
MRI 2013/14 Draft Budget Review 

Feedback Comments: 
This cycle’s draft budget has shown careful review of every budget items has been undertaken, aiming to 

reduce the less priority operating costs and increasing other non-rate and under market value revenue areas 

to mitigate some challenging external cost pressures.  The legacy culture/habit of simply increasing estimates 

by a default of 6% or higher is somewhat broken for the very first time. This first precedent is a major change-

milestone that can potentially lead towards incrementally adopting a best practice zero based budgeting 

approach in future Councils budget planning cycles. 

MRI compliments the good work of Council financial officers in making this cycle’s budgeting exercise not just 

a more responsible but a reforming one, and acknowledging that having a financially literate Councillor (Cr 

Robert Davies) for the first time has made this good budget improvement possible. We hope future Councillors 

mix / new blood will include people with such sound organisational management skills. 

MRI attended the 23
rd

 May second public review of the draft budget session, which we think is an excellent 

idea and a value adding customer service worth continuing, to allow the public to ask questions and facilitate 

better understanding of the budget assumptions and estimate-decisions. We had a few budget change 

anomalies, which Council Officers effectively addressed. Many thanks for that good community engagement 

dialogue. 

As promised, we shall formally submit our feedback, some already conveyed during the public review meeting. 

Areas for Improvement 
1. A significant area for improvement relates to improving the service breakdown structure (also known 

as service taxonomy) and ensuring its reporting alignment to the Council’s chart of account structure. 

Presently, it is difficult for readers to reconcile each cost centre’s service descriptions to itemised 

program or service estimates in the cost-centre’s budget – see example below). 

 

 

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/tnm/2011/tnm1103.pdf


 

 

Future integration of a clearly defined service taxonomy in Council’s chart of account will help easier 

establish a governance reporting structure for Council to potentially: 

 Monitor the financial and non financial performance of service management processes, 

efficacy outputs and best value (community benefits oriented) outcomes; 

 Segregate new service development projects/programs and on-going services, which also 

help Council to proactively identify: 

o Which service lines are fully/partially funded by State and Federal Governments and  

o How much is funded from ratepayers and other sources.  

This fund sourcing reporting capability will give Council an upper edge in pro-actively 

identifying future cost shifting issues and opportunities to formulate and negotiate the 

prevention or mitigation of cost-shifting risks and eventuated issues; 

 Disclose measurement evidence of good governance compliance, especially for showing the 

capacity to show service management transparency, performance accountability, service 

responsiveness to target community groups and other practice principles of good 

governance (see diagram below) 

 
(Vic Good Governance, 2013)  

 

 Have better propensity to lead and show case how Council can effectively implement the 

State Government’s performance management and other good governance related  reforms. 

 Incrementally move towards adopting zero based budgeting in the future, which will 

facilitate best practice financial transparency and accountability measurement that can be 

correlated to service demand and best value measures. 

Without improving Council’s service taxonomy,  

 Service management continues to be fragmented even more as new services are 

developed and some left in limbo without sustaining operating cost support,  

 The community will continue to express transparency and accountability 

disenchantments and complaints, and  

 The presently challenging capacity for Council to demonstrate measureable best value 

delivery and show good compliance to the rule of law, etc will continue. 

 

2. Other secondary budget planning improvements: Future capacity to report: 

a. Annual budget estimates against revised annual and original SRP planned estimates 

b. Annual budget performance to show actuals against latest/revised planned and original SRP 

planned estimates; 

c. Funding source breakdown of projects/programs and on-going services to show to the 

community the level of government funding and areas of potential and actual cost-shifting 

exposures. 

 

http://www.goodgovernance.org.au/about-good-governance/what-is-good-governance/
http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/localgovernment/local-government-reform/performance-reporting
http://www.dpcd.vic.gov.au/localgovernment/local-government-reform/performance-reporting


3. MRI received various feedback from the community, which is summarised as follows: 

 SRP calls for a annual increase in rates of 6% to achieve its long term objectives of 4 years. 

 Budget driven by Revenue rather than costs 

 Lacks New Initiatives in terms of cost control and efficiency 

 Some areas of expenditure questionable such as Recreation services and Aquatic Centres 9% 

 Aged, Disabled & Residential care services 16% 

 Differential Rate for Electronic Gaming Venues 

 LASF Defined Benefit Superannuation Liability of $12M 
 

The highlights of the various feedback comments received are: 

A. The Council is using a conventional budgeting model driven purely on revenue.  The SRP only 

recommends one approach that is to continuously increase rates by 6% each year to cover 

the costs of future services.  Improvement to Infrastructure or capital spending needs to be 

systematically dealt by using principles of capital rationing and each project to be completed 

on its merit.  The budget therefore just adopts one principle (revenue based) instead of 

looking at alternative methodology.  For example, each business unit needs to closely look at 

their costs and improve efficiency by cutting unnecessary costs-zero based budgeting can 

achieve this result. 

