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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND ROAD SAFETY 

1.Pre-amble 

1.1 Australian local government, to a degree  unprecedented 
elsewhere,  has always been  domiczted  by its roads function.  Whilst 
the  construction  and  maintenance of Toads has  been a significant 
function of other systems  within the same  tradition,  they  have also 
hzd  major  concerns in  education,  health,  welfare,  water supply a-d 
pollce, giving  them a more  Ziversified base and a st~on5 element of 
h-Oman services as well as property  services. 

1.2 Of the Aust-aliar- states,  South Australia has  shown  this 
concentration on  roads to the highest  desree,  local  government  here 
trzditlonaily  spen2inG the highest proportion of revenue  on 
roa6works.  While  the first attemp;  tc establish local government, 
in 1849, was in the form of District Roads soards,  and  this failed 
because of the  resistance of local ratepayers. the subsequent 
District  and  Municfpal Cocncils were ix fact  little  more  than 
highways  authorities, any tenporary extensior, into wider services 
soon heirs taker, over  by the Stzte. 

1.3 ?he degree of State ixvslvecent in  the  roads  function variec 
accordinG  tc  the  times and the political  administration  but thfre 
was a gradual  te2dency  for the State to take on Greater  financial 
responsibility for roads to  exercise grfzte: cer-tral control 
over Then. Ultimately t?.e State  Office of Lcczl Goverr.xent becaxe a 
minor sectior, of the Eighways do>artnezt, enshasisins  the 
csntirx5ng  domination of 13cal goverr,r?.eXt ‘ay its roads 
responsibilities b;t Ir:dicztin~ that :t was now  the j.~nior ar.2 
inferior partner, eve:. its xost ceatral cl;eration. 

1 . A  Th-e rezsons  for the transfer of res;ccs;c;i;ty fros the 
lscality to  the State %ere ~ s a c ~ ~ y  ap2z~er.t. As :oaC construztlc- 
became  more  expensive, local councils  beczne  inczeaslrgly  resistant 
to bearing  the cost, particu1ar;y of the majoy hishways, as lo2g 
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distance  road  transport  increased the traffic  frca oLtsicf the 
district.  There was  also  central  concern for  uniformity of 
standards, and while  this  was  partly  covered  by  inserting detailed 
specifications in the  Local  Gcvernment Act, there was  an urGe to 
take over direct control. 

1.5 While  standardisation was mainly  motivated by the  desire for 
an efficient  highways system,  there was  an element of concern for 
road safety,  since it was recognised that a  satisfactory level of 
construction  and  maintenance, ar.d ur-iform road-use regulation w o ~ l d  
give a sounder  base  for  accident prevention-. 

1.6 Though  this was a valid  assumption, it had  its r-egative side. 
Once  general  standards are  achieved,  an ixprovecent in either road 
efficiency or safety  measures  becomes a natter cf identifying 
particclar  problem  points.  It is ir. this  respect that lccal 
knowledge  becomes of prime  importance. R o d  crews and regional 
administrators  have a local  presence  and  wfil  obvicusly brins this 
to bear on their decisions,  but their ?ers>ective on. road  >roblens 
is a specific  one bound up  with their professional, 2rir:cipally 
engineering,  concerns. ?he public  at  large will have a diversity af 
perspectives, depending ori their  use of  the roads, b.;t it is this 
diversity,  frequently  invclving a conflict of priority and 
preference, that is at  the  root of many  accisents. 

1.7 ?he existence of local government  rests on several 
foundations, but prime among  them is the belief that the 
administration of affairs  will be i-proved If those  who zre its 
recipients  have the means  to  influence  directly  those  raking t>e 
decisions.  Local  government has  the advantaqe that it recruits its 
decision-nakers frox a wicer sFectz’x of the population azd ??.rise 
decision-makers  are  nore  accessible to citizens thax is feasible at 
the higher  levels of government. 

1 .8 In the context of real safet-:., $:lis 5 ~ s .  ~z:-zakle 
possibilities, Sri-gfr.q  both- a witer ?cz.;e c: oerspectives TO the 
problem and making  available  a  con6uit 521 the expression. 0: p.ablic 
concern.  This  report  w5ll  consider to what extent these 



diversified the councillor body is and how far it can  be expected 
to represent  the full range of pubiic  perspectives;  and  seconlly %y 
looking  at  the public’s co-tact with councillors,  both in voluxe 
and in  its  concern  for  road  safety.  Finally, the report will 
consider  the  success witk- which this process is converted  into 
administrative  action  and  how it mi5ht be improved. 

2 Councillors  as  Conmunicators 

2.1 The  South Australia- co-xxlllor hzs traditionally  been male, 
middle-class,  middle-aged and A-stralian-born. In recent  years 
there have  been  legislative  changes to facilitate  the  entry of more 
diverse  elements to councils and there  have been deliberate 
campaigns to encourage a wider spzeal of candidates. This has hal 
only a minor influence on the ~ ~ ~ . p s i t i o ~ ~  of C O U E C ~ ~ S  which tend to 
be dominated  still by the tradltiocal so‘Jrces. 

2.2 There  have been  some  changes. Comparir-g results  from a 1973 
survey  with those of\1987, there has been a considerable  increase 
in the  percentage of women  councillors,  from 3.1% to 14.5%. There 
has  also  been  some  increase in the percentage of non-Australian 
born,  from 7.6% to 14.4% but a la-ge proportion of this increase 
has  come  from United  Kingdom sources, which produced 5.8% in 1973 
and 8.9% in  1987.  The 5.5% f-on ather c,>untries is a considerable 
increase or- the 1.8% recordel ir 1573, tLt it is S+.’ L ~ A l  a marked 
under-representation  when  compaTed wit:-: rheir presence in the 
community  at  large. 

