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LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTORAL BILL

%«  Mr BLENIE (Kawana—LNP) (5.57 pm): The Local Government Electoral Bill is another legislative
amendment introduced by this government that appears, on the surface, to be a positive change but is
juxtaposed to its intent over the last 20 years of inaction towards local government in Queensland. The bill
aims to set out new rules for running local government elections under one single piece of legislation.

| was a member of the former Law, Justice and Safety Committee that received a referral from the
parliament in March 2010 relating to the review of the local government system for all local governments
except the Brisbane City Council. As part of that inquiry the committee conducted six public hearings: two
in Townsville, one in Mount Isa, one in Cairns, one in Rockhampton and one in Brisbane. The main
objectives that were reviewed by the committee included divisions, conduct and timing of elections,
candidates, campaign funding and disclosure, electoral signage, voting systems and methodology, and
property franchise. These were examined in great detail including a comparable study of other jurisdictions
in Australia. In addition, the committee also met with the Queensland Electoral Commissioner, Mr David
Kerslake. Following the issues paper and a series of public hearings and meetings, report No. 78 titled A
new Local Government Electoral Act: review of the local government electoral system (excluding BCC)
was released in November 2010. As part of that report, my fellow member LNP colleagues, the member for
Hinchinbrook and the member for Mermaid Beach, and | submitted a dissenting report.

In that dissenting report we detailed our objections, particularly with respect to recommendations 32
and 33 contained in report No. 78. The particular concerns raised included harmonisation on voting
methodology of local, state and federal elections. We believe that if this is of great concern then the state
government should be lobbying the federal government to change the voting method from full preferential
to optional preferential, given that it is the only jurisdiction that differs from what is currently in place
throughout Queensland. We also raised concerns that local governments would be used as a trigger for
changing the electoral system in Queensland at the state level. | note that, after considerable media
attention to that, the government did not proceed on that basis. In his second reading speech the minister
exclaimed that the legislation was ‘the final stage of the review of local government legislation, started in
late 2006’

The most contentious part of that review has been the forced council amalgamations, which we
opposed in conjunction with the LGAQ. Speaking from local experience—I| speak from experience as a
resident of 21 years—forced council amalgamations have been, to some extent, an absolute debacle on
the Sunshine Coast. There were three separate councils prior to the forced amalgamations and now there
is one giant council for the region of the Sunshine Coast, which is one of the fastest growing regions in
Australia. After almost one complete term since amalgamation, the Sunshine Coast council is still
seemingly split between the three former local government areas of Caloundra, Maroochydore and Noosa.
There is little in terms of an economic vision for the region. Key industries such as tourism and construction
are suffering and the bureaucrats seem to run the show rather than elected councillors. As a testament to
that statement, it is now on the public record that the mayor of the Sunshine Coast and three other
councillors will be retiring and not running at the next council election.
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Following an audit of my constituent files in my office, | now know that an unbelievable 40 per cent of
council related matters that have been raised with council are now being dealt with by state members.
These are constituents who contact me and several other politicians on the Sunshine Coast in an attempt
to resolve their issues with council. The Residents Association South Sunshine Coast is a good group of
people. They used to be the Caloundra ratepayers association and then they changed their name to
represent 95 per cent of the Kawana electorate. | know that the committee had a very good meeting with
the shadow minister recently in Gympie. They wanted to talk to the shadow minister in relation to a
document they have sent to the government and to the opposition. This document, which | am happy to
table after referring to it, states—

The Residents Association Sth calls upon both Government & Opposition to embrace ... a re-defining of Local Government ... giving
back to the people the right to determine their own community.

In this document, which is well researched, well prepared and well written—and | have been advised
by the association that they sent a copy of this document to the government and to the opposition—they
say—

What has happened?

Successive state governments have ‘disenfranchised’ the whole concept of local government to the detriment of Ratepayers.
The concept of Local Government used to be

1. the closest level of government to the people.

2. People governing their local community by local councillors, who represent the desires, requirements and the ambitions of a
given area, which are unique to that local government area and are different to other local government areas

They then go on to say—

But the concept has been destroyed over the years by the State by ........

a) Removing the autonomy of these local councils

b) Forcing them to adopt a ‘corporation’ approach where the elected Councillors are powerless and the powers given to
bureaucrats who are not elected by the ratepayers and are not answerable to the ratepayers.

c) Amalgamating these councils into super councils with inadequate access to the councillors by the ratepayers & residents.

d) Prescribing a legislative framework which restricts the activities of elected councillors and places much power into the hands
of the bureaucrats

e) Creating a further level of paid management which has massively increased the cost of rates.

f) Encroaching on the traditional role of Local Government in the field of local planning

There are some aspects of the document—I have met with the local ratepayers association—that |
do not agree with. One particular comment they make in the documentation is in questioning whether state
parliaments and state governments should exist at all. | do oppose that, because | believe that good state
governments play a vital role in Queensland. It is just when people have 20 years of incompetent
government that they start to feel a need to get rid of the whole system. | want to place on record that the
system does work when you have good government and good governance, which we have not had in
Queensland for the past 12 years. | will table this document because it really does redefine local
governments.

