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Note from the Author 

 

Victoria’s local governments can play a central role in advancing reconciliation outcomes 

through engaging local communities. As the level of government closest to communities, 

they are well-placed to lead and influence positive changes at the local level. 

 

Confident of the desire of many local governments to continue on the path to reconciliation 

and in doing so, redress past wrongs and the unacceptable disadvantage faced by many 

Indigenous Australians, the findings in this report are presented as both a call to action and a 

practical resource. 

 

This report attempts to provide advice and guidance to those within the local government 

sector committed to improving outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. It 

acknowledges and tries to outline some of the challenges of translating ‘good intentions’ 

into actions and outcomes.  

 

In addition to the findings, the report provides a definition for reconciliation and an overview 

of the history, policy context and current situation regarding reconciliation in the Victorian 

local government sector. 

 

This history is important and the project partners acknowledge the foundations laid and 

early commitments made by pioneering local governments. We also acknowledge the work 

of the Indigenous Interagency Coordination Committee for Local Government, supported by 

the Municipal Association of Victoria and funded by the federal government until the early 

2000s and the important work carried forward by peak bodies and individual councils in the 

decade since.  

 

We commend the hard work and commitment of those local government representatives, 

employees and community advocates who have been tireless champions for change and 

action in their local government areas and whose dedication has resulted in meaningful and 

lasting relationships, from which positive shared outcomes have flowed.  

 

And finally we acknowledge the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community leaders and 

advocates, whose humility, courage and willingness to enter into partnership and dialogue 

with local governments despite the pain, suffering and mistrust within their communities, 

inspires us to renewed energy and commitment to the reconciliation process. 

 

Erin McKinnon 

Reconciliation Victoria 

 

Thank-you to the many people who shared their experiences and wisdom throughout the 

project – your generosity and support is greatly valued and helped to shape this report. 

Special thanks and acknowledgement to the following people for their participation, 

support and input: Kerrie Nelson, Adam Mooney, Chris Kirby (Reconciliation Australia), 

Geoff Gook, Mary Morison (Aboriginal Affairs Victoria), Maree McPherson (Victorian Local 

Governance Association), Keith Gove, Damian O’Keefe (Reconciliation Victoria), Donna 

Wright, Cath Rinaudo (City of Whittlesea), Leslie Smith, Lisa Williams (Baw Baw Shire 

Council), Peter Redden, Amy Barclay (City of Stonnington), Kellee Nolan.   
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1. Executive Summary, Findings and Recommendations 
 

In August 2010, Reconciliation Victoria received funding from the Victorian State 

Government to implement the Reconciliation in Local Government Action Research Pilot 

Project in partnership with the Victorian Local Governance Association (VLGA) and 

Reconciliation Australia. 

The Reconciliation in Local Government Project Action Research Report outlines a project in 

which three Victorian councils1 were invited to develop Reconciliation Action Plans (RAPs2), 

with the aim of assessing the extent to which RAPs were an effective method for local 

governments to advance reconciliation between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples and other Australians.  

A Reconciliation Action Plan is a tool, developed by Reconciliation Australia in 2006, to help 

organisations promote reconciliation and contribute to closing the life expectancy gap 

between Indigenous3 and non-Indigenous Australians. At the time of writing, 250 

organisations had launched a RAP. This included two Victorian local governments: the City of 

Melbourne and Moyne Shire Council. A number of other Victorian local governments had 

begun developing RAPs.  

This report aims to outline the issues and challenges faced by the councils developing their 

RAPs, the approaches that were used and the outcomes of these approaches.  

The project found that the Reconciliation Action Plan tool can be effective in supporting local 

governments to improve their relationships with Aboriginal communities. This is a vital 

element of reconciliation, however does not reflect the full potential of local government to:  

− address responsibilities of the non-Aboriginal community in the reconciliation process;  

− engage the whole community in reconciliation; 

− form long-term binding agreements with Aboriginal communities. 

The project found that the RAP tool has limitations in relation to these elements of 

reconciliation for Victorian local governments. As the tool did not encourage the 

participating councils to address these aspects of reconciliation, the findings and 

recommendations for local governments and for peak bodies supporting the sector largely 

relate to local governments relationship with Aboriginal communities.  

Based on the experiences of those participating in the project, the report makes findings and 

recommendations in relation to: 

1.1 The effectiveness of the RAP approach for Victorian local governments. 

1.2 How Victorian local governments can improve relationships with Aboriginal communities. 

1.3 Opportunities for peak bodies and stakeholders to support the Victorian local 

government sector to advance reconciliation. 

                                                 
1
 The three councils were Baw Baw Shire Council and Cities of Whittlesea and Stonnington. The terms ‘local 

government’ and ‘council’ are used interchangeably in the report to refer to local government organisations. 
2
 Where the abbreviation ‘RAP’ is used in this report it refers to Reconciliation Action Plan. It is acknowledged 

that this can generate confusion among local governments given the common use of the acronym RAP to refer 

to Registered Aboriginal Parties in Victoria. 
3
 The terms ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Indigenous’ are respectfully used to refer to the diverse people and cultures of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent. 
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1.1 The effectiveness of the RAP approach for local 

government  

 

Victorian local government participation in the RAP 

Program  

The Victorian local government sector has had a low level 

of involvement in the RAP program since its inception in 

2006. At the time of commissioning the Reconciliation in 

Local Government Project in 2010, there were two 

Victorian local governments with a registered RAP, with a 

number of others in development. The sector has been 

active in the reconciliation movement for more than a 

decade however, and over half of Victorian local 

governments have adopted statements of commitment, 

plans, policies and strategies since the late 1990s.  

 

This low level of engagement may have been related to a 

lack of knowledge and awareness about the RAP program 

in the sector. It also appears to be linked with a lack of 

clarity about the distinction or benefit of the RAP 

approach, compared with existing commitments and 

approaches. The common use of the acronym RAP to refer 

to Registered Aboriginal Parties in Victoria could add 

further confusion for local governments. 

 

Advantages of the RAP approach 

The nationally recognised framework provided by the RAP 

program was seen as important by the councils 

participating in the project. The RAP model was also 

generally perceived to be a simple, clear and practical way 

to understand and approach reconciliation through the 

common language of relationships, respect and 

opportunities.  

 

The important distinction of the RAP approach from most 

existing local government plans and strategies, particularly 

those that are framed as Aboriginal Action Plans or similar, 

is the emphasis on changes within the local government 

organisation, rather than programs delivered by the 

organisation. The RAP approach recognises the importance 

of non-Indigenous people within organisations reflecting 

on their understanding of and attitudes towards 

Indigenous peoples. 

 

An emphasis on the process of developing the RAP can lead 

to building relationships between Local Governments and 

Aboriginal people, which is the key strength of the RAP 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About 20 local governments 

have sought information 

and advice regarding the 

RAP program in the course 

of the project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A council with an existing 

reconciliation plan decided 

to update their plan using 

the RAP framework, so it 

would be recognised within 

a national framework.   

 

A local government with an 

Aboriginal Action Plan 

sought clarification of the 

distinction of the RAP 

approach. They then 

decided to develop a RAP to 

sit alongside their 

Aboriginal Action Plan, to 

improve cultural 

competence and support 

positive change within their 

organisation. 
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model. These relationships are built through engaging Aboriginal people and organisations in 

the development of the RAP, particularly through the RAP working group. The emphasis on 

such engagement and thorough process means that timelines for RAP development may be 

much longer for local governments than other organisations. Relationships built through this 

process can become one of the most enduring outcomes of the RAP and enable actions and 

commitments to be effectively implemented.  

 

Limitations of the RAP approach 

While the nationally recognized framework is useful, the scope of actions that can be 

included within the RAP model is very broad, leading to vast differences between individual 

RAPs including differences in quality or strength of actions. Generally these differences are 

related to the level of Aboriginal community engagement that was invested in the process. 

There is arguably inadequate auditing and accountability processes for the RAP program, 

which reduce the impact of the nationally recognized framework. 

 

The following limitations relate to the effectiveness of the RAP model to support local 

governments to advance reconciliation based on the definition and understanding of 

reconciliation outlined in section 4.1.  

 

The project found that the RAP approach did not encourage local governments to consider 

their reconciliation role in relation to the non-Aboriginal community. This role involves 

providing community leadership to raise awareness and understanding of history and 

promote recognition and respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage and 

cultures among the broader local population.  

 

There are many actions local governments could take in this regard, however one of the 

significant roles for local government is to support the acknowledgement, documentation 

and promotion of local Aboriginal and shared histories. Some Councils have undertaken this 

task in partnership with local Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal community groups, helping to 

create a more inclusive and holistic narrative of their locality.  

 

This can contribute to strengthening relationships between Council and Indigenous 

communities in addition to increasing awareness, understanding and recognition of 

Aboriginal communities and culture within the wider community. A simple initiative such as 

erecting signage at municipal boundaries acknowledging the first peoples of the area, as a 

number of Victorian councils have done, can make a significant contribution to 

reconciliation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation 1 

It is recommended that local governments take a pro-active role in facilitating the 

documentation and promotion of local Aboriginal and shared histories. Local 

governments are encouraged to consider the roles of local institutions such as libraries, 

museums, RSLs, historical societies and tourism services in disseminating and displaying 

this information.  Local governments are also encouraged to consider opportunities to 

reflect inclusive histories through public signage, names of streets, waterways and 

landmarks and memorials. 
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Recommendation 2 

It is recommended local governments explore 

opportunities to facilitate local community 

involvement in reconciliation. This includes supporting 

local reconciliation groups and brokering relationships 

between local stakeholders to embed reconciliation 

actions across all sectors of the community.  

The project found that the RAP approach did not 

encourage councils to facilitate engagement of the 

whole community in reconciliation. Within most 

municipalities there are a number of local stakeholders 

that have an interest or engagement in reconciliation 

activities, or have the potential to impact community 

attitudes and awareness of reconciliation. These 

stakeholders include schools, churches, local 

businesses, sporting clubs, community organizations 

and even local reconciliation groups. Local 

governments can facilitate whole-of-community action 

towards reconciliation through supporting and bringing 

together these stakeholders, including those that have 

a RAP, or that support positive relationships between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in other ways. 

This could lead to establishing a local network 

embedding reconciliation across all sectors of the 

community, and significant opportunities for 

collaboration and leveraging of resources. Local 

reconciliation groups are actively promoting 

reconciliation in many municipalities through activities 

such as festivals, film nights, forums, exhibition and 

cultural tours. In most cases the local government is 

aware of and supports these groups and activities, 

including through participation on the committee, joint 

projects, promotion of events and small grants. There 

are opportunities for local governments to support the 

establishment of local reconciliation groups in 

municipalities where none exists. 

 

The project found that the RAP model being an action 

plan belonging to a single organization, rather than 

being an agreement between parties, was also a 

limitation for local governments advancing 

reconciliation. Arguably a stronger structure would be 

a two-way agreement, such as a Memorandum of 

Understanding or an Agreement, requiring multiple 

parties to sign off and articulating a shared set of 

objectives with mutual commitments and 

 

 

 

 

 

One Council has been a 

significant partner in a place-

based initiative that has 

brought together a number of 

local stakeholders. The council 

helped to broker relationships 

and leverage resources to 

support the Aboriginal 

community’s aspirations. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Help to bring local 

stakeholders together to ‘join 

the dots’ and create holistic 

community reconciliation 

initiatives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aboriginal members of one 

Council’s RAP working group 

expressed the desire for a long 

term agreement between the 

council and community. Some 

were unprepared to discuss 

practical actions in areas such 

as health or employment 

unless matters of land justice 

and economic development 

were also on the table.   
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responsibilities.  This type of model enables longer-term, binding commitments to be made, 

and ensures meaningful Aboriginal engagement and dialogue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.2 How local governments can improve relationships with Aboriginal communities  

 

Relationships 

It was observed in the course of the project that informal relationships built up over time 

between local government staff and Councilors and Indigenous community members were 

invaluable for advancing reconciliation. Relationships formed between council 

representatives and community members during the course of developing a RAP provided 

the foundation to achieve positive initiatives. 

 

Some local governments engaged external consultants to support the RAP development 

process, partly due to limited internal staff resources. This potentially limits the extent to 

which local governments can develop their own relationships with and knowledge and 

understanding of the local Indigenous community through the RAP process. 

 

These informal relationships can be built on by embedding a mechanism for meaningful 

Indigenous participation in local government planning and decision making, such as an 

advisory structure to council. Those mechanisms are most effective when they build on local 

relationships, are based on knowledge and understanding of local Indigenous communities 

and are informed by the priorities and aspirations of those communities. It may be 

appropriate in some regions to adopt regional approaches, particularly where geographical 

boundaries of key Indigenous groups such as Traditional Owners stretch beyond individual 

council boundaries. 

Formalizing reconciliation commitments through an agreed structure such as a RAP, helps to 

embed commitments and action across the whole organisation. This structure may depend 

on the stage of the ‘reconciliation journey’ the local government is at, which generally 

reflects the depth of relationships that has been built.  An initial structure may be a 

Statement of Commitment to Reconciliation or a Statement of Apology. A RAP or similar 

could then be developed, in the case that Indigenous constituents and stakeholders support 

this approach. Arguably a stronger structure would be a two-way agreement, such as a 

Memorandum of Understanding or an Agreement, requiring multiple parties to sign off, and 

which articulates a shared set of objectives with mutual commitments and responsibilities.  

Recommendation 3 

It is recommended that local governments that develop RAPs or have an existing RAP 

consider the limitations of the RAP model for Victorian local governments outlined 

above, and take steps to strengthen their RAP to address these limitations.    

 

Recommendation 4 

It is recommended that Reconciliation Victoria undertake further work to understand 

best practice approaches for Victorian local governments progressing reconciliation, 

based on case studies and further investigation of effective approaches and examples.     
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Aboriginal Liaison roles 

These relationships are greatly supported through the 

employment of Indigenous staff, particularly in Aboriginal 

liaison roles within local governments. The project found 

that when a Council had employed an Aboriginal Liaison 

position it greatly supported their engagement with 

Aboriginal community members.  

 

The project found that Indigenous liaison roles are often 

very demanding and challenging, with significant 

expectations placed on the person from both Council and 

Aboriginal communities. In order to retain staff in these 

roles, appropriate management and support, including 

career development, is necessary. 

 

The project found that budget constraints were often seen 

as a major barrier for Councils employing Aboriginal Liaison 

roles. The project found there was generally a low level of 

awareness among local governments of Indigenous 

employment programs that provide employment subsidies, 

training and support to employers. There may be 

opportunities for local governments to increase access to 

these programs.  Another opportunity to overcome budget 

constraints demonstrated by some Victorian councils is for 

regional groupings of Councils to pool resources towards a 

shared Aboriginal Liaison position.  

 

 

 

Recommendation 5 

It is recommended that local governments strengthen 

relationships with Aboriginal people and communities by: 

− Enabling and valuing time spent by local government 

staff investing in building informal relationships with the 

Indigenous community. 

− Embedding a formal mechanism for Indigenous 

participation in planning and decision-making processes,  

e.g. Indigenous Advisory Group to Council; Regional 

structure with group of councils may be appropriate in 

some instances given broader geographical boundaries 

of key Indigenous groups such as Traditional Owners.  

− Formalizing reconciliation commitments through an 

agreed structure that reflects the progress of the 

reconciliation journey. 

 

 

Local government staff 

involved in one Council’s RAP 

working group spent time 

visiting a community 

gathering place to get to know 

people and break down 

barriers. They then hosted a 

community barbecue which 

was well attended and 

provided a further opportunity 

to build relationships and 

engage people in the RAP 

process.  

 

 

 

Relationships between a 

Council’s staff and councilors 

and key Aboriginal community 

members greatly assisted in 

forming the RAP working 

group. They have enabled 

confronting and difficult 

subjects to be raised and 

discussed openly in the group. 
 

 

 

Some staff in Aboriginal 

Liaison Officer roles expressed 

feeling undervalued and 

lacked appropriate support or 

career development 

opportunities. 
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Recommendation 6 

It is recommended that local governments employ and 

provide appropriate support to an Aboriginal Liaison Role 

or equivalent within Council, and that regional 

cooperation be encouraged to resource such a position 

across a group of Councils. 

 

Recommendation 7 

It is recommended that local governments commit to 

increasing Indigenous employment across their 

workforce.  It is encouraged they develop strategies for 

recruitment and retention of Indigenous staff. 

 

Key factors in Baw Baw’s 

RAP journey: 

- Champions within local 

government;  

- Openness to respectful 

listening and 

acknowledgement of issues;  

- Not rushing or pushing the 

process; and 

- Understanding that 

building relationships is an 

outcome in itself. 

 

Relationships are important 

– take time for a cuppa and a 

chat. 

 

Demonstrate recognition and 

respect as community 

leaders. 

 

Commit to two-way dialogue 

and be prepared to listen. 

 

Formalise the dialogue into a 

structure agreed to by the 

council and by the Aboriginal 

community. 

 

Employ Aboriginal people 

across the organisation - not 

only to support Indigenous 

employment outcomes, but 

for the value and benefits to 

council that Indigenous 

perspectives, knowledge, 

networks and culture brings. 

 

 

 

Indigenous employment 

The project found that employment of Indigenous staff 

generally across Council is invaluable both for local 

governments and for Indigenous communities. 

Employment of Aboriginal staff can contribute to improving 

Indigenous peoples’ experiences of local government, and 

assists councils to build relationships, knowledge and 

engagement with Indigenous constituents.  

Increasing employment of Indigenous people is assisted 

through an Indigenous employment strategy, which 

encompasses recruitment and retention.  Retention of 

Indigenous staff is supported if those staff are valued for 

their contribution and provided with appropriate support – 

including culturally competent and supportive 

management and access to mentoring and career 

development opportunities.  Retention strategies should 

encompass positive changes in organisational culture, for 

instance increased cultural awareness, respect and 

recognition.  These should have broad-ranging outcomes 

beyond their contribution to retaining Indigenous staff.  

 

 

Engaging Aboriginal communities 

The project found that in order to effectively engage 

Aboriginal communities, local government representatives 

need to have an understanding of the diversity of 

Aboriginal groups and individuals within the community. 

This assisted staff to identify the key organisations and 

individuals to engage with and appropriate ways to engage 
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Recommendation 8 

It is recommended that local governments strengthen engagement with Aboriginal 

communities by: 

− Understanding the diversity of the local Aboriginal community and engaging with 

the range of community members, groups and local and regional Aboriginal 

organisations. 

