A Guide for the First Meeting of Local Government Councils after a General Election
This document has been prepared for guidance to local government councils on the conduct of a first meeting of a council following a general election. It is divided into three sections – actions required under the Local Government Act 2019 (the Act), optional business and council business. 
1. Actions required under the Local Government Act 2019
Under the Act, it is the local government council’s Chief Executive Officer (CEO) who is responsible for convening council meetings and informing elected members of the time and date of the first meeting.  
The first meeting of council is required to occur within 21 days after a general election.
Section 90(3)(a) of the Act states, the first ordinary meeting of a council to be held after a general election must be held within 21 days after the conclusion of that general election. The general election is concluded when the results by the Northern Territory Electoral Commissioner are officially declared.
Appointment or election of principal member 
Section 61(2) of the Act states, if appointment is the basis of filling the office of the principal member of a council, the council must, at the first meeting held after a general election, appoint one of its members to be the principal member.
Under Section 58 the Act:
· the principal member of the City of Darwin council is to have the title of Lord Mayor, 
· the principal member of the Litchfield Council is to have the title of President or Mayor, and
· the principal member of a municipal council (except City of Darwin or Litchfield Council) is to have the title of Mayor.
At the first council meeting, the council must elect:
· in the case of the Litchfield Council, whether the principal member is to have the title of President or Mayor, and
· in the case of a regional council or a shire council, whether the principal member is to have the title of President or Mayor.
A policy to allow the Chair to exercise a casting vote
Section 95(6) of the Act allows the Chair to exercise a casting vote.
A policy to allow the Chair to exercise a casting vote:  
(a) may only be established by resolution of the council passed at the first meeting of the council to be held after a general election, and
(b) cannot be altered or revoked during the term of the council, and 
(c) lapses at the conclusion of the next general election. 

Unless the council decides unanimously to take a vote by secret ballot, voting is to be by show of hands.
2. The first meeting - optional business and other considerations
The following are not legislative requirements under the Act; however, each is suggested as an example of good practice for ensuring council members, especially new members, are aware of policies and procedures.
Appointment of deputy principal member 
Section 61(3) of the Act states that the Council may appoint another one of its members to be the deputy principal member (Deputy Mayor or President).  Section 62(2) states that the deputy principal member is appointed:
· for the entire term of office ending at the conclusion of the next general election, or 
· a lesser term fixed by the council when it makes the appointment.
Introduction of the role of CEO in convening meetings
The first meeting is a good time to ensure the council is briefed on the role of the council’s CEO in relation to convening meetings, as well as the legislative requirements for meetings and what must be considered in meeting agendas. 
CEOs could also consider providing a broad overview of the schedule of items and any statutory due dates councils must consider at council meetings at various times of the year.  
Schedule the ordinary council meetings for the year 
Section 90(1) of the Act requires a council to hold a meeting of its members at least once in each successive period of two months.  
If a council does not schedule an ordinary meeting at least once in each month, then regulation 19 of the Local Government (General) Regulations 2021 (the Regulations) requires a council to appoint a committee and delegate to the committee the necessary powers to carry out, on behalf of council, the financial functions of the council in the months the council does not hold an ordinary meeting (Finance Committee).
Attendance at meetings
The first meeting of council is an important time to remind council members of their obligations to attend meetings and if they cannot attend, how to communicate a formal apology.
Council committees
Section 82 of the Act provides that a council may, by council resolution, establish council committees consisting of individuals appointed by the council to be members of the committee. Committee members may include both elected and non-elected individuals.  
At the first council meeting following an election, the CEO should present a list of the council’s committees, detailing their purpose, functions, meeting frequency, membership composition, and any terms and conditions of appointment.  The council should appoint committee members including independent members, as soon as possible to ensure the committee’s deliberations can proceed as usual.  
Council should also consider the scheduling of committee meetings, as they are subject to council direction under section 96 of the Act.
Councillor allowances 
Section 106 of the Act states that council members are entitled to be paid an allowance. The amount of these allowances is determined by the Remuneration Tribunal, as per section 7B of the Assembly Members and Statutory Officers (Remuneration and Other Entitlements) Act 2006. 
The allowances are to be fixed in accordance with Tribunal’s Determination for the relevant financial year and must be included in the council’s budget for that year. These allowance rates must be made publicly available on the council’s website and at its public office(s).
At the first meeting, it is recommended that the CEO provide details of the allowances payable to council members and clarify that allowances cannot be paid in advance, nor can they be increased beyond the rates set in the council’s approved budget for the year.  Additionally, the CEO should inform elected members that the council’s budget must be set by 30 June in the previous financial year.  
Professional development
Section 45 of the Act requires all elected members to complete professional development courses related to their responsibilities of being a member of council within 12 months of being elected.
