Background
The Local Government Act 2019, introduced in July 2021, provides for the mandating of professional development courses for elected members to support good governance and decision making in the interests of their community[footnoteRef:1]. The requirement came out of a Local Government Working Party of sector representatives that was formed to provide expert input and advice on the development of the Act. [1:  s.45] 


To support capability and development for elected members, a Training and Learning Steering Committee (TaLSC) was formed from representatives from Local Governments, the Local Government Association NT (LGANT), Industry Skills Advisory Council (ISAC), and the office of the Independent Commissioner Against Corruption (ICAC). The committee was tasked with advising on and supporting the development of a Learning and Development Strategy (Attachment A), and included identifying mandatory training priorities and how these should be delivered. 
Development
Development proceeded on the basis that the approved courses would be one set of courses for all councils to get every councillor to a basic level of understanding of their role and responsibilities and key regulatory requirements. The initial courses were developed as an online offering but changed towards the end of the development process to a face-to-face model.
The Australian Institute for Company Directors (AICD) and the Aboriginal Governance and Management Program (AGMP) of Aboriginal Peak Organisation of the Northern Territory (APONT) gave willingly of their time and provided comprehensive review and feedback, as did members of the TALSC. Focus groups consisting of stakeholders and Local Government Unit members provided further feedback and refinement.  Independent testing by councillors, council governance officers, and Local Government Unit staff was carried out after feedback was absorbed.
Delivery
Courses were tailored to each council prior to delivery through conversations and preparation of materials with CEOs, governance officers, finance officers, senior managers and Mayors/Presidents/elected members.

Each course consisted of a short video, a presentation that we referred to as the “lesson” and a quiz. The base materials were supplemented by handouts and information relevant to the particular council. The courses took on average 3.5 hours for Module 1 and 4 hours for Module 2.

Module 2
Understanding Local Government
Introduction to Council Finances
Council Decision Making and meeting procedures
Module 1
Roles and Responsibilities
Code of Conduct
Conflicts of Interest











We did a lot of dancing around COVID, travel restrictions and bio-security zones. We took the view that the courses were best delivered face-to-face for the regional members in particular, but many were cautious about physical attendance and travelling in from communities for large parts of 2021 and early 2022. Scheduling was generally around council meetings when all the councillors were together – for regional councils this can be an expensive and logistically difficult exercise. Their support and assistance in making this work is acknowledged. Eight cancellations of the first module and seven for the second module required re-scheduling, impacting an already tight schedule. Sixty- seven face-to-face sessions were delivered overall and another four delivered virtually to 162 councillors[footnoteRef:2].   [2:  There are 154 councillor positions in total, some have been vacant and others turned over during the year (11 by-elections have been held during the year to date)] 


The sessions provided an opportunity for councillors to discuss, engage and problem solve in an informal setting. There was a real commitment to working together with a lot of good conversation, some debate, and a bit of constructive differences of opinion.

General Feedback
The courses under the Act have to be completed by councillors within 12 months of election.  
The timeline meant a rather gruelling schedule for both councillors and those developing and delivering the training.  Most councils commented that they would like the training to be delivered as soon after the general elections as possible.  However our experience is that learning outcomes may have been affected because courses were shoehorned into a small amount of time.  The timeline was the driver rather than convenience, accessibility, and efficient use of resources.

Councillors and Council staff were responsive to the courses and welcomed the opportunity. Feedback was very good; it felt almost too good. On advice we adapted the evaluations for the second module to reduce agreement bias.

The most common feedback was that councillors wanted more training and development opportunities. A number of regional councils would like to see more time given to the courses to enable breaks and discussion and for greater assistance to be provided to those for whom English is not a first language.

All councils felt the challenge of being the face of government, living and working in their community and becoming the parking place for all problems government related. Their advocacy role with other spheres of government is demanding and trying, often because of power and resource imbalances and silo operating. Even the most experienced councillors struggled to maintain their strategic overview role.

Council papers, processes, and information were often considered overwhelming, the rules and regulations mystifying, and councils’ ability to change set patterns were limited as a result. There was a lot of reinforcing that council was the boss, however the reality is that developing the expertise, analysis and strategic skills over a broad range of matters when the councils come together monthly or bi-monthly is a challenge.




The opportunity to get together as a group early in the term in an informal setting was considered beneficial to developing relationships amongst members and promoting working together. Almost all participants indicated that they learnt something from the courses, with only a handful indicating this was not the case.

The courses reinforced avenues of support for councillors, with contacts to the Department seeking guidance and information often following a session.