− Ensuring engagement is consistently inclusive of all stakeholders.  

them. It was found that while consistent, inclusiveness engagement with all stakeholders 

was important for the RAP process, there were at times some barriers to achieving this. 

Some local governments found that some organisations or groups did not respond to 

attempts at engagement. Possible reasons for the reluctance of Aboriginal organisations to 

engage with councils may include them having had past experience of piecemeal, 

inconsistent dealings with governments at all levels, or a perception that governments do 

not understand or respect their history and aspirations. It is also true that in many cases, 

Aboriginal community organisations are over-stretched and under-resourced.  

 

The project found that local governments cannot expect to engage Aboriginal communities 

as a homogenous group, via a single forum. The diversity of the community means that 

there are often separations and divisions between Indigenous groups and organisations that 

can be challenging for Councils to understand and navigate. In some cases, these divisions 

have formed or been exacerbated by issues related to native title and cultural heritage 

processes. This can involve decisions made by courts and governments to appoint 

organisations as representative of traditional owners in an area, which are not always 

supported by other Indigenous groups. Local governments have a significant role to play 

particularly in the administration of cultural heritage processes. For councils who see this as 

an opportunity to establish relationships with Traditional Owners, rather than seeing it as 

yet more regulatory burdens, they are sometimes confronted with the challenge of 

conflicting views among different groups as to who they should be speaking with. 

 

Another finding was that in working towards reconciliation, councils should inform and invite 

all local organisations to be involved, and be flexible about the mechanisms for engagement. 

Even when there has been little engagement from a group, it is advisable to leave the door 

open, and avoid being perceived as engaging selectively.  

 

 

 

 

1.3 Opportunities for stakeholders to support the local government sector 

 

There are a number of stakeholder groups who support the local government sector 

generally and a number who are able to support the sector on Indigenous and reconciliation 

issues. These groups include: 

• Victorian Local Governance Association (VLGA) 

• Municipal Association of Victoria (MAV) 
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• LGPro (Local Government Managers 

Australia Victorian branch) 

• Local Government Victoria (LGV) 

• Aboriginal Affairs Victoria (AAV)  

• Reconciliation Victoria (RV) 

The project highlighted a number of sector-wide 

issues that these stakeholders could consider in 

relation to the roles they can play to support the 

local government to advance reconciliation and 

address current challenges. 

 

Access to information 

 

It was evident in the course of the project that there 

is significant interest in and demand for information 

and advice on Indigenous and general 

reconciliation issues within the Victorian local 

government sector, and that there is inadequate 

information and advice currently available to meet 

this need.  Councils that engaged with the project 

showed strong recognition of the importance of 

improving the way local governments engage with 

Aboriginal communities and a desire for information 

and support to turn their good intentions into 

actions. There was also a need for information in 

regard to specific areas of native title and cultural 

heritage matters which have a significant impact on 

local government. 

 

The project found that staff within local government 

organisations were often not aware of relevant 

programs and policies emerging from state and 

federal government levels, or of opportunities that 

may exist to access resources for Indigenous 

initiatives, such as employment programs. Limited 

staff and internal resources to identify and filter this 

information, competing priorities, inadequate 

communication and inadequate engagement 

between the three tiers of government all 

contribute to this.  

 

The need for a ‘one-stop-shop’ for information was 

identified in the Toomnangi Report produced in 

2002 and is clearly still relevant and sought after 

today. There was interest within sector networks in 

the concept of this ‘one-stop-shop’ taking the form 

of an online resource guide to share information, 

 
 

There is a groundswell of 

political will and commitment by 

councils to engage in and 

progress reconciliation. 

 

Many are seeking guidance, 

support and information: 

− Around 20 local 

governments made direct 

contact to express interest or 

make inquiries during the 

course of the project. 

 

− Over 100 local government 

participants attended the 

After Sorry, What Next? 

Conference in November 

2010, organised by the 

Community and Social 

Planners Network, VLGA, 

Reconciliation Victoria and 

Aboriginal Affairs Victoria - 

feedback was 

overwhelmingly positive and 

requested future 

opportunities. 

 

− Around 40 senior staff, CEOs, 

Mayors and Councillors 

attended the Leading Edge 

Forum during National 

Reconciliation Week, jointly 

hosted by VLGA and 

Reconciliation Victoria, 

targeting local government 

leaders 

 

Many local governments cite 

budget constraints as a barrier to 

action, including Indigenous 

employment, however few local 

governments access resources 

available through Indigenous 

employment programs, for 

example those run by DEEWR. 
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Recommendation 9 

It is recommended that stakeholders improve local government access to information on 

Indigenous and reconciliation issues through: 

-   A sector-wide survey of reconciliation activities, allowing comparisons with the 2002 

Toomnangi Report data, analyses of trends and capturing good practice. It is 

recommended that this survey be repeated at five year intervals over the next decade 

to track progress and evaluate impacts of sector support initiatives.  

-  An online resource guide providing a ‘one-stop shop’ of information and advice on 

Indigenous and reconciliation issues, including relevant policies, programs and 

funding initiatives (draft outline at Appendix VI). Content could be drawn from the 

Survey, case studies and existing information provided by stakeholders.  

 

advice and good practice among the Victorian local government sector.    

 

There was also interest from local government networks to the proposal to conduct a 

survey to establish current levels of activity regarding reconciliation across the sector. This 

would allow comparison with the data contained in the Toomnangi Report and determine 

changes and key trends. It would also identify good-practice initiatives and case studies that 

could be shared across the sector.  

A draft survey and online resource guide structure were developed for this purpose as part 

of the project (Appendices V and VI). They are intended to be used for consultation and 

engagement with key stakeholders including state government, local government peak 

bodies, individual councils and Indigenous Councilors and local government staff.  

 

Through the course of the Reconciliation in Local Government Pilot Project, State 

Government agencies Aboriginal Affairs Victoria and Local Government Victoria initiated the 

development of a Local Government Aboriginal Partnerships Project. As the stakeholders 

identified for involvement in the new proposed project were the same as those that were to 

be engaged in the draft survey and online guide concepts, project partners agreed to utilise 

the Local Government Aboriginal Partnerships Project to discuss and progress these 

initiatives. 

Research and evidence 

The project found that local government staff are seeking research and evidence showing 

the impact of reconciliation initiatives on improving outcomes for Indigenous people, to 

support them to form business cases for greater investment in reconciliation activities. 

There appears to be a lack of documented evidence about the contribution of local 

government reconciliation initiatives to closing the health gap and improving Indigenous 

wellbeing. Building this evidence base would support future improved policy and 

programming and encourage greater investment by local governments in this area.  

 

There also appears to be gaps in research and understanding of the barriers to Indigenous 

representation in local government, and Indigenous perspectives on and aspirations for 

local government engagement. The project found there is significant under-representation 

of Indigenous people in decision-making across local government. There are very few 

Aboriginal Councilors and few local governments with an Aboriginal advisory structure to 

ensure Indigenous engagement in decision-making.  
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Recommendation 12 

It is recommended that Reconciliation Victoria 

continue its role as advisor, mediator, facilitator 

and information broker on Indigenous issues to the 

Victorian local government sector. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cultural awareness and competency 

The project found that a diverse array of activities and 

services have been engaged, developed or practiced across 

the Victorian local government sector under the banner of 

‘cultural awareness’ or ‘cultural competency’ training. There 

does not appear to be a common approach to or 

understanding of what consitutes ‘good practice’ cultural 

awareness in the Victorian local government sector. There is 

an emerging body of work reflecting on and refining 

Indigenous cultural awareness approaches particularly in the 

community services sector, led by the Victorian Aboriginal 

Child Care Agency (VACCA), which may provide a good 

starting point for the local government sector to develop its 

own interpretation and approach. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Access to advice and support 

The project found that the role of Reconciliation Victoria as 

a mediator, facilitator, information broker and advisor was 

seen as invaluable by participating councils.  

 

 

 

 

  

Recommendation 10 

It is recommended stakeholders consider opportunities 

to improve research, evidence and understanding of: 

- The impacts of local government reconciliation 

initiatives on improving outcomes for Indigenous 

people and closing the gaps. 

- Indigenous aspirations for local government 

participation, and barriers to Indigenous 

representation as Councillors. 

Recommendation 11 

It is recommended that stakeholders develop good 

practice guidelines for cultural awareness training for 

the local government sector. When developed these 

guidelines would be available through the online 

resource guide. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A local government 

employee developing a RAP 

made reference to the lack 

of available evidence 

supporting the RAP 

approach and stated that 

this may impact support for 

increased investment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There has been discussion 

within the LGPro Indigenous 

Special Interest Group about 

improving understanding of 

good-practice cultural 

awareness approaches for 

local governments. 
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List of recommendations 

 

Victorian local governments 

It is recommended that Victorian local governments strengthen relationships with Aboriginal 

communities and progress reconciliation by: 

 1 Facilitating the documentation and promotion of local Aboriginal and shared histories. 

 2 Facilitating local community involvement in reconciliation. 

 3 Considering the limitations of the RAP model for Victorian local governments and take 

steps to strengthen their RAP to address these limitations. 

 5     Building informal relationships with the Indigenous community;  

Embedding a formal mechanism for Indigenous participation in decision-making; and  

Formalizing reconciliation commitments through an agreed structure.                                   

 6 Employing and providing appropriate support to an Aboriginal Liaison Role.  

 7 Increasing Indigenous employment and retention across their workforce.  

 8 Strengthening engagement with Aboriginal communities by:                                                                    

Understanding the diversity of the local Aboriginal community                                                  

Engaging consistently and inclusively with the range of key stakeholders. 

 

Peak bodies and stakeholders 

It is recommended that peak bodies and stakeholders consider opportunities to support the 

Victorian local government sector to overcome challenges and progress reconciliation 

through: 

 4 Understanding best practice approaches for Victorian local governments progressing 

reconciliation, based on case studies and further investigation. 

  9 Improving access to information on Indigenous and reconciliation issues through a 

sector-wide survey and development of an online resource guide.  

 10   Improving research and evidence into the impacts of reconciliation initiatives and 

Indigenous aspirations and barriers to local government representation. 

 11   Developing good practice guidelines for cultural awareness for the sector. 

 12 Providing role of advisor, mediator, facilitator and information broker. 
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2. Victorian Local Governments and Aboriginal 

Communities: An Introduction 

 

Local government is uniquely placed to foster interaction 

within local communities. Unlike other levels of 

government, interactions between Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people and local government officials may 

involve regular, face-to-face contact and be between 

people known to each other4.  

 

Local governments operate in close proximity to 

Traditional Owners’ sphere of influence, with implications 

and opportunities to develop protocols and relationships, 

especially in relation to land and cultural heritage 

management. This space for interaction can be invaluable 

for opening the door to meaningful dialogue between 

council and Aboriginal communities. There are, however, 

a number of complex challenges.   

 

Local governments that commit to developing a 

Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) do so laden with heavy 

baggage in the eyes of the Indigenous community. This is 

the baggage of injustices and policy failures that 

governments have inflicted on Indigenous people for 

more than 200 years. It is important that local 

governments acknowledge this aspect of the relationship 

and find ways to demonstrate their understanding and 

commitment to moving the relationship forward in new 

ways.  

 

The face-to-face engagement local government officials 

and staff are able to have with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander community members means that at times they 

will be subject to scrutiny, especially if their commitment 

to reconciliation is not seen to be genuine, if actions fail 

to meet community expectations or if the community 

does not feel adequately engaged.   

 

Local governments, unlike corporate organisations that 

embark on developing a RAP, are accountable to their 

local Aboriginal constituents and communities. Those 

communities may demand their local government 

respond to questions of sovereignty, land rights, racism 

and past injustices. Some local governments may prefer 

not to deal with these issues, as they are not seen to be 

within their jurisdiction or are not seen as priorities. 

                                                 
4
 Shain, K., Genat, W. & Wensing, E. 2006, ‘Agreement-Making in the Local Context: Case studies from regional 

Australia,’ p. 202. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

“Local government 

reconciliation and 

partnership initiatives 

over the past decade 

represent a profound 

break with the past and 

possibly the beginning of 

a new era”  

 
Shain, Genat and Wensing (2006: 186) 
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However local governments in Victoria do indeed have legislated responsibilities and 

obligations in relation to native title, Aboriginal cultural heritage and protecting and 

promoting human rights. 

 

This means Indigenous constituents are unlikely to let local governments ‘off the hook’ if 

they are perceived to be addressing reconciliation in a tokenistic or piecemeal way that does 

not have significant impacts on existing processes or policies, or is not accompanied by an 

adequate commitment of human or financial resources for implementing stated actions. A 

RAP or similar policy may attract heightened accountability and expectations from the 

community compared to other internal council strategies and policies. In 2010 

Reconciliation Australia’s bi-annual Reconciliation Barometer found that nine out of 10 

Australians feel that the relationship between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 

and other Australians is important. 

 

Local governments that develop a RAP are not able to hand pick Aboriginal people to 

consult with, nor can they afford to leave anyone out, no matter how lengthy and involved 

the engagement process may turn out to be. The diversity of organisations and views within 

Indigenous communities, and also at times, past experiences with governments that have 

reduced trust, means that positive engagement can often be a significant challenge for local 

governments, requiring a sustained effort and committed staff resources. 

 

Increasingly tight budgets, electorates prone to apathy, the involvement of non-Indigenous 

local government representatives and employees who may at times be ill-equipped to 

effectively engage with Indigenous people, due to a lack of understanding and knowledge, 

and issues such as those outlined above, are additional challenges for local governments 

seeking to advance reconciliation.  

 

There are a number of local governments in Victoria however, that have demonstrated 

clearly that these challenges are not insurmountable. These local governments show us that 

with long-term vision and commitment, the presence of reconciliation champions within the 

local government ranks, vocal and passionate constituents and adequate dedication of 

resources, it is possible to unlock the powerful potential of local governments and 

Aboriginal communities working together within an agreed framework, toward shared 

objectives. 
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3. Project Overview and Methodology  

In 2010 a partnership was formed between 

Reconciliation Victoria, Reconciliation Australia, 

the Victorian Local Governance Association (VLGA) 

and the Victorian State Government, to undertake 

an action research project into reconciliation in 

Victorian local governments.5  

 

The interests of partners coalesced around 

recognition of the importance of local-level 

approaches to reconciliation and the central role 

local government can play in this.  

 

At the commencement of the project, partners 

formed a project reference group and signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding, articulating the 

aim of the project as being ‘to support local 

councils to improve reconciliation outcomes within 

local communities.’ 

 

The project was led by Reconciliation Victoria, 

which employed a project coordinator to work 

closely with three selected councils and engage 

with the local government sector to understand 

and document key issues, challenges and 

opportunities in this context.  

 

In particular the project looked at the suitability 

and value of Reconciliation Australia’s national 

Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) program in 

supporting Victorian local governments to 

translate good intentions into meaningful action.   

 

The three local governments invited to participate 

were Baw Baw Shire Council, in Victoria’s east, the 

City of Stonnington, in inner Melbourne and the 

City of Whittlesea, in Melbourne’s northern fringe. 

Each of these councils committed to developing a 

RAP as part of the project. The project reference 

group chose to invite these three councils to take 

part as it was felt they reflected diverse 

demographics and were at varying stages in their 

approach to reconciliation.  

 

                                                 
5
 The terms ‘local government’ and ‘council’ are used interchangeably to refer to Local Government 

Organisations.  

This project recognises the valuable 

existing contribution and future 

potential of local councils to 

advance reconciliation outcomes 

through engaging local 

communities. 

Reconciliation Victoria, the state 

peak body for reconciliation, is a 

group of Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal Australians working 

together to promote relationships, 

rights, respect and recognition.   

Reconciliation Australia, an 

independent, not-for-profit 

organisation, is the peak national 

organisation building and 

promoting reconciliation between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

Australians for the wellbeing of the 

nation. RA enabled use of their RAP 

program and provided advice and 

support to the Project Coordinator. 

Victorian Local Governance 

Association is a peak body for 

councillors, community leaders and 

local government, that advocates 

for social change and empowers 

local governments by strengthening 

their capacity to engage with their 

communities. VLGA hosted the 

Project Coordinator and brought 

local government sector expertise, 

strong networks and credibility to 

the project. 

 

Aboriginal Affairs Victoria, an 

agency of the Department of 

Planning and Community 

Development, provides advice to the 

Victorian Government on Aboriginal 

policy and delivers a range of 

programs. AAV provided funding for 

the project, worked to support 

Reconciliation Victoria’s re-

establishment and facilitated access 

to Local Indigenous Networks. 
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The Project Coordinator liaised with contacts at each of these councils regularly (depending 

on the councils’ time available and progress, sometimes weekly, sometimes monthly), to 

discuss issues including: 

 

• Information and engagement on the project; 

• Advice on planning and approach to the project; 

• Barriers and challenges facing the project;  

• Presentation, participation and facilitation of meetings and workshops with 

internal council working groups, Indigenous community members and joint 

Aboriginal community and council working groups. 

 

In addition to working with these councils, but still part of the project, Reconciliation 

Victoria participated in local government networks including the LGPro Indigenous Special 

Interest Group and jointly hosted the Conference ‘After Sorry, What Next? Local 

government connecting with Aboriginal communities’ in November 2010, in conjunction 

with the Community and Social Planners Network, VLGA and Aboriginal Affairs Victoria. The 

conference, held at Northcote Town Hall in Melbourne, attracted more than 100 

participants and featured key-note presentations and panels of highly regarded Aboriginal 

speakers, offering Indigenous perspectives on roles and opportunities for local government 

in relation to arts and culture, social equity, land and heritage and employment and 

economic development.  

 

Reconciliation Victoria and the VLGA also jointly hosted the National Reconciliation Week 

Leading Edge Forum in June 2011, to deepen understanding of key issues and build 

engagement and awareness in the local government sector. The forum featured three 

prominent Indigenous leaders speaking about positive partnerships between local 

government and Indigenous communities, and it attracted local government CEOs, mayors 

and councillors.  

 

The action research project was originally intended to run for six months, however this 

timeline was extended to 12 months during the course of the project, to reflect revised and 

more realistic expectations of timeframes.  

