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IPWEA NEWS

New ALGA President  
targets federal funding
newly elected President of the australian 
local government association, Felicity-
ann lewis, has welcomed the australian 
*RYHUQPHQW·V�UHYLHZ�LQWR�ÀQDQFLDO�
assistance grants, but says it is important 
that any investigations deal with whether 
WKH�OHYHO�RI�IXQGLQJ�LV�VXIÀFLHQW�

“We would like to see the government 
assess the adequacy of the amount of 
grants and whether the current approach 
to indexation is effective, given the annual 
cost increases faced by councils do not 
UHÁHFW�&3,�µ�VKH�VDLG��

Awards wrap-up
The Queensland division of the iPWea announced the winners of its 2012 
excellence awards at the iPWeaQ gala dinner at the sheldon Convention 
Centre, redland, on Friday, 12 october.

PROJECTS MORE THAN $10 MILLION 
Winner: lockyer valley regional Council 
– strengthening grantham Project
Highly Commended: Cassowary Coast 
regional Council and ghd – jubilee 
Bridge replacement, innisfail

PROJECTS $1 MILLION TO $5 MILLION
Bundaberg regional Council – gin gin 
streetscape revitalisation  

PROJECTS $5 MILLION TO $10 MILLION
longreach regional Council – longreach 
airport development stage

ROAD SAFETY
Winner: Toowoomba regional Council 
– road safety strategy 2011-2015

ASSET MANAGEMENT PROJECTS AWARD 
opus international Consultants and 
outback regional road group –  
The outback regional road group

INNOVATION AWARD
Bundaberg regional Council – Fish 
Friendly Culvert implementation

OVERALL WINNER
Townsville City Council – Townsville 
Flinders street redevelopment                       

WATER PROJECTS $1 MILLION TO  
$5 MILLION (SPONSORED BY QLDWATER)
logan City Council – logan village Trunk 
Water main Project

WATER PROJECTS LESS THAN $1 MILLION 
(SPONSORED BY QLDWATER)
Torres strait island regional Council 
– ugar island Water storage and 
Pumping Compound

WATER PROJECTS MORE THAN $10 MILLION 
(SPONSORED BY QLDWATER)
Townsville City Council – Townsville 
Wastewater upgrade Program

INNOVATION AWARD (SPONSORED  
BY QLDWATER)
mackay regional Council – integrated 
demand management Program

The journey to single national 
heavy vehicle regulation needs 
to be completed. The hope 
is ... that we have one single 
regulator and piece of legislation 
covering, for example, mass 
limits and vehicle combinations.
Rod Sims, Chairman,  Australian 
Consumer & Competition 
Commission at the IPART 20th 
Anniversary Conference, August 2012

ACELG examines 
council service 
review processes
The australian Centre of excellence for local government 
(aCelg) and the uTs Centre for local government have 
released research into the formal service review processes 
offered by local councils. 

The research, service delivery reviews in australian 
local government, by glen Walker and michael gray, 
examined the service delivery reviews undertaken in 11 
councils across australia and determined their level of 
‘maturity’ and how successful they’ve been.

it showed that formal processes had been adopted 
E\�´SURJUHVVLYH�FRXQFLOVµ�DQG�KDG�DFKLHYHG�EHQHÀFLDO�
outcomes for their community. 

according to the consortium, the research is timely 
because of the increasing number of services provided 
by local government and the growing expectation from 
communities for them to do so at higher levels.

´7KH�UHSRUW�DLPV�WR�ÀOO�D�JDS�LQ�RXU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�
KRZ�FRXQFLOV�DVVHVV�WKHLU�VHUYLFHV�µ�VDLG�6DUDK�$UWLVW��
assistant director, uTs-Clg. “it provides a critical 
analysis of objectives, methodologies and outcomes in 
order to design better and more appropriate reviews which 
PHHW�WKH�RUJDQLVDWLRQDO�QHHGV�RI�FRXQFLOV�µ�

The research also included recommendations for 
improving service review processes, such as developing a 
‘service review guide’ of service review models, tools and 
forms for councils; a training program to support such a 
guide; and online facilities such as forums and a library.

