
 
 

 

Submission from Brunswick Residents Network (BRN)  

to Moreland City Council Governance Department 
 

Email:   brunswickresidentsnetwork@gmail.com 

Website:   brunswickresidents.wordpress.com 

 

Re: Draft Transparency Policy and Draft Governance Policy  

 
16 July 2020 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to give feedback on the Draft Transparency Policy and Draft 

Governance Policy (Considering the review of the Councillor Support, Resources and Expenses 

Policy is not due to until 2023, we will not comment at this stage due to time constraints.) 

  

Brunswick Residents Network (BRN) has an acute interest in what information will be available to 

the community, the types of data that will be made available on request and the way that community 

members can interact with elected councillors and Council staff. We are grateful to have the 

opportunity to give feedback.  

 

 

 

1) Draft Transparency Policy  
 

In general, our concern is that this policy has more clarity about when and how Moreland Council 

will not be transparent, than it does about when and how Council will be transparent. The default 

position should be towards greater transparency.  

 

Overall, as outlined below, we would like to see Moreland Council elaborate on important 

transparency issues such as: timeframes and parameters for timely responses; making information on 

its websites accessible, in keeping with international standards; rising above the minimum of what 

the Local Government Act requires; and more directly meeting the needs of the residents and 

ratepayers. 

 



1.1 Principles on transparency 
 

‘When’ or Timing Issues 

 

The draft policy does not set out any tangible dates, values or numerical timeframes that Council will 

apply to make public information available to residents. It does not detail how timely requests will be 

met. Adding more detail in Sections 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6 will improve transparency.   

 

Section 4.4 - On page 5, When will we be Transparent? outlines a very vague overarching 

statement, implying Moreland will always be transparent:  

 

Public transparency is a driving principle that will guide the work that we do, the decisions 

we make and the information we share – in everything that we do. This applies within both 

the political and administrative context of Council. There will be circumstances where 

information cannot be shared, and these are outlined in 4.1.4.  

 

This ‘When’ statement in 4.4 simply points to exceptions to transparency, with examples in section 

4.5 (side note: not in 4.1.4 as mentioned above in a typo). There should be more clear examples of a 

positive commitment to transparency. 

 

When Council won’t be transparent  

 

Section 4.5 devotes a one-page table to situations where Moreland will not be transparent. As 

opposed to the vague statement in the previous section, section 4.5 is thorough in its treatment of 

when to withhold information. The table clearly details the types of scenarios where Council will not 

be transparent.  

 

For example, the Privacy and Data Protection Act 2014 relates to private and personal information 

held by Council. Examples of data would be home help client registers, Maternal and Child Health 

baby weights etc. All meetings currently held in camera by Council - regardless of their purposes - 

are exempt from the requirements of this Transparency policy.  

 

However, as detailed in the table, the policy extends the meaning of data privacy well beyond the 

purview of the Privacy and Data Protection Act 2014. The draft reaches out to include Council 

business information, security information, land use planning, information, Law enforcement 

information, Legal privileged information, Personal information, Private commercial information, 

Confidential meeting information, Internal arbitration information, Councillor Conduct Panel 

confidential information, and Confidential information under the 1989 Act. 

 

The overall approach leads to an ‘opacity’, or the opposite of transparency that is not desirable for 

residents. 

 

How you will be transparent  

 

Section 4.6 details how Council will be transparent in relation to access of information. This is of 

acute interest to community groups in our network. 

 

The policy statement on page 6-7 sets out some broad principles for when response to requests will 

be made: 



• Information will be made available and maintained on the Council website in a timely 

manner.  

• Information will be accessible in terms of plain language, format and provision of a 

multi-lingual interpreting service. 

• Requests for information will be responded to in alignment with this policy and the 

Public Transparency Principles 

• Information requested to be released will be assessed with regard to confidentiality in 

accordance with the Act and public interest test where appropriate. This may include 

providing a copy, arranging inspection or viewing or otherwise providing access to 

the document. An applicant may otherwise be advised that access to a document can 

be obtained via another method such as a statutory release scheme or for purchase.  