 

Based on feedback from project participants during the initial six months, project partners 

agreed that the following two initiatives would be explored as part of the six-month 

extension phase: 

• Development of a survey, similar to that used as the basis for the 2002 Toomnangi 

Report, to update information about activity across Victorian local governments and 

identify good practice examples to highlight and share; and 

• Scoping development of an online resource guide for the local government sector, 

providing a comprehensive source of information, guidance and good-practice 

examples, drawing on survey responses. 

 

A draft survey and online resource outline were developed (see Appendices V and VI) for 

further consultation with stakeholders. As the Local Government Aboriginal Partnerships 

Project was being initiated with these key stakeholders around this time, project partners 
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agreed to pursue these initiatives through that forum rather than establish parallel 

consultations.  

 

Reconciliation Victoria and the VLGA are represented on the Steering Committee and 

Working Group of the Local Government Aboriginal Partnerships Project, which is being led 

by Aboriginal Affairs Victoria and Local Government Victoria. The intention of this project is 

to develop a set of principles, or charter, and accompanying actions and tools, which local 

governments can sign on to and be guided by to strengthen their relationships with 

Aboriginal communities. There has been significant interest amongst the participating 

stakeholders in looking at the recommended actions from this Project in considering 

appropriate principles, actions and tools. The forum will enable discussion on which 

organisations are best placed to lead on the various agreed actions. Initial meetings of the 

working group have demonstrated strong support for including the survey and online guide 

among these support tools, and work has commenced to further develop the survey. 

 

The findings and recommendations in this report are bound by the parameters and scope of 

the action research project into RAPs as outlined above. This has resulted in a focus on the 

relationships between Victorian local governments and Aboriginal communities, in the 

context of the development of a RAP.  
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4. Project Background 
 

4.1 What is Reconciliation?  

As there are many varied definitions and interpretations 

of reconciliation, it is important to explain the meaning of 

‘reconciliation’ as it relates to this project. 

 

Reconciliation refers to a process of dialogue between 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and other 

Australians. This dialogue is required to: 

• Build relationships based on respect;  

• Recognise both the Aboriginal history of Australia 

before colonisation and a shared history since;  

• Recognise the rights of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islanders as the First Australians; and 

• Address both the historical injustice of settlement 

without treaty and the ongoing disadvantage that 

has flowed from that injustice and the policies 

made since. 

 

This definition helps to clarify what reconciliation is not.  

Reconciliation is not about assimilation of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people into ‘mainstream’ Australia. 

It is not simply about ‘closing the gap’ or about programs 

for Aboriginal people.  

 

Governments have a responsibility to provide effective 

services and ensure that basic rights are upheld for all 

citizens. However, in the case of Indigenous disadvantage, 

the lack of willingness to confront the causes of 

disadvantage and instead ‘treat the symptoms’, has led to 

repeated policy failures in Indigenous affairs. The dialogue 

of reconciliation is essential to confront those causes. 

 

Significant and much-heralded investment in Indigenous 

programs by governments has yielded little improvement 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people across the 

spectrum of social, economic and health indicators. This is 

despite a substantial evidence-base of what works in 

achieving outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples, backed by the weight of social science 

principles and internationally adopted understandings of 

the social determinants of health. A central tenet of this 

evidence is the importance of self-determination. That is, 

the ability to actively participate in decisions that impact 

on you, or the ability to have choices and control over 

 

 

 

Reconciliation is a journey 

that involves walking 

together 
 

- Council RAP Working 

Group members 

 

 

Reconciliation is about 

stories to be told rather 

than a set of problems to 

fix. It’s about human 

beings, women and men, 

not about policies, 

problems and solutions. 
 

- Linda Burney (2010)  

 

 

 

Instead of facing history 

with courage, 

governments continue to 

invest heavily and 

shockingly in ‘solutions’. 
 

- Pat Dodson (2010) 
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your life. Related to this is the importance of a sense of self-worth and self-esteem - feeling 

valued and recognised for who you are. 

 

Reconciliation Victoria’s vision for a reconciled Australia is a society in which Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians enjoy equality in outcomes and 

opportunities. But more than this, we envision an Australia in which Indigenous culture and 

worldviews shape and influence society and national identity alongside the cultural 

influences of those that have come to call this land home in the last 223 years. We envision 

an Australia where the unique and continuing contribution of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples and culture to Australia’s identity is celebrated.  

 

4.2 Victorian context 

4.2.1 Reconciliation and local government 

Looking back over the history of the reconciliation movement and at the role played by 

Victorian local governments, particularly in the last 15 years, there has been significant 

progress and commitment made by the sector, showcased by those councils that were 

trailblazers and those now raising the bar for the sector.  The following is a brief summary of 

key developments at national, state and local levels that have shaped the current context 

for Victorian local government in the reconciliation space. For a more detailed reconciliation 

timelime, see Appendix III of this report. 

 

Aboriginal activism for citizenship rights in the 1930s, led by William Cooper and others, 

eventually led to the historic 1967 referendum, which saw 92 per cent of Australians vote 

‘yes’ to counting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the census. The 1970s was a 

decade of heightened activism, with calls for land rights and equality. Melbourne was the 

hub for much of this activism and many Aboriginal organisations grew out of this period to 

provide services and advocate for the community. Many of these organisations continue to 

operate to this day in and around the ‘heartland’ northern suburbs of Fitzroy, Northcote and 

Thornbury. 

 

The 1990s was known as the ‘decade for reconciliation’. The Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Commission (ATSIC) was established in 1990 and the Council for Aboriginal 

Reconciliation (CAR) was established in 1991. Perhaps the most significant event in the 

relationship between the First Australians and settler Australians was the passing of the 

Native Title Act in 1993, which overturned the notion that terra nullius (land belonging to 

no-one) existed in Australia at the time of colonisation.   

 

The Australian Local Government Association (ALGA), the national peak body representing 

local governments around the country, supported the work of the CAR through the 1990s 

and provided proactive leadership in the sector, encouraging councils to foster relationships 

and partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.6 
 

The National General Assembly of Local Government, held in 1995 and 1996, demonstrated 

strengthening support for reconciliation, with a declaration of support for the CAR’s vision 

                                                 
6
 Shain, Genat and Wensing, op. cit. p. 186 
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for a united Australia and a call to “local councils throughout Australia to follow their lead 

and negotiate agreements with indigenous communities”.7 

 
In Victoria the local government amalgamations that took place in 1994 had a significant 

impact including on existing relationships between some local governments and Aboriginal 

people. Relationships that had been built up over time between local government 

councillors and staff and Aboriginal organisations and leaders were disrupted and to an 

extent had to be rebuilt within the new local government structures and boundaries.  

 

Not long after this period, in 1997, inspiring leadership and commitment was shown by a 

group of four councils, Banyule, Whitehorse, Manningham and Nillumbik, in Melbourne’s 

east. These councils worked to retain and strengthen relationships with the traditional 

custodians, the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation, as well as historical Indigenous 

communities living within their jurisdictions. In doing so they entered into a historic regional 

partnership, becoming the first of the Victorian local governments to sign a Statement of 

Apology and Commitment to Aboriginal Reconciliation. Those councils continue to 

demonstrate commitment and leadership today, with Manningham City Council receiving 

the 2011 National Local Government Award for Reconciliation for their National 

Reconciliation Week program. 

 

In 1998 the Wurreker Local Government – Indigenous Partnerships Resource Guide was 

produced and provided to all Victorian councils by the Municipal Association of Victoria, 

which at the time employed an Indigenous Policy Officer for the local government sector, 

with support from ATSIC. 

 

The decade for reconciliation culminated in Corroboree 2000 celebrations, during which the 

powerful symbolism of hundreds of thousands of Australians walking across bridges around 

the country in a show of support for reconciliation heralded great hope for re-setting the 

relationships between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and other Australians. 

 

The decade that was to follow however, has been referred to as the “lost decade” in 

Australia’s reconciliation history.8 The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation finished its term, 

presenting the federal government with a set of recommendations and a Roadmap to 

Reconciliation. The conservative political era had begun however, and with it the language 

of ‘practical reconciliation’, and few of those recommendations were implemented.  ATSIC 

was abolished in 2004. The federal Coalition Government refused repeated calls to make a 

formal apology on behalf of the nation to members of the Stolen Generations. The Little 

Children are Sacred report, recommending community engagement and participation in 

addressing child abuse and social distress in remote communities, prompted the hurried 

passing of the Northern Territory Emergency Response Act 2007. This legislation suspended 

the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 and mandated the Australian army to ‘intervene’ in 

remote Aboriginal communities to bring an end to allegedly widespread child abuse.  

 

In many ways the last decade was far from ‘lost’, as there were a number of very positive 

and momentous steps for reconciliation, including within the Victorian local government 

                                                 
7
 Ibid. 187 

8
 Aubrey-Poiner, K and Phillips, J (2010) on behalf of ANTAR, Are we there yet? Ten years on from the Decade 

of Reconciliation: A Reconciliation Progress Report. 
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sector. In 2002, the Toomnangi Report: Indigenous Community and Local Government – A 

Victorian Study was prepared by the Indigenous Interagency Coordination Committee for 

Local Government (IICCLG), with support from the Municipal Association of Victoria. 

 

The Toomnangi Report was based on a survey of all 79 Victorian local governments and was 

an unprecedented and significant report that revealed the great work that a few councils 

were doing and the low level of activity among many. The survey results reported there 

were only 37 known Indigenous employees and no Indigenous councillors across the sector. 

The major constraints identified by local governments were a lack of resources and the 

small size of their Indigenous populations. The report highlighted best practice case studies 

and listed the range of successful existing initiatives.  

 

In 2006 two significant pieces of legislation, the Aboriginal Heritage Act and the Victorian 

Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities, were enacted by the Victorian Parliament. 

Both these pieces of legislation have had implications for the relationship between local 

governments and Indigenous people.  

 

The Bringing them Home Report into the Stolen Generations led to the National Apology, 

delivered by Prime Minister Kevin Rudd in Parliament on 13 February 2008, and watched 

live by thousands who travelled to Parliament House for the occasion and by more than one 

million watching live broadcasts around the country. This was perhaps one of the most 

important acts of reconciliation by the Federal Government since the Native Title Act was 

passed. The emotion of the nation was palpable on that day and silenced the critics and 

skeptics of ‘symbolic’ reconciliation.  

 

In 2009 the First People’s Congress was established. This was a national Indigenous 

representative body offering a voice for Indigenous people. Its establishment ended a five-

year absence of such representation, following the dismantling of ATSIC. In another 

encouraging sign for reconciliation, Australia finally gave its support to the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People and in 2010 the Federal Government 

committed to a referendum to be held by 2013, on recognition of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples in the Australian Constitution.  

 

These actions have set the scene for the next chapter in the reconciliation journey, 

providing an opportunity once more to address the ‘unfinished business’ of re-setting the 

relationship, as recommended by the Reconciliation Roadmap produced by the CAR before 

it ended more than a decade ago.  

 

Underneath this broad historical narrative sit the many stories and histories belonging to 

places and people in local communities. Each local government area has its own unique 

reconciliation story, including an Aboriginal history pre-dating colonisation and a shared 

history since.   

 

It is a significant and important reconciliation action for local governments to see that those 

histories are documented, acknowledged and promoted in the community. Some Victorian 

local governments have worked closely with traditional custodians and historical Aboriginal 

communities to undertake this process, helping to heal and build relationships on which 

further collaboration is made possible. It is significant that the historical timeline attached to 
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the Glenelg9 Aboriginal Partnership Agreement 2011-2020 begins not in the 1800s but 

30,000-40,000 years ago. An agreed shared history, recognising not only Aboriginal 

custodianship and past injustices, but also many stories of courage, survival and triumphs of 

humanity, will lay the foundation for local governments to progress a reconciliation dialogue 

and address Indigenous disadvantage.  

 

Snapshot of reconciliation commitments in Victorian local 

governments in 2011                             

 

In the nine years since the Toomnangi Report was produced, many more councils have 

signed statements of commitment, adopted policies and strategies and entered into 

agreements with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in relation to improving 

wellbeing and reconciliation and acknowledging native title.  

 

At the time of writing this report, there were 49 Victorian local governments engaged in 

collaboration, policies, partnerships and agreements according to the Agreements, 

Treaties and Negotiated Settlements Project database (University of Melbourne). Many of 

these are Indigenous Land Use Agreements (ILUAs) under the Native Title Act 1993. A 

scan of Victorian local government websites indicated that there were approximately 20 

Victorian local governments - the ‘early adopters’ - that were entering a second phase of 

reconciliation commitments, reviewing and further developing existing commitments. 

About another 20 councils that might be called ‘late adopters’, had recently made 

commitments or policies. The remaining 40, representing about half of the local 

governments, had no online evidence of commitments or activities.10 

 

While much of reconciliation activity at the local government level has gone unremarked 

in the broader political arena11, it is nonetheless significant especially given that “local 

government tends to be conservative and parochial in its policy orientation”.12  In quoting 

this description of councils, it should be noted, however, that there are a number of 

Victorian councils to which it does not accurately apply. 

 

It would be valuable to capture a more detailed picture of the status of reconciliation 

activities across the sector, to assess progress against the results of the Toomnangi 

Report (e.g. Are there more local governments now flying the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander flags? Has Aboriginal employment within local government increased 

significantly?) and to establish updated data against which we can measure progress over 

the next decade [please see Recommendation 7 of this report].  

                                                 
9
 Glenelg Shire is a municipality in Victoria’s south-west. 

10
 Burke, J (2009). Unpublished scan of Victorian local government websites in 2009 limited by search terms 

‘Indigenous’, ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Reconciliation’. 
11

 Shain, Genat and Wensing, op. cit. p.186. 
12

 Langton and Palmer (2003), cited in Langton, M Mazel, O, Palmer, L, Shain, K and Tehan, M. (Eds) Settling 

with Indigenous People: Modern treaty and agreement-making. Sydney, Federation Press. 
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4.2.2 Victoria’s Indigenous population 

There are about 40,000 Indigenous people living in Victoria, which equates to roughly 0.65 

per cent of the population. The Indigenous population is much younger on average than the 

non-Indigenous population, with 58 per cent under 25 years of age and is also growing at 

twice the rate of the non-Indigenous population. 

 

Indigenous Victorians experience disadvantage across a range of health, social and 

economic indicators. It is important to recognise the diversity that exists within the 

Indigenous population, however, to avoid over-simplifying the issues or negative 

stereotyping.  

 

According to research presented at the 2011 Closing the Gap Conference in Melbourne13, 

drilling down into differences within Indigenous populations reveals that approximately 60 

per cent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people live and work in capital cities and 

regional towns. An additional 25 per cent live in major cities and regional towns but are 

welfare-dependent, and the majority of these people live in public housing. Approximately 

15 per cent of the Indigenous population lives in remote communities and the majority of 

these people experience significant disadvantage.14
 

 

Researchers point out that the statistics in relation to disadvantage for working Indigenous 

people differ markedly for those of people living in remote communities. Therefore 

averaging statistics across diverse Indigenous populations and comparing them with non-

Indigenous populations could be misleading and contribute to the negative stereotyping 

that is common in the wider community.15 Acknowledging this diversity within the 

Indigenous population challenges a common misconception of those in metropolitan and 

some regional areas who contend that there are very few or no Aboriginal people where 

they live. It also challenges the negative stereotypes of Aboriginal people portrayed in 

mainstream media that are based on extreme disadvantage and social distress experienced 

in some remote communities, where only 15 per cent of the Indigenous population lives.    

Distribution of Indigenous population by  Top 20 LGAs by Indigenous population 

Local Government Area                  

                                                 
13

 Hughes, H & Hughes, M. The Evidence Base for Indigenous Policies, paper presented to the Close the Gap 

Conference in Melbourne, 24 March 2011. 
14

 Ibid, pp. 1-2. 
15

 Ibid, pp. 2-3. 
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Bearing in mind the fallibility of statistics as outlined above, the following selection of 

indicators of disadvantage experienced by Indigenous Victorians compared to non-

Indigenous Victorians are nonetheless alarming: 

• The life expectancy gap of 10 years has remained unchanged in a decade; 

• There are 10 times the rate of child protection substantiations; 

• Three times the rate of unemployment; and 

• Two-and-a-half times the rate of peri-natal mortality. 

 

As is the case across Australia, this disadvantage is a product of history and past policies. 

Victoria’s history is characterised by rapid colonisation and vast dispossession and 

dislocation of Aboriginal people from their lands. The surviving Aboriginal population was 

devastated once more by the policy of forcibly removing children from their families, 

commonly known as the ‘stolen generations’.  One in four Indigenous Victorians identify as 

belonging to the stolen generations, the highest ratio of any state. This has resulted in inter-

generational trauma and disadvantage, along with deep seated mistrust of government. The 

brutality and extent of dispossession, followed by policies including child removal, has 

resulted in fewer Aboriginal people living on traditional lands or speaking traditional 

languages and significant disruption of cultural traditions. 

 

Despite this history and the contemporary challenges faced by Indigenous communities, 

Victoria’s Aboriginal communities survive and thrive. Revival and adaptation of culture, 

including through art, dance, stories and song, and enduring connections to family and 

country, have resulted in strong, creative and vibrant Indigenous communities. 

Communities are grounded within their unique cultures, but are also constantly changing to 

adapt to new environments, opportunities and challenges. 

 

The strength of the community is reflected in the diverse array of organisations and 

networks within it, which can be challenging to understand and navigate for local 

governments. Key organisations and networks include: 

• Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations - providing services to Indigenous 

communities such as health, welfare and housing;  

• Peak bodies - representing members and organisations along sectoral lines, 

including the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency, Victorian Aboriginal Legal 

Service and Victorian Aboriginal Education Association Inc.; 

• Local Indigenous Networks (LINs) – 38 LINs have been established across the state 

by the Victorian Government since 2007, based on traditional language group areas. 

They were established to provide Indigenous people with a voice for their 

community, to identify local issues and priorities and plan for the future; 

• Local and regional advisory groups – Indigenous groups based at local and regional 

levels that work on issues such as justice, education and family violence; 

• Traditional Owner organisations – includes Registered Aboriginal Parties and groups 

with Native Title status, as well as groups with Native Title claims or applying for 

Registered Aboriginal Party status; 
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• Elders groups and organisations; 

• Indigenous arts and cultural organisations; and 

• Indigenous healing and gathering places.  