B. Neither the Councillors nor the Monash Staff are motivated to take new initiatives simply 

because the SRP calls for an easy solution – increase rates for additional/maintenance of 

current services. 

C. Some areas of expenditure such as Recreation services and Aquatic Centre expenditure 

should be on ‘user pays’ basis.  If one chooses to play golf and use Aquatic Centres they have 

to pay the price instead of the ratepayers subsidising such facility.  These have to be run as 

businesses and KPI’s set on the Managers that manage such facilities.  This has a saving of 

approx $12 Million per year (9% of total expected expenditure of $130MM). 

D. Expenditure on Aged and Residential care of 16% of the total expenditure which is approx 

$21 Million seems too high.  Monash Council has to look at these services and find ways to 

reduce the expenditure of 10% maximum or sell the services to a private investor.  (Aged 

Care is becoming a very viable business and is expected to grow even bigger). 

E. The recommendation to move towards adopting a zero based budgeting approach for new 

services (ie projects/programs), to at least increase performance transparency and 

accountability for new service provisioning. 

 

 

4. In relation to the 30 April 2013 decision issue about point 8 of the motion to present the 2013/14 

draft budget report publically, Cr Lake advised that “it would be better for Council to wait until the 

conclusion of the public consultation process, and being in a period to consider any submissions in 

relation to the budget, including any view which the Minister for Local Government wishes to express 

through that process, before determining how to proceed with the proposed differential rate.” It is 

noted that Council officers have included point 8 in response to the suggestion given by Council 

solicitors. 

In responding to Cr Lake’s recorded statement, MRI would like to advise that he and other Councillors 

(who voted and hence contributed to carrying Cr Lake’s suggested amendment to point 8 of the draft 

budget report): 

 Have breached Section 3F (1) of the Local Government Act 1989 which says that Council 

can only make decisions that are within its powers and cannot contradict state or federal 

legislation (Good Governance Guide, 2013) 

 Possibly Section 195C of the Local Government Act 1989 which says Councils must 

comply with Minister’s direction 

 Indicated to community observers that they have pre-determined the matter when Cr 

Lake mentioned he has insider knowledge that MAV has received preliminary advice that 

the Minster may not have the legislative power to prohibit the declaration of differential 

rate on EGM venues.  This raises 3 issues: 

http://www.monash.vic.gov.au/reports/pdftext/minutes/30apr13.pdf
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/consol_act/lga1989182/s3f.html
http://www.goodgovernance.org.au/decision-making/guiding-principles/
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/consol_act/lga1989182/s185c.html


i. Cr Lake may have breached commercial confidentiality of MAV information 

ii. Decision making transparency is at risk as the MAV information may be 

obtained earlier and not shared with all other Councillors prior to the Council 

meeting; 

iii. The decision making process was not impartial and the amendment decision 

had not been made with an open mind, failing the court’s test of natural justice. 

Consequently the amendment decision may be highly unlawful and the 

offending Councillors have demonstrated their act of will in going above the 

rule of law. 

On the 28
th

 May, MRI President asked Council “what did the legal experts say about the chance of 

success when Council continues to pursue challenging the Local Government Minister and possibly risk 

going above the rule of law in representing the community of Monash?” Part of the reply indicated 

that the legal advice remains confidential to Council until the Local Government Minister issues the 

Order to Council.  The 30 April 2013 Meeting Minutes already implied clues about the legal advice. 

The unwillingness to disclose the legal recommendation further decreases decision transparency, 

hence warranting a lack of good governance practice. It also implies that the community is then lead 

to perceive the offending Councillors were ill-informed when they voted for the amendment, which is 

difficult to understand to this day. 

Community observers are also lead to believe that Cr Lake had also misused notice of motion and 

amendment procedures to introduce a new issue that bypassed information gathering and did not 

allow sufficient time for other Councillors to form well-informed opinions before deciding during the 

28
th

 may Council meeting. Those who supported the amendment either knew about the matter 

earlier or are reactive in their decision making. 

The matter has resulted in a situation that the offending Councillors are not representing their 

constituents but their own political agendas or are being naive about good practice decision-making 

process. Such behaviours in decision-making is not good governance and not good for the community 

and the municipal in the long term. 