Ea%gﬁi paper: Residents Association South (Sunshine Coast) document, dated 25 June 2011, regarding redefining local government

This association, which | meet with on a regular basis—I attend as many meetings of theirs as |
can—calls for the entire deamalgamation of the Sunshine Coast which | do not support. But | support in the
strongest sense giving local power back to local government and local councillors. Unfortunately, with the
forced amalgamations of council, that is where we see this failure on the Sunshine Coast, because it is
now a ballooning bureaucracy. As | said, | struggle to find an economic vision for the region when we have
in my electorate alone businesses on Nicklin Way closing down and properties for lease because people
from the Sunshine Coast are moving away to get jobs elsewhere, particularly in the mining industry in
North Queensland.

Following that audit, as | said, we know that state members on the coast have had an influx of
council related complaints. As | said in my opening remarks, the hallmark of this government is the way in
which it bullies local governments in this state—absolute bullies. It forces changes, with little consultation,
to centralise all of this control. There is no better example of socialism at work.

By comparison, the LNP has a fundamental underlying belief in handing power back to local
government. We believe that it is vital to empower local communities and local governments as they are
best placed to understand the needs and issues in their particular communities, not the bureaucrats. We
believe that it is vital to provide Queensland councils with greater autonomy and assistance to plan and
develop their local communities. Of course, an LNP government is committed to cutting the red tape and
interference from the state government with respect to the local councils.
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The components of the bill that particularly relate to my shadow portfolio responsibilities are the
amendments to the requirements for the Electoral Commission of Queensland. As | stated during the
estimates hearings last month, | have concerns with the ability of the ECQ in facilitating local government
elections in March 2012 in conjunction with the state election, which is also due in March 2012. | asked the
Electoral Commissioner, Mr Kerslake, at the time whether it would be an issue for the ECQ if both these
elections were held in the same month or in close proximity to each other.

Of course, the bill before the House refers all control of local government elections in Queensland,
excluding the Brisbane City Council, to the ECQ rather than to each local government. This legislation
follows on from changes to the Electoral Act, under the Electoral Reform and Accountability Amendment
Bill 2011, that fundamentally changed several key elements of the election process in Queensland,
particularly the public funding of election campaigning. We on this side of the House understand that, quite
simply—as | have said in debates in this place—because the Labor Party has run out of money and no-
one wants to fund the Labor Party campaigns, it gives the bills to the taxpayer to pay. This is unacceptable.
It was all about the taxpayer bailing out the Labor Party of any financial troubles.

Of course, since that time, just a few months ago, the cost of this legislative change has blown out.
This legislation will mean additional costs to ratepayers through centralised costs from elections run
compulsorily by ECQ. | understand the intent to reduce the bureaucratic burden by reducing the four
pieces of legislation into one. | note that in the explanatory notes to the bill there is mention of an additional
cost to Queensland Treasury to initially fund the 2012 local government quadrennial elections which will be
recouped by slugging the ratepayers after the fact. There will also be an additional cost by establishing a
dedicated ECQ branch for local government elections. | want the Deputy Premier and Attorney-General,
Minister for Local Government and Special Minister of State to outline what these additional upfront and
ongoing costs are likely to be, given they are not mentioned in the explanatory notes.

Clause 26 of the bill specifies that a person cannot be a candidate in a local government election
while being a candidate for a seat in a state election. | think it is imperative that we encourage quality
candidates to seek endorsement from constituents and stand for a seat in this parliament. This should be
encouraged and not restricted, as is the case in this legislation. This is not a new policy announcement, as
the member for Ashgrove was squawking about in here before. This has been a long-held belief of the LNP
and we have debated it in this House. It is wrong for the member for Ashgrove to come in here today and
say that this is all new. The member for Gympie, the shadow minister—

Mr Stevens: Paranoia.

Mr BLEWJIE: It is absolute paranoia. It is wrong for the member for Ashgrove to come in here and
say that the shadow minister has somehow dreamed up this new policy with the amendment that he has
foreshadowed because this has been long-held LNP policy.

We heard in this place only yesterday the Premier talking about a convicted terrorist receiving a
nomination for a literary award and having the potential to recoup a $15,000 winning prize. The Premier
has been reported as saying that this is a win for democracy. How can government members on the one
hand believe in democracy for a convicted terrorist winning a prize as an author but on the other hand not
believe in democracy for a person who is running for parliament? If we believe in democracy, we would
believe in democracy for everyone—everyone is entitled to democracy. | have a fundamental belief that if
you are willing, able and ready to stick up for your constituents and your communities then you should
have the right to do so.

