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Hearts and minds
Local government people in our region

and their perspectives on sustainability and councils

In 2008 HCCREMS commissioned the Hunter 
Valley Research Foundation to conduct a 
regional ‘sustainability survey’ of local 
government people across our 14 member 
councils.

�

Gauge how local government people 
value, understand and perceive

‘sustainability’ issues and initiatives 
in relation to their role and their council.

Not to benchmark ‘sustainability 
performance’ of our member councils.

Survey – purpose 

What did we hope to achieve?
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• The survey was conducted at the 
commencement of a multiyear regional 
capacity building program: FOCUS on 
Sustainability.

• It’s one tool that has been used to help
clarify the intent and design of our own 
regional capacity building efforts.

• Complements other stakeholder 
engagement and evaluation activities.

What did we hope to achieve?

4

A key objective of the survey was to 
secure a diversity of opinions and 
perspectives from council people - to 
better position our program to assist 
councils to ‘embed’ sustainability 
practice across a range of council roles.

5

Limitations and challenges
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Limitation: sampling

Known: we weren’t in a position to gather a 
‘random’ and ‘statistically representative’ 
sample of staff from across all 14 councils.

What is representative of 
14 Councils of different 
size and structure?

What is representative 
of a single Council?
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We felt that we could live with this limitation as 
we weren’t seeking to make comparisons of 
council performance.

With the help of our council contacts we 
compiled a diverse range of staff from each 
council to invite to do the survey.

Limitation: sampling
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1. The potential for ‘misinterpretation’ 
2. Two different methods were used to 

ensure good response rates: phone 
surveys for Councillors & GMs; written 
online surveys for Council staff. 

Staff surveys:
challenges and design considerations
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3. Sensitivities can arise when seeking 
employee ‘personal’ opinions on their 
‘professional context’.

- Participation was voluntary
- Sought senior management 

endorsement for staff to participate
- Ensured confidentiality of responses

- Provided “don’t know” response options 
where appropriate

Challenges and design considerations
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4. The desire to gather information can 
increase survey length. This can 
increase the risk of ‘non completion’. 

- some participants provided feedback 
that survey took too long;

- 90% of staff who commenced the 
survey completed it – indication of level 
of staff interest in the topic?

Challenges and design considerations
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Staff:  332 online surveys completed = 59%
Small sample sizes for some councils – no 
analysis conducted at level of ‘individual 
council’.

Councillors & GMs: 

145 phone interviews = 93%
Note: surveyed Councillors 
prior to 2008 elections.

Response rates

12
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Good ‘mix’ 
of staff 
roles 
responded. 

Note: not 
‘representa
tive’.

Note: bias 
towards 
indoor 
staff. 13

“..the staff surveys 
should .. only be 
considered an 
indicative profile, 
rather than a definitive 
one, of staff employed 
at councils”.(HVRF) 

Interpreting findings?

14

What we found

TRENDS: 

1. Key issues for councils

2. Perceptions of ‘sustainability’ and 
council’s roles

3. Challenges & opportunities

4. What would assist councils? 15

1

Key 
issues ?

Councillors and staff were both asked an open question:

“Overall, what do you think is the MAIN challenge facing 
your council during the next three years”? 16

Staff

Finances / funding

Infrastructure /

assets

Climate change

Councillors / 
GM’s

“balancing” / “ESD”

“development pressure” 

Finances / funding

Infrastructure

/services
17

The balancing act:

• “economic, environmental and 
social needs.”

•competing industry types

• ‘maintaining “our lifestyle” ;  our 
“rural atmosphere”; our 
“heritage” our “natural heritage”  
in growing LGAs.

18
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“Sustainability” 
&

Councils ?

Councillors and staff were both asked an open question:
“There are a wide range of definitions of sustainability, 
which of the following statements best matches what the 
term Ecologically Sustainable Development, means to 
you?” 19

Balances environmental, 
social and economic 
needs

Considers the needs of 
present and future 
generations equally

Maintains essential 
ecological processes

Favours environmental 
outcomes over economic 
or social needs

What does ESD 
mean to you?  

20

Strongly 
Agree

Agree

Neither

92% agree/strongly agree:
“Councils leadership is essential  to help 
the community live more sustainably”

82% agree/strongly agree:

“Quality of life is primarily dependent on a 
healthy environment”

70% agree/strongly agree:
“Council has a strong internal commitment 
to “sustainability” 

We asked Councillors to rate their ‘level of agreement’ 
with a set of statements:

21

Divided “The local environment needs 
Council's urgent attention”

22

3

Challenges 
&

Opportunities?

23

We asked our respondents to rate, in their opinion, 
how important it was for their council to respond to 
a series of environmental issues. 

24
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Councillors /  GM’s
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•Health of/ impacts on 
“our local” waterways

•Development / ESD
����� � �� 


•Biodiversity, weeds, city 
greening, native veg.

•Water supply/ drought


�����	�������������������
Staff

� �	
 �����	���

 Coast & Estuary

� �	 ��������

 Water conservation

•Stormwater

•Energy Management 

•Waste Reduction

•Creeks Rivers Wetlands

•Biodiversity & native veg.

•Adapting to climate change

•Greenhouse gas emissions 25

So how well do people think their council is doing in 
addressing a range of environmental issues? 

26

Waste Reduction

Water conservation

Coast & Estuary

Creek, river, wetlands

Biodiversity & native veg.

Stormwater

Weed and feral animals 

Soil erosion

Illegal dumping and litter 

etc.. “moderately 
effectively”

“very 
effectively”

27

Ranked relatively high on importance
And relatively low on efficacy:

=  climate change adaptation

=  greenhouse gas reduction

28

So how well do people think their 
council is applying ‘ESD”? 

Considering :
• community wellbeing, environmental & 
development issues in an integrated way

Considering:
• environmental cost of products & services;
• long term implications of decisions; and
• applying the precautionary principle.
(note: staff ranked lower than Councillors/GMs)

Very well

Moderately 
well

Poorly

29
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4

What 
would 
Help?

“What main things could be done to assist your council 
to operate in a more sustainable way”?

31

Staff Councillors / GM’s
More funding/ 

resources

planning & 
policies

Education/  training / 
information resources
Council processes / 
structure / culture

Funding and resources

32
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