2.3 The other  deficiencies are in r.ar&L workers  and  young  people. 
The  great  majority c: cc-~ncillors are err.?loyer-s or self-em2loyel. 
Employees as a group z>ake up only 23.3% 05 the co::3cillor Scdy axd 
of these the najoyity are in tze 3rsl.~3~ic~.,l:aa~a~er1z_ ;tez4?.%cz1 
category  which makes up 18.1%. S:-4’- -.A__e.d . ~:or~ers ’ and tradesman 
contribute  only 8.9% of enployee caanc:ilcrs and the  lower  white 
collar  category of clerical and sales wor:cers only 9.5% i.e. 
between  them they comprise only 4.3% 3f the councillor body. 
Unskilled  manual  workers barely resister at all, producing two 
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individuals out of 710  respondents. 

2.4  The age  structure is  skewed  heavily  upwards. Only 4.4% are 30 
or under  with 20.5% in the 31-40 age-group. At the  other end of the 
scale  there  are  19.6%  over 60 years of age and 26.2% in the 51-60 
age-group.  The  moeal  group Is 41-50 with 29.3% of councillors.  The 
reasons for this  imbalance are fairly obvious. Apart from the fact 
that much  recruitment  to  council is by invitation and thus  tends to 
seek out people of similar characteristics to the incumbents, it is 
demanding on time aad, in the case of a  contested  election, on 
finances.  Younger  people, partic-larly those  with  family 
commitments  and a tight budget, and  those from the lower socio- 
economic groups, will  find  these  demands  a  considerable  deterrent. 

CBARACTZEISTICS CIF SOUTH AUSTXALIAN COUNCILLORS 

Sex 
Male 85. $% Female 14.5% 

30 5: ander 31-40 41-50 51-60 61-70 71i 

91 4.L 20.5 29.3 26.2 16.5 3.1 

Naricnal  Criqins 

A-Gstralian-born UII-SorE 

?C 85.6 8.9 

Self- “_ L 1 oys 2:mploys 3one  3etired  Employee  3tker 
Employed 1-10 11-100 2ct ies 

% 31.8 16.7 4.4 2.4 14.4 23.3 6.9 



2.5 The typical  councillor is there  because he  has an occzpation 
which  gives  some degree of flexible  control over work  comaitzents 
and has  domestic  responsibilities  which  are light and catered  for 
by his  wife.  When  women enter  councils they are  drawn from much the 
same  background  and  have  reduced family commitments. 

2.6 A likely  consequence of this narrow  recruitment  base is that 
it will  give  councils a restricted perpective on many  policy areas, 
including  road  safety  matters.  While it is not suggested that 
councillors  have a collective  amnesia or that they are unaware of 
the  conditions  faced  by  others,  there is a natural  tendency to 
generalise  from  one's  own  situation.  The  sitcation of most 
councillors  would be as constant car-users, without young  children 
and living in  the quieter  residential  streets. 

2.7 It might be expected that,  on the basis of their own 
experience,  councillors  woxld  view  road  safety  matters  principally 
from a motorist's viewpoint. The problems of pedestrians,  and 
particularly of ckildren, will not have an immediate  saliency. 

2.8 However, councillors  are  not in office merely to bring  to 
bear their own expertise and experiences,  they act as a condult for 
their const5tuents. 

3.Councillors as  Condui-s 

3.1 There is a  considerable  variation in the individual  experience 
of coc~cillors, but most of tter! r~23r: z~:e:.~-~s s.~blLc  contacts on 
council  business  and mar-? of them ac:iTvely z~ltivate their role  as 
a condcit. 

3.2 While it jy CO 3,ear.s a < s t - ~ - ~ - - q ~  ~ __..._I__. :---CI , =:early the r.ee,e 

to face  electcrzl  contests is z: i-cer.ti-ve to zaintz5ing 2 hi?!-. 
level of public  ccctact.  Asain, i- tL:s respecy as  well  as in the 
attempts  to  broaden  the  recruitment  base, th.e czqaign to  encourase 
higher  levels of contestation has had on:y llmited scccess  and a 



high  proportion of councillors  achieve  office  withoct  contestation. 
Fortunately,  while  those  councillors  with a very  low  level of 
public contact are from the  ranks of the non-contested seats, the 
majority take this as a major  element of their duties. 

TABLE 2 

NUMSER OF PUSLIC  CONTACTS BY COUXCILLORS ?EX WZEK 

Contacts 0 1-5 6-13 li-15 16-20 21-3C Ail 

n 11 145 42 ” ‘ I  4 2 217 

% 5.1 66.8 19.4 6.0 1.8 .5 :CS 

3.3 Public  contacts  obviously cover the f.Gll range of council 
functions but road  safety  matters  provide a substantial propo-: 7” 1on. 
Undoubtedly  these do not  reflect the full  level of concern aboct 
road safety, as many\citizens  are reluctant to make  approaches to 
govwernmental  authority.  There is a fxrther 2roble:: that citizens 
are often confused about the  responsijilities of the different 
levels of government,  and this is szrticala-ly  understandable 
where, as in the case of roa2s. the res2onsiSilities  are  divided. 
It would be useful to know  to  what extent state  parliamentarians 
and the Highways  Department are alsc  z22roached wlth road  safety 
complaints. 

3. 4 When a complaint is cha-neled t5-3.q:“. local gc-,-erxnenT, :here 
is a further  d5vision of routing. Sore citizens make zt appl-oack 
directly to the permanent offfcers, others to the elected  members. 
In the councils of szaller  populatioz, ?>.e lstter :e?&& to 

predominate, but i? tke larger cs1;ncils It is t5e :cr:~.er. :?-a- ,P c. L 

consideratizns zeed tc .>e kept i z  cirX iz z~.z.lysi7-5 the s:xvey 
responses  since these will obvio~siy sive only a partial and 
generalised  picture. 



