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Introduction

In 2006, the NSW Youth Advisory Council asked for a report on the youth specific information available in Local Council’s Social Plans.  This document provides a general overview of the information contained within the 152 Council’s social plans.
The Assistant Project Officer in the Youth Strategy and Participation Team has analysed each council’s social plan and also reviewed information available on each council’s website to compile this report.  The report focuses on the available information from each council with respect to the following;

· Length of the current social plan

· Consultation process used in developing the social plan

· How extensively youth issues were explored

· Does the council have a youth advisory committee and if so what sort of structure exists
A general comparison and review of the information is provided below. Specific local councils are not identified; however individual summaries of the youth specific information for each local council are attached. Additionally, each council’s complete social plan is also available. 
What are Social Plans?
The Local Government (General) Regulation was amended in 1998 to require all councils have a social plan. 
A social or community plan builds on existing demographic knowledge of the area and examines particular needs and issues, which are frequently faced by people within a community. Particular attention is paid to the needs of certain groups of people that are commonly disadvantaged in relation to having their needs heard, understood or addressed
. 

There are 7 key target groups that all councils must address in their social plan. These 7 target groups are;

· Children (0 – 11)

· Young People (12 – 24)

· Older Persons (55+)

· People with a disability 

· Persons from a Culturally and Linguistically Diverse background

· Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islanders

· Women

Councils can choose to address a range of other target groups, however all councils must address these 7 target groups as a minimum. 

The Review

Length of Social Plans

Current Requirements
The Department of Local Government stipulates that councils are required to develop a new social plan at least every 5 years. This is because the composition of the community and the key issues affecting the community, do not, as a general rule, rapidly change. Social plans should be revisited annually when councils formulate management plans for the year. 

Councils can develop social plans or community plans or components of social or community plans more frequently if Council determines this appropriate
. 
Results of Review

Councils across the state currently have social plans that span between 1 and 6 years. It should be noted that whilst many councils have the same time span for their social plans it is not necessarily the same years over which they span. 

A number of councils are still within their first social planning cycle, particularly those that were the subject of amalgamation in 2001 and 2003.
The majority of councils, almost 60%, had social plans which span 5 years.

	Length of Plan
	Number of Councils
	Percentage of all Councils

	
	
	

	1 year
	7
	4.61%

	2 years
	4
	2.63%

	3 years
	10
	6.58%

	4 years
	32
	21.05%

	5 years
	89
	58.55%

	6 years
	1
	0.66%


     Length of Council Social Plans in 2007

Community and Youth Consultation 

Current Requirements 

The Social Planning and Reporting Guidelines and Manual stipulate that social plans must include a community needs assessment. Developing a needs assessment involves collecting and examining information about key issues and needs faced by the people living with the local government area or region. 

The needs assessment must be developed using a process to provide stakeholders with an interest, particularly in the mandatory target groups, with an opportunity to participate. The mandatory target groups include young people (12-24) 
.

Results of Review

The consultation process is extremely varied across the state. 87% of councils stated that they had conducted some form of consultation in the development of their social/community plan. The method used to consult varied in both approach and success. 

Whilst councils are required to consult the members of the mandatory target groups, including young people, many councils do not specify if or how they consulted with the community in the development of their social/community plan. Many councils did not further specify if young people were consulted directly in the process. 

General Community Consultation

The most common forms of consultation with the general community included;

· Face to Face Community Consultations – This included direct, personal contact with members of the community at specifically coordinated forums, focus groups, community consultations or meetings. Over 60% of councils specifically stated that they consulted the community using this method. Many of these consultations were publicly advertised within the community inviting interested people to attend. (This does not include existing council community committees such as Youth Advisory Committees, which are detailed below).


· Surveys – This included paper based surveys and direct marketing style telephone surveys. Fewer than 25% of councils used some form of survey to consult with the community. Some councils reported return results from the distribution of their surveys. (This does include youth surveys, however further information on youth surveys is included below).

· Consulting with Service Providers and Community Groups – Just over 33% of councils approached local service providers and community groups to gather information about the mandatory target groups and community in general. Rural and regional councils were more likely to consult with service providers as the main source of community consultation. Most of these councils did not specify if young people were directly consulted in this process. 

· Consulting with Existing Council Committees – A few councils had council committees that were established as a consultative mechanism for the council. 5 councils consulted with their pre-existing committees as a main source of consultation. 

· Non Specified Consultation – 20% of councils did not specify the process used to consult the community, but simply stated that the community had been consulted. Rural and regional councils were more likely to not specify the method of community consultation.

· Not Stated – 13% of councils did not state if the community had been consulted in their social/community plan. It cannot be said that these councils did not consult the community; simply that it was not documented in their social plan. Rural and regional councils were just as likely as city councils to not state if the community was consulted. 

Youth Specific Consultation

57% of councils specifically stated that they directly consulted young people in the development of their social plan. These councils used a range of mechanisms including;

· Face to Face Youth Consultations – This included direct, personal contact with young people at specifically coordinated forums, focus groups, community consultations or meetings. 25% of all councils held specific youth face to face consultation (This does not include existing council community committees such as Youth Advisory Committees).


· Consulting with Youth Advisory Committees – Of the councils that have youth advisory structures, some held specific meetings or consultations for their members. Only 5% of all councils consulted with such committees. The majority of these were metropolitan councils. 


· Youth Survey – This included paper based surveys and direct marketing style telephone surveys. Only 4% of councils targeted a paper based or telephone survey at young people.  


· Consultation with students at schools – This includes focus groups at local high schools during and after school. These consultations have been coordinated directly with the school and do not include other young people. 8% of all councils consulted young people through schools. Metropolitan councils were more likely to consult young people through local schools.