 

 

  



Council Plan Feedback 

Council Plan Sections & Readability 
1. MAYOR’s MESSAGE (page 3): FEEL THE DIFFERENCE – the section is very disjointed and there is no 

introduction of the strategic directions the theme is meant to represent these 4 directions’ resulting 

community experiences. The theme “Feeling the difference” has to be associated with some mental 

pictures of what the 4 directions will bring to the community’s experiences with Council’s engagement 

and service delivery. In other words, “feeling the difference” is a cognitive and five senses invoking 

metaphor that is meant for the reader to visualise the benefit-outcomes to come as a result of Council 

executing the 4 key directions (aka strategies). The writing does not convey nor create such emotional or 

cognitive response from the readers, which means the writing has failed to communicate the theme, 

hence secure buy in from the readers upfront and through the planning details. To correct this writing 

ineffectiveness, perhaps elaborate the 4 directions with what you think are the visualisation clues of 

outcomes linked experiences you want the readers to associate with. These visualisation characteristics 

will also give you some clues to describing the community outcomes to be achieved from implementing 

the 4 directions, in addition to their project/program deployment efficacy performance outputs (eg with 

budget, on time). The adjectives and nouns you use in elaborating the outcomes of the 4 directions will 

characterise the community’s service experiences that shape the best value attributes of services 

delivered to the community. 

 

2. BACK TO BASICS – Be more explicit upfront that you are referring to the SRP for funding the strategy plan, 

as most ratepayers are unaware of the SRP role/purpose. The reasons given for a back to basics SRP 

sounds very “bullshitting”: 

 

a. What exactly are the priorities of the Monash Council team – this information was never made 

clear and consistently communicated. 

b. Feedback themes need to be summarized to increase creditability of the claim that “back to 

basics” is what ratepayers want as priority #1, otherwise making general statements will increase 

dubious creditability of the Mayor’s message 

c. The Mayor’s list of core services is incomplete, and should also align with the Cost Centre’s top 

level service descriptions, which does not and this further reduces credibility of the Mayor’s 

message and raise public questions of her competence – ie people will ask the Q “does she really 

know what she is saying?” 

d. The Mayor said “... we will focus our efforts on improving customer service standards, on 

engaging more with our community and on modernising our operating systems”. Again, this 

raises creditability issues about the Mayor’s knowledge and competence in strategy planning 

matters. The strategic focus should be linked to the 4 directions, which isn’t the case – we have a 

situation the Council plan says one thing and the Mayor says another
1
. 

e. Mention that the Council Plan is aligned to support the State Government’s portfolios in planning 

and health via the Municipal Strategic Statement and Health and Well being Partnership plans 

will help readers understand how Council plan support State Government. Presently, these 2 

alignments are reflected in the COUNCIL’S STRATEGIC PLANNING FRAMEWORK diagram, but the 

Mayor only uses the health one to highlight in her blah-blah, which does not flow well during 

reading and make no meaning to the readers why the health and well being is being highlighted. 

To make the Mayor’s message credible, a rewrite is needed, especially writing to mitigate the 

comments above.  

3. THE PLAN AT A GLANCE (page 5): 

a. COMMUNITY OUTCOMES - Many of the community outcomes are presently projects/programs 

funded by the State Government and other sources (eg “COMMUNITIES & ORGANISATIONS 

PROMOTE RESPECT & EQUALITY AND PREVENT VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN” and “STRENGTHEN 

                                                                 
1
 After reading the whole Council Plan, there is a 5

th
 direction relating to continuous & major organisational 

improvement initiatives in customer service, community engagement, systems upgrade and leadership 
development, which unfortunately resulted in misleading reading when called “principles” in THE PLAN AT A 
GLANCE diagram. 



COMMUNITY RESILEINCE TO THE HARM FROM GAMBLING”). These projects/programs are 

developing new services, which the Council plan is proposing to become future on-going services 

– what business case and operating plans have Council identified to sustain these new services 

after their projects/programs complete. If Council does not address this question in the Council 

Plan, Council is in fact creating future cost-shifting problems in this planning, especially when 

State Government is intending to fund programs on a one-off basis. Such matters must be explicit 

stated in the Council Plan’s risk management framework, which presently do not adequately 

provide comprehensive details, especially about cost shifting risks of major new service 

developments. 

 

b. Missing VALUES – if VALUES is important to warrant an explicit section, it should also be reflected 

in THE PLAN AT A GLANCE diagram, which is not the case. 