4. Concern  for Road Safety 

4.1 Councillors  obviously  regard  road  safety as E ?rime 
responsibility.  Two-thirds of them thought it a najcr  concern of 
council.  Another 29% thought it a significant func~:an, tkough 
secondary.  Only 4% thought it best dealt with  by ar.other authority. 
This  pattern was fairly comtact across all levels of experlence. 
Newcomers to council  demonstrated nuch the same  level of concern as 
those of long experience.  There is a sllght reduction  among  those 
of medium  service. 

TABLF, 3 

COUNCILLOR'S RATISG OF ROAD SAFXY'Y 

(Number of Major ConcerE Significe-r  but Sest dealt with 
cases in Secon6zry by others 
brackets ) n ',,, % P- % T. '% 

All (212) 141 66.6 62 29.2 0 4.2 

Adelaide(64)  56 66.7 25 29.8 4 4.8 

Country  (128) 65 66 .C 37 28.9 5 3.9 

1-3 yrs  svce(96) 64 66.6 2s i s ,  2 4 4.2 

iOt yrs  svce(47) 33 70.2 7 "  _ I  2?,7 - 2.1 

0-1 contcts(141) 32 58.2 c -  " 2c.2 8 5 . E 

2+ contacts(71)  59 82.1 " 1 1  15.5 1 1.4 



4.2 Neither is there a great  deal of urbar-/rural variation . 
Councillors  from the Adelaide  metropolitan area record 66.7% who 
regard  road  safety as a majcr concern,  while the country  districts' 
level is 66.4%. It is nlgkest In Eyre,  where 88.2% record  road 
safety as a major concern and lowest in Northern,  where the level 
is 52.6%. This appears to be a reflection of connunity coilcern for 
road  safety, or at least the level of  resortage.  Eyre  courxiliors 
report the highest number of cor.tacrs 0:- roas  safety matters  while 
Northern has  the lowest. The  cegree of pblic contact on road 
safety  matters obviously has ap. inpact on tour-cillor perceptions. 
Among  those  reporting  low nimbexs of approaches  only  58.2%  believe 
road  safety to be a ma3or concern co7:Sared with 83.:% of those  with 
higher numbers of contacts 

. .  

4.3 Loca: governnent  officers s::ow very  similar  ratings to the 
councillors. O ~ ~ r a l l  €3.1% rate roe-? safety  as a maJor concern, 
34.5% as significant but secoxdary, azd only 2.4% think it is best 
dealt with  elsewhere.  Since  officers k v e  2 crucial  both ir 
the  formulation and execution of policies,  this  correspondence 
augurs  well for positive decision-]raking on this issue. 

4.4 The major disruption to the pattern  ccmes ir. the regional 
distribution. Adelaide metropolitz? offlcers  recorl 79.2% regarding 
road safety as a major cocceyz, wz:-e ir. the  country  districts the 
figure  drops to 56.7%. Tkis Is Ces2ite  the  fact t k t  roads  are  a 
more important c0mponer.t of cowxi1 responsibiliries in country 
areas  than they are ir- the netrololita?: area. The ar-omaiy  becol.es 
even nore appare!-li ir. :>e re~io~s: ~ ~ ~ & E o w z .  Tlre low  numbers 
involved advise czntioz 5-ter~re~ztion but  the  discrepancy Is 
sufficiently  xarked to suggest ttat There is a significant 
variation in attltzdes beiag ~ z > i f e s ~  ?e?=. i'yre skcweC the 
greatest level of concern ar.ons cccnzlllors hut :?as the lowest 
level among  officers.  Xcrtnerr alsr; s,kows z ~ O W  rankicg, thougk 
this is  nore ir !keeping with the co..ncillcrs' expression.  In botk 
these  regions the Eigkways ?e;a?::.ent has a stror.5 sresence but 
there is no  suggestion ~ S y  either  officers or councillors that road 
safety is  not an appropriate  cocncll  concern. it Is merely 
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relegated  to a secondary  position. 

4.5 What it may  reflect is the level of professionalisation cf 
local administrators,  this  being  at  its lowest in the core rezcte 
rural areas.  Such  a  proposition is supported to some  extent  by tie 
figures  for the Adelaide  metropolitan  area  where the officers  are 
well ahead of their co-ncillors in their rating of road safety. 
Another possible  contribution to ar. explanation is the fact that 
public contzct is much  more  likely to be through  officers  than 
councillors ir. the aGtioritles of larger population and the 
majority of metro2olitan  councils c0r.e in this  category. 

All  state 

Acelaide  Metro .Area 

country 

Outer Adelaide 

Yorke  P/Lower  North 

Murray  Lands 

South Cast 

Eyre 

Northern 

Officers 

7. _ _  % 

53 63.1 

19 73.2 

34 56.7 

4 57.1 

3 66.7 

5 Cl. 5 _ _  
E. 55.7 

2 28.6 

6 50.0 

Councillors 

P. % 

14: 66.6 

56 66.7 

85 66.4 

14 63.6 

18 64.3 

14 60.2 

14 73.7 

15. 88.2 

10 52.6 



4.6 As already  indicated,  public  contacts on road  safety matters 
are a  factor influencing the concerp.  of councillors  about  road 
safety  issues. It is evident from this survey,  as it is  from  others 
that there is a  wide  variation in  the number of public  contacts 
made by  councillors  and  this has little to do with  the  size or 
character of the local authority.  Individuals  within the  same 
authority may show great variatior, so presllcably the  key 
determinant is the  availability of councillors,  possibly in terms 
of geogrzphic or temporal availabll<ty, but more  probably  resulting 
from  councillor's differing perceptlons of their role. 