 

This urgently needs more details. Improvements to the above principles could be made by 

incorporating the following suggestions into the new policy:  

 

• Setting timeframes for responses to requests,  

• setting a clear pricing schedule if a fee is to be charged for access, with provisions for 

reduction or removal of fees in cases of hardship,  

• allocating responsibility for compliance,  

• providing contact people for documents by topic or a general officer role,  

• complying with international, national and state guidance and standards on accessibility (see 

accessibility standards below), 

• addressing the information requirements in CALD languages,  

• calling plain English ‘plain English’.  

 

Overall, this section of the policy could simply be more direct and resident friendly. For example, it 

could say, “information requested will be released within 14 days unless x, y or z.” or “We will let 

you come to the office, view and inspect documents and copy them and provide a cosy spot for this 

to happen”. It could say “we will charge you photocopy rates”.  

 

1.2 Accessibility standards for website information 
 

Members of our network regularly give feedback that information they need to access often gets 

buried in the Moreland City Council website. In addition, information does not meet the WCAG 2.0 

standard, which is the international standard for website accessibility for people with a 

communications disability.  

 

BRN believes that, as a minimum, this new transparency policy should reference those standards and 

that information in English should meet international standards for plain and direct language.   

 

The creation of the Conversations Moreland website is a positive example of Council attempting to 

make information more accessible. The introduction claims that “the website supports the City of 

Moreland's Community Engagement and Public Participation Policy which aims to meaningfully 

involve the community in all matters that impact and interest them” (emphasis added). 

 

However, the website rarely touches on controversial issues – especially around planning – that are 

of concern in the community. Notification of and information about controversial topics should be 

addressed in a proactive way on this and other sites: the failure to do so has often led to community 

backlash and the abandonment of Council initiatives after extensive staff time and ratepayer expense 



(the recent abandonment of proposed changes to the Moreland Planning Scheme over MITS parking 

policy is the latest of many examples). 

 

1.3  Publishing of data to be increased 
 

We strongly agree with the publishing of Council data (as per section 3.3.3), and give examples of 

key areas of interest: 

 

a) Transport and traffic management 

 

This is a particular area of interest to our network. As well as receiving information about broad 

strategies and policies, we believe Council should publish data relevant to these policies and their 

implementation. In relation to traffic, we know that Council has extensive information on traffic 

volumes and speeds. Data such as updated traffic counts and pedestrian audits should be available on 

the Council website. Similarly, information on pedestrian movements, cyclist numbers, accidents etc 

should be published.  

 

While recognising the cost and staff time of providing real-time data on new portals, there are a 

number of existing options to publish more information through websites such as Data Vic:  

https://www.data.vic.gov.au/ 

 

b) Planning 

 

Planning is an area where, in order to maintain public confidence, transparency must be paramount. 

BRN therefore proposes that a publicly available register be kept of all meetings between developer 

representatives, Councillors, and Council officers, including dates and times, and the application 

numbers or address of the development. 

 

c) Transparency in Council budgeting for capital infrastructure 

   

It is never clear to residents what income is derived per annum from developer contributions (known 

as levies or DCPs), and where this money is spent. These levies include the Development 

Contribution Plan, imposed on developments since 10 September 2015, and also the levy on Open 

Space. The Moreland Council website briefly describes where the levy is collected:  

  

The Development Contribution Plan (DCP) is a levy for developments that are proposing to 

increase the number of dwellings on a site or increase leasable commercial or industrial 

floor area. ... The levy is paid to Council, who is responsible for providing the new 

infrastructure. 

 

The Moreland C133 overlay website also describes where it is collected: 

 

The DCP includes capital infrastructure projects such as roads, drainage, footpath, 

streetscape works as well as community infrastructure projects, such as child care centres, 

Maternal and Child Health Centres and neighbourhood houses. The infrastructure is 

required to cope with the growing population of the municipality and the consequential 

increased demand on infrastructure. 

 

There needs to be much more public transparency on the collection and spending of these levies. The 

draft policy should be amended to include provisions that: 



 

• Income from levies should be clearly stated in annual budgets/reports in separate budget lines 

to other income.  

• Areas (suburbs) from where development levies are collected should also be separated and 

broken down by postcode and published annually.  

• Expenditure should also be clearly stated as above, including locations where the levies were 

spent. 

 

2) Draft Governance Policy – Council meetings.  
 