 

c. PRINCIPLES – 2 confusing contexts to readers: 

 

i. Via the diagram, readers interpret the word “principles” to represent guiding 

philosophies for implementation – If this is the intended context, then rewrite the 

unclear statement “Council’s plan will be driven by a commitment to progressive 

governance and strong leadership” to “Implementation of the Council Plan will be 

guided by good governance principles that are also reflected in the VALUES that will 

shape Council’s leadership and work behaviours”. The principles stated are very 

confusing and incomplete, as: 

 “modernising our system” is an implementation activity, not a principle;  

 

 “achieving through leadership” is meaningless when the Mayor’s message is full 

of contextual weaknesses and current Councillors have yet to understand fully 

why and how their behaviours and decision making have to comply with good 

governance principles that are already defined in the Good Governance Guide: 

 
 “Ensuring a responsive organisation” and “demonstrating responsible fiscal 

management” address good governance principles of responsiveness, fiscal 

efficacy and accountability. Other principles of the Good Governance Guide are 

missing and together with the statement “Council’s plan will be driven by a 

commitment to progressive governance and strong leadership” will lead the 

reader to read that Council lacks understanding of good governance principles 

which is reflected in their “progressive” learning curve and bull-shitting of 

strong Councillors’ leadership capacity in good governance. 

 

ii. Page 19-20 indicate a different meaning to the word “PRINCIPLES” – the writer meant to 

describe the 5
th

 Direction which are the internal organisational strategies for improving 

(a) customer service; (b) fiscal management; (c) modernising computer systems and (d) 

leadership developments.  The title PRINCIPLES is then misleading – perhaps changing it 

to “ON-GOING ORGANISATIONAL & GOOD GOVERNANCE IMPROVEMENTS” will make 

more sense. Pages 19-20 – difficult to make sense of what you are trying to do upon first 

reading. Are you trying to achieve the following reforms: 

http://www.goodgovernance.org.au/about-good-governance/what-is-good-governance/


 

 

Similar comments apply to the other 4 Directions and too hard to give feedback. 

4. COUNCIL’S PLAN FOR 2013 – 2017 –the subsections will need to align with the appropriate component 

titles of THE PLAN AT A GLANCE diagram as this section elaborates the Council Plan in greater but still high 

level details. 

 

a. INPUT FROM COMMUNITY section (page 7) – if this sub-section is mean to describe the strategy 

planning methodology, then change the title appropriately eg “Council Planning Approach or 

Methodology” and also introduce  the COUNCIL’s STRATEGIC PLANNING FRAMEWORK diagram to 

describe planning outputs described in following sub-sections. Presently, there is no alignment to 

this structure in the contents: 

b. The vision and mission statements are missing and should be before the KEY DIRECTIONS sub-

section. It is a no brainer that we can’t have a strategic Council Plan with a vision! 

c. VALUES sub-section – determines the leadership and work culture attributes Council wants every 

Councillor & employee to demonstrate and provide a behavioural framework in which decisions 

are made in every aspects of Council work, from Council meeting, strategy planning to everyday 

administrative and customer service perspectives. Suggestions for improving VALUES diagram on 

page 8 - Change: 

i. Leadership – Display leadership behaviours that promote the values to “Leadership & 

Work Culture – Display leadership and operating behaviours that promote the values” 

We want every Councillor to every knowledge worker commit to these good values. 



ii. Accountability – Work professionally, efficiently and effectively in our roles to achieve 

Council directions, policies and objectives to “Accountability – work professionally, 

efficiently and effectively to be accountable to the community we serve”. Council should 

not operate to service its own means (ie the strategic objectives, directions and policies), 

which is meant to achieve its end (ie to service the community in meeting their 

liveability and sustainability needs and interests). 

iii. Integrity – Communicate honestly, abiding by applicable laws whist undertaking public 

and professional duties to “Integrity – be honest, ethical, law abiding and open to 

readily show transparency in the manners we communicate, make decisions and take 

actions in our public and professional duties” Integrity influences not just 

communications, but also decision making and action taking for everyone in Council. 

iv. Respect – Communicate and treat people fairly, objective and with respect to “Respect – 

be polite, civil and considerate of others’ different viewpoints in our communications 

and engagement with our community, among ourselves and other stakeholders in 

local government” This helps to clarify the attributes of respect – as cross culturally, 

respect can have different contexts. 

v. Impartiality – Communicate and treat people equally in the interests of Council and the 

community to “Impartiality – be fair minded, unbiased and objective in our 

communication and engagement with our community, employees and other 

stakeholders”. The “community” must always come first in sentence to signal a 

community centred attitude in Council’s behaviours. 

