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By Don Perlgut and Wendy Sarkissian 
 
Introduction 
 
In recent years local government in New South Wales has been under pressure to provide 
'Social Plans' to provide the basis for allocating resources, especially in the community services 
area.  A Community Services Manual has been produced in recognition of local government's 
need for information on planning for 'personal needs' and 'community well being'.  (LGA, 
1983:1.2) According to this publication, social planning is defined as 'the process by which 
strategies or plans are developed to implement the council's responsibility for enhancing the 
quality of life in general, and of residential environments in particular'.  (LGA, 1983-2.5) The 
process is generally seen to include identification of target groups and their needs- development 
of planning objectives, based on identification of social needs; a course of action and 
evaluation. 
 
SIX GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
 
Early in 1985 the Social Planning Consortium (SPC), a Sydney and Armidale-based collective 
of social planners and academics, proposed a number of 'core principles' to guide the 
development of this work within local government in New South Wales.  These 'six principles', 
discussed briefly below, provide an organising and evaluative framework for the two Social 
Plans reviewed in this article. 
 
Equity Issues 
 
Social planning, like all planning, is seen as having both desirable and undesirable 
consequences.  with scarce resources being allocated, there are inevitably losers and winners.  
A needs-based, equity-based framework should ensure that those whose situation we seek to 
ameliorate are not inadvertently disadvantaged.  Maximum public participation in decision-
making, planning and management of programs, services and facilities should be provided as a 
basic right. 
 
Emphasis on the 'Process', Rather than the Product 
 
The production of a plan, even a 'social plan', is seen as an outdated and inappropriate model.  
Social planning is seen as leading to the sorts of changes which will benefit a community.  As 
important as the shape of the final identifiable product (a plan), is the process of defining, 
promotion and steering change.  This requires a fundamental shift from an ends-oriented 
approach to a consultative one, which involves all participants.  Checklists, standards and 
guidelines are only as valuable as the process which produces them. 
 
An Emphasis on Services and Human Resources Rather than Facilities 
 
The 'facilities-centred theory of social change' (Gans 1968), popular with goal-oriented 
planners, is rejected.  Social change cannot be achieved merely by facilities.  Rather, 
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community development needs skills and skill-building; human resources are of paramount 
importance.  Measurement is difficult, although outcomes are real enough. 
 
An Integral Part of the Statutory Planning Process 
 
Social planning is seen as the umbrella under which all planning is organised, rather than a 
body of material 'taken into account' by real (physical) planners.  Thus local government social 
planning processes should be integrated with Local Environmental Studies and Local 
Environment Plans, as recommended by the NSW Department of Environment and Planning: 
 
'While it is easier to address social, economic and physical considerations separately, there are 
few instances where they do not interact.  It is vital that... they be brought together and  related  
to  the  aims  of  the  plan so that the inconsistencies which become obvious will be resolved'. 
(Draft Local Planning Manual, 1981:42) 
 
A social plan must identify required community facilities and services, timing and funding 
sources, including developer levies and other contributions. 
 
Tailored for Local Needs 
 
Because planning is regarded as a form of 'social learning' (Friedmann 1973), based on skill-
building and information exchange all materials and approaches must be local in focus and 
pragmatic in design and understandable by residents and users, as well as by practitioners.  
Because Councils will not generally prepare social plans unless they need to, planning advice 
must be practical if it is to be used in more than a perfunctory way. 
 
A Flexible Tool for Evaluation 
 
The process of social planning is an active and changing one which must respond to community 
changes.  A static, prescriptive model must be rejected in favour of a flexible and responsive 
approach, which will vary over time and from one locality to another. 
 
APPLICATION OF THESE PRINCIPLES IN THE UPPER HUNTER VALLEY 
 
In 1984 and 1985 the Social Planning Consortium carried out social planning studies for two 
local shire councils: Muswellbrook (population 14,000) and Murrurundi (population 2,300).  
These councils are located in the upper Hunter Valley of New South Wales, straddling the New 
England Highway.  Traditionally a rich agricultural region producing cattle, wheat, wine 
grapes, and a variety of other products, the Hunter Valley economy has been changing 
dramatically over the past fifteen years. 
 