· Youth Reports – 5 councils developed a significant youth report as part of their social planning process. These reports were essentially youth focused social plans and involved a great deal of consultation with young people. The youth reports were used as part of the council’s social plan. All but one of these councils was in the metropolitan area. 

Youth Issues
Current Requirements

A social/community plan must contain some form of human needs assessment which examines the well being of the people of the local government are and the unmet needs of the community across a range of priority issues relevant to that area. These needs also include barriers faced by particular groups in accessing services. 
Councils must include in their social/community plan data about the needs of the mandatory target groups.

It should be noted that whilst councils are asked to identify issues of importance to their community, the council does not necessarily need to take responsibility for addressing that issues. However councils must identify issues for each target group. 

Results of the Review

The review of the councils’ social plan looked at the depth at which a council explored youth issues. There was a wide range of methods for identifying issues within councils and as such the actual issues themselves are not collected in a uniform manner. This means that the issues are difficult to compare and contrast, this report does not look the issues that councils identified. 
Some councils chose to draft separate documents that were youth specific that formed part of their social plan, other councils had large sections of their social plan dedicated to young people, whilst other councils have only listed one or two youth issues for their council. 

Depth of Issues Exploration

Councils’ Social Plans can be placed on a continuum from in depth exploration of youth issues to councils which did not identify issues relating to young people;

· In depth exploration of issues – Councils who dedicated significant space to exploring issues relating to young people and were able to draw the issues from their consultation process. These councils also had good plans for addressing the identified issues 

· Good exploration of issues – Councils who identified a range of issues relating to young people, many of which were drawn from the consultation process. Some of the issues were addressed in future planning

· Brief exploration of issues – Councils who identified a few select issues relating to young people. Some of them may have been addressed in future planning

· Limited exploration of issues – Councils who only identified one or two issues relating to young people. These issues were not addressed

· No Issues stated – Councils who did not state and issues relating to young people 

	Category
	Number of Councils
	Percentage of all Councils

	
	
	

	In depth exploration of issues
	35
	23.02%

	Good exploration of issues
	52
	34.2%

	Brief exploration of issues
	32
	21.05%

	Limited exploration of issues
	14
	9.21%

	No Issues stated
	9
	5.92%


    Depth of issues exploration in Council Social Plans in 2007

Over half of all councils were in the top two categories and relatively few councils failed to identify any issues relating to young people. 

Youth Advisory Structures
Current Requirements

Local councils in NSW are not required to establish a formal youth advisory structure such as a youth advisory committee. 

The Department of Local Government states that councils must develop their social/community plan using a process to provide stakeholders with an interest, particularly in the mandatory target groups, with an opportunity to participate. The mandatory target groups include young people (12-24)
.

The Department of Local Government recommends that a range of consultative mechanisms be used when consulting young people. Youth advisory committees are provided as one example that can be utilised by local councils to engage young people. However the Department of Local Government states that this should not be the only means of consulting young people
.  
Results of the Review
The review of council social plans, including councils’ websites suggests that 51 local councils have a youth advisory structure. The definition of a youth advisory structure was extended to include;

· Permanent, fixed member formal committees

· Permanent, informal regular committees

· Non permanent committees that are established annually 

This review may not accurately represent the total number of youth advisory structures that exist in local councils in NSW. However, from the information that councils have provided through their social plans and websites, 51 or 33.5% of all councils currently have a youth advisory structure, such as a youth advisory committee or youth council. 
A number of councils had suggested in their social/community plans that the establishment of a youth advisory committee would be beneficial for young people in their community. In a number of cases this was listed as a priority for the future. These councils are not recorded in the figure above unless the council stated on its website that a youth advisory structure had been established. 
A list of the councils who currently have youth advisory structures is provided in attachment 3.
Conclusion 
Other than being required to have social plans there seems to be very little consistency across local government in the development and contents of local councils’ social plans. 
Councils are provided with a number of models of community engagement and reporting by the Department of Local Government. Some councils use these models very successfully, whilst some councils do not utilise any of the models offered. 
Length of Plan

Whilst most councils have social plans that are comply with the 5 year limit as specified by the Department of Local Government, only 58.55% span 5 years. 

Many councils also stated that their social plan fitted within a broader framework of documents that provided strategic direction for their Council. The majority of these were Metropolitan councils. 

Consultation 

The majority of councils did run some form of consultation. The quality of this consultation seems to vary significantly. However it is hard to appropriately establish the quality of the consultations due to the limited amount of reporting and documentation that councils provided.

Based on information provided in the social plans, councils consultation processes range from very basic methods to well thought out and targeted consultations. Some councils advertised their consultations generally and gathered information from whoever attended the consultation sessions. 

Other councils were more pro-active in consultations and approached various groups within the community. Many councils went as far as to hold a focus group for each of the mandatory target groups, which includes young people. There does not seem to be any obvious relationship between the location of the council and the level of consultation
Consultation could be an area that could be significantly improved in the development of social plans, particularly in regards to young people. Only 57% of councils consulted young people directly. Young people are less likely to respond to a general advertisement to attend a community consultation. They are more likely to respond to a directly targeted method of consultation. 

Youth Advisory Structures
From the information available only 33.5% of councils had a youth advisory structure. There was a disparity between metropolitan councils and non-metropolitan councils. 49% of youth advisory structures were located in the metropolitan area, whilst metropolitan councils only represent 33% of all councils in the state. 
This could be an area of improvement also. Councils could be encouraged to establish local youth advisory committees. The promotion of youth advisory committees could help increase the level of youth consultation. 
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