The Department of Housing, Local Government and Community Development (the Department) currently provide these courses either in person or through an online portal.
It is important that elected members are made aware of their obligation to complete the required courses within the specified timeframe.
Conflict of interest
Before any business is conducted by a new council, it is important for the CEO to outline any issues related to conflicts of interest. 
Section 114(1) of the Act states that a member has a conflict of interest if the member or an associate of the member has a direct interest (directly  affected  if  the  matter  is  decided  in  a  particular way), indirect financial interest (likely  to  receive  a  benefit  or  incur  a  loss  because  another person has an interest) or an indirect interest by close association (an  associate  of  a  member  has  a  direct  or  indirect  interest,  or  a  resident of the member's household has  a  direct  interest) in how a question is decided by council. 
Section 115 of the Act states that as soon as practicable after a member becomes aware of a conflict of interest in a matter that has arisen or is about to arise before council, the member must disclose the interest that gives rise to the conflict. A council member cannot, without prior approval from the Minister, be present at a council meeting while the matter in which the member has a conflict of interest is under consideration and nor can that member participate in any discussion on the matter or engage in behaviour that may influence the council’s decision.
New council members should be encouraged to think about and declare any possible conflicts of interest that may arise, including their positions or positions of their associates and family members in private companies who may contract to councils, or on Aboriginal corporations and other non-government organisations and boards that may have a relationship with council. 
As people can have subjective views on what forms a conflict of interest, it is useful to workshop examples, so everyone can have a shared understanding of what would be a conflict of interest.
Section 179 of the Act requires the CEO to disclose to council any personal or financial interest in a matter they are required or authorised to act or give advice on. 
The CEO must not act in that matter except as authorised by the council.  It is recommended that the CEO disclose any existing conflicts of interest to the new council, in order to reconfirm and revisit council’s position.
An information sheet is available on the Department’s website which goes into more detail of what constitutes a conflict of interest, the steps to take if a member has a conflict of interest and some examples of potential conflicts. This information sheet should be made accessible to members. 
Introduction of the Code of Conduct
Schedule 1 of the Act outlines the Code of Conduct (the Code) that governs the behaviour of council members. Section 119 of the Act requires councils to publish the Code on their website. The first council meeting provides an opportunity to highlight the Code to council members, as well as the council’s policy regarding any breaches of the Code. 
The council may also consider passing a resolution encouraging members to sign an agreement affirming their commitment to uphold the values, culture and standards outlined in the Code, as well as those of the council and its community. This agreement would also emphasise their responsibility to represent all residents of the council areas, maintain professionalism and integrity throughout their term, and commit to participating in mediation or training should they breach the Code.
Council policies 
Once a policy is adopted by the council, it remains in effect following the election of a new council.  The first meeting of a new council is an ideal opportunity to inform elected members about the council’s policies, by providing a list of the documents, including where these documents can be accessed, and the date of the last review. It is crucial for elected members to familiarise themselves with any policies that may guide their behaviour and decision-making. 
Council’s strategic and financial plan
The CEO should provide an overview of the key strategic directions set in the council’s annual and long-term plan and outline some of the major developments and initiatives of council. 
The CEO should provide details on the status of council’s major projects and what stages these are at.   
At the first meeting, the CEO must present financial reports as required under the Accounting Regulations and advise elected members that there are a set of financial matters which must be included in the financial reports.  The council can request the inclusion of other information in those reports.
Key contracts, agreements and major initiatives
The CEO should provide details of major funding agreements and contracts to ensure that all elected members are fully informed of the council’s contractual obligations, including the terms and conditions under which these obligations are established.
Elected Member Handbook
The Elected Member Handbook is a guide available on the Department’s website, designed to assist elected members in fulfilling their important role as effective representatives, making informed decisions and understanding their responsibilities. This guide should be made accessible to members.
Local Authorities (only for Regional Councils)
The CEO should provide an overview of the council’s policy on local authorities and the composition of its members and whether new nominations are required following the general elections. Section 77 of the Act states that a local authority consists of at least one member of the council and such other members of the community or communities within the local authority’s area as the council appoints as members of the local authority by resolution. 

3. Council business unchanged when a new council is elected
Many aspects of a council’s business are unaffected as a result of a council election.   
· Council policies remain in effect until they are changed through resolution.
· Council member allowances are determined by the Remuneration Tribunal under section 7B of the Assembly Members and Statutory Officers (Renumeration and Other Entitlements) Act 2006. 
· Local Authorities and council committees will continue to exist in accordance with the Act and council’s policies. The Council may resolve to establish, review or abolish a council committee. 
· Council delegations to the CEO, committees and local authorities will continue from the previous council until amended through formal resolution. Under section 41 of the Act, a council must review any delegations of its functions and powers, within six months after a general election for the council.
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