4.7 Three councillors  report up to 3C public contacts  >er  week and 
identify 10 or more of these as coxcerning  road safety  matters. One 
of these comes from a larger authority,  in  the 3C-55,OOC popLlation 
range, but the remaining two come from the 2-5,030 range.  Low 
levels of reportage  are reco-ded richt across  the rar.ge of sizes, 
and  the  general level is quite  low, almost 15% reporting no 
contacts  in  the  averige  week ar.d just over  half of  the  respondents 
reporting  only  one contact per week.  However,  a  third of 
councillors  report 2 or more anl zlmost 10% report 5 or more. 

4.8 This pattern  tends to bear out the observation that council 
duties  involve  a  variety of roles =EL individuals take up these 
roles  differentially.  There are obviously  those who :egard acting 
as a conduit for public com2lair~t zs a prime functior. 

4.9 There  are also varlatlor.~ in ?::E propcrtiocs sf the total 
contacts  which  concern  roac  safety, s m e   c o u n c ~ ~ ~ o ~ s  with  high 
rates of public  contact  reporting low levels oc :~ad: safety 
matters.  GeEerally aSc-Lt z t?.i:-C c: 2" zortacts zre or scch 
matters, but The proportion may vary fzon below 1C% to over 75%. 
H~zin, i? woc-3 aspear %at there Is f-rtkr specielisation, wit?. 
some  councillors  regarding  this iss.;e as a  dominant oze. 
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TABLE 5 

AVERAGE  NUMBER OF PUBLIC  CONTACTS  ON ROAD SAFETY  YATTERS ?EX WEEK 

Contacts 0 

No. of 
Councillors 32 

% 14.1 

A 2 3 4 5-6 7-e 9-10 +1c 

112 33 15 4 io 2 6 3 

51.6 15.2 6.9 2.8 4.E .9 2.6 I.4 

4.10 Considerable  variation  occurs in the reportage of road safety 
issues on a  regional  breakdown. 18.4% of cou~cillors overzll  re2ort 
3 or more  contacts  per  week on road  safety  matters, but regionally 
there is a variation,  between a low of 5 .E% ir; Northerr. and  34.8% ir. 
OGter A2elaide.  This, of course,  could have much to do wit?, road 
development and  usage;  the Outer  Adelaide  region has  the greatest 
pressure of housing  development and a great deal of traffic s;;--s 
over  from the metropolitan area. This would not accocnt  however for 
the almost  equally  high  figure  for the South-East. 

\ 

4.11 P. further quar-dzry is produced by the relatiocshi? betweec 
these  fisures  and the expressions of concern by councillcrs. :?.e 
low level of contacts in Xorthern  would adequately explain  tkc 
lower level of concezp. exp:essed ir. tha: resioz (see Table 4). '2-2.: 
there is no similar  correspondecce  betweez the low levei of 
contacts in Murraylands ar.d their councillors'  expression of 
concer:~ w".ich. :S,, --ore CT' less,  average. ?:less ?iscrepaccies 
suggest the rLeed for Eeeper investigation am5 tie ~se-eraticr. cf a 
highe- -es?cnse rate. 



TABLE 6 

PROPORTION OF COUNCILLOR-PUBLIC  CONTACTS  PER WEEK 3N XOAD SAFETY 
3 OR MORE CONTACTS, BY REGIOK 

Region No. % 

All  state 40 - n  i b  .h 

Adelaide  Metro. 12 13.7 

Outer Adelaide 6 31.. 8 

Yorke/Lwr North 7 25.1 

Murraylands 

South-East 

Eyre 

Northern 

2 3.4 

7 30.0 

3 17.7 

5.6 

4.12 A  further  consideration  which  needs to be taken into acco-zt 
is the  seriousness of the  complaixt beir.g xace.  Pot-holes  are the 
staple of public  complaints  about roads, ar.C while their presence 
nay  cause an accident, they are usually considered to be more a 
xuisance to drivers and a 2~ssi':le s?';~:zE c.f ,?z::aze TC ;iehizles 
than  posing  a threat tc life or I h S .  Ir, fact,  councillors appeared 
to  filter  complaints  and  only a ssz.ll ?.-:r.ber of repo-ts  concern 
poor maintenance cf roals. 

4.13 Respondents reports6 3i9 czses w k e r ~  :>?l- ?-F.? rzist? z. :-?z?-t 

safety  issue  in  council. Tie xost  frequent catego-y of hazarc? was 
road  junctions  with almost a quarter of the cases. The  next  highest 
category was provided  by  dangerous  road users,~ with  excessive 
speed,  heavy  vehicles, or a combinaticc of both being the focus of 

" 
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concern. Next came a group of three,  each  with C6 cases or 13.2% of 
the total raised.  These  were  road  crossings, largely of 
pedestrians, but extending to stock  crossings  in the coi;ntry; the 
poor condition of roads; and  impaired  visibility.  Items  with lesser 
levels of ment5on were problems of ro2d access, poor signposting or 
marking, and roundabouts . 

TABLE 7 

TYPES OF TRAFFIC  EAZARDS  RAISED WITH COUNCIL 

Type No. aa 

Dangerous  junctions 

Dangerous  road  use 

Road  crossings 

Poor road  maintenance 

Impaired  vislbility 

Road  access 

Road signsirnarking 

Roundabocts 

24.1 

19.5 

13.2 

13.2 

13.2 

9.2 

5.7 

2.0 

100 



4.14 The major variation in these  categories is in respect of 
dangerous  road  users. Thls is a much greater concern in the 
metropolitan  area, risin~ to a third of the  cases,  with a 
correspond:ng 2ecrease ir- the rate of reportage for couEtry  areas. 
In  the latter  there is, ir. co!xpensatlon, an added concern for 
dangerous jur.cIions,  i-saired visibility, poor road-signs  and 
marking. 