In the member for Ashgrove’s nine-minute contribution, she talked about relatively nothing in the
legislation before the House but all about Campbell Newman. One thing | learnt in politics when | was
growing up was that the worst thing you can do in politics is speak about your competitor. Obviously the
member for Ashgrove has not received that advice because she mentioned Campbell Newman more than
her government or the Labor Party. | am happy for the Labor Party to have such an interest in Campbell
Newman and to continually talk up Campbell Newman in this place.

Mr Stevens: Promote him.

Mr BLEWIE: | am happy for the promotion. | am sure that, whilst Campbell is doorknocking in the
electorate of Ashgrove—as he was two weeks ago in Laurel Street when the absurd attack happened
again—he would not mind Labor Party members in this place speaking about him.

The member for Ashgrove was trying to draw an extraordinary connection to an amendment
foreshadowed with respect to conflicts of interest with the LNP candidate for Ashgrove, Campbell
Newman. The member for Ashgrove also has some things to answer in this place with respect to her
campaign when she ran for the state seat. Was she not employed as a ministerial adviser to the member
for Rockhampton, who was a minister at the time?

Mr Shine: What part of the bill is this?
Mr BLEWJIE: My question to the member for Ashgrove is this: if she was employed as a—
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Ms Grace: Relevance.

Mr BLEWUJIE: Let us talk about relevance now. | did not hear you call out relevance when the
member for Ashgrove was talking about Campbell Newman.

Mr DEPUTY SPEAKER (Mr Kilburn): Order! How about you just keep going.

Mr BLEWIE: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker, | will. The member for Ashgrove has some explaining
to do, and | am happy and willing and able to listen. When she was employed as a ministerial adviser, did
she take leave without pay? Did she cease working for the minister at the time when she ran for state
election? If not, then it flies in the face of her argument in this place today.

Members opposite are talking about relevance, but they did not have much care for relevance during
the nine-minute contribution from the member for Ashgrove. They did not pull the member for Ashgrove up
when she was talking about these issues. | say this to the member for Ashgrove: come into this place and
correct me if | am wrong, but tell me if you were employed by the minister at the time you ran for the state
election. Did you in fact resign your position? Did you in fact take leave without pay? Did you use any
ministerial resources or use that position to win that seat in this state parliament?

Mr DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order! Member for Kawana, this is not a place for you to stand here and
ask questions. | have allowed a bit of latitude. Can you get back to the bill, please?

Mr BLEWJIE: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker. There are provisions in the bill that relate to fire safety
in residential care buildings and also swimming pool barriers on common boundaries. In relation to fire
safety provisions, these recommendations were identified from the Childers task force report as posing a
high risk to life and an increased risk of multiple deaths in the event of a fire.

Can | place on the record as well on behalf of members in this place, as we have discussed today,
my condolences to the family for the tragic loss of lives in Slacks Creek last night, with 11 lives lost. My
heart goes out to the family of the 11 people who were killed in that terrible disaster and to the wider Logan
community who will feel the pain of such a horrific event in their own backyard. | have been to Logan
recently and | understand the close-knit nature of that community. They are of course in my prayers today.

| want to address the provisions in the bill that relate to swimming pool barriers on common
boundaries. These provisions in the bill deal with pool fences on common boundaries and specifically how
these relate to pool safety management compliance. This ensures that pool owners can modify existing
dividing fences that form part of the pool safety, with constraint, without having to obtain the agreement of
the adjoining owner. The implementation of this pool safety compliance has been an absolute dog’s
breakfast, although the intent of the legislation was sound, but we would expect nothing less from this
government.

Some issues were raised at the time about these pool fencing compliance laws. | have an issue
relating to one of my constituents in Kawana Forest who is selling a property. They are trying to sell their
property and get a certificate for their pool but everything is out of their hands in terms of their neighbour’s
garden shed which abuts their fence. They also faced the ridiculous issue of a 90-millimetre gap from the
pavers. They had to rip all of their pavers up and redesign the area, but | think you could barely get a rat
under a pool fence gap of 90 millimetres.

In closing today, | reiterate the comments of the shadow minister for local government and support
him in his recommendations and the amendments he has foreshadowed. | also again place on the record
that if we are going to talk in this place about democracy then we must apply democracy at all levels. It
should be a democratic process. | believe that people who are serving in a local government capacity and
who feel the passion and the need to run for a higher level government in state government should have a
right to do so. If we are talking about democratic principles and holding them dear to our heart, as some
Labor Party members have been talking about in this place, then those members should support
the amendment foreshadowed by the shadow minister for local government.
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