney. 

Gipps was mindful of41he charters given to the cities of 
Montreal and Quebec, and also of developments4!n the 
other Australian colonies. In Western Australia the 
Perth Town Trust was constituted in 1838 and empowered 
the next year to levy rates for town improvements. 
Provision for the election of trustees was enacted in 
1841. The continent's first municipal council, Adelaide, 
was elected in 1840, only four years after the town was 
established (although by 1843 it had become insolvent 
and Adelaide was managed by the government and appointag 
commissioners until the council was restored in 1852). 
In Ne~0zealand, Wellington was proclaimed a Borough in 
1842. 

In 1842, Gipps introduced a bill to the Legislative 
Council to incorporate Sydney, then with a population of 
40,000. Despite the usual strong opposition from 
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notables such as William Bland, James Macarthur and 
William Wentworth, the Sydney City Incorporation Act was 
passed - probably because most squatters stood not to be 
taxed, but still to benefit from the town's facilities. 
The first public elections in the colony were held the 
same year. Support from the Sydney Morning Herald had 
been qualified and reflected keen and frank class 
consciousness. It called for a system of plurality 
voting to prevent inversion of 'the cone of society' 
that would occur if the votes of poorer residents had 
the same weight as those of the wealthy. This would 
place 'property and intelligence a;1 the bottom' and 
'poverty and ignorance at the top'. Unlike in other 
Australian colonies, however, the desired cumulative 
system of voting was not introduced until the advent of 
the Municipalities Act of 1867. There was, however, a 
minimum ag~ual value of property franchise 
entitlement. The Act established the precedent of 
exemption from rates on property belonging to 
government, religious and educational institutions 
further evidence of the subservience of local government 
to the centre. 

The Council was given authority to manage markets, 
supply water and light streets, construct and maintain 
sewers and drains, form and maintain roads, and enag~ 
by-laws not in conflict with other laws of the colony. 
To cushion ratepayers, Wentworth argued for a rate 
ceiling with Council revenue supplemented by government 
endowment. Gipps refused on the former, but a 
government grant ma§jhing rates was eventually offered 
for a short period. As it turned out, the council was 
to have too little revenue550 provide adequate services 
and became discouraged. Following charges of 
inefficiency, incompetence, constituent apathy and 
corruption, the Council was overhauled throggh the 
Sydney Corporation Regulation Act of 1850. The 
electoral system was made slightly less restrictive, 
council authority was extended, but duties remained 
routine and inside government guidelines. Rating and 
charging powers were increased, thus augmenting Council 
income. No provision was made for government grants. 
Electoral farces, the absence of quorums, incompetence, 
and continuing inadequate revenue resulted in the 
Legislative Council passing the Sydney Commissioners Act 
in 1853, replacing the Corporation by an appointed 
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. . 57 
Commission. 

The Commission was given superior financial resources, 
through endowments, authority to levy higher rates and 
fees, and greater borrowing rights. Rather than stop 
works, the 'anything but timid or supine' commissioners 
preferred to run into debt, forcing the government to 
make grants from consolidated revenue. 
indicating something of the imputed thrift of 

Perhaps 
localist 

bodies, average annual expenditure of the Comm!~sion was 
ten times that of the Corporation it succeded. It was 
not, therefore, long before charges of mismanagement, 
profligacy and corruption were laid. Money was said to 
be being wastefully spent in ways not subject to the 
ratepayer's control. Henry Parkes led the attack on the 
Commission in the Legislative Council and his negijpaper, 
The Empire, vigorously denounced centralization. While 
business interests were divided and most of the 
citizenry disinterested, the new (1856) bicameral 
parliamentary legislature favoured restoration of the 
Corporation. Public funds had been spent in an 
unprecedented manner and local government was, after 
all, largely conceived as a measure of economy. A 
considerable debt, that was to remain a burden, was 
passed on when the Council was restored by the Sydney 
Corporation Restoration Act of 1857. 

The Melbourne Corporation 

Melbourne was incorporated by special legislation (the 
Melbourne Incorporation Act) in the same year, 1842, and 
along the same lines as Sydney. Intimidation of voters 
at the first (open ballot) elections heralded a period 
of bitter personal and factional feuding, including a 
constitutional challenge, that beset the council. Rate 
collections were resisted, especially by business 
houses. Both the Port Phillip Herald and the Port 
Phillip Gazette refused to pay, and the Melbourne Times 
considered the town rate 'a most atrocious act of 
tyranny'. Enough rates were collected to make the 
council solvent until payments were made enforcable at 
law by ag0 amendment to the Melbourne Incorporation Act 
in 1844. In 1851 Melbourne became capital of the new 
state of Victoria. The Victorian Establishment of 
Municipal Institutions Act of 1854 introduceg1the first 
general local government system in Australia. Barrett, 
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currently the Victorian State Historian, saw the 
inaugural troubles, in the Melbourne Market Commission 
and the Melbourne Corporation, as prophetic for councils 
in Victoria. Patronage and 'intriguing for private 
profit' were to become thematic in Victorian local 
government. 'Like lodges, municipal institutions were 
to provide opportunities for gaining influengs, 
obtaining inside information and exchanging favours'. 

While the pattern that developed in the balance of what 
was then New South Wales was no different, its major 
chroniclers, Maiden and Larcombe, have been somewhat 
more coy about saying so. Despite such amnesia, and the 
persistent denials from those implicated, corruption is 
a facet of local government that appears to have always 
been tacitly understood by most of its constituents. 
Illicit and various 'sharp' commercial and political 
practices that have become part of municipal culture are 
a manifestation of the opportunity accorded by state 
institutions in general, for pursuit of private 
interests. That the institutions are local and 
allegedly 'close to the people' would appear to have 
made no necessary difference. 

THE DISTRICT COUNCILS 

In 1842 Gipps reintroduced the Police and Public Works 
Bill in a revised form. Directors of police and public 
works were to be elected in each district. Directors 
were to impose rates on property and spend the proceeds 
on police, gaols and public works, especially roads. 
Again, the proposal met with strong opposition from 
wealthy landowners, and the Bill was rejected by their 
forceful majority in the Legislative Council. 

Gipps would not have been too disappointed, given his 
knowledge of the imminence of the New South Wales 
Constitution Act, passed in the British Parliament the 
same year. This Act created the new representative 
Legislative Council, and at the same time compelled the 
governor to establish district councils. Although some 
of Gipps' ideas were incorporated in the legislation, 
the district councils were legally constituted along63he 
lines of the Canadian District Councils Act of 1841. 
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Drawing on Grose, Larcombe suggests that the idea of 
inserting clauses to constitute district councils in the 
new constitution for New South Wales, enacted at 
Westminster, appears to have its origin in a 
recommendation of Poulett Thomson (Lord Sydenham, 
Governor-General of Canada 1839-41), subsequently taken 
up by 6iecretary of State for the Colonies, Lord 
Stanley. Stanley was liberal, benevolent, and 
committed to the notion of self-help, inclined against 
imperialism (he had, for example, deg5ined to seize New 
Guinea), and an advocate of J.S.Mill. Stanley took the 
utilitarian view, previously articulated by Lords Grey 
and Russell that a system of local government was 
essential in colonies moving towards self-government. 
Melbourne clearly summarized the Colonial secretary's 
view. 

Lord Stanley was anxious to make permanent 
provision for the maintenance of police and 
gaols. . He thought that New South wales 
was costing the United Kingdom far too 
and he believed that this was due to the 

much, 
fact 

that the early circumstances of the colony had 
forced the government to assume responsibility 
for many undertakings which elsewhere were 
organized by private enterprise. He admitted 
that the abolition of transportation had 
reduced expense, but he believed that 
something more was necessary to throw the 
people of the colony upon their own resources, 
to increase their independence and to destroy 
their general inclination to rely upon the 
government. He thought that the creation of 
municipal institutions would serve the purpose 
by fostering 'amongst the people at large' 
that spirit which could hardly thrive 'except 
in a society where men are admitted to an 
active and and independent participation in 
public affairs.' Lord Stanley was, doubtless, 
quite sincere in his 
state of society in 
probably his system of 
have been welcomed in 

anxiety to improve the 
New South Wales, and 
local government would 
the colony had it been 

free from association with expenditure on 
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66 
police and gaols. 

Stanley's position, that a system of local government is 
best laid down by the Imperial Parliament, had been 
advocated by Poulett Thomson's predecessor as Canadian 
Governor-General, Lord Durham. Durham's Report on 
British North America of 1839 clearly covered the issue 
in recommending formation of 

a plan of local government by elective bodies 
subordinate to the general legislature, and 
exercizing a complete control over such local 
affairs as do not come within the province of 
the general legislation. The plan so framed 
should be made an act of the Imperial 
Parliament, so as to prevent the general 
legislature from eng7oaching upon the powers 
of the local bodies. (emphasis added) 

Like Stanley, the major author of Durham's Report, 
Charlg~ Buller, was also much influenced by John Stuart 
Mill. Martin records that Milt 9had publicly lauded the 
report before it was written! The Report bore the 
Benthamite stamp that local government should be an 
integral, but subservient, part of the overall system of 
administration. The hand of Gibbon Wakefield, architect 
of colonial administration in South Australia, who spent 
six months as an advisor to Durham in Canada, is also 
very distinct in the Report, especially in respect of 
its proposals on land. 

Having served as one of a three man Royal7fiommission of 
inquiry on Canadian Government in 1835-37, Gipps would 
have been especially sensitive to Canadian 
developments. Gipps also came to be of the view that 
only through compulsion could the influential colonists 
be induced to accept local taxation. The Governor 
established 29 councils under the District Councils Act 
and also appointed the first councillors for each. 
Thereafter, they were to be returned by election. A 
property value franchise applied. Financed by road 
tolls and rates on property, the councils were given 
responsibilities for roads, streets, bridges, public 
buildings, defrayal of expenses of justices, police and 
schools. They were to make their own by-laws for such 
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purposes. With shades of the mediaeval system of 
frankpledge, 

So determined was the Imperial Government to 
rid itself of the expense of police and gaols 
that it inserted provisions making firstly the 
district treasurers, and failing them, the 
councillors and finally the inhabitants 
individually responsible for the paymen7 of 
the police levy should there be a default. 1 

Predictably, initial reaction to the imposition of 
direct taxation was, from some quarters, bitter. The 
Legislative Council, having itself rejected legislation 
with similar intent in 1840, was especially 
uncooperative and called for services to be provided by 
central government. It was claimed that the new system 
was designed for application to more densely populated 
areas, and was unsuited for dispersed rural 
populations. This charge, of course, reflected the 
predominance in the Council of agricultural and pastoral 
interests, which saw municipalities as acceptable for 
the towns, whose amenities they could use, but not72for 
rural districts where they would have to pay rates. It 
was not to be until the passage of the Local Government 
Extension Act in 1906 that the rural landowning lobby 
was to loose on this issue. 

Additional grievances concerned 
and quality of the appointed 
feelings of governmental rivalry. 

the representativeness 
councillors and some 
Strong local councils 

could threaten central control. In practice, commitment 
to the councils was low and finances proved altogether 
insufficient for the tasks allocated. Gipps out of 
frugality, and the Legislative Council out of hostility, 
steadfastly refused financial assistance. Little 
progress was made by individual councils, and by 1845 
all except Parramatta District Council were in a 
complete state of abeyance. Gipps, undeterred, was 
still professing that local government !as an essential 
prerequisite for colonial development.7 These district 
council provisions were eventually replaced at 
Westminster through the Australian Colonies Government 
Act 1850. 
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The lack of central government support for its own 
creation has been a recurrent and curious feature of 
localist schemes, suggesting that the rhetoric itself 
might be part of the point. Even if local 
constituencies do not fully accept the responsibilities 
offered, the central government is at least able to 
deflect claims against it through the suggestion that 
the provisions in 
the locality. 

question are properly the affairs of 
Such attribution is aided by 

implementation of localist structures. If local people 
do not take their opportunity to participate, perhaps 
because of their 'apathy', then it is their own fault. 
Thus, even still-born or broken-down localist 
organizations may have some ideological efficacy. 

Aside from landowner hostility to the prospect of paying 
rates, a number of other factors gave the district 
councils a poor prognosis. The total European 
population of the District Councils was less than 
90,000, or 12,000 households. Some district populations 
were extremely small and dispersed. The majority of 
districts had a poor rating potential, the more so in 
the light of the drought existing at the time the 
councils were inaugurated. Most could barely cover the 
costs of administration. Even in Canada, where the 
district council idea was conceived, and the 
agricultural population was74 much less sparsely 
distributed, the system failed. 

In 1847, Colonial Secretary Earl Grey wrote to Gipps' 
successor Charles Fitzroy (Governor 1846-1851, 
Governor-General 1851-1854), proposing a double-election 
system for the colony. This plan was for legislative 
councillors to be elected through constituent bodies in 
the shape of revived district councils. The proposal 
provoked vociferous reaction. The colony's most 
trenchant opponents of local government, great 
landowners like Bland, Macarthur and Wentworth, 
supported various protests, convincing Fi7~roy that 
district councils should not be reintroduced. The idea 
of local councils as an electoral college for more 
senior government was to reappear in Africa and Papua 
New Guinea more than a century later. 

In London, Grey sought the opinion of the Privy Council 
which reported in 1849, recommending retention of the 
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principle of district councils. This, it argued, 
offered 'the only practical security against the danger 
of undue centralization'. It was also 'the only 
security for the vigilant and habitual attention by the 
local (colonial) legislature to the interests of the 
more remote localities'. In other words, the Privy 
Council was suggesting that the political stability of 
the colony depended upon provision for an administrative 
system effectively connected with remote settlement. 
The terms 'vigilant and habitual attention' parallel 
Bentham's notion of 'inspection' or 'surveilance'. The 
Privy Council also reiterated the principle of local 
government as 7g training ground for future 
parliamentarians. 

The Privy Council proposed means for avoiding the 
impasse created by the intransigence of the landowner 
and squatter lobby. The problem would not have been 
unfamiliar to the Privy Councillors, since powerful 
agrarian interests in England had also resisted pressure 
to have to pay local 77ates, in favour of national 
financing of services. The solution for New South 
Wales was to be a voluntary or 'permissive' system of 
incorporation, and this was duly embodied in the 
Australian Colonies Government Act 1850. The legislation 
empowered the governor to proclaim a district council 
only on the petition of 'resident householders'. This 
approach proved acceptable in the colony, and there were 
no instances of rural areas petitioning for 
incorporation! 

The system of permissive incorporation in New South 
Wales was to last until the advent of the Local 
Government Extension Act 1906. By that time only a very 
small, predominately urban, proportion (0.9 per cent) of 
the State's land was incorporated and rated. For the 
unincorporated rural bulk of the State's land area, 
central government continued to provide the essential 
public expenditure on services to property. This, very 
conveniently for rural landowners, was funded directly 
from consolidated revenue, and not from rates levied on 
the affected properties. Other local public amenities 
benefiting rural areas were supported by rates levied in 
the provincial towns which were likely to be 
municipalized. In areas which were municipalized, rates 
until after 1906, favoured propertied and speculative 
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interests, 
improvements 

because 
rather 

levies 
than 

were based on 
on land value 

value 
alone, 

of 
or 

unimproved values. 

The critical lesson to be derived from this episode is 
that local government was successfully resisted until 
the powerful stonewalling influence of landowners was 
bought off by their exemption from local rates through 
the use of the voluntary system of incorporation. Local 
government was, therefore, instigated by the central 
state, within which particular interests were dominant. 

THE MUNICIPALITIES ACT OF 1858 

Since, no general system of local government had 
emerged, and central government had not made alternative 
arrangements for local services, the 
towns were still in poor array 
Agitation from the towns increased. 

public amenities of 
or non-existent. 

Bathurst, Goulburn, 
Maitland and Windsor, for example, spawned imp,gvement 
or progress associations to agitate for reform. Under 
pressure, Premier Parker introduced a Rural Districts 
Municipal Bill in 1857 which was rejected. Parker 
resigned, and a revised Municipalities Bill was 
introduced shortly afterwards, and passed in 1858. The 
key difference was that areas choosing not to 
incorporate would still be eligible for government aid. 
This was a sop to rural landholders. Councils were 
empowered to levy general and special rates, as well as 
fees. Owners of unoccupied and unimproved land were 
exempted from contributing, thus favouring speculative 
interests. Government endowments were related to local 
revenue. 

Thirty eight municipalities were proclaimed under the 
1858 legislation, covering a fifth of the colony's 
population, and a total area of only 770 square miles 
(0.2 per cent of NSW). Seven municipalities covered 85 
per cent of t99 incorporated area, the rest averaged 2.5 
square miles. The experiment failed again. Sanctions 
to enforce payment of rates were inadequate and the 
revenue bases too small in any case. In addition, 
personnel were often too inexperienced, the constituents 
alienated, and opposition too obstructive. The case of 
the Shoalhaven Municipality exemplified the difficulties 
created by the anti-incorporationists. 
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The Landowner's Resistance: A Case in Point 

Alexander Berry was a conservative and a longstanding 
opponent of local government and other democratic 
reforms, such as universal franchise and secret ballot. 
He was a nominee on the Legislative Council between 1828 
and 1861. Along with land elsewhere, he owned 90,000 
acres in Shoalhaven district, developed with convict 
labour. A major antagonist of the 'great land shark' 
and 'mammoth monopolist' Berry, as well as other wealthy 
landowners was the Rev. Dr John Dunmore Lang, liberal, 
republican, and a promoter of democratic reforms such as 
local government. Lang published a number of newspapers 
and served terms as a member of the Legislative Council, 
as well as one in gaol for his outspokenness. Lang 
wanted to see that the large landowners paid 80axes and 
he welcomed the 1858 Municipalities Act. Efforts 
supported by Lang to see that Berry's lands were 
municipalized became a test case. 

In March 1859 a petition for the incorporation of the 
Shoalhaven Municipality with 103 signatures was 
gazetted. In May Berry lodged a counter petition with 
362 signatures, 254 of which were those of his tenants. 
Another 54 were tenants of another 
anti-incorporationist. Advocates of incorporation, the 
Nowra Municipal Committee, alleged that some of the 
other signatures were fictitious. The Municipality was 
proclaimed in September, but Berry refused to pay his 
rates for 1860, causing the council's bailiff to seize 
some of the defaulter's stock to meet the arrears. 
Berry successfully challenged the distraint in court. 
Berry also challenged the legality of the incorporation 
of the Shoalhaven Municipality and the validity of the 
rate levy. The court found in Berry's favour in both 
respects. After further legal wrangling, the 
Municipality was declared invalid. The related court 
cases threw a shroud of doubt over the legality of other 
municipalit!1s that incorporated both a town and its 
hinterland. Even the system of voluntary 
incorporation, by petition, was weakened. Inspired by 
Berry's success in resisting local taxation, rural 
landowners in other municipalities withheld their rate 
payments. Outlying councils struggled to survive, and 
some lapsed. 

159 



With the Municipalities Act found defective, urban based 
incorporationists pushed for reforms. These included a 
tightening of the legislation concerning rates, and 
extension of local government to the whole colony. That 
landowners in the unincorporated areas benefited from 
central government expenditure on local public works 
that were paid for elsewhere through municipal rates 
remained a source of discontent. Thirteen attempts were 
made to amend or repeal the 1858 legislation before the 
Martin Government introduced a new Municipalities Act in 
1867. Martin and Parkes, then Colonial Secretary, were 
unprepared to force incorporation. Instead, they sought 
to induce co-operation from the wealthy landowners by 
introducing a scale of cumulative voting - where voting 
power was to be proportional to the value of rates 
paid. The 1858 legislation gave all ratepayers, 
including women, a single vote. The new legislation was 
to allow only male ratepayers a vote, at values 
reflecting their respective wealth. 

The Municipalities Act of 1867 gave councils some new 
powers, but carried on the major weaknesses of the 1858 
legislation permissive incorporations, inadequate 
finance and inadequate provision for joint programs by 
small councils. These problems were not to be dealt 
with until the next century. Even the Municipalities 
Act of lff~7 was a re-enactment of the 1867 
legislation. 

Beatrice and Sidney Webb despaired of local government 
on their visit to NSW in 1898, making special comment 
about corruption associated with the cumulative voting 
provisions. They complained of property owners, seeking 
more than their quota of votes, creating 'faggot votes', 
in the form of persons nominated as owners of those 
properties in excess of the number requirei3to yield the 
real owner his maximum voting entitlement. 

REVIEW AND CONCLUSION 

The pattern, frequently noted by historians and others 
of the traditional 'primary' role of Australian local 
governmsit services to property rather than 'to 
people' calls for some explanation. The policy of 
implementing a private monopoly pattern of land 
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ownership in New South Wales, instead of some other 
model of tenure (not necessarily less consistent with 
capitalism), led to the proliferation of squatters and 
freeholders. These were not long in raising demands for 
the provision of a physical and administrative 
infrastructure necessary for a degree of comfort, 
health, supply of labour, and facilitation of trade - by 
way of markets, roads, sanitation, water and other 
utilities (apart from anything else, typhoid and cholera 
epidemics were not good for business), plus some order 
in physical planning. Colonial authorities intent on 
frugality, but nonetheless themselves considerably 
interested in promoting commerce, law and order, had the 
task of finding the means to finance, supervise and 
administer, and, very importantly, legitimate these 
measures over a rapidly expanding colony. This concern 
gave rise to considerable tension between land owners 
demanding services and the colonial administration 
wanting to find supplementary means of financing public 
expenditure. The government, mostly in Whig hands, also 
faced the problem of preparing a dependent colony for 
political independence. Similar circumstances applied 
in other Australian colonies, in Canada and New Zealand. 
With recent experience of reform of local government in 
Britain, local institutions were adopted as a partial 
answer to the problems of colonial management. 

Foremost amongst the various possible new methods for 
state finance was that 'most obvious85of all taxes' 
rates levied on property holders. By 1840 English 
local ra8!ng was confined to a base of immovable 
property. Property was at least a visible base for 
rates and some indication of taxable capacity. Since no 
direct system of taxation existed, property owners were 
naturally far from anxious to agree to any levy that 
could diminish their wealth. The slogan principle, and 
classic bourgeois parliamentiarist battlecry, 'no 
taxation without representation' 
as both a claim and a defence 
unsympathetic to land owners -
larger rural holdings. 

was variously invoked, 
against an imposition 
especially those with 

The 'longstanding 
activities should 

problem as to 90w local government 
be financed18 has, if anything, 

increased in importance over recent years. Testimony to 
this is given in the recent proliferation of official 
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reports and other ft5udies dealing with fiscal aspects of 
local government. Despite the degree of official 
public interest in the collection and disbursement of 
funds by local government, no apparent recognition is 
given to the bourgeois problematic within which this 
issue of council finance is located. For example, the 
particular ideological implications of the framing of 
the question 'how do we fund local government' are not 
admitted, let alone explored. As we have seen, local 
government was intended as an answer to the state's 
revenue raising problems, rather than an institution 
that came into being and then had to be kept. The 
orthodox position is that the revenue problem is 
internal to the viability or operation of local 
government rather than part of the process of managing 
capitalist social relations and the development or 
preservation of conditions for the accumulation of 
capital. In other words, the historical and 
contemporary exigencies of the capitalist state are 
discounted in the official discourse, which is made up, 
instead, of idealist or technica~9analyses directed at 
answering an incomplete question. 

As in the British municipal model, authority was 
devolved to the hands of private property owners to 
elect, from amongst their own kind, committees. This 
helped ensure that the councils, though bound to operate 
within centrally determined regulations, were flexible 
enough to fit the interests of wealthier and more 
influential sections of the population. Historically 
local government was shaped in line with the needs of 
capital - providing the services necessary for business 
to develop, and for the maintenance and enhancement of 
property values, while working within rules set, and 
supervised, at the level of the central state. The most 
influential landholders, largely acting through the 
central state, were able to have themselves exempted 
from local rates, while benefitting from municipal-like 
services provided by town councils or directly by 
central government. 

The foregoing review shows that the origins and early 
development of local government in New South Wales does 
not tally well with the Type B accounts of what local 
government and other localist structures are meant to be 
about. It can clearly be seen that the principal 
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considerations in the formative stages of local 
government do not bear out the more idealist, 
representationalist, formulations about the essential 
nature or objectives of local government as 
fundamentally a democratic 'grassroots' institution. 
Its foundations were laid in the context of pressures 
from both government and commercial interests. The 
structure developed in the period surveyed represented 
the articulation of various dominant interests expressed 
through the central state and the colonial aristocracy 
(or squattocracy). 

In years to come in working class areas, organized 
labour sought and won seats on the already firmly 
constituted councils. Contrary to the instrumentalist 
position, they were unable to win much more than nominal 
power. The various radical groups that intervened, 
essentially did so within entrenched centrally 
controlled hegemonic structures and bourgeois 
conceptions of the role of local government that had 
been hammered out in the 19th Century, and before. The 
current NSW Local Government Act, of 1919, bears the 
strong influence of the Victorian legislation, and much 
more of the inheritance is ·equally venerable and 
entrenched. It is not simply open to capture. Local 
government's heritage can be also seen in the fact that 
local government services are still essentially directed 
at servicing property. Health, education and social 
welfare services in Australia have historically been 
seen as the responsibility of central government, 
private agencies or 'the family', but not of local 
government. As we have seen 'ratepayer ideology' as 
much as legal power and competence reinforces this state 
of affairs. 

Local government was introduced to New South Wales at 
the instigation of an imperial power, but it was 
introduced in a form modified in conjunction with the 
colonial bourgeoisie, especially the landholding 
membership. Its principal functions, determined by 
legal, financial and ideological constraints were geared 
to suit dominant interests. However, this past has been 
overlaid by idealist accounts, stressing the romantic 
images of growth, pioneering achievements, developing 
responsibility, local democracy and community 
interests. The bourgeois orientation of local 
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government is, thus, masked by a hegemonic ideological 
reconstruction of its nature. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

DECOLONIZATION AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN BRITISH AFRICA 

In 1943 the then Conservative Colonial 
Colonel Stanley, told the House of Commons 

Secretary, 

I do not believe there is any better training 
for the art of self-government than 
participation in local government 
administration. I regard the extension of 
local government as one of the quickest and 
certainly surest methods of making cirtain of 
the extension of central government. 

This statement resembles one by a Labor Government 
successor, Arthur Creech Jones in a celebrated dispatch 
to governors of British African territories in 1947. 

The encouragement of local political interest 
and the building up of a system of efficient 
and democratic local government is a cardinal 
feature of British policy in Africa. It is now 
recognized that the political progress of the 
territories is dependent on the development of 
responsibility in local government, that 
without sound local government a democratic 
political system at the centre is not 
possible, and that, if social services are to 
be built up and expanded, there must be 
efficient organs of local government directly 
representativ~ of the people to operate and 
control them. 

The similarity of the above two passages suggests a fair 
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degree of bi-lateral understanding over the 
local government. It also suggests rather 
forethought and rationality, and disguises the 

value of 
too much 

degree of 
disorder and adhockery in Britain's post-war retreat 
from Empire. Unlike with various other strategies, 
however, belief in the efficacy of local government for 
meeting certain needs was already well established. As 
was clear in the previous Chapter, the idea of using 
local government for the political training of colonial 
subjects was not new. For over a hundred years various 
British intellectuals and colonial administrators had 
called for the institution of local government in the 
colonies - even for managing non-settler populations. A 
century before Creech Jones' exhortation, Earl Grey, 
Whig Secretary of State for War and the Colonies 
(1846-1852) in Lord John Russell's ministry, wrote of 
the people of British Guiana (Guyana, South America): 

I conceive that gradually to prepare them for 
a more popular system of government ought to 
be one of the principal objects of the policy 
adopted towards them, and it is one of which I 
have never lost sight. It was more 
particularly with this view that I endeavoured 
whenever practicable to create a system of 
municipal organization, entertaining a strong 
conviction that the exercize of the power 
usually entrusted to municipal bodies is the 
best training that a population can have for 
the right usag~ of a larger measure of 
political power. 

At the time, the white planters of British Guiana and 
Jamaica were looking for ways to shift some of their tax 
burden to blacks. Grey disagreed with their idea of 
increasing import duties on food. Instead, he was 
partial to a tax on land. As was the case in New South 
Wales, over which colony Grey also presided, the 
settlers were less than enthusiastic. Grey's 
alternative was a tax on houses that could be introduced 
as part of a system of local government. 

In 1865 
government 
Coast of 

Sir Benjamin Pine 
should be gradually 
Africa by first 

recommended that self 
instituted on the West 

giving people municipal 
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institutions, 'making them drain5their own towns and 
take care of their local affairs'. Lord Ripen made a 
similar proposal for India, of which he was 
Governor-General, in 1882, explaining that 

it is not primarily with a view to improvement 
in administration that this measure is put 
forward and supported. It is chiefly designed 
as an ins~rument of political and popular 
education. 

As we have seen, in Britain itself, when the mass of the 
population did not have the right to vote, influential 
intellectuals such as Bentham and J.S.Mill saw local 
government as an important contributor to developing 
general political literacy. Leading politicians, such 
as Prime Minister William Gladstone, had also advocated 
the value of local7 government in modelling the desired 
form of government. Chapter Five revealed the same kind 
of thinking behind the introduction of local government 
to New South Wales, and I will return to this issue 
after reviewing the historical context for the 
introduction of local government in British Africa. 

INDIRECT RULE 

In the period of post-war decolonization, formal local 
government systems succeeded what became known as the 
system of indirect rule as the orthodox approach to 
local level or district 
Indirect rule had been 

management in much of Africa. 
widely employed by British 

colonial authorities in Nigeria, Tanganyika (Tanzania), 
Uganda, Kenya, Northern Rhodesia (Zambia) , 8Sierra Leone, 
Gambia and the Gold Coast Colony (Ghana). and referred 
to the somewhat mystified system of colonial rule 
featuring the delegation of selected executive authority 
to indigenous leaders, supervised by the metropolitan 
nation. Control over matters such as external 
relations, armed forces, economic policy and taxation, 
was retained by the colonial power. The latter had 
tutelary authority, as self appointed guardian, 
instructor and counsellor. 

The system 
Nig~ria by 

of indirect rule was girst instituted in 
the Royal Niger Company and was extensively 
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elaborated by a one tiJ8 !Jployee, Lord Frederick Lugard 
(hence, 'Lugardism'}. The most influential of his 
writings was The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa 
(first published in 1922}, the standard text on colonial 
administration of the period. The notion of indirect 
rule became gospel to many colonial administrators in 
the 1920s and was promoted as the liberal counterpart of 
systems of direct rule applied by other Europeans 
elsewhere in Africa. In liberal terms, the objective of 
the system was to 'maintain order and good government' 
and to educate administering elite 'to a point where the 
native states would be able to operate their own 
governments in a manner consistent with the standar~~ of 
efficiency demanded by the British administration'. 

Lord Lugard, concurring with General Smuts, rendered the 
principles of colonial administration in a liberal, and 
somewhat imaginative vein. The British Empire 

has only one mission for liberty and 
self-development on no standardized lines, so 
that all may feel that their interests and 
religion are safe under the British flag. 
Such liberty and self-development can be best 
secured to the native population by leaving 
them free to manage their own affairs through 
their own rulers, proportionately to their 
degree of advancement, under the guidance of 
the British staff, and subject to the laws and 
policy of the administration. 

But apart from the administration of native 
affairs the local Government has to preserve 
law and order, to develop the trade and 
communications of the country, and to protect 
the interests of the merchants and others who 
are engaged in the developme~; of its 
commercial and mineral resources. 

Officially, the duty of the tutelary officer was to push 
the development of native institutions in the direction 
of efficient and democratic administration, without 
directly threatening the indigenous culture. In its 
most favourable sense, then, indirect rule was seen as a 
strategy for change, 'a means of bringing African 
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communities into 
modern world and 
without resulting 
indirect rule was 
control. 

closer contact and harmony with the 
of raising their iltandards of life 
in social chaos'. At the same time, 
also very definitely about political 

Indirect rule, however, largely resulted from the desire 
of colonial administrations to avoid the cost of the 
much larger number of administrative officers and troops 
that direct rule would have necessitated, especially in 
colonies_without a ~ubstantial s~ttler po~ulr§ion able 
to exercise repression on a private basis. As Cowan 
notes, Lugard used indirect rule largely as a matter of 
pragmatic reaction to his circumstances rather than 
effective choice. At the outset of his administration 
of Northern Nigeria he had a staff of eleven expatriates 
to admini!Ger several 
kilometers. Hence, Lee's 
rule" was an expedient which 

hundred thousand square 
comment, that '"i~~irect 

became an ideology'. 

The ideal of indirect rule had always been compromised 
by the direct intervention of British field officers in 
local administration. Where indigenous leaders were 
unavailable, could not fs identified, or were considered 
unsuitable, the British were prepared to appoint their 
own 'native' authorities. At times administrators 
selected 'tribal representatives' or 'native 
authorities' simply because of their willingness to 
follow British policies. In Eastern Nigeria, for 
example, people were arbitarily grouped and placed under 
the control of 'warrant chiefs' whose only source £g 
legitimacy was derived from British authority. 
Recognizing that in some places there was 'no practical 
alternative to the employment of non-traditional 
personnel' in parts of post-war Tanganyika, Lord Hailey 
commented that 

The tendency to speak of the principles of 
Direct Rule as the antithesis of those of 
Indirect Rule is now outmoded, for the facts 
show that the two systems have represented a 
difference more obvious in principle than in 
practice. But it is significant that an 
officer in one of these Districts could 
complain that whereas his Government had 
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proclaimed its faith in the doctrine of 
indirect rule, it had committed him to the 
exercize of Direct Rule, with subordinate 
agents who had little natural authority a~g 
often less than the average of character 
(emphasis added). 

Hailey suggested later that the term indirect rule could 
only be usefully retained as a convenient way of 
distinguishing the practice of using 'traditional Native 
Authorities, as such, for employmes! as the recognized 
agencies of Native Administration'. 

ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT 

Valid or otherwise, the term persisted. In Epitaph to 
Direct Rule, Akpan, a Nigerian administrator, called 
indirect rule 'the mother of local government systems in 
Africa', although, in a very general sense, indirect 
rule itself embodied a form of local administration. He 
wrote of 'local government in Africa in succe~~ion to 
the old forms of native administration'. The 
suggestion that local government grew out of indirect 
rule and constituted prima facie evidence of growth 
towards democracy is misleading. It is, however, 
thoroughly consistent with the the Whiggish approach 
that c~~racterizes much local government history in 
Africa and elsewhere. It is also consistent with the 
representation by intellectuals of decolonization as 
made up of centrally planned phases in the steady 
progress from subordination to sovereign status. This 
process is often given as having been the result of the 
strivings of an honourable and informed administration 
moved by a desire to be helpful and constructive. Such 
accounts, according to Darwin, constitute 'mandarin 
history, a version of decolonization of which Sir 
Humphrey 2tppleby would approve, and might have 
written'. 

Other interpretations have been less charitable and 
idealist, recognizing various pressures on the British 
rulers, from the nationalists in the colonies 
themselves, from factions at home, and from the USA and 
USSR. Britain's end of war economic problems were 
obviously of fundamental importance. Suffering a 
balance of payments crisis with a ruined export 
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economy, minimal foreign exchange, vast debts and a 
great need for food and raw materials, Britain sought to 
link social and economic developments in the colonies 
with wider political and monetary objectives. Britain's 
economic recovery was seen as dependent upon continued 
monetary and economic co-operation with the colonies in 
the context of their controlled movement towards 
self-government. Economic development in the colonies 
was to be fostered within a monetary framework with such 
features as: the pegging of currencies to the pound 
sterling, acceptance of sterling as the ultimate means 
of foreign exchange, pursuit of domestic policies which 
would not adversely affect the payments situation of the 
sterling area, and the compulsory investment of sterling 
funds in Britain. There was also to be the understanding 
that Britain was the main source of private and 
development capital, dollar surpluses were to be pooled 
and dollar products should be discriminate95 against. 
'The overriding factor was monetary balance'. 

Thus, from the standpoint of British economic policy, 
the option of imediate post-war withdrawal from the 
colonies, in accordance with the wishes of various 
nationalists, was out of the question. Given the 
inevitability of eventual political autonomy the 
alternative was instead guided decolonization through 
means for political and social advancement that were 
seen to match continued economic growth and co-operation 
in Britain's favour. Local government and community 
development were such means - planks in a consensual 
decolonization process. 

Colonial administrators keenly felt increased pressures 
from the growing western educated elite whose 
aspirations were not well served by the use of 
traditional leaders. Wraith, for example, saw that 
local government was needed in British West Africa in 
the early ;isos to 'replace the old "native 
authorities"'. The latter authorities were not elected 
and frequently took the form of tribal chiefs, emirs, 
village headmen or elders, selected with an eye to their 
conservatism. With a rise in the professional middle 
class, lawyers, senior 27ivil servants, educators, as 
well as merchants, demanding positions of 
responsibility and new opportunities for gaining power 
and wealth, indirect rule came under attack from within 
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the colonies. Reorganization and new institutions were 
perceived as means of upward mobility for ambitious 
members of an emerging national bourgeoisie, through 
bypassing traditional authority and structures. This 
co-incided with an increase in nationalist or 
Africanist, anti-European, sentiment variously sponsored 
by petty-bourgeois professional and merchantile groups, 
reformists, mil~8 socialists and some irredentist 
religious sects. By 1939 in the Gold Coast Colony and 
Nigeria the demand gor self-government had become 
'clamant and urgent' , 2 fitting Lee's observation that 
the break with the tradition of government through 
native authorities was sharpe50in Southern Nigeria and 
the Gold Coast than elsewhere. 

Writing about 'the value of the use of traditional 
native authorities as a basis for local rule', Hailey 
concluded his 1950 Report on East Africa by exhorting 
that 

The system must, again, be viewed now in the 
light of the extent to which it can engage the 
interest of the educated and progressive 
elements of the community, for whom tribal or 
customary institutions have hitherto had no 
appropriate place. This is a critical test, 
for unless the traditional organizations can 
find a place for this element, they will fail 
to constitute a training ground for the 
political institutions of the country, and may 
indeed (if the experience of West Africa is to 
be repeated in East Africa) run some danger of 
being popularly 3iecried as obstacles to 
political advance. 

Moreover, the colonial authorities appreciation of the 
possibility of widespread public disorder grew, 
confirmed by riots in the Gold Coast in 1948; the war 
against communist guerrillas in Malaya beginning in 
1948; the declaration of a state of emergency over the 
so-called 'Mau Mau' rebellion in Kenya in 1952; and 
riots in Nyasaland in 1953. Participative political 
structures, 
devices for 
disruptive 

such as local government, were perceived as 
diverting political ambitions manifest in 
nationalist claims against the colonial 
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rulers. A national local government system 
also seen as part of a strategy for 
administrative unification in colonies 
sub-national, racial or ethnic antagonisms. 

could be 
achieving 

split by 

Increasing international pressure directed against 
colonialism was another force that contributed towards 
change. This was sharpened after Britain had signed the 
United Nations Charter. The United Nations became a 
platform for liberal notions about rights of dependent 
peoples to self-determination, culminating in the 
General Assembly's celebrated Resolution 1514(XV) of 
1960 proclaiming the necessity 05 bringing colonialism 
to a fast and unconditional end. 2 

Lee's investigation of 'the ideas expressed by the 
British official classes in planning decolonization 
1939-1964' shows that by 1940 a 'new orthodoxy' in 
'development philosophy' was established. This was 
about about the need for greater state intervention in 
the colonies through administrative, economic and social 
reforms, a 'new deal'. The 'managed economy' approach 
was meant to go beyond immediate support for trading 
interests and maintenance of the Empire that 
characterized the minimalist doctrine of Lugardism. The 
change was signalled by the passing33of the Colonial 
Development and Welfare Act of 1940. William Malcolm 
(Lord) Hailey replaced Lugard as, if not the 
intellectual trendsetter, at least the leading 
rationalizer or codifier, for British colonial policy. 