 

4.2.3 Policy context 

The COAG Closing the Gap Framework sets out agreed 

targets to address Indigenous disadvantage that all three 

levels of government work towards.  

 
The Victorian Indigenous Affairs Framework is this state’s 

overarching whole-of-government policy outlining 

Victoria’s approach to the Closing the Gap Framework.  

 

In addition to a number of key policies and strategies that 

sit underneath the action areas listed to the right, there 

are some core pieces of legislation and policy that are 

unique to Victoria and influence and impact the 

relationship between local government and Indigenous 

communities (please see Appendix III for full detail of the 

Victorian policy context). 

 

The Victorian Charter of Rights and Responsibilities sets 

out legal protection for 20 fundamental human rights in 

the areas of freedom, respect, equality and dignity. The 

preamble of the Charter also articulates the unique rights 

of Indigenous Victorians. 

 

The Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010 was passed by 

the Victorian Parliament in June 2010. This legislation was 

informed by a Native Title Settlement Framework that was 

developed by a Steering Group comprising Victorian 

Traditional Owners. The Act provides the opportunity for 

Victorian Traditional Owner groups to negotiate out-of-

court settlement of native title and delivery of land justice 

and recognition directly with the Victorian Government. 

The Gunaikurnai Land and Waters Aboriginal Corporation, 

representing Traditional Owners in an area of Gippsland, 

was the first group to successfully negotiate an agreement 

under this Act, which was signed with the Victorian 

Government in October 2010. The Gunaikurnai 

Recognition and Settlement Agreement includes: 

• Transfer of ownership of some national parks and 

reserves to the Gunaikurnai to be jointly managed 

with the State; 

• Rights for Gunaikurnai people to access and use 

Crown land for traditional purposes, including 

 

 

Victorian Indigenous 

Affairs Framework 

action areas: 

1. Improve maternal and 

early childhood health 

and development. 

2. Improve education 

outcomes. 

3. Improve economic 

development, settling 

native title claims and 

land access issues. 

4. Improve health and 

wellbeing. 

5. Build Indigenous 

capacity. 

6. Prevent family violence 

and improve justice 

outcomes. 

 

“Human rights have a 

special importance for the 

Aboriginal people of 

Victoria, as descendants of 

Australia's first people, 

with their diverse spiritual, 

social, cultural and 

economic relationship with 

their traditional lands and 

waters.” 

 
Preamble to Victorian Charter of  

Human Rights and 

Responsibilities 
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hunting, fishing, camping and gathering in accordance with existing laws; 

• Funding for the Gunaikurnai to manage their affairs, including responding to their 

obligations under the settlement; and 

• An undertaking to develop protocols for recognition of the Gunaikurnai people and 

strengthening Gunaikurnai culture16. 

 

Gunaikurnai are Native Title holders and also the Registered Aboriginal Party for their 

Agreement Area, which covers several local government areas. There will be responsibilities 

and opportunities for local governments in that region to support the implementation of the 

Agreements and contribute to achieving outcomes in land management, Aboriginal cultural 

heritage management and recognition. There are currently other Traditional Owner groups 

negotiating agreements with the State Government under this Act. 

 

The Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006 established a system for protecting and 

managing Aboriginal Heritage that gives Traditional Owner groups appointed as Registered 

Aboriginal Parties statutory authority to manage heritage within their registered 

boundaries. The Act requires any parties proposing development or activity that may harm 

Aboriginal heritage to prepare and have approved a Cultural Heritage Management Plan. 

These plans are evaluated by the Registered Aboriginal Party where one has been 

appointed, and otherwise by Aboriginal Affairs Victoria. So far nine groups have been 

appointed as Registered Aboriginal Parties. This Act has had significant impacts for local 

government as key actors in development and planning approval processes. In addition, the 

appointment of a Registered Aboriginal Party signifies their recognition as Traditional 

Owners in their area, even without Native Title rights, which has implications for local 

government protocols and relationships, such as Welcome to Country. 

 

Local Indigenous Networks (LINs) are another unique feature of the policy landscape. The 

Victorian Government supported the establishment of 38 LINs across the state, roughly 

reflecting traditional language group areas. LINs continue to be supported through a 

network of Indigenous Community Engagement Brokers, based in Department of Planning 

and Community Development regional offices, which support LINs to identify and articulate 

community aspirations, through developing community plans and then to support actions 

and outcomes through a brokering role with local government and other stakeholders. 

 

After being elected at the 2010 state election, the Victorian Coalition Government 

reaffirmed its commitment to Closing the Gap, in a speech by Premier Ted Baillieu in early 

2011. In this speech the Premier also set out the following key priorities for the government: 

• Strengthening the Victorian Indigenous Affairs Framework, the whole-of-

government framework that aligns with the Closing the Gap building blocks; 

• Committing departments to develop Action Plans for Aboriginal Inclusion; and  

• Improving outcomes in relation to Indigenous smoking rates, school retention and child 

protection. 

Other major initiatives of the government were the re-funding of Reconciliation Victoria and 

the creation of a Victorian Indigenous Honour Roll. 

                                                 
16

 Department of Justice website 

http://www.justice.vic.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/justlib/DOJ+Internet/Home/Your+Rights/Indigenous+Victori

ans/Native+Title/JUSTICE+-+Gunaikurnai+Native+Title+Agreement+-+%28FAQ%29 
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4.3 What is the role of local government in relation to 

Aboriginal communities?  

As the level of government closest to communities, 

local government is well placed to lead and influence 

positive changes at the local level.  

 

There are about 560 local government entities across 

Australia, 79 of which are in Victoria. As local 

government is constituted at state and territory level, 

roles and responsibilities differ from state to state. 

Functions revolve around servicing local community 

needs and include:  

• Provision of recreation facilities; 

• Health services;  

• Community services including child care, aged 

care and community care;  

• Providing cultural facilities and services, such as 

libraries, art galleries and museums; 

• Building services, including inspections, licensing 

and enforcement; 

• Planning and development approval; 

• Administration of public facilities; and  

• Infrastructure and property services. 

 

As well as differences between states, there is 

significant diversity between local governments within 

jurisdictions. As democratic governments within 

themselves, each local government could be seen to be 

as unique as the communities they serve.   

 

Given this diversity, local governments interpret their 

roles in relation to the Indigenous community 

differently. The approach adopted by local 

governments should ultimately be informed by the 

aspirations and perspectives of their local Indigenous 

communities. 

 

There are some common reference points however, 

that can help create shared understandings of local 

government responsibilities in this area.  These include: 

• The responsibility to provide effective services 

to all constituents; 

• Legislative regulation and responsibilities as 

public land and development managers in 

relation to Native Title and Aboriginal Heritage; 

 

 

 

COAG Close the Gap Targets  

• Close the gap in life 

expectancy within a 

generation; 

• Halve the gap in mortality 

rates for Indigenous 

children under five within 

a decade; 

• Ensure all four year-olds 

in remote Indigenous 

communities have access 

to a quality early 

childhood education 

program within five years; 

• Halve the gap for 

Indigenous students in 

reading, writing and 

numeracy within a decade; 

• Halve the gap for 

Indigenous students in 

Year 12 attainment or 

equivalent attainment 

rates by 2020; and 

• Halve the gap in 

employment outcomes 

between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous 

Australians within a 

decade. 
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• The commitment to reducing Indigenous 

disadvantage through the Council of Australian 

Governments’ Closing the Gap framework; and  

• Upholding societal values of justice, fairness and 

the protection of human rights.  

 

4.3.1 Providing effective services 

In Victoria, federal funding to local government is 

administered by the Local Government (Financial 

Assistance) Act 1995. This Act states that the provision of 

services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities is one of the five objectives of Parliament in 

providing funding to local government. In reaching this 

objective, the Minister responsible for Local Government 

must table annual reports to Parliament, which must 

include an assessment based on comparable national 

data, of services provided to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities across the sector.  

 

Indicators of Indigenous disadvantage, especially in 

health outcomes, indicate that all levels of government, 

including local government, often fail to provide quality 

and effective services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities. Some of the barriers to access are 

discussed in this report.  

 

4.3.2 Native Title and Cultural Heritage 

The rights and responsibilities accorded to Traditional 

Owners through Native Title and Cultural Heritage 

legislation affect local government in its role as manager 

of public land, development and planning approvals. 

Many local governments are parties to Indigenous Land 

Use Agreements with Traditional Owner organisations 

(sometimes called Native Title Prescribed Body 

Corporates), giving them certain rights and access to 

public land.  

 

In Victoria, local government has important roles in 

relation to the protection and management of Aboriginal 

heritage under the Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006. The Act 

requires that parties proposing developments consult 

with Traditional Owner organisations appointed as 

Registered Aboriginal Parties under the Act, to develop 

an approved Cultural Heritage Management Plan. Local 

governments undertake certain types of development 

(i.e. infrastructure, including bridges and roads), and 

regulate planning approvals, and therefore have a 

 

“....an individual’s perceived 

lack of control over their lives 

can contribute to a burden of 

chronic, unhealthy stress 

contributing to mental health 

issues, violence and substance 

abuse.” 
 

- Marmot and Wilkinson (1999) 

“Research has demonstrated 

associations between an 

individual’s social and 

economic status and their 

health. Poverty is clearly 

associated with poor health.” 

- Marmot and Wilkinson (1999)  

 

Experience from overseas 

confirms that Indigenous 

communities’ control over 

their own affairs can be crucial 

to their social and economic 

regeneration. 

- Cornell (2002)  

More than a quarter of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander adults experienced 

discrimination in the last 12 

months. 

- ABS (2010) 

 

 

One in 10 Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children 

report being bullied at school 

because of their Indigenous 

origin. 

 

- ABS (2010) 
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substantial role in protecting Traditional Owner rights around Cultural Heritage. While this is 

a compliance issue for local government, it also presents opportunities to build relationships 

between local government and Traditional Owners, which can lead to other positive 

outcomes. 

 

4.3.3 Closing the Gap 

‘Closing the Gap’ is the nationwide campaign to reduce the life expectancy gap that exists 

between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and other Australians, whereby 

Aboriginal men die an average of  11.5 years earlier than non-Indigenous Australian men 

and Aboriginal women die an average of 9.7 years earlier than non-Indigenous Australian 

women17. The Council of Australian Government’s Closing the Gap Framework has been 

signed by all levels of government, including the Australian Local Government Association, 

representing its 560 local government members. 

 

The campaign is now often referred to as Closing the Gaps, in recognition of the gap that 

exists not only in life expectancy but across a number of well-being measures between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. 

 

It is widely accepted that closing the gap in life expectancy requires a holistic understanding 

of the factors contributing to lower life expectancy and health outcomes for Indigenous 

people.  

 

Access to adequate health care services and addressing health risk factors are only part of 

the equation. National and international research has identified the significant impact of the 

social determinants of health on health outcomes and life expectancy for Aboriginal people. 

According to the World Health Organisation, social determinants and key drivers of health 

are: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Developed by Reconciliation Australia 

 

                                                 
17

 Based on 2007 national-level data http://reconciliation.org.au/home/projects/strong-economic-case-for-

closing-the-gap. 

 

Social 
Determinants 

Drivers 

Economic 
Inclusion  

Assets, education, job, housing 

Childhood 
Development 

Nutrition, physical development 

Primary Health  Food, transport, avoidance of harmful substances 

Employment 
Security 

Confidence, good communication, stability, 
economic conditions 

Stress Self-esteem, security, control 

Social Inclusion Accepted, valued, included 
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Indigenous Australians experience socio-economic 

disadvantage on all major indicators as compared with 

non-Indigenous Australians, including: 

• Household income - on average less than two-thirds 

(2001 Census);  

• Unemployment rate - three times higher (2001 

Census); and 

• Education - Indigenous students half as likely to 

continue to year 12 (2004)18. 

 

Similarly, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people face 

disadvantage in relation to stress and social inclusion.  

Recent Australian Bureau of Statistics figures show about 

one-third of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander adults 

report high or very high levels of psychological distress, 

more than twice the rate for non-Indigenous Australians. 

 

A related and similarly telling statistic is the rates of 

discrimination experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people, affecting self-esteem and confidence.  

 

In building respectful relationships, combating racism and 

promoting respect and recognition of Aboriginal culture 

among the broader Australian community, reconciliation 

initiatives have the potential to directly contribute to key 

social determinants that improve the health and wellbeing 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians. 

 

4.3.4 Human Rights 

The Human Rights framework can provide a useful 

paradigm for understanding social determinants theory 

and strategies for addressing quality-of-life and health 

outcomes. The evidence outlined above indicates that 

policymaking, underpinned by human rights - in particular 

the right to self-determination - would result in vastly 

improved outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people. 

 

The Victorian Charter of Rights and Responsibilities 

provides a framework and legal mandate for the 

protection of rights of all Victorians. While it does not yet 

                                                 
18 Dick, D (2007) ‘Social determinants and the health of Indigenous peoples in Australia – a human rights based 

approach’. Workshop paper presented on behalf of Mr Tom Calma, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 

Justice Commissioner. International Symposium on the Social Determinants of Indigenous Health, Adelaide, 29-

30 April 2007  
http://www.hreoc.gov.au/about/media/speeches/social_justice/2007/social_determinants_n_the_health_of_

indig_peoples.html) 

 

 

“Governments speak of 

‘poverty’ while Indigenous 

Peoples speak of ‘rights’. 

Within Indigenous 

territories, poverty is also 

defined by power deficits, 

lack of self-determination, 

marginalization and lack of 

mechanisms for meaningful 

participation and access to 

decision-making 

processes…” 
 

Trask (2006) 

 

 

 

 

 

“.. constitutional recognition 

and protection of the rights 

of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples 

would provide  a measure of 

long-term security for these 

rights, and provide an 

important building block for 

reconciliation and a future 

of harmonious relations 

between indigenous and 

non-indigenous parts of 

Australian society.”  

 
James Anaya, UN Special Rapporteur 

(2009) 
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include reference to the right to self-determination, the review of the Charter, underway at 

the time of writing this report, was considering a submission on Indigenous self-

determination and the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities. 

 

Local government has an important role to play in “building understanding and respect for 

many everyday human rights”19, which in turn helps to combat racism in the community. 

Local government must also respect human rights in the way it works and in the delivery of 

services.  As public authorities, local councils have an obligation to ensure that: 

• All council decisions give proper consideration to human rights; 

• All actions, policies and services are compatible with human rights; 

• Local laws are interpreted and applied consistently with human rights; and 

• People who work on their behalf do so in a way that respects human rights20. 

 

The importance of rights for redressing Indigenous disadvantage and progressing 

reconciliation was reinforced by United Nations Special Rapporteur James Anaya, following 

his 2009 visit to Australia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19

 Victorian Human Rights Commission 

http://www.victorianhumanrightscommission.com/www/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&layout=item

&id=905&Itemid=520 
20

 Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission 

http://www.humanrightscommission.vic.gov.au/index.php?option=com_k2&view=item&layout=item&id=906

&Itemid=140 
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5. The Project : Developing RAPs with three councils 

 

5.1  Baw Baw 

 

Baw Baw Shire is a predominantly rural-based area in Gippsland, in 

Victoria’s south east. It has a population of more than 40,000 people 

and is growing steadily21. The Indigenous population of Baw Baw, 

according to the 2006 Census, was 350, representing 0.9 per cent of 

the population. This population includes people with traditional as 

well as historical connections, meaning people who identify as 

traditional custodians of that country, and others whose traditional 

country is elsewhere but live in the area. The community is supported 

by Ramahyuck District Aboriginal Corporation, which provides health 

and community development services and also has an elders group 

and a group of young mothers involved in Best Start, a Government-

funded early-years initiative. 

 

The Baw Baw Shire Council’s relationship with the Aboriginal 

community has been developed through involvement in a number of 

activities and programs with these groups over a long period of time, 

through contact with people through service delivery, including 

Home and Community Care and through personal relationships 

between staff, councillors and the community. Project participants 

reported that relations between Council and the Aboriginal 

community had not been all smooth sailing, especially with regards to 

more controversial issues related to Native Title and Cultural Heritage 

and the tensions that commonly exist between Indigenous 

communities and governments in relation to past policies and 

mistreatment, recognition and rights to land. However Baw Baw 

Shire had taken a number of steps towards recognition of Indigenous 

rights prior to beginning the RAP process, for example through 

permanently flying the Aboriginal flag outside council offices, 

commissioning and display of Indigenous artwork and collaborative 

initiatives to document and promote Aboriginal heritage and shared 

histories of the local area. There is a significant historical place in the 

shire known as Jackson’s Track, which has a book written about it of 

the same name. This book is a powerful story for reconciliation, told 

by a non-Aboriginal man who married into the Aboriginal community 

and describes the shared history of that place and the devastating 

impacts of the colonialist attitudes and policies of the day on the 

Aboriginal community of the area.   

 

After accepting the invitation to participate in the Reconciliation in 

Local Government Project, the Council delegated responsibility for 

developing its RAP to the Coordinator of Community and Social 

Inclusion, who was working within the Community Strengthening 

                                                 
21

 Baw Baw Shire website: http://www.bawbawshire.vic.gov.au/Page/Page.asp?Page_Id=61&p=1 

Baw Baw Shire Council: 

 

- Met informally with 

key groups and 

individuals to discuss 

the project; 

 

- Established 

Reconciliation 

working group with 

community and 

Council 

representation, 

including the mayor, 

senior managers and 

staff from across other 

council areas; 

 
- Invited Reconciliation 

Victoria to facilitate 

meetings; 

 
- Looked back at the 

positive things 

community and 

Council had done 

together in the past;  

 
- Listened respectfully 

to expressions of 

frustration and hurt 

at past injustices and 

present issues; and 

 
- Was prepared to 

progress at the pace 

set by the community, 

and be informed by 

their aspirations. 
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team. At that time there was also an Indigenous staff member working in a part-time 

Community Development Officer role within the team. Being part of the local Aboriginal 

community, this staff member was able to communicate Council’s plan for the RAP and 

begin discussions about how the community might become involved. However she resigned 

a short time later due to personal commitments. Fortunately Council promptly employed a 

replacement Community Development Officer, also a local Indigenous woman, who had 

been working on a temporary basis in another area of Council. The Council’s commitment to 

employing an Aboriginal staff person and the value it placed on their role is of great 

importance to the progress Baw Baw Shire has been able to make. 

