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Times were when the grey cardigan image of a management job in local government was a 

hurdle for recruiters. Now, it seems, times have changed along with the image. And even though 

the pay rates at the top hardly equate with those paid in either private sector or even central 

government, talented individuals are signing on and driving change. 

A management revolution has been going on inside local government for the past 10 or so years. 

Now, the results are showing through and the transition is reaching a point where a stint in local 

government management is worth including on a manager's personal cv. 

Local authorities are, for instance, entering management best practice programmes like the New 

Zealand Business Excellence Foundation's Business Excellence Awards and performing well in 

them. Last year the Auckland Regional Council achieved a Silver level award; the Whangarei 

District Council a Bronze; Hutt City Council a Progress award and Franklin District Council 

stepped up and "started the journey". Only three private sector companies even took part in the 

Business Excellence Awards process last year. 

And now, more than 30 local authorities are taking part in the Performance Excellence Study 

Awards sponsored by the Ministry for the Environment and the Department of Internal Affairs. 

The programme effectively introduces them to the principles of best practice management and 

encourages some of them to go the whole hog and embrace the more rigorous Business 

Excellence Awards programme.  

Even the management language has changed. Whangarei District Council chief executive Mark 

Simpson talks about becoming "a world-class organisation" while Hutt City Council's CEO Rik 

Hart says his team wants to "be the best" in the local body business.  

New Zealand's local authorities are benchmarking themselves, not just against each other, but 

against the best in the world, when they can find organisations to benchmark against. And that's 

not easy, according to ARC chief executive Jo Brosnahan. "Believe it or not but New Zealand is 

now internationally leading edge in local body management," she says confidently. 

Local government is big, and important, business. British magazine The Economist suggested in 

a global survey of local government that local bodies are more influential and critical to a nation's 

development and well being than central government. And New Zealand's current Labour 

Government is constantly transferring the delivery and implementation of its central government 

policies to local government, which in itself is causing additional performance pressures - but 

that's another story.  



There are 74 territorial authorities in New Zealand - 15 city councils and 59 district councils - and 

12 regional councils. They contribute 3.5 percent of the country's gross domestic product on 

annual operating revenues of $3 billion, capital expenditure of $800 million and $32.5 billion of 

term assets. They employ 40,000 individuals and elect 1152 individuals onto their governing 

bodies.  

So what is driving the change? It began, according to Brosnahan, around 15 years ago with the 

1989 local body legislative reforms and has been reinforced and embedded by subsequent 

amendments to the Local Government Act. Specifically, it began with the redefinition of the chief 

executive's role - by which he and she became more accountable for personal and organisational 

performance. 

According to Brosnahan the introduction of a model that clearly separated out local authority 

governance and management roles changed the rules of the game and fired the revolution. 

"Spelling out clearer responsibilities for the CEO created an environment in which they were 

challenged to produce results and provide good leadership. It gave a well-defined leadership role 

for CEOs as compared with the political dimension of local authority governance," she explains. 

"The result is better managed and better led [local government] organisations." 

The Local Government Act 2002 spells out the terms and conditions for appointing a chief 

executive. They are performance related, regularly reviewed and time specific. They demand, for 

instance, that among other things they: 

* Imbue the employees of the local authority with a spirit of service to the community; 

* Promote efficiency;  

* Maintain appropriate standards of integrity and conduct;  

* Ensure the local authority is a good employer. 

They must also subject themselves to rigorous and regular personal performance reviews. 

The Act also spells out the dynamics and expectations of the relationship between management 

and governance. There is little doubt about what is expected of whom. 

Brosnahan's sense and understanding of the political imperatives that started the revolution 

doesn't seem to matter much to today's local body leaders. The reality for them is now. "Rather 

than calling it a management revolution, I would just say it is the result of a shared vision by the 

senior management team and district councillors," says Whangarei's Simpson. His Council's goal 

to become world class is "driven by a commitment to provide better service for money to our 

ratepayers".  

 



External scrutiny 

Whangarei uses the Business Excellence process as a benchmark and external auditor. "We 

want to be able to prove we are achieving [performance] in a measurable way that stands up to 

external scrutiny." 

Hutt City's Hart sees the drive to perform in similar terms, delivering a better deal to ratepayers. 

That, in turn, is in part underpinned by a drive to attract more ratepayers to the city. "We are 

competing with other centres to attract businesses in particular," he explains. "We must be set up 

to attract them and we need to be competitive and that generally means we must keep rates 

(relatively) low. I don't think the legislation is what is driving us." 

Waitakere City mayor Bob Harvey agrees the revolution has been in progress for 10 years or 

more. It is, he says, part of a trend toward "future thinking". Councils aren't just about "roads, 

rates and rubbish any more and so we don't need so many bureaucrats and straight out contract 

managers". Harvey's spin on the transition focuses on "cities building communities". That means 

local authorities need staff and management to have "a broader focus". 

"The issues of social cohesion and environmental stewardship are as important nowadays as 

mowing the grass. That's been brought about by legislative change. For example, there is now a 

legal requirement to consult fully and meaningfully with communities, particularly Maori," he adds. 