4.15 Most of the cases  arose  In  anticipation of accidents  rather 
than as a consequence. Or-ly 56 or 15.5% of the  cases involved 
incidents  in  whlch  there was ir,;ury to persons or property.  20 of 
them  involved dearhs, 6 s0rr.e lesser Czjury, 12 a vehicle  collision 
and 16 produced  some other forn? of 2,ra;erty eamage. 

. .  

TABLE E 

4.16 The  next, and probably the most important consideration, is 
what was  done about the hazard in qzestion.  Naturally,  the 



solutions  are as varied as the problems.  The most frequent proposal 
involved roadworks of some  degree of significance, I~cludlng re- 
alignments,  special  turning  lanes,  the  installation o: pedestrla- 
crossings and road  repairs.  Speed 1irr.it.s are  an  obvious  solution  to 
concerns about dange-ous  road users, as are appropriate  sigcs  for 
complaints about their inadequacy. The fact that an, obvious  a-swer 
is not available, or perhaps a reflection  of the nature of much 
council work, is the  qGite  popular-  suggestion  that a working  party 
be formed. 

TABLE 9 

REPORTS3 OL'TCO?"? CF ?CA3 SAFETY  ISSUES 

CCUNCILLORS OFFICERS 
P. 9t r+ % 

Successfully  accomplished 164 50.7 104 66.1 

Pending  completion 53 16.4 24 15.4 

In abey" slice 40 12.4 13 8.4 

Rejected by Coi;r.cil -9 2.2 f 2.6 

Rejected  by  other body 35 1c.s 3 - 4  

<.l7 T::e S L C C ~ S S  rat= c: :be re>~s:~eC czses is reasxA:a".ly ?lis:?, 
half of them beicg reco-ded as acccr.aiished and a farther 16.4% as 
in the  process of beicg realised. -,rodi;cing a tectztive  success 
rate of two-thirds. 12.4% are in abeyance  pending  a2plication to 
other authorities or the availablity of funds.  Only 2 . 2 %  of the 

. I  



proposals  were  rejected  by  councils, but 10.8% were  rejected by 
other bodies, principally the Highways Department,  which is 
accordingly  heavily  criticised  by many councillors,  possibly beyoT1E 
the  extent of its  culpability.  There is a further  indeterminate 
category in which  no  action  has  been  taken, bct without an 
attribution  of  the  cause. probably these are  cases  which  have 
passed  through  council but have  then  been lost to view. 

4.18 Officers  reported 156 cases wtth a rather different  pattern 
in  the  completion  rate.  They clainec; a successful  conpletion rate 
of two-thirds  with a further 15% pending. The proportion  reported 
as in abeyance  and  resulting in 'no  action'  is  somewhat  less  than 
in the  case of councillors.  These  variations are readily  explained 
in  terms of the  differing  perspectives. The reportage  depends orA 
recall  and  officers  will be nuch ;ore likely to record  the  cases 
which  they  have  brought  to a successfzl  end.  Councillors, on the 
other hand, will  remember the frustrations of a case that has 
stalled or been  rejected. 

4.19 ?he nost notab1.e difference  however is  in  the  cateGory 
"rejected by another body", zrnountiz5 to 10% of cocncillors' 
outcomes but hardly  rating  a mePAtion from officers.  Sresumably 
officers  could  attribute a fai1,x-e of outcone  to an outside  source 
without  reflecting  adversely  on their own  perfornance. It might, 
indeed,  be anticipated that this wo;lld provide e useful  'escape 
hatch'.  It may be that officers feel a  professional 5ond with  their 
counterparts  in  the  Highways  gepartment,  with  who-  they rxst 

maintain a cordial  worklng  zelatiocship.  This anorraly is a  further 
area that requires =loser l:\-esri~~::3- to explalr: it adequately, 
but even withoxt that explanaticc it .-- ,..c?er:ines the necessity of 
dealing with cou?.cil  7.en.oebers OII :athe- clfferent  terms to officers. 

. .  

_ .  

4.20 Without  a f-crther, e:.::ezsive scrvey of  the  p-~blic, it Is 
inpossible to investigate 5:r:hel- how effect:-?e =ozrLclls are =S I 
conduit fo:  publ:c coccer3 and :c:.?laizt. St-dies  of Australian 
policial  cultcre  have reveale?. thar there is a good deal of 
scepticism,  and even cynicism, about the  Australian  political 
system,  which is somewhat  alleviated in the case of local 



government and particularly so in the country areas. This is a 
reflection of the much more frequent contacts that are possible Ir. 
a  rural  situation  with  a small  population.  Overall, citizer-s are 
more likely to contact local  anthorities  and to have a  belief that 
they can influence the oGtcome of the :ssue in questioc. T2ble 1C 
is reproduced from a  survey by the acthor  conducted in- 1974. 'r?.ere 
is no reason  to  anticipate  acy major variation from the general 
tenor of these  findings. 