The steps taken to inaugurate the new 
departure gave an extra dimension to the idea 
of good government. It was no longer enough 
for serving officers in the field to keep law 
and order, administer justice, and collect 
taxes, with occasional attempts to convert the 
subsistence farmer into a more productive 
worker. The new development philosophy 
required more conscious and collective actions 
in preparing the indigenous peoples for 
industrial and political life. It meant a 
commitment to the total, if 34 gradual, 
transformation of colonial society. 
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A reformed system of administration was recognized by 
the colonial authorities as a prerequisite for the 
peaceful transition to political independence and 
protection of capitalist interests and relations of 
production. Thus, opportunities were to be created in 
the period of post-war reconstruction, for the rapid 
formation of new administrative and political elites. 
The expatriate and indigenous public service was rapidly 
expanded, as part of the general increase in the scope 
of gov~snment intervention 'in the socio-economic 
sector'. 

THE ADVENT OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

The old conception of developing indigenous 
forms of government was fading; instead there 
was growing up after the war an implicit 
assumption that, though self-government was 
the ultimate goal, it must be self-government 
based on parliamentary democracy; that Britain 
could not hand over control except to rulers 
who accepted British rather than African 
methods of government . . The development of 
local government ... offered the possibility 
of building a foundation of local democracy, 
on which the structure36of parliamentary 
government could be based. 

Initially local government instituted in the British 
African colonies was modelled on the English system 
although, unlike in Britain, 37it was to be the sole 
collector of personal taxes. The essential features of 
this model were: The members were locally elected and 
organized on a committee system. They received no 
remuneration for service, but employed a subordinate 
executive and other staff. The councils directed 
expenditure of locally raised tax revenue on services 
set within a centrally determined and supervised range 
of responsibilities, in such fields as he~8th, 
education, communications and natural resources. A 
difference was that local governments were initially 
conceived of as electoral colleges for more senior 
levels of, regional, provincial or central, democratic 
government to be established afterwards. In practice, 
and as in Papua New Guinea, this idea was not to survive 
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39 
for long. 

Councils were set up in Eastern Nigeria in401950 and 
Ghana in 1951 'in a considerable hurry'. Liebenow 
observed that in the United Nations Trust Territory of 
Tanga2Jika local government was reformed 'in haste' in 
1953. He ascribed the rush to an anticipated rise in 
discontent amongst middle class groups. 

By introducing political reforms in advance of 
popular demands, the administration hoped both 
to secure the active support of these emergent 
classes for the new social economic programs 
and to obviate the disruptions which would 
come through ignoring45hese new elements in 
Tanganyika societies. 

Similarly, Akpan wrote: 

The main preoccupation of European 
administrative officers in Africa, performing 
the functions of local administration, was the 
maintenance of law and4~rder in the widest 
sense of the expression. 

In French Africa, too, there was an upsurge in the 
establishment of local government (cornmunes).4 Since 
the Tanganyika Territory Native Authority Ordinance was 
said to be something of a model for the formation of 
local government in Papua New Guinea, it is worth 
reviewing salient features of its formation of local 
government in that country. 

THE TANGANYIKA NATIVE AUTHORITY SYSTEM 

Hailey's official text, Native Administration in the 
British African Territories, gives a detailed account of 
administrai!ve arrangements in Tanganyika and 
elsewhere. His three volume survey of practices in the 
British African territories was written efglicitly as 
source material for African administrators, but also 
appears to have been used in Papua New Guinea - as was 
Hailey's direct advice. The 'Native Authority 
Ordinance' of 1926, amended at various times up until 
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1946, created the first 'Native Authorities', meaning 
'"Chiefs or other natives or any Native Council or 
groups of natives declared as such by Government"'. a~ 
was, according to Hailey, a system of indirect rule. 
At the time of Hailey's research in 1947-1948, the 
gazetted Native Authorities were made up of 'some 279 
Chiefs and 50 Headmen' (frequently supported by tribal 
elders), 34 'Tribal Councils or Councils of Headmen', 
and 'some 44 persons not holding traditional sigtus, but 
appointed by Government as Liwalis or Akidas'. 

Hailey records that 'the only positive duty laid on a 
Native Authority by the Ordinance is the maintenance of 
order and good government, and in particular the 
prevention of crime'. The Native Authorities were 
empowered to make rules for the '"peace, good order and 
welfare" of the natives within their jurisdiction'. 

The Ordinance marks clearly the function of 
the Native Authorities as part of the 
machinery of Government. Though the Native 
Authorities exercize individual 
responsibilities, on the strength partly of 
their traditional position and partly of the 
statutory powers conferred on them, they do so 
under the supervision of the Administrative 
Officers of the Government, and the latter are 
empowered to require a Native Authority, if 
necessary, to issue such Orders as 
circumstances require or may in default to 
issue them direct, and may aliij cancel or 
modify such Orders as are issued. 

The Native Courts Ordinance of 1929 linked an older 
Native Court System with the Native Authorities. The 
Courts administered 'native law and custom and the the 
provision of all Rules or Orders made under the Native 
Authority Ordinance', as well as other Ordinances 
relating to, for example, trades licensing, firearms, 
livestock branding, noxious plantsSO liquor, the Penal 
Code and the Native Tax Ordinance. 

Included in the executive organization set 
Ordinance were Native Authority Treasuries. 
Authorities were charged to collect the Hut 

up by the 
The Native 

and Poll 
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Tax, 20 to 30 per cent of collections to be kept by 
their local Treasuries. The latter made up about 70 per 
cent of Native Authority revenue, the balance coming 
from such sources as ferry and market fees, beer brewing 
licenses and, since 194~1 a reluctantly imposed Annual 
Rate for local services. 

Services variously provided by Tanganyika Native 
Authorities, included dispensaries, schools, stock and 
produce markets, silos and grain reserves, soil and 
forest conservation, land use controls, water supply, 
support for produce processing, animal control, 
tsetse-clearance, courts, law and order. 

Hailey lends an important insight into the Native 
Authority system in commenting on the positive side of 
its operation in the Lake Province. 

It is clear that the Native Authorities have, 
on the whole, afforded a useful agency for the 
collection of tax, thereby relieving the 
District Commissioners of a task which must at 
one time have seriously prejudiced their 
relations with the people. The Chiefs have 
also ... been effective as agencies for the 
maintenance of law and order. 
their credit that they 
considerable assistance in 
connected with the clearance 

It is again, to 
have rendered 
the operations 
of the tsetse 

bush which have become an important 
the work of the Administration 

. 52 

feature of 
in this 

province. 

On the negative side, Hailey refers to the difficulties 
created by the fact that the Native Authorities in the 
Province were tied to traditional lines of authority, 
excluding persons without traditional status from 
official influence. This was creating unwanted 
tension. In one district, internal disagreement with 
the chiefs over regulation of coffee production had led 
to the formation by 'progressive members of the Haya 
community of the Bahaya Association. This organization 
had apparently made its feelings on the issue felt. It 
subsequently became part of a newer nationalist 
organization, the African Association of Tanganyika, 
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additionally stimulated by 'developments of a somewhat 
53 

similar nature in Uganda'. The African Association was 
developing branches in other provinces, showing 'an 
incre~si~g tegiency to absorb the small local 
Associations'. 

Lord Hailey clearly associated these pressures with 
efforts to broaden the power base of the Native 
Authorities, through establishment of advisory or tribal 
councils with representatives appointed at village 
meetings. It was hoped that providing a means for even 
nominally independent representation would !saven 
disatisfaction with the Native Authority system. He 
recommended, as he did for Kenya, creation of some form 
of Local and District Councils, 'of a character which 
will engage public interest in the management gt local 
affairs and the development of local services'. Such 
'modern institutions', he later wrote, would represent 
an evolution from indirect rule - 'the ~¥stem which made 
use of traditional Native Authorities'. However, the 
transition to local government was more than simple 
progress towards democracy. As Darwin has pointed out, 
the old native authorities were purely African in 
membership, the new elected bodies could have European 
and Asian members 'whose influence was, in the general 
nature of things, likely to gg considerably greater than 
their African counterparts'. 

POLITICAL EDUCATION 

The usual pattern of local government 
development in British Africa meant that 
councils were established shortly after World 
War II, because of the 'value of local 
authorities in educating the P;ijple in the 
ideas and working of democracy'. 

A memorandum of the British Colonial Local Government 
Advisory Panel (reproduced in the Journal of African 
Administration and the Australian School of Pacific 
Administration's Journal South Pacific) makes the 
educational intent behind the introduction of local 
government explicit. 
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Central government and its methods are too 
remote for the ordinary man to see the link 
between his part and the visible results, but 
local government is an important method by 
which the connection between the individual 
and the objects of government may be made 
manifest. The lower the general standard of 
education the greater is the need for local 
government at the lowest level at which it can 
be efficiently run . 

. . a central government is no longer able 
to administer effectively without the 
assistance of local government institutions. 
Differences in customs and different degrees 
of political and civic consciousness are not 
readily assimilated by a central 
administration. Special and intimate 
knowledge is required. 

We believe that local government is of value 
as an end in itself, but it has the additional 
advantage of being a traint8g ground for 
self-government at the centre. 

Balogun suggests that the main underlying principle of 
Nigerian local government legislation was 'the 
encourag1ment of popular participation up to the village 
level'. 

These themes strongly reflect those from Bentham and 
J.S.Mill (noted in Chapter Three) in their stress on 
education and co-optation, central government 
sovereignty and supervision. Effective 
operationalization of these ideas was to be dependent 
upon also implementing 'a policy of visible results'. 
This refered to the device of ensuring a clearly 
understandable relationship between tax collection and 
services. To this end, 'narrowly621ocalized small 
projects' were seen as preferable. Similar ideas, 
centering especially on the theme of the 'distance 
between governors and governed', we will see, were also 
addressed in relation to Papua New Guinea. 

Underlining the (Type B) localist thinking behind the 
introduction of local government in colonial Africa, 
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overlapping as it did with community development, Akpan 
writes that 

the principal aim of local government should 
be community development . (meaning) not 
only the making of localities which are 
attractive and worth living in, by the 
provision of such things as good roads and so 
on, but also including the development of the 
different individual persons living within 
them, educationally, politically, and, if you 
like, socially and economically. And this 
clearly takes within its warm ambit our two 
pillar aims of local government - provig~on of 
social services and political training. 

Alderfer points out that the raising of finance for 
infrastructural services was g1so seen by the British as 
having an educative function. 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

Lee documents the strength of the assumption that, 
besides local government, voluntary associations of a 
non-political character were the 'key to social 
advance'. He records the Secretary of State as saying 
in 1948 that it was vital to provide the colonial people 
with more responsibility in local affairs, a better set 
of social services and especially, more 'voluntary 
associations ggd opportunities for community education 
and teamwork'. The voluntary associations he had in 
mind did not, of course, include Africanist or 
nationalist bodies. Rather, they were envisaged as as 
embracing educational organizations for the 
dissemination of knowledge about agriculture, health, 
housing and crafts; self-help, women's and youth 
organizations; co-operatives '"to provide practical 
training in the working of democratic processes"' and 
trade unions to in~Eoduce people to the requirements of 
industrial society. 

Programs to promote voluntary action went under the name 
of mass education or community development. The latter 
becoming the more prevalent term after the war and, like 
local government, was commonly seen as a form of adult 
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education but with a wider scope. Community 
element of 

of 'getting a 
up by the 

development was meant to embody more of the 
local initiative and self-help. The idea 
village co~ljnity to "pull itself 
boot-straps"' was typical of post war 
about the task of community development. 

formulations 

THE POST-INDEPENDENCE DECLINE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

Following independence, representative local government 
in most African states did not prosper, and what 
authority the councils had been given was 
recentralized. Various types of reasons have been given 
for this reversion: financial dependence and budgetary 
constraints; too few adequately trained nationals, 
caused partly by the 'brain drain' to the centre; demand 
overload, especially in situations of rapid urban 
growth; lack of authority; corruption; regional 
political threats to the centre involving local 
councils; and perception of local government as an alien 
colonialist ~wposition, in some places still staffed by 
expatriates. 

There have been various attempts in the former colonial 
states to reconstruct local government systems, 
generally without any serious commitment to devolution 
of authority. Interest in local~ijation continued, 
principally at the level of rhetoric. The situation in 
Botswana was something of an anomally. There, some form 
of shared central-local power, established just before 
independenc70in 1966, continued to operate successfully 
afterwards. 

Local government was not necessarily introduced because 
of perceived efficacy. Prinz points out, for example, 
that by the time the representative model of local 
government was introduced in Swaziland (1964), it had 
already cle;11y failed in other former British African 
territories. Expectations were dashed by the 
determination of central government to retain tight 
control, and local government's decline, after 
independence in 1968, followed the direction already 
familiar in Africa. 

With Independence the Town Management Boards' 
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hopes for autonomy began to dwindle. Under 
the colonial administration their powers 
though minimal - were potentially great; and 
if the long promised handover of urban revenue 
sources - more particularly licensing and land 
- had occurred the Boards would have been in a 
position to direct and profit from a wide 
range of urban development projects . The 
new Swazi government not only refused to 
extend the Boards/Councils' sphere of 
authority (by granting them control over urban 
resources) but began to question their already 
established authority over what they 
considered to be 'proper local authority 
functions'. Their activities as well as their 
personnel came under close government scrutiny 
and the reversal of their decisions became a 
regular occurrence. It soon became clear that 
Government regarded them m95e as local agents 
than as local authorities. 

Prinz's conclusions are confirmed in Kuper's suggestion 
that independence may only lead to '"a conversion of 
racial discontinuities to class discontinuities with 
little basic change in the structure of society"'. The 
urban councils, for example, continued to spend most of 
their funds in the more affluent areas of town. 'In 
Swaziland as in many other African countries post 
independence changes in urban areas benefitted the new 
elite - the politici;~s, the professions, and the 
emerging middle class'. 

CONCLUSION 

The foregoing sketch of the introduction of local 
government as part of the de-colonization process in 
African territories suggests the operation of a number 
of hegemonic features. Obvious amongst these is one 
frankly acknowledged by the colonial power, education 
for government and public administration along the lines 
of its own political system. Under pressure from within 
and without to concede political independence to its 
colonies, the British Government was also clearly 
anxious to transfer administrative responsibility within 
a political framework geared to preserve stablity. 
Local government was seen to have the facility to help 
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accommodate the aspirations of an emerging local petty 
bourgeoisie, especially in the light of threats from 
more militant and conflictual movements organized on 
national or ethnic lines. 

Following reliance on traditional authority structures 
and residual coercion, local government was a 
manifestation of increased state intervention, rather 
than simply a transfer of power downwards. As in the 
metropolitan country, in which the basic model evolved, 
it offered a form of government at the local level 
determined and finally accountable to the centre. It 
was seen as a suitable administrative unit in an overall 
managed economy. At the same time, and along with 
community development projects, local government was 
seen as an effective and economic means of taxation and 
mobilization of direct producers for the development of 
physical infrastructure. 

In the next chapter I trace similar features of the 
de-colonization process in Australian administered Papua 
New Guinea. 

190 



NOTES TO CHAPTER SIX 

1. Rita Hinden (ed.), Local Government and the Colonies, 
report to the Fabian Colonial Bureau, London, Allen and 
Unwin, 1950: 29. 

2. Great 
(1939-47), 

Britain, 
London, 

Parliament, The Colonial 
1947. Cited by Ntieyong U. 

Empire 
Akpan, 

Epitaph to Direct Rule: A Discourse on Local Government 
in Africa, London, Cassell, 1956: 14. 

3. Cited by Bryan Keith Lucas, 'The Dilemma of Local 
Government in Africa', in Kenneth Robinson and Frederick 
Madden (eds), Essays in Imperial Government Presented to 
Margery Perham, Oxford, Blackwell, 1963, 193-208: 193; 
Also by W.P.Morrell, British Colonial policy in the Age 
of Peel and Russell, London, Cass, 1966: 512 (Morrell 
references Earl Grey, The Colonial policy of Lord John 
Russell's Administration, Vol.1, London, 1853: 32); and 
Ursula K.Hicks. Development from below: Local government 
finance in developing countries of the Commonwealth, 
Oxford, Clarendon, 1961: 4. 

4. Morrell, 1966: 240-1. 

5. Cited by Lucas, 1963: 193. 

6. Cited by Lucas, 1963: 193. 

7. Lucas, 1963: 205. 

8. T.Olawale Elias, Government and Politics in Africa, 
Bombay, Asia Publishing House, 1963: 26. 

9. Elias, 1963: 24. 

10. William Malcolm (Lord) Hailey, An African Survey: A 
study of problems arising in Africa south of the Sahara, 
Issued by the Committee of the African Research Survey 

191 



under the auspices of the Royal Institute of 
International Affairs, London, Oxford U.P., 1938: 417. 

11. Lugard, 1858-1945, had served with the British Army 
in India, Nyasaland (Malawi) and Uganda. Afterwards he 
worked with the Royal Niger Company and was appointed 
High Commissioner of Northern Nigeria in 1900, where he 
instituted the principles of indirect rule among the 
Hausa-Fulani Emirates. Lugard became Governor-General of 
Nigeria, and later Governor of Hong Kong. 

12. L. Gray Cowan, Local Government in West Africa, New 
York, Columbia U.P., 1958: 14,19. 

13. F.D.Lugard, The Dual Mandate in British Tropical 
Africa (3rd Edition), Edinburgh, Blackwood, 1926: 94. 

14. D.A. Low and R.C. Pratt, 'British Colonial Policy 
and Tribal Rulers', in Robert O. Collins (ed.) Problems 
in the History of Colonial Africa 1860-1960, Englewood 
Cliffs, Prentice Hall, 1970, 150-159: 153. 

15. Bernard Magubane, 'The Evolution of Class Structure 
in Africa', in Peter C.W.Gutkind and Immanuel 
Wallerstein (eds), The Political Economy of Contemoorarv 
Africa, Bevely Hills, Sage, 1976, 169-197: 191. 

16. Cowan, 1958: 13. 

17. J.M.Lee, Colonial Development and Good Government: A 
study of the ideas expressed by the British official 
classes in planning decolonization 1939-1964, Oxford, 
Clarendon, 1967: 145. 

18. Other colonial powers also variations of indirect 
rule. Parts of German East Africa (Tanganyika / 
Tanzania, 1889-1916), were ruled by 'sultans' and 
subservient officials (Akidas and Jumbes), operating 
under the ultimate control of German Residents. See, 
Lord (W.M.) Hailey, Native Administration in the British 
African Territories, Part 1, London, H.M.S.O., 1950: 
212. 

19. Sheridan Johns and 
District Councils - Should 
of Modern African Studies, 

Richard Riley, 'Local and 
They Be Forgotten?', Journal 
13(2), 1975, 309-332: 310; 

192 



Hailey, 1938: 418. 

20. Hailey, 1950: 353. 

21. William Malcolm {Lord) Hailey, An African Survey 
Revised 1956: A study of problems arising in Africa 
south of the Sahara , Issued by the Committee of the 
African Research Survey under the auspices of the Royal 
Institute of International Affairs, London, Oxford U.P., 
1957: 415. 

22. Akpan, 1956: 44,46. 

23. For example, Hicks, 1961; Hinden, 1950; and Royal 
Institute of Public Administration, Development of Local 
Government in the Colonies, Cambridge, 1955. 

24. John Darwin, 'British Decolonization since 1945: A 
Pattern or a Puzzle?', in R.F.Holland and G.Rizvi (eds), 
Perspectives on Imperialism and Decolonization, London, 
Cass, 1984, 187-209: 189. 

25. Yusuf Bangura, Britain and Commonwealth Africa: The 
politics of economic relations 1951-75, Manchester, 
Manchester UP, 1983: 33. See also, Partha Sarathi Gupta, 
Imperialism and the British Labour Movement, 1914-1964, 
London, Macmillan, 1975, Ch 10. 

26. Ronald Wraith, Local Government in West Africa, 
London, Allen and Unwin, 1964: 10. 

27. Elias, 1963: 27; Bade Onimode, Imperialism and 
Under-development in Nigeria: The Dialectics of Mass 
Poverty, London, Zed, 1982: 129. 

28. Onimode, 1982: 129. 

29. Lucas, 1963: 194. 

30. Lee, 1967: 146. 

31. Hailey, 1950: 352. 

32. Lee, 1967: 202. 

33. Lee, 1967: 1-32. 

193 



34. Lee, 1967: 5. 

35. H.J. Balogun, 'Decentralization under Civilian and 
Military Regimes: The Pattern in Western Nigeria, 
1953-73', Studies in Comparative Local Government, 8(1), 
Summer 1974, 50-58: 51-52. 

36. Lucas, 1963: 195. 

37. Cowan, 1958: 63-64. 

38. Johns and Riley: 1975: 313. 

39. Lucas, 1963: 195-6. 

40. Wraith, 1964: 10,18. 

41. J.Gus Liebenow, 'Some Problems in Introducing Local 
Government Reforms in Tanganyika', Journal of African 
Administration, vol.8, 1956, 132-139: 133; reproduced in 
South Pacific, 9(3), Nov.-Dec., 1956, 337-355: 337. 

42. Liebenow, 1956: 338. 

43. Akpan, 1956: 46. 

44. Cowan, 1958: 114. 

45. Hailey, 1950: 217ff. 

46. Hailey, 1950: iii. 

47. Hailey, 1950: 415. 

48. Hailey, 1950: 218. 

49. Hailey, 1950: 219. 

50. Hailey, 1950: 220. 

51. Hailey, 1950: 220,355. 

52. Hailey, 1950: 234. 

53. Hailey, 1950: 227,235. 

194 



54. Hailey, 1950: 357. 

55. Hailey, 1950: 235. 

56. Hailey, 1950: 353. 

57. Hailey, 1959: 417. 

58. Darwin, 1984: 200. 

59. Louis A.Picard, 'District Councils in Botswana - a 
Remnant of Local Autonomy', Journal of Modern African 
Studies, 71(2), 1979, 285-308: 286. 

60. Colonial Local Government Advisory Panel, 
'Principles of Local Government Finance in Africa', 
South Pacific, 9(6), May-June, 1957, 422-430: 422. 

61. Balogun, 1974: 51-52. 

62. Colonial Local Government Advisory Panel, 1957: 424. 

63. Akpan, 1956: 69-70. 

64. Harold F. Alderfer, Local Government in Developing 
Countries, New York, McGraw-Hill, 1964: 29. 

65. Lee, 1967: 173. 

66. Lee, 1967: 147,157,163,169. 

67. Lee, 1967: 166. 

68. Picard, 1979: 285,290; Johns and Riley, 1975: 
316-319; John P.Lea and Chung-Tong Wu, 'Decentralization 
and Devolution: a Review of the United Nations 
Conference on Human Settlements, Nairobi, 1978', Journal 
of Modern African Studies, 18(3), 1980, 533-540: 338. 

69. Johns and Riley, 1975: 329; Lea and Wu, 1980. 

70. Picard, 1979. 

71. Beth Rosen Prinz, Urbanization and Political Change: 
A Study of Urban Local Government in Swaziland, 

195 



unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, UCLA, 1976: 22. 

72. Prinz, 1976: 383. 

73. Prinz, 1976: 484-5. 

196 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

DECOLONIZATION AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN PAPUA 
NEW GUINEA 

The local government system was an appropriate 
way of meeting the problems of governing a 
primitive country whose population was at 
widely varying cultural levels. The people 
had to be assisted to a condition where they 
could pay for their own social services and 
assume increasing responsibility in the 
management of their own affairs. They had to 
be taught that the government of the country 
belonged to them and was not just an alie~ 
system imposed by superior force. 2 Downs 
(for the Department of Home Affairs) 

The island of New Guinea has had a chequered colonial 
career, having been held in part by six foreign 
countries during the last century. Holland annexed 
western New Guinea in 1828 and ceded it to Indonesia in 
1962. Germany and Britain annexed New Guinea and Papua 
respectively in 1884. The colony of Papua was 
transferred to Australia in 1906. In 1914 the German 
Territory of New Guinea was invaded by Australia, and 
from 1921 it was administered as a Mandate under 
Covenant of the League of Nations. The Japanese invaded 
New Guinea in 1941 and Papua in 1942. The unoccupied 
areas were administered by the Australian military until 
1945. The United Nations Trusteeship Agreement of 1946 
obliged Australia to prepare the merged territories for 
self-government, finally effected in 1975. 

For much of the colonial period a good 
territory remained relatively unaffected 

deal of the 
by foreign 

197 



intervention, or was only lightly administered, 
commercial and military interest in the area being low. 
The most significant commercial activity took the form 
of some gold mining before 1914, revived briefly in the 
1930s, coastal trade (including blackbirding) and low 
intensity interest in plantation production of copra and 
rubber, and copper mining in the 1920s. Papua and New 
Guinea were among the 'la~t frontiers' of cheap 
indentured, or bonded, labour. 

In 1945 the population of Papua New Guinea was a little 
over one million and thf population lived mainly in 
upwards of 1100 villages. By 1975 the population was 
2.5 million. Over the same period peasant incomes from 
export crop production also greatly increased - from a 
negligible sum before the war, to about $A55,000,000. 
The growth was, however, very 
regions. Within regions 
between rich5 and poor 
predominated. 

too, 
grew, 

THE ROOTS OF PNG LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

unevenly spread between 
income differentials 
although low wages 

Originally the colonial authorities in New Guinea sought 
to subdue the native population. A policy of 
'pacification' preceded one of 'protection'. This 
involved establishing law and order by direct force, 
through punitive expeditions, intimidation, hostage 
taking, public executions, massacres, tge burning of 
villages, killing of livestock and so on. 

The New Guinea administration of Sir William MacGregor 
(1888-1898) attempted to implement a loose variation on 
the system of indirect rule through 'government chiefs', 
a concept used in Fiji and similar to that of 'warrant 
chiefs' employed in Africa. The failure of this led to 
local control via village constables - a 'simple' police 
system backed by the Armed Native Constabulary. After 
1923, under Sir Hubert Murray's administration 
(1908-1940), there were some experiments in appointed 
village councillors. The latter 'big men' were to 
assist the village constables and consult with the 
administration. 

The Papua New 
establishment, 

Guinea Act 1949 provided for the 
by ordinance, of native village 
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councils. The 'Native Village Councils Ordinance' was 
approved the same year. The official local government 
policy was written by D.M.Fenbury, the Senior Native 
Affairs Officer, who had been sent to Tanganyika 
(Tanzania), another United Nations Trusteeship, to ,tudy 
local government following the Second World War. In 
'Native Local Government Memorandum No.1' (1952), he 
enunciated four main objectives: 

1. to provide a medium for teaching natives to assume 
a measure of responsibility for their local 
affairs in accordance with democratic procedure; 

2. to provide area machinery and local funds for 
extending and co-ordinating social etc. services 
at village level and hence to enlist active native 
support in endeavours to raise native living 
standards; 

3. to face the native population squarely with the 
facts that progress is inseparable from good order 
and industrious habits, and that social services 
have to be paid for; 

4. to prepare the way for ultimately fitting the 
native people, in a way they can8understand, into 
the Territory's political system. 

In drafting the local government regulations, Fenbury 
acknowledged 'useful guidelines' in 'British African 
"native authority" practices', although he had been 
unable to find any existing colonial legislation or 
instructions designed for the envisaged 'multi-purpose 
but financially weak area councils, with elected members 
and simple procedures'. He did concede, however, that 
much of the content of the 'Native Village Councils 
Ordinance' had been borrowed from the ~ld 'Tanganyika 
Territory Native Authorities Ordinance'. Fenbury also 
acknowledged that the or~~nance 'owed a little' to the 
NSW Local Government Act. Fenbury noted 

The opportunities 
re-checking African 
excellent library, 

for reading 
observations in 

plus incessant 

and for 
ASOPA's 

tutorial 
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discussions helped clarify ideas a number of 

us had developed regarding the f~tu:e. fi 
'Native Administration' in post-war Niugini. 

Fenbury shows other evidence about having kept in touch 
with 'British African colonial developments' and 
displayed a keen desire to 'start work on 'native 
political development'. He drew lessons from the 
Br~t~sh t~rican experience in his subsequent official 
writing. 

Paul Hasluck, Minister for Territories 1951-63, 
the familiarity and enthusiasm of 'those 
('territorial service') officers who thought at 

noted 
few 
all 

about political advancement' with indirect rule. Having 
studied British administration of Africa, including 
Lugard, Hasluck himself was 'somewhat skeptical about 
the Lugard gospel of "indirect rule" as expounded and 
applied in West Africa'. 

The system of 'luluais' and 'tul-tuls' in New 
Guinea and 'village constables' in Papua 
certainly helped district officers and patrol 
officers to do their work better in a colonial 
setting, but I could not see that system as a 
framework on which to plan the political 
advancement of the people. It was a helpful 
method by which a tutelary power could run a 
dependent country but had little value for 
buildin~3 the political structure of a 
nation. 

However, appointed luluais, tul-tuls and village 
constables (supervised by expatriate Patrol Officers, in 
turn supervised by District Officers and Assistant 
District Officers, of the territorial administration), 
the last links between central administration and the 
people, were not the equivalent of traditional 
authorities. The long serving Administrator Sir Hubert 
Murray had called the approach 'direct rule', but with 
the consideration for 'native tradition' supposedly 
characteristic of indirect rule. Because Murray did not 
forsee political independence, there 
for local goviinment 
self-government. 

or other 
was no necessity 
preparation for 
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In a 1946 paper based on research commif~ioned by the 
Labor Minister for External Territories, Ian Hogbin, 
then a member of the Army"s Directorate of Research and 
Civil Affairs, recalled previous 'tentative' efforts to 
introduce native councils. He apparently referred here 
to the earlier experiments with non-statutory 
councillors (who mainly played liaison roles) and a few 
unofficial villagi councils, or 'kivungs', established 
by Murray in 1925. 6 Hogbin did his research 'as part of 
a general investigation which it was hoped might serve 
as a basis for native rehabilitation'. As a consultant 
to the Territory's administration, he canvassed the idea 
of an experimental program in local government, 
influenced by the British experience with 171ocal 
government in the Solomon Islands in the 1930s. This 
itself seems to have been adapted from British Africa. 
Simpson says that Hogbin's proposals were formally 
discussed with the Britiflh expert on colonial 
administration, Lord Hailey. 

In the pre-council and pre-Hasluck era, local 
administration had generally been in the hands of 
appointed officials of the Department of District 
Services and Native Affairs. The 'multi purpose kiap 
(field or patrol officer), enigmatic, autocratic, 
sometimes generous, often ignorant of what every 
Niuginian knew, personified the distant, powerful, 
mysterious Gavman of the whiteman'. Many were not 
positively predisposed to the 1ijncept of elected local 
councils with statutory powers. Hasluck was acutely 
conscious that traditional paternalistic attitudes and 
practices were not in keeping with the Australian 
Government's 'proclaimed intention to work for the 
political advancement of the people'. He would also 
have been acutely aware that the situation was not in 
keeping with the expectations of ins~0ctors of the 
United Nations Trusteeship Council and other 
international scrutiny. Hasluck's declared view was to 
look 'towards the practice of politics, the functioning 
of political institutions, and the capacity of people to 
use the administrative machinery of government'. This, 
he said, involved going further than 'stuffing a few 
talkative men into one room for a few weeks each year to 
pass some bills'. 
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My assessment of the situation in the 
Territory also meant that the nearest we could 
get to what was already familiar to the people 
was by promoting their more active 
participation in the work of village councils 
and of boards and committees created by us to 
handle matters in whics1 they were already 
involved and interested. 

The introduction of 
resisted by many 

local government 
nationals and 

was trenchantly 
expatriates 

administrators, field officers, planters and especial~~ 
missionaries not wanting to lose revenue or influence. 
As in colonial NSW, the voluntary incorporation 
principle meant that such opposition was more effective 
than otherwise. The Ordinance placed control of 
virtually all council activities under the district 
officer, or kiap, concerned. Fenbury felt that a 
positive feature of this was that it would serve to 
lesssen the antagonism of whites who equa2jd local 
government with self-government and socialism. He also 
thought, however, that the kiap's administrative 
discretion should be strictl~4 limited by centrally 
determined council regulations. 

THE LOCUS OF CONTROL 

Section 12 of the Ordinance gave council the right to 
make rules for the 'peace, order and welfare' of the 
nationals in the area. Council rules were, however, to 
be set within a centrally specified range of functions, 
and had to individually sanctioned by District Officers. 
The rules were scrutinized for their •55concilability 
with European legal and social concepts'. 

By 1956 it had become very clear that the 
rule-making provisions embodied in the 
Ordinance were only nominal, and on virtually 
every matter there were liable to be legal, 
technical or administrative objections .... 

In effect, therefore, the initiative in the 
framing of rules has, in the main, passed to 
central government. Even routine matters such 
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as the framing of the annual tax 
subject to detailed consideration in 
by the Local Government s2gtion 
Department of Native Affairs. 

rule are 
advance 

in the 

The councils were given powers to make rules, subject to 
district officer veto, on such matters as 

'games or pastimes' in which New Guineans 
might be defrauded, control of weapons and of 
practices likely to cause breach of peace, 
water pollution, disposal of waste, vermin and 
pests, the regulation of destruction of flora 
generally and of noxious or diseased plants in 
particular, hygeine, registration of births 
and deaths, movement of livestock (owned by 
New Guinea natives only), use of fire, 
measures against famine, flood, and 
pestilence, control of the cultivation of 
foodstuffs, and enforcement of native custom . 
. . engage in business, build works of benefit 
to the community, and 'provide, or co-operate 
with any Department of the Administration 
. or other body in providing any public and 

. l . , 27 socia service . 

In practice very little real local control was allowed 
over these matters. Council rules had to be approved in 
Port Moresby, commonly with great delay and difficulty. 
Although the list of functions seemed to allow divergent 
schemes, the government's ~Eactice was to press for 
uniformity between councils. This and other, first 
hand, observations led Parker to conclude that the 
system reflected the Australian model of local 
government 'as main129an administrative instrument of 
central government'. 

Healy records that the great majority of council 
meetings followed agendas set in consultation with 
supervising officers and concentrated almost exclusively 
on works and services. Typical items were: training of 
staff; improvements to council premises; registration of 
births, deaths and marriages; market management; counc~6 
boat operations; school building and water supply. 
Councils also constructed roads, bridges, wharves, and 

203 



31 
aid posts. While effectively overseen by the 
administration, such activities were to be paid for 
locally, principally through taxes, supplemented by some 
trading profits. 

Through a lack of political will on the part of the 
Government, and paternalism on the part of the 
administration, councils were to remain administrative 
instrumentalities 'facilitating and carrying �~�~�t� central 
policy for social and economic development'. Hasluck 
later reported that the early councils were closely 
supervised by district officers an~ 'mainly served the 
purposes of the Administration'. 3 Though still he 
claimed to have encouraged a reluctant administration to 
reduce the3iole of councils as mere agents of central 
authority. 

In fact local government functions were more tightly 
specified, partly in response to various council 
attempts to move outside of what thj 5 colonial 
administration saw as their proper sphere. Pressure 
had been created by councils want~gg to inter~7ne in 
such issues as the p5~ce of coffee and b5~des , the 
condition of houses, trespassi28 by pigs, control of 
land dealings and rural credit. In 1960 Hasluck urged 
his administration to try to contain the political 
imagination and aspirations of the people. 

This lesson of responsibility is one of the 
fundamental lessons we have to teach in 
political advancement and our officers should 
try to get the native people to face up to the 
things they can and should do themselves 
rather than encourage them to to drift into 
the popular Australian habit of carrying 
resolutions, expressing vague wishes or making 
demaniI on someone else to do everything for 
them. 

Fenbury saw councils as vehicles for economic and social 
development. While this function was meant to involve 
'inculcation of a sense of responsibility', it did not 
meaj2 the development of political consciousness per 
se. Many obsei~ers saw local government as arms of the 
Administration, introduced in some areas 'with the 
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deliberate intention of harnessing indigenous political 
activity. Ai! sign of political activity was 
discouraged.' The crucial limitation on indigenous 
influence or pressure was, according to MoiSimer, that 
it should not disturb Australian dominance. 

In 1969 Rowley was still able to assert that 

Local Government Councils, in spite of a most 
promising beginning and development, tend to 
be limited to the early learning roag, 
operating as extensions of the bureaucracy. 

Other observers have also asserted that local 
governments were mere adjuncts of central 
administration, dependent on ti; latter for finance, 
legitimation and other support. Rowley criticized the 
reluctance of the Australian Administration to transfer 
decisionmaking responsibility. He saw the Australian 
approach as trying to effect change by inculcation of 
desirable behaviour by administration and tuition. 
After all, he said, this was how Aboriginals had been 
dealt with in Northern Territory settlements, albeit 
unsuccessfully. Rowley called for an alternative 
approach involving real transfer of responsibilities, 
arguing that 'the oigY way to learn how to manage power 
is to have it.' 'The major hope for eventual 
democratic settlement and a rule of law', according to 
Rowley, lay in 'local self-government'. 

We could start now by transferring additional 
powers to local councils 
tenure, land purchase, 
educational polij;, 
customary matters. 

LEGITIMATION 

One reason 
placate the 
country was 

for introducing 
United Natigijs, 

administered. 

in matters of land 
mining, 
marriage 

inheritance, 
and many 

local government was to 
under whose mandate the 

Frustrated by the weight of this consideration, Senior 
Native Affairs Officer Fenbury was moved in 1954 to ask 
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for an official ruling 'as to whether councils were "to 
be set up primarily as window-dressing for international 
purposes", or "as51media for systematic progress at 
native area level'. In 1956 a U.N. Visiting Mission 
severely criticized Australiag2 tardiness in the 
introduction of local government. 

Hasluck comments that between 1956 and 1960 'a more 
purposeful move was made to promote the formation of 
councils throughout the Territory and to introduce the 
idea that local people could handle their local 
affairs'. In 1956 there were only 10 councils covering 
45,000 people.53 In 1961 there were 43 councils for 
305,000 peopleS4 In 1964 there were 92 councils for 
921,000 people and by 1971 there were 156 councils for 
a population of 5~,241,954 - about 92 per cent of the 
total population. 

LAW AND ORDER 

Contr~fY to Senior Native Affairs Officer Fenbury's 
view, Hasluck opposed involvement of councils in 
exercise of judicial powers. He wanted to see that the 
councils only had authority relating to 'matters of 
local concern' and operated subordinately, within a 
clearly delimited policy framework. 