2.1  Council meeting agendas 
 

We believe that Councillors should have a positive duty to inform the community of issues that will 

be raised at future Council meetings, giving all parties time to clarify issues, consult with those 

affected, give feedback on policy and put forward proposals for amendment, implementation etc. 

 

This principle is broadly captured in Section 3.2.6 (1a) of the proposed Draft Governance rules, 

which states that “Councillors and members of Delegated Committees contribute to good governance 

and decision making by: (a) Seeking views of community members and reading agenda papers prior 

to the meeting.” 

 

However, current and proposed practice works against effective engagement between elected 

councillors and affected residents and local businesses, as well as relevant community groups that 

need time to consult their members. 

 

Section 3.10.14 states that Councillors can only submit a notice of motion 10 business days before 

the monthly Council meeting. But how can Councillors formulate adequate motions when affected 

residents and ratepayers do not know what Council staff are recommending in their report, which is 

never released this far before a meeting? Councillors are given an early heads up on these topics at 

Issues meetings, but seem bound by some sort of quasi-Cabinet confidentiality from discussing them 

before the official report is presented to monthly meetings. 

 

As proposed in this draft policy, community members can only access the Agenda for Council 

meetings 48 hours before the meeting. This is a major set-back to community consultation and 

transparency. Community members often have busy lives with other responsibilities. The monthly 

Agenda is always a long document, and responding to Council staff recommendations often needs 

time and consultation with affected parties.  

 

Councillors cannot effectively consult with relevant ratepayers and residents if they are only given 

two days to discuss officer reports with stakeholders. There must be time not only to read it properly 

but to discuss with other citizens, alert community members to issues that are coming up and draw 

on community knowledge and experience to improve resolutions that are being put before decision 

makers. Under current rules, Councillors receive the Agenda six days before the meeting, so one 

week’s notice is clearly practicable. We therefore submit that Council reverts to past practice, where 

the Agendas are publicly available at least a week before the meeting.  

 

The new governance policy should include a positive commitment, not just to publicly advertise 

timeframes for ongoing processes, but to clearly state when issues will be brought before Council for 

decision making.  



 

Moreland Council should revert to former practice of holding meetings in different parts of the 

municipality, in addition to Coburg – Council should invest in new technology to enable live 

streaming in locations that are easier for people to access. The exact address and access requirements 

should be clearly publicised (eg how many people attending their first Council meeting at 90 Bell 

Street Coburg have walked away, because they don’t know the afterhours entrance is through the 

rear of the building?). 

 

2.2  Questions to Councillors 
 

Council meetings are one of the rare opportunities for citizens to engage with all councillors at once, 

beyond their own ward councillors. However, in recent years, Moreland Council has been clamping 

down on the opportunity to ask questions at Council meetings.  

 

Section 3.7.2 (1) states that “Persons wishing to ask a question will be required to submit their 

question on the Questions of Council form available on Council’s website by 12 noon on the day of 

the Ordinary Council meeting.” 

 

There is no reason for requiring 6 hours written notice of community questions to Council. On the 

spot questions have worked perfectly well. Requiring notice restricts access to community members 

and is just another hurdle to participation. This requirement should be removed. 

 

The section 3.7.2 (11) stating: “No questions directed at an individual Councillor or member of 

Council staff will be allowed” should be replaced with a new section: “Any question directed at an 

individual Councillor or member of Council staff must go through the Chair.” 

 

In the same vein, 3.7.3 (2) should be amended to say “Community Statements directed at individual 

Councillors or members of Council staff must go through the Chair, who can direct a response from 

the Councillor or senior officer.” 

 

2.3  Restriction of matters to be considered 
 

We are concerned that the phrasing of paragraph 3.2.4 1(c) – which restricts the consideration of 

motions “outside the powers of Council” - could be used to prevent Council making statements on 

matters of principle, or matters that where other levels of government implement relevant policies.  

 

For example, some heads of policy making on climate change, transport and planning come under 

the authority of state and federal government. This clause be removed or redrafted to allow Council 

to consider policy motions in such areas. 

 

2.4  Confidentiality 
 

We are concerned that the confidentiality clause is too broad. In relation to business dealings, the 

default position should be that details should be publicly available. The rules should spell out 

precisely any exceptions needed to this (for example tender bids, staff discipline issues or grant 

applications). 