Muswellbrook 
 
For Muswellbrook, this change has been major: the development of some twenty coal mines 
and two major coal-fired electric power stations in the local area have turned the economy to a 
resource-based semi-industrial one.  As agriculture declines in importance, coal mining in 
particular is increasing in importance.  This has had crucial economic and social effects, 
increasing social and cultural divisions in the community. 
 
In the 1970s Muswellbrook Shire was undergoing a major 'boom' in employment and 
population growth.  As this growth was due almost solely to coal-mining and related activities, 
the general decline in the period 1981 to 1983 saw a dramatic revision of growth projection for 
the Shire.  A virtual 'boom and bust' occurred over a few short years, with the present (1985) 
seeing a gradual build-up of growth prospects again, with the possibility of a number of new 
coal mines opening in the next few years. 
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Murrurundi 
 
For Murrurundi (population 2,300), the changes have been less far-reaching.  The Council 
area's economy  has  been stagnant and, in fact, in decline for most of this century.  While 
Scone, Muswellbrook and Singleton, all directly to the south of Murrurundi, have been 
undergoing change and development, much of the town s recent history has been the loss of key 
services and employers such as the railway terminals.   
 
Murrurundi township has been declared an historic district by the National Trust.  The Shire 
itself has numerous natural and scenic attractions, none of which have been developed to any 
degree.  Although some new residents are moving into Murrurundi and commuting to jobs 
'down south' in the Muswellbrook/Singleton area, the chances of the area becoming a 'bedroom 
community' for those industrial areas are remote.   
 
Short of any local mining or dam development, the population of the Shire is predicted to 
remain static for the rest of this century.  It will also continue to lose its talented young people 
to the 'city' and other locations, resulting in a moderate disproportion of very young and very 
old people. 
 
Local Autonomy 
 
Whereas Murrurundi has recently fought off attempts to abolish it and amalgamate it with 
surrounding councils, Muswellbrook recently incorporated the former Denman Shire Council.  
These amalgamation issues had important political and social implications for social planning 
efforts.  Murrurundi struggles to maintain its identity; Muswellbrook faces problems of 
bringing Muswellbrook and Denman and the Shire's rural areas under local authority 
management.   
 
 
THE SOCIAL PLANNING APPROACH:  THE LOCAL AREA ACCOUNT 
 
The approach for the two planning studies is based on a model developed by Wendy Sarkissian 
for use in developing urban areas.  It comprises four major components: the Local Area 
Account, the public meeting, the Community Services and Facilities Plan, and ongoing 
consultation. 
 
The guiding objective of the social plan is maximisation and widening choice for the individual 
and the community.  More specifically, the process aims to: 
 
. foster human contact and promote vitality through community and personal 

relationships; 
 
. support the needs of minority, disadvantaged or vulnerable groups; 
 
. strengthen and co-ordinate community services by building up communication via 

community organisations and development; and 
 
. focus on priorities which include criteria upon which decisions can be made (i.e., to 

develop 'actionable' information bases). 
 
The keynote is participation, with the consultant (or staff person) performing a co-ordinating 
and facilitating role, rather than taking the lead as a technical 'expert'. 
 
The Local Area Account (LAA) is the first step in the process of undertaking a social plan and 
usually the first volume of the plan.  Its function is to provide principles and information to aid 
in the development of the Community Services and Facilities Plan (CSFP).  The LAA contains 
two components: general background information and site-specific data.  It provides a 
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framework and material for analysis, decision-making and action and focuses on the issues 
which council determines to be of the highest priority.  It not only informs the CSFP; it also, 
and very importantly, provides the 'social' data for the more subtle and elusive process of 
translating social concerns into a physical plan.  The aim is to achieve 'congruence' or 'fit' 
between the physical aspects of the local area and the residents' needs. 
 