TABLE 10 

CITIZEN  PERCEPTIONS OF ABILITY TO INFLUENCE  GCVERNMENT 3UTCOI.IES 

Local  State  Federal None NO iota: 
of them Respcnse 

All ,? 117 28 E 115 ?E 286 

% 40.9 9.8  2.8 43.2 6.2 130 

Adelaide 
n 63 

% 32.8 

Rest of State 

22 

11.5 

n 54 6 

l 

3.6 

E? 13 

45.3 3 . 1  

4.21 In the absence of a fi;rther szrvey, the or.;y other ir.2ilcator 
of public concern is the local r-ewspaper. Again  there Is a  markec 
difference  between the metropolitan  area  and  the  couztry.  In the 



former,  the major  local  newspapers  are the "give-aways"  which are 
largely advertising sheets  with minimal news cor.te.". In the 
country  the  newspapers are of more cocventional forr. with a hisher 
proportion of local copy.  Xowever,  In both cases, and more 
prevalently  in  the "give-aways", iYe1.s will only appear when they 
are  'newsworthy'  and, in local terms, reasonably spectacular. Thus, 
major confrontations  over roae safety  matters or a death or serious 
injury caused  by a road hazara will attract coverage,  but  the 
routine  passage of a decision tc izproxTe road safety  wlll be less 
likely to obtain a mention. This in 5:s ;-:?E will colour the 
public's perceptions of what roal safety is aboxt and what  the role 
of councils is in dealing  with it. 

4.22 Patterns of newspape-  reportzge will zlso have an iapact on 
councillors,  who  are customarily avii readers of local  newspapers. 
Impressions  gained  by  first-hand  public  contacts  will be amplified 
by the treatment  given to issues 3y the newspapers, since 
councillors will  be  concernes, not only to satlsfy the relative few 
who  contact them, but to  obtaln  favourable  coverage which is read 
by a much  greater  number. 

4.23 An examination of a saxple of local newspapers' over the 
first  half of i988 verified  these  assucgtions to o large extent, i?. 
so far as the  more  prominent  items were those involving seriwds 
injury,  and  where there  was sone co:ter.tior, with Council  about 
appropriate  remedies. 

Country 
Barossa & Light  Herald (Tanunda), Scree? Tir.es (?i2naroc), 
Border Watch  (Mt. Canbier) , Bur-"- (Gawler:,  Courier  (Mt.Barker) 
Hills  Messenger,  The 2ecorEer  (Ft.Pirie),  Country  Times  (Yorke 
Peninsula), Whyalla News, The "ixes [Victor  Harbor). 



.- 

4.24 A typical  case is that reported by the  'Barossa  and  Light 
Herald'. The death of a cyclist in April 1988 revived  the  campaign 
for a cycle track w:lick had first  been  mounted  in 1986 foilowinE 
the death of a student cyclist.  Tancnda  Council was  called  upon to 
contribute  two-thirds of the cost, Angaston the  remainder,  with 
assistance from State Governnent funds.  Angaston  Council was 
prepared to pay its proportion,  but the majority of Tanunda 
councillors  were against it. A pro-track  councillor  exhorted the 
concerned  public to lobby council. 

4.25 A metropolitan case  which did not  involve  deaths but 
demonstrates  the  persistence of many road safety  issues is reported 
in the  Payneham Messenger of February 18th. 1988. A roundabout  was 
to be installed in Karion Street after  an 8-year  campalgn by 
residents  for  traffic control. ?be resldents  claimed that the 
prolongation of the issue was caused  by  'bucksharing'  between the 
Council  and the Highways  Department.  Frequent  space  had  been  given 
to the issue during its long travail. A frequent  theme of the long- 
running  dispctes  reported in newspapers is a  Council's  insistence 
that the matter needs  assistance an2 possibly  full  attentioc f ~ o x  
the  Highways Department 

4.26 Among rnipor items and  particularly in readers'  letters  what 
emerges is a hi55 level of corlcern for  pedestrian safety. Excessive 
speed on residential rcads, poor traf" --c cc~trol iz areas of 
intensive  pedestrian access, particularly  around schools, and poor 
road malctenance are the major issues  ralsed. The outcor,es are 
rarely syster~rtice~:-~- resorted ar.less z ;articclzr issue  Secores 
contentious. XG& closures  and  road  ecgineering to reduce  speed are 
commonly  suggesteo and. frequently  implementee, but tenc to se?.erzte 
a substantial, ;i nat equal, body of o22osition. 

" 
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5. Conclusions  and  Recommendations 

5.1 Local  government  clearly  acts as a  significant  contributor to 
the maintenance of roac? safety standards, and  what is probably jxst 
as important, it provides  people  with a ready  channel of 
communication  to  voice  their  concens  about  road safety. 
Councillors,  despite  individual  variations,  collectively  act as a 
coneuit for public concern, and  without  tnen  there  would 
undoubtedly be  high  degree  of  frustration.  State  and  federal 
bureaucracies are  not  geared  to  prcvide  for public responsiveness 
and  parliamentarians  cannot  provide  the same level of contact as 
councillors,  given their nuch greater  numbers and closer 
geographical  locations. 

5.2 It is difficult to assess the contriktion of local government 
in real terms to road safety,  prticularly  when it is only  one of 
"ne bodies  concerned, but the success  rate of aro.;nd two-thirds or 
more,  indicated  by the res2onses  to  thls  survey, is evidence of a 
substantial  contribution.  This  does  not  appear  to be in the  high 
profile areas of road safety,  such  as reducing the road mortality 
rate.  Presumably  such  matters  generate  automatic  attention  at  all 
levels act5 there is iittle nee2 for  local  government  prompting, 
except in rare  cases. 

5.3 Local  government's main ?rovisioc, as in most aspects of its 
work, is therefore in  low  level,  sup~lenentary  concerns.  However, 
low key as it nay be, it is significazt Ir the estabiiskment of a 
general  climcte of roac safety. 33 lro5lem car- be tackled 
adequately  by  dealins  only with the ?eak expressions of its 
existence.  It is the brca2er  base ~ ~ ~ i f e s t a t i o r ~ s  which provide the 
groundswell fror; whic:? t5ese peaks arise. If t:"y ,re a8ated, the 
peaks  will  dixinish. 