 

The Council began its RAP process with internal discussions to gain support and discuss how 

to proceed. The diversity of people and views within the Aboriginal community meant there 

were some initial challenges for engagement. The Community Development Officer and her 

manager recognised that calling a large meeting for the entire Aboriginal community might 

raise issues that would distract from the purpose of the meeting. To address this, they 

decided instead to first visit key groups to discuss the project, which was effective in 

identifying relevant people and then bringing them together as a second stage to discuss the 

RAP process. This was a valuable approach and one that could be considered by other 

councils developing RAPs as a possible strategy for successfully engaging the Aboriginal 

community in the process.  

Once the community members had clarified their questions and concerns, nominations for 

the RAP working group were made, including approximately 10 community and 10 Council 

positions. Initial meetings involved looking back at the positive things the community and 

Council had done together in the past. This strengths-based approach had positive 

outcomes, including acknowledgement of the long-term involvement and commitment of 

people around the table, drawing out thematic areas for action and fostering a positive 

setting for the dialogue. Again, this approach was one which other councils developing RAPs 

may wish to consider as a possible starting point for establishing their working groups with a 

positive dynamic and goodwill. 

One year after the commencement of the process, Baw Baw Shire was in the midst of 

drafting its RAP. Relationships and trust between Council staff and officials and key 

community leaders are being strengthened through the activities and engagement of the 

working group. 

Factors that supported Baw Baw to arrive at this stage include: 

• Champions within local government - high-level commitment and support from the 

Mayor and senior management helped to gain engagement and support of the 

community; 

• Good listening - the willingness and openness of Council representatives on the 

working group to listen to the issues of community was important. Having their 

concerns respectfully acknowledged meant the community became more willing to 

discuss practical opportunities and set aside more complex and unresolved issues; 

• Patience - Council has not rushed or pushed the process, understanding that building 

good relationships is an outcome in itself.  The council has a Community Vision 2050, 

which helps to ensure there is a long-term view and commitment to this process. 
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5.2 Whittlesea 

 

The City of Whittlesea, on Melbourne’s northern fringe, is an 

interface council, covering well established urban areas in its 

southern part and rural areas in its northern parts.22 The 

population of Whittlesea was 162,097 in 2011, which represents 

an average increase of 134 new residents per week in the past 

year23.  

 

It is a very diverse municipality, with more than half its residents 

from non-English speaking backgrounds. The Indigenous 

population of Whittlesea was 844 according to the 2006 Census, 

representing 0.7 per cent of the population. This is likely to have 

grown significantly in the past five years and the proportion of 

the population may have increased also, as the Indigenous 

population is young and fast growing. It would seem that 

Indigenous families and communities are moving out to 

Whittlesea from the inner-north as gentrification takes hold in 

those areas.  

 

In recent years the Aboriginal community worked closely 

together to advocate for the establishment of the first 

Aboriginal service organisation in the area - the Bubup Wilam 

for Early Learning Centre. This new community hub was made 

possible with support from federal, state and local governments. 

In addition to this Whittlesea has an active Local Indigenous 

Network and a Reconciliation Group with Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal members. 

 

Commitment to developing a RAP was seen by the Council as an 

opportunity to pull together existing initiatives and partnerships 

and create a more strategic approach.  

 

The Council identified potential resources through the 

Department of Planning and Community Development to 

engage a consultant to support the development of the RAP. 

The City of Whittlesea explained that they engage consultants 

for various short-term projects, including the development of 

strategies and plans, to increase its capacity and enhance 

expertise and objectivity, allowing staff to participate in the 

consultation process. 

 

The initial timeframe for the process was extended while council 

negotiated confirmation of the funding with the department, 

which was approved in May 2011. The council has developed a 

                                                 
22

 http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/localgovernment/find-your-local-council/whittlesea 
23

 http://profile.id.com.au/Default.aspx?id=131&pg=210&gid=10&type=enum 

City of Whittlesea: 

 

- Endorsed the 

Statement of 

Commitment to 

Reconciliation with 

Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples 

in 2001; 

 

- Created the Whittlesea 

Reconciliation Group, a 

community-based 

committee with 

Council representation 

in 2001; 

 

- Supports Whittlesea 

Reconciliation Group 

to run activities during 

Sorry Day and 

Reconciliation Week 

including 

Reconciliation Awards, 

and a Christmas BBQ; 

 
- Completed an 

Aboriginal 

employment feasibility 

study in 2008 and is 

currently developing 

an Aboriginal 

Employment Pathways 

Strategy 
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consultant brief and is calling for Expressions of Interest in the 

near future. 

 

Factors that could assist Whittlesea in developing its RAP 

include: 

• Indigenous employment – there are five dedicated 

Indigenous staff members across council, including an 

Indigenous Liaison Officer.  

• Community involvement – the Council is represented on 

and supports the local Whittlesea Reconciliation Group, 

which has strong local Aboriginal involvement. Council 

is also involved in a whole-of-community project to 

challenge racism, the VicHealth Localities Embracing 

and Accepting Diversity project.  

• Aboriginal community engagement – Council has an 

existing relationship with key stakeholders including the 

local Aboriginal organisation Bubup Wilam, the Local 

Indigenous Network and the traditional owner 

organisation the Wurundjeri. 

 

 

 

  

 

 
- Has been a key 

stakeholder in the 

establishment of the 

Bubup Wilam for Early 

Learning Centre, the 

first Aboriginal-

controlled organisation 

in the municipality; 

 

 

- Is implementing a 

three-year Building 

Active Indigenous 

Communities project; 

 

 

- Has commissioned local 

Aboriginal artists to 

develop artworks for 

display in Council 

premises, including 

paintings and mosaic; 

and 

 

 

- Includes a section on its 

website titled ‘Our 

Aboriginal history – 

Wurundjeri story’. 
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5.3 Stonnington 

 

The City of Stonnington is located in Melbourne's inner south-east. 

Stonnington is primarily a residential area and is composed of 

shopping and lifestyle precincts, parks, gardens, leafy streets and 

historic architecture. The estimated population of Stonnington in 

2010 was 99,258. The Indigenous population was 169 according to 

the 2006 Census, representing 0.2 per cent of the population.  

 

There are no Indigenous organisations within Stonnington’s 

municipal boundaries, however the area is covered by the southern 

metropolitan Local Indigenous Network, has an active local 

reconciliation group – Stonnington Citizens for Reconciliation – and 

covers lands of Traditional Owner organisations.  

 

On accepting the invitation to participate, Stonnington committed 

to refreshing an existing RAP. Stonnington was the only council 

involved in the pilot that had previously developed a RAP. Both the 

staff and members of Stonnington Citizens for Reconciliation 

reflected that while the previous RAP was the product of good 

intentions, there was, following feedback from the community, 

considerable scope for improvement. Some of this feedback was 

that the RAP did not engage with local Aboriginal people and 

therefore did not capture local perspectives and priorities. This 

feedback is something that councils should consider when 

developing RAPs. Some felt that the outcome of the initial 

Stonnington RAP planning process reflected the organisational 

priorities at that time. On commencing this project, participants 

reported there was a sense of renewed energy and commitment 

among Council staff and optimism that more positive political will 

was emerging.   

 

Responsibility for RAP development sat within the council’s Arts 

and Cultural Development portfolio. There is no Indigenous Liaison 

role within Stonnington council and no known Indigenous staff 

within the organisation. Existing relationships between the Council 

and the local Indigenous community are mainly through maternal 

and child health services, early childhood development and youth 

programs. These relationships are managed by local government 

staff that deliver services and programs with families, including 

those living on the public housing estate.  

 

Staff responsible for the RAP established a working group that 

included broad representation from across the organisation, 

including senior management staff from the human resources, 

communications, parks, youth services and maternal and child 

health portfolios, as well as external service providers. Staff 

 

City of Stonnington: 

 
- Adopted a Statement 

of Commitment to 

Indigenous 

Australians in 2001 

 

- Commissioned a 

Reconciliation 

Artwork to 

accompany the 

Statement of 

Commitment in 2002 

 

- Developed a five year 

Reconciliation Action 

Plan 2005-2010 

 

- Support Stonnington 

Citizens for 

Reconciliation, which 

was formed in 1998  

 

- Commissioned an 

Indigenous History of 

Stonnington in 2006 

 

- Launched 11 

Indigenous History 

Markers throughout 

the municipality in 

2009 

 

- Are involved in a 

partnership with 

local schools to 

develop and 

implement an 

Indigenous history 

curriculum 
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recognised that engaging Indigenous community stakeholders and residents would be a 

challenge, as there were no strong existing relationships to draw upon. There was one 

important and promising relationship, between the responsible manager and an Indigenous 

artist and budding community leader, which was valued and invested in through the 

process.  

 

The working group met twice during the first few months of the process, with involvement 

of a Stonnington Citizens for Reconciliation representative and the emerging Indigenous 

community leader. One of these meetings, facilitated by Reconciliation Victoria, involved 

developing an initial draft RAP. However conscious of the criticisms from the previous RAP 

development process staff were keen to strengthen Indigenous community involvement in 

the development of the RAP. The Council recognised constraints on existing staff resources, 

both with regards to time and the knowledge gap in cultural awareness and resources. The 

lead manager therefore found it was necessary to appoint acknowledged expert Aboriginal 

consultants. Staff have had a small amount of contact with the Local Indigenous Network 

and they look forward to furthering opportunities for engagement. They have also 

established dialogue with Aboriginal Affairs Victoria. While working to better establish and 

maintain a positive relationship with the emerging community leader and artist, the Council 

commissioned him to produce an illustration specifically for Stonnington’s RAP. 

 

At the time of writing this report, the RAP engagement process was underway, and the 

Council had advertised the opportunity to provide input via an advertisement in local 

papers.  Further stakeholder consultation was planned before the RAP was to be formally 

adopted in late 2011 or early 2012. 

 

Factors that have influenced Stonnington’s RAP process include: 

• Informal relationships – staff have spent time building informal relationships with 

community members; 

• Aboriginal community engagement – Council has faced challenges engaging 

Aboriginal people and organisations in the RAP process. These include issues related 

to traditional owner boundaries, the limited involvement of the Local Indigenous 

Network, the small numbers of local Indigenous residents and the absence of an 

Aboriginal organisation in the area. 
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6. Reconciliation Action Plan approach 
 

“A Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) is a tool to help your organisation build positive 

relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. It gives you a format for 

exploring how reconciliation can advance your business/organisational objectives. And it’s 

your public contribution towards the national effort to close the 17-year24 life expectancy 

gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous children.” (Reconciliation Australia) 

 

Reconciliation Australia’s RAP program began in 2006 and has resulted in many positive 

initiatives that have improved relationships, respect and opportunities between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous communities. The RAP program has gained significant momentum and 

popularity across a range of sectors since its inception in 2006, with 250 RAPs already 

developed and another 250 in development at the time of writing this report. The corporate 

sector has embraced the program more so than any other and a RAP has become almost a 

standard commitment as part of big business’ corporate social responsibility. Reconciliation 

Australia has estimated that more than 1.5 million Australians are employed by 

organisations that have a RAP25. However there has been very little adoption of RAPs within 

the local government sector, with only five registered local government RAPs across 

Australia - two of which are in Victoria. 

 

As it is a relatively recent phenomenon, measuring the longer term impacts of the RAP 

program has not yet been undertaken in an in-depth way, although Reconciliation Australia 

is currently undertaking this research. Reconciliation Australia uses its ‘Reconciliation 

Barometer’ as a bi-annual gauge of sentiments of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 

with regards to reconciliation. The 2010 barometer revealed that almost all Indigenous and 

other Australians believe the relationship between the two groups is important, however 

only about half believe this relationship is improving. The barometer also revealed very low 

levels of perceived trust between Aboriginal and other Australians and low levels of 

awareness and knowledge of Indigenous culture among non-Indigenous Australians. The 

greatest disparities between responses of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians 

related to beliefs that past policies still affect Indigenous people and that Indigenous people 

have a special connection to land. About two-thirds of non-Indigenous respondents agreed 

with these statements, as opposed to almost 100 per cent of Indigenous respondents. There 

have not been significant improvements in relationships and understanding between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians over the last decade according to barometer 

outcomes. 

 

6.1  Advantages of RAPs for local government 

 

The RAP tool has been very effective in mobilising a large number of organisations from 

across all sectors of the community to ‘turn their good intentions into action’.  This is 

because it provides a simple, clear and practical way to understand and approach 

reconciliation. It also provides a common language, through the themes of relationships, 

respect and opportunities, that helps reconciliation to be more easily discussed within and 

between sectors.  The RAP approach can serve as a good ‘starting point’ for reconciliation.  

                                                 
24

 This was the national life expectancy gap in 2006. The most recent data estimates the life expectancy gap at 

12 years for men and 10 years for women. 
25

 Reconciliation Australia, www.reconciliation.org.au 2011. 
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An advantage of this approach for the local government sector is that it provides a 

nationally recognised framework. This framework includes minimum requirements and a 

process for registration, providing a quality assurance filter. There is also an element of 

accountability, as organisations are asked to report annually against their RAP commitments 

and ‘refresh’ their plans, which are published on the Reconciliation Australia website. This 

accountability may be an important factor in Indigenous communities supporting the 

process. 

 

The requirement to refresh or update plans annually provides an opportunity for local 

governments to deepen actions, commitments and relationships over time. The flexibility 

this provides enables local governments and Indigenous communities to engage in “ongoing 

development and elaboration around common interests such that parties can rearrange and 

re-assert priorities when mutually convenient or necessary”26.  

 

The tool can work well in the local government context provided that there is an emphasis 

on the process of developing the RAP, rather than the outcome of producing a plan within a 

stated timeframe. This is because the process for developing the RAP should involve 

building relationships with Indigenous people through the RAP working group. This should 

include both internal stakeholders - Indigenous and non-Indigenous local government staff 

and councillors – and external Indigenous community members and representatives of 

Indigenous organisations. If such a working group is established and has scope to proceed in 

the manner and at the pace set by the group, then the relationships built through this 

process can become one of the most enduring outcomes of the RAP and enable actions and 

commitments to be effectively implemented.     

 

Many local governments may have previously developed Aboriginal Action Plans or other 

strategies that relate to improving services or opportunities for Indigenous communities. 

The important distinction between those plans and a Reconciliation Action Plan is the RAP’s 

emphasis on changes within the local government organisation, rather than focusing only on 

programs delivered by the organisation. A good RAP will include actions that impact 

organisational culture, through improved Indigenous cultural awareness and appreciation 

by staff and councillors, and broader perspectives in planning, due to increased Indigenous 

participation. The RAP approach recognises the importance of non-Indigenous people within 

organisations reflecting on their understanding of and attitudes towards Indigenous 

peoples, and committing to two-way dialogue. 

 

 

6.2 Limitations for local government 

 

Compared with other sectors, the take-up of RAPs in the local government sector has been 

very low. There are more than 50 state government departments and agencies from across 

all jurisdictions with a RAP, as well as about 40 community organisations and 45 corporate 

organisations. 

 

                                                 
26

 Shain, Genat and Wensing, op. cit., p. 184 
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Despite what this might suggest at first glance, this does not reflect the Victorian local 

government sector’s commitment to reconciliation. There are in fact a large number of 

Victorian councils with public statements of commitment, plans, policies and strategies that 

are actively engaged in reconciliation activities and have been for more than a decade [see 

Snapshot of reconciliation commitments in Victorian local governments in 2011, section 

4.2.1 of this report]. 

 

This suggests there are other factors at play that are deterring local governments from 

adopting the RAP model. Presumably these factors sit alongside and intermingle with the 

challenges local governments face generally in seeking to advance reconciliation. Those 

barriers include meaningful engagement with Aboriginal communities, restrictive budget 

environments, electorates prone to apathy and non-Indigenous local government 

representatives and employees with limited cultural awareness and understanding.  

 

The Reconciliation in Local Government Project also identified several other factors that 

may be at play in explaining this low take-up rate of RAPs.  Many local governments had 

already signed on to Statements of Commitment and established policies, plans and 

initiatives that pre-dated the introduction of the RAP program in 2006, some of which were 

even called Reconciliation Action Plans. There has been a lack of focused information and 

engagement of the Victorian local government sector in the RAP program since its 

introduction, which has contributed to a combination of: 

• A low level of knowledge and awareness about the RAP program among councils; 

• Councils having difficulty seeing distinction or benefit of the RAP approach compared 

with existing commitments and approaches; and 

• Councils hesitating to adopt a ‘new approach’ that doesn’t reflect or value the sense 

of history and achievements built up by local governments over time. 

In relation to this last point, there are also likely to be questions about whether there is an 

evidence base to support the merits of this approach. Having said this, the first question 

often heard in relation to the project was whether there were resources available to 

support local governments to develop RAPs. The widespread use of the acronym RAP to 

refer to Registered Aboriginal Parties in the Victorian local government sector also creates 

confusion about the RAP program.  

 

The project also found that another factor likely to influence whether a local government 

adopts the RAP approach is whether it is called for, encouraged or at least supported by 

their local community, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous. The experiences of this project 

indicated that in municipalities in which there is a local reconciliation group, non-Indigenous 

residents involved in the group showed considerable support and encouragement for their 

Council adopting a RAP, a factor that was influential in the decision of one Council to adopt 

a RAP. Responses to the RAP model from Indigenous communities were mixed.  Some 

sentiments expressed by Aboriginal community members in discussing the RAP project have 

been cautious, or even skeptical, while others have been quite encouraging. The skepticism 

generally related to the concept of ‘reconciliation’ itself and how it was being interpreted by 

local governments in this conversation. 
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The major limitations of the RAP model for Victorian local governments relate to local 

governments potential to: 

− address responsibilities of the non-Aboriginal community in the reconciliation process; 

− engage the whole community in reconciliation; and 

− form long-term binding agreements with Aboriginal communities. 

 

The project found that the RAP model did not significantly encourage participating local 

governments to consider their role in addressing the understanding, attitudes and 

behaviours of the non-Indigenous community with regards to Aboriginal people, culture and 

history.  Local governments are in a position to have a significant impact on the broader 

community attitudes that play a vital role in reconciliation. They can increase awareness and 

knowledge of Aboriginal people, cultures and histories in the broader community through 

public education initiatives.  They can demonstrate community leadership through publicly 

acknowledging Aboriginal people, cultures and histories and celebrating their contributions 

to communities. 