The report and summary can be downloaded from  
www.acelg.org.au/news-detail.php?id=248



CONNECT. 
SHARE. 
RESPOND. 
ENGAGE.
Smartphones and social media are 
providing local government and public 
works professionals with an opportunity 
for unprecedented levels of community 
engagement and service delivery.

BY CARLA GROSSETTI

16   Public Works Professional  November-December 2012



C
O

V
ER STO

RY

17

T he way we communicate has changed 
dramatically over the past decade. 

Mobile phones, for instance, are no longer 
simply tools to make calls or send texts. Even 
checking emails is commonplace. Consumers 

now use their smartphones to do their banking, share 
photos, get directions and read magazines. 

Furthermore, social media, such as Twitter, Facebook 
and LinkedIn, have become much more than a means 
to keep in touch with friends and family. They are a 
ubiquitous extension to the daily lives of people all 
around the world. For many, using social media has 
become part of their lifestyle and identity. 

But it is the rate at which the technology has been 
adopted that is most amazing. The latest research 
suggests that more than half the Australian population is 
using social media and a smartphone. 

In February, telecommunications research company 
Telsyte predicted that there would be 12.2 million 
smartphone users in Australia this year, up nearly 40 per 
cent from 8.8 million in 2011.

Facebook, meanwhile, has more than 11 million active 
users in Australia – and close to a billion users worldwide 
(as of July this year) – according to social media 
PDUNHWLQJ�ÀUP�6RFLDO�%DNHUV��7ZLWWHU�DQG�/LQNHG,Q�DUH�
comparatively smaller, but still have around two million 
and three million Australian users respectively. 

So, just as businesses are connecting with consumers 
via these new methods, there are massive opportunities 
for local government and public works professionals to do 
the same with their community. 

New research from the Australian Centre of Excellence 
for Local Government (ACELG) reveals that councils 
taking a strategic approach to social media are achieving 
more effective outcomes in engaging with communities. 

ACELG’s Program Coordinator of Innovation and Best 
Practice Paul Bateson initiated the research for the 
project, which included a national online survey of 560 
councils and a series of in-depth interviews with elected 
members, staff and professionals working in and with 
local government.

Bateson says the report acknowledges that social 
media brings a different set of demands to traditional 
communication and it’s therefore crucial for councils to 
ensure they are appropriately resourced and ready to 
integrate it with their communication strategies.

He says leadership is critical to take advantage of  
the latest communication channels, because of potential 
barriers, concerns and implementation issues.

“It is critical to gain the buy-in and support of 
top management teams, including CEOs or general 
managers, to progress and adequately resource social 
media in a strategic and corporate way,” he says.

“Where you have enlightened leaders who understand 
DQG�DFWLYHO\�XVH�WKLV�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�FKDQQHO��LW�ÁRZV�
through the organisation and builds a culture where 
social media is part of a core business to engage with 
the community.”
7KH�VXUYH\�ÀQGLQJV�ZHUH�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�WKH������UHSRUW�

Connecting with Communities: How Local Government 
is Using Social Media to Engage with Citizens, by Anne 
Howard and Karen Purser. 

Bateson says the fact the latest technology allows 
councils to rapidly disseminate information means @
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these communication channels cannot be ignored. 
He says guidance is often needed for better 
understanding of the integration of the social tools 
that are best suited to local circumstances.

“Social media is not a fad,” he says. “There are 
PDQ\�SRWHQWLDO�EHQHÀWV�FRYHULQJ�D�ZLGH�UDQJH�RI�
local government functions and communication 
activities: from corporate image to event planning, 
issues management and emergency/crisis 
management.

“The cons, such as risks about negative 
comments or campaigns against councils, can be 
managed properly if staff are given the guidance  
to make strategic decisions. 

“Unless councils respond by being proactive with 
social media, they risk being left behind by the 

community. The next big step is to use social media 
to increase productivity.”