Some examples of some of the goals proposed for Muswellbrook Shire to resolve conflicting 
views were to foster stability within the community, encourage interaction among members of 
different groups in the community, promote an equitable distribution of resources throughout 
the Shire, ensure that the Shire receives its equitable share of allocation of funds, encourage 
strengthening and diversification of the Shire's economic and employment base, and develop an 
appropriate range of recreation, leisure, cultural and tourism opportunities. 
 
All of the proposed goals were discussed at length at the public meeting and in the final report.  
Of particular concern was fostering community stability.  Muswellbrook, a shire centred on a 
mining town, dependent on world coal markets for its livelihood, is facing an uncertain future.  
There appeared to be a community shared pessimistic view that Muswellbrook is the sort of 
community which one 'takes from' and does not 'give to', a place where the quality of life must 
inevitably deteriorate.  The LAA proposed strengthening the Shire's economic basis and 
widening opportunities for education and communication. 
 
The principles outlined above were applied to the social planning study to these two rural shires 
with different results.  In the larger shire of Muswellbrook, it was difficult to establish a set of 
goals, futures and priorities which could be commonly agreed upon because of very divergent 
attitudes towards the mining industry.  It appeared that a number of quite separate interest 
groups were endeavouring to create a future -- which matched their vision of a good 
community.  The problems lie in the lack of a shared or common view of what constitutes a 
good future, for example: How much change can the community handle?  Over how long a 
period?  At which rate?  Which groups are most likely to benefit?  Which groups might be 
disadvantaged by proposed or expected changes? 
 
Growing out of the Goals For Muswellbrook is a set of more specific objectives for the 
community, which can be addressed using the information in the LAA and the CSF Plan. 
 
A similar process was undertaken in the smaller study for  Murrurundi Shire.  A set of Goals 
was tailored to the needs of this small but geographically widespread community, with 
emphasis on community networks.  The report recorded that a 'dynamic' tension exists between 
the fierce desire for autonomy and perhaps a return to 'the good old days' and the 
acknowledgment that Murrurundi is part of a wider 'community' and must adjust in some ways 
to the constraints of that 'wider community'. 
 
In Murrurundi, the LAA highlighted the extreme limitations on employment opportunities, 
including a heavy reliance on agriculture.  The only major employer in the Council area is the 
Shire itself, with only 38 staff.  Common to many country councils, roads in particular have 
been deteriorating for years, exacerbating problems of communication and isolation.  The poor 
public transport adds to this problem. 
 
 
THE PUBLIC MEETING  
 
An essential philosophical underpinning of the SPC approach is the view that the wisdom of the 
community must be tapped in a consultative process.  Following an intensive public 
information program and preparation of the draft LAA, a public meeting of consultation 
focusing on the community's future is held, using a structured 'future research' approach.  
Participants worked in groups with trained facilitators and all outcomes of brainstorming and 
decision-making sessions were recorded in the report. 
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The public meeting for the Muswellbrook study was undertaken at the beginning of the process.  
The meeting in Murrurundi was held in the middle of the process after the production of the 
Local Area Account.  On balance, it seems best to hold such meetings - in a social planning 
context - after a fair bit of data has been collected, as we did in Murrurundi. 
 
The 'Future Search' Model 
 
The model upon which the consultation process was based is reported in New Directions: South 
Australia 2001 (1983), a report of a four-day conference of 65 participants in 1982 to develop a 
vision of South Australia in the year 2001.  The basic ideas underlying the search process are as 
follows (p.1): 
 
. the rate and extent of change in today's world is so rapid and fundamental that many 

forms of planning used previously are no longer relevant; 
 
. planning needs to involve people actively and be adaptive if it is to be effective; 
 
. for each group or organisation there is both an internal and external environment and 

changes in one affect the other; 
 
. given the opportunity people can and will seek ways and means of solving problems 

facing them; and finally 
 
. a substantial component of decision-making is value-based and consequently 

opportunities need to be provided for sharing values as well as factual data. 
 
Structure 
 
Structure is essential if we are to help a group of people share their views and aspirations for the 
future and 'develop a shared responsibility for their own planning'.  Four basic sequential and 
cumulative stages are required: they can be adapted to meet the needs of particular stages.  The 
stages we used are: 
 
1. Explanation of aims and context by group facilitator. 
 
2. Probable Futures:  Where will this community be in the year 2000 if existing trends 

continue? 
 