 

The project also found that the RAP model did not encourage participating councils to 

consider their role in facilitating whole-of-community involvement in reconciliation 

initiatives.  The RAP model focuses on how the organisation itself can improve relationships, 

respect and opportunities with Indigenous people. However local government is different to 

most organisations in that it is a part of the community it serves. Therefore its stakeholders 

include local residents, clubs, organisations, businesses and schools.  There is scope for local 

governments to consider how they can embed reconciliation activities within the 

community, and bring local groups together to create a whole-of-community plan, rather 

than limiting themselves to the development of an internal local government organisation 

plan. 

 

The project found that some Aboriginal community members considered a long-term, 

binding agreement to be preferable for advancing reconciliation. The RAP model is a 

document belonging to a single organisation, which does not require endorsement or sign-

off from Aboriginal stakeholders.  This somewhat contradicts the concept of reconciliation 

as a two-way dialogue. It also means a RAP is vulnerable to political changes or shifts in 

council’s priorities, and therefore doesn’t provide the Aboriginal community with certainty 

or long-term commitments. Local governments’ unique relationship with and accountability 

to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities raises issues about whether a RAP is 

ultimately the ideal structure for advancing reconciliation.  

 

This limitation of the RAP model is also found in other approaches. As argued by Shain, 

Genat and Wensing, most local government arrangements are unenforceable through legal 

channels, with the exception of the Native Title Act. The authors further point out that this 

means “arrangements developed in the spirit of reconciliation are vulnerable, in that they 

can lapse due to action or inaction by one or both parties”. 27 

 

 

 

                                                 
27

 Ibid. 
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7. Aboriginal community engagement   
 

As outlined in section 5 of this report, councils participating in the project faced challenges 

in engaging Aboriginal community stakeholders in the development of their RAPs, and these 

challenges came from both within and outside their organisations. This section highlights 

some of the common issues that arose for participating councils.  
 

7.1 Community diversity 

 

Populations of Indigenous people are generally proportionately small within municipalities 

in Victoria. Census population data is often significantly under-reported for Indigenous 

people however, due to many Indigenous people choosing not to self-identify as Indigenous 

on census forms and being generally more transient than the non-Indigenous population. 

Current census data is also five years old, and doesn’t account for the recent high rate of 

Indigenous population growth.  

 

Indigenous populations are also often very diverse. It is a good starting point for councils to 

be aware of the Local Indigenous Network, Traditional Owner groups, Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Organisations and elders or respected local leaders in the municipality. 

Underneath these organisational layers there are families and individuals with diverse views 

and needs and there are often community politics and divisions, as there are in most 

communities. In Indigenous communities these divisions are sometimes exacerbated by 

‘lateral violence’, a concept that refers to oppressed populations turning their hurt and 

anger inward against each other, through gossip, slander and verbal abuse. Many 

municipalities will have Indigenous residents who are not involved in Indigenous community 

organisations and may not even openly identify as Indigenous, or be visibly identifiable as 

Indigenous to others. Local government staff can avoid stereotyping and ensure respectful 

communications by assuming that Indigenous people may be present at any public or 

community gathering – a useful reminder in regards to the importance of acknowledging 

country at the beginning of public functions.  
 

 

7.2 Traditional owners 

 

The incentives made available to Traditional Owner groups in Victoria through Native Title 

and Cultural Heritage legislation have had the unintended negative effect of deepening or 

sometimes creating divisions within and between groups, in the process of identifying who 

has the right to speak for country. The extent of dispossession and dislocation from 

traditional lands in Victoria, as well as the widespread impact of child removal policies, has 

made the formal processes of determining traditional custodianship connections of 

Aboriginal people to areas of country difficult and contested. These processes are used to 

determine Native Title or to appoint a group as a Registered Aboriginal Party under the 

Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006. As well as being difficult for those making determinations 

about who are the ‘right people for country’, it is important to remember the painful and 

traumatic impacts these requirements can have on Aboriginal people, who are forced to 

‘prove’ their identity through a system derived from western legal traditions. This also often 

means having to rely on non-Aboriginal historical documentation as ‘evidence’, since oral 

and cultural traditions of passing on Aboriginal history do not easily meet requirements of 

the bureaucracy or legal system. 
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Baw Baw Shire council 

was aware that there 

were existing tensions 

between some of the 

families and 

organisations within the 

community. With advice 

from the Indigenous 

Community Development 

Officer, Council met with 

key organisations and 

people individually to 

discuss the process and 

invite representatives to 

participate in a larger 

group, rather than 

calling a community 

meeting initially to 

discuss the 

Reconciliation Action 

Plan.  

 

This approach helped to 

build the relationships 

between Council and the 

organisations and was 

effective in bringing 

people into the 

discussion in a respectful 

way. 

 

Councils face challenges navigating the appropriate way to 

engage with traditional owners where there are different views 

within the Indigenous community over who has the right to 

speak for country. Protocols are provided by Aboriginal Affairs 

Victoria on its website28. These protocols advise that where a 

Registered Aboriginal Party has been appointed, it should be 

consulted with as Traditional Owners. Complexity arises either 

when there is more than one Registered Aboriginal Party 

application within the municipal area, where there are no 

Registered Aboriginal Parties appointed, or where there is 

disagreement within the community about the decision to 

appoint a group as a Registered Aboriginal Party. The 

introduction of this system of appointing Registered Aboriginal 

Parties in 2007 has impacted some longstanding relationships 

between local governments and Aboriginal people and groups. 

For example, staff or councillors who had community 

relationships that helped to guide their approach to cultural 

protocols, such as acknowledgement or welcome to country, 

were compelled to engage the appointed Registered Aboriginal 

Parties on those matters, sometimes damaging existing 

relationships.  

 

 

7.3      Inclusive relationships 

 

Councils do not need to intimately understand the complex 

web of relationships that exist within communities, however 

being aware of the basic diversity and divisions that exist may 

help them to have a more considered and nuanced approach 

to engagement with the various Indigenous groups and 

communities that exist within their municipality. A 

commitment to a better understanding of who the Aboriginal 

community is may also help to facilitate respectful 

relationships with community and better service community 

needs.  

 

Building relationships and trust with the community is the first 

and most important step that councils must take in committing 

to reconciliation, and will likely prove the most enduring 

outcome of a RAP. The importance of starting with this step 

was emphasised to all councils participating in the project, as 

Indigenous engagement is a minimum requirement in order to 

have a RAP registered with Reconciliation Australia. 

 

                                                 
28

 http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/indigenous/about/reconciliation/protocols-for-recognising-traditional-owners 
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When one Council 

employed an 

Aboriginal person, the 

Aboriginal community 

felt more comfortable 

going into the council 

offices, as there was 

someone familiar and 

understanding there to 

help them with their 

inquiries. This helped 

the community gain a 

better understanding of 

what the council did 

and what services and 

programs were 

available.  

 

However the funding 

for the position, made 

available through an 

employment program, 

ended after a year and 

the council did not 

continue the position. 

 

Relationships between staff and community are inevitable for 

local governments in small communities and may not be only 

confined to work. This can greatly assist council, however given 

the diverse views within communities already discussed, council 

staff need to find a balance between being guided by their own 

relationships, while being careful not to exclude or offend other 

parties.  

 

One council reported that they did not always get responses 

when contacting Indigenous organisations. This may be because 

there is a negative perception or past experience of the council 

and/or is also likely to be because the organisation is over-

stretched and under-resourced.  The Project Coordinator 

advised the council that it was important to continue to inform 

and invite all local organisations to participate, as this meant 

council would avoid being seen as selective with their 

engagement, while leaving the door for participation open to all. 

 

 

7.4      Indigenous Liaison Officers 

 

Employment of an Indigenous Liaison Officer or equivalent role 

can make a big difference to the ability of the local government 

to effectively engage the community. Such a role gives council 

knowledge of and access to community networks, helping them 

to understand and navigate who needs to be involved. They 

generally also give the Aboriginal community greater confidence 

and trust to engage with council. 

 

It is important that councils, and in particular those responsible 

for managing  Indigenous Liaison Officers, acknowledge and 

appreciate the value of the contribution of these Officers’ to 

Council, acknowledge the challenges they face and provide 

adequate support and management of them. Indigenous Liaison 

Officers must manage expectations from the community, which 

may be beyond the scope of their role, or even beyond the 

scope of the local government mandate. They are also often 

called upon by various sections within local government to 

respond to or provide advice on anything considered an 

Indigenous issue. They can in some respects become stuck in the 

middle of situations and pulled in many directions. This could 

lead to burnout or job dissatisfaction if not managed well. In 

addition to providing effective management support and career 

pathways for those staff, local governments can also improve 

the retention of Indigenous staff by developing an organisational 

culture that values and recognises Indigenous contributions, and 

ensure all staff become culturally aware and competent. 

 



50 

 

Councils that do not have an Indigenous Liaison Officer on staff often cite budgetary 

constraints as a major barrier. There may be funding opportunities available to support 

Indigenous employment of which local governments may not be aware (see section 11.4 of 

this report). These programs can include subsidies for employment costs for a 12-month 

period, therefore if accessed, local governments would need to ensure budget provisions to 

retain the role beyond the funding period. Lack of ongoing support for these positions was 

identified as a barrier to Aboriginal inclusion in the recent report commissioned by the 

Victorian Government. 29  

 

7.5 Engagement spectrum 

 

Councils should be clear about the scope of their engagement and be honest about this 

from the outset. There are many ways to ‘engage’ communities and different approaches 

may be appropriate in different contexts. The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development describes levels of engagement ranging from information to active 

participation in answering the question how can governments strengthen their relations 

with citizens?  In the context of developing a RAP, local government should commit to 

substantial depth of engagement, in other words aiming towards the right side of the 

spectrum below:  

 

 Inform     Consult       Participate         Collaborate      Partnerships    Devolved decision-making 

  

 

Community development principles have proven that the best outcomes are achieved when 

communities are able to be directly involved in decision-making on the issues that impact 

them. Recent research has also found that a lack of effective communication and 

engagement leads to Aboriginal people feeling isolated and excluded from policy and 

program design and decisions.30  

 

It is sometimes said that Indigenous people are the most ‘over-consulted’ group in the 

community. This highlights the importance of making engagement meaningful, to avoid 

wasting available time. It also highlights the importance of considering limited time 

resources and possibilities of compensating people for their time given, which can take 

them away from community and paid work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
29 Cooperative Change (2010), Proposed Framework to achieve Aboriginal Inclusion to lift the Cultural 

Competency of the Victorian Government. Research conducted by Milward, K and Langton, M. 
 
30

 Ibid. 
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8. Local Government commitment and capacity    
 

8.1 Political will 

 

A lack of political will was not found to be a significant barrier to advancing reconciliation, 

either for the councils developing the RAPs, or more broadly through engagement with the 

sector. That may be partly because those councils that were involved or had some 

interaction with the project were those that are generally supportive of advancing 

reconciliation.  There remain instances where staunchly held community views or personal 

political views of individual Councillors or factions are a barrier to advancing reconciliation. 

 

However the level of interest in the project and high attendance at the forums held as part 

of it, suggests that a lack of political will is not as prevalent as was anticipated. The project 

rather demonstrated that there is strong political will within many councils and therefore 

the challenge is to turn good intentions into actions. This finding was reinforced in the 

public response to the State Government’s wavering on the protocol of acknowledging 

country in 2011. The abundant response this prompted from across the community included 

many strong-worded statements from local government officials, reaffirming their 

commitment to the protocol and highlighting its significance.  

 

However the general tone seems less affirmative in relation to local government’s approach 

to Native Title and Cultural Heritage Matters – what might be called the ‘pointy end’ of 

reconciliation for local government. Both officials and staff within some councils seem to 

approach cultural heritage and native title systems as yet more regulatory burdens whose 

impacts must be minimised, as opposed to seeing them as opportunities to establish 

dialogue and partnership with Traditional Owners. If reconciliation is to be defined along the 

lines of localised agreements with Traditional Owners, with agreed protocols and 

approaches in relation to native title, land management and cultural heritage, the political 

will may quickly evaporate. This does not necessarily reflect the views of those local 

government staff or even officials, but that local government is influenced by short-term 

political cycles and can therefore be susceptible to populist views. 

 

8.2 Financial and human resources  

 

Local government staff often report that there is inadequate staff support available to 

address the needs of Indigenous communities or to advance reconciliation. These areas of 

council responsibility generally fall within large portfolios, such as Community Services, Arts 

and Cultural Development, Diversity or Access and Inclusion. Most councils report being 

under-resourced and staff feel stretched by roles that encompass large and diverse work 

areas, of which ‘Indigenous’ might be included alongside Multicultural, Youth, Disability or 

Aged Care.  Some councils employ an Indigenous Liaison Officer or equivalent role that 

supports Indigenous engagement across different areas of the council.  

 

Non-indigenous staff with these responsibilities not only often lack sufficient time but may 

feel they lack the skills, experience, understanding or confidence to appropriately engage 

with or support Indigenous communities. Professional development in cultural competency 

and opportunities to build skills and confidence are essential for staff directly involved in 
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these work areas. Improving cultural awareness of staff and councillors across the 

organisation should be an action that is included in the RAP, however staff who have direct 

responsibility for developing the RAP will require this support more immediately if they are 

to effectively engage the Aboriginal community in the RAP development process. 

 

There is a risk that where councils do employ an Indigenous Liaison Officer, responsibility for 

RAP development may be delegated directly to this staff member and be seen as an 

‘Indigenous’ issue, rather than addressed by the organisation as a whole. The Indigenous 

Liaison Officer may also not have the time or interest to lead this work.  
 
Local governments sometimes approach the challenge of staff under-resourcing by utilising 

external consultants for certain pieces of work. In the context of developing a RAP, 

outsourcing the project to a consultant is discouraged. This is because, as highlighted 

throughout this report, the relationships built up between local government staff and 

councillors and Aboriginal people are invaluable and in many ways are the primary 

outcomes of developing a RAP. If community engagement on the RAP process is managed 

by a consultant, it is that person who will spend the time with community members, build 

relationships and learn about the community. All of these valuable assets will then be 

largely lost to the council, as they will leave with the consultant. 

 

It is essential that local governments prioritise staff time for this work, even if it ends up 

happening over a much longer period of time. RAP development processes within local 

governments should not be governed by firm timeframes, but be allowed to develop 

organically and go at the pace of the community. 

 

Having said this, in committing to developing a RAP, the organisational structure should 

support this commitment to progress. Where this commitment has made it into the Council 

Plan, accountability mechanisms will be in place to ensure there is some action. Where it is 

not in the plan however, managers and the executive should follow the progress of the RAP 

and intervene as needed to ensure it continues to develop and is not stalled within an area 

of council, or externally, for extended periods, even if for legitimate reasons. The first year 

of a Reconciliation Action Plan should not be overly ambitious, but reflect the commitment 

to continue to build relationships with the Aboriginal community, which will inform future 

activities to be included in subsequent years’ RAPs. 
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9. How can local governments best advance reconciliation? 
 

9.1 Process: Relationships, dialogue 

Local governments should aim to establish mechanisms for 

dialogue with Indigenous people, rather than merely ‘consulting’ 

with them. Dialogue implies a two-way exchange and requires all 

parties to be open to shifting their positions or perceptions. 

 

One possible mechanism is creating provisions for Indigenous 

participation in statutory planning and other key community 

planning processes. In some places, this could be facilitated 

through a partnership with the Local Indigenous Network that 

undertakes its own community planning processes to feed into 

the Council Plan.    

 

The project found that success factors for effective dialogue 

include: 

• Relationships built up over time between Aboriginal 

community members and local government officers and 

councillors; 

• Knowledge and understanding of local Indigenous population 

and key stakeholders, including demographics, history, 

priorities and aspirations; 

• Support and commitment from senior staff and Councillors - 

‘political will’; 

• Committed and passionate staff and leaders - ‘local 

champions’; 

• Cultural awareness and competency of staff and councillors; 

and 

• Indigenous representation on council. 

 

9.2 Indigenous participation in local government 

There is a vast under-representation of Indigenous people elected 

as local government officials in Victoria. Some of the reasons for 

this may seem obvious in terms of the historical relationships 

between Indigenous and settler Australians and issues of 

sovereignty and self-determination. Beyond unstated 

assumptions however, there is perhaps not enough known about 

Indigenous aspirations regarding local government participation, 

or Indigenous perspectives on the barriers that stand between 

them and these aspirations. It may be useful as a starting point to 

look at experiences and perspectives of Indigenous people who 

have served as Councillors, stood for local government elections, 

or who may have had such aspirations but did not stand for 

 
 
 
 
 
“…reconcile 

Gunditjmara way and 

whitefella way – mind, 

body, spirit of the 

people in the 

community” 

 
Cr Ken Saunders, 

Glenelg Shire 
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election, both in Victoria and perhaps other jurisdictions. This could help to improve 

understanding of Indigenous aspirations for local government participation and inform 

appropriate strategies to support the realisation of these aspirations. This report 

recommends further research be undertaken into the aspirations and perspectives of 

Indigenous people in relation to participation in local government decision making 

processes (see Recommendation 10). 

 

9.3 Structure: RAP, MoU, Agreement 

Local government’s approach to formalising its commitment to and relationship with 

Indigenous people could depend on the ‘stage’ councils have reached in the local 

reconciliation process. It could also be informed by local champions or the level of political 

will within the organisation, or by the level of advocacy or cohesion within their Indigenous 

communities or organisations.  

 

Reconciliation should be understood as a process, whereby relationships and actions will be 

strengthened over time. A local government that is beginning the process might initially sign 

a Statement of Commitment to reconciliation.  A local government that has built strong 

relationships over time with Aboriginal communities may enter into a formalised agreement 

such as an MoU that outlines a common purpose, shared commitments, protocols for 

engagement and mutually agreed objectives and actions.  

 

Alternatively, local governments may choose to start by considering legislated 

responsibilities or agreements, such as Indigenous Land Use Agreements under Native Title, 

or requirements under the Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006. It is recommended that local 

governments look to existing structures such as this and consider how they could be utilised 

as a vehicle for reconciliation. This might include building on relationships with the local 

Traditional Owner organisation and expanding upon or strengthening the scope of the 

relationship or agreement over time. 