These values should also be included and expanded in the Council’s Code of Conduct policy, 

and aligned to the appropriate LG Action section/s. Disclosing what motivation and 

discouragement frameworks (eg Whistleblower Act, policies) would be used or to be 

developed to correct non compliance to these good values would also give the readers 

confidence of the commitment to enforcing these values. At the end of the day, Council will 

eventually discover that the VALUES will evolve to reflect the integration of good governance 

principles in every Councillor to Council staff-member’s behaviours, decision-making and 

action taking. 

d. The PRINCIPLES sub-section is missing. If they are mean to be guiding implementation 

philosophies, then they should be after the VALUES sub-section. If they are meant to the 5
th

 

Direction – you need to figure how much to include or integrate with the 4 Directions. 

 

e. The ALIGNMENT TO STATE PORTFIOLIOS (ie MSS and Health & Well-Being Plans) sub-section 

should replace / enhance the current OUR HEALTH & WELLING PRIORITIES” sub-section. Under 

this section, it is relevant for readers to know what new service development projects/programs 

have already started and to be started, which is partially or fully funded by State Government to 

support local implementation of their urban planning and health and well being porfolios’ goals. 

 

f. A COMMUNITY OUTCOMES sub-section should be introduced to summarize what community 

benefits are target for delivery via the 4 strategic directions and their key performance output 

and outcome KPIs. Details for each direction, as currently presented in the draft Council Plan, can 

be put into an appendix if reader wants to read the specific implementation (action) plans, 

performance KPIs. Currently, the details are poorly written: 

i. It expects the reader to read through all the started and new action plans to infer the KPI 

and measures of each action plan – that is naughty! 

ii. Performance measures only refer to program/project performance measures of target 

complete years, which are also poorly communicated – some quote year of completion, 

others quote program/project duration in years – perhaps quote earliest to latest year of 

completion and indicate financial ballparks, while indicating planned budget details for 

first SRP year (ie 2013/14). 

iii. As for each action plan’s outcome KPI – either quote “to be advised” or summarize the 

targeted KPI measures already stated in some action plans. 



Note that defining the KPI for the action plans of the 4 strategic directions is difficult without a 

predefined service taxonomy and for this year, do what you can. Use the Community Indicators 

Victoria to help define the outcomes & KPIs. 

Summarizing the recommendation for a revised table of contents is as follows: 

 Mayor’s Message 

 Councillors & Wards 

 The Plan at a Glance 

 The Plan in details: 

o Planning Approach/Methodology 

o Vision 

o Mission 

o Key Directions 

o Organisation Values 

o { Principles – if not internal organisation improvement initiatives} 

o State Planning & Health Portfolio Alignment – the MSS and Health & Well 

being Plans 

o Summary of Community Outcomes, Strategies and KPI metrics 

o {Ongoing Continuous & Good Governance Improvements Initiatives – customer 

service; fiscal management; modernising computer systems and leadership 

improvements} 

o SRP 

 Human resource plan 

 SRP Financial plan 

 Risk Management plan – include eg new service programs/projects’ 

cost shifting risks identified, defined benefits risk mgt approach, etc 

 Appendix – Details of Community Outcomes, Strategies and KPI metrics 

 

Other comments: 
5. Trying to understand the underpinning community outcomes, strategic action plans and KPI of each of the 

KEY DIRECTIONS is very challenging and confusing to readers. Clarity of strategy communications is 

important for not just getting buy in from readers, but also provides clear directions for delegation and 

enable focused and effective implementation contributions by staff. When describing the strategic action 

plans, implementation activities are also included- the rule of thumb, a strategy plan never includes 

implementation details. Use the revised Economic Development Plan to guide you in rewriting the 4/5 

Directions’ outcomes, strategies and performance measures. Also remember performance measures are 

of 2 perspectives: 

a. Action plans’ output measures, such as budget and completion date measures 

b. Action plans’ outcome measures, which are related to the delivery of community benefits. These 

KPIs can be derived from the Community Indicators Victoria, which will help to put in integration 

hooks to future State’s KPI metrics. 

 

6. Council should later consider the use of organisational project management structures (ie portfolios, 

programs and projects) to better manage the development & deployment of (a) new services, amenities 

or facilities and (b) continuously improvements of on-going services, amenities and facilities. The Council 

Plan does not convey clear management structures and control frameworks that distinguish between new 

service developments and improvements of existing services for supporting the 4/5 directions. 

http://www.communityindicators.net.au/
http://www.communityindicators.net.au/
http://www.communityindicators.net.au/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organizational_project_management


Summary of Recommended Council Plan Changes 
 

 