Section l0(b) of the Native Local Government Councils 
Ordinance 1949-1957 stated that councils were to 
'maintain peace, order and good government' amongst 
indigenous people. The councils were authorized to 
employ Village Constables to police council rules. They 
were officially divested of their law enforcement 
functions in 1963. With this, they lost considerable 
power and pr 5,tige and became more like Australian local 
governments,58 a development advocated by various 
authorities. Official responsibilities became limited 
to administrative functions related to roads, 5~rains, 
schools, sanitation and other such amenities. On an 
unofficial level, however, many councils continued to 
enforce law and order, including judicial functions. In 
1966, the Commissioner for Local Government was able to 
report that individua1 counci110Eo sti11 exercized 
'authority of a magisterial nature'. 

According to Gerritsen, the more modest role for 
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councils that developed in the 1960s led many 'big 
peasants' to look beyond local government for means of 
furthering their interests. Local government, dominated 
by expatriate interests, was seen as an inadequate means 
for increasing their power and wealth or asserting their 
independence. By the mid 1960s a 'situation of terminal 
development' had been reached in many of the rural areas 
leaving the 'evolving big peasant class' to look for new 
opportunities for development. These 'interest 

. . 61 . b2 associations' and 'dynamic communal associations' 
were to be less dependent on administration initiative, 
even operat~~g as separate, competing or oppositional 
structures. 

Nevertheless, tension between the desire of the 
administration to use councils for the purpose of 
control, and the desire of nationals to express views of 
their own did develop. The councils sometimes became 
vehicles for expression of discontent. Active and 
passive opposition to administration policies sometimes 
did bring concessions. Shrewd and resourceful people 
were able to exploit opportunities offered by councils, 
especially in the absence of condign political 
institutions, to advance their own personal or clan 
interests. Councils offered opportunities for ambitioif 
men to bypass the authority of traditional elders. 
Regional conferences of councils gave leaders an 
opportunity of advancing grievances and claims before 
the administration. At the same time, they presented 
the administration with opportunity for monitoE;ng 
'native thought' and the ambitions of local leaders. 

Hasluck once homilized that 'the wisdom of government is 
to anticipate and avoid the building up of a destructive 
flood, and ensure that the energy6gf people flows along 
quieter and happier channels'. The Minister was 
mindful of the tensions associated with nationalist 
movements in Africa and hoped that in Papua New Guinea 
that the future 'political rallying cry would not be 
against "i9reign exploiters", bringing racial 
antagonism'. He saw councils as a mggns 'to contain 
and divert indigenous political action'. 

The bogies I saw were a seizure of power, a 
war of independence, expropriation and 
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confiscation, the protection of rights by 
force of arms, and lasting resentments. My 
only concern about independence was that it 
should come peaceably and on negotiable terms, 
with magnanimity on the Australian side ag~ 
respect for agreed obligations on the other. 

Earlier, J.K.Murray, Administrator (1946-49), had 
offered a consistent view, that village councils would 
'ensure that all elements of native opinion have means 
of self-expression' so as not to 'frustrate and dri~O 
underground the most active and progressive elements'. 
Fenbury was also keenly interested in obviating the 
possibility of the kind of unrest experienced in other 
colonial situations. Waddell reports Fenbury's 
conviction that 

the only hope of averting chaos and premature 
political action by extremists lay in 
introducing machinery which could not only 
control the process of change but also absorb 
the71excess political energy engendered by 
it. 

Elsewhere, Fenbury is 
government as 'a device 
native leadership into 
confirmation of official 
dynamic of localism. 

quoted as envisaging local 
for sublimating t9~ energies of 
local channels', - a frank 
thinking behind the hegemonic 

Others shared the same concern about social harmony. An 
article by Elspeth Huxley, 'The Cause and Cure of Mau 
Mau', reproduced in the Australian School of Pacific 
Administration's Journal, South Pacific, advocated 'a 
sharp increase in the executive powers of local 
government' as part of the solution to the uprising in 
Kenya. The idea here was to strengthen and legitimize 
local leaders9~p considered responsible by the 
administration. 

In a lecture to a course for senior officers of the 
Territory Administration, James McAuley, a well known 
educator, writer and editor of Quadrant, derived lessons 
from the, so-called 'Mau Mau' rebellion in Kenya, for 
the administration of Papua New Guinea and elaborated on 
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Huxley's faith in the efficacy of local government. 

Every competent close observer of the Mau Mau 
revolt among the Kikuyu said that its root 
cause was not simply economic grievances or 
racial tensions but cultural and social 
disorganization which left the Kikuyu confused 
and unhappy in a no-man's land between his old 
tribal world and the new world of Western 
civilization. In his personality and his 
institutions the Kikuyu was ill-prepared to 
make the transition and the re,jlt was a 
violent and irrational convulsion. 

THE 'LOSS OF COMMUNITY' THESIS 

McAuley saw this scenario as a possibility for Papua New 
Guinea and offered an analysis that had, as we saw in 
Chapter Two, gained considerable currency elsewhere. 
McAuley's analysis is a good example of the 
communitarian, Type B, rationale for localist policy, 
and is worthwhile tracing in a little detail. The 
argument is the classical one, that social problems 
arise as a function of the loss-of-community. As in 
Australia, modernization and industrialization were 
identified as the root cause of increasing social 
instability. Family life is disrupted, discipline and 
authority break down, 'desertion, adultery, divorce, 
illegitimacy, and neglect of children increase 
especially in the new urbanized populations'. The 
'satisfactions of craftsmanship' are destroyed, as is 
the 'discipline ,gd responsibility that the old economic 
system exacted'. 

Those who work for the white man are faced 
with impersonal employment relations, 
meaningless and uninteresting tasks, and often 
unsympathetic or uncomprehending supervisors, 
and their reaction is the apathy, laziness and 
inefficiency so often complained of. 

The traditional 'ideology' which provided a 
world-map, a scheme of society, a pattern of 
values and sentiments, a set of sanctions and 
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a set of 
anxiety in 
destroyed 

ritual techniques for minimizing 
the face of the unknown, is 

by the forces of Christianity, 
science, and secularist 
invade native culture 

scepticism which 

The problem is most pronounced of course in 
the new industrial and urban communities, 
which are the most rootless and maladjusted 
part of the population. The effects are shown 
and can to some extent be statistically 
measured in the ordinary indices of social 
disorganization: adult and juvenile crime, 
mental disorders, suicide, illegitimacy, 
broken marriages, prostitution, drug 
addiction, superstitiou,6cults and quackeries, 
and civil disturbances. 

What McAuley prescribed for 'the transformation of a 
disintegrated society into a well functioning society' 
was some 'integrative foci'. By this he meant 
institutions that would 'give form and structure to 
social life, offer both discipline and real 
satisfactions, and foster civic responsibility'. These 
were identified as: 

the family and kinship groups; the 
neighbourhood and district community; the 
economic cadres: forms of property, trade 
associations, co-operatives; political 
organizations: local, regional and national; 
ideological ins74tutes: churches, schools, 
cultural bodies. 

The necessary additional ingredient was 'decentralism' -

Whatever can be done effectively at a lower or 
local level should be left to that level and 
not taken over by a higher or central 
authority. For example, whatever the family 
or neighbourhood group can do for themselves 
should not be done for them by the 
government .... This is also a principle 
for determining social policy more widely. 
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For instance, with regard to property and 
productive power this principle would favour 
individual ownership and operation where 
possible, small-group ownership and 
co-operatives where the individual was unable 
to handle the problems, and only then 
large-scale private ownership and operation -
government ownership and operating being the 
last resort, since it is the7wost centralized 
and monopolistic form of all. 

Local government, McAuley, argued was in keeping with 
this 'decentrist' policy direction - being 'one of the 
important integrative foci'. Local government was a 
means of 'giving free expression to the urge of local 
leaders' while 'tying that freedom to definite 
responsibilities' preferab19 along the lines of 
Australian local government. 

POLITICAL EDUCATION: 
80 'the civilizing process' 

There is probably no human undertaking more 
complex, more difficult and more thankless 
than the government and tutelage of a 
primitive and dependent people. We are not 
engaged in an ordinary task of government but 
are trying to81control a great cultural 
transformation. 

To illustrate the 'activating principle behind the 
policy', C.R.Lambert (while Secretary of the Department 
of Territories) cited an English report on 'Development 
of Local Government in the Colonies': 

'Central government can be fully democratic 
only if supported by vigorous 
institutions. Vitality is 

local government 
created and 
that local 
to identify 

sustained by the opportunity 
government affords the people 
themselves more closely with the processes of 
government. It also enables them to 
participate in the actual processes of 
government and this, in turn, allows them to 
secure results by their own efforts. A 
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'A local government council in session' 

in Paul Hasluck, 
A Time for Building: 

Australian Administration Papua and New Guinea 
1951-1963 

opp. page 245 
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concrete achievement stimulates the demand for 
further advances and at the same time provides 
practical training in the methods of 
achieveing them. Respect for what has been 
achieved by a people's own efforts devel~~s a 
general respect for order and stability.' 

The Minister for Territories clearly saw local ci~ncils 
as prime instruments of political education. He 
explicitly acknowledged that local government was 
'promoted by the government before it was sought by the 
people'. It was seen by the Australian government as a 
necessary 'first step towards sg}f-government and as a 
measure in political education'. Even the introduction 
of the post war poll (or head) tax was justified to the 
Trusteeship Council as a measure designed to 
sense of soc~gl responsibility in the 
inhabitants"'. 

'develop "a 
indigenous 

Through it we introduced the people to the 
practice of choosing their own representatives 
to handle their own affairs, to the mechanics 
of conducting an election, holding a meeting 
in an orderly fashion, keeping a record of 
what was done, deciding on a tax for 
themselves and deciding how the revenue should 
be used, by employing their own staff to work 
for the whole community and paying their wages 
out of money provided by the community. We 
also taught them to expect their 
representatives to account for what they did 
on behalf of the8gommunity. All these ideas 
were new to them. 

The idea of the use of local government in teaching 
economy was not, of course, peculiar to Papua New 
Guinea. It was thoroughly consistent with J.S.Mill's 
precribed use of localist institutions for the 
socialization of the 'numerous' classes. In 
contemporary Australian terms. The principle is well 
illustrated by M.A.Jones who argues that 

one of the 
governments 

main functions 
is to create 

of 
a 

small 
link 

local 
in the 
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ratepayer's mind 
benefits received. 
a discipline into 
decision process. 
there are no free 
to be paig7 for. 
efficiency. 

between rates paid and 
This hopefully introduces 
the public expenditure 

People are educated that 
lunches. Every benefit has 

This promotes economic 

A minute from Minister for External Territories Hasluck 
in 1953 gave Fenbury the 'impression . that he 
appears to regard the local government system of native 
administratioR8 primarily in terms of political 
advancement'. 

A local government memorandum from the Department of 
Territories in 1952 said that councils were intended 

To teach responsibility, enlist support for 
raising native living standards, to prepare 
for fitting into the Territory's political 
system, to face the facts that progress is 
inseparable from good order and industri~~s 
habits,- and that services must be paid for. 

Hasluck took full credit h~~self for pushing political 
advancement in such terms. The Minister said that the 
earliest directions he gave for political advancement, 
other than to inaugurate the Legislative Council, was to 
speed up the development of village councils and the 
appointment of nationals to membership of other bodies, 
such as urban councils, semi-government agencies, and 
the public service. 'We also introduced native leaders 
to sitting alongside whites on91town advisory councils 
and district advisory councils.' 

The purpose was to familiarize them more 
rapidly with the processes and institutions of 
politics. 

Our most encouraging early advance was in 
creating local government councils, a title 
which replaced the village council. 
Outlining our hopes in 1956, I wrote, 'The 
intention is that these local government 
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councils, as they mature in administrative 
experience and demonstrate their competence in 
local self-government will, while remaining 
under the ultimate guidance of the central 
administration, be gradually dove9~iled into 
the territorial political system.' 

Hasluck was particularly pleased to report that 'among 
other good results', the local councils 'familiarized 
numbers of people with the idea of electing 
representatives by a vote and of reaching decisions in 
an orderly way'. They prepared the people for 
increasingly responsible leadership roles 'when we 
started to spread the idea of 9~ected and representative 
institutions more widely'. '"The representative 
principle leads eventually to responsible government .. 
. Though we start with local government councils, in 
time ther94will be a transition to larger representative 
bodies."' Local government elections introduced many 
Papua New ijgineans to the western concept of electoral 
democracy. 

The first nationals to be elected to the Legislative 
Council, in 1961, were returned9gy local councillors 
acting as an electoral college. As in Africa this 
electoral arrangement 
operate again. 

was shortlived, and did not 

Local government still became a pathway for more 
ambitious and richer people to larger national 
organizations. About two-thirds of the successful 
candidates in the first House of A~,embly elections, in 
1964, had local council experience. 

Local Councils: The Sales Pitch 

Hasluck's account of how the councils were set up is so 
patronizing that it appears facetious. 

The approach was simple. The initiative came 
from the Australian officer. With variations 
suited to circumstances he said in effect to 
the people, 'Don't you think it would be a 
good idea if you had a council just like the 
people over at ___ ?' (He named some 
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neighbouring group whom they envied.) When 
curiosity had been stimulated, he told them in 
effect, with local variations, that when they 
got a council, they would be able to do such 
things as build a council house, get a 
lighting plant, start a rice-mill, have a 
saw-bench, buy a vehicle or do something else 
which they coveted but which was beyond their 
means as individuals in a village .... They 
were told of the advantages of accepting a tax 

in order to get funds for common 
purpoij8s, and this was readily acceptable to 
them. 

Hasluck suggests that the people were not so interested 
in local government for its 
educational value. Rather, they 
material benefits that became 
agency: 

own sake, or for 
were interested in 

available through 

in many cases the chief inducement 
village councils was that forming 
was a way in which they got 
sawbench, a village rice mill or 
plant or a village truck rather than 
which they could govern themsel~gs 
elections and keep minute books. 

to forming 
a council 
a village 

lighting 
a way in 
and hold 

its 
the 
its 

The emphasis here on collective material incentives 
tends to obscure the appeal of new resources to 
ambitious individuals. As previously noted, local 
government councils and co-operatives brought new 
positions of power, through which wealth could be 
pursued. Control over access to materials, equipment, 
loans, extension services, and so on meant opportuniti8B 
outside of those offered by traditional society. 
Simpson records that 'Fenbury believed that while the 
villager "identifies his freely elected council 
functionally an administrative agency - with £Bis 
personal economic advancement, he will support it"'. 

REVENUE RAISING FUNCTIONS 

From the beginning there 
that councils would be 

was a widespread expectation 
financially self-sufficient. 
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Councils were set up in 
in, for example, cash 
were developed, such as 
production, processing 

areas with economic potential 
cropping. Business activiti8~ 
in cocoa, coffee or copra, 
and marketing for export. 

Co-operatives, including producer's societies, savings 
and loans societies, also contributed to this growth. 
From 1951 the Economic and Social Council of the United 
Nations urged the establishment of co-operatives as a 
means of achieving economic and social progress. 
Councils were seen as agencies of economic development. 
Loans were made until council taxes were in place and 
other operations begun to realize a return. 

The Personal Tax, introduced in 1957,103 was a 
capitation one, although levied at different levels. It 
was collected from all resident males over the age of 
seventeen, and from some females on a voluntary basis. 
Those who already paid a council poll tax were exempt. 
Implementation of the Personal Tax and expenditure was 
supervised by 62e District Officer of the colonial 
administration.1 The introduction of the Personal Tax 
removed a disincentive for some areas to form councils, 
since villagers would thereafter be taxed anyhow. At 
Navuneram on the Gazelle Peninsula, this was taken as 
part of a government strategy to force the local 
government system on Tolai people, replacing the 
existing leadership and the surviving unofficial council 
(kivung). Simpson specifies supplementary concerns 
'threat to the traditional way of life; fear of white 
domination; mission_ rivalo!; alienated land; and 
agitation by expatriates'. Trenchant resistance to 
attempts to enforc1 fhe tax led to police killing of two 
villagers in 1958. O These events kindled Hasluck's 
enthusiasm for community development Pf8~rams focussed 
on adult literacy and village projects. 

There was also a preparedness of some people to work on 
council projects without payment. Labour on projects 
over which the people had a measure of control and were 
able to see benefits was, after all, a vast improvement 
on previous practices, such as forced labour, indentured 
labour and blackbirding. 

CONCLUSION 

In Papua New Guinea, unlike in Africa, local government 
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was to survive, although not without considerable 
difficulty and more reraHt resignation and withdrawa1 
from local politics. Opposition had come from 
nationalist organizations, such as the Matuangan 
Association on the Gazelle Peninsula, but generally such 
movemen£89 were weaker in Papua New Guinea than in 
Africa. In addition, the Papua New Guinea councils 
did not constitute a political threat to the centre. 
What power they ever acquired was trimmed as they went. 
Another difference from Africa was that the Papua New 
Guinea councils had replaced rule through the kiaps. 
Local administration had a somewhat longer time to 
consolidate before gaining political independence. 
Their councils having been established at much the same 
time as in the African colonies, Papua New Guinea did 
not become self governing until 1973, a few years later 
than Tanzania, Kenya, and Nigeria. By that time there 
was a more extensive system of councils, more firmly 
established practices, better training and support, and 
so on. 

In the decolonization period, local government in Papua 
New Guinea had a number of key functions for the 
administration: law and order and controlled political 
development; political education; infrastructure 
provision, through local taxation and mobilization of 
labour; and as evidence of responsible trusteeship in 
the face of international scrutiny. For the indigenous 
people, it appeared as a vehicle for political 
opportunity 
available. 

and 
The 

gaining resources, not previously 
similarities with the de-colonization 

period in British Africa are obvious, and as in Africa, 
the introduction of local government in Papua New 
Guinea, meant an increase in the amount of government 
and level of state intervention. In Bonney's words, 
'local government was one of the subsidiary institutions 
of colonialism, generally introduced at a late stage as 
a device to CO~tOibute to socialization for western 
style politics'. It was in Papua New Guinea a logical 
part of Australian post-war intervention, that was 
principally directed at turning Papua New Guinea into 'a 
secure and profitable centre for the expansion of 
Australia~11commercial, agricultural and industrial 
capital'. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE BACKGROUND OF ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY GOVERNMENT 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND ABORIGINES: THE LITERATURE 

The great issue of land rights, revived and intensified 
over recent years, has focussed attention on the 
question of Aboriginal self-determination and 
sovereignty. By necessity, this has involved 
considerable scrutiny of relations between Aborigines 
and the state, as well as with capital especially 
mining interests. Despite its close proximity to 
concerns over land use and management and to decision 
making over the living conditions of Aborigines, it is 
at first sight curious that local government has escaped 
much more than passing mention. The local government 
literature has tended not to recognize Aborigines at 
all, and the literature on Aborigines is reciprocal. 
This neglect is not so surprising, however, when one 
recognizes how little critical attention has been paid 
to local government in general (a point recognized in 
Chapter Three) as well as to Aboriginal politics. 

In a review of the literature on 'The Politics of 
Aboriginal Society', Loveday points to the 'dearth of 
writing on the politics of Aboriginal society (hoyever 
it is defined) in every department of the subject'. He 
notes that the Australian Institute for Aboriginal 
Studies, Canberra, annual bibliographies 'record only 
the occasional item on Aboriginal politi5s and still 
have no need for a section on "politics'''. The library 
of the Australian Institute for Aboriginal Studies is 
similarly neglectful not having a catalogue that 
recognizes local government as a separate topic, nor 
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even which allows the relevant material to be readily 
identified or located. In such a context it is 
remarkable that even Loveday, a Darwin based political 
scientist with a particular interest in Aboriginal 
affairs, fails to specifically mention local 
government. 

The relatively unscrutinized effects of local 
institutions, not just in relation to their impact on 
Aborigines but for their role in maintaining class, 
gender, and colonial relations as well, is a fact that 
itself warrants closer analysis. Here I can only 
digress slightly to suggest that the following factors, 
at least, are implicated. 

Firstly, the essentialy fragmented nature of local 
government. Local governments themselves are scattered, 
and problems experienced with them tend to be dealt with 
on a individual council basis. Opposition is dispersed 
even where practices may well be widespread. This is a 
typical Type C criticism of the effects of localism and, 
incidentally, one of the limitations of the community 
studies literature. Secondly, other than provisions for 
access and communication (roads, bridges etc.), local 
government services are mostly associated with social 
reproduction rather than production. Low key services 
for consumption do not usually constitute the focus of 
political attention. Thirdly, the more articulate 
groups, most likely to document disatisfactions, are 
also most likely to be able to locate in a local 
government area of their own choice. If desired 
amenities are not available, they can be provided or 
accessed privately. Fourthly, an ideological screen has 
been established to the effect that local government 
belongs to the people and is non-political. It is, 
thereby, somewhat less vulnerable to critical 
attention. Again this is a typical Type C criticism of 
local ism. 

Over the next few pages I intend to briefly review the 
available material which broadly concerns Aborigines and 
local government. Rowley is one who does takes up the 
issue in his chapter, 'Governments, Local Gove~nments, 
and Aborigines' in Outcasts in White Australia. Here, 
he cites Australia wide examples of discrimination 
against Aborigines through harassment and denial of use 
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of public amenities, such as halls and baths, by local 
councils. The typical reason for this is to delimit 
Aboriginal residency in towns in order to preserve 
property values. The typical excuse is 'health and 
hygeine'. Rowley also notes the lack of Aboriginal 
representation in local government. In Howard's 
readings, 'Whitefella Business': Aborigines in 
Australian Politics, Sackett describes the abortive 
efforts of the Western Australia Aboriginal Affairs 
Planning Authority to establish a Community Council with 
'self4determination' as its aim at Wiluna, W.A., in 
1972. Bern's, 'The Ngukurr Strike of 1970', pub5ished 
in Mankind, also deals with a community council. Shea 
has a brief article in Arena on the 6Queensland Local 
Government (Aboriginal Lands) Act 1978 and three papers 
have resulted from the research upon which this thesis 
draws. These are: 'State control or self-regulation?: 
on the political economy of local government in remote 
Aborigin;l Townships', in Australian Aboriginal 
Studies;8 'Government in Black and White', in Australian 
Society; 9 and 'One N.T. Experiment', Legal Service 
Bulletin. 

A few more recent Federal government reports have at 
least shown some brief interest in the topic. The 
'Self' Report of 10he National Inquiry into Local 
Government Finance devotes a small proportion of its 
three volumes to the unsatisfactory financial relations 
between councils and Aborigines. The 'Miller' Report on 
Aboriginal Employment and Training Programs recognizes 
discrimination at the municipal level and makes a number 
of recoHendations regarding training, employment and 
equity. (Both the Self and Miller reports are 
discussed in Chapter Ten.) 

Another relatively recent Federal document touching on 
the issue of Aborigines and local government, is the 
House of Representatives Standing Committee on 
Aboriginal Affairs Report, Strateaies to12Help Overcome 
the Problems of Aboriginal Town Camps. This Report 
contains a two page chapter on 'The Role of Local 
Government'! While the report does envisage a more 
positive role for local government, the existing 
implications of local government for Aboriginal welfare 
are generally glossed over. Confirming Rowley's view, 
the Committee expresses its awareness that local 
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councils 'often reflect the 
attitudes towards Aboriginals 
also cites evidence given by 
that such action by local 

prejudice and inherited 
of their communities'. It 
the Department of Health 
government officers as 

removing town campers dwellings 

is frequently determined by local political 
demands which are mainly expressed by local 
government councillors. It would appear that 
racial intolerance may be a strong factor in 
determr~ng whether action of this type is 
taken. 

The Human Rights Commission has published a critique of 
the Queensland Community Services (Aborigines) Act 1984, 
finding that the effect of the legislation 'is to 
provide that members of Aboriginal communities will be 
subject potentially to a far greater degree of official 
scrutiny than ar14 the residents of other local 
government areas'. The Human Rights Commission is also 
about to publish a Discussion Paper, 'Aborigines, Local 
Government ~nd Incorporated Associations in Western 
Australia'.1 Undeveloped complaints about local 
government attitudes to Aborigines have occasionally 
been documented in the Annual 16Reports of the 
Commissioner for Community Relations. 

1986 saw two reports specifically concerning Aborigines 
and local government in the Northern Territory. One, 
Transformation and Tradition, was prepared by Professor 
David Turner as part of what he describes as an 'active 
consultancy•17o the Territory Minister for Community 
Development. The other was my own report for the 
Central a~i Northern Land Councils, Black and White 
Councils. Both reports reflect the respective and 
conflicting mandates and interests of the organizations 
which commissioned and distibuted them. 

Turner's Report endorses the Territory Government's 
current enthusiasm for extending provisions of the Local 
Government Act 1985 to Aboriginal townships. My report 
is critical of both the underlying motives and 
implementation of local government amongst Aboriginal 
people in remote localities. The advent of these 
documents reflects a number of developments including: 
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new Commonwealth and Territory local government 
legislation; a desire to cut expenditure on Aboriginal 
settlements by the Territory, partly as a result of 
decreased grants from the Commonwealth; the Territory's 
need to legitimate its policies towards Aborigines; and 
the preparedness of the Land Councils to extend their 
range of concerns, after a period of consolidation of 
their primary responsibility for land rights. 

In the general literature on local government, some 
passing and deferential mention is made to Aborigines in 
an historical context. Victorian state historian, 
Bernard Barrett, for example, has claimed that 'the 
present system of local government began after (and was 
made possible b!~ the expropriation of the Aborigines by 
the Europeans'. Such recognition, however, neglects 
the active role local governments have continued to play 
in the expropriation process, long after the first 
Australian local councils were formed in the 1830s and 
1840s. In the standard texts on Australian _loc~b 
government, Aborigines rate the scantest mention. 
M.A.Jones quotes extracts from the 1979 Annual Report of 
the Commissioner for Community Relations detailing 
racist remarks from local governments. Without 
discussing the issue, he explains that local government 
'is often closer to certain basic, and some would say 
reactionary, community values ... less influential at 
higher levels of government'. He also remarks that 
local government 'damages its i~fge by honestly 
expressing these {racist} feelings'! 

Mainstream urban studies texts purporting to address the 
national situation and with broadranging titles, have 
virtually ignored Aborigines alt~sether. These includ2~ 
The Australian Urban System; Cities Un~lmited; 
Social Theory and the 2~ustralian City; Urb!R 
Development in ~ustralia; Governing thls Cities; 
Cities For Sale;2 Urban Pol~~ical Economy: Ec~gomic 
Crisis: Cities and Regions:31 Equity in the City and 
Social Process and the City. 

. . 32 1 d Edited works by Bowman, Be~snd the City Burney an 
Forrest, Living in Citie~ and Halligan and Paris, 

. . . 4 h Australian Urban Politics, devote a chapter eac to 
Aborigines. These concern a remote community in Western 
Australia, Aboriginal migration to inner Sydney, and 
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town camps in Alice Springs, respectively. 
Paris are also amongst the few who have 
edited Australian urban studies texts 
specifically dealt with local government. 

Halligan and 
written 

to 
or 

have 

Tonkinson's chapter in Bowman's volume is about a remote 
Aboriginal settlement in Western Australia, Djundimunya, 
and devotes some attention to its incorporation in 1973 
as a company with a management council. The latter 
involved a degree of local level Aboriginal 
self-management, but largely within terms determined by 
non-Aborigines both inside and outside Djundimunya35 an 
apparent contradiction not dealt with by Tonkinson. 

A curious aspect of the Bowman collection is that her 
listing of 'Australian studies', which is made up of 
community studies, does not include Tonk~gson's work, or 
other studies of Aboriginal communities. This omission 
is in line with the general tendency in Australian 
sociology not to recognize studies of Aboriginal 
settlements as 'community studies'. The most notable 
example of S9is is Wild's Australian Community Studies 
and Beyond. This is a book devoted to the topic of 
commun~gY studies and which, along with that of Bell and 
Newby, Austin sees as covering 'all the major 
traditions of community studie~~ and most of the 
methodological problems as well'. 

Amongst what are usually counted as constituting the 
community studies genre, neither Aborigines nor local 
government are mentioned in more than a desultory 
fashion. Wild's Bradstow, however, does contain a 
passage thf6 touches on both Aborigines and local 
government. The author relates an incident about how 
the Bradstow (Bowral) Municipal Council 'dealt' with a 
letter seeking local government support for a yes vote 
in the then forthcoming Federal referendum on Aboriginal 
citizenship: 

When this topic was reached on the agenda, the 
mayor took the letter from the town clerk, who 
normally reads the correspondence, and 
pronounced, 'This is political so we can't 
read it'. The letter41was put aside, and not 
one alderman objected. 
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PROBLEMS BETWEEN ABORIGINES AND MUNICIPAL OR SHIRE 
COUNCILS 

As sketchy as the existing literature is, taken together 
it does demonstrate a range of problem areas between 
Aborigines and municipal or shire government. Such 
problems are also, and much more extensively, dealt with 
in the, not unbiased, pages of the various local and 
parochial newspapers throughout the country. Despite 
its prevalence and cumulative significance, the issue is 
generally ignored in the reportage of the metropolitan 
or national media. One of the very few examples of news 
coverage going beyond local confines was when on 
National Aboriginal Day in 1982 the Aboriginal flag was 
burnt by the Mayor of Shoalhaven City Council outside of 
the Council's Administrative Centre at Nowra, NSW. 

Problems which emerge from this literature 
following: 

1. The appropriateness of services and 
accessibility and quality. Failure to 

include 

their 
supply 

municipal-like services (water, drainage, 
electricity, waste removal, road maintenance and 
access, flood control, public amenities, etc) to 
the same standard received by others. 

2. Under-representation on relevant elected bodies, 
and on staff at the various levels, especially 
professional and administrative. 

3. The cultural appropriateness or sensitivity of the 
system itself, its locus of control, regulations 
and decision making structure. 

4. The frequency of active discrimination, in such 
areas as town planning, building design, 
expenditure priorities and the like. Some 
councils have forcibly removed Aboriginal 
dwellings from sites required for other purposes. 
Sacred sites have often been appropriated and 
desecrated. 

5. The unequal advantages enjoyed by private land 
owners through council actions (such as rezoning 
and amenity improvement) which cause increases in 
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property values, or 'betterment'. 

6. The common failure to advocate on behalf of 
Aboriginal interest, as councils do for various 
other sectors of their constituencies. On the 
contrary, local government positions and forums 
are at times used as platforms for racist attacks 
on Aborigines. 

In the Northern Territory, the issue of expansion of 
municipal boundaries is a good example of the extent of 
discriminatory activity at the local level. Land tenure 
has long been a major soui~e of tension, and Tennant 
Creek is no exception. The town of Tennant Creek 
currently only occupies about 22 square kilometres, the 
limits having been set in 1970. In 1973, without 
consultation, the Town Planning Regulation boundaries 
were drawn up to cover about 220 square kilometres. 
This was on the grounds of a projected major increase in 
population from its present, and static, 3,100. This a 
highly unrealistic population projection is currently 
being used by the Northern Territory Government to 
oppose the Warumungu Land Claim for the area around the 
town. 

The Tennant Creek Council, with the Territory Government 
have opposed another nearby land claim. This was the 
Kaytej, Warlpiri and Warlmanpa claim, to the south west 
of Tennant Creek. Opposition here was also ostensibly on 
the grounds of detriment to the future needs of the 
town. A Water Control District was proclaimed over an 
area of 8,000 square kilometres surrounding the town, to 
protect future water supplies. The Territory Government 
declined firm offers from the land's traditioi~l owners 
to negotiate an agreement to guarantee supply. 

The story is not dissimilar at Katherine, where a fifth 
of the town's population, and not much under half that 
of the region, is Aboriginal. My own inquiry at the 
Municipal Offices as to who could best provide 
information about Aboriginal-Council relations, yielded 
the response 'there's no one here interested in that 
sort of thing'! The 1985 Financial Report reveals that 
the previous year the only expenditure from Council's 
own revenue specifically directed at Aborigines was for 
the costs associated with opposition to the Jawoyn Land 
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Claim. Defending this state of affairs, the Mayor 
stressed the high cost oa4keeping the main street clean 
after use by Aborigines. Like Tennant Creek, Katherine 
Town Council has been involved in the manipulation of 
town limits to counter land claims. 

The same strategy has been used in Darwin, to try to 
thwart the Kenbi Land Claim. There, the Government fixed 
the town boundaries to give Darwin an area larger than 
any other city in the world. The Northern Land Council, 
with carriage of the Kenbi and Jawoyn land claims, has 
argued that, on legal advice the Northern Territory 
Government deliberately abused its statutory power in 
extendi~g the town boundaries in order to defeat the 
claims. To establish this, the Northern Land Council 
sought access to the relevant documentation. This was 
denied by the Territory Government on the grounds of 
professional privilege. In rejecting this, the 
Aboriginal Land Commissioner 'concluded that there was a 
prima facie case that the communications had come inag 
being as part of a scheme to defeat the land claims' 
'and so to evade the operation of the Land Rights Act 
through an abuse of power to make regulatioi' under the 
Northern Territory planning legislation'. The Full 
Bench of the High Court also held that there was prima 
facie evidence that the statutory planning powers had 
been used for an ulterior purpose - to defeat the land 
claims. 

Without there being a land claim in question, Alice 
Springs Town Council applied to the Territory Government 
in 1985 to have its area expanded from 60 square km to 
1600 square km. Thif 8 was at the prompting of the 
Territory Government and was done without warning or 
prior consultation with those affected. The Council's 
own Aboriginal Liaison Committee was ignored despite the 
fact that the area includes a considerable Aboriginal 
population, including a community council area, 
Amoonguna (on 468 ha of Aboriginal land, population 
300), and two town camps. 

The sphere of local government with which this Thesis is 
mainly concerned is that of the community councils in 
the remote Aboriginal townships. I will now place these 
councils in the general context of the various types of 
councils in the Northern Territory. 
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THE HIERARCHICAL STRUCTURE OF TERRITORY LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

The system of local government in the Northern Territory 
is more complex and less well understood or documented 
than in other parts of Australia. Its complexity lies 
largely in the fact that it is still taking shape, the 
bulk of the Northern Territory remains unincorporated, 
and that it operates at three levels. 1. At one level 
there are six municipal councils covering the larger 
urban centres with European majority populations. These 
councils are much like municipal, shire or city councils 
in other parts of the country, but with a slightly more 
restricted range of functions. 2. At the sec2gd level, 
there are forty-five or so community councils mostly 
dealing with Aboriginal populations. Most of these are 
on Aboriginal land, but a few like Elliott, Finke and 
Kalkaringi are 'open' towns. The community councils may 
be incorporated under any of three different forms of 
legislation. 3. The company controlled mining towns of 
Nhulunbuy, Alyangula and Jabiru constitute a third level 
of local administration. 

The arrangements are made more complex by the role of 
government appointed agencies, such as a 
Borroloola, and Town Planning Boards 
towns, the latter with nominal local 

town manager at 
in the larger 
representation. 

The municipalities and community councils, as well as 
some aspects of company town administration, fall within 
the administrative responsibility of the Department of 
Community Development, in the portfolio of the Minister 
for Community Development. The same department also has 
carriage of social welfare; ethnic affairs; prisons, 
probation and parole; sport, recreation and cultural 
affairs; and various other responsibilities. 

THE MUNICIPAL COUNCILS 

In 1968 Lockwood commented that the 'entire history of 
local government !B Darwin is studded with fights and 
dismal failures'. Certainly local government in the 
Northern Territory had a fraught beginning. The first 
local government in the Territory was the Palmerston 
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District Council established in 1874. 'The troubles 
which were to beset loca51government for more than sixty 
years began at once'. Only the small number of 
property owners, too many of whom did not pay rates, 
could vote. Rates were paid by a few dozen householders 
and businessmen. Absentee owners, among whom were the 
Duke of Manchester and the Earl of !osebery, could not 
be compelled to pay their share.5 Dogged by financial 
difficulty and a nuisance to the autocratic Territory 
Administrator, J.A.Gilruth, the Council was dismissed by 
the Minister for External Territories in 1915. The 
council had been, however, the only elected public body 
in the Territory and a public outcry led to the rapid 
restoration of local government in the form of the 
Darwin Town Council, with the voting franchise extended 
to all European adults. This arrangement proved to be 
even more troublesome because, in 1918, the mainly 
working class electorate returned a trade unionist 
majority council that backed strong industrial 
opposition to the Government, led by the militant and 
powerful North Australian Industrial Union. At its first 
meeting the Darwin Town Council gave its workers a 12 
per cent pay rise and moved to collect oustanding rates 
on property. Such behaviour led the Administrator to 
complain of the 'majority of socialistic extremists 
whose tender mercies towards property-holders were 
indeed cruel'! 

The Mayor and several councillors took direct action 
against the administration that became known as the 
'Darwin Rebellion'. Unionists, pressing for political 
reform that included an elected Territory government, 
stormed Government House, disarmed special constables, 
and burnt an effigy of the administrator. The Mayor 
named the site, Liberty Square. The Administrator left 
the Territory, and afterwards a deputation of 
disaffected citizens, led by the Mayor forced three 
senior officials, the Government's Direg~or, its 
Secretary and a judge, to leave the Territory. 

To curb continuing Council militancy, the Government 
restored the property qualification for voting in 1922. 
When a Federal Labor Government was returned in 1929 it 
moved to restore white 
resigned in protest and 
property owners, was 

adult suffrage. The councillors 
a council, still made up of 
directly appointed. In 1937, 
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confronted by poor finances 
generated by years of arbitary 
the council was abolished. 

and low 
government 

credibility 
interference, 

In 1950, the former Darwin Town Clerk, R.S.Leydin, then 
Government Secretary, was commissioned to prepare a 
report on the future of civic administration in the 
Territory. Five general reasons for the enquiry were 
offered: 

the existence of well-established communities 
in the Territory; the tradition of local 
government in Australia; public criticism of 
the existing arrangements and growing demands 
for change; 'the increasing preoccupation of 
central government with local domestic 
affairs'; and need to provide opportunities 
for the development of civic resRinsibility 
and 'a spirit of local patriotism'. 

From the earlier review of localist perspectives and the 
analysis of the thinking behind inauguration of local 
government in colonial settings, the situation in 
respect of the iminent establishment of a system of 
local government is familiar. We find an administration 
interested in progress or development and aware of 
administrative models in other places. At the same time 
it is subject to pressure from its constituents for 
increased decisionmaking opportunities. The 
administration would also feel some pressure from 
carrying out numerous minor public works, and 
supervising developments, at the periphery. This 
pressure is enhanced by long5 distances and frequent 
difficulties in communication. It is clearly cognizant 
of a need to educate people for civic responsibility, 
and to secure increased commitment to the overall 
political system. Heatley, notes the obvious, but 
undeclared, further consideration 'the government's 
concern at the cost of local government func5~ons and 
its desire to shed part of it onto ratepayers'. 

In the debate on the bill resulting from Leydin's 
proposals, the elected members of the Legislative 
Council sought an amendment that would make introduction 
of local government permissive. That is, as in early 
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NSW, by some form of 
concerned, rather than by 
losing the amendment they 

referendum in the localities 
government declaration. On 

walked out of the Council, but 
the ordinance was passed. Resistance, particularly over 
the issue of rates, delayed inauguration of the 
Municipality of Darwin until 1957 - twenty years after 
the previous elected local administration had sat in the 
Territory. 