Another national survey undertaken by  
ACELG in 2011 showed that the value of social 
media was ranked highly in relation to public  
works information. 

Chris Champion, CEO of the IPWEA, considers it 
important to separate social or personal networking 
from professional networking. The IPWEA has 
chosen a deliberate strategy of developing a strong 
professional networking platform for its website and 
communities of practice.

“The IPWEA’s communities allow more focused 
discussion on topics of direct interest to public 

works professionals without being bombarded with 
recruitment or sales pitches as are often evident 
on LinkedIn,” he says. “On the contrary, we have 
created an environment where practitioners, 
consultants, suppliers and contractors alike are all 
contributing to practical solutions on day-to-day 
work issues.

“The breadth of discussion never ceases to amaze 
me. Some people are regular contributors and 
many just follow the discussion and chime in when 
something grabs their attention. 

“I often get comment that people enjoy and learn 
from just following the discussion. In a way, the 
discussion is the latest in practice and solutions 
never seem to be more than a few hours or a day or 
so away.”

Champion also notes that the internet is 
opening up new channels of communication and 
collaboration. The IPWEA’s communities have many 
international participants whose number is rapidly 
increasing. Experience has shown that problems 
and solutions are not restricted by state or national 
boundaries. The IPWEA communities are providing 
the vehicle for solutions in one country to be applied 
to a problem or issue in another country.

Bateson suggests ACELG and the IPWEA 
collaborate on a follow-up survey to determine the 
way in which public works professionals are using 
social media.  He says better engagement with 
citizens opens up so many opportunities to improve 
services, facilitate more open and responsive 
government, and foster closer relationships. 

“If a council applies a methodical strategic 
approach and resources social media adequately, 
then almost all potential pitfalls or risks can be 
avoided or overcome,” he adds.

“Looking to the future, social media can even 
play a key role in the shift toward citizen-centric 
decision-making. Public works professionals, 
including engineers, have the opportunity to be part 
of this social media revolution that will assist with 
their roles and responsibilities,” he says.

But many groups and councils have not waited for 
an invitation.  

More than 30,000 Australian ratepayers are using 
a free smartphone app called Snap Send Solve to 
report problems ranging from broken glass in a 
playground to faulty parking meters and potholes.

The free app, created by Melbourne developers, 
Outware Mobile, is, according to director Danny 
Gorog, enabling users in electorates around the 
country to report incidents to council with ease.

“If you think about the traditional ways councils 
have always worked, the details provided by the 
public are notoriously inaccurate, contacting the 
council call centre is notoriously laborious and the 
entire process can be a real turn-off,” he says.

“Is the app making councils more accountable? 
Yes! But councils also list the app on their websites 
and promote it as a valid way to report issues, @ 

SMARTPHONES BY THE NUMBERS

By the end of 2012, it is estimated there will be  
12.2 million smartphones in use by Australians. 

Of those, 

51.8% 
use Android smartphones, such as 
Samsung, HTC or Motorola models

35.3% 
use Apple iPhones

7.3% 
use other smartphone models, such as 
Blackberry and Nokia models

5.6% 
use Symbian phones like older Nokias

Source: Telsyte, Snakk Media

If a council applies a methodical 
strategic approach and resources 
social media adequately, then almost 
all potential pitfalls or risks can be 
avoided or overcome.
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which suggests responding to day-to-day council 
issues has been made easier and it’s actually 
helpful when it comes to improving service. 

“The app pinpoints the exact location of the 
problem and determines which council to send 
that information to, which makes for a much more 
HIÀFLHQW�V\VWHP�µ

Gorog says the app, which can been downloaded 
by iPhone and Android smartphone users around 
Australia, appeals to community-minded citizens 
ZKR�QRWLFH�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�QHHGV�À[LQJ�DQG�ZDQW�
to report it immediately. He says public works 
professionals are also using the mobile GPS and 
camera to provide feedback to their managers on 
all manner of problems.