5.3 There are  obvious  llxitations to tk-e ability of local 
government to make a scbstantial coctrib.ation  to road safety 
programmes,  even ir. this  supplementary  role.  Local  authorities are 
malti-purpose authorities,  and  thoxg5  roads are the most 
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significant  component of their activities  in  terms of expenditure, 
they  have  other  functions  which  generate a great  deal of work, 
including  public  contact. Such matters as planning and  Suileing 
approvals  require  immediate am5 necessary  attention  and other ltens 
may  readily be shelvec,. 

5.5 Another consequence of the diversity of  functions  is that 
there is no great  body of expertise,  even in the larger  councils. 
on any one  subject.  Regioxal groupi-~s of councils have been 
created  to wider. the basis of expertise  by collaboration, but they 
have  varying  degrees of success.  larticularly in the smaller 
councils  there  are no specialist officers but rather individual 
officers with several  specialist  functions.  There are limits 
therefore on  the  availability of specialist  advice. 

5.6 In  these  circumstances,  there is little p0lr.t in attenptilg to 
create, at  local  level, a major road safety pr0gramr.e. The 
resources are not present and neitner is the ultirr.ate 
responsibility  for all roads.  What can be Cone is to build on those 
aspects of local  government  which are  its  aajor  distinguishing 
feature - its closeness  and  accessibility to the  public  and  its 
knowledge of local conditions. 

5.1 There  are  iapediments to the :cl1 realisation of these 
features. Not all  councillors  are  equally  dedicated to the 
fostering of public  contact, a”d, whlle most believe  road  safery ?C! 
be of prime importance and alxost  all  believe it to be very 
significant, there  are va.rSatlols in the level of commitment to 
this particular concem. ?urt?_er,  as we have seer., the 
characteristics of the ~y;;cel co-.ir;,cill.:r are such th.at tkey ;-a 
directly represent ?:?e f-ll range cf comrr.uclty gro-ps. 

5.8 There are ways 05 x-e~zc2r.S these ixpedicents  withoct 
simultaneously ~EZC-;:ZZJ rllr a?-,-a::-a;es 3’ L;.~ lczal coEterrr. 
pa~ticularly in the ~ r e a  zf c3::.z:~:.ity Cevelopnent,  where 2. wi?.er 
voice is essential to the pslicy ;:-ocess,  commun:ty developme-t 
committees  have been estahlishel which recrult a range of people 
from the locality with the deliberate  intent  of  obtaining an inpct 
from otherwise untapped socrces, and particclarly from those  whose 



co-operation is essential to the operation of the  policy.  This is 
effectively  a  form of co-option, but for specific purposes  rather 
than to the council  at  large.  Such a committee is a conmittee of 
council;  some  nenbers of council  will be its members; it is 
service? by  council staff;  and it reports to council. 

5.9 This model can  be  applied to roac? safety by  setting  up  a  road 
safety  committee  which is not a normal  sub-committee of COUP-cil, 
but one  which  sets out to enlist  members  from the wider  community - 
parents  from  school councils, from  kindergartens  and  playgroups; 
worker  representatives  from  factories  and  other  workplaces;  old 
peoples'  club  represenatives,  people frorr. resldents'  associations, 
ethnic groups  and  recreational  clubs.  There  can be no  prescription 
for  appropriate  meabership since this  will  depend on the character 
and complexity of the area's population.  The main aim is to secure 
a  voice  for the mzjcr components of tne loca; scene, an? 
particularly  those  which are under-represented on the coilncil 
itself. 

5.10 S.ach a conmittee  could be used as a  referrant for all  road 
works  proposals, not xerely  those of the ccxicil, but of the  state 
roads  authority as  well. it should  not  nerely be a generator of 
paper-work b-t should be demonstrably effective. Where any 
recommendation of the  road safety  con~.ittee is not accepted by the 
rozds  authority,  local  or  state, it shocld Se Yeqaired. to give a 
fully jcstified  reason for its  decision a.?d  t:?is explanation  should 
be mase public. 

1, 

5.11 The connittee  should  also be used fcr a flow of inforrAanio? 
In the op2oci:e directio!:. Cases brc;lqk: :c ?--.m-> -u...AL:llors or officers 
should be referred tc. it ane it should be open  tc direct approack 
by the public.  Each  case  should be deliberated and,  where 
appropriate, further 2~~:37. reccmnended. If p.c action is ti.-7~:.z:t 
necessary, a writteil snatement justifyk5 this response skocl? be 
made to the complai:>ac~ zzd publicly  releases. 

5.12 The lmpact of s ~ c h  a process woclC. be to ensure that there 
was the fullest  possible  local and public input into the safety 
aspects of all  road  works,  and that all c.Lrrest an2 incipient 



hazards  would be brought to the  attention of the  appropriate 
authorities.  There are frequently  technical  matters  not  accessible 
to the layman; there are always  questions of priority  between 
competing  claims for finance and attention. It helps in the 
acceptance of a  negative  response if these reasons  are clearly 
annunciated. It may even produce  a  counter-opinion  which has  not 
been  initially  obvious to  the authority  concerned  and  which  might 
lead to  a  reversal of the earlier  eecision. 

5.13 A further  impact,  which is less tangible, but of equal 
importance,  is the cultivation of a public climate of effectiveness 
in an important aspect of their existence.  While  enhanced 
participation  carries the burden of both  responsibility  and 
frequent  disappointment, it ultimately gives  greater  legitimacy an6 
acceptance to the  process to which it Is attached. 

5.14 Yinally, it needs to  be recognised that any compiex  probler 
such as  road  safety has no ready, single and easy solution. Like 
many other problems, it arises from the  interactions  of a?- 
increasingly  complex,society. What is fundamental to all such 
problems is  that a r.ajor component  of  any  zpproach should be a 
broad-based  attempt at involving the publlc.  Local  government is 
constructed  to  serve  such  a  purpose and should  be  a key part of ar,y 
programme. 