Delays in introducing local government elsewhere chiefly 
arose becaus57of property owners' anxiety about having 
to pay rates. The cost of general municipal services 
was otherwise paid out of general government revenue. 
In the Northern Territory, this came very largely from 
the Commonwealth. The scenario was familiar. In one 
debate, the Assistant Administrator complained that 'a 
sense of financial responsibility is so lacking in some 
places that it (local government) is like red rag to a 
bull'. 

As the towns contributed no rates to the cost 
of municipal government, the attitudes of both 
the communities and the government were 
understandable: the government wished to 
reduce its liability, the communities to 
retain their exemptions at least until 
adequate 5~inancial arrangements were 
guaranteed. 

In response to attempts to introduce a general system of 
local government in 1958, the elected members of the 
Legislative Council staged another walkout. The 
government was then not prepared to proceed with the 
offending bill. Incorporation of Alice Springs, 1971, 
Katherine, 1978, Tennant Creek, 1978, only took place 
after drawn out and animated negotiations over the level 
of central government financial support. With municipal 
government well established in the major non-company 
towns, and local financial arrangements which residents 
of urban areas found acceptable, perhaps through 
resignation, the incorporation of Palmerston, 1985, and 
Litchfield, 1985, proceeded much more smoothly. 

As in the United Kingdom, New South Wales and other 
places, effective resistance to local government came 
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from the largest commercial landholders. The giant 
pastoral leaseholds of the Northern Territory are all 
unmunicipalized and pay little rent to the government. 
At July 1984, nearly seventy million hectares were under 
leasehold in the Northern Territory. Land rent cg91ected 
for the previous year amounted to only $500,553. 

Functions of Municipalities 

Schedule 2 of the Local Government Act 1986 lists the 
municipalities' functions as follows: 

General Public Services: 1. Fire Protection, 
2. Local Emergency Services, 3. Animal 
Control, 4. Animal Impounding. Health 
Services: 5. Infants and Mothers, 6. 
Preventative Services, 7. Health Inspection, 
8. Ambulance. social security and Welfare 
Services: 9. Child Care, 10. Aged and Disabled 
Persons. Housing and Community Services: 11. 
Cemeteries, 12. Council Houses, 13. Aged and 
Disabled Persons Homes, 14. Stormwater 
Drainage, 15. Foreshore Protection, 16. Land 
Development Schemes, 17. Public Conveniences, 
18. Sanitary and Garbage, 19. Street Cleaning, 
20. Town Planning. Recreation and Related 
Cultural Services: 21. Halls and Public 
Buildings, 22. Swimming Pools, 23. Sport and 
Recreation, 24. Parks, Gardens, Reserves and 
Cycle Tracks, 25. Libraries and Museums, 26. 
National Estate. Roadworks - Construction: 27. 
Roads - sealed, 28. Roads unsealed, 29. 
Bridges, 30. Kerb and Water Table, 31. 
Footways, 32. Traffic Control. Roadworks 
Maintenance: 33. Roads - sealed, 34. Roads 
unsealed, 35. Bridges, 36. Kerb and Water 
Table, 37. Footways, 38. Traffic Control. 
Other: 39. Street Lighting, 40. Parking - off 
street, 41. Parking on street, 42. 
Aerodromes, 43. Tourism, 44. Caravan Parks, 
45. Building, 46. Markets, 47. Saleyards, 48. 
Environmental Control, 49. Zoos, 50. Public 
Entertainment, 51. Municipal Administration, 
52. Public Transport. 
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Because the municipalities are not part of the focus of 
the research, I shall not discuss these functions, nor 
the details of other features of municipal government -
except by way of comparisons with the community 
councils. However, the statutory functions do provide 
an important comparative dimension. 

THE COMMUNITY COUNCILS 

Community councils have been able to incorporate under 
any one of three different Commonwealth or Territory 
Acts: The Commonwealth Aboriainal Councils and 
Associations Act 1976, the Northern Territory 
Associations Incorporation Act 1979, or the Northern 
Territory Local Government Act 1985. Only one council, 
Docker River, is incorporated under the Commonwealth 
legislation. The great majority are incorporated under 
the Associations Incorporation Act, legislation intended 
for the incorporation of non-commercial organizations. 
Encouraged by the Northern Territory Government, six 
coung~ls have incorporated under the Local Government 
Act. These are called community government councils. 

It is now official policy to promote incorpora~ion of 
communities under the Local Government Act. In 
December 1985, the Territory's Department of Community 
Development claimed that seventeen additional councils 
were moving towards re-incorporation as community 
government councils. The existing community government 
councils are: Angurugu (population, approximately 782) 
on Groote Eylandt, Elliott (population, approximately 
350), Lajamanu (population, approximately 735), 
Mataranka (population, approximately 100), Milikapiti, 
on Melville Island (population, approximately 267), and 
Pularumpi, also on Melville Island (population, 
approximately 305). Nearly all community councils have a 
wholly Aboriginal memberships, but a few have 
non-Aboriginal minorities. Mataranka is the only 
community council or community government council in the 
Territory to have a European majority. 

Functions of community government councils 

Section 270 of the Local Government Act 1985 lists the 
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community government councils' functions as follows. 

(a) commercial development; (b) 
communications; (c) community amenities; (d) 
education or training; (e) electricity supply; 
(f) garbage collection and disposal; (g) 
health; (h) housing; (j) relief work for 
unemployed persons; (k) roads and associated 
works; (m) sewerage; (n) water supply; (p) 
welfare; (q) raising of revenue in accordance 
with this Part; or (r) such other matters as 
are approved by the Minister. 

THE COMPANY TOWNS 

The company towns each operate under different 
arrangements. All receive substantial direct and 
indirect financial assistance from Darwin and Canberra. 

Nhulunbuy (population 3,879, 1981), is administered by 
Nhulunbuy Corporation Ltd. (controlled by Nabalco Pty 
Ltd). The objectives of the Company, stated in its 
Memorandum of Association, are 'to undertake and to 
carry ou~2all municipal type functions associated with 
the town' It has a half elected6~dvisory town board. 
Here, and at some other places, the Department of 
Community Development provides 'municipality-like' 
services. These are: waste collection and disposal; 
cleaning and operation of public toilets; maintenance of 
cemeteries; and advice to progress associations. 

Alyangula has an almost 
1500. It is administered 

exclusively white population of 
by the Groote Eylandt Mining 

Company, a subsidiary of BHP. The amenities and material 
comforts of Alyangula are in stark contrast to the 
poverty of the other Groote Eylandt towns of Angurugu 
and Umbakumba, with Aboriginal populations. 

Alyangula provides many facilities including a 
recreation club, community hall, sports oval, 
swimming pool, tennis courts, golf course, 
cinema, shops, including a supermarket, 
medical and6iental centre, parks, gardens and 
television. 
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Jabiru (population approximately 1,200, 1985) acquired a 
partly elected Town Council in 1984 under the Jabiru 
Town Development Act. The Jabiru Town Development 
Authority is made up of officers the Northern Territory 
Government and the mining company, Energy Resources of 
Australia (ERA). It holds a lease on the town from t~g 
National Parks and Wildlife Service until 2021. 
Residents may be granted subleases. The Authority has 
delegated its municipal-like functions to the Town 
Council but retains final responsibility for managing 
the town. The Authority keeps, for example, control 
over contracts and rate fixation. The unique land 
tenure system at Jabiru enables the Authority to protect 
the interests of Ranger Uranium 6~ines (ERA) and other 
potential developers in the town. 

BACKGROUND OF THE ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY COUNCILS 

Remote Aboriginal townships typically began as church 
mission or government settlements and ration stations or 
supply depots. This followed the movement of Aboriginal 
people from the land on which they were dependent for 
their livelihood. The establishment of these 
settlements involved the need for a form of 
decentralized government to administer the meagre 
services and control the population. The early 
arrangements for 'protection and control' (under the 
Northern Territory Aborigines Act 1910, the 1918 
Aboriginals Ordinance and the 1953 Welfare Ordinance.) 
were blatantly paternalistic and punitive. Alexander 
argues that the establishment of settlements represented 
a 'shift from extinction to control' in the management 
of Aborigines. He selects the following quotation from 
Rowley about what happened to the survivors of the 
attempted genocide in Tasmania. 

The island had been selected not as a place 
for suitable safeguarding the lives of the 
Tasmanians but because it was out of the way. 
Flinders Island was the prototype of the 
multipurposed institution - asylum, hospital, 
training centre, school, agricultural farm, 
prison - which was for so long considered to 
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. . 67 
be suitable for Aborigines. 

This, Alexander suggests, was a paradigm of the 
transition from extermination through physical violence 
to a regime of discipline - 'thus clearing the ground 
for making fRem economically useful and politically 
submissive'. 

Following transfer of administrative responsibility for 
the Northern Territory from New South Wales to South 
Australia in 1863, administration came under direct 
Commonwealth control in 1911. Under the authority of an 
Administrator, the Commonwealth controlled the Territory 
(until the advent of the Northern Territory 
(Self-Government) Act 1978) ~ijder the Northern Territory 
(Administration) Act 1910. There had been no 
legislation directed at Aborigines before the 1910 
Aborigines Act, but as the level of government 
intervention gradually increased with Commonwealth 
resources, regulations became more restrictive. This 
was especially the case where the Aboriginal population 
was concentrated - in town areas, and on the reserves 
and missions. 'Protection and control' with limited 
supervisory and financial resources was facilitated by 
the establishment of settlements. 

The duties of the Director of Native Affairs under the 
Aboriginals Ordinance between 1918 and 1953, included: 
distribution of money, blankets, clothing, food, 
medicine, and other provisions; custody, maintenance and 
education of children; management of reserves; and 
'general supervision and care over all matters affecting 
the welfare of the aboriginals, and to protect th7~ 
against immorality, injustice, imposition and fraud'. 
He could assume care, custody, or control of any 
Aborigine if he believed that this was in that person's 
interest. He had legal guardianship of all Aboriginal 
children under 18. He had authority to move Aborigines 
to reserves, from towns, and between districts. He 
could annex Aboriginal wages, regulate sexual 
relationships and intervene in Aboriginal lives. The 
government 'protectors' and superintendents, patrol 
officers, police and missionaries, combined to exercise 
a rudimentary and autocratic level of local supervision 
and regulation. This control was supplemented on a 
private and less formal basis by the managers of 
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pastoral leases. 

After a period of mounting criticism of the 
administration of Aborigines, the Minister for the 
Interior announced 'a new deal for the natives' in 1939. 
This signalled a more energetic prosecution by 
government of existing policies, rather much that was 
qualitatively different. There was some heightened 
emphasis on training for work and citizenship, 
especially amongst people of mixed Aboriginal-European 
decent, prefiguring future assimilationist policy. As 
in British colonial Africa and Papua New Guinea, 
increased state intervention became more evident at the 
end of the war, through more systematic patrolling and 
emphasis on establishment7~f 'supervised camps', bores, 
depots and settlements. These supplemented those 
settlements already established by the churches. The 
missions were, themselves, extensively supported by 
government, through such means as capital assistance, 
subsidies for qualified staff, special project grants, 
dependants allo,~nces, social service benefits in 
respect of wards, tax deductions, grazing and trading 
rights, policing, communications infrastructure, public 
works, and so on. 

THE POLICY OF ASSIMILATION 

In 1951 the policy of assimilation was formally adopted 
at a 'native welfare' conference, convened by Minister 
for Territories Hasluck, and attended by state ministers 
and senior public servants. The official policy was 
subsequently elaborated. One statement on the policy, 
issued by the Department of Territories in 1961, read: 

All Aborigines and part-Aborigines will attain 
the same manner of living as other Australians 
and live as members of a single Australian 
community enjoying the same rights and 
privileges, accepting the same 
responsibilities, observing the same customs 
and influenced by the same beliefs, hopes and 
loyalties as other Australians. . Any 
special measures taken for Aborigines and 
part-Aborigines are regarded as temporary 
measures, not based on colour, but intended to 

244 



meet their need for special care and 
assistance to protect them from any ill 
effects of sudden change and to assist them to 
make the transition from one stage to another 
in such a way as will be favourable to th7~r 
social, economic and political advancement. 

More elaborate statements of the policy made it clear 
that the aim was to cause Aborigines to discard 'tribal 
ideas, values, traditions, (and) loyalties' and replace 
these with 'an acceptance of standards of conduct, 
social conventions and general purposes of the 
Australian community'. The same source stressed the 
need for 'bridgeheads to be built between the 
Aborigines' present way of life and their future life 74 
These would 'require some careful social engineering'. 
Settlements, established by government or churches 'to 

centres serve as t 7gining 
Aboriginals' seem to have 

in social 
been seen 

change 
as 

for 
such 

'bridgeheads'. 

The 1951 conference 
effect by the 1953 

resolutions were meant to be given 
Welfare Ordinance. This legislation, 

enacted by the Northern Territory Legislative Council, 
was slightly less draconian than the 1918 Aboriginals 
Ordinance that it replaced. It allowed for some 
Aborigines not to be declared wards and was meant to 
focus only on those seen to be in need of care. There 
was a relatively large increase in government 
expenditure on Aboriginal programs. Settlements wer~ 
relocated and expanded, and their ~~pulations increased 
rapidly through the 1950s and 60s. There was, however, 
little change in the locus of decision making. 
Full-blooded Aborigines were nearly all made ward,7 and 
white officials retained control over their lives. And 
there was no noticeable progress towards the 
assimilation objective. The rights, obligations, 
services and opportunities of Aborigines remained 
different from those of non-Aborigines. Aborigines 
remained largely confined to government settlements and 
missions or camps on the fringes of European towns. 

Functions of the settlements in the early 1960s were 
given as: 
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To break down the Aborigines' nomadic habits 
by settling them in communities 'there to 
teach them the habits and skills of living in 
a permanent community'. 

To provide welfare services 'fitted both to 
their needs and to their stage of 
development'; for example, infant welfare, 
health, and nursing and feeding services. 

To educate and train children and 
adolescents. 

To 'introduce to all members of the group the 
general concept of work as a worthwhile aim in 
life'. Settlements must provide productive 
employment and 'while some of this employment 
can be found in what might be called 
"municipal-type'' services some employment will 
necessarily have to be found also in 
subsistence activities'. 

To 'prepare the younger age groups fo a wider 
life outside the settlement and tribal 
community'. The settlement must create new 
wants in young people which can only be 
satisfied in the outside community and by 
their own efforts. 

The 'settlements are training centres where 
work and living habits will be developed, 
skills taught, education and health services 
provided', which would bridge the gap between 
the present conditions of Aborigines 'and 
those which they will necessarily have78to 
attain to be acceptable in the community'. 

The official intent of the missions was also manifestly 
assimilationist. The Roman Catholic Bishop of Darwin, 
the final authority for Catholic missions, defending 
involvement in temporal issues, told Colin Tatz that 
'the teaching of a different way of life cannot come 
about through mere church observance on Sundays 79 it 
must be inculcated all the time in all activities'. 

ABORIGINAL SETTLEMENTS AND INSTITUTIONS 
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Remote Aboriginal settlementfto have been likened to 
closed institutions elsewhere. Such settlements, have 
borne a number of features that have created the effect 
of closed institutions, including restricted access by 
outsiders and difficult access by Aboriginal residents 
to the outside world, poor quality common amenities, 
autocratic state or church sponsored supervision and 
surveillance, custodians in the form of superintendents, 
religious and welfare staff, persistent investigation, 
and so on. The remote Aboriginal settlement resembles 
Bentham's ideal notion of the panopticon or inspection 
house. The consituents have in many cases been gathered 
together and placed in environments much more visible 
than their traditional dispersed and nomadic state. The 
European custodians have been themselves conspicuous and 
well placed as inspectors, disciplinarians and 
educators. Similar to the panopticon model, the remote 
settlement or mission is like a laboratory, to observe, 
to facilitate experimentation, to train and correct. 

Both institutional and settlement life have been 
justified in the name of welfare. With the passing of 
the new ordinance in 1953, the Native Affairs Branch of 
the Northern Territory Administration (of the 
Commonwealth Department of Territories}, under whose 
supervision the settlements came, became the Welfare 
Branch. Missions, too, were generally styled as welfare 
agencies. Like many institutions, settlements have also 
been claimed to be training establishments. The aim of 
the former Territory policy of segregating 
part-Aboriginals, through 'half-caste institutions' and 
'half-caste housing settlements' was given as 'to 
collect half-castes and train them in institutions to 
enable them eventually to tak81their places in the 
ordinary life of the community'. This aim prefigured 
that of the educative intention of the village and 
community councils, yet to appear. 

Bern describes the strict regime at Ngukurr in the 
1950s, enforced by such means as fines, removal of 
privileges and expulsion. Missionaries made church 
attendance compulsory, determined how much money people 
got and what work was to be done, 'interfered in all 
aspects of daily life from personal hygiene to child 
rearing', segregated children in dormitories, and 
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provided food in a mess hal1.82 

The generalized justification for this was that 
Aborigines were naturally irresponsible and, for their 
own protection and well-being, had to be subjected to 
the sort of control usually reserved for children, 
criminals and the insane. Aboriginal settlements were 
meant to keep incompetent and disorderly people out of 
the way as well as to train, reform and integrate. Long 
and Rowley saw settlements as having had an immobilizing 
effect, creating some sort of pathological dependency 
characteristic of the institutionalization ~~ffered by 
mental hospital patients and prison inmates. 

Pressure to review protectionist and assimilationist 
policies grew through the I960s, a period of more 
general political fermentation and mounting demand for 
social reform. Even before, however, various 
intellectuals were calling for change. Lady Jessie 
Street, for example, complained of the lack of 'camp 
committees' on government settlements and missions that 
would give Aborigines 'the opportunity to learn 
self-government and administration .. �~� to free {them) 
from the tutelage of white authorities'. 4 The 1960s saw 
both the granting of Commonwealth electoral franchise to 
Aborigines and the emergence of various organizations 
with at least a degree of Aboriginal control. Councils 
of some sort were directly appointed or elected in most 
Aboriginal settlements and these became vehicles for at 
least tokenistic consultation and expression of 
Aboriginal opinion on circumscribed issues. 

In line with its reasons for fostering Aboriginal 
settlements in remote areas, the Australian Government 
appears to have supported the early development of 
village councils largely as ftsmeans of social control, 
but also political education. This may well have been 
partly inspired by the Department of Territories' 
experience with village councils in Papua New Guinea. 
Following recommendations from the House of 
Representat~ies Select Committee on Voting Rights of 
Aborigines, the Commonwealth Electoral Act was amended 
in 1962 to allow Aborigines to vote in Federal 
elections. Nominal attempts were made to educate 
potential Aboriginal electors in the Territory, a189ough 
more effort was claimed than was actually evident. 
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The Select co~mittee's activities also elicited an 

assurance that the Welfare Branch was trying to educate 
Aborigines, not only through courses on civics but, 
through practical involvement in government. Tatz, who 
surveyed most communities at the time, could find little 
evidence of either, prior to the Select Committee's 
report in 1962. The Director of Welfare had told the 
Committee that: 

We are encouraging the establishment of what 
are variously known as village councils or 
councils of elders, we are bringing these 
people more and more into what might be called 
the munic~~al management of settlements and 
missions. 

According to Tatz, all that actually existed at the time 
was the occasional tokenistic consultative body. In the 
centre (south of the 20th Parallel) only Hermannsburg 
Mission had a council of any description. Social clubs 
with appointed officers, 'to foster community and group 
participation in social, cultural and recreational 
activities', existed at Amoonguna and Papunya. In the 
'Top End' (north of the 20th Parallel), he found a 
struggling council at Snake Bay and village councils on 
the Methodist Missions. The latter could 'hardly be 
described as constituting "municipal management" in any 
real sense'. Several councils were identified on the 
islands. A village council had been established at 
Angurugu, Groote Eylandt, in 1960. Its functions were to 
help the Superintendent smooth out problems over 
marriage arrangements, fighting and theft. This 
assistance included provision of information, acting as 
a channel of communication and policing duties. A 
volunteer 
Bathurst 
Catholic 

missionary organized an Aboriginal council on 
Island, without support frow9 either the 
Mission or the Welfare Branch. Bern records 

the establishment by the Church Missionary Soci§oY of a 
consultative Station Council at Ngukurr in 1962. 

The express purpose of the Council from the 
mission view was to educate the Aborigines to 
accept responsibility. The immediate result 
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was the establishment of 
village and the staff, 

a buffer between the 
by channelling the 

lines of communica9ion into the hands of a few 
Village spokesmen. 

The Welfare Branch showed a little more interest in 
councils after the Select Committee reported. In a 
fitful way, settlements and missions were encouraged to 
consider setting up councils, and the odd week-long 
course on civics was offered to selected Aborigines. One 
of these included 'lectures on parliament, elections, 
taxation, councils in New Guinea and South Africa, fig~ 
shows and a visit to the Legislative Council'. 
Aborigines had been excluded from the biennial 
Missions-Administration conferences, but in 1963 
selected persons were invited with observer status. 

In 1967 the Department of Territories reported that both 
government settlements and missions were developing 
'Local Councils to whom respons~~ility in certain areas 
of community life is entrusted'. At the same time, the 
Department's Welfare Branch gave some indication of what 
was meant by this claim. Under the heading of 'civics 
and civic affairs', typical accounts in its Annual 
Report for 1966-67 read: 

(Areyonga) The Village Council of twelve 
elected members functioned effectively and 
dealt with such matters as family differences, 
work attitudes, school truancy and assisted 
staff in village administration. Following a 
series of breaking and entering at the Social 
Club, Canteen members of the Council requested 
that measures be taken to obtain stronger 
police action against offenders and that more 
frequent police patrols be made. In April, 
with the full co-operation of the council and 
the community generally, a successful clean up 
of 123 unwanted camp dogs was conducted 
without repercussions. 
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(Delissaville) The village Council took 
increasing 
residents. 

responsibility for the welfare of 
Meetings were held by the Council 

to discuss problems relating to maintaining 
order on the settlement and the consumption of 
alcohol. After a series of meetings held in 
September at which a number of good 
resolutions were passed, there was a temporary 
reduction in the amount of alcohol consumed on 
the settlement and fewer unpleasant 
incidents. Unfortunately, some of the 
Councillors did not set a good example to 
village residents as far as liquor was 
concerned. 

(Jay Creek) Two men who attended a Civics 
Course in Darwin in August formed a Village 
Council of four members to assist in the 
administration of the settlement. These two 
men took responsibility for organizing 
residents to register on the electoral roll 
before the November elections. They persuaded 
31 residents to enroll and assisted in 
advising the people on electoral procedures 
and helped the school teacher handle the 
postal votes. They also brought school 
children absent from morning roll call to 
school and assisted in keeping camp dogs away 
from the settlement area .. 

(Warrabri) The Village Council discussed 
problems of administration on the settlement 
and made an effort to control the number of 
disturbances caused by the consumption of 
alcohol. Members of the Council asked for a 
resident policeman to be established at 
Warrabri to assist settlement authorities to 
maintain law and order. 
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A more detailed indication of the government's use of 
councils for control and socialization can be found in 
its account of the origins of the Bagot Council, Darwin, 
'The Genesis and Growth of the Bagot Council' (see 
Appendix Two). Bern's account of the council at Ngukurr 
in 1970-71 reveals similar tight regulation of 
directions and experience. Ngukurr at the time was a 
government settlement, transferred 
Missionary Society (CMS) in 1968. 

from the Church 

The 

The Station Council, started by the CMS in 
1962, operates as a consultative body for the 
running and development of the settlement. 
The council has sixteen members: the 
settlement superintentendent, seven staff 
appointed by him, and eight Aboriginal members 
elected by the village. The superintendent is 
council chairman. The council is not 
competent to make decisions affecting the 
organization of the settlement. They are 
limited to making requests of the 
superintendent, or through him of the 
government. The initiative, in council, lies 
with the superintendent and, to a lesser 
extent, the staff. Each staff member has 
administrative control in some area of the 
settlement, and the superintendent has overall 
administrative control. The superintendent, 
as chairman, also determines the structure and 

f ·1 . 94 course o counci meetings. 

1970s 
interest in 

saw increasing expression of government 
transfering authority towards Aboriginal 

and village councils became community 
broader responsibilities. For example, 

Council set up at Hermannsburg by the 

organizations, 
councils with 
the Village 
Lutheran Mission in 1963 to regulate matters of 'law and 
order' was supplemented by a Town Council in 1972. The 
latter was given some responsibilities for regulation of 
alcohol consumij5ion, employment of Aborigines and credit 
at the store. The 'Tribal Council' established by the 
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Catholic Mission at Nguiu, 
becam96a Village Council and 
1973. 

Bathurst 
then a 

Island, in 1961 
Town Council in 

ASSIMILATION ECLIPSED: THE POLICY OF SELF-DETERMINATION 

By the early 1970s the official policy of assimilation, 
now obviously unsuccessful and in disrepute, was 
officially abandoned. The year 1972 seems to have been 
a significant threshold, with the expressed commitment 
of the Federal governments (of the McMahon, 
Liberal-Country Party coalition, and then the Whitlam 
led, Labor Party) to the 97eplacement notion of 
Aboriginal self-determination. In February 1973 
'community self-determination' was given as 'tijg 
over-riding principle of (Federal) Government policy. 
Prime Minister Whitlam gave his government's policy as 
'to restore to the Aboriginal people of Australia their 
lost power of self-~9termination in economic, social and 
political affairs'. 

In 1974 the Aboriginal Land Rights Commission reported: 

It is important that Aboriginal communities 
should have as much autonomy as possible in 
running their own affairs. They should 
receive, without having to account for them 
except by way of audit, the necessary funds to 
cover all administration and other normal 
recurrent expenditures. Only major decisions 
involving the expenditure of public monies 
should hay00 to be approved by outside 
authority. 

The fostering of autonomy at the local 
firm plank in the newly articulated 
Aboriginal self-determination. While 

level became a 
commitment to 
the Woodward 

Commission's recommendation on financial control has 
never been implemented, developments did take on the 
appearance of having done so. Fiscal incentives for the 
formation 
introduced 
Aboriginal 

of local associations and councils were 
in 1974-75 when Federal finance for 

settlements became payable through apparently 
democratic, legally incorporated, bodies. The latter 
took the form of community councils, housing 
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associations, co-operatives and the like. The 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs took action to set up 
community councils, in places such as ManiBirida, where 
no representative body already existed. With the 
withdrawal of direct supervision of Aboriginal 
settlements by the Department's field officers, 
Aboriginal community councils were funded to employ 
their own community advisors and other staff to carry 
out administrative duties and maintain services. In 
practice, government has continued to intervene at this 
level, but from a distance and in a less direct 
fashion. 

It is helpful to put such developments during the 
Whitlam period in a broader public policy context. A 
feature of the reformist Labor government was its 
appreciation of the social and the electoral importance 
of urban and regional issues in Australia. Amongst many 
new programs there was a general attempt to upgrade the 
importance of local (municipal and shire) government, 
especially in relation to the states. Financial 
assistance to local government was also boosted, using 
the mechanism of conditional grants to the states for 
onpassing to their councils. Efforts were made to 
provide such assistance in a way that reflected relative 
revenue raising capacities and expenditure needs a 
principle to which we shall return. A number of 
innovations in environmental and social planning, 
housing and employment policy, and urban services also 
involved local government, and other local and regional 
structures. Many also featured the notion of community 
development, participation and heavy use of Type B 

localist ideology. The most prominent of such programs 
was the Australian Assistance Plan with a nationwide 
network of Regional Councils for Social Development. 
One, not unintentional, effect of the broad thrust 
towards decentralization and regionalism was to dilute 
state powers, the division and concentration of which 
was seen to be outdated. An additional attraction lay 
in the possibility of undercutting the opposition 
political parties10~hich controlled nearly all of the 
state governments. 

In a contemporary document, 'A Training 
Community Development for Field Workers 
Aboriginal Context', Sommerlad evidenced 

Course in 
in a Tribal 
the localist 
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ideology of the time. She wrote that 'a widespread 
interest in community development' was due to the 
emphasis in the Labor Party's Platform on 'citizen 
participation and devolution of decision-making to local 
and regional levels'. Amongst other government 
departments, Aboriginal Affairs, she claimed, had 
undergone a radical change in policy, guided by the 
principle of Aboriginal self-determination. The 
adoption of this principle had also brought about a 
'fundamental change in the role of whites in Aboriginal 
communities'. 

The role of the Superintendent, in particular, 
has undergone a radical transformation. In 
the past he was an authority figure . and 
his main responsibility was to implement 
departmental policy which was imposed from 
above rather than determined at the local 
level. 

Without attempting any substantiation, Sommerlad went on 
to say that the 'new role of the superintendent is that 
of community adviser', with community development tasks 
directed simply at facilitating the self-determination 
process at the local level. In the Type B vein, 
localist policy was meant to involve an inversion i~05he 
locus of control, from the centre to the periphery. 

THE ABORIGINAL COUNCILS AND ASSOCIATIONS ACT 1976 

In 1973 the First Report of the Aboriginal Land Rights 
Commission (Woodward Commission) identified a need for a 
system of incorporation of Aboriginal groups, including 
town or community councils. It was recommended that the 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs 'draw up a system18a 
incorporation of Aboriginal communities and groups'. 
At the same time the Federal Government made funding of 
Aboriginal organizations conditional upon legal 
incorporation. To facilitate meeting this requirement 
throughout the country, the Commonwealth Aboriginal 
Councils and Associations Act 1976 was drafted. The 
original Bill was introduced by the Whitlam Government 
in 1975 but lapsed because of the double dissolution of 
Parliament later that year. The then Minister 
acknowledged in his Second Reading Speech (30.9.75) that 
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the legislation stemmed from the first Woodward report 
of 1973. The Minister said the Bill was geared to 
'encourage and enable Aboriginal groups to manage their 
own affairs'. The Bill was to provide forms of 
incorporation particularly suited for Aboriginal groups, 
'especially those remote, tradition-oriented 
communities'. It was intended as an alternative to 
other, more general, legislative provisions for 
incorporation of companies, co-operatives, associations 
and so on. 

The Bill was to provide for two distinct forms of 
corporate entity: 

Aboriginal councils, which will be 
geographically based bodies which may 
undertake a variety of functions on behalf of 
the Aboriginal people of the area, provided 
that these include the provision of at least 
one local government type service; and 
Aboriginal associations, which may be formed 
for any legal purposes in16~ding the conduct 
of a business enterprise. 

The Member for Brisbane (Labor) indicated that the 
council form of incorporation in the Bill was explicitly 
recognized as a means of enabling a proper, but 
Aboriginal, form1si local government to be established 
in the Territory. The Bill was introduced as one of a 
series of four and the debate took place in conjunction 
with two of others - a financial assistance bill, and 
the forerunner of the Northern Territory land rights 
legislation. Consideration of the latter commanded 
almost all attention. The Aboriginal Councils and 
Associations Bill received very little consideration in 
the Parliament or, apparently, elsewhere. 

The Second Reading debate took place in November 1975, 
only five weeks after the First Reading and when the 
Opposition was about to block supply in the Senate. 
Anticipation of this put pressure on the government's 
legislative program, presenting it with an excuse for 
something less than extensive consultation over the 
shape of the Bills affecting Aborigines. Aboriginal 
communities were generally not consulted, an omission we 
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will see that has been perpetuated to the present time. 
Even the House of Representatives' own Standing 
Committee on Aboriginal Affairs was effectively 
by-passed in the effort to expedite passage of the Bill. 

The Bill passed its Third Reading in the House of 
Representatives but never passed through the Senate. A 
revised version was introduced in June of the following 
year by the Liberal-Country Party government. Again, 
the Second Reading debate of the Aboriginal Councils and 
Associations Bill was combined with that on other Bills, 
including the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern 
Territory) Bill. Even more than before, debate on the 
latter swamped consideration of the former. 

The new Bill was mostly the same as the one previously 
introduced, but included one significant change - in the 
direction of tighter central control. Section 30(5) was 
inserted to compel by-laws made by Aboriginal community 
councils, once approved by the Minister for Aboriginal 
Affairs, to be laid before each House of Parliament. In 
introducing the new Bill the Minister explained that a 
council was107in the nature of a 'community 
corporation', terminology reminiscent of the original 
English notion of municipal corporations. At the same 
time, the term 'community council' was the same as that 
employed in other commonwealth countries, usually to 
denote local structures with little or no independent 
authority (see Appendix Three). 

A variation on Part III of the Aboriginal Councils and 
Associations Act 1976, dealing with councils, became 
Part XX of the Northern Territory Local Government Act 
1979. This was the portion dealing with community 
government councils, and it has been retained, as Part 
VIII of the Local Government Act 1985. 

We will see that control over fundamental decisions for 
Aboriginal community councils has remained with central 
governments, particularly through financial 
arrangements. Over the last 20 years, the supervision 
by government of Aboriginal affairs at the local level 
has increasingly become indirect - via the community 
council!08operating within more or less tightly defined 
limits. For many, the unfulfilled but continuing 
promises of local self-determination have led to 
disillusionment. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT, SELF-DETERMINATION AND COLONIALISM 

no good rubbish - all that 
(Council) mob do is talk, nothing happens. Us 
mob tired of that balanda (European) business 
for Maningrida . . I don't worry for that 
Council.' 

According to both my European and Aboriginal 
informants an atmosphere of confidence in the 
formally constituted Council's ability to 
change the long established paternalistic 
status quo of the Settlement for the better, 
pervaded the meetings for the first three 
months. It was not long however, before this 
confidence was shaken, then destroyed, and 
finally replaced by a consensus attitude of 
complete indifference towa1ds the Council and 
its activities. - Bagshaw 

These statements about Maningrida Council were recorded 
in 1977, and are extreme examples of the disillusionment 
expressed by many since the introduction of local 
government. Subsequent central government policy, we 
will see, has given little more cause for confidence. 
Community councils have come to be an integral part of 
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the administration of Aboriginal people. The tendency 
prevails to represent the advent of Aboriginal community 
councils, and especially community government councils, 
as evidence of real progress in the transition to 
self-determination or self-management. There is also a 
more recent, quasi-anthropological justification for the 
introduction of community government councils that, by 
their municipal-like character, community government 
councils have the added virtue of re-establishing 
Aboriginal culture. 

In this chapter I will initially set out the nature of 
assertions as to the rationale and effect of government 
policy, and then the relevant evidence. This will take 
the form of a review of general questions raised by the 
government claims, followed by a more detailed 
examination of the provisions that influence the 
location of control to be found in the legislation, 
especially the Local Government Act. The subsequent 
chapter will pursue the more specific effects of 
financial 
community 
whether 
repeatedly 

arrangements on 
councils. The 

the principle 
given by the 

the relative autonomy of 
overall intent is to test 
of 'self-determination', 

Federal and Territory 
Governments as fundamental to current policy, is in fact 
borne out by actual administrative, legal and financial 
provisions. 

THE OFFICIAL IDEOLOGY 

Official rhetoric asserting that governments are 
fostering Aboriginal self-determination has been 
unremitting since formal rejection of assimilationist 
policy in the early 1970s. Tatz locates transition at 
February 1973, where a meeting 

albeit a wholly white affair, decided that 
henceforth the fulcrum of policy will be 
'self-determination', defined 
communities deciding the p~ce 
their future development'. 

as 
and 

'Aboriginal 
nature of 

Tatz expressed his skepticism about the capacity of 
governments to implement such a non-directive approach. 
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Others since have charged that 'government development 
strategies h've remained assimilationist both in intent 
and effect' and that government control has been 
continuous.4 Such claims have not been answered in the 
official discourse which blithely assumes that the 
promised change in the locus of power has taken place. 

The official mythology of a transition to 
self-determination is clearly exemplified by a former 
Director of Community Government in the Department of 
Community Development. The 'line' is that 'the days of 
imposing solutions on Aboriginal communities have passed 
and we cagnot use Councils as tame vehicles for this 
purpose': 

In the late 1950s Councils began to be 
established on the settlements. At first they 
were only advisory bodies assisting the 
Superintendent. Later after a series of rapid 
changes in the political world they were faced 
with real power. 

In 1972 the change of the federal government 
saw the beginnings of a new era in Aboriginal 
development in the Northern Territory. The new 
Aboriginal Affairs policy of 'self 
determination' was described as 
communities deciding the basis and 
their future development within 

'Aboriginal 
nature of 

the legal, 
social and economic constraints of the 
Australian society'. In short, the major 
effect of this policy meant the removal of the 
authoritarian approach inherent in previous 
policies. The emphasis of the new approach 
was placed on Aboriginal participation and 
consul tat ion. . . . 

The later coalition government's policies of 
self management and self sufficiency added a 
further dimension to the general government 
thrust to involve Aboriginal people in their 
own affairs .. 

Councils became 
the recipients 

in a very short space of time 
of very large grants from 
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government agd they began to develop real 
power . . . 

A current school education kit confidently claims 

After 1972 the old (assimilationist) 
approaches were swept aside. There was now a 
change to policies of Aboriginal 
self-determination and self7management within 
a multi-cultural Australia. 

In brazen and paternalistic terms, the Territory 
government's Aboriginal News links community councils 
with the rejection of control from Canberra and the 
quest for statehood. 

Many people in Aboriginal communities will 
remember times in the past when they had very 
little say in Government decisions. 

Now things are getting better. Instead of 
decisions being made about Aboriginal 
communities by people far away in Canberra, 
through Community Councils you can make your 
own decisions. 

The move towards Statehood is like the path 
that had to be followed so that Community 
Council could make their own decisions. 

These Councils help 
communities move ahead, 
their own affairs. 

Territory 
so they 

Aboriginal 
can manage 

Communities can elect their own leaders, make 
their own decisions and run their place the 
way they like. 

Statehood for the Northern Territory is a 
. · 1 . d 8 s1m1 ar 1 ea. 

Not to be outdone at the Federal level, the 
of Aboriginal Affairs, for example, alleges 

Department 
that the 

Commonwealth currently 'sees self-management as the key 
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to the implementation of policies for Aboriginal 
development'. The Government is said to be seeking to 
give Aboriginals control over their affairs at the local 
level. This 

policy of self-management has been evolving 
over a period of years. It is a departure 
from earlier attitudes in which the answer to 
Aboriginal problems tended to be impos9d by 
governments, officials and missionaries. 

Past and present reality is thus embellished by the 
state's intellectuals, 1~ho tend to disguise the fact of 
continuing paternalism. The myth of great government 
determination to achieve Aboriginal self-determination 
and self-management through local government is 
tenacious indeed. Official Federal policy is given in 
unequivocally positive terms. 

The government is committed to 
Aboriginal self-management at 
Involvement of Aboriginals in 
planning programs, and in all 
developmen11 and implementation 
paramount. 

policies of 
all levels. 

delivery and 
stages of the 

policy is 

Facts do little to substantiate the assertion carried in 
recent Commonwealth Yearbooks that: 

Attention is being given to changing the 
institutional character of Aboriginal 
communities in the Northern Territory. Support 
is designed to encourage and strengthen the 
capacity of Aboriginals to manage their own 
affairs, to increase their economic 
independence12 and to reduce social handicaps 
facing them. 