“There are thousands of issues that are being 
sent to councils each month,” he says. “Internally, 
there are also people in public works who let their 
managers know about issues they encounter while 
RXW�DQG�DERXW�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�µ

Being able to determine a resident’s current 
council means the app communicates information 
WKDW�LV�WDLORUHG�WR�WKDW�VSHFLÀF�DUHD��2XWZDUH�LV�
also working to develop systems that complement 
the council services’ backend systems.

Categories of perceived potential issues 
included on the app are: beach cleaning, feedback, 
general requests, hard waste, litter, noise, 
parking, street cleaning and trees.

But many councils have also developed their 
own individual smartphone apps, including 
Brisbane City Council, Sunshine Coast Council and 
Randwick City Council in Sydney. 

Randwick City Council communications 
manager Josh Hay says that, when used 
LQ�FRQMXQFWLRQ�ZLWK�LWV�LQWHUQDO�ZRUNÁRZ�
management system, the myRANDWICK app has 
enabled public works professionals to be more 
SURGXFWLYH�ZKHQ�RXW�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�

“We have tablets installed in all of our council 
service trucks and if a problem is reported through 
WKH�DSS��WKDW�FDQ�EH�ZRUN�ÁRZHG�WKURXJK�WKH�
system,” says Hay.

“Imagine you have a supervisor sitting in the 
RIÀFH�DW�WKH�GHSRW�ZKR�UHFHLYHV�D�QRWLÀFDWLRQ�
via the app from a community member who has 
reported a tree down in a park. That manager has 
the ability to action that request to a crew on the 
ground and prioritise this new task.”

Three weeks after launching in July 2012, 
some 2000 ratepayers had downloaded the 
app and engaged with the council about issues 
that affected them. Hay says public works 
professionals within the council had also used the 
app to inform and engage local residents.

“This is an effective medium for public works 
professionals to communicate about the potential 
impact of upcoming works and target those 
residents who will be affected,” he says. 

“We can tweak the information about, say, a 
footpath or road upgrade and make it relevant for a 
resident in a particular area.”

Users will soon be able to take a photo of 
council-related problems – such as a lawn that 
needs mowing or a fallen tree branch or bin that is 
RYHUÁRZLQJ�²�DQG�VHQG�WKDW�LQIRUPDWLRQ�LQ�ZLWK�D�
tagged GPS location. @

Social media  
by the numbers
The most popular social media 
networks in Australia are:

Facebook: 
11,690,460 users 
(as of September 2012)

LinkedIn: 
3,000,000 users
(March 2012)

Twitter: 
2,114,000 users
(September 2012)

Instagram: 
1,500,000 
(September 2012)

Tumblr: 
1,100,000 
(September 2012)

Pinterest: 
640,000 
(September 2012)

Google+: 
377,000 
(September 2012)

MySpace: 
390,000 
(September 2012)

Stumble Upon: 
100,000 
(September 2012)

Source: LinkedIn Press Centre, Margin Media analytics
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“In the past, a resident would have had to contact 
the council call centre about, say, a pothole on the 
street they live in and, if they were unclear about 
the location of the problem, it could lead to delays 
À[LQJ�LW�µ�+D\�DGGV�

“Now, the information being provided to council 
is more accurate and the soon-to-be-enhanced geo-
tagging location advice will further improve our 
ability to serve the community.”

Randwick has also developed internal strategies 
to handle serious or dangerous issues that might 
be posted on Facebook or Twitter and not noticed 
by staff until the next working day. Social media 
sites are now closely monitored to ensure the 
communication lines with council are both open 
and functional.

Problems reported through social media are 
dealt with in a variety of ways. Should the person 
provide enough information to allow the council to 
take action, it will allocate that request just as if it 
had been a phonecall or an email. Should a user not 
SURYLGH�VSHFLÀF�LQIRUPDWLRQ��WKH\�ZLOO�EH�FRQWDFWHG�
and encouraged to provide the call centre with 
more detail.