 

Acknowledging the limitations of local government powers in relation to long-term 

agreements, it is nonetheless critical for a long-term view to be taken by local government 

in relation to these structural relationships. Such long-term views and commitments are 

captured in the Glenelg
 
Aboriginal Partnership Agreement 2011-2020 which states: 

 
 “The situation that this agreement is aiming to alter has taken over 180 years to 

evolve and will require many years and progressively more challenging agreements 

to rectify. It is acknowledged that all signatories to this Agreement are willing to 

accept this challenge”.31  

 

There are a variety of tools and approaches local governments can adopt to improve 

relationships with Aboriginal communities and advance reconciliation. The underpinning 

principles that guide these approaches, such as those outlined in the recommendations of 

this report, are of greater importance than the form they take.  It is a recommendation of 

this report however, that Reconciliation Victoria undertake further work to understand best 

practice approaches for Victorian local governments progressing reconciliation, based on 

                                                 
31

 Glenelg
 
Aboriginal Partnership Agreement, 2011-2020. P. 2. 
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case studies and further investigation of effective approaches and examples 

(Recommendation 4).     

 

9.4 Action areas  

9.4.1 Cultural recognition, awareness and competency  

Local government can facilitate reconciliation within the community through the ways in 

which it promotes local history and Indigenous cultures. Common practices include flying 

the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander flags, acknowledging traditional custodians of 

country, appreciation of Indigenous arts and cultural practices and using traditional 

Indigenous names for local features such as roads, bridges and public spaces – Birrarung 

Marr and Wurundjeri Way are two Melbourne CBD examples.  These reconciliation actions 

are often perceived as very significant for Indigenous people and are also important in 

influencing the attitudes and awareness of the wider community.  

 

As well as promoting recognition and cultural awareness across the wider community, local 

governments should commit to improving the cultural awareness of staff and officials. This 

helps to improve engagement with Indigenous people and creates a more welcoming and 

culturally inclusive environment for community and staff. 

 

Local governments have responsibilities to ensure quality service delivery outcomes for 

Indigenous communities. In their consultations with Aboriginal Victorians on access to and 

experiences of service delivery, Milward and Langton (2010) found that systemic racism, 

self-exclusion and cultural competency were critical factors.32 The authors made 

recommendations for development and delivery of Close the Gap training as well as 

localised cultural awareness training, including understanding the local community.33 This 

report includes a recommendation to develop a sectoral approach to cultural awareness 

training for the local government sector (Recommendation 11). 

 

9.4.2 Employment and economic development 

Local governments should develop strategies to increase Indigenous employment within 

their workforce. Indigenous employment in local government is generally very low. The 

Victorian State government has set a target of one per cent Aboriginal employment in the 

Victorian public service by 2015, which is slightly higher than the proportion of Indigenous 

people in the overall population, at around 0.65 per cent.  This supports the COAG target of 

halving the employment gap between Aboriginal and other Australians by 2020. 

 

Whilst these numeric goals are important, this report emphasises the benefits to local 

government of employing Indigenous staff. Focusing on these benefits and valuing unique 

contributions of Indigenous staff is in itself a key retention strategy. Employment of 

Indigenous staff is one of the most powerful ways that local government can strengthen and 

sustain meaningful dialogue with Indigenous communities, improve service delivery to 

indigenous communities and advance reconciliation.  

 

                                                 
32

  Cooperative Change (2010), op.cit.,pp. 33-37. 
33

 Ibid., pp.51-52. 
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The factors that influence under-representation of Indigenous people in employment are 

aligned with broad indicators of disadvantage as discussed in Section 4.3.1 Closing the Gap. 

Local government has an important role to play, in particular in addressing two of the key 

social determinants of health - stress and social inclusion – through recognition and 

promotion of Indigenous peoples’ culture and contribution, and fostering inclusive 

communities and social capital. However these factors are impacted by all sectors of society 

and require holistic and integrated responses. 

 

Where local government can play a lead role is through supporting increased levels of 

employment and participation in local government and creating culturally inclusive and 

welcoming organisations. Local governments that value and embrace the contribution of 

Indigenous people and culture, both within their organisation and the wider community, will 

be more likely to be considered an ‘employer of choice’ and a welcoming environment for 

Indigenous participation. Cultural competence and awareness within councils is also 

important to ensure a supportive workplace and management, as discussed in 9.4.1 above.  

 

While resources are often cited as a barrier for Indigenous employment within council, 

there are a number of Indigenous employment programs that provide employment 

subsidies, training and support to employers, including school-based traineeships and 

cadetships. Hume City Council is working with the Aboriginal Employment Strategy (AES) to 

offer School Based Traineeships for Indigenous VCE/VCAL students. It is recommended in 

this report that councils be supported to have increased access to information about 

programs such as these via an online resource guide (Recommendation 9). 

 

Councils can play a greater role in supporting Indigenous economic development by 

purchasing goods and services from Aboriginal owned and run businesses. One option is to 

become a member of the Australian Indigenous Minority Supplier Council.34 Local 

governments are also well-placed to support local Indigenous artists through supporting 

exhibitions, performances or commissioning works. Local governments can play a significant 

role in supporting economic outcomes for Traditional Owner groups by contracting land and 

natural resource management works from those organisations. 

  
9.4.3 Land, heritage and history 

Local governments have primary responsibility for the way local histories and cultures are 

represented, valued and promoted. Local governments can facilitate documentation and 

promotion of local histories, both Aboriginal history pre-colonisation and shared history 

since. This telling of local history is needed to expand on and in some cases contradict the 

conventional portrayal of history. While the process could be confronting and painful at 

times, it also uncovers uplifting stories of survival, courage and humanity and is a significant 

                                                 
34

 Australian Indigenous Minority Supplier Council (aimsc.org.au): 

o Matches member needs with Indigenous suppliers; 

o Currently has 112 members (two councils, Sydney and Fremantle) and 96 certified suppliers; 

o Suppliers must be majority Indigenous owned and run and undergo 6 week certification process; 

o Free membership during pilot phase, however minimum commitment to procurement depending on 

organisation size; and 

o Has facilitated $27.1 million in contracts to Certified Indigenous Businesses since 2009. 
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step in the process of healing and reconciliation between the First Australians and settler 

Australians.  

 

There are opportunities for local governments to build relationships with Traditional Owners 

and Registered Aboriginal Parties to ensure respectful engagement on land and heritage 

matters, both within and beyond the scope of existing agreements and regulations. 

 

There is also scope for greater Indigenous participation in the management of public parks 

and places, such as advising on native planting, interpretive signage displaying Indigenous 

names and uses of local plants, design of parks and spaces and naming of roads, bridges, 

waterways and other community features.  

 

9.4.4 Social equity 

The roles of local government in relation to service delivery and closing the gap are outlined 

throughout this report. The significant role of local government in providing effective 

services to local Aboriginal communities and contributing to closing the gap will be 

supported by the recommendations made in this report, in addition to strengthening the 

cultural competency of the organisation and its staff to deliver the services. 

 

9.4.5 Arts and culture 

Local governments have significant potential to celebrate Aboriginal culture and strengthen 

communities through supporting arts and cultural activities. There are many diverse 

examples of Victorian local governments supporting Indigenous arts and initiatives, 

including: 

• Commissioning or procuring Indigenous artworks for display in public and council 

spaces; 

• Inclusion of indigenous arts and performance in existing council festivals and events;  

• Supporting cultural initiatives such as cultural gardens, traditional cook-ups and 

caring for country workshops; 

• Supporting access to cultural facilities such as gathering places; and 

• Supporting local artists through grants, sponsoring exhibitions or joint projects. 

Promoting indigenous arts can create positive economic, social and cultural outcomes for 

local Aboriginal communities, as well as building recognition, appreciation and harmony 

within the wider community.  

 
9.4.6  Regional collaboration and networks 

Regional cooperation between councils can be very important in improving relationships 

between local government and Indigenous communities. Traditional ‘boundaries’ based on 

language, clan and tribal groups continue to inform the organisation of some Aboriginal 

groups today. These groups include Traditional Owner organisations and Local Indigenous 

Networks, each of whose geographical reach covers a number of municipalities. Aboriginal 

Community Controlled Organisations also often operate across a number of local 

government areas within a region. Relationships between Aboriginal organisations and local 

government may often be most practical and respectful through regional cooperation and 

approaches. These approaches help to minimise the resources required for engagement by 
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local governments. They also help to reduce the time that Indigenous organisations and 

communities spend being ‘consulted’ by multiple parties often on similar issues. For 

example, Local Indigenous Networks often develop community plans, which may be 

relevant to a number of local governments within that area. A single coordination 

mechanism for those councils to engage with and respond to the LIN community plan would 

be the most effective use of both Council and LIN resources. There are a number of existing 

formal and informal regional approaches, including the: 

• Inter-Council Aboriginal Consultative Committee 

• Eastern Metropolitan Aboriginal Partnership Network  

• Western Region Local Government Reconciliation Network 

It is a recommendation of this report that Reconciliation Victoria undertake further work to 

understand best practice approaches for Victorian local governments progressing 

reconciliation, including investigating existing regional approaches. 
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10. How can these efforts fit within broader reconciliation activities? 
 

10.1. Connections between three tiers of government 

There are not strong relationships between the three levels of government in relation to 

reconciliation. While each level of government has its own commitments and each is a 

signatory to the COAG Closing the Gap framework, this generally does not translate into 

coordination and joint activity on reconciliation. There is definite scope to improve these 

connections, for example, through looking at shared implementation of Federal, State and 

local government RAPs. Increasing opportunities for dialogue and collaboration between the 

levels of government would support greater policy cohesion in relation to reconciliation. 

 

There is scope for improved support for the local government sector in relation to brokering 

and disseminating information to local governments about relevant opportunities, and 

programs and policies emerging from state and federal governments. Federal and State 

governments must also commit to improving the communication and engagement between 

the three tiers of government, which would help to empower local governments to 

implement programs and realise policy objectives on the ground. This report recommends 

stakeholders improve local government access to information through development of  an 

online resource guide - a ‘one-stop shop’ of information and advice on Indigenous and 

reconciliation issues, including relevant policies, programs and funding initiatives 

(Recommendation 9).  However this will be best achieved with commitment from relevant 

State and Federal departments to contribute to this process of communication and 

cooperation.  
 

10.2. Reconciliation groups 

The network of national, state and local reconciliation bodies actively engages local 

communities, schools, organisations and businesses in the process of reconciliation. The 

national peak body, Reconciliation Australia, encourages and supports organisations to 

make their own contribution to reconciliation through the RAP program, as well as 

community education and awareness campaigns on national issues. Reconciliation Australia 

received funding from the Federal Government for this work.  

 

Reconciliation Victoria, the state peak body, is working with local governments, the 

Victorian state government, local reconciliation groups and Aboriginal organisations 

towards just and respectful relationships between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples and other Victorians. This includes developing a Victorian Reconciliation Framework 

and vision for reconciliation. Reconciliation Victoria receives funding from the State 

Government for this work. 

 

There is a network of around 20 active local reconciliation groups in Victoria. Most of these 

have existed for almost a decade, and are made up of passionate and committed people 

who volunteer their time to organise activities and events that raise awareness and 

understanding and build respectful relationships within their local communities, particularly 

during National Reconciliation Week and other significant occasions. These groups 

sometimes receive support in the form of grants from their local governments, who also 
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may have a representative in the group, and provide other in-kind support such as a 

meeting space.  

 

 

Model for collaboration and coordination between governments and reconciliation bodies 

 

 
 

 

10.3. Connections between local institutions  

Local governments are well placed to facilitate a ‘joining up’ of local initiatives. The 

Reconciliation in Local Government Project found that within each municipality there was 

likely to be a multitude of local stakeholders holding an interest or engagement in 

reconciliation activities. These stakeholders included schools, churches, local businesses, 

sporting clubs and community groups. Identifying and bringing together those stakeholders 

already engaged or committed to reconciliation - for example those that have a RAP, or that 

informally support positive relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 

within their spheres - can lead to powerful opportunities for collaboration and leveraging of 
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resources. It also starts to establish an informal network that supports embedding 

reconciliation across all sectors of the community. Local reconciliation groups often play this 

role within their communities and could be a valuable partner for local government 

facilitating community engagement in the reconciliation process. This report recommends 

that local governments explore opportunities to facilitate local community involvement in 

reconciliation, including through supporting local reconciliation groups (Recommendation 2).  
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11. What supports are needed or available? 
 

This section discusses existing mechanisms and future opportunities that support the 

Victorian local government sector to improve their relationships and engagement with 

Aboriginal communities and advance reconciliation outcomes.  The project found that there 

is significant interest in and demand for support within the local government sector to ‘turn 

good intentions into actions’. 

 

There are a number of stakeholder groups who support the local government sector 

generally and a number who are able to support the sector on Indigenous and reconciliation 

issues. These groups include: 

• Victorian Local Governance Association (VLGA) 

• Municipal Association of Victoria (MAV) 

• LGPro (Local Government Managers Australia Victorian branch) 

• Local Government Victoria (LGV) 

• Aboriginal Affairs Victoria (AAV)  

• Reconciliation Victoria (RV) 

The Local Government Aboriginal Partnerships Project was formed in September 2011 and is 

convened by AAV and LGV, with participation from all these stakeholders as well as a 

number of individual local councils and some Indigenous organisations. 

 

This group is meeting over a twelve-month period to develop principles, suggest actions and 

identify tools that will support local governments to strengthen connections with Aboriginal 

communities. 

 

It is anticipated that the recommendations in this report will be considered through this 

forum. 

 

11.1   ‘One-stop-shop’ for information sharing 

It was evident in the course of the project that there is significant demand for information 

and advice on Indigenous and general reconciliation issues within the Victorian local 

government sector, and that there is inadequate information and advice currently available 

to meet this need.   

 

This is not a new phenomenon. The 2002 Toomnangi Report recommended establishment 

of a ‘one-stop-shop’ to meet the need for information and advice identified through that 

work. Developments in the decade since, including new Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 

legislation and processes, a Victorian native title regime and the establishment of Local 

Indigenous Networks across the state, have only heightened this need. 

 

The project found that staff within local government organisations are often seeking 

information and advice on protocols, details of Aboriginal organisations and networks, 

examples of good practice and relevant programs and policies from State and Federal 

government. There was interest within sector networks in the concept of this ‘one-stop-

shop’ taking the form of an online resource guide. A draft preliminary outline of what may 

be included in this guide is included at Appendix VI. This report recommends that 
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stakeholders improve local government access to information on Indigenous and 

reconciliation issues through development of an online resource guide (Recommendation 

9). 

11.2 Current snap-shot of local government commitments and activity 

 

The project found there was interest from local government networks to the proposal to 

conduct a survey of all 79 Victorian local government organisations to assess current 

activities in relation to Indigenous recognition, engagement and participation. This would be 

valuable in measuring changes over the last ten years, identifying existing good practice and 

providing comparison data for the future to measure impacts from reconciliation activities.  

 

It is recommended a survey be conducted based on the 2001 survey conducted by the 

Municipal Association of Victoria (MAV) Interagency Indigenous Coordination Committee for 

Local Government, the results of which were published in the 2002 Toonmangi Report 

(Recommendation 9). This survey collected information that included the number of local 

governments that were permanently flying the Aboriginal flag, the numbers of Indigenous 

employees within local government and budget allocations to Indigenous-specific programs 

and services. At the time of writing this report, it had been 10 years since the MAV 

conducted this exercise. Data from an updated survey would provide a snapshot of the 

current situation and could be compared with the data from a decade ago to determine 

changes and key trends. In addition to conducting a survey in 2011-12, it is recommended 

that the survey be repeated again after five years and then again in 10 years’ time, to 

evaluate the impacts of sector support and other interventions such as this project, and 

track changes and progress over time. It is recommended the survey be created in a way 

that enables local governments to provide information on particularly effective or successful 

initiatives, so that good-practice initiatives and case-studies can be documented and shared 

across the sector. A draft survey modeled on the Toomnangi Survey is attached as Appendix 

V.  

11.3      Good practice cultural awareness approaches 

As more local governments recognise the importance of improving cultural awareness 

among staff and councillors, the need to develop common understanding, guidelines and 

good practice in relation to cultural awareness training in the local government sector has 

been highlighted. In recent years a diverse array of activities and services has been engaged, 

developed or practiced across the sector (and within the service delivery sector) under the 

banner of cultural awareness/competency training. There is in emerging body of work in 

Victoria reflecting on and refining these concepts, including a commissioned report into 

improving the cultural competency of the Victorian government and funded agencies, and a 

Cultural Safety Framework developed by the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency. This 

provides a good starting point for the local government sector to consider a common 

understanding and language around the concept and good practice guidelines. This report 

recommends the development of good practice guidelines for cultural awareness training 

for the local government sector (Recommendation 11). When developed these guidelines 

could be available through the proposed online resource guide. 
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11.4 Communities of practice  

 

The project found that opportunities for local governments to share information and 

experiences, network and learn from each other were considered very valuable by local 

government staff, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. Information sharing between 

councils is an ongoing challenge across the sector, with distance, resourcing and diversity 

impacting communications. 

 

There are some existing forums for discussion and information sharing on Indigenous issues 

at state and regional levels.  Some are specific to local government such as the LGPro 

Indigenous Special Interest Group, recently established as a forum for learning, information 

sharing and identifying and responding to needs of staff working in this area. The 

Community and Social Planners Network is another potentially valuable forum for this 

networking. Other networks involve cross-sector participation and collaboration on a 

particular issue, for example Close the Gap committees, which local government may also 

be involved in. Regional forums that are either specific to local government or broader often 

involve coordination and collaboration as well as information sharing opportunities. Such 

regional coordination approaches are discussed in Section 9.4.6 above.  

 

There are few professional development and networking opportunities, such as conferences 

or workshops, for local government staff working in Indigenous portfolios. Such forums 

were held and very well attended as part of the Reconciliation in Local Government Project.  

There is no known state-wide network for Aboriginal staff of local government, though such 

a network has existed previously and appears to be needed. 

11.5 Brokering information and opportunities  

There is a need for brokering and dissemination of information to local governments about 

Indigenous-specific opportunities, programs and policies emerging from State and Federal 

government. In saying this, it is recognised that improving the communication and 

engagement between the three tiers of government requires a commitment from all three 

levels, which is something that could be pursued through existing mechanisms.  