In the same propagandist vein, the Northern Territory 
Chief Minister solemnly declared in 1980 that 'policies 
of self determination, self mana~3ment and self 
reliance' were already in place. Much the same 
assurance came in the 1983 Annual Report of the 
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Department of Community Development. This stated that 33 
out of 45 communities had by then gained 'local control 
over their budgets and expenditure'. This, it 
continued, was 'an importan14 step towards community 
autonomy and self management' 

Further assurances came with the 1985-86 Northern 
Territory Budget, said to be geared to give Aboriginal 
Communities greater control over their own development. 
A Government bulletin ran: 

Minister Barry Coulter said that this was part 
of the Government's plan to promote 
self-management in remote areas. Communities 
would be able to make jobs for local people on 
projects, or bring in outside contractors if 
they wanted. Councils will have more control 
over construction projects and management of 
local services too, he said. Councils will be 
given funds and they could decide for 
themselves how a~g when facilities or services 
will be started. 

These sentimen1g mirrored the Chief Minister's 1985-86 
Budget Speech, in which he said 

It has been decided to lay the groundwork for 
Aboriginal Communities to take much greater 
responsibility for identification of their 
needs, and for design, construction and 
management of all essential services on their 
communities. . each community will have 
the opportunity to decide its own priorities 
in the use of an overall allocation of funding 
provided by the Government .... funding will 
be made available to communities to enable 
them to carry out the construction of the 
facility in their own way. the new 
administrative arrangements are a significant 
step forward in the process of 
self-management. 

Reiterating these claims, 
Northern Territory Local 

the stated purpose 
Government Act 1985 

in the 
is to 
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provide for 'the election of self-governing authorities 
to control municipalities and community government 
areas'. 

Parallels in Neighbouring States 

Similar claims about the introduction of local 
government to Aboriginal settlements have been made in 
Queensland and Western Australia. When introducing the 
Community Services (Aborigines) Act 1984 into the 
Queensland Parliament, the Minister said that the aim of 
the new legislation was 

to unfetter Aboriginal and Islander people in 
formulating decisions which affect the 
development of their communities. Local 
government decision-making powers will, with 
this legislation, shift to the f9cal 
democratically elected community council. 

The terms of the Act failed to meet this claim. As 
noted in the previous chapter, the Human Rights 
Commission, for example, found that the Act gives 
Aboriginal C£~ncils less independence than other local 
authorities. 

Intellectuals outside the state have also fuelled the 
mythology of developing self-determination through local 
government. In describing a remote Western Australian 
Aboriginal settlement, Tonkinson has written: 

When the federal Labor Party came to power in 
1972 it changed Aboriginal policy towards one 
of actively promoting Aboriginal 
self-management and self-determination. 
In 1973 officials in increasing numbers 
visited Djundimunya and promises flowed thick 
and fast. The Aborigines agreed to the 
incorporation of Djundimunya as an Aboriginal 
company and to elect a management 
Aboriginal body that yijs given 
decision-making powers. 

council, an 
significant 

Just what these powers were is not made clear and the 
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author notes 'the tendency for the Aborigines to rely 
upon their white advisers to deal with all agenda items 
that are too complex or difficult'. Tonkinson's account 
of progress is couched in vague hopeful, rather than, 
concrete or verifiable, terms. 

Sackett, too, has accepted governmental assertion that 
its policies are directed at self-determination. Also 
writing about Western Australia, he describes the 
abortive efforts of the State's Aboriginal Affairs 
Planning Authority to establish a Community Council ~6 
Wiluna in 1972, with 'self-determination as its goal'. 

COLONIALISM 

The declared goal of helping Aboriginals achieve 
self-determination or self-management sits somewhat 
oddly, as Heppell points out, with the fact that 
Aborigines have 'manifestly demonstrated a capacity for 
self-management simply by surviving in the h~1sh 
Australian environment for 40,000 years or so'. A 
similar point, of course, can be made about the goal of 
self-sufficiency. Real or rhetorical policy targets, 
such as self-determination or self-sufficiency, only 
make sense in the context of a situation in which people 
have been deprived of such conditions. In this case, 
such deprivation has come about through 
colonialization. It is, then, recognition of the past 
and current colonial or exploitative relations that 
makes sense of the official discourse on 
self-determination. 

The use of community councils to exemplify the state's 
official policy of self-determination for Aboriginal 
people masks the reality of colonialism. Problems of 
dependency are conceived of in terms of deficiencies in 
decision making structures, for which the introduction 
of community councils is presented as an answer. The 
policy of encouraging community councils confirms the 
hegemonic viewpoint - that the difficulty rests in the 
way the subject people manage their affairs, and not the 
exploitative or colonial relationship. The problem is 
then dealt with on a locality by locality basis, where 
localist structures, in the way of community councils, 
act as vehicles for education, distribution of 
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consumption goods and services, surveillance and 
regulation. In a practical and ideological sense, they 
substitute for recognizing and dealing with the colonial 
relationship. 

This point about the hegemonic effects of substituting 
localist strategies for those that might be premised on 
colonialism is important. It at least warrants a 
diversion at this point for a short explanation of the 
notion of colonialism. 

The position of Aborigines in remote areas of the 
Northern Territory is in some important ways similar to 
colonial situations in other places where a foreign 
culture has forcibly encroached on an established 
society and its land. Property has been appropriated, 
and alien laws and practices imposed through alien 
institutions, governmental, commercial, religious and 
cultural. The submission of the indigenous people is 
wrought through physical repression, administrative 
structures and various ideological processes. The 
indigenous people are dispossessed and entrapped in 
their own country, which has, in the Australian case 
been converted into a European state. 

Ascription of colonial status to the Aborigines of the 
Northern Territory well matches the common meaning of 
the term as found in standard dictionary definitions. 
The Macquarie Dictionary, for example, defines 
colonialism as 'the policy of a nation seeking to extend 
or retain its authority over other peoples or 
territories'. The Australian and Northern Territory 
governments are continually involved in justifying and 
consolidating the occupation of what can be quite 
reasonably regarded as Aboriginal land. The Aboriginal 
people themselves are subject to alien law and 
administration. Scruton's Dictionary of Political 
Thought gives the definition of colonization as the 
establishment of a people whose origin is in some other 
state, 'who retain the language, customs and allegiances 
of that country, but whose social and economic life is 
sustained in the place to which they have moved'. 
Typically, he says, legal and social institutions set up 
in the colony are partially autonomous - to the extent 
that they are 
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compatible with overriding military, political 
and economic objectives, combined with the 
retention by the mother country of supreme 
legislative and political powers and by the 
colonial community of social and political 
rights not normally extended to natives. It 
has been, in effect, a form of subjugation, in 
which, throughout the period of colonization, 
the colonized cou~5ry has been deprived of 
true sovereignty. 

Rowley 
strong 
in his 
Rowley 

k . . . 23 ma es a very similar point as part of his 
and repeated usage of the concept of coloniali~i 
overall analysis of the position of Aborigines. 
has actually designated a large part of Northern 

and Central Australia as 'colonial Australia', as 
dist~gct from 'settled Australia' (see accompanying 
map) . The line of demarkation roughly co-incides with 
that which would also distinguish desert and sparsely 
settled pastoral country from the rest of the continent, 
and is by Rowley's own admission arbitary. 

Beckett also explicitly applies the concept of 
colonialism to the Australian situation, explaining that 
a colonial order arises after the invading state has 
annexed the territory and 

systematically discriminates between the 
conquering invaders and the subject indigenes 
in such a way as to entrench the differences 
between them and to foster their economic, 
political and cultural inequality. This 
discrimination is sustained by some form of 
ideology which justifies the domination of the 
indigenous population in terms of differences 
of race, mentality, moral qualities, cult~Eal 
advancement, religion or historic destiny. 

Beckett refers to 'enclaves of colonialism that (may) 
linger at27the periphery' of advanced capitalist 
societies, such as the remote Northern Territory of 
Australia. He goes on to use the more specific concept 
of 'welfare colonialism' to specify the characteristic 
process by which the state manages its continued 
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Rowley's map showing the 'boundary 
between "settled" and 
"colonial"' Australia, 1971. 
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relationship with indigenous people in such peripheral 
situations. Through welfare colonialism, control is 
exercized by solicitous and liberal means embodied in 
special programs for which people are qualified by their 
o~d- stat~~ as Aboriginals and their new status as 
citizens. In this way, the concept of welfare 
colonialism is used to elaborate, rather than supplant 
the more general concept, colonialism. Community 
councils would appear to fit centrally within the 
category of state programs denoted by welfare 
colonialism. 

The concept of 'internal colonialism' has also been 
taken to b~9applicable to the situatio~0of Australian 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders. A difficulty 
with this term, however, is the variety of meanings 
which it has been accorded. In sociology and political 
economy the term has sometimes just been used to ~1note 
region~~ exploitation of, for example, Appalachia or 
Wales. It has also been used very generally in trying 
to explain race relations, 'to describe the 
underprivileged status and exp~~itation of minority 
groups within the wider society'. 

Others have tried to be much more precise in their usage 
of the term. In relation to South Africa, Wolpe has 
used internal colonialism to specify the exploitative 
relationship between capitalist and non-capitalist modes 
of production within a single state. A characteristic 
feature of this is the masking of the rel~4ionship by 
ideology focussing on race and ethnicity. Hartwig's 
'very pre~;minary attempt' to apply Wolpe's approach to 
Australia founders on the extremely limited degree of 
dependence of capital on Aboriginal labour, especially 
where the latter exists as a distinct category such as 
in remote areas. 

The concept of internal colonialism appears too 
problematic to be of much use in Australia. Somewhat 
paradoxically, in its most general usage it says less 
that the generic concept of colonialism. In its most 
precise usage it can refer to little in this country. 
It has the additional disadvantage of not recognizing in 
a central way the question of contested land ownership 
and cultural sovereignty. It is premised instead on the 
fact of regional or ethnic inequalities, or 
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exploitation, within a unified governmental or political 
system. 

The practical sense of the generic concept of 
colonialism is lent some force by the fact that for a 
time the Australian New Guinea administration was part 
of the same administrative organization and ministerial 
portfolio, Territories, as the Northern Territory. 
Menzies brought the two together under the Department of 
Territories in 1951. Hasluck was Minister between 1951 
and 1963. Until this time, Papua New Guinea had been an 
administrative responsibility of the Department of 
External Territories and the Northern Territory of the 
Department of the Interior. The latter had, however, in 
many ways been treated like a colony, having been under 
the authority until 1978 of an administrator appointed 
from Canberra. 

It has been common for former personnel of the Papua New 
Guinea administration to transfer to the Northern 
Territory administration. For example, E.W.P.Chinnery, 
Director of Native Affairs in the Northern Territory at 
the time of the so called 'new deal' for Aborigines 
(1939), had formerly served with the New Guinea 
administration. H.A.Richardson, who was District Local 
Government Officer at Madang, in 1971 was Assistant 
Director, responsible for Community Government, in the 
Department of Community Development, Darwin, in 1986. 
Many contemporary officers of Northern Territory 
Government departments and of the Commonwealth 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs were trained at the 
Australian School of Pacific Administration and saw 
service in Papua New Guinea. 

Notwithstanding the above discussion there are, of 
course, sharp differences between the position of 
Aboriginal people and other colonial or colonized 
peoples. Unlike, for example, the position of the 
indigenous people of Papua New Guinea during the 
colonial period, the Aborigines are a minority people in 
their own land who have been subjected to an explicit 
policy of assimilation. While the Australian Government 
in Papua New Guinea tried to impose its own 
administrative institutions, and to this extent at least 
was politically assimilationist, it came to recognize 
that it had to transfer power eventually. The 

280 



Australian administration was formally subject to active 
international scrutiny, through inspections by the 
Trusteeship Council of the United Nations. The fact of 
transience was well understood by the emerging native 
leaders. An especially important difference as far as 
local government was concerned was that the Papua New 
Guineans already lived in villages and mostly continued 
to own their land and waters. Moreover, these villages 
had not generally been subject to the close 
institutionalized surveillance and direction of officers 
with a daily round s~~ilar to the superintendents of 
English workhouses. Such differences alone, however, 
do not make the notion of colonialism inappropriate for 
the Northern Territory. 

Loveday has expressed caution about use of the general 
term colonialism, noting the influence of Aboriginal 
organizations in 37the overall administration of 
Aboriginal people. Again, this would hardly seem a 
strong enough point to disqualify use of the concept. 
Independent, or partially independent, politically 
active organizations run by indigenous people are by no 
means unknown in colonial regimes. They are in fact 
commonly a feature of periods of decolonization. 
Amongst the organizatidns Loveday has in mind are the 
three Northern Territory Land Councils, who claim for 
Aboriginal people 

the right to freely determine their political 
status, freely pursue their own economic, 
social, religious and cultural development and 
determine their own membership ,~d 
citizenship, without external interference. 

It could just as well be said that such formulations 
constitute evidence, from the subject people themselves, 
of the existence of a colonial situation. 

Hartwig's objection to the general usage of the term 
colonialism, exemplified by Rowley, is principally based 
on its imprecision. When, for example, did "'settled 
Australia" cease to be "colonial''?'. Significantly, he 
does not directly question the term's applicability to 
the core population within Rowley's usage - the remote 
Aborigines. The fact that there may be certain 
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difficulties in demarkation, and certain ambiguities 
does not necessarily rob a concept of its value. If it 
did, little could be discussed at all. After all, even 
the categories of Aborigines or Australian are far from 
being free of ambiguity. 

Like so many other debates, such as over the nature of 
localism, many of the differences reflect alternative 
political positions, rather than empirical veracity. In 
any case, I should say that the issue is not absolutely 
critical to my overall argument. The term colonialism 
could be regarded as an analogy, employed for the sake 
of convenience - by shedding light on certain features 
of the Northern Territory situation in respect of the 
exploitation of Aborigines, through comparison with 
acknowledged colonial situations elsewhere. My thesis 
itself demonstrates a range of similarities, in terms of 
the role of localist 
geographically and 
colonial or not, 
discriminatory. 

administrative practice, between 
temporally disparate situations, 

but nonetheless exploitative or 

An alternative conceptual basis, or point of reference 
for the comparative data that could have bee~9developed, 
would be the notion of centre/periphery. This, I 
believe, would have been somewhat more cumbersome, both 
textually and in terms of meaning. In any case, related 
as it can be to the concept of imperialism, it may well 
draw the same objections as 'colonialism'. Nevertheless, 
I occasionally use the terms 'centre' and 'periphery' in 
a descriptive, rather than analytic, sense. 

MUNICIPAL CULTURE AS ABORIGINAL CULTURE 

Recently, an argument in support of community 
government, other than that based on the goal of 
Aboriginal self-determination, has been propagated by 
the Northern Territory Government. This supplements that 
of professed commitment to Aboriginal self-determination 
and self-sufficiency. The argument purports to be based 
on anthropological grounds, having been proposed by 
David Turner, consultant to the Northern Territory 
Government and Professor of Anthropology at the 
University of Toronto. In his report, Transformation 
Tradition, prepared for, and distributed by, 
Northern Territory Government, Turner asserts 

and 
the 
an 
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historical consonance between Aboriginal culture and the 
Anglo-American municipal tradition. He claims that the 
community government provisions in the Northern 
Territory are 'specially suited' to Aboriginal needs. 

In the Introduction to his Report, Turner speaks about 
local government in his native Ottawa Valley, Ontario. 
He records how impressed he was with the way in which 
local government facilitated settlement of religious and 
national differences. 

The result was peace and 
government. What struck me 

order through good 
most about this 

arrangement . . was how close it was to 
traditional Australian Aboriginal culture. 

What the non-Aboriginal reader has to 
understand about Aboriginal culture is that it 
was inherently a Municipal culture - only more 
so. What I mean by this is that Aborigines 
lived in bounded jurisdictions in which 
membership was fixed so that people could move 
in and out without relinquishing rights and 
responsibilities therein. Male and female 
both, you were in effect a citizen of your 
municipality of origin (only rarely of 
acquisition) whether you lived within its 
bounds or not. Each with his/her own 
'citizenship' secured, 'foreigners' posed no 
threat to the 'locaao' and were not unwelcomed 
within their midst. 

And later: 

Aboriginal societies can be seen as variants 
of the ward principle - albeit wards invested 
with the power to grant citizenship. 
So-called Aboriginal 'clans' are in reality 
bounded jurisdictions in the same way that 
wards are bounded jurisdictions. 'Language 
groups' are collections of people belonging to 
(normally) contiguous 'wards' linked by 
placing a part of one in the other and vice 
versa . 'Skin groups' are people belonging 
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to non41ontiguous wards linked by 'spiritual 
bonds'. 

Turner claims that, through his presence at the 
formulation of several community government schemes, he 
was able to witni~s Aboriginal culture being 'translated 
into our terms'. Turner's thesis clearly supports the 
Government's policy of persuading Aboriginal communities 
to incorporate as community government councils. It was 
welcomed by the Minister for Community Development who 
reiterated the finding that 'Aboriginal clans ... are 
like European local-government type jurisdictii~s. 
Aborigines can easily translate one into the other'. 

Turner says that community government 'locates the 
middle ground between separation and assimilation'. By 
this he simply means that it is an institutional 
opportunity, like municipalities and states, for the 
expression of Aboriginal culture 'a means for 
Aborigii!s to step into Australian culture on their 
terms'. This view appears somewhat revisionist and, 
given the disrepute of assimilationist policy, somewhat 
provocative. At other points his position is more 
orthodox, especia!~Y in his emphasis on the virtues of 
self-sufficiency. 

QUESTIONING THE LOCATION OF CONTROL 

Assurances from government and others that there has 
been real devolution of authority do not match past or 
emerging practices. The Northern Territory's 1985-86 
financial schedules for the community councils' funding 
applications, for example, were clearly designed to 
rationalize government control of spending. Intention 
to retain authority was clearly affirmed at a meeting 
between the Minister4~or Community Development and the 
Central Land Council. The Minister explained that a 
council's priorities will in future have to be approved 
by the Northern Territory Local Govei9ment Grants 
Commission or a parallel organization and would, 
therefore, not really be untied. 

The following general facts stand in sharp contrast to 
claims that there is some significant operationalization 
of the principle of devolved responsibility (Some of 
these will be elaborated in succeeding sections): 
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1. The movement for Aboriginal land rights 
constitutes, amongst other things, an expression 
of Aboriginal interest in self-determination. In 
the short period since gaining self-government, 
the Territory Government has trenchantly opposed 
land claims. A determined litigous demeanour and 
other activities designed to frustrate the 
enhancement of economic power through land 
ownership does not readily sit with the 
territory's professed 
self-determinatio~ 
self-sufficiency. 8 

interest 
or, for 

in 
that 

Aboriginal 
matter, 

2. There is no recognizable Commonwealth or Territory 
strategy or plan for the development of Aboriginal 
competence in the operation of local government. 
The Committee of Review of Aboriginal Employment 
and Training Programs found serious deficiencies 
in provisions for 'training for the promoti2ij of 
self management in Aboriginal communities'. No 
educational program specifically related to local 
government exists. 

3. Centralized and autocratic policy planning 
continues to prevail. This is well exemplified by 
the failure of the Government to consult with 
Aboriginal community councils over the drafting of 
the 1985 Local Government Act. In contrast, the 
views of the municipalities were conscientiously 
solicited. 

4. Government officials frequently treat community 
councils in a high handed fashion. Use of council 
vehicles and equipment are often regulated by the 
Department of Community Development. Councils are 
sometimes questioned in such terms as 'what was 
the Toyota doing in town over the weekend?' or 
instructed to tidy-up premises under threat of 
losing grant money. Relations between the 
bureaucracy and communities are frequently poor. 
This often results from the unsuitability of 
Departmental structure or staff for liaison and 
developmental work with Aborigines. 

285 



5. Grants to community councils have undergone 
considerable reductions in 1985-86 over the 
preceding years. My own examination of a sample 
of community council's finances showed reductions 
in real terms of between 7 per cent and over 25 
per cent. Such cuts have been effected centrally 
and not on the basis of any public formula. 

6. A critical point in the overall argument is that 
budget items have to be approved in their detail 
by the Department of Community Development. While 
communities are invited to establish their own 
priorities, these are within a fixed range of 
activities and, along with subsequent variations, 
have to be individually approved. 

7. The Department of Aboriginal Affairs has also 
moved in the direction of tightening control over 
funding of Aboriginal organizations. In 1985 
additional conditions for supply of funds were 
issued, giving the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs 
the right to b~o persons he considers unfit, from 
holding office. 

8 • Aboriginal communities 
resources upon which to 
that could provide 
independence, a point on 
the following chapter. 

THE BORROLOOLA SACKING 

very few 
development 

financial 

generally have 
base economic 

significant 
which I will elaborate in 

The Territory has a record of high handed and arbitrary 
intervention in Aboriginal organizations at the local 
level. Much of this is on a petty scale, as in 
surveillance of the use of council vehicles and other 
equipment or treatment of council clerks as if they were 
departmental employees. While such bullying behaviour 
often reflects the inadequacies of departmental staff, 
rather than explicit government policy, other 
inappropriate intervention, such as that at Borroloola, 
is actually planned. 

The all Aboriginal Warawala Community Co~~cil operated 
the municipal-like services for the open township of 
Borroloola and the neighbouring Aboriginal camp until 
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August 1985 when its Government, Town Maintenance and 
Public Utilities, grant (of around $400,000) was 
terminated. A European Town Manager was appointed and 
contracts re-let to Europeans. This removed the 
council's responsibilities and meant the loss of about 
sixteen service jobs by Aborigines. The sackings were 
notified by a sign posted on the door of the council 
offices. Only the two European employees were paid off 
with severance considerations, in the way of time to 
find new jobs, relocation to Katherine and alternative 
accommodation. 

The Council's operations were discontinued without prior 
consultation or warning. Through informal channels, 
local Europeans had known for about the previous year 
that the Council was likely to be replaced. The Chief 
Minister had also cryptically foreshadowed a changeover 
to co~~unity government in a souvenir brochure about the 
town. 

Warawala Council had been criticized in the past for 
inefficiency in its operations, a common complaint about 
local government generally. As a point of contrast, 
Katherine Town Council, in the same administrative 
region, was unable to account for $250,000 in its 1985 
financial statement. The Borroloola dismissal seems to 
have been carried out for the political convenience of 
the Government. At the time, the town was in the Chief 
Minister's electorate and was seen as having 
considerable commercial potential as a tourist centre. 
It is also close to the McArthur River site of Mt Isa 
Mines' proposed large lead and zinc mine. Influential 
Europeans had been agitating for transfer of town 
services from the Aboriginal council for some time. 
Events have left the Aboriginal population confused and 
alienated. 

A draft Community Government scheme for a new council 
has been presented by the Town Manager for local 
consideration. This was allegedly pr5~ared in 
consultation with the Progress Association, but is 
virtually identical to that originally developed by 
Europeans and adopted for Mataranka, and later Elliott. 
It was mainly concerned with regulation, rather than 
programs or development, and did not reflect any 
specific Aboriginal considerations, and it is not 
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understood by the Aboriginal residents of the area. 
Future administrative arrangements are completely up to 
the Government which, in line with vocal European 
opinion, may decide to leave matters in the hands of the 
Manager. 

The Minister for Community Development told the iirector 
and officers of the Central Land Council5 that 
Aborigines had requested formation of community 
government at Borroloola. A meeting at Borroloola 
earlier that week indicated that they were not in fact 
ready to proceed with this form of incorporation. The 
tendency to exaggerate Aboriginal interest in community 
government has also been apparent elsewhere. 

DOES COMMUNITY GOVERNMENT INCREASE INDEPENDENCE? 

In his research on the implementation of the policy of 
assimilation by the Welfare Branch of the Department of 
Territories, Tatz found that, even in its own terms, the 
policy was 5got being seriously or successfully 
implemented. Rather, the older policy of segregated 
protectionism and paternalism prevailed. This finding 
runs parallel to the present circumstances, where the 
official policy of Aboriginal self-determination and 
self-sufficiency is abrogated in favour of continued 
paternalism, a point with which Alexander, among others, 
concurs. The policy of self-determination professed by 
the Whitlam Labor Government, 1972-1975, 'constituted 
more of a change in n~~e than one of orientation from 
the one of integration.' 

Such contradictions raise the issue of whether official 
formulations can be taken as a direct indication of 
policies, or whether policies need to be understood in 
terms of actual behaviour. Official policy statements, 
and those of intellectuals such as Turner who reinforce 
government such perspectives, might best be regarded 
merely as attendant ideologies - cryptic clues to what 
is really happening. Taken at face value, however, they 
reinforce hegemonic ideas that, for example, government 
is responding to social problems in a positive way. 

The Northern Territory Government's 
self-management and self-sufficiency for 
now become linked with efforts to get 

interest in 
Aborigines has 

settlements or 
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townships to incorporate under the Northern Territory 
Local Government Act. In December 1985, the Northern 
Territory Government asked the Federal Minister for 
Local Government to co-operate in restricting any future 
introduction of revenue sharing monies to Territo5~ 
councils incorporated under the Local Government Act. 
In pursuit of this policy, the Minister for Community 
Development has told the Legislative Assembly that 

We are trying to provide meaningful 
self-determination for many Aboriginal 
communities so that they will be responsible 
for their own budgets and the development of 
capital works programs within their own 
areas. Aboriginal communities have now 
reached the stage where they want to be 
masters of their own destinies in terms of 
negotiating with central governments to ensure 
that they have the development that best suits 
their requirements. Hand in hand with th~~ 
responsibility is community government. 
(emphasis added) 

The Territory Government is anxious to convey the 
simplistic and misleading idea that self-determination 
or self-management is fostered by the comm~ijity 
government provisions of the Local Government Act. My 
contention is that the legislation itself does not 
necessarily offer any greater degree of freedom to 
Aboriginal localities. In some important respects, 
incorporation under Part VIII, such as in the extent of 
ministerial control over the location and shape of 
community government schemes, the open-ended provision 
for inspection, potential for more rigorous 
accountability to the Northern Territory Government, the 
extention of the electoral franchise and the right to 
contest elections to Europeans, may bring relatively 
less autonomy than incorporation under other 
legislation. 
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THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR CONTROL AT THE LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT LEVEL 

The following is an overview of the legal provisions 
affecting community government, especially those of the 
Northern Territory Local Government Act (LGA) with 
particular regard to the issue of control and 
self-determination. The object here is to highlight 
points of comparison between claims about Aboriginal 
self-determination and the legal and political reality. 
The constraints reviewed under this heading are largely 
separate from the more specific fiscal constraints to be 
dealt with at later points. 

The Local Government Act 1985 came into operation on 1st 
July 1986, replacing the previous Local Government Act 
and orgbnances. The Act is divided into nine Parts, the 
eighth of which deals exclusively with community 
government. The other Parts relate mainly to the 
municipalities, but sometimes affect the community 
government councils. Part VIII is identical to Part XX 
of the previous (1979) LGA, the purpose of which was 
given as to provide a 'simplified alternative for local 
or community government than that which now operates in 
the major population centres under the municipal or 
corporation system'. The Minister explicitly associated 
the Act with self-government and self-management. In 
his second reading speech he said that 

we are happy to offer the greatest possible 
devolution ~r handover of those functions of 
government which are of principal or imediate 
concern to the residents of thos~1smaller and 
in many cases remote communities. 

The stated purpose in the 1985 legislation is: 

To provide for the constitution of 
municipalities and community government areas, 
for the election of self-governing authorities 
to control municipalities and community 
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62 
government areas, and for other purposes. 

Consultation 

The Minister for Community Development claimed in his 
Second Reading Speech to the House of Assembly that the 
Bill 'is the product of over four years work involving 
extensive consultation with the community and local 
government authorities'. This involved four discussion 
papers 'aimed at obtaining comment from the community 
and locg~ government authorities on proposals for 
change'. Community councils were not included in this 
consultative process and at least one request from a 
responsigae Aboriginal organization, the Central Land 
Council, for inclusion in consultations was ignored. 

Boundaries 

Section 7(1) (a) allows 
Administrator (effectively, 

the Northern TeEsitory 
the Government) to 

determine or alter the boundaries of a municipality. 
Since Section 237 says a community government cannot be 
formed within a municipality, it would be possible for 
the Administrator to shift municipal boundaries to 
provide for formation of an adjacent community 
government. This type of arrangement would, for 
example, allow town camps, such as the composite group 
of eleven camps leased and managed by Tangentyere 
Council Inc. in Alice Springs, to be constituted as 
separate community government council areas. Such a 
choice could, depending on other factors, accord most 
closely with the notion of Aboriginal self-determination 
or self-management. The possibility has, however, 
ruled out through personal communications by 
Minister to Tangentyere Council, as well as in g6 
commissioned and distributed by the Government. 

The Local Government Association 

been 
the 

report 

Section 83 incorporates The Northern Territory Local 
Government Association (NTLGA), the constitution of 
which is under the ultimate control of the Minister. The 
constitution defines a 'council' only as a 

. . 1 · 67 . . municipa ity and only such an organisation may become 
a full member. Community government councils and other 
organisations can only be admitted to associate 
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rnembership.68 Both the Northern Territory and Federal 
Governments have declined support for establishment of 
an independent association or peak council for the 
community councils. 

An inspectorate 

Section 174 says that the Minister may appoint 
inspectors of local government and inspectors of 
community government 'as he thinks fit'. Section 175 
gives an inspector power and duties to: (a) examine 
'accounts, books and records of a council and the 
organization and management of the council's 
activities'; (b) report on any 'irregularity, dishonesty 
or breach' of any law; (c) report on such other matters 
as, in his opinion, call for 'special notice'; and (d) 
report on other matters required by the Minister. These 
powers are unnecessarily broad and provide 
surveillance of communities going beyond the 
officially accorded to community governments. 

means for 
functions 

Under Sections 173 and 290, general power of 
investigation may also be accorded auditors where they 
are asked to provide a 'special report' to the Minister 
about breaches or non-observance of the Act. 

Sections 176 and 177 empower an inspector to levy 
surcharges on council officers or members where 'he' 
considers that financial deficiencies have been incurred 
through misconduct or negligence. 

Tribunals 

Sections 185 and 199 establish a Local Government 
Tribunal and a Local Government Appeal Tribunal 
comprised of magistrates or judges, respectively. A 
Tribunal does not have to act in a formal manner. It is 
not bound by the rules of evidence. It may inform 
itself on any matter and in such manner as it thinks 
fit' and 'sg§ll act without regard to technicalities or 
legal form'. The Tribunal has been set up to hear and 
determine 'an appl~sation made, or a matter referred to 
it under this Act'. This means any matter under the 
LGA, including matters arising under Part VIII. 

Applicability of Part VIII 
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Section 237 states that people cannot apply for 
community government for land which is within a 
municipality. As mentioned above, this does not prevent 
the Minister altering municipal boundaries to make 
formation of a community government area possible should 
it be desired. As we have also seen (in Chapter Eight) 
that there is precedent in the Territory for moving 
municipal boundaries to suit certain, primarily 
commercial, interests. 

Contents of community government schemes 

Under Section 239, subject to agreement or changes by 
the Minister, a community government scheme may, make 
provision for the following: 

(a) the boundaries of the community government 
area to which the scheme applies; (b) the name 
of the community government council; (c) the 
composition of the community government 
council; (d) the form of the common seal of 
the community government council; (e) the 
times at which the community government 
council will meet to transact its business; 
(f) the procedure for calling meetings of the 
community government council; (g) the 
procedure to be followed at meetings of the 
community government council; (h) the method 
of determining the questions arising at 
meetings of the community government council; 
(j) the eligibility of persons to be members; 
(k) the eligibility of persons to vote at 
elections; (m) the appointment of officers for 
the conduct of elections of members; (n) the 
frequency of general elections; (p) the 
procedure for calling elections and the manner 
in which elections shall be held; (q) the 
removal and replacement of members, whether 
permanently or temporarily, as a result of 
their unauthorized absence from council 
meetings; (r) the appointment and powers of 
substitutes to act for members who are absent 
from the community government area; and (s) 
the functions to be performed by the community 
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government council and the 
performance of those functions. 

Eligibility 

manner of 

Sections 239(j) & (k) say that a scheme can stipulate 
who can become a member of the council, and who can 
vote. Since, however, Section 238 defines 'resident' as 
anyone who is at least 18 years old and who has 
'continuously lived in the area for not less than three 
months', any effort to ensure an Aboriginal-only council 
and electorate may well be contrary to the Commonwealth 
Racial Discrimination Act 1975. Section 8(1) of that Act 
allows for 'special measures' to be applied 'for the 
sole purpose of securing adequate advancement of certain 
racial or ethnic groups' (Para 4, Article 1, 
International Convention on the elimination of all forms 
of racial discrimination - set out in the Schedule to 
the Act). Provision in a community government scheme for 
Aboriginal-only councils could be regarded as a 'special 
measure'. This may especially be the case where the 
councils in question administered land held under the 
Aboriginal Land Rights Act. 

However, the Racial Discrimination Act also provides for 
the unfettered exercise of political rights for all 
persons irrespective of race, colour, descent or 
national or ethnic origin (Section 9(1)). Political 
rights means 'in particular the rights to participate in 
elections - to vote and to stand for election' (Article 
5, par (c) of the Convention as set out in the Schedule 
to the Act). 

It would be open to contention as to whether arguments 
for the inclusion of 'special measures' providing for 
Aboriginal-only councils would outweigh the provision 
for the free exercise of political rights for all 
persons, Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal. 

In any case, since (under Section 250) the Minister has 
the right to approve, alter or reject a community 
government scheme it would be open for the Territory 
Government to try to enforce full adult franchise as in 
the municipalities. This is particularly likely since 
community governments are legally part of the total 
system of local government in the Territory, and the 
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standard rhetoric of the governing Liberal-Countrf Party 
is that there should be no discrimination. 

Model schemes 

Section 240 says that the Minister may approve and have 
published a set of model provisions for community 
government schemes. These may be used as guides for 
developing a community government scheme. The only 
scheme distributed by the government is that adopted for 
Elliott, itself very similar to the Mataranka scheme, 
and bearing no provisions specifically developed for or 
with Aborigines. 

Initiation 

Section 242 gives the ability to make application for a 
community government council, to any ten residents of an 
area. It thus embodies the principle of voluntary 
incorporation employed in New South Wales until 1906. 
Government officers have toured settlements, actively 
encouraging such petitions, under threat of losing 
future funding if they do not undertake to become 
community government councils. 

Draft schemes 

Section 244 says that, once an application for a scheme 
has been made, the Minister may draft a community 
government scheme. So too may any other person at the 
request of at least ten residents of an area. Taken in 
conjunction with Section 250, this creates potential for 
manipulation of the 'grass-roots' appearance of the 
rules by which a community government might be 
constituted. 

Approval 

Section 249 states that, the Minister shall not approve 
a draft scheme unless satisfied that a substantial 
majority of the residents of the area are in favour of 
the proposals. The Act does not say how consultations 
should be carried out, or how the existence or otherwise 
of a 'substantial majority' is to be determined. 
Unfortunately, these matters seem to be left to the 
judgement of the Minister. Such judgement may be based 
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on the report of another ,erson. 

Section 250(1) allows the Minister for Community 
Development to (a) approve, (b) alter and approve, or 
( C) reject, a community's draft community government 
scheme. The Minister, or a delegate, is obliged to 
consult with residents before approving a scheme so 
altered. 

The Minister seems 
if an overwhelming 
it and no reasons 

free to reject a draft 
majority of people a~! 
have to be given. 

scheme, even 
in favour of 
This is a very 

serious problem with the community government 
provisions. It leaves the Minister with an extremely 
powerful lever over the shape of the scheme. What 
democratic decision making Section 249 allows can be 
arbitrarily overridden by the Minister. Threatened, or 
feared, rejection of a draft scheme provision can 
effectively control what is proposed for it in the first 
place. 

Section 253 states that, once Gazetted, a community 
government scheme becomes law of the Northern Territory. 

Section 253(5) & (6) gives power to the Legislative 
Assembly to disallow a community government scheme, or 
any part of it, approved by, the Minister. Such a 
decision does not have to take account of a community's 
wishes and no grounds have to be given. Similar 
objections to this as to Section 250 could be raised. 

Allowances 

Section 261 gives the Minister the right to decide the 
maximum amount of fees, allowances and expenses payable 
to members of community councils. Municipalities have 
the right (under Section 22) to make this decision 
themselves. 

Disqualification 

Section 262 gives any resident, or the clerk, the right 
to apply to the Local Government Tribunal for 
disqualification of a member of council from holding 
office. No grounds for doing this are specified. This 
provision contrasts unfavourably with that for 
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dismissing members of municipal councils (Section 43). 
In that case grounds for dismissal are specified and 
have to be investigated by a special commissioner. 

Clerks 

Section 268 says that a person appointed to be a clerk 
has to be approved by the Minister, unless he or she has 
the 'prescribed qualifications'. The LGA does not 
specify the qualifications required. This is the same 
as with municipal councils (Section 77(1)). However, 
since the latter are much more likely to be able to 
attract a suitable and qualified person, it leaves the 
Minister with more control over appointments of 
community council clerks. The responsibilities of 
community council clerks are not spelt out as they are 
for municipal clerks (under Section 77(2)). Rather than 
leaving community councils with more freedom, such an 
omission can leave clerks subject to the arbitary 
directions of government field officers or inspectors. 
This practice appears to have been commonplace, even to 
the point of clerks being told that they are directly 
accountable to the Department of Community Development. 

Functions of community government councils: 

Section 270 lists the range of permissable functions of 
community government councils. This is much shorter, 
but not necessarily less flexible, than that for 
municipalities. Its possibilities are not matched by 
currently available finance. 

(a) commercial development; (b) communications; (c} 
community amenities; (d) education or training; (e} 
electricity supply; (f) garbage collection and 
disposal; (g} health; (h) housing; (j) relief work 
for unemployed persons; (k} roads and associated 
works; (m) sewerage; (n) water supply; (p) welfare; 
(q) raising of revenue in accordance with this 
Part; or (r) such other matters as are approved by 
the Minister. 

Rates and charges 

Section 271 gives community government schemes the scope 
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to collect rates and charges. It may, however, be a 
condition of receiving government grants that they 
actually do so. The council may declare different rates 
and charges for different persons or classes of persons, 
and exempt anyone from such payment. This Section 
leaves it open for a council to make rates or charges 
contingent on means or ability-to-pay. A council may 
levy rates or charges, whether or not a service is 
used. 

The matter of rateability of Aboriginal Land is 
problematic. Title to Aboriginal Land is held by 
Aboriginal Land Trusts which themselves have no funds. 
An amendment to the Aboriginal Land Rights Act, proposed 
by the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs in November 1985, 
is that a Land Trust may apply to the Aboriginal 
Benefits Trust Account (ABTA), a repository of mining 
royalties, for money to pay expenses such as rates. The 
legal question of the rateability of land that is part 
of Aboriginal territory is an example of the tension 
between a localist policy and one based on a broader 
constituency. 

Borrowing 

Section 278 severely limits a council's power to borrow 
money, by overdraft or otherwise. All borrowing and 
expenditure of borrowed money must be with the approval 
of the Minister. The provisions for borrowing by 
municipal councils is more liberal. Section 159 allows 
municipalities freedom to decide to borrow in relation 
to their trading funds. 