Randwick Mayor Scott Nash says the council is 
committed to giving residents options about how 
they receive information and how they interact  
with council. 

“myRANDWICK means you can keep up-to-date 
with what DAs your neighbours are lodging, check 
when your next free street clean-up is, check how 
your recycling rates are going, and learn about 
footpath upgrades in your street,” he says.

Communicating to concerned residents during 
times of crisis is a great example of how to embrace 
opportunities afforded by the latest technology. 
When it comes to information sharing, Brisbane City 
Council has been commended for its use of social 
media to communicate with concerned residents 
DERXW�WKH�-DQXDU\������ÁRRGV�

In fact, the Council won a number of national 
awards in recognition of the way it embraced the 
various media to provide detailed information to 
the community.

A council spokesperson says tapping into 
social media had been a very positive experience. 
“Engaging with the public in real time has allowed 
the council to respond to general enquiries from 
community members and share information 
about events, issues and crisis communications,” 
according to the spokesperson.

“Council was very active in its use of  
Facebook and Twitter and YouTube during the 
ÁRRGV�WR�VKDUH�LPSRUWDQW�VDQGEDJJLQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
with the public.”

The spokesperson agrees that the key feature 
of the implementation of social media during the 
crisis was that council doled out considerate, warm 
responses in a friendly and conversational tone. 

The experience also demonstrated that it is 
important to be transparent on social media 
channels because it builds trust and authenticity 
within the community. It is important not to over-
moderate and only delete comments if they are in 
breach of guidelines.

“Council hasn’t experienced many ‘trolls’ on its 
social media channels to date,” the spokesperson 
says. “In fact, the community often moderates on 
behalf of council, generally because they enjoy 
the space and like to keep it troll-free. There are 
community guidelines on council’s Facebook page, 
which users are alerted to if they are ruining the 
page for other visitors.”

Brisbane City Council says there are opportunities 
for engineers and public works professionals to 
make use of the latest technology. Every department 
in the council uses the social media channels for a 
variety of reasons. 

“Predominantly, social media is used for 
information sharing and gathering, from which  
council can obtain from the public true sentiment 
and situational awareness about a particular  
topic,” the spokesperson says.

C
O

V
ER STO

RY

22   Public Works Professional  November-December 2012

Apps such as 
myRandwick 
allow ratepayers 
to keep abreast 
of the latest 
activities in their 
community. Social media is used for information 

sharing and gathering, from which 
council can obtain from the public 
true sentiment and situational 
awareness about a particular topic.
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´&RXQFLO�RIWHQ�PRQLWRUV�VSHFLÀF�NH\�DUHDV�RU� 
issues in order to provide analysis and feedback to 
help shape communications and projects, based on 
the public response. 

“Social media has become an integral 
communication channel for not only council’s public 
work professionals, but the entire organisation itself.”

As well as communicating vital information in times 
of crisis, councils around the country also use social 
media to deliver everything from reminders about bin 
night to daily beach condition reports. 

Lord Mayor of Adelaide City Council Stephen 
Yarwood agrees it’s crucial that local governments use 
the latest technology to connect with the community. 

“I do all my own Tweets and Facebook updates  
and it’s a great tool for me to communicate with 
residents and the general public about topical  
LVVXHV�µ�KH�VD\V�����

CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION
Is your council using new communication technology and social media to communicate with ratepayers? What  
has worked well and what can be improved? How can the public works sector take advantage of this technology?  
Visit http://goo.gl/imtLe to have your say. 

USING SOCIAL MEDIA DURING A CRISIS

Brisbane City Council used social media with great success 
during the 2011 !oods to connect, communicate and 
collaborate with local residents and the wider public. 

Here are some tips on best practice for social media, 
dependent on the channel, the organisation and the 
expectations set internally and externally. As a general rule, 
best practice involves:

guides sta" on usage

PRACTICAL, ECONOMICAL, VALUABLE

Call 08 8268 1988  | info@broons.com | www.broons.com/ecombi
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