The courses that generated the most discussion were: Conflicts of Interest (in particular the many grey areas this involves and the complications for regional councils and extended family networks); Understanding Local Government (the relationships across the spheres of government engendered a lot of discussion, with councils bemoaning that constructive collaboration only seemed to occur in response to a crisis); and Council Finances (councillors were keen to unlock the mystery of the money story and to be equipped to ask good questions).
Lessons learnt
The courses sometimes felt rushed and it may have been better to break the modules down further and allow time for more breaks and discussion outside the room. This could enable language conversations and provide for those who did not want to raise issues directly to do so.

The 12 month time frame should be reviewed. A longer time frame would allow better pacing of the courses and be better use of everyone’s resources. On the other hand there was fairly consistent feedback that the courses are best delivered as early as possible in the council term.

The mandatory element felt like a burden, although there was very little negativity or lack of co‑operation in the face-to-face sessions. It is worth considering whether the mandatory requirement promotes the objectives and is appropriate for elected members. There may be other ways to incentivise the completion of training.

The chance to share best practice and connect up councils and people proved valuable and demonstrated that support for better networking is likely to deliver good results.




Professional Development for Elected Members  
Evaluation and Review



8
Overall assessment Governance Training

Once over the hurdles of scheduling and getting people together, councillors were very receptive to training and welcomed the opportunity to learn more about their roles.



Most councillors thought a combination of the training elements was useful.  The video and the quiz were selected most by regional councils (although in this chart they are absorbed into one category if more than one is selected).

Being able to discuss actual council examples engaged the most councillors in the sessions. The sessions where there was a lot of engagement scored highly for understanding.





			


While the course content was essentially the same, aimed at providing a foundation level of governance for all councillors, the courses were tailored as far as possible to the different needs of councils.
Municipal and shire councils mostly worked through the online version, while the separate PowerPoint presentation was delivered to regional councils. Differences in ways of learning, language and familiarity with legislated governance concepts varied significantly between regional and municipal/shire councils, as did their roles and issues. It is not surprising that regional councils probably got more out of the sessions.


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





	 Individual Course Assessment - Module 1
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Very good for people new to the role, at a level of understanding for regional and community councils.



Good to air some concerns on the table and being reminded of appropriate conduct and contribution in the Council chamber and community



Little bit tricky but understandable.

Module 2

It helped to fully understand how council works


	


More on money story






Vision
To strengthen governance and increase trust, accountability and integrity of the sector.
Mission
The Local Government Sector is committed to championing governance through education, advocacy and engagement with elected members, local authority members, officers and the broader community.
The Local Government and Regional Development Unit of the Department of the Chief Minister and Cabinet (CM&C), as the sector regulator, has a role in prevention, guidance and building governance capability.  
Context
The Local Government sector in the NT is a young and developing sector that faces a number of challenges including vast areas, limited infrastructure, small populations and lack of economies of scale.  Its strengths include diversity, cultural grounding and a strong sense of community.  
Skill levels, experience and access to resources and support vary significantly across councils.  In order to build the sector it is important that the sector develops its own, attracts representatives, harnesses the commitment and knowledge of local people, and develops a reputation that attracts the skills needed to deliver on a complex and evolving mandate.
Stakeholders
Primary audience
· Elected Members/Councils – The strategy will focus on developing essential training modules as a foundation for furthering the skills and capability of elected members and their collective work as a council. It will promote continuous learning through support, information provision and the development of governance networks and pathways. 
Secondary Audience
· Local Authority members – Local Authority members are an integral link to the community and promote the integrity of local government.  Support for their role will develop in response to the current Local Authority Review and through a further tranche of courses tailored to local authority members.
· Council officers –The learning and development strategy is intended to support the work of councils and promote a greater understanding of the role of elected councils and the roles and responsibilities of the council as a group of elected members, the operational roles within council and the interaction between these roles.
Key objectives 
· Map principles and key pillars in a learning and development strategy.
· Identify the broad framework of elements across the sector that will strengthen governance.
· Articulate the role of CM&C in supporting and building governance capability.
· Provide a resource for local government councils to adapt in developing tailored learning and development plans for their elected members.