Power to expend funds 

Section 279 says 
expend funds in 
estimates. This 
councils (Section 

a community government council may 
accordance with its own approved 

is the same provision as for municipal 
144}. It does not mean, however, that 

they have the same amount of choice as to how moneys are 
to be spent. This is because the Northern Territory 
Government 
before it 

insists on approving councils' estimates 
gives the Town Maintenance and Public Utility 

grants upon which community councils are almost totally 
dependent. The community government council's 'own' 
approved estimates are also the government's approved 
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estimates. This is, perhaps, 
constraint on the independence of 
council, but it does not show up 
the Local Government Act. 

Withheld grants 

the formal 
a community government 
simply in a reading of 

Section 282 allows the Minister to withhold money 
payable by way of a subsidy or grant unless satisfied 
the council has - '(a) discharged a duty imposed on it 
by this Act; or (b) fulfilled conditions imposed on it 
by the Minister in relation to a previous subsidy or 
grant.' This provision contributes to intimidatory 
possibilties. It would be all too easy for a Minister 
to find something wrong within the whole range of duties 
of a council. 

By-laws 

Section 292 allows a community government council to 
make by-laws consistent with the Act. These may concern: 
rates, fees and charges; supply of services; sale, 
purchase, possession, presence and consumption of 
liquor; sale, purchase, possession, hire and presence of 
firearms and offensive weapons; the performance of its 
official functions; and the fixing of penalties. Such 
by-laws may be rejected by the Minister. They may also 
be shaped by conditions of funding. 

Dissolution 

Section 296 says that a community government council can 
be dissolved by the Administrator on the advice of the 
Minister. The Legislative Assembly can disallow the 
dissolution and restore the council. Where a council is 
dissolved, the Minister can 'appoint a manager on such 
terms and conditions as he thinks fit'. 

CONCLUSION 

I began this Chapter with a review of government 
statements that official policy was directed at 
Aboriginal self-determination. Thereafter, I have 
surveyed material, relating especially to the 
administrative and legal framework, contradicting these 
claims. While I have yet to analyze the financial 
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situation of the community councils, the picture that is 
clearly emerging is that the strong and sweeping 
rhetoric, very much like the Type B version of localist 
policy, about local control is not borne out by the 
reality of the situation. The community government 
legislation is, compared to that for most other local 
government, superficially flexible, but caveats for all 
major decision making areas give effective authority to 
the government. 

Self determination at the local level might take myriad 
forms. It might range over land use, access, building 
regulation, industry and employment policy, distribution 
of income, wealth, amenities and services, 
administrative and decision making processes, law making 
and implementation, and so on. Some of these 
possiblities fall, as we shall shortly see, within the 
purview of the community government provisions of the 
existing Local Government Act. The Commonwealth Law 
Reform Commission's Report The Recognition of Aboriginal 
Customary Law sets out the following 'basic 
requirements' if 7~ustomary law was to be administered at 
the local level. Even acknowledging the legal caveats 
in the list, if self-determination was to have any real 
force, at least the type and degree of authority 
indicated would have to be accorded the local level. 

The local Aboriginal group should have 
power to draw up local by-laws, including 
by-laws incorporating or taking into 
account Aboriginal customs, rules and 
traditions. 

Appropriate safeguards need to be 
established to ensure 
rights are protected, 
appeal. 

that individual 
e.g. by way of 

The by-laws should, in general, apply to 
all persons within the boundaries of the 
community. 

If the 
people, 

court 
they 

is to be 
should have 

run by local 
power within 
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broad limits to determine thei~ own 
procedure, in accordance with what is 
'seen to be procedurally fair by the 
community at large'. 

The community should have some voice in 
selecting the persons who will constitute 
the court, and appropriate training 
should be available to those selected. 
In minor matters there should be no 
automatic right to legal counsel, though 
the defendant in such cases should have 
the right to have someone (eg a friend} 
speak on his (sic} behalf. 

The court's powers should include powers 
of mediation and conciliation. A court 
which is receptive to the traditions, 
needs and views of the local people may 
be able to resolve some disputes before 
they escalate, perhaps avoiding somemore 
serious criminal charges. The power to 
order compensation of some kind in such 
situations is one way of achieving this. 

Such courts will need appropriate support 
facilities. 

There should be regular reviews of the 
operation of any such court, undertaken 
in conjunction with the local community. 

As the detailed examination of the current provisions 
has amply demonstrated, these are a long way, in both 
letter and spirit, from meeting the Commission's 'basic 
requirements'. Neither the resources or the will for 
supporting such provisions, as moderate as they are, are 
present. It is significant, perhaps, to note in this 
context that in Papua New Guinea a developed proposal 
for a system of local courts specifically geared to take 
into account local custom was rejected by the Australian 
colonial administration. This was despite the advocacy 
of intellectuals like Hogbin and Fenbury and the 
tenacity of the informal system of law enforcement. 
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CHAPTBR TIN 

THE LOCAL ECONOMIC BASE FOR SELF-DETERMINATION 

BEHIND THE TERRITORY'S INTEREST IN COMMUNITY GOVERNMENT 

If, as I argued in the last Chapter, the current 
enthusiasm for community government is not adequately 
explained by the Northern Territory Government's avowed 
interest in Aboriginal self-management, some other 
reasoning is necessary. It is obviously advantageous 
for the Territory Government to try to foster an image 
of progress or interest in Aboriginal development - if 
not for electoral reasons, then to justify continuing 
heavy subsidies from the Federal Government. This 
appearance is supported by promotion of the community 
government provisions with their, at least superficial, 
sensitivity to the different needs of Aboriginal 
people. More persuasive, however, is an explanation 
that takes into major account the exigencies of the 
Northern Territory economy. Presse~ by the embarrassing 
difficulties of commercial ventures and less generous 
grants from the Commonwealth, including a reduction in 
the subsidy for electricity, the Territory government 
has moved to reduce its financial commitments to 
Aboriginal community councils. 

The 1985/86 Federal Budget allocated the Northern 
Territory $6,398 per capita. This was $82 per capita 
less than the previous year (although still $5,000 per 
capita more than the national average~ and $4,380 over 
the next highest allocation, Tasmania). Total Federal 
grants allocation to the Northern Territory in 1985-8~ 
was $826,129,000, compared to $828,948,000 for 1984-85. 
At an inflation rate of ten per cent, this represents a 
real decrease of 10.3 per cent. The specific purpose 
contribution towards the operating loss of the Northern 
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Territory Electricity Commission was hit particularly 
hard. From an increase of 15.43 per cent in 1984-85 
over the previous year, the allocation was reduced by 55 
per cent4for 1985-86. The subsidy is to be terminated in 
1988-89. 

Expenditure on various Aboriginal programs, including 
Town Maintenance and Public Utilities (TMPU), has been 
decreased, although the Territory Government statistics 
themselves are not unambiguous. The 1985-86 Northern 
Territory Budget Papers generally suggest increases in 
appropriations over the previous year's expenditure. 
These categories are, of course, not strictly 
comparable, and there are other serious grounds for 
questioning the credibility of the data. For a start, 
by the Government's own admission, expenditures are 
subject to transfer from one Departmental account or 
heading to another. For example, the 1985-86 allocation 
for Aboriginal Field Services includes unspecified 
expenditure incurred by the Department of Transport and 
Works not included the previous year. The figure that 
indicates an increase in expenditure here is thus 
rendered meaningless. Such changes c~n distort the 
picture of the actual amounts allocated. 

The loss of supplementary income from a reduction in 
government contracts is not reflected in the figures for 
disbursements to Aborigines. The extent of such losses 
only becomes clear on an incremental basis over the 
course of a year or more. 

Government choice of items included as expenditure on 
programs for Aborigines is bewildering as well as 
misleading. The practice of charging the costs of 
imprisonment of Aborigines or of employing Aboriginal 
Police Aides as services are good cases in point. After 
all, the cost of police in the company towns of 
Nhulunbuy or Jabiru are not charged to a special 
non-Aboriginal account or to the mining companies. 
Equally questionable is the apportionment of 20 per cent 
of the total operating costs of the Territory's museums 
and art galleries on the apparent basis of maintenance 
of Aboriginal d~splays (rather than say purchases or 
facility usage). The neatest twist, perhaps, is the 
classification of th7 costs of opposing land claims as 
Aboriginal services. 
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In 1985 the Government decided to reduce a portion of 
the costs of essential services to community councils. 
This resulted in substantial deductions from government 
(TMPU) grants to all communities. These seem to be 
around 25 per cent of the cost of the previous years 
electricity generation fuel bill, representing on 
average, about 12.5 per cent of the overall current 
account income of councils. 

Figures on grants to major communities in thg 
Territory's Southern Region between 1984-85 and 1985-86 
indicate substantial cuts to nearly all councils. Only 
one out of thirteen has received less than a 15 per cent 
cut in total grant allocations. The average reduction 
was 27 per cent. The range was 2 per cent to 49.6 per 
cent. Included in the schedule were target figures for 
service charges 'based in part on power house fuel 
costs, but intended as a means of recouping the massiv§ 
costs of providing services to Aboriginal Communities'. 

Justifying 
Reductions 

Town Maintenance and Public Utility 

The Northern Territory Government told Aborigines that a 
reason for the cuts in funding for community councils is 
that 'the Federal Government has given less money than 
the Ter1~tory needed for communities in its 1985 
Budget'. This reasoning ignores the fact that most 
expenditure on Aborigines comes out of the Territory's 
general revenue assistance, and not all Government 
expenditure had been cut. For the same period, general 
purpose assistance to the m¥~icipalities increased by 
10.5 per cent in real terms. 

The Minister's statement indicates the key to current 
Government interest in councils incorporating as 
community governments. The cost of services, especially 
electricity supply, has been used to legitimize 
reductions in TMPU grants. The Department of Community 
Development carried out a survey of social welfare 
payments to 220 Aboriginal communities in order to 
demonstrate individual capacity to pay service charges. 
Under a hea~~ine The Facts on NT Hand-outs, the Sunday 
Territorian wrote: 
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Community Development Minister, Mr Barry 
Coulter, has released figures which he said 
showed social welfare payments to Aborigines 
in the Territory amounted to $32 million in 
1984-85. The figures were released to justify 
the introduction of charges for essential 
services at Aboriginal communities. . Mr 
Coulter said provision of power, water, and 
sewerage to communities would cost the 
Government about $30 million in 1985-86. In 
return, the communities were being asked to 
contribute $1 million - or 3 per cent of the 
total cost. 

The Government has, therefore, gone to some trouble to 
specifically link grant reductions to services for which 
it says the councils should charge Aboriginal 
consumers. Service charges are held to be the means by 
which councils can offset grant reductions. 

While the ~dea of service charges has been canvassed in 
the past,1 it is only now being seriously implemented -
in the context of cuts in the Northern Territory's 
budget. The Territory government is practised in using 
'the electricity price issue' as part of its general 
political strategy, having increased tarrifs in the 
large towns after the Federal government increased the 
fuel oil exise in 1984, even though the14conunonwealth 
electricity subsidy more than compensated. 

Aside from the absence of household or user electricity 
meters, and the fact that only a minority of Aboriginal 
dwellings are connected in any case (see cartoon comment 
reproduced on the next page), most councils have no 
means for collection of service charges. The great 
majority of councils are incorporated as associations, 
under the Associations Incorporation Act, and have very 
limited legal means or sanctions for collecting 
outstanding fees. Any existing constitutional by-laws 
directed at this end do not apply to non-Aboriginal 
residents, the heaviest users of electricity in relative 
terms. 

The Facility of Part VIII 
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Councils incorporated under the newer legislation, the 
Local Government Act, however, are in a very different 
legal position. This leoislation is specifically oeared 
for the imposition and collection of rates, fees and 
charges. Section 271(1) (d) provides for 'the imposition 
of charges in relation to a person who resides in or 
carries on business in the community government area'. 
Similarly, Section 292(1) (a) gives a community 
government the power to make a by-law 'for or in 
relation to the levying and collection of rates, fees 
and charges.' 

The Department of Community Development's explanatory 
pamphlet, Community Government highlights this issue: 

Unlike old 'association' councils (which can 
only look after their own members), Community 
Government covers everyone who lives in the 
Council area. Adopting Community 
Government means that the Council becomes part 
of the third level of government in Australia 
... A new power Councils will have after 1 
July 1986 is a power to charge rates (a kind 
of tax) on land within their areas. The 
Council may also make charges on persons or 
businesses in its area. These rates and 
charges will help Pf! for the work which the 
Council carries out. 

Once incorporated as a community government, a council 
may be expected to raise a higher proportion of its own 
revenue, more like other forms of local government. The 
co-incidence of the Northern Territory Government's 
fiscal problems and its newfound enthusiasm for 
community government becomes more explicable. The 
question of the fairness of the service charges which 
are being urged will be addressed in the next two 
sections. 

INSTITUTIONALIZING INEQUALITY 

The Territory Government appears to regard community 
councils basically as a means for ensuring supply of 
essential services. The Territory's Sub¥~ssion to the 
Commonwealth Grants Commission 1982-83, suggests the 
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following as a measure of 'a reasonable level of 
services' from an Aboriginal community government: 

Reticulated water and power; sewerage; 
internal and access roads; drainage; airstrips 
or barge landings; a staffed council office; 
up to date accounts and regular returns; and 
responsible supervisors. 

It is most significant that there is no mention here of 
welfare, health, educational, cultural, recreational or 
overall developmental roles. It is also revealing to 
note that the Treasury list of functions is much more 
limited than the range of possibilities for both 
community government councils and municipal councils set 
out in the Local Government Act. 

The Northern Territory Government explicitly accepts 
separate standards of services between the 
municipalities and other townships, and has acted to 
institutionalize these differences. For its 
municipalities the Northern Territory Government's 
policy provides that 

councils should have the financial capacity to 
enable them to provide services which broad±~ 
equate with councils elsewhere in Australia. 

In the same document, the Government goes on to propose 
that future funding for the municipalities 

be assessed against an appropriate external 
standard for assessing both revenue and 
expenditure needs. Such a standard could be 
drawn from selected local government bodies in 
the states or froJ8an average of states local 
government bodies. 

In contrast to this developmental approach, the 
Government accepts standards as they are for the 
non-municipalized areas. Its concern is not for the 
improvement of services, but to get residents of such 
areas to pay more for the inferior services already in 
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place. 

The Government proposes to institute a uniform service 
charging policy for areas outside the municipalities. 
This would equate revenue raising effort with the 
quality and range of services available. The policy 
would 'recognize ... the typically low level of income 
of Aboriginals and the limited range and quality of 
services provided in most unincorporated townships'. In 
frank terms, it would thus 

formalize the 
expected to pay 
are available to 
cons½~tent with 
pay. 

principle that residents are 
only for the services which 
them, to a degree that is 
their individual capacity to 

The Government's 'Policy guidelines on financial 
assistance for local government services', in which 
these proposals are set out, makes no mention of any 
dissatisfaction with discrepancies in service 
standards. Nor does it offer any proposal for changing 
this state of affairs ('catch-up'). In effect, the 
Government effectively accepts as given the lower 
standards of amenities and services in Aboriginal 
settlements and sees this as a natural function of a 
lower capacity to pay and their lower expectations. The 
only reference to equity in the policy statement is in 
relation to neutralizing the grievances (called 
'perceived inequities') of municipal ratepayers against 
those who do not pay rates elsewhere. The aim of the 
policy guidelines is to get Aborigines to pay more for 
their existing inferior services. 

As shown above, pressure on community councils to impose 
service charges has been specifically related to 
electricity charges. In many localities the value of 
cuts in Town Maintenance and Public Utilities (TMPU) 
funding seems to represent about 25 per cent of the 
electricity generation fuel component of council 
budgets. 

Inequity in Service Charges 

The justifiability of any service charges in Aboriginal 
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communities merits comment at this point and may be 
taken up at two levels. 

The first case for exemption is a moral one. People 
have commonly become residents of Aboriginal townships 
because they were forcibly displaced from their 
traditional land - to which many still wish to return. 
Their delicate indigenous economy was destroyed20along 
with responsibility for their own livelihood. The 
current dependence of Aborigines on government finance 
stems largely from European intervention in their 
culture and livelihood, through the colonization 
process. As the Miller Report concludes, 

the fundamental historical factor that has 
ensured the continuing low economic status of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
is the l~!s of ownership of natural 
resources.' 

The most simple illustration of this is where people are 
barred access to their traditional sources of water and 
become dependent on TMPU funded water supplies. Is it 
fair that such people should be expected to pay for such 
services? It seems particularly ironic that such 
service charges are represented as a contribution 
towards Aboriginal self-sufficiency. The provision of 
services may be justified as compensation for denial of 
their traditional way of life. 

The second case for exemption has to do with 
(horizontal) equity in access to government assistance. 
The majority of residents of Aboriginal townships who 
are in receipt of any cash income get Commonwealth 
pensions or benefits. Pensioners in the municipalities 
receive substantial supplementary assistance towards the 
cost of services from the Territory Government. Through 
rebates, the Government pays 62.5 per cent of general 
municipal rates and 50 per cent of garbage rates of 
homeowners. A rebate on water and sewerage rates also 
applies. The average value of these re~~tes in 1981-82 
for the Northern Territory was $232.67. In addition, 
pensioners receive a 50 per cent rebate on electricity, 
the annual value of this being about $300 per 
household. 
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Allowing for inflation, the total annual value of these 
contributions for services is likely, then, to be about 
$600. This needs to be seen against the background of 
the total per capita value of poorer quality services in 
Aboriginal townships. Most Aborigines do not have 
connections to power and water supplies in any case. 
The majority of services are used by government agencies 
and non-Aboriginal households. 

A rough survey of electricity usage in one Aboriginal 
township (Lajamanu) estimated (there being no meters) 
that 65 p~5 cent of power was consumed by government 
agencies. Less than 10 per cent of all power was used 
in private Aboriginal housing - much the same as that 
privately used by non-Aboriginal service staff and their 
families who make up a minority of the population. 

The Territory Government also provides other benefits to 
pensioners in the municipalities, for bus travel, air 
travel, motor vehicle registration, Housing Commission 
rent and so on. Such 'fringe' benefits are 
Austra~ia-wide. A Social Welfare Policy Secretariat 
survey estimated the value to a single pensioner of 
selected non-Commonwealth fringe benefits in 1981-82. 
These benefits were: dental treatment, spectacles, 
ambulance services, housing, home owner rate rebates, 
electricity, gas and public transport. Their value was 
as follows: 

at 

on 

a maximum, 

$1,350 per 
$1,050 per 
$3,764 per 

average, 

annum if 
annum if 
annum if 

a home owner 
in private rental housing 
in public rental housing 

$ 658 per annum if a home owner 
$ 425 per annum if in private rental housing 
$2,649 per annum if in public rental housing 

State dependent or unemployed Aborigines in remote areas 
of the Northern Territory generally do not enjoy most of 
these forms of assistance. As people who generally do 
not own homes, they also do not share in benefits to 
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25 
homeowners embedded in the tax structure. Exemptions 
for service charges would make some contribution towards 
offsetting the relative advantages enjoyed by white 
Australians that are costed here. 

UNDERCUTTING THE LAND COUNCILS 

A further reason behind the interest in fostering 
community government councils is a strong desire in the 
Territory Government to undermine the power of the two 
large Aboriginal representative bodies, the Central and 
Northern Land Councils. The strength of the advocacy of 
these organizations, particularly over Aboriginal land 
rights, on a national scale, has sometimes 
frustrated and embarrassed the Territory, as well as the 
Federal, Government. Whatever their limitations and 
faults, the Land Councils have vigorously exercized 
their advocacy and 'watch-dog' role over land rights, 
and are one of the few well resourced bases of political 
opposition to the Territory Government. Not unaturally, 
the latter has tried to diminish their status. 

For some time the Territory Government has advocated 
localization of the land councils, but a recent tactical 
revision of this approach has been to canvass the idea 
that community government councils themselves could 
substitute for the land councils. The obvious 
ideological justification for this is the Type B 
localist position that local government is a more 
'representativ26 structure than centralized 
organizations. For the Government, supplanting the 
land councils would have the very desirable effect of 
fragmenting the resources of the most vociferous 
Aboriginal organizations. Local 'community' would be 
increasingly seen as the basis for organization, 
representation and conceptualization of problems 
instead of racial or colonial status. 

There are only three Northern Territory Land Councils -
the small Tiwi Land Council representing Bathurst and 
Melville Islands, and the much larger Central and 
Northern Land Councils representing the balance of the 
Territory. When they act together, as frequently happens 
over land rights, they are capable of representing the 
interests of their overall colonial constituency. 
Breaking the two bigger organizations down would not so 
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much devolve power, but increase the relative force of 
government at the centre, relieved as it would be of 
oppositional peak bodies. 

This role for community councils is clearly subject to 
the Type C critique of localism. What is argued as 
being a more democratic and sensitive framework for 
representation of interests may actually strengthen the 
hegemony of the centre. This is because of the relative 
weakness of the localized bodies, as well as their 
conceptual base on so-called community interests 
rather than on pursuit of interests that reflect the 
political and economic position of the subject people as 
a whole. This hegemonic role is the more likely to be 
served given that the so-called communities, are 
commonly fractious, constituted of different tribal, 
skin and clan groupings, as well as European 
minorities. 

Transfer of the land councils' functions to community 
councils would also bring responsibility for pursuit and 
protection of Aboriginal land rights under Northern 
Territory legislation. Given the Territory's re59rd of 
effective opposition to Aboriginal land rights, this 
would be likely to have a retrograde effect. 

THE FINANCIAL DEPENDENCE OF COMMUNITY COUNCILS 

It is, of course, a mistake to think that the potential 
for self-determination at the local government level is 
simply a function of the legal freedom endowed by the 
local government legislation. Other factors are 
obviously involved. These include the nature and extent 
of cultural and personal constraints and the use of 
non-constitutional or illegal practices. 

Clearly, the amount of money councils have to exercise 
the options they have at their disposal is another 
major, in many instances perhaps the most important, 
consideration. This entails both the absolute amount, 
and the extent of discretion over all or part of that 
capital. Local councils may be more effectively 
hamstrung by tied finance, than legal limitations on 
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their competence. 
noted in Chapter 
government have 
local government. 

This effect is not unusual. As I 
Four, grants-in-aid from central 

always been a means of control over 
In this context, the Benthamite 

authority on local government, Herman Finer, recognized 
the historic linkage between 'gr~ftts and inspection by 
the central authority's agents'. I have shown how the 
Northern Territory community government legislation is 
geared to allow a potentially broad range of functions. 
Taken by itself, and especially if not considered in its 
entirety, the Act could suggest more freedom than the 
councils actually enjoy. The remainder of this, and the 
next, chapter is specifically concerned with the room 
for manouevre that financial circumstances allow 
Aboriginal community councils in exercising the 
self-determination claimed for them by the Territory and 
Federal governments. 

Local government revenue comes from the following 
sources: government grants, specific purpose (tied) and 
general purpose (untied); government and private loans; 
loan repayments; interest on loans; rates; fees; 
contributions; fines; charges for services; sale of 
assets; rent and trading activities. Of these, by far 
the most significant are government grants and rates. 
In 1981-82, Northern Territory municipalities received 
38 per cent of their revenue from rates, and 41 per cent 
from government grants (compared with res~~ctive 
national figures of 47 per cent and 21 per cent). 

The picture for community councils is, however, very 
different, with the great bulk of income coming from 
tied government grants. In the same year as the above 
figures were taken out one apparently typical Aboriginal 
community council, Lajamanu Community Government, 
received 93 per cent of its income in grants from the 
Territory Government. The Commonwealth's contribution to 
Territory expenditure on Aborigines, including the cost 
of Aboriginal community councils (mostly under the Town 
Maintenance and Public Utilities Program) comes out of 
General Purpose disbursements, about $558,400 million in 
1985-86. Final expenditure is at the Territory 
Government's discretion. Financially, community 
councils are almost entirely dependent upon the Northern 
Territory Government. 
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THE COMMONWEALTH PERSONAL INCOME TAX SHARING PROVISIONS 

Australian local government as a whole has a narrow 
range of authority and the Northern Territory Government 
has been even more reluctant than the states to devolve 
responsibilities to. The reason offered for this is to 
do with efficiency. Because services have to be 
maintained in the large unincorporated part of the 
Territory (with 33 per cent of the population), the 
Government says there is an economy of scale in30it 
providing the same services for the whole territory. 

This principle is also meant to justify, for example, 
the retention of town planning as a centralized 
responsibility. As the municipalities themselves have 
pointed out, this arrangement does not appear to be very 
efficient or effective for determining, for example, 
planning standards. Parking space criteria set in 
Darwin are hardly appropriate for Tennant Creek. 
Equally, it is unlikely that the European-style town 
plans that have been drawn up and approved by centrally 
based planners are appropriate for remote Aboriginal 
townships like Ali Curung or Yuendumu. 

Recognizing that local government in general is 
restricted by the Territory Government's reluctance to 
broaden local powers, the community councils fare far 
worse than the municipalities in terms of their degree 
of freedom. Only the latter have been in receipt of 
general purpose revenue sharing funds from the 
Commonwealth. For the states, these have been passed on 
through the Local Government (Personal Income Tax 
Sharing) Act 1976. Under the Memorandum of Understanding 
with the Federal Government, the Northern Territory 
received,~ analogous entitlement for on-passing to its 
councils. These provisions are to be replaced by the 
Local Government (Financial Assistance) Act 1986, 
legislation I will discuss later in this chapter. 

The Self Report gives the primary purpose of general 
purpose grants as 

to strengthen local councils' capacity to make 
and to implement their own allocative 
decisions by equalizing resources across 
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municipalities. Outcomes in terms of local 
service provision are not the major concerns 
of the granting government. Essentially the 
grants rest on the assumption that local 
government is a separate sphere~; government 
responsible to its own electors. 

The Territory share of Commonwealth Personal Income Tax 
(PIT) collections for 1985-86 was $2,560,000. This was 
calculated only on the basis of the entitlement 05 Alice 
Springs, Darwin, Katherine and Tennant Creek. 3 The 
Territory Government almost doubled the Commonwealth 
contribution with its so-called 'topsing-up' allocation 
to the municipalities of $2,490,000. The total value 
of general purpose grants to Territory local government 
then was $5,050,000. On this basis the unmunicipalized 
30 per cent (minimum) of the Territory population, 
including about 50 per cent of the Aboriginal population 
(approximately 15,000 people), should have received at 
least $1,515,000 in untied grants. In addition, the 
following factors should have considerably increased the 
discretionary entitlement. Firstly, the general purpose 
revenue sharing grant due to the Territory should have 
been calculated on the basis of all local governments, 
not just the four municipalities that existed in 1979. 
This would increase the base amount upon which the 
amount due to the remote councils could be calculated. 

Secondly, it has been a Commonwealth stipulation that 
'need' as well as population be taken into account in 
the distribution of 'PITS' funds. This refers to an 
'equalization component' based on 'revenue disability'. 
This element is estimated by dividing population into 
total Unimproved Capital Value (UCV) of rateable 
property in a local government area. 

Thirdly, for its own subsidy to local government, the 
Northern Territory claims to go 'further than the 
Commonwealth guidelines in achieving equalization 
objectives'. However, it does not provide a35clear 
formula or rationale for how this level is fixed. 

Thus, councils with a low tax base are meant to receive 
a proportionately greater share of 'PITS' money. 
Because most Aboriginal land has no official rateable 
value, or UCV, there are obvious difficulties in 
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establishing a revenue disability factor comparable with 
the municipalities. With some effort, however, a 
satisfactory substitute could be worked out, even if UCV 
had to be replaced by some other indicator of financial 
need in the basic formula for the Territory. 

Other disabilities also apply. For example, the 
Northern Territory Local Government Grants Committee has 
stated its sympathy for Tennant Creek Town Council's 
diseconomies of small scale, extreme isolation, unstable 
workforce and rigorous clima~~c and physical environment 
in fixing its 1985-86 grant. 

At face value, the fact that 'PITS' funding has not been 
accorded to the predominantly Aboriginal localities has 
been simply because the latter are not constituted as 
municipalities - an explanation giv~9 to me by the 
Federal Minister for Local Government. This is a form 
of incorporation unsuitable and, in any case, 
unavailable to most remote settlements in the Northern 
Territory. However, similarly unincorporated places in 
Australia have been in receipt of 'PITS' money, 
including isolated Coober Pedy in South Australia and 
Lord Howe Island, NSW. The legal distinction between 
incorporation and non-incorporation as a municipality, 
would therefore seem to have masked a discriminatory 
practice. 

GRANT SUBSTITUTION 

At the same time as Northern Territory Aborigines are 
disadvantaged in the area of 'PITS' funding, a program 
ostensibly for all Australians, much is made of special 
'Aboriginal Advancement' programs such as the Community 
Development Empl~pient Program and the Special Wor~~ 
Projects Scheme, the Town Campers Assistance Program 
and the TMPU Program. Many of these programs involve 
substitution of 'special' funding for Aborigines for 
mainstream funding of services to whites. 

The CDEP, for example, is paid to community councils out 
of funds from the Aboriginal Affairs portfolio 
administered by the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. At 
the same time unemployment benefits, which CDEP payments 
replace, are paid out of Department of Social Security 
revenue. The key point here, however, is that CDEP 
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funded projects have to be individually approved by the 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs. Thus, Aborigines paid 
the equivalent money as non-Aborigines have to have 
their activities approved, whereas the latter do not 
(see Appendix One). This is a clear, if extreme, example 
of the intrusiveness of localist programs. In the name 
of community development, the state is able to oversee, 
through its inspectors and the community councils, what 
for other Australians on unemployment benefits are their 
private affairs. 

A similar position, regarding substitution, exists with 
TMPU money. In 1985-86 the Federal Government allocated 
$1.1 million 'for the provision of potable water 
supplies and adequate sewerage systems under the 
Aboriginal Public Health Improvement Program'. This 
money is classified as part of the Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs' Aboriginal Advancement Prigram and 
is paid to the Northern Territory Government, which, 
in turn passes on the funds to community councils under 
its TMPU Program. Assistance of this nature to other 
Australians may be channelled through local government 
in the form of general and specific purpose grants. 
Federal financial support for public works is also given 
indirectly, through tax-deductions for the costs of 
infrastructure provision by private property 
developers. 

Even royalty moneys and returns on business investments, 
ostensibly private incomes received by Aborigines, have 
been allowed to substitute for maini1ream health, 
education and welfare service funding. The risk of 
this practice increasing in the current period of 
austerity in public health, education and welfare 
expenditure is considerable. 

COMPARATIVE COUNCIL INCOMES 

Government ministers and others conscious about public 
expenditure levels frequently stress the cost of 
services to Aboriginal communities. Such claims need to 
be considered in the light of Commonwealth and state or 
territory expenditure on all local governments. Aside 
from 'PITS' funds, there are numerous grants and 
subsidies given to European councils. The following 
tables (1 & 2) are provided to give an indication of the 
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distribution of grants to different types of local 
councils. These are: a community government and a 
municipal council, both incorporated under the Northern 
Territory Local Government Act, and a shire council 
incorporated under the New South Wales Local Government 
Act. The latter, Windouran, was selected because of its 
at least superficial comparability - being rural and 
having a small, white, population. There are, of 
course, many pitfalls with such comparisons, because of 
both different circumstances and lack of adequate data. 
The material in the tables is most valid if used for 
illustrative purposes, demonstrating the logic of the 
comparison, rather than the extent. The data in the 
first table are included principally to illustrate the 
need to consider the value of transfers to Aboriginal 
councils in relative terms. The second table is to 
illustrate relativities in respect of access to 
discretionary funding. 

Table 1 reveals that claims as to the generosity of 
central government towards Aboriginal community councils 
are questionable. The cost of the grants have to be seen 
in relative terms, that is, in the light of subsidies to 
councils serving predominantly European populations. 
The latter, it can be seen here, are considerable, but 
are often not remembered when the costs of grants to 
Aboriginal organizations are quoted. 

This point of logic is more significant when it is 
understood that governments also make, indirect, 
contributions towards the costs of municipal and shire 
councils. The value of these is very difficult to 
estimate, and they are go beyond what Table 1 reveals. 
For example, it is important to realize that a 
significant proportion of rates paid to municipal and 
shire councils have been income tax deductable. This 
has mostly occurred in the case of commercial and rental 
properties. This amount, therefore, represents a well 
disguised but real, Commonwealth contribution to local 
government revenue. And, since much of it comes to a 
council as general rates, it is untied money. It is the 
equivalent of direct government grants. A high 
proportion of Windouran's $294,000 rates would be 
deducted from rural industry business taxes. This 
figure should be added to the value of government grants 
to get a truer picture of government support to that 
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council. Then, the per capita government assistance 
would also have to be adjusted upwards. This may well 
mean that the citizens of Windouran got something like 
the same amount of government assistance as those of 
Lajamanu, through their respective councils. 

The official grant money shown in Table 1, which shows 
Lajamanu residents as receiving $600 per annum more than 
those of Windouran represents the somewhat misleading 
public face of the available figures. At the real level 
of government assistance it is impossible for councils 
of townships like Lajamanu to catch up with the level of 
amenity investment available to shires like Windouran. 
In any case, their overall income is lower, as Table 1 
indicates. 

There are more 
municipalities. 

indirect 
Included 

subsidies 
in the 

to the 
Territory 

municipalities' rate incomes are government 
reimbursements for rate rebates. If Lajamanu Community 
Government Council was to be subsidized to the average 
value of home owner rebates for its 83 pensioners, it 
would be due to receive about $49,800 per annum in 
untied money. 

The 1985-86 Federal Budget introduced a new type of 
'support for the local government sector'. It provided 
for a personal income tax deduction of up to $1,000 for 
the expenses of candidates for local government 
elections. This is an effective subsidy only for those 
who outlay at least $1,000 in trying to gain election -
a circumstance most unlikely to benefit Aborigines in 
community council elections, despite the fact that there 
would be a minimum of about 450 relevant elective 
positions. 

Table 2 reveals an important discriminatory feature of 
local government finance. It shows the vast difference 
in the amount of discretionary revenue received by the 
different forms of councils. Lajamanu receives almost 
negligible untied income, while well over a half of 
Windouran's income is discretionary. For Tennant Creek, 
just under a half of its income is untied. Such 
comparative data suggests how little self-determination 
really exists for the Aboriginal community councils. 
Close budgetary control over community councils is one 
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form of continued colonial administration of Aboriginal 
living conditions. Tied funding in a localist policy 
context participatory community councils avowedly 
involved in self-determination, disguises paternalist 
regulation. 

The general purpose revenue subsidy recommended by the 
Territory Government's Local Government Grants Committee 
for Palmerston Town Council gives another insight into 
the inequality associated with untied grants. 
Palmerston was meant to receive $951,000 in 1985-86. 
With a population of 3,200, this represents $297 per 
resident. If Lajamanu Community Government Council was 
to receive untied grants at this rate from the same 
source, it would be due to get $218,000 more than 
eight times its current discretionary income. With 
rates and charges, Palmerston has more untied income 
than its 'PITS' and 'top-up' money anyhow. And Lajamanu 
has far more financial disabilities than Palmerston. 
Since, as we shall shortly see, the Government has 
argued for the recognition of this consideration in 
respect of its municipalities, Lajamanu should be 
assisted at a much greater rate than it is. 

Another important consideration in the context of 
general purpose subsidies is that of road grants to 
Australian local governments. Road grants outweigh all 
other apparently specific purpose grants to local 
government combined. They are a major source of local 
government revenue. As Self points out, roads grants to 
local government are not very different to general 
purpose assistance. This is especially because nothing 
is done to counter substitution effects, ensuring that 
the local governments actually spend the money on 
roads. Legally they may, for example, substitute for 
roads expeni~ture out of rates, thus subsidizing rate 
reductions. In 1982-83, the Shire of Windouran 
received over $207,000 as reimbursements for expenditure 
on roads and bridges. Thi~ was in addition to direct 
government contributions. In 1984-85 Katherine Town 
Council received nearly $200,000 in government grants 
for roadworks. It 4inticipated receipt of $340,000 in 
the following year. 

The Northern Territory Government has argued for an 
extension of Commonwealth local government funding to 

329 



'populations not residing in formally incorporated local 
government areas, including Aboriginal communities'. 
However, it wants this money to pay for 'local 
government-type services, rather thaj5 specifically in 
support of local government bodies'. That is, in the 
paternalistic tradition, it wants to be able to specify 
services itself, rather than leave discretion to the 
community councils. This is out of keeping with the 
nature of untied grants such as 'PITS', which the 
Territory Government supports. Also, Paragraph 40 of 
the Memorandum of Understanding specifies the 
Territory's responsibility to pass on Commonwealth 
revenue to local government authorities: 'The funds so 
provided will be general purpose funds in the hand of 
the Territory (local government) authorities'. 

BLACK AND WHITE PRINCIPLES 

Another view of the unfreedom of community councils in 
the Northern Territory can be gained by comparing their 
position to the espoused principles of progressive local 
government finance. The recent (Self) National Inquiry 
into Local Government Finance, was an occasion for the 
propagation of such principles. Here, I will examine 
those argued in the Northern Territoil Government's 
submission to the Inquiry in 1985, and in the 
following major section I will review the most pertinent 
of Self's principles. 

The Northern Territory Government forcefully argued to 
the Self Inquiry for the application of four key 
principles for municipal councils. These principles 
were: (1) recognition of 'financial disability', (2) 
'fiscal equalisation', (3) acceptance of 'effort 
neutrality', and (4) 'block grant funding'. Boiled 
down, the logic of the Territory's case for Commonwealth 
funding, based on these principles, is: Territory local 
governments (read municipalities) suffer disadvantages 
in respect of both their relatively restricted revenue 
raising capacity and special expf9diture 
responsibilities or needs. 'Ethnic composition' is a 
disability factor in this argument. Therefore, it 
reasons, Territory local governments should get a higher 
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subsidy from the Commonwealth than otherwise. There 
should, nevertheless, be no consequent obligation on the 
councils to actually spend the extra money in a way that 
reflects any special need. Should they wish to reduce 
rates in order to subsidize property-owners, for 
example, that, the government says, is the councils' own 
business. 

1. FINANCIAL DISABILITY 

The Northern Territory Government was at pains to point 
out that its local governments suffer relatively severe 
revenue and expenditure disabilities. On the revenue 
side, Territory Municipalities have a per capita rate 
revenue fifteen per cent lower than the Australian 
average. This mainly reflects the lower overall value 
of commercial and industrial property on which rates are 
levied. To raise the same rate revenue as local 
government in the states, which have more valuable rate 
bases, Territory municipalities would have to have a 
higher rate (in the dollar) of local taxation. This 
would be inequitable, so the Government has argued for a 
higher level of government grants to municipalities. In 
fact, this is what already applied. Per capita 
government grants to Northern Territory municipalities 
have been much greater than the national average, at a 
ratio of 1.5:1. This aid is meant to reflect the 
municipalities' more 
particularly those 
dispersion and social 

severe 'cost 
arising from48scale, 
composition'. 

disabilities, 
isolation, 

The lastmentioned types of financial disabilities of the 
community councils and community governments are 
immeasurably worse than those of the municipalities. 
Aboriginal communities have a tiny rate, or other 
revenue raising, base. This is because of extremely low 
levels of commercial and industrial activity and 
similarly low incomes. There are also other problems. 
Since rates are levied on property owners, there are 
obvious legal difficulties in rating the property owned 
by Aboriginal Land Trusts - Aboriginal settlements are 
normally established on such land. However, since in 
practice it is not simply property owners who pay local 
government rates (because after-tax costs tend to be 
passed on in the price 4ijf rent, goods and services 
produced on the property ) , some other legal base could 
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be substituted for rates on property. Charges for 
garbage and other services are an obvious precedent or 
model, well recognized by the Northern Territory 
Government. Building on this example, there could be 
some general service levy based on ability to pay. 