Brosnahan thinks the public "expects" local government to perform better. "We are owned by the 

community. They are also our customers so you become very driven to achieve community 

outcomes. That has been entrenched in local government legislation," she says. 

Local authorities are now charged with producing annual plans, even 10-year plans, reporting 

progress against these plans and defining specific outcomes that must be achieved. For 

managers to prove their progress and their achievements they must adopt more effective 

processes and approaches. For CEOs like Brosnahan the Business Excellence Awards go a long 

way to helping them audit their own performance and simultaneously show the community at 

large that they are running their organisations well. That is a challenge for any self-respecting or 

competent manager or CEO. 

"We take part in the Awards process for two reasons," says Hart. "It is the only means available 

to prove to our community that we are managing the business in a way that can be compared 

with the best in public sector and other organisations. We can prove the point that we are well 

managed and can therefore reduce the comments that we are inefficient. 

"And running and managing an organisation to be the best is far more enjoyable and gets 

everyone involved. It motivates people. And people leave us with more skills, ensuring that their 

personal balance sheet is in great shape," he explains.  

 



Changed attitudes 

The impact of these changes in both processes and attitude is becoming increasingly apparent. 

Early prejudices once held that the public sector, both local and central government, was 

populated by time-servers, unreconstructed bureaucrats and managers who failed in the private 

sector. But that criticism of local authority bureaucracy and inefficiency is no longer justified 

according to Brosnahan.  

"I think we are a highly efficient organisation in the context of delivering outcomes and we do it on 

very limited resources," she says. And she says there are an increasing number of local 

government organisations reaching similar levels of efficiency and it is because there is a new 

sense of management commitment. "And by international standards New Zealand local 

government, partly because of the legislation, is right up there." 

Brosnahan says she regularly checks out options for international benchmarking but there aren't 

many other models to benchmark against. Hart, on the other hand, thinks we could perhaps pick 

up on the British Audit Commission's comprehensive local authorities' performance assessments. 

"Local authority management in the UK has improved dramatically," he adds. "Its performance 

structure now is very revolutionary and we could adopt it."  

Local authorities are attracting more good quality people to their ranks, at all levels according to 

the anecdotal evidence of managers and recruiters surveyed for this story. "There's no question 

we are attracting good candidates for the jobs we advertise," says Hart. Why? "Because they 

want to join a business where they are going to learn new skills and be part of a successful team. 

We are quite happy that people join us, contribute skills, learn more and then move on. We are 

proud of the fact that some of our people are poached by head hunters and offered even better 

jobs." 

But why are top level managers joining local government if, as everyone seems to agree, the 

sector doesn't pay as well as equivalent jobs in the marketplace or in central government? 

"I think we have an impoverished [mind] model of private good, public bad," reasons Brosnahan. 

"But more people now recognise that public is about community and private is usually about 

individual good. The reality is, the two should work side by side." 

Brosnahan argues that the skills required to lead in the private or public sectors are similar but 

are more focused on community outcomes in the public sector. "Quite often, individual managers 

[who apply for jobs in local government] have already made their money in the private sector so 

money isn't the real driver - they are looking to make a difference," she adds. 

It is a sentiment with which Hart, who has worked successfully in the private sector, for central 

government, and for an Australian State government, agrees. "There is increasingly a desire to 

work in something where you can make a difference. Where you get a feeling that you actually 

contribute to your community. Money is an issue, yes. But for me it was a feeling of doing 

something for the community." 



Harvey estimates that around 70 percent of his middle and senior managers have had private 

sector experience, but it doesn't stop them moving into the public sector. His city is, he says, 

attracting good people to work for it. "The most pleasing aspect of the trend is the number of 

younger people, say 25 to 35, that are taking jobs and being promoted through the organisation. 

Nothing is going to take you forward more quickly than fresh, new ideas." 

It varies according to size and resources, but local governments are committing more resources 

to developing their senior managers through education and training programmes. ARC and 

Waitakere for example, run "emerging leaders" programmes, an intensive management course 

that is, according to Brosnahan, "lifting the quality of leadership in the organisation". "You have to 

honour your employees and help them grow," she adds.  

Managing in the public sector is not easy. It is, in many respects, more complex and more 

demanding than managing in the private sector where the objective is clear - return a profit to 

shareholders. Public sector managers, particularly CEOs, must account to the equivalent of a 

board of directors which is not chosen for its competence or the range of skills it brings to the 

board table, but because individuals appealed for one reason or another to often uninformed 

voters.  

Public sector managers are accountable on a range of levels. The Act demands it. "My personal 

performance criteria is much tougher than anything I have ever encountered in the private 

sector," says Hart. "I have full 360-degree evaluations and regular reviews plus other 

performance measures. It is rather humbling at times. But I think it has lifted my management 

abilities." 

Whangarei's Simpson agrees there is a demand for higher individual and organisation 

performance at all levels. All his people are required to include "stretch goals" in their individual 

performance development programmes. And behind this there is the demand from ratepayers "for 

higher accountability". 

A career in local body management is both more appealing and more demanding than it used to 

be. But pay scales, for all that some discount the importance of money, may prove to be more of 

an issue in future. 

((c) 2004 Profile Publishing Ltd, Auckland, New Zealand, and can not be used without prior 

permission of the publisher.) 

 