\ 



RESEARCH NOTE 

It  was originally  intended  that the survey on  which this report 
is based  should be attached to a more  extensive one orA councillor 
characteristics and experiences,  funded  by the Local  Governxent 
Development Fund and  conducted in 1987. This would  have h26 the 
advantage of reducing  the  costs of sdministration and providins a 
wider range of variables  which might have illuminated counciilors' 
attitudes  to and experiences of road  safety.  Unfortunately, 
approval for the current  research  was  no  received  until 1988 and 
was attached to a survey on financial  management which provided EO 
variables of relevance.  It  was also  distributed .~y a different 
means. The 19e7 survey was mailed  dlrectly to individual 
councillors.  While more expensive, the cpezter  iamedlacy of the 
contact  tends to generate a higher  response  rate, and non-response 
is easily  identified and followec  up  with a  repeat  request.  This 
produced  a  response  rate of almost 70%. The  survey to which the 
current research  was attached was despatched  collectively to Chief 
Executive  Officers  with a request that it should be ZistribLted to 
councillors. an5 Included a questionna5re  for the officers 
themselves. A reminder was  sent cc:, but again, to C.E.0.s rather 
than  individual  councillors. ?he respocse  rate  fro- C.E.0.s was 
reasonable with a 66% return,  but that from  councillors  was poor, 
at just under 20%. This  might  mean that those with a greater 
concern for the subject  matter corr.aleted the questionnaire a22 t:?.ls 
the expressior: of conceri mzy well ie skewed u?wa?&s, IOWS:T~+: 
since the cases  reported are 2resurnahly objective events, with z 
minimum of interpretatior", the conciTJsions drawn from that part of 
the response s:loilic be valid. Responses concerning  coztact wiY:: :ne 

public tally  wlth  he r e s - ~ l ~ s  3f rhe ;S67 survey  arX :~.a-k- be 
presumed an accu?z.te de2ictior: 3: the general sit..lctio?. 

" 
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LOCAL  GOVERNMENT AND ROAD  SAFETY 

1. NAME OF COUNCIL ............................. 

2. YEAR FIRST “INTERED COUNCIL ........... 

3. TOTAL  YEARS OF SERVICEjexcluding any breaks) ...... 

4. CURRENT STATUS: Xayor,’ Alderman/  Councillor  (Underline as 
appropriate) 

5. COMMITTEE MEMBERSRIP 

(give  name of committee and circle if Chairman or Deputy) 

.......................... Ch.iDep. 

.......................... Ch./Dep. 

.......................... Ch./Dep. 

S. MEMBERSHIP OF COMMUNITY ORGANISA?.IONS 

(give  name and indicate any office  held) 

Name 

..................................... 

............................... 

...................................... 

...................................... 

...................................... 

Off ice 

.............. 

.............. 

.............. 

.............. 

.............. 

?. IMPORTANCE OF XOAD SAFETY 

(a)  How many  approaches frox mer.bers of the public on council 

matters  would  you  experience in an  average  week? D 
(b)  How many of these woilld Se on road. safety ;r.atters? 

(include conplalnts  about state of road repai? 
if these are  considere6  dangerous) 

(c)As a council  ze-ber, how  do  you regard  road safety matters? 

A major concern for council U tick as 
1 

A significant, but secondary  concern LJ appropriate 
n 

A matter best  dealt with by  other  bodies U 



a. ROAD SAFETY PROPOSALS 

(a)  Yave you ever proposed that Council should  undertake  road 
safety  education  programmes? YES/NO 

If YES, give  details of proposal and outcome  below 

............................................................... 

............................................................... 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

................................................................ 

:S: :iave yol; eve- ?zo?osed road safety  aeasures iz Co.;ncl:? Y?S/NO 

If YFS, sive  details of each proposal and. outcome  below 

(i) Socatlon .............................................. 

Type of hazar? ........................................ 

A-y accidents  caused by haza-d ....................... 

...................................................... 

3ate of repo-t  to  Council 

Action proposed ....................................... 

1. 

............................. 

...................................................... 

Actio- take z .......................................... 

...................................................... 

" 2 ,  
$", Locatio= .............................................. 

?y?e of hazard ........................................ 

Any accidents  caused  by hazard ....................... 

...................................................... 

Date of report to Council ............................. 

Action proposed ....................................... 

...................................................... 

Action taken ........................................... 

...................................................... 



(iii)  Location .............................................. 

Type of hazard ........................................ 

Any accidents caused by  hazard ....................... 

...................................................... 

Date of report to Council ............................. 

Action proposed ....................................... 

..................................................... 

Action takec. ......................................... 

.................................................. 

(iv)  Locatioc .............................................. 

Type of hazard ........................................ 

Any accidents caused by hazare ....................... 

...................................................... 

Date of report to Council ............................. 

Action proposed ...................................... 

................................................. 

Action  taken .......................................... 

...................................................... 

?LEASE CONTIVJE CX SEPARATE SEEETS IF XCESSARY. ANY  A23ITIOXAL 
COMMENTS OK ?YE RCLZ OF LOCAL GOVZRNKENT IN ROAD SAFETY WOUS3 
SE WELCOME. 

Name ........................ 

Telephone No. if prepared to give fLrther 
Ir.f ormat ion. ........... 

Confidentiality rez-ested D ?.eport Fequested 

Please retu" to: ~ r . ~ o h n  ~.Robbir.s, Department of Politics, 

Adelaide, 5001. 
Xniversity of Adelaide,  North  Terrace, 

.... " ........... .......................................... 
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