Income Subsidies for Europeans 

Another serious disability for the community 
has been that European public employees, such 
and schoolteachers, in Aboriginal townships 

councils 
as police 

have been 
exempted from service charges (garbage, water and 
electricity). This represents more than simply revenue 
foregone by the community councils. Since the cost of 
the services concerned are paid out of funds counted as 
expenditure on Aborigines, it is an expenditure 
disabilty as well. It effectively represents an, 
undeclared, income transfer from Aborigines to 
Europeans. The financial statements of community 
councils do not show this subsidy. 

Despite the community councils' existing financial 
disabilities that compare so unfavourably with those of 
municipalities and shires across the country, the 
Territory Government has not sought such recognition in 
the terms of Federal local government grants. Rather 
than arguing for increased Commonwealth subsidy for the 
community councils, in line with the logic applied to 
the municipalities, the Government has simply sought 
more money itself. While it recognizes the 
municipalities' financial disabilities, for the 
disabilities faced by the community councils, the 
Territory Government has only recognized its own 
disability. This indicates a highly paternalistic 
approach to the Aboriginal community councils. 

2. FISCAL EQUALIZATION 

The Northern Territory Government stated in unequivocal 
terms that its 

fundamental conviction is that fiscal 
equalization should be the primary objective 
of general purpose revenue assistance to local 
government. Accordingly, it is our view that 
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only those councils whose financial position 
(through no fault of their own) is relatively 
worse than that of some pre-determined 
standard should receive general purpose 
grants. 

Against a background of limited funds, to do 
otherwise would simply perpetuate pre-existing 
inequalities instead of maximizing redress of 
disabilities suffered by councils in most 
need. Such needs can, of course, arise either 
as a result of revenue raising limitations or 
as a result of expenditure disabilities. 

In answer to the Self Inquiry's question 'Should the 
main purpose of revenue sharing grants be to assist 
disadvantaged local governments?', the Territory 
Government continues: 

... We believe that it is a principal 
responsibility of funding agencies to 
distribute their funds in a manner which 
recognizes the differential impact of these 
disabilities. If revenue sharing grants are 
not to be used for this purpose, then 
topping-up funds will have to be provided from 
another sog0ce to achieve fiscal 
equalization. 

The Government refers here to general fiscal 
equalization within Australian local --government as a 
whole. This view appears to be a fundamentally fair 
claim, as long as the Aboriginal community councils are 
included in the arrangements. Unfortunately, this does 
not appear to be what was meant. The Government only 
called for fiscal equalization between the, 
predominantly white, municipal forms of local 
government. 

3. EFFORT NEUTRALITY 

While the principle of 'fiscal equalization' might 
reflect at least some interest in equity, this is 
counteracted by support for a policy of effort 
neutrality. The assessment of grants to local 

333 



government is held to be effort neutral when it does not 
take into account a council's ag1ual expenditure levels 
or revenue raising practices. Support for effort 
neutrality means that it should be left up to the 
individual local governments to decide how to spend 
their income and whether or not to make use of their 
available revenue raising capacity. By supporting the 
effort neutrality principle the Territory is saying that 
councils should not be penalized in terms of subsidies 
if they fail to make optimum effort to raise money 
themselves. It is also saying, in effect, that while 
councils with low revenue raising capacity should be 
compensated from general revenue, receipt of such 
compensation should not carry any obligation to spend it 
on services. If a municipality desires, it should be 
able to reduce service levels and rate levels without 
its subsidies being affected. This would naturally tend 
to benefit individual property owners, especially those 
not so reliant on optional public amenities. 

It is not unreasonable to hold that government grants 
attracted because of some special need should have to be 
spent on a relevant program. This would not mean that 
individual councils should not be 52ree to design and 
implement the program themselves. Municipalities can 
generally be relied upon to maintain expenditure on 
traditional services to property. However, expenditure 
on more optional services, such as health, education and 
welfare is a different matter. Being fundamentally 
conservative, Australian local government has been 
historically reluctant to spend money on these areas. 
In 1981-82, only six per cent of total local government 
outlays were on health, education and welfare. This was 
still higher tg~n the Northern Territory average of only 
one per cent. A study of comparable municipalities in 
NSW, Victoria and the Northern Territory in 1981-82 
showed that annually they spent $7.10, $15.45 agi $2.01 
per capita, respectively, on health and welfare. 

The chief anomaly in the effort neutrality principle is 
that it contradicts Government practice in relation to 
community councils. Since 1982-83 the Department of 
Transport and Works has been letting contracts to some 
community councils for maintenance works such as 
transport, building, maintenance and improvements. 
Councils have also been carrying out some commercial 
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contract jobs, such as road construction and 
maintenance, equipment overhauls and construction. 
These pursuits have yielded appreciable incomes for 
councils running in some cases to several hundred 
thousand dollars. However, they have been used by the 
Department of Community Development to justify 
equivalent reductions in TMPU (Town Maintenance and 
Public Utilities) grants. Earned income has simply 
substituted for grants that were otherwise available to 
cover essential services. This practice does not even 
match the principles conservatives, such as in the 
Territory Ministry, say ideally govern private 
enterprise - where revenue raising initiatives are meant 
to be rewarded, not penalized. The effort neutrality 
policy, it would appear, only applies to the municipal 
councils, if at all. 

4. BLOCK GRANT FUNDING 

Another double standard appears in the issue as to 
whether funds to local governments should be tied or 
untied. For municipal councils, the Territory 
Government advocates a liberal approach. It strongly 
argues in favour of 'fully discretionary' untied general 
purpose grants to councils, from the Commonwealth. 

With very few exceptions, the Northern 
Territory Government's view is that, in the 
final analysis, the range and quality of 
services should be determined by local 
government councils as elected representatives 
of the recipients of the services concerned. 

An approach which prescribes the 
standard and range of local government 
services on other than an exceptional basis 
belittles tg5 role and responsibility of local 
government. 

The new Local Government Act also provides for 
discretion over expenditure (Section 146). In his Second 
Reading speech, the Minister for Community Development 
said: 
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In line with the philosophy that local 
government should be able to arrange its 
affairs independently, the Bill provides for 
councils to be given wide power to expend 
revenue in accordance with their annual 
estimates. If a Council is responsible for a 
particular function, it will have power to 
expend revenue on that function. 

This standard bears little resemblance to the 
Territory's dealings with community councils. The 
Department of Community Development allows no 
significant discretion over Council expenditures. It 
does not provide block grant funding, and by actually 
discounting its grants to the value of money raised by 
councils from other sources, it prevents significant 
discretion over spending of non-grant revenue. All 
significant items in community council budgets must have 
prior approval from the Department. Present Departmental 
policy appears to be to further tighten its fiscal 
control over community councils. 

While it can be argued that close supervision (coupled 
with effective assistance) may be reasonable in some 
cases, it is difficult to justify this on an 
across-the-board basis. It is also difficult to 
reconcile a blanket centrally controlled approach to 
financial management with the idea of 
self-determination, or even community development. 

NEW PROVISIONS FOR FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE TO COMMUNITY 
COUNCILS 

A number of important and interconnected recent 
developments in relation to the finances and degree of 
freedom of the Territory's community councils have 
occurred. These developments were the passage of two 
pieces of legislation in mid 1986, one of the 
Commonwealth and one of the Northern Territory; and the 
publication in late 1985 of two Commonwealth reports, 
one focussing on Aborigines, but touching on local 
government, and the other, touching on Aborigines, but 
focussing on local government. The passage of the Acts 
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represent the point at which data collection for this 
thesis was necessarily terminated, so their actual 
effects cannot be assessed here. 

The two acts are both about general purpose revenue 
sharing for local government, and replace arrangements 
determined under the Local Government (Personal Income 
Tax Sharing) Act 1976 (PITS Act). The first of these was 
the Commonwealth's Local Government (Financial 
Assistance) Act 1986 (LGFAA), introduced in May as the 
successor to the PITS Act. The LGFAA was intended to 
reflect the benefits of the5leport of National Inquiry 
into Local Government Finance (chaired by Professor 
Peter Self of the London School of Economics). The 
second statute was the Northern Territory's Local 
Government Grants Commission Act 1986 1LGGCA), enacted 
shortly after the Federal legislation,5 specifically in 
order to enable the latter's implementation. 

The LGFAA will mean an increase in general purpose 
funding to Northern Territory local government from $2.5 
million in 1985-86 to $5.4 million in 1986-87. The 
Northern Territory Government has agreed that the 
increase for local government will be deducted from its 
own general purpose grant from the Commonwealth. This 
increase embodies a per capita allocation that begins to 
reflect the whole Northern Territory population, not 
just four municipalities. By 1988-89 the Northern 
Territory's allocation should be fully proportional to 
the states on a per capita basis. After 1987-88 all-up 
payment calculations to the Territory local governments 
are to be based on the percentage change in Commonwealth 
general purpose payments to the states and Territory. 
The payments will be made in one lump sum early in the 
financial year. 

The other report that concerns local government and 
Aborigines was that of the Committee of Inquiry into 
Aboriginal Em~aoyment and Training Programs (chaired by 
Mick Miller). The Miller Report was commissioned to 
review Aboriginal Employment And Training Programs. A 
central theme was said to be 'the encouragement of 
policies and programs that enable Aboriginal people to 
gain increasing independence from government.' 
Consistent with this was Miller's finding that the 
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situation in Aboriginal towns requires 
examination of means by which people 
organize and deliver their own services 
effectively and engage in activities that 
themselves judge to be productive 
. 59 
important. 

an 
can 

more 
they 

and 

An influential member of the Committee of Review of 
Aboriginal 60 Employment and Training Programs, 
H.C.Coombs, lobbied the chairman of the National 
Inquiry into Local Government Finance to give attention 
to the situation in respect of Aborigines. The Self 
Report had been commissioned to review local government 
tax sharing arrangements and to recommend changes 
required to improve the operation of the PITS Act. The 
Self Report distinguished itself from most other 
official material on local government by its, at least 
mild, concern with broader questions of equity in local 
government. It was also unusual for having addressed 
the relationship between Aborigines and local 
government, with explicit regard for the Northern 
Territory, albeit timidly and apparently more as an 
afterthought. The fact that it did so at all may be 
partly attributable to Coombs' influence. No formal 
submissions by, or on behalf of, Aborigines were made 
while the Inquiry was in progress, although there was a 
late representation from the Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs in Queensland. Self's generally positive 
recommendations concerning Aborigines were strengthened 
by those of61the Commonwealth Inter-Departmental 
Committee (IDC) specially set up to respond. 

SELF'S PRINCIPLES 

The Self Report provides a good starting point for an 
examination of the recent developments. Most 
fundamentally, Self recognized considerable inequities 
between local governments in respect of both revenue 
raising capacity and expenditure needs. This imbalance 
was seen to be due to the narrowness and regressiveness 
of the rate base, as well as the increasing demands g~ 
local government to provide 'human services'. 
Recommendation 17 was that the general purpose revenues 
should be allocated in such a way that only up to thirty 
per cent of the total funds available should be 
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distributed on a per capita basis. The balance, Self 
recommended, should be distributed by the individual 
states and the Northern Territory on a horizontal 
equalization basis. At least seventy per cent of 
general purpose revenue sharing grants were to be 
'targetted upon the most disadvantaged councils'. The 
wealthiest councils, however, would still be guarranteed 
the equivalent of what they would be due if thirty per 
cent of the overall revenue was distributed on a full 
per capita basis. The Federal Minister for Local 
Government, Tom Uren, appeared to accept the spirit of 
this principle when he announced in the House of 
Representatives that the 'principal objective' of new 
local government funding arrangements would be to 

provide financial assistance to those local 
councils who are most disadvantaged in respect 
of their ability to raise revenue and to 
provide services. That is, assistance will be 
provided principally fg~ the purposes of 
horizontal equalization. 

When the Minister introduced the Local Government 
(Finagiial Assistance) Bill in the House a few weeks 
later it was clear that the Hawke Government was not 
prepared to go so far towards equitable distribution. 
This was despite Section 9(2) (b) of the Act, which was 
consistent with Self's recommendation and with the 
Minister's announcement. It stipulated that the state 
and Northern Territory governments 

shall have regard to the objective of ensuring 
that the allocation of funds for local 
government purposes is made, as far as 
practicable, on a full horizontal equalization 
basis, being a basis that ensures that each 
local governing body in the State is able to 
function, by reasonable effort, at a standard 
not lower than the average standard of other 
local governing bodies in the State, and that 
takes account of differences in the 
expenditure required by those local governing 
bodies in the performance of their functions 
and in the capacity of those local governing 
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bodies to raise revenue. 

NON-COMPLIANCE AND SANCTIONS 

Unfortunately the Act did not embody Self's 
recommendation that a maximum, rather than a minimum, of 
thirty per cent of the revenue be shared on a per capita 
basis. Section 9(2) (c) has the effect of a guarantee to 
each local governing body of a minimum grant, based on a 
division of thirty per cent of the revenue on a per 
capita basis. Since this is a minimum-only stipulation, 
a great deal turns on interpretation of the preceding 
sub-clause (9(2) (b)), with its 'as far as practicable' 
let-out. 

Self, Uren, and others responsible for the Local 
Government (Financial Assistance) Act, meant to 
strengthen the equalization dimension of federal support 
for local government. They were, however, frustrated by 
the strong conservative force within the national local 
government lobby. In the event, their chief aim 
appeared to be to preserve current Commonwealth 
financial support for local government as a whole. On 
this, at least for the time being, they were 
successful. However, the Act now provides no inbuilt 
mechanism for forcing the Northern Territory or the 
states to ensure equitable distribution in respect of 
financial disability. Nevertheless, it does contain a 
strong expression of egalitarian intent. And it does, 
under Section 9(4) provide the Commonwealth Minister for 
Local Government with power to intervene. If the 
Minister does not approve of Territory or state 
principles for the allocation of funds amongst local 
governing bodies, he or she may determine the principles 
that will apply. 

This is a strong legal authority but, in the face of 
claims about 'states' rights and in the wake of the 
ideological force of 'new federalism' somewhat unusual. 
Despite the provisions just cited, it will be 
politically hazardous for a federal minister to 
effectively revoke a state or Territory decision about 
how it-should allocate money provided as a lump sum, and 
then impose federally drafted rules for internal 
allocation. After all, the Federal Government has 
already acceded to the states' objections to the Self 
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proposal that the responsible 
should 'promulgate guidelines in 
policies to be appligg in 
equalization purposes'. 

Commonwealth minister 
respect of the general 

determining grants for 

Given the relatively junior status of 
Government portfolio - the minister is not a 

the Local 
member of 

the Inner Cabinet - a decision to exercise rights given 
under the LGFAA might well be taken elsewhere in any 
case. Any positive influence from a minister with some 
expressed sympathy for the position of 6tboriginal 
community councils, as in the present case, might be 
countered by the influence of the more right wing and 
more senior members of the Federal Government. The 
tenure of the Labor Government in Canberra is far from 
certain anyhow. It would be even more unlikely that a 
minister from the same conservative political stable as 
the Territory Government would contemplate intervening 
in what would be claimed to be the latter's own 
affairs. 

A critical issue here is the amount of pressure that 
Aboriginal interests could bring to bear on the federal 
government to take such action. At the present time, 
the only organizations with a relevant mandate and 
potential influence are the Central and Northern Land 
Councils. These organization's resources are, however, 
limited and severely taxed by mining industry assaults 
on Aboriginal land rights - their essential concern. 
The community councils' are presently far too 
fragmented, under-resourced, and politically 
unsophisticated to exert the necessary pressure, 
especially in the absence of an independent 
association. 

The conclusion to be drawn from this analysis of current 
power alignments and other political practicalities is 
that the authority to intervene vested in the Federal 
Minister for Local Government by the LGFAA is unlikely 
to be invoked should the Northern Territory Government 
not distribute funds more equitably. 

THE TERRITORY'S RESPONSE 

The Northern Territory Legislative Assembly subsequently 
passed the necessary enabling legislation, the Local 
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~G~o~v~e~r~n~m=e~n~t::;_~G~r=-=a~n~t~s'--~C~o~mm==i=s~s~i~o~n"'--_A~c~t'--~1-9 ___ 8~6 (LGGCA), to 
implement the Commonwealth Act. The stated purpose of 
the LGGCA is 

To establish a Local Government Grants 
Commission to make recommendations concerning 
the distribution of financial assistance to 
local gg¥ernment bodies and for related 
purposes. 

68 In his second reading speech, the Minister for 
Community Development embellished the stated intent of 
the Commonwealth legislation. 

It is the agreed Commonwealth Territory 
intention that people should receive the same 
standard of local government services across 
Australia regardless of where they live. 

This concept is particularly important in the 
Territory to ensure that smaller communities 
receive the same opportunities for development 
as the more populous centres. 

Although there has been insufficient time to be able to 
observe exactly how the LGGCA will be implemented, the 
Act itself contains a number of problematic aspects as 
far as the prospect of fiscal equalization is 
concerned. A fundamental problem lies in the way the 
Local Government Grants Commission, whose job it is to 
apportion general purpose revenue, has been 
constituted. All members are appointed by the Minister 
for Community Development and, thus, could be expected 
to conform to government wishes. In any case, the 
status of the Commission is only as a recommendatory 
body. Section 17 allows the Minister for Community 
Development to return unacceptable recommendations to 
the Commission 'with a request that it reconsider ... 
and take iggo account any matter referred to by the 
Minister'. There appears to be little to prevent 
grants under the new arrangements being merely 
substituted for former TMPU monies necessary for 
essential services. And there is little reason to 
expect that funds might be genuinely discretionary. 

342 



FUNCTIONAL INELIGIBILITY FOR FUNDING 

The LGFAA defines local government as any body that 
provides multiple services regarded as such by the law 
of the Territory, or which is declared as such by the 
Federal Minister for Local Gov;0nment on the advice of 
the relevant Territory Minister. In practical terms, 
this means any Aboriginal community council could be 
classified as a local government under this Act. It also 
means that outstation resource centres, town camp 
organizations, and other locality based organizations 
such as the Gagudju Association, could be so 
classified. However, under the LGGCA as it stands, 
community councils are not automatically classified as 
eligible to receive general purpose funding passed on 
from the Commonwealth for distribution to local 
government. Councils have to be specifically declar;~ 
eligible by the Minister for Community Development. 
This point was given s9~e emphasis in the Minister's 
second reading speech. The Minister has also made it 
clear that only community government councils, or those 
community councils who undertake to become community 
government councils, will be so declared. Already, town 
camp organizations and outstation resource centres, 
providing municipal-like services and eligible for 
assistance under the LGFAA, have been told that they are 
excluded from the provisions altogether. 

Self's Recommendation 22 was that where an area is 
unincorporated as a local government, other suitably 
representative bodies should be eligible for grants 'in 
exceptional cases'. (Self defines local government only 
as bodi;~ constituted under a local government 
statute. ) This Recommendation was weak although it 
pointed in the direction of equity as far as 
unincorporated deliverers of municipal-like services 
were concerned. It would have been stronger if the 
recommendation had been that grants be payable on a 
purely functional basis. That is, to all accountable 
and representative bodies carrying out local 
government-like duties. This would then have explicitly 
included Territory community councils, outstation 
resource centres and town camp organizations providing 
multiple 'municipal' services. This would also have 
been consistent with two earlier statements of principle 
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74 in the Report: 

(1) The essence of our position is that 
control of the funds should be in the hands of 
local communities. we cannot support 
the diversion of funds from the program to 
state governments from local government type 
functions. support for local choice is 
an integral component of the philosophical 
rationale of the program. 

(2) Where an Aboriginal community is judged 
sufficiently viable to be constituted a local 
government council, we consider it should be 
treated as a normal local government for all 
purposes. Provided that such a body is 
properly constituted and elected, and 
possesses comparable functions to those of 
other local governments, it should be eligible 
for Commonwealth equalization funds and for 
other specific subsidies available to local 
governments. 

The Inter Departmental Committee on implementation has 
suggested that the Government's policy response should 
be: 

Where Aboriginal Councils are performing the 
functions of Local Governments, and could be 
constituted reasonably as viable Local 
Governments, they be recognized as Local 
Government authorities by the State Local 
Government Grants commissions and the Northern 
Territory Local Government Grants c9~ittee 
for Local Government funding purposes. 

This was also the view put to 
Government by the Central 
recommendation that appeared to 

the Minister for76Local 
Land Council, a 

have been accepted. The 
Minister for Local Government, in the speech referred to 
above, said that 'provision will be made for Aboriginal 
Local Government in the Territory to receive funds under 
the (new) program'. The =L=o~c_a-l ___ G ........ o-v~e-r_n=m-e-n..___t_~<-F~i-n=a-n..___c-i_a-=-1 
Assistance) Act 1986 makes this possible providing 
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that the Commonwealth Minister for Local Government 
accepts the or~,nization in question as 
oovernino body'. However, action by the 

a 'local 
Territory 
of the Government contrary to the stated intent 

Commonwealth legislation has proceeded without Federal 
objection. 

The, at least superficial, contrast between the Federal 
and Northern Territory position over the funding of 
Aboriginal local government, demonstrates that the state 
does not have a uniformly discriminatory perpective on 
Aboriginal local councils. The Federal provisions, and 
especially the associated statements of principle, 
evidence the efforts of progressive intellectuals, like 
Coombs and Self and others, within and without the 
government and public service. However, without either 
self-actuating safeguards in the legislation, or clear 
evidence of Federal preparedness to intervene to ensure 
equity, the new provisions may well amount to little 
more than window-dressing. 

A TWO CLASS FUNDING SYSTEM 

The Territory legislation (LGGCA) provides for separate 
funding of municipal and community councils, a fact 
which does not appear to readily match the Minister for 
Community Development's claim that the intent of the new 
provisions is to ensure sameness of opportunity between 
all councils. Section 12(2) (b) says that the Local 
Government Grants Commission shall ensure that 

as far as possible, the amount of money 
recommended to be allocated to a local 
governing body is sufficient to enable it, by 
reasonable effort, to function to 
not appreciably below that of 

a standard 
other local 

governing bodies which are, in the opinion of 
the Commission, similar to that body in 
relation to those matters the Commission 
considers relevant. (emphasis added) 

Thus the way is open for community councils and 
municipalities to be subjected to different funding 
criteria or formulae, although notably no such formulae 
are built into the Act itself. If general purpose 
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grants were to be allocated on the basis of relative 
fiscal capacity, or equalization of ability to undertake 
their functions over all Territory councils, the best 
off would not receive an equalization entitlement. This 
is because of the extent of the differences in revenue 
raising capacity and relative expenditure needs between 
municipalities and community councils. Across-the-board 
allocations would mean that each of the municipalities 
would receive much less that the amount paid to them 
under the outgoing PITS Act. Only six municipalities 
would have to share general purpose revenue with over 
forty community councils, well-placed because of their 
poverty to attract the whole of the Territory's 
equalization component. This scenario would be 
politically unacceptable to the dominant (Country 
Liberal) Party in the Northern Territory, and can be 
avoided by the use of a two division system of 
allocation. 

This particular problem might have been mitigated had 
the Federal LGFAA not effectively placed the burden of 
financial equalization, if it was to happen at all, on 
the Territory municipalities alone. While it is meant 
to have 'the objective of ensuring that the allocation 
of funds for local government purposes is made, as far 
as pra,sicable, on a full horizontal equalization 
basis', this principle is applied only on an 
intra-state and intra-Territory level. No state is in a 
comparable position, of having a relatively large number 
of new councils to be included in their funding system. 

Had the LGFAA provided for implementing its fiscal 
equalization objective79over the whole country, as 
recommended by the IDC, the Territory Government would 
not have been under the same pressure to perpetuate a 
two class system of financial allocation. Averaged over 
the country, the states' individual shires and 
municipalities would not have faced the same penalties 
of bringing the Aboriginal townships into a genuine 
system of fiscal equalization. And the discriminatory 
hand of the Northern Territory government would not have 
had to be forced. Again, the lack of consideration or 
will on the part of the Federal Government facilitates a 
continuation of what is very largely a racially 
segregated system of local government. 
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THE COMMERCIAL VIABILITY OF ABORIGINAL TOWNSHIPS 

The remaining issue I wish to deal with under the 
general rubric of the economic basis for 
self-determination, is that of the commercial viability 
of Aboriginal townships. One plank in the Northern 
Territory Government's declared concern with 
self-determination, are claims that the Aboriginal 
townships and their councils are in a position to become 
more economically self-sufficient. It may also be hoped 
that claims that councils should become less dependent 
on central government revenue through their own trading 
activities or commercial enterprise will help defuse the 
cuts in grants to councils. 

A good example of this, at least at the level of 
rhetoric, comes from Paul Everingham, the Federal Member 
for the Northern Territory, also the Shadow Federal 
Minister for Local Government. Advocating the 
entrepreneurial alternative for local government revenue 
in a speech entitled 'Who's getting what - and the way 
to get more', he says with a confident flourish that 'it 
only takes imagination to find ways of improi~ng the 
rate of return on existing council facilities.' 

There is a matching tendency on the part of the Northern 
Territory Government to suggest that Aboriginal 
townships should become self-sufficient. Sanders makes 
a revealing point about a transition in favoured 
terminology that supports this ideological thrust. 
Since 1975, he suggests, 'self-determination' has givg~ 
way to 'self-management' and 'self-sufficiency'. 
Heppell also recognizes the advent of 'self-management' 
and 'self-sufficiency' as more8~ecent 'catchwords' used 
along with self-determination. These terms are more in 
keeping with a concern with economy, while the concept 
of self-determination smacks more of potentially 
troublesome political autonomy. Even at the local 
level, such a prospect is far from endearing to the 
conservative soul of contemporary government - in Darwin 
or Canberra. 

The ideology of Australian political conservatives, 
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including the incumbent Country Liberal Party 
Government, has always been laden wii~ hopeful and 
imprecise rhetoric about development. Everingham's 
approach typifies the faith of the Territory Government 
in private solutions. In the same oversimplified vein, 
one Pythonesque senior official of the Department of 
Community Development told me, in sincere terms, that a 
certain hard pressed community council with a large 
canine population could solve its financial difficulties 
if it taxed dog ownership and fined youth who drove too 
fast! 

A good example of the Northern Territory Government's 
enthusiasm for self sufficiency is in the Department of 
Community Development's promotional pamphlet, circulated 
to all settlements, encouraging incorporation as 
community government. 

An important power the Council may have is in 
commercial development. Commercial 
development means that the Council could look 
at running businesses such as fishing, cattle 
raising, trade stores, ilant and equipment, 
and mechanical workshops. 

Significantly, this encouragement was missing in the 
earlier edition of the same pamphlet, undated but 
published about 1980. The Government commissioned Turner 
Report feeds into this theme, while again suggesting 
that emerging government policy and Aboriginal culture 
are at one. Justifying the introduction of 'community 
government as a means of getting Aboriginal people to 
pay their own way', Turner writes: 

In the traditional culture (Aboriginal) people 
got what they worked for, though the very old 
and the very young did receive special 
consideration. Perhaps some element of 'pay 
your own way' might stir Aboriginal people to 
creative ideas about income generating 
e~terprises 8~uitable to their own 
circumstances. 

Turner reiterates this later in saying that: 
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The Aboriginal economy is a welfare economy. 
Welfare perpetuates dependency which in turn 
breeds a greater reliance on welfare. The 
cost to dignity, not to mention the Australian 
taxpayer, is enormous. At some point the 
syndrome musi6be broken. now is as good a 
time as any. 

Turner goes on to suggest that potentially 'economically 
viable' projects could be identified 'with very little 
difficulty' by experts such as Owen Stanley thus 
evincing a degree of optimism eschewed by Stanley 
himself (see below). 

Turner's thinking is, of course, in line with the 
classical conservative argument; that social welfare or 
unemployment benefits represent money-for-nothing which 
itself has a debilitative effect. Such views are 
commonplace in the Northern Territory, one having been 
emphatically put to me by the Executive Secretary of the 
Northern Territory Local Government Association, a 
former Director of the Department of Community 
Development. This officer asserted that government 
grants only ss,ve to 'reduce the moral fibre of the 
blackfellow'! 

While exhortations that Aborigines should become 
self-sufficient may be politically useful to 
conservative governments, they can only confuse and 
discourage others. The more so when the task cannot be 
readily accomplished. It is clearly impractical for 
most Aboriginal communities to become self-sufficient, 
and have access to basic amenities and services 
available to Europeans. That is, unless self-sufficiency 
is taken to mean the most meagre level of subsistence. 
Stanley makes the point that a higher degree of 
self-sufficiency was possible when there was no close 
nexus between Aboriginal and European wages. He 
suggests that local production declined in the late 
1960s and early 1970s when wages paid to Aborigines 
working in the pastoral industry were brought into line 
with those of Europeans (leading to a decline in 
employment levels) and Wftgn social welfare payments were 
made more accessible. Austere existence became 
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possible for some without having to work for little 
pay. 

Altman and Dillon point out, however, that the extent of 
dependence on the wider economy should not be 
over-emphasised. They stress that substantial informal 
employment in subsistence activities is currently 
undertaken within the Ab~riginal economy, espff§ially on 
outstations and Aboriginal pastoral stations. 

A range of factors militate against the prospect of 
economic self-sufficiency at anything like levels 
experienced by Europeans elsewhere in the country. By 
the same token, and taken with the tightness of 
government grants, these also indicate the unrealistic 
and propagandist nature of the claims about Aboriginal 
self-determination. 

1. There is very limited development capital 
available. Significant movement towards economic 
self-sufficiency would require vastly greater 
investment capital than9~s currently available to 
invididual settlements. 

2. Resources are made available to Aboriginal 
settlements mainly within terms set by Europeans. 

3. The pastoral industry, an area of production in 
which there is some Aboriginal experience and 
expertise has been in decline for over a decade. 
Through the laissez-faire approach of government, 
much of the pasture has been overstocked. 
Vegetation has been destroyed and fragile soils 
badly eroded, so that much of the available land 
is unproductive. 

4. Not infrequently, Aborigines encounter opposition 
from pastoral interests and the Northern Territory 
Government to their attempts to secure their own 
commercial enterprises. (The need for the Central 
Land Council to purchase the McLaren Creek 
pastoral leasehold near Tennant Creek in 1985 
through a secret and intricate negotiating chain, 
demonstrates the point.) 
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5. Ironically, incentive for raising finance for 
communities through council initiatives, such as 
through hire of equipment and outside contracting, 
is much reduced by the Territory Government 
practice of comensurate (dollar for dollar) 
reduction of Town Maintenance and Public Utilities 
(TMPU) grants. 

6. Aborigines themselves have extremely limited 
managerial and promotional expertise in European 
style enterprise. This is partly because 
Aboriginal culture does not support the same 
degree of inte9ist in entrepreneurialism as 
European culture. 

7. The substantial tracts of land that many 
communities now own is still only a minor economic 
resource - with low stock carrying capacity and 
little or no agricultural potential. People were 
often settled on land because of its low value and 
poor productive prospects. The same reasons lay 
behind the fact that land remained unalienated 
and, hence, open to land claims. 

8. The distance to external markets and necessary 
supplies are great. This makes transport costs 
high, even competively prohibitive. 

9. The local markets are small. Median Aboriginal 
incomes in the Northern Territory are about one 
third of those of non-Aboriginals in the 
Territory, and less 9;han one half of the average 
for all Australians. 

10. The contribution that mining and tourism might 
make is extremely uneven. There are only limited 
localities with commercially viable mineral 
deposits and tourist attractions. Consequently, 
just a feJ3 groups, such as the Gagudju 
Association, are suitably placed to make money 
from such resources. (At the same time, they may 
suffer certain costs to their culture and 
lifestyle.) 

There is, after all, a long history of failure of 
European agricultural schemes and other rural ventures 
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in the Northern Territory. Occasionally these have been 
on a grand scale. In the current period, even certain 
of the most precious Government backed commercial 
schemes are in financial difficulty. The Northern 
Territory economy itself is far more highly dependent on 
Commonwealth financial support than any of the states. 

Little support is forthcoming from economists and other 
experts for the idea that Aboriginal enterprise could 
yield incomes that would approach anything like levels 
necess~ry. fo94 self-sufficiency or economic self 
determination. Owen Stanley's review of economic 
development problems in remote Aboriginal communities 
comes to a commonly found conclusion: 

The prognosis for Aboriginal communities is 
not good. Apart from communities which 
experience very substantial windfall gains 
from mining or tourism, the communities do not 
have a suitable resource base to allow 
development which would substantially reduce 
their dependence on governments. Also 
conventional development strategies which 
involve encouragement of industries will not 
solve the problem because of the competitive 
nature of the only iijgustries which are viable 
in remote Australia. 

Realistically, Aborigines will remain dependent upon 
external economic aid. Only where they obtain access to 
both land and significant discretionary capital, as has 
the Gagudju Association, could they possibly make any 
substantial progr9gs towards self-sufficiency or 
self-determination. Even then, it would be important 
that such income is not used to substitute for 
government grant entitlements. The prospects for 
self-determination as indicated by existing or 
prospective discretionary income for Aboriginal 
community councils is, therefore, grim. 

CONCLUSION 

In the first part of this chapter I argued that reasons 
behind the Northern Territory Government's efforts to 
have Aboriginal townships incorporate under the Local 
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Government Act were much better explained by interest in 
economy than interest in Aboriginal self-determination. 
I also suggested another reason, the desire to fragment 
and localize the power of the large land councils within 
the ambit of Northern Territory legislation. The 
balance of the chapter has been concerned with the 
community councils' financial dependence on central 
government and almost total lack of budgetary 
discretion. These points were made with the assistance 
of comparisons with treatment of municipal councils. 

The stated goal of Aboriginal self-determination or 
self-management would be most effectively served by a 
much greater degree of autonomy than the existing 
framework of local government allows. This would 
involve unequivocal devolution of authority to 
Aboriginal bodies, organized at the local level or along 
broader lines. Genuine discretionary funding, that is 
not substituted for existing funds earmarked for 
essential services, would be necessary. 

Of course, such action could provoke various 
difficulties, some perhaps related to lack of experience 
in planning and independent financial management. Other 
problems would be characteristic of localist strategies 
and schemes more generally. Not the least of these 
concerns who would benefit from the newly acquired local 
decision making power? Status and other highly 
significant differences are present in the so-called 
Aboriginal communities, the same as they are elsewhere. 
Males, for example, have already shown a propensity to 
usurp jobs and amenities. There would also be the risk 
that devolution of control over resources might 
reinforce localist orientations, at the expense of 
action directed at resolving some broader based 
problems. On the other hand, there would be the 
possibility that some finances could be used for 
collective action. I will return to the prospects of 
increased budgetary controls in the concluding chapter, 
but before turning to my overall conclusions, it is 
appropriate at this stage to say something about what 
the last three chapters on Aborigines and community 
government have and have not been. 

As intimated in Chapter One, in dealing with the 
relationship between Aborigines and local government in 
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the Northern Territory, I have avoided any detailed 
examination of Aboriginal culture and social 
organization. I have, for example, not seen it as 
necessary for the purposes at hand to enter into the 
thorny debate about the nature of traditional Aboriginal 
political life, about whether it was essentially 
egalitarian or st9,tified, or about how decisions were 
made, and so on. Nor have I addressed in any detail 
such matters as the relevance of local government to 
Abor~~inal culture, how it might accommodate customary 
law. or explored tribal or group responses to local 
government. Unsubstantiated claims like that of Turner, 
that Anglo-American local government and Aboriginal 
culture are fundamentally consonant, have not been 
pursued in detail for their highly questionable 
anthropological veracity. I am, however, concerned 
about the effect of such claims misrepresenting as 
they do the role of local government. Nor have I 
discussed what alternative structures might be more 
appropriate to Aborigines than local government. 

While Aborigines have not, of course, been passive 
recipients of local government, I have chosen to direct 
my attention to externalities that is, as far as 
Aboriginal society is concerned. I have concentrated on 
the political economy of community government as an 
institution - on its official and unofficial rationale 
and stated or apparent consequences. I have attempted 
to develop an understanding of the application of 
localist policy, in the form of a system of community 
councils, to Aboriginal people at the point of their 
interaction with a colonizing capitalist society. I 
believe that my analysis shows that the introduction of 
community councils to the Northern Territory can be best 
explained in terms of anticipated hegemonic outcomes of 
localist policy, rather than in terms of the official 
concern for Aboriginal development. I will explain this 
in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

Little support has been found in my inspection of the 
genesis and early development of local government 
systems in colonial regimes to substantiate the 
communitarian position on local democratic or 
participative structures. As it is exemplified in local 
government, and contrary to its own tenets, localist 
policy would appear to be useful in reinforcing the 
hegemony of the centre. It may actually facilitate 
extension of the public sector, presided over by the 
central state, into the dispersed domestic environment. 
Evidence about the constraining effects of local 
government supports the case for rejection of the 
optimistic managerialist interpretations associated with 
the Type B approach. The case material I have canvassed 
clearly favours the critical, Type C, viewpoint. In 
this final chapter, I shall review some of the key 
points traversed in the preceding chapters that lend 
support to this conclusion. I shall also spell out 
their wider hegemonic implications. 

The various types of administrative practices employed 
by colonial authorities, such as localist programs, were 
not introduced haphazardly. It is possible to recognize 
some very general phases or developments in the various 
and differing colonial situations described in this 
thesis. Local government as it appeared in the colonial 
situations covered, was transplanted in a recognizable 
form from Britain, where it had developed for reasons 
not entirely unrelated to those which were at work with 
the establishment of the colonies themselves. In times 
and places of limited technical and superintending 
capacity, it was difficult for the state to oversee, tax 
and regulate the activities of the population. It was 
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also difficult to prevent development of random or 
widely discrepant systems of production, distribution 
and exchange unconducive to the more general interests 
of commerce, or to capitalist enterprise based at the 
centre and dependent on trade with the periphery. At 
the same time internal trade routes and marketplaces 
(social overhead capital or infrastructure) needed 
development and maintenance to ensure at least the 
minimum conditions for capital accumulation. Practices 
conducive to expanding trade and investment, such as a 
degree of order in planning, had to be encouraged and 
paid for. The labour force had to be socialized and 
maintained in adequate health. 

In the early stages of local government's development, 
supervision and control by local sub-elites as agents of 
wider government became a widespread technique. This 
was built into early British and some colonial local 
administrations, in the form of sheriffs and 
magistrates. Another form of local agency of the centre 
was rationalized in colonial situations as 'indirect 
rule', which ideally involved incorporation of 
traditional local elites in the administrative system. 
This general administrative form was well known in 
Britain itself in the shape of an aristocratic 
administration that took care of, as well as shared, the 
interests of the crown. Elective local government, more 
conducive to an emerging liberal democracy and to 
opportunity for a new elite succeeded these 
arrangements. 