 

There are a number of current funding sources for Aboriginal employment initiatives that 

local government may be able to access, including the: 

• Federal Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) 

school-based trainee program; 

• DEEWR Indigenous Employment Program (previously STEPS) - can include mentoring, 

employer subsidies, cultural training for employers; 

• Federal Government’s Keep Australia Working initiative - Local Employment 

Coordinators in Priority Employment Areas plus $20m flexible funding over two 

years. (http://keepaustraliaworking.gov.au/pages/default.aspx); 

• National Workforce Development Fund – for industries to lead on training; 

• Aboriginal Employment Strategy programs; and  

• Job Service Providers’ Employment Pathway Fund. 

 

This type of information could be included on the proposed online resource guide 

(Recommendation 9), if it is regularly maintained and updated. 



65 

 

 

11.6 Reconciliation advice, facilitation, support 

 

The project found that the role of Reconciliation Victoria as a mediator, facilitator, 

information broker and advisor was seen as invaluable by participating councils and those 

who have sought support or advice in considering their reconciliation approach or 

developing their RAPs. It is recommended in this report that Reconciliation Victoria continue 

this role within the Victorian local government sector (Recommendation 13). 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix I: Glossary 

 

Acronym          Description 

AAV Aboriginal Affairs Victoria 

ACELG  Australian Centre for Excellence in Local Government 

AES  Aboriginal Employment Strategy 

ALGA  Australian Local Government Association 

CASPN Community and Social Planners Network 

ICAAC  Inter-Council Aboriginal Consultative Committee 

IMAP  Inter-Melbourne Action Plan 

LGPro  Local Government Managers Australia Victorian peak 

LGV Local Government Victoria 

LIN  Local Indigenous Network 

MAV  Municipal Association of Victoria 

RAP  Registered Aboriginal Party 

RAP  Reconciliation Action Plan 

VLGA Victorian Local Governance Association 

WRLGRN  Western Region Local Government Reconciliation Network 
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Appendix II:  Links and resources 

 

The following is a list of some organisations and websites that may be of use for further 

information about the issues discussed in this report. This is not an exhaustive list of 

resources for the local government sector. It is anticipated that a more comprehensive list 

of key links and resources would be developed and included as part of the proposed online 

resource guide. 

 

1. Aboriginal Affairs Victoria 

a. Acknowledgement of Traditional Owner protocols: 
http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/indigenous/about/reconciliation/protocols-for-recognising-

traditional-owners 

b. Registered Aboriginal Parties map and contact information 

http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/indigenous/aboriginal-heritage-council/registered-

aboriginal-parties/table-of-registered-parties 

c. Local Indigenous Network map and contact information 

http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/indigenous/indigenous-community-

engagement/local-indigenous-networks-lins 

2. Reconciliation Australia: www.reconciliation.org.au 

3. Reconciliation Victoria: www.reconciliationvic.org.au 

4. ANTAR Victoria: www.antarvictoria.org.au 

5. Glenelg Aboriginal Partnership Agreement: 

http://www.glenelg.vic.gov.au/Page/Page.asp?Page_Id=2760&h=1 

6. Indigenous Leadership Network Victoria: http://www.ilnv.com.au/ 

7. Victorian Indigenous Youth Advisory Council: www.viyac.org.au 

8. Australian Indigenous Minority Supplier Council: http://www.aimsc.org.au/ 

9. Review of Aboriginal Heritage Act 2012: 

http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/indigenous/aboriginal-cultural-heritage/review-of-the-

aboriginal-heritage-act-2006 

10. Traditional Owner Settlement Act (2010): 

http://www.justice.vic.gov.au/home/your+rights/indigenous+victorians/native+title/

justice+-+e+traditional+owner+settlement+act+2010 

11. Inter-Council Aboriginal Consultative Committee: http://www.icacc.org.au/ 

12.  Indigenous Arts projects at City of Melbourne: 

http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/AboutMelbourne/ArtsandEvents/Indigenousarts/

Pages/Indigenousartsprojects.aspx 

13. Our Generation: www.ourgeneration.com.au 

14. ShareOurPride: www.shareourpride.org.au 

15. Municipal Association of Victoria: http://www.mav.asn.au/policy-services/social-

community/indigenous/Pages/default.aspx 

 

  



68 

 

Appendix III:  Australia’s Reconciliation Timeline 

 

1930s:  Aboriginal activists such as William Cooper, the Australian Aborigines’ League and 

the   Aborigines’ Progressive Association call for citizenship rights for Aboriginal 

peoples. 

1967:     92 per cent of Australians vote ‘yes’ to a referendum giving the Commonwealth 

the power to legislate for Aboriginal people, enabling them to be counted in the 

Census for the first time. 

1972:  Aboriginal people erect a Tent Embassy outside Parliament House, Canberra on 

January 26 (Australia Day) highlighting the lack of legal freehold title in Australia. 

1975:  Federal Parliament passes the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 (C’wealth). 

1976:  The Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 is passed. 

1988:  The Barunga Statement is presented to Prime Minister Bob Hawke calling for self-

management and a system of land rights. Prime Minister Hawke responds by 

expressing his desire to conclude a treaty by 1990. 

1990:  The Federal Government establishes the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission (ATSIC), a shift in power from government to an elected body. 

1991:  Report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody includes 

recommendation calling for a process of reconciliation. 

 The Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation is established, marking the beginning of 

what became known as the ‘decade for reconciliation’. 

1992: Australian High Court hands down its decision in Mabo v Queensland No. 2 (1992). 

 Prime Minister Paul Keating delivers his Redfern Speech. 

 COAG makes Statement of Commitment. 

1993: Federal Parliament passes the Native Title Act 1993 (C’wealth). 

1997: The Australian Reconciliation Convention convened in Melbourne with more than 

1,800 participants. 

 Grassroots community action gathers momentum in support of native title. 

Australians for Native Title and Reconciliation (ANTAR) is established. 

 The Bringing Them Home Report into the Stolen Generations is released by the 

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission. 

 Statement of Apology and Commitment to Aboriginal Reconciliation adopted by 

Victoria’s Banyule, Whitehorse, Manningham and Nillumbik Councils in historic 

regional partnership. 

1998:  Wurreker Local Government – Indigenous Partnerships Resource Guide is provided 

to Victorian Councils by the MAV. 

2000: Corroboree 2000 celebrations include hundreds of thousands of Australians 

walking across bridges around the country in a show of support for reconciliation. 

Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation ceases, presenting its national reconciliation 

document and Final Report. 

 Reconciliation Australia is established, as recommended by the Council for 

Aboriginal Reconciliation. 
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 The Council of Australian Governments agree to a framework to address 

Indigenous disadvantage and advance reconciliation, which later became known as 

the Closing the Gap framework. 

2002: Toomnangi Report (Indigenous Community and Local Government – A Victorian 

Study) produced by the Municipal Association of Victoria. 
 Reconciliation Victoria established. 

2004: ATSIC is abolished. 

2006: Reconciliation Australia launches the Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) program. 

 The Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities 2006 (Vic) is passed. 

 The Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006 (Vic) is passed. 

2007:  The Northern Territory Emergency Response Act 2007 (C’wealth) is passed, which 

excludes the operation of the Rational Discrimination Act 1975 (C’wealth).  

 The Bringing Them Home Report into the Stolen Generations is released by the 

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission. 

2008:  Prime Minister Kevin Rudd delivers the National Apology to the Stolen Generations. 

2009: The National Congress of Australia’s First Peoples is established. 

 Australia indicates its support for the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous People, one of the last remaining countries to do so. 

2010:  The Federal Government commits to a referendum by 2013 to recognise 

Indigenous peoples in the Australian Constitution. 

  The Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010 (Vic) is passed.  
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Appendix IV:  Victorian policy context  

 
 

The Victorian Indigenous Affairs Framework (VIAF) identifies the need for a concerted 

effort to “build the strength of Indigenous communities and in particular their human, social 

and economic resources” and work in partnership with the Indigenous community. 

 

Aboriginal Inclusion Framework 

This framework provides a focus on developing cultural competency within government 

departments, to improve service delivery to Indigenous communities.  

 

Victoria Charter of Human Rights 

Victoria's Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities outlines the basic human rights of all 

people in Victoria. It refers specifically to human rights of Indigenous Victorians, stating 

“Human rights have a special importance for the Aboriginal people of Victoria, as 

descendants of Australia's first people….Aboriginal people have the right to enjoy their 

identity and culture. They have the right to maintain their language, kinship ties and their 

distinctive essential relationship with the land, waters and other resources to which they 

have a connection under traditional laws and customs”. 

 

Land and Cultural 
Heritage 

Social Policies  
and Programs 

 
Aboriginal Justice 
Agreement 
 
Strong Culture, Strong 
People, Strong 
Families: Indigenous 
Family Violence 10 year 
plan 
 

Wannik Koori Education 
Strategy  

 

Aboriginal Services Plan 

 

The state of Victoria's 
children - 2009 
Aboriginal children and 
young people in Victoria 

Community 
Development 

and 
Engagement 

 

Victorian 
Representative 
Arrangements – 
Local Indigenous 
Networks 
 
Aboriginal Inclusion 
Framework 
 
Wayaperri: 
Aboriginal 
Participation on 
Boards Register 

 

 

Economic 
Participation 

 
 
Moonda Wurrin Gree: 
Victorian Aboriginal 
Economic Development 
Strategy   
 

Wurreker Strategy: 
Koorie Vocational 
Education and  
Training 

Karreeta Yirramboi: 
Victorian Aboriginal 
Public Sector 
Employment and 
Career Development 
Action Plan 2010–
2015 

 

Traditional Owner 
Settlement Act 2010 
(Victorian Native Title 
Settlement 
Framework) 
 
Aboriginal Heritage Act 
2006 

 

Department of 
Sustainability & 
Environment 
Indigenous 
Partnerships          
Framework  

 

 

 

Commonwealth and Victorian cross-government policies  

� Victorian Indigenous Affairs Framework      

� Aboriginal Inclusion Framework 

� Victorian Charter of Human Rights         

� Overarching Bilateral Indigenous Plan to Close the Gap  

� COAG National Indigenous Reform Agreement 

� Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage Indicators Report 
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Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010 

The Traditional Owner Settlement Act 2010 (TOS Act) provides for an out-of-court 

settlement of Native Title and delivery of land justice. The TOS Act allows the Victorian 

Government to make agreements to recognise Traditional Owners and their rights in Crown 

land, in return for agreement to withdraw all current native title claims and not to lodge any 

claims in the future.  

 

Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Act 2006 

Under the Aboriginal Heritage Act 2006, Registered Aboriginal Parties are appointed by the 

Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Council over specific areas of land where they have traditional 

and custodial links. Registered Aboriginal Parties administer the Act through evaluating 

cultural heritage management plans, advising on permit applications, entering into cultural 

heritage agreements and negotiating the repatriation of Aboriginal human remains. 

 

Aboriginal Justice Agreement   

The Victorian Aboriginal Justice Agreement (AJA) is a partnership between the Victorian 

Government and the Koori community, to achieve improved Indigenous justice outcomes.  

 

Community Building and Community Strengthening 

The Victorian Government is committed to community strengthening.  Community 

strengthening places particular emphasis on the role of social capital and partnerships and 

seeks to strengthen relationships within communities and between communities and 

government. 

 

Council of Australian Governments (COAG)   

The Victorian Government is working closely with the Commonwealth Government to 

achieve Closing the Gap targets across a range of health and social indicators.  

 

Aboriginal Services Plan    

The Aboriginal Services Plan 2008–2010 positions Aboriginal culture and identity at its core 

and focuses on what the Department of Human Services can do in partnership with 

Aboriginal communities and key stakeholders to improve life expectancy and quality of life 

in this context.  The Department of Human Services launched its second Reconciliation 

Action Plan in 2011. 

 

Kareeta Yirramboi: Indigenous Public Sector Employment Strategy    

This strategy aims to increase the number of Indigenous people employed in the public 

sector.  This will result in benefits to individuals and has the potential to enhance 

understanding of Indigenous perspectives within government.  

 

Victorian Indigenous Representative Arrangements  

The Local Indigenous Networks and the Regional Indigenous Councils have been established 

by the Victorian Government to provide a local Indigenous voice direct to government, help 

build the skills of community members and deliver concrete plans to bring about practical 

improvements in local communities.  
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Strong Culture, Strong Peoples, Strong Families – 10 Year Plan (2008) 

(Victorian Indigenous Family Violence Strategy)  

This plan seeks to build on Indigenous cultural norms and history to make Victoria a safer 

place for all Indigenous families. The plan recognises the uniqueness and diversity of 

Indigenous culture, the value of strong leadership in local communities to develop solutions 

and the need for capacity building within services to improve cultural competency, build 

skills and knowledge and enhance cooperation and partnerships between service providers.   

 

Securing Jobs for Your Future – Skills for Victoria 

The Victorian Government's Skills for Victoria Statement aims to give Victoria a better 

vocational education and training system and to offer broader and more responsive training 

options for both individuals and business. 

 

Moonda Wurrin Gree: Victorian Aboriginal Economic Development Strategy  

This strategy is designed to improve the economic participation of Indigenous Victorians 

through a focus on six key areas:  

 

• Transition from school to work or further study; 

• Labour market participate 

• Business opportunities;  

• Mentoring and leadership;  

• Economic development opportunities relating to land; and 

• Tourism development opportunities.  

 

Wannik – Education Strategy for Koorie Students (2008) 

This strategy is focused on improving outcomes for Koorie students across the whole of the 

Victorian Government school system. The Wannik strategy identifies the importance of 

valuing Indigenous culture, engagement between schools and Koorie communities, building 

knowledge about successful strategies, encouraging innovation and supporting leadership 

development for Indigenous students.  

 

Wurreker Strategy  

Wurreker is the central strategy for Koorie Vocational Education and Training (VET) policy 

development and service provision in Victoria. The Wurreker strategy is designed to ensure 

that delivery and support services value the aspirations of Koorie students and enable 

Koorie communities to have a say in their future.  
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Appendix V:  Draft Reconciliation in Local Government Survey 2010 

 

Municipality: 
Contact 
name: 

 

Email:  
Position:  
Telephone:  
 
Relationships 
 
1. Does your local government consult with/engage the traditional owners of your 

LGA? If yes, please explain. 
 
2. Does your local government communicate with the Local Indigenous Network in 

your LGA? If yes, please explain. 
 
3. Does your local government have relationships with any other Indigenous 

organisations or groups? If yes, please explain. 
 
4. Does your local government support relationship building between Indigenous 

and non-indigenous community members (eg. Support for Local Reconciliation 
Group)? If yes, how? 

 
5. Is there Indigenous engagement on any of your local government’s internal or 

external committees? Please list where appropriate. 
 
 
 
Respect 
 
6. What initiatives has your local government taken to increase awareness of and 

respect for Indigenous culture and history: 
 

a. within local government? 
 
b. with the wider community? 

 
7. Does your council actively promote recognition of Indigenous people and culture? 

If yes, how? 
 
 
 
 
 
Opportunities 
 
Representation 
8. How many Indigenous people that you are aware of are involved in your local 

government as: 
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a. Employees: _____ 
b. Elected representatives: ______ 

 
9. Has your local government undertaken any initiatives to encourage employment 

of Indigenous people? If yes, please explain. 
 
10. Has your local government undertaken any initiatives to encourage Indigenous 

people to stand for election? If yes, please explain. 
 
Funding 
11. In the last financial year, has your council allocated funding specifically to 

Indigenous programs? If yes, please indicate: Fun Indigenous programs? 
a. $ ______ 
b.  ___% of council budget 

 
12. Has your local government awarded any tenders to Indigenous businesses or 

organisations? If yes, please explain. 
 
13. Has your local government provided any other funding relevant to Indigenous 

people or reconciliation? (eg for local initiatves)? 
 
Participation 
14. What Indigenous initiatives has your local government incorporated into its 

Strategic/Corporate Plan or other council strategies? 
 
15. Does your local government have any indigenous specific policies? 
 
16. Does your local government have any programs designed to support the 

Indigenous community? 
 
 
Challenges 
 
17. Please detail some of the perceived challenges or barriers to your local 

government being more actively involved in reconciliation issues 
 
18. Is there any form of assistance that would help your local government to be 

more active in reconciliation activities? 
 
19. Are there any other issues you’d like to raise?  
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Appendix VI:  Draft Preliminary structure: Victorian Local Government Reconciliation 

and Aboriginal Community Engagement Resource Guide  

 

 

Aboriginal Victoria 
context & key 
information for 
LGs 

What Vic. LGs 
could be doing to 
promote 
reconciliation  

Resource 
clearinghouse 

What Vic. LGs are 
doing to promote 
reconciliation  

� Aboriginal history in 
Victoria 
- Language groups, 

key dates, historical 
figures 

� Flags & symbols 
� Protocols 

- Welcome to 
country, signage, 
fee for service  

� Population  
- Incl. demographics, 

maps of traditional 
owner groups, 
RAPs, LINs etc 

� State & Fed. 
legislation/policy 
context 

� Overview of LG 
responsibilities by 
Category 
(*summary/introducti
ons) 

� Indigenous 
perceptions of LG 
(summary of key 
points) 

 

 

Categories 
� Representation & 

engagement 
� Council Services 

- Community 
services 

- Recreation 
- Libraries & public 

spaces 
- Amenities 

� Arts & Cultural 
development 

� Statutory & land use 
planning 
- Cultural Heritage 
- Parks & 

environment, 
planting, design, 
signage 

� Social planning / 
community 
development 

� Economic 
development 

� Corporate support 
- HR, procurement, 

employment 
 
Section structured as:  
o Category  

- *Description of 
what council 
could be doing 

- Good practice 
example 

 
Weblinks / articles / 
documents / tools 
on: 
� Victorian Aboriginal 

organisations 
� LG 

organisations/netw
orks (VLGA, LGPro, 
MAV, CAPSN) 

� Cultural awareness  
� LG Reconciliation 

Plans 
� Other useful 

organisations 
� Protocols 
� etc 
 

 
Results from online 
survey 

- 2011 snapshot  
 
..................................
......... 
 
LG initiatives 
- Information sharing 

on successful 
initiatives, drawn 
from Surveys and 
able to be 
contributed / 
updated over time 

 
..................................
.......... 
 
Aboriginal 
community 
feedback on LGs 
- 2011 snapshot 

drawn from targeted 
consultations with 
groups that may 
include LINs, 
Aboriginal 
organisations with 
connections to 
council, Council 
Advisory bodies 
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