Attachment A - Learning and Development Strategy Framework     September 2021
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	Policy Pillars
	Short term (within 2 years)
	Medium term - 4 years 
	Long term - 8 years
	Destination

	Promote democratic involvement and candidacy
	· Promote elections
· Legislative amendments to support maximum participation
· Your voice, your community ongoing education campaign to promote participation
	Your voice, your community
	Training for prospective candidates
	Improved community engagement with local government and increases in electoral participation and nominations

	Establish governance framework and guidance
	· New Local Government Act and Regulations introduced 
· Templates and guidelines developed
· CEO Handbook and Elected Member Handbook
	Review legislative/regulatory framework and communicate approach
	
	Clarity of operating parameters and more efficient and effective functioning. Management of risk and expectations

	Provide induction and baseline capability
	· Resource LGANT symposium 
· Provide induction materials and first meeting guidance 
· Develop Courses for Compulsory Professional Development under the Act 
· Deliver or support the delivery of course materials face to face to each council in an appropriate way 
· Ensure all Members complete Mandatory training
· CEO Recruit and Review Training
· Invite proposal for training of Chairs of Councils and LAs
	· Adapt and improve modules after initial phase and feedback  
· Expand core training to Local Authority members. – consider timing and resources
	Evaluate improved governance outcomes Refresh and review suite of learning opportunities
	Improved governance and decision making resulting in better community outcomes

	Ensure continued support and review
	· Provide continuous access to professional development materials through online portal   
· Support through LG Questions and LG Law  
· Feedback on reporting and compliance issues  
· Regular newsletters and updates

	· Build capacity, resilience and responsiveness of sector
· Develop high standards and best practice

	Increase access to ongoing professional development and skill acquisition
	· With LGANT and councils, develop sector specific and technical knowledge and encourage exchanges 
· Establish links to other governance training and development - ICAC/AICD/Governance Institute/ORIC/AGMP/AIGI
	· Build on foundation training to articulate into further learning 
· Promote leadership in sector, best practice, innovation, challenges, employer of choice   
· Develop leadership resources and identify leadership training and development opportunities
	Establish clearing house of training and development opportunities
	Enhance reputation and effectiveness of sector, increase individual satisfaction and commitment, strengthen individual contributions



What did you think of the course?

Regional total all	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	239	111	10	0	Municipal Total All	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	83	118	14	1	Regional Total M1	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	181	79	10	0	Regional Total M2	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	58	32	0	0	Municipal  total M1	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	56	63	6	1	Municipal Total M2	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	27	55	8	0	Total All	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	322	229	24	1	



Which parts of the course worked well?

Regional Total M2	The video	The quiz questions	The lesson	None of the above	All (or some) of the above	Getting the chance talk about things	2	11	3	0	65	10	Municipal Total M2	The video	The quiz questions	The lesson	None of the above	All (or some) of the above	Getting the chance talk about things	8	7	19	1	54	1	What parts of the course worked well?	The video	The quiz questions	The lesson	None of the above	All (or some) of the above	Getting the chance talk about things	0	0	0	0	0	0	Regional Total M1	The video	The quiz questions	The lesson	None of the above	All (or some) of the above	Getting the chance talk about things	28	37	31	50	139	Regional total all	The video	The quiz questions	The lesson	None of the above	All (or some) of the above	Getting the chance talk about things	30	48	34	50	204	10	Municipal  total M1	The video	The quiz questions	The lesson	None of the above	All (or some) of the above	Getting the chance talk about things	12	10	9	95	0	Municipal Total All	The video	The quiz questions	The lesson	None of the above	All (or some) of the above	Getting the chance talk about things	20	17	28	96	54	1	Total All	The video	The quiz questions	The lesson	None of the above	All (or some) of the above	Getting the chance talk about things	50	65	62	146	258	11	






Regional total all	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	239	111	10	0	


Municipal Total All	Excellent	Good	Average	Poor	83	118	14	1	

Has this course helped you understand the roles and responsibilities of council members?

Regional	Yes	Somewhat	No	116	3	1	Municipal and Shire	Yes	Somewhat	No	34	8	1	



Has this course helped you understand the Code of Conduct?

Face to Face/Regional	Yes	Somewhat	No	79	2	0	MyLearning/Municipal and Shire	Yes	Somewhat	No	38	6	0	



Has this course improved your confidence or reinforced your understanding of conflicts of interest?

Regional	Yes	Somewhat	No	74	7	2	Municipals and Shire	Yes	Somewhat	No	33	5	1	



Has this course helped you understand local government and what different governments do?

Regional	A lot of things	Some things	A little bit	Not at all	65	35	0	Municipal	A lot of things	Some things	A little bit	Not at all	25	20	6	0	



Has this course helped you understand council finances?

Regional	A lot of things	Some things	A little bit	Not at all	74	13	4	Municipal	A lot of things	Some things	A little bit	Not at all	18	24	3	2	



Has this course helped you understand council decision making/meeting procedures?

Regional	A lot of things	Some things	A little bit	Not at all	66	20	3	Municipal	A lot of things	Some things	A little bit	Not at all	25	21	10	0	