Colonial relationships commenced at the point of 
invasion, annexation and expropriation of the land and 
property of the indigenous people. The decisive factor 
at this point was violence - by military, police and 
settlers, sometimes described as 'pacification', and 
premised on unequal force of arms. Massacre, punitive 
example and reprisal, intimidation and other forms of 
terror were base-line methods for achieving dominance. 
Denial of necessities for life and culture, and exotic 
disease, also took their toll. 

Forceful subjugation of the indigenous people was 
supplemented and succeeded by administrative, economic 
and ideological methods conducted by state agencies, 
missionaries and commercial organizations. The latter 
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included traders, planters and pastoralists. Co-option 
of indigenous people as agents of colonial authorities 
was sometimes a feature of the administration. The 
paradigmatic form for this arrangement was the system of 
indirect rule. Settlers were accorded superior rights, 
although marked differences in status amongst these too 
appeared, most obviously in the case of convicts and 
emancipists. The interests of the dominant, usually 
landholding, class of settlers heavily influenced the 
autocratic administration, still directed from London. 

'Protection' became a euphemism for colonial domination, 
evident in such concepts as 'protectorate' and 
'trusteeship' in Africa and Papua New Guinea, and 
'protector' and 'ward' in the Northern Territory. 
Policies of administrative segregation of indigenous 
people and settlers were commonplace. 

As the colonies became increasingly well established, 
the problem of what to do with the indigenous people 
required resolution. One type of response was cultural 
assimilation, adopted implicitly or explicitly. In the 
case of the Northern Territory, the policy, operated 
more by default than in the form of active programs. In 
its own terms, assimilationist policy involved surviving 
indigenous people being incorporated into the colonizing 
society, through their own adaptation. The latter was 
to be achieved through 'moral uplift', and various forms 
of education, social grooming and occupational servitude 
or apprenticeship. The idea that development would 
trickle down - the 'diffusionist hypothesis' - helped 
rationalize the general strategy. 

International and nationalist pressures moved colonial 
administrations to adopt more positive ~orms of 
intervention directed at 'development' of the indigenous 
people. In Africa and Papua New Guinea this involved 
preparation for political independence. The need for 
peaceful transition and a stable economy gave rise to 
indigenization of government, the establishment of new 
administrative and productive structures and various 
training programs. Many of the localist initiatives, 
such as local government, producer and marketing 
co-operatives, and various other programs which have 
been classified under the general heading of community 
development, were directed at achieving these ends. The 
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legal and administrative framework, and provisions for 
ongoing supervision were determined at the centre. 
Intellectuals in government, a perfect example of whom 
was the Australian Minister for Territories Hasluck, 
hoped that the new structures would help in the 
cultivation of appreciative and compliant class elements 
- an incipient national bourgeoise. 

In quite different colonial settings the same type of 
structures were recognizable. In New South Wales the 
push for 'responsible government', from inside and 
outside the colony was a major factor. So too was the 
need to prepare the settlers for responsible citizenship 
and management, within terms set from the centre. 
Localist structures, in the form of road trusts, market 
authorities and local government were first steps 
towards formal political independence. As elsewhere, 
they were also means by which basic services, especially 
physical infrastructure, could be economically developed 

in a way appropriate to commercial and propertied 
interests. 

In the Northern Territory, community government was 
introduced amongst indigenous people for reasons that 
are now familiar. That is, to ostensibly satisfy claims 
for self-determination and self-management, to foster 
responsible citizenship, to oversee development of at 
least minimal physical services, and to provide a means 
for administrative oversight of settlements. As usual, 
effective or close control was to be retained at the 
centre. Beckett remarks, when it was accepted that 
Aborigines were destined to survive and increase, their 
special status as a conquered people was reconstituted 
as a preparation for citizenship. 'In recent years 
there has been an attempt to combine citizenship with a 
special status that haf been shorn of its punitive and 
restrictive features.' The incorporation of Aboriginal 
people within a system of local government in the 
Northern Territory has thus reflected what Beckett 
identifies as 'a need to extend citizenship to 
indigenous peoples whose relationship to the state is 
still col~nial, due to their peripheral situation in the 
economy'. 

A rationale common to each of the localist developments 
was economic. In the situations reviewed, central 
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governments' financial considerations have emerged as 
fundamental reasons for the introduction and development 
of local government. This was the case in Britain in 
the middle ages, and it was also so in the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century, when the prevailing 
viewpoint was that the colonies should3 pay a higher 
proportion of the costs of government. It applied in 
Africa and it applies in the Northern Territory today. 
Costs of infrastructural development were to be 
minimized, and means for contributing to their cost were 
to be found locally - in such forms as labour, poll 
taxes, levies, rates and fees for services. At the same 
time, the close and visible connection between 
individual contributions and resultant services was 
meant to be instructive, softening the blow of a new 
imposition. Local taxes were also legitimated by being 
seen to be exchanged for political representation and a 
democratic say in expenditure of the revenue raised. 

Another common feature of the localist programs of the 
various colonies lay in the opportunities created by the 
new structures for pursuit of individual advantage, 
bypassing as they did traditional channels. This was a 
key basis by which they gained support from 'below'. 
Just as the, Type B, 'grassroots' and sovereign locality 
accounts are inaccurate, it is also a mistake to see 
local government as simply imposed from above. That is 
as simple instruments (state apparatuses in an 
Althusserian sense) of the central state, even if they 
have been predominantly fostered from the centre. Local 
government was introduced in each of the historical 
colonial situations that have been reviewed at a time 
when constitutional independence was approaching. At 
the time of the advent of local government to New South 
Wales, New Zealand and Canada, there was a considerable 
political lobby, albeit largely made up of elites, in 
favour of greater political independence or 
'responsible government'. 

Amongst indigenous people, localist institutions offered 
opportunities for individuals and groups to pursue their 
own interests. As Gerritsen has pointed out, in 
Aboriginal townships we find a significant appreciation 
of the chances offered tirough local government office 
for personal advancement. Factional interests, such as 
those of dominant males, are supported by the resources 
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and channels associated with local government. 

Another factor that is clearly recognizable in the 
present day Northern Territory is that the push to 
incorporate councils under the Local Government Act 
coincides with the move for statehood, in a sense the 
equivalent to the quest for responsible government in 
earlier colonial contexts. Such moves are for 
commercial reasons and individual aspirations, as much 
as for any commitment to democratic ideals. With 
emerging ideas about civil and democratic rights, 
especially amongst the emerging middle classes, it also 
became less acceptable, and less necessary, for central 
government to rely for day to day control on force 
alone, even if force was to remain the ultimate sanction 
for its interventive repertoire. Developing merchant 
and professional groups saw such structures as local 
government as presenting opportunities for pursuing 
their own interests. 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT'S HEGEMONIC FEATURES 

There is a range of recurrent features of local 
government which constitute a general hegemonic theme. 
Without necessarily being present or equally important 
in all cases, features that have been identified include 
the following. 

Local government is seen as a practical, 
'hands-on', means for training in responsible 
government and citizenship, within terms determined 
from the centre. Local governments are meant to 
'pre-figure' the experience of running more complex 
government organizations and western parliamentary 
democracy. 

Local government provides an acceptable means for 
trying to legitimate surveillance and supervision 
of a dispersed population. To an extent, it 
facilitates self-regulation, within legal, economic 
and administrative parameters defined from the 
centre. Regular and detailed reports on local 
policy, expenditure, programs and living 
arrangements, as well as inspection can be 
expected. Intervention from the centre, or the 
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threat thereof, may also be justified. 

Localist structures provide a means by which the 
ambition of individuals and groups can be co-opted, 
cultivated, and channelled into avenues compatible 
with dominant interests. Thus, in the Northern 
Territory, we frequently see males assert power, 
through access to local resources gained as a 
function of their predominance in positions on 
councils. 

Local government offers a revenue raising 
mechanism, whereby money raised locally can be 
directly connected to essential services. The cost 
of the latter would otherwise be expected to come 
out of colonial or central revenue. The approbrium 
that might accompany a new tax is transferred to 
local government. Similarly the odium associated 
with austere services might also be attributable to 
local, rather than central, government. 

Local government also provides a vehicle by which 
democratic representation can be offered in 
exchange for taxation. 

Local government also provides a means for 
responding to demands for the devolution of power 
or authority. It can be represented as evidence of 
self-management or increasing self-determination, 
and of progress more generally. This is allowed by 
local government's developed facility for providing 
an arena for the exercise of delimited choice at 
the local level. Tensions over the distribution of 
power can be managed within the central-local 
hierarchy that a system of local government 
represents. 

As with other localist activity, local government 
performs the hegemonic service of providing a 
'trench' between production and consumption. The 
responsibility of local governments are largely 
confined to issues related to domestic consumption 
or social expense and public infrastructure, rather 
than production itself. Local politics are kept 
separate from questions of economic policy and 
productivity. 
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The great virtue that localist policy, like community 
development and local government, offers a colonial 
administration is that problems fundamental to the 
broader system can be reconstructed, or localized. The 
issues of self-determination or access to power and 
resources, that arise in the colonial context, can be 
dealt with without questioning the nature of the 
colonial system itself. Colonial, racial and class 
relations can be transformed and dealt with in terms of 
local problems, local services, and local development. 
The 'localized and ineffectiv5 Aboriginal resistance to 
colonization' noted by Rowley is encouraged through the 
use of localist policy in the shape of community 
councils. This, as we saw in Chapter Two, is one of the 
hegemonic facets of localist programs identified in the 
Type C critiques. 

The rationale just outlined is the Type B, Positive 
Prescriptive version of localist policies. That is, 
that localized participatory programs are essentially 
democratic and progressive, they are about real 
homogenous community, and are tailored to allow real 
human needs to be met. The term 'government' in local 
government, is something of a misnomer in view of its 
inability to legislate in its own right, though this 
contributes to the communitarian notions of 
participation and community control. 

Promise v Results 

A pervasive feature of localist programs is the 
dissonance between the promise of localism, articulated 
by various intellectuals and officers of the state, and 
the outcome of the various programs implemented in any 
of its names, such as community control or management. 
In reviewing the promise of decentralization in third 
world countries, Smith notes that experience 'has almost 
everywhere fallen short of expectations and the declared 
objectives of policy-makers'. Drawing on his experience 
in Nigeria, and survey of research in other places, 
including Kenya, Tanzania and Zambia, he finds that it 
is rare for significant powers to be accorded, or left 
with, local institutions. 
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Despite the rhetoric of politicians and senior 
civil servants and the official support given 
to decentralized power and participation, the 
trend has been towards greater central 
control, particularly in financial and 
personnel matters. It has been noted how 
unwilling central decision-makers are to 
strenghthen local institutions for fear of 
losing their own power. Throughout Latin 
America, Africa and Asia intergovernmental 
relations have been characterized by 
widespread centralization, reinforcing a 
client patron relationship bgtween central 
government and the rural areas. 

In a political context with a very different image, 
Scandinavia, Villadsen makes a strikingly similar point 
about the ideological representation of localist 
policy. 'Because of state control, partisan politics, 
and national corporatism', he suggests, the degree of 
local political autonomy attained in those countries has 
been much more li~ited than indicated by the 
accompanying ideology. 

A characteristic feature of early local governments in 
New South Wales and in other Australian colonies, such 
as Adelaide, Melbourne gr Perth, was that they were in 
deep financial trouble, surviving where they did by the 
barest threads. Local government bodies were 
handicapped by their inheritance of poor infrastructural 
development, inexperienced councillors and staff, 
unenthusiastic constituents frequently reluctant to pay 
rates, and an inappropriate or inadequately developed 
legislative framework and central governments reluctant 
to provide the necessary financial support. The 
experience has been shared in other colonies, such as 
New Zealand and Africa, as well as in the Northern 
Territory today. 

Smith's finding that 'most studies of decentralization 
include a catalogue of defects in budgeting, staffing, 
revenue collection, main9enance work, financial control, 
information and honesty' matches my own review of local 
government in colonial situations. This does not 
readily sustain the confidence in localist policy 
displayed by those who advocate the Positive 
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Prescriptive approach including many of the 
governments which mount the programs. 

The best explanation for this apparent discrepancy may 
be not to attribute floundering, ill-developed, or 
straight-jacketed localist programs to administrative or 
political deficiencies. Rather, the propagandist value 
of the Type B ideology about localism may be an end in 
itself obscuring, but enhancing, the hegemony of the 
centre. Smith makes the same point in recognizing the 
political utility for a government of creating 'the 
impression that it is strengthening the autonomy of a 
local community when, in reality, it is stre~gthening 
the hand of its own bureaucrats in the field.' Such a 
rationale for localism helps make sense of the apparent 
dissonance between governments', and their 
intellectuals', overt commitment to various localist 
policies, and their repeated failure to provide what 
would appear to be essential support. 

Levels of Autonomy 

Despite having come to the conclusion that local 
government, as indicated in the colonial situation, 
extends the hegemony of the centre, it may be misleading 
not to explicitly acknowledge that different levels of 
autonomy exist between local councils. In the Northern 
Territory, we have seen that municipal councils are 
treated more liberally than the community councils. The 
former seem to have, for example, infinitely more choice 
on how to spend their revenue than the community 
councils. However, in Chapter Three with the help of 
the concept of 'ratepayer ideology', I spent a little 
time discussing the depth of hegemonic constraints of an 
ideological nature upon the kinds of programs that can 
be legitimately supported by local government. I also 
tried to illustrate the preparedness of the central 
state to step in when local governments have been 
captured by militants and try to 'kick over the traces', 
that is, appear to threaten, or even neglect, the 
financial or political interests of influentials, such 
as large property developers or mainstream political 
groupings. 

It appears, then, that the degree of autonomy enjoyed at 
the local level may depend to a large extent upon the 
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sensitivity of the particular council, or type of 
council, to the issues and interests at stake. This 
explanation is supported by the differences in the 
treatment of the municipal and community councils in the 
Northern Territory. I will return to this point, as a 
political hypothesis, shortly. The issue, however, 
relates to a somewhat contrived controversy in the 
Australian local government literature, over the origins 
of local government. Since the debate highlights a 
problem about the nature of the relationship between 
local government and the state that needs to be 
addressed, I will take it up here. 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT AS A 'GRASSROOTS' MOVEMENT 

A number of academic political scientists, conflict in 
their broad interpretation of the origins of Australian 
local government. One view is that central government 
alone was responsible for the introduction of local 
government. Parker, a prominent advocate of this view, 
sees local government as hardly government at all, 
rather 'local elective administration of minor 
services'. From the beginning, Parker suggests, local 
responsibility for municipal services 'was 1~isted on 
local property-owners against their will'. Another 
proponent of the view that local government was imposed, 
Ruth Atkins, NSW based and an academic authority on 
local government, asks rhetorically, 'I wonder12where 
local government �~� �~� grass-roots movement?' Her 
general assessment is that there was 'little demand ~5 
enthusiasm' about the advent of local government. 
Later, she and Spann wrote that 

the characteristic feature of local government 
history in Australia has been the attempt by 
higher authorities first to persuade and then 
to require local groups to accept financial 
and administrative resfinsibility for certain 
bread-and-butter tasks. 

While Atkins, Parker and Spann were primarily associated 
with NSW, a point Power has found significant, Holmes 
has asserted that 
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local government in Victoria, as in the other 
Australian states, did not originate in a 
grass-roots movement based on English 
practices b¥s was imposed by a higher level of 
government. 

The leading advocates of the alternative, 'grassroots', 
view of local government•s1grigins are probably Power, 
Wettenhall and Halligan who see the 'state 
interventionist' account as the 'mainstream' one, 
over-generalized from what happened in New South Wales. 
They claim that it does not match the historical 
experience of South Australia, Tasmania, Victoria and 
Western Australia. In these states, Power, Wettenhall 
and Halligan point out, 'numerous examples occur of 
local residents seeking activi7Y to incorporate their 
districts as municipalities'. Power claims that the 
'scepticism' of the stereotypical mainstream account has 
produced unfortunate debilitative effects 'on the morale 
of local government', as well as on 'those who would 
participate in the process of community politics". It 
has also, he suggests, become something of a 
self-fulfilling prophesy, having influenced the thinking 
of senior administrators, who in turn resi~t 'the 
emergence of a more meaningful municipal role'. Power, 
it helps to note, has been associated with the Type B 
approach to localist policy in Victoria. Obviously, a 
defense of the grass-roots origin hypothesis matches the 
hopeful and communitarian quality of Positive 
Prescriptive localism. On the other hand, the more 
skeptical approach of Atkins and others matches the 
critical dimensions of the Type C approach. 

There are problems on both sides. The view that local 
government was simply foisted on localities is obviously 
wrong. NSW had a system of permissive incorporation, 
based on petition requesting incorporation, until 1906. 
Moreover, there is plenty of evidence that various local 
groups called for the introduction of local government 
in New South Wales. Bertie records a petition from 
'householders and proprietors of Land in the town of 
Sydney' for local government presented to Governor 
Bourke in 1835. The petitioners called for a system for 
the provision of 'lighting, draining, paving, repairing 
and watching the township streets as well as for an 
adequate supply of water'. They wanted such provisions 
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to be under the 'superintendence of persons nominated by 
the inhabitants•.19 A later example of 'home grown' 
local government was the Lismore League formed by local 
businessmen late last century to 'watch over and protect 
the interests of the lower Richmond River'. The nascent 
council recognized a need to 'meet the wants of settlers 
now taking up land, by forming good roads in every 
direction and offering20 every facility for the 
transaction of business'. 

A problem for each side of the debate is that people at 
local and central levels of politics both supported and 
opposed the introduction of local government. There was 
in earlier days, for example, no sharp cleavage between 
influentials at the local and central levels of 
politics. In various Australian colonies, but most 
notably Tasmania, there was a marked overlap in the 
representatives on the colonial legislatures and those 
who came to hold office in local government.21 

An incidental problem for those that see the opposing 
interpretations as reflecting differences in the 
historical experiences of the respective states, is that 
calls for the introduction local government, from above 
and below, were well established before Victoria became 
a separate state. Indeed, the first local authorities 
in the Port Phillip district were established when it 
was part of New South Wales. 

A point that bridges both the 'grass roots' and 'state 
impositionist' views, however, is that irrespective of 
at what level the idea was conceived and developed, 
local government was established by and within central 
government legislation. The enabling laws were enacted 
as a means of reconciling pressures from localities for 
services, and authority over them, with ~5essures from 
above (London) to economize. As Bland and Larcombe 
have explicitly recognized, forces favouring 
introducti~~ of local government 'were both internal and 
external'. Weighty evidence of the strength of the 
latter element is the fact of the advent of local 
government to the colonies in Australia, New Zealand and 
the Canadas, in exactly the same historical period. The 
import of this point tends to be neglected by the 
advocates of the 'grass roots' school. 
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Both views, however, misrepresent the nature of the 
state. The latter exists at both the local and central 
levels of government. The terms within which local 
government operates are set, as a product of various 
competing interests, that cannot be reduced to the 
simple question of periphery versus the centre. 
Economically and politically dominant groups operate at 
both levels and, as we have seen, did so when the first 
structures were laid down. 

Nevertheless, it is obvious that the centre shows a 
ready preparedness to intervene in local government, 
sometimes encouraged by local interests. The evidence 
traversed in this thesis suggests that the propensity to 
step in is likely to reflect perceptions that the local 
governments concerned are not (capable of) serving the 
appropriate, dominant, interests, some of which may be 
represented locally. I now turn to a possible 
explanation of the differential perceptions of whether 
or not there exists a real centre-local antithesis, that 
arises from my investigation of local government in the 
colonial administration of the Northern Territory. I do 
not suggest that the hypothesis is entirely 
substantiated by the foregoing analysis. As I indicated 
in the Introduction, the data reviewed in the thesis has 
concentrated on official and intellectual perceptions 
and constructions, and I have not investigated the 
interaction of developing local government with cultural 
or personal dimensions of the subject population. This 
is a task that remains to be tackled in any detailed or 
comprehensive way. 

A POLITICAL HYPOTHESIS 

None of the forms of local government in the Northern 
Territory have any true independence from central 
government. Nevertheless, the municipal type offers 
significantly more room for manoeuvre than community 
councils. This may be explained by the fact that the 
municipal councils, being under conservative political 
leadership, and operating within a conservative 
ideological framework, can generally be relied upon to 
make decisions themselves that are compatible with the 
wishes of the Territory Government. Municipalities 
largely operate in accordance with ideological 
guidelines that make them substantially 
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self-regulating. This is greatly assisted by the fact 
that the majority political bloc on all municipal 
councils is of, the governing, Country Liberal Party's 
aldermen. 

This is not so with the community councils. While their 
constituencies tend to vote for the Australian Labor 
Party in Territory and Federal elections, the 
councillors themselves are rarely politically aligned in 
any recognizable or practical way. 
mostly Aboriginal constituencies, are 

Moreover, these 
not confined by 

the traditional narrow expectations that Europeans have 
of their local governments. There has arisen, for 
example, no ratepayer ideology that ties council 
expenditure priorities to services to property. Nor are 
the community councils' Aboriginal constituencies 
shackled by any widespread belief that there is a common 
public or national interest to which they should 
conform. It is easy for them to see their interests as 
different from those of the European majority. 

Community councils and their individual personnel are 
subject to marked pressure to represent interests 
separate from those of the European controlled central 
government. Where there is a strong allegiance to 
traditional culture, there is likely to be resistance to 
the penetration of wider state or national 
partisanship. Traditional law is a major determinant of 
behavioural patterns in Aboriginal townships and other 
factors also operate. 

In Aboriginal townships there is also relatively little 
stake in private property. There are no private 
landowners intent on forcing the council to protect or 
enhance the value of their individual property. Thus, 
another form of control that would oblige a council to 
behave conservatively is absent. 

From the Northern Territory Governments' point of view, 
representative as it generally is of the interests of 
capital, community government has to be more directly 
and actively regulated than the municipalities. There 
is a logical basis for their paternalist intervention. 
It simply does not suit the conservative political 
interests of the Northern Territory Government to foster 
effective self-determination of Aboriginal people at the 
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local level. This would threaten the colonial 
relationship and would have broad ideological and 
material ramifications for present hegemonic interests. 
From this perspective, a range of apparently nonsensical 
policies and deficiencies may be recognized as rational: 
- the sheer lack of funds for quality services; the lack 
of any effective financial autonomy; the lack of 
effective managerial support and education; and the 
persistent failure of central government to consult with 
Aborigines over decisions which affect them at the local 
level. 

Direct repression, or physical coercion, of Aboriginal 
interests at the local level is no longer politically 
acceptable. State control needs to be disguised, hence 
the great virtue of community government with its 
democratic image about self-determination. The myth of 
community control also helps makes it possible to 'blame 
the victims' for service deficiencies. 

The community government provisions of the Northern 
Territory Local Government Act appear most progressive 
and flexible, especially in contrast to most other local 
government legislation. However, the opportunity that 
the Act allows for self-determination of local schemes 
is thwarted by overarching ministerial and departmental 
control and the absence of model schemes more suited to 
Aboriginal interests. The major channel for government 
control, however, is not in the legislation itself, but 
in the financial arrangements that determine the scope 
and impact of community council activities. Financially 
induced controls depend not just on the absolute amount 
of funds transferred, but also on the conditions 
attached. That is, the extent to which they allow 
discretion or are tied to specific uses. 

Community Councils have formally taken the place of the 
government 'protectors', superintendents and church 
missions in managing Aboriginal affairs at the local 
level. Nowadays, paternalism is masked by rhetoric 
about self-determination and self-sufficiency. No 
operational policy for changing this state of affairs 
exists. 

The key lesson to be drawn from this analysis is that, 
where local government is represented in the terms of 
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Type B localism as about community control and 
development, it performs a hegemonic function. It does 
this by misrepresenting the locus of effective 
decisions. Significant decisions are trusted to the 
local level largely to the extent that they are not seen 
to conflict with those of dominant interests represented 
at the level of the central state. The ideological 
framework of local government is articulated with the 
dominant culture, through, amongst other things, 
localist and ratepayer ideology. Those constituents who 
are part of the dominant culture are generally able to 
be trusted to use local government, in the terms 
which it has evolved. On the occasions where 

within 
this 

proves otherwise, the central state is able to intervene 
on a special purpose basis - tightening the rules, 
changing the operational parameters, or ultimately 
through dismissing councillors or abolishing offending 
councils. 

For those people who are not integrated in the dominant 
culture, local government is seen to offer a means of 
socialization. In the early stages of this process, as 
in the Aboriginal townships of the Northern Territory, 
only rudimentary freedoms are entrusted to the local 
level, again masked by localist and other rhetoric about 
self-determination and community control. 

As with local government in other places I have 
considered, community councils, like other localist 
structures, are largely confined, by the way in which 
they have been constructed, to issues related to 
consumption and social reproduction, or to social 
expenditure. As Gramsci's notion of 'trenches' 
illustrates, local government and localist thought 
provide channels for the management of social conflict 
in terms that match the dominant (western, capitalist, 
and patriarchal) state paradigm. Thus, colonial 
relations are reduced to concerns about the localized 
distribution of social surplus. The same, I suggest, 
can be said about class, race and gender relations if we 
were to pursue these matters. This task is left to 
others or to another time. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

THE COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT EMPLOYMENT PROGRAM 

The Community Development Employment Program (CDEP) is 
described by the Department of Aboriginal Affairs as 'an 
employment-oriented scheme' designed to assist in 
'overcoming the extremely deleteriou! effects of chronic 
unemployment on remote communities'. Started in 1977, 
the scheme involves Aborigines on participating 
settlements working for all or some portion of the 
dole. Wages are paid by a local organizaton, such as a 
community council, under the overall supervision of the 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs. The participating 
settlements are funded out of the Aboriginal Advancement 
Program to the total value of unemployment benefits 
otherwise due to residents, plus an additional loading 
of up to 20 per cent for cost of administration and 
materials. 

Settlements through their representative bodies 
volunteer for the program, but where local people are 
offered a job under the CDEP, this constitutes a work 
test. 

In 1984-85 the CDEP was operating 
communities in Queensland, the Northern 
Australia, and Western Australia. Two 
hundred workers, with 2,700 dependant~, 
a total cost of $23,200,000 per annum. 

in thirty-two 
Territory, South 

thousand nine 
are involved at 

The CDEP has a number of very questionable features: 

1. It involves people working for what would be dole 
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2. 

payments, or less, if their locality 
the CDEP. The work is not done 
industrial agreement or award. 

was not in 
under any 

The CDEP serves to reduce 
statistics for Aborigines 
government little more 
Unemployment Benefits. 

the 
while 
than 

unemployment 
costing the 
payment of 

3. Although substituting for Unemployment Benefits 
from the Department of Social Security, the CDEP 
is paid for out of the vote for Aboriginal 
affairs. This allocation appears as special 
resources for reducing the disadvantages imposed 
on Aborigines. 

4. Normally Australians in receipt of the dole can do 
what they like with their time, provided they 
demonstrate an interest in trying to secure work. 
When CDEP money is substituted, the Aborigines 
affected have to work for their entitlement. 
Moreover, the activities 
control of the Department 
projects have to be 

engaged in come under the 
of Aboriginal Affairs -

approved. The CDEP, 
therefore, provides another means3 for 
control over the lives of Aborigines. 

state 

Leaders of Aboriginal settlements have 
under the scheme and many believe that 

chosen to come 
it has been 

successful. This assessment, however, is made in the 
light of minimal alternatives. There is little or no 
other paid work available and few other resources for 
the development of local service infrastructure. 

The Miller Report notes that the CDEP is 
employment program for Aborigines with 
ongoing funding. It also says that the 
originally established 'in response to 
community requests for a bulk4 payment 
unemployment benefit entitlements'. 

the only 
guaranteed 

scheme was 
Aboriginal 
of their 
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APPENDIX TWO 

'THE GENESIS AND GROWTH OF BAGOT COUNCIL'l 

The Council of the Bagot Reserve was formed after a 
series of lectures held on Civics and Civic Affairs by 
the Superintendent as an integral part of the overall 
Adult Education programme planned for the people of the 
Reserve. 

In the lectures, emphasis was placed on reasons for, and 
structure of, local government, the role that various 
organizations play in a civic-minded community, and the 
very real need for a representative group of people at 
Bagot to take an active part in planning, control and 
management of their own community. 

Bagot has a population fluctuating between 320 to 450 
people, and approximately one third of these are 
transient people from many parts of the Territory who 
vary in degrees of social advancement ranging from the 
near primitive to the semi-sophisticate. 

At a general meeting of the community the idea of an 
Aboriginal Council at Bagot was accepted with a great 
deal of enthusiasm, and a motion was carried that the 
first election of members should be of a simple nature 
and yet be as democratic as possible. It was agreed 
that every adult had the right to nominate any other 
adult in the community or even themselves. 

Nominations were received over a period of one week, 
during which 18 persons were nominated. The 
Superintendent then interviewed each nominee advising 
the person that he had been nominated, and briefly 
explaining the possible functions of the Council and the 
responsibilities of being a member of such a Council. 
Having been informed of the responsibilities associated 
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with a position on the Council, the 
left to decide whether he wished to 
for election. 

nominee 
withdraw 

was 
or 

then 
stand 

At the end of the above process nine men and two women 
wished to stand. A general meeting of residents was 
then held and it was unanimously agreed that these 
eleven would constitute the first Council at Bagot. 

The first Council meeting was held in November, 1965, 
when a Chairman, Vice-Chairman and Secretary were 
elected to office. 

From the first and subsequent meetings a general 
constitution was gradually formulated and which set out 
the aims of the Council as follows: 

1. To assist the less sophisticated members of the 
community to understand and abide by the laws of 
the land. 

2. To educate the less sophisticated members of the 
community by word and example to live a peaceful 
and honourable life acceptable to those living in 
a normal, civilized community. 

3. To assist the Superintendent 
relating to the general welfare 
the people of Bagot Reserve. 

in all matters 
and advancement of 

4. To recommend to the Superintendent ways and means 
of handling problems associated with the keeping 
of good order and discipline on the Reserve so 
that women and children and the more stable and 
hard working families shall enjoy a happier and 
more peaceful existence in their homes. 

5. To provide a medium for the exchange of ideas and 
a two way communication channel for information to 
flow between the community and the Superintendent. 

6. To introduce local domestic rules for the people 
of the Reserve. 

7. To lay down rules affecting only the members of 
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the Council e.g. regarding behaviour and decorum 
both at meetings and in their daily activities and 
way of life. 

8. To accept that the only laws and regulations the 
Council would help to maintain on the Reserve are 
those already laid down in the Northern Territory 
Ordinances affecting the Reserve and the people 
thereon, e.g. the Social Welfare Ordinance and 
regulations, Licensing Ordinance, etc. 

After a few months it was realised by the Council that 
the number constituting the Council was far too few to 
cope with the work to be done. More members were 
nominated and accepted. The Council grew stronger, and 
at the Council's first Annual Dinner, it was represented 
by 20 members. Of these 20 members, 17 different tribes 
in the Northern Territory were represented. 

During the first year of operation the Council came to 
appreciate its responsibilities; gradually they were 
accepted by the Superintendent and his staff as part of 
Bagot's management team. They also had the full backing 
and co-operation of the Police Force. Today, the Police 
rarely visit the Settlement, except if summoned by 
telephone by a Councillor. Very few decisions are made 
by the Superintendent without him seeking the advice or 
viewpoint of the full council. 

If an inhabitant of the Reserve continually and openly 
defies the laws relating to the Reserve and will not be 
advised by the Council, then the Council seeks 
assistance through the Superintendent, or the Police and 
the Court, to ensure that stronger corrective measures 
are carried out. 

On the 19th April, 1967, a group of 17 women held a 
meeting for the purpose of forming a separate Women's 
Council to assist in the work among the women and 
children on the Reserve. However, after a general 
meeting, the two groups amalgamated under one Chairman 
and the number of Council members now stands at 20 men 
and 10 women. 

The Council has become involved in almost every aspect 
of life on the Reserve: it was instrumental in bringing 
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about the establishment of a Commonwealth Bank agency on 
the Settlement; in conjunction with the Northern 
Territory Integration Council, it established a 
programme of recreational activity in the Recreation 
Hall three nights each week; it rented a Juke Box and 
Kelly Pool Tables for the Recreation Hall and held 
fortnightly film shows where it sold soft drinks, sweets 
and cigarettes; it assisted aged pensioners, 
particularly regarding money and food requirements; it 
assisted in the general hygiene of the Settlement, and 
attended to the watering of parks and gardens on 
weekends; it gave attention to problems of truancy, 
neglected children, and general discipline on the 
Reserve; it assisted in setting up a Child Minding 
Centre on the Reserve and the formation of a school 
committee; and each night it rostered three Councillors 
to assist in maintaining good order and discipline on 
the Reserve. 

Apart from the fact that the Council has become a part 
of Bagot's management team, it is still regarded by the 
Superintendent as a class undergoing a course in Civics 
and Civic Affairs. 

It is quite noticeable that all members of the Council 
have gained considerable knowledge which will assist 
them in their eventual movement into the Darwin 
community. At times the discussions at Council meetings 
have been truly vibrant and interesting. 

And finally the Superintendent and staff of the Reserve 
consider that the Council has been a major breakthrough 
for the Aboriginal people of Bagot in proving to 
themselves and others that they are capable of 
shouldering responsibility and do have the desire to 
gain knowledge so as to participate actively in the 
training for social advancement and responsible 
citizenship of themselves and their own people living on 
the Reserve. 

1. From Northern Territory Administration, Welfare 
Branch, Annual Report, 1966/67, Darwin, 1967: 201-203. 
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APPENDIX THREE 

THE CONCEPT OF COMMUNITY COUNCILS 

The concept of community councils is not uncommon in 
Commonwealth countries. Where it has been used, 
however, it would appear to be mostly as a lesser form 
of local government, usually with very limited powers. 
Sometimes it has applied to places with small 
populations. In Newfoundland, for example, a Community 
Councils Act was introduced in 1952 for very small 
townships. The junior status of community councils is 
established elsewhere through their subservience to 
other local councils. The Local Government (Scotland) 
Act 1973, for example, established community councils as 
a means for channelling information between local people 
and the large scale local authorities district and 
regional councils. The community councils were given no 
statutory powers and no program budget of their own and, 
hence, little status. They have been readil! 
manipulated by the the district and regional councils. 
New Zealand's Local Government Act 1974 created 
community councils along similar lines, as relatively 
powerless representative bodies for channelling local 
views to higher authorities. These councils have no 
authority to 2borrow money, rate, hold property or 
appoint staff. 

A 1948 amendment to the NSW Local Government Act 1919 
enabled councils to establish district committees 'to 
assist in preserving a personal contact between councils 
and electors'. Despite the provision having only been 
used by one council, the Barnett Committee of Inquiry 
into Local Government in the state recommended 
establishment of 'community councils'. Without any 
formal powers, such counc~ls could, it thought, 'act as 
voice for local opinion'. The recommendation was not 
adopted. 
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The Bains Review of Victorian Local Government canvassed 
the idea of community councils, as 'participative and 
consultatory mechanisfs' being set up by municipalities 
on a voluntary basis. 

Apart from provision for community councils in the 
Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act the Federal 
Government has established the Wreck Bay Aboriginal 
Community Council in Aboriginal Land Grant (Jervis bay 
Territory) Act 1986. The powers of this community 
council centre on land ownership and management. 

In South Africa community councils have been part of the 
administration of apartheid. About five million 
Africans living in 'white' urban centres are under the 
direct authority of Administration Boards, in turn 
controlled by the central government. These Boards 
supervise the provision of certain services by local 
elected African councils. They do not make policy 
themselves. The councils were first set up from about 
1961 and initially called Urban Bantu Councils (UBC). 
They were replaced by Community Councils when the UBCs 
collapsed in the face of the 1976 uprising. 

Powers given to these councils were extremely limited. 
They were required to be self-sufficient, with their 
income coming from rents, liquor and licences. By 1981 
226 community councils had been set up, with about 2000 
councillors. They were, however, widely recognized as 
means for co-opting blacks into the apartheid system. 
Mass boycotts of elections took place, leading to the 
1982 legislative provision for the Community Councils to 
become mgnicipal councils, called town or village 
councils. 
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APPENDIX FOUR 

DECLARED LOCAL GOVERNMENT BODIES 

COMl-!UN ITY 

1. BelyuPn 
2. C.unbalanya 
3. Kardu Numida 
4. Maningrida 
5. Mi nj ilang 
6. Nauiyu Nambiyu 
7. Nguiu 
8. Peppimenarti 

9. Warruwi 
10. Barunga/Wugula/Beswick 
11. Dararagu/Kalkaringi 
12. Ngukurr 
13. Milyakburra 
14. Galiwinku 
15. Gapuwiyak 
16. Milingimbi 
17. Nwnbulwar 
18. P.amingining 
19. Yirrkala 
2Cl. Umbakumba 
21. Ali Curung 
22. Alpurrurulam 
23. Warrawulla 
24. Amoonguna 
25. Aputula 
26. Areyonga 
27. Ikuntji 
28. Imampa 
29. Iwuputaka 
30. Kaltukatjara 
31. Ntaria 
32. Papunya 
33. Santa Teresa 
34. Ti Tree District 
35. Uranpuntja/Utopia 

(Angkarippa) 
36. Wallungurra/Kintore 
37. Willowra 
38. Yuendwnu 
39. Wallace Rockhole 
40. Yulara 
41. Jabiru 
42. Pine Creek 
43. Batchelor/Adelaide 

River 
44. Ti Tree 

ASSOCIATION NAME 

Belyuen Community Council Inc 
Gunbalanya Council Incorporated 
Kardu Namida Incorporated 
Maningrida Council Incorporated 
Minjilang Community Council Inc 
Nauiyu Narnbiyu Incorporated 
Nguiu 
Peppimenarti Community Council 

Associated Incorporated 
Warruwi Community Incorporated 
Barunga Town Council Inc 
Dararagu Community Council Inc 
Ngukurr Township Assoc Inc 
Milyakburra Community Council Inc 
Galiwinku Community Incorporated 
Gapuwiyak Community Incorporated 
Milingirnbi Community Incorporated 
Numbulwar Numburindi Council Inc 
Ramingining Community Inc 
Yirrkala Dhanbul Community Assoc Inc 
Umbakurnba Community Council Inc 
Ali Curung Council IncorporatPd 
Alpurrurulam Assoc Incorporated 
Warrawulla Assoc Inc 
Alroonguna Community Inc 
Aputula Housing Assoc Inc 
Areyonga Community Inc 
Ikuntji Community Council Inc 
Imampa Community Inc 
Iwuputaka Housing Assoc 
Kaltukatjara Community Council Inc 
Ntaria Council (Hermannsburg) Inc 
Papunya Community Council Inc 
Santa Teresa Progress Assoc Inc 
Pmara Jutunta Community Inc 
Uranpuntja Council Aboriginal 

Corporation 
Wallungurra Community Council 
Willowra Community Inc 
Yuendumu Community Council Inc 
Wallace Rockhole Conununity Inc 
Yulara Corporation Pty Ltd 
Jabiru Town Council 
Pine Creek Progress Assoc Inc 
Adelaide River Progress ~ssoc Inc 

Ti Tree Progress Association 

Source: Northern Territory Local Government Grants Commission. 
1986 Report, Darwin, Government Printer, 
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