3. Desirable Futures: What would we like this community to be in the year 2000? 
 
4. Where do we go from here? What are the areas where actions should be taken as a 

matter of urgency? 
 
A rural social plan requires both the context and a direction for more detailed action planning.  
The public meeting is held midway through the information-gathering process of the social plan 
to ensure that enough 'context' information would be available to interpret the findings and that 
adequate time remained to develop recommendations to include the Community Services and 
Facilities Plan. 
 
Encouraging Attendance at a Community Consultation 
 
Experience has shown that public meetings will never be well attended unless a sense of 
'urgency' exists.  We do not believe the communities are necessarily apathetic, but that people 
will order their priorities to do other things if they do not feel that their input is urgently 
required.  Thus, our method involved 'saturation' media coverage, using radio, television, 
newspaper articles and paid advertisements, provocative flyers and posters asking questions 
about local issues.  A 'ring around' just before the day was used as a reminder.  Flyers were sent 
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to local organisations and an extensive letter-box drop was undertaken.  (See Figures 1 and 2.)  
The old-style 'town meeting' was reborn - with an important difference.  Care in structuring the 
process ensured that everyone had a say - and all options were recorded. 
 
This method can yield astonishing results: in the tiny Shire of Murrurundi (population 2,300), 
150 residents attended the meeting.  This was nearly 7 per cent of the total population and the 
largest public meeting ever held, so far as local people could recall. 
 
Consultation Format 
 
The meeting was run according to a precise agenda.  All facilitators were briefed before the 
meeting and were asked to facilitate one small group seated at a table.  As participants arrived 
they were given a name tag and an agenda.  As soon as group facilitators had a number of 
people sitting at their tables, the process began.  Participants were asked to observe certain 
ground rules to encourage participation by all group members while ensuring that no member 
dominated the group.  The group recorder was responsible for clearly recording on butcher's 
paper with a thick pen the results of deliberations in all sessions.  These notes from the minutes 
of the meeting and were issued as input into the Community Services and Facilities Plan. 
 
Following the introduction, two sessions were conducted as 'brainstorming' sessions, using the 
ground rules.  Thus 'probable futures' and 'desirable futures' were described and the results put 
up on the walls for all to read.  After a supper break the final sessions began, using a different 
approach: consensus decision-making.  The group members were asked to identify: 
 
. the single most important item on which action should be undertaken in the next 12 

months; 
 
. whose responsibility it is; 
 
. how it should be approached; and 
 
. how they (the group) would know that it had been achieved (or substantially 

commenced). 
 
Probable and Desirable Futures 
 
The 'probable' futures articulated by the residents of the Muswellbrook public meeting included 
more unemployment; population growth; need for self help as society deteriorates; social 
divisions between transients/permanents, Denman/Muswellbrook, and mining and power 
people/others; family breakdown; more leisure; loneliness and community apathy; poor public 
transport; the income differential to increase or remain; an increase in youth problems and poor 
catering for the needs of older people. 
 
In Murrurundi, the 'probable' futures were equally as pessimistic.   The residents saw 
amalgamation, unemployment, inadequate town water, loss of young population, an aging 
population and unemployment as likely developments.  Road quality was expected to 
deteriorate even further.   Community services would be strained to meet demands, some would 
disappear.  The qualities of a 'nice country town' would disappear. 
 
The 'desirable' futures for Muswellbrook to the year 2000 had these characteristics: more 
interaction within the community; choices in health services; better shopping; more appropriate 
public transport, better roads, malls and by-passes; more greenery and landscaped public spaces 
in towns; more and better leisure activities; accommodation for aged; tourist promotion; 
emergency accommodation employment choices and alternative income sources; improved 
local government; and more community action, power and interest. 
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In Murrurundi, over 170 'themes' were produced characterising a 'desirable' future.  Public 
transport, a new high school, tourism and improvement, an expanded library with longer hours, 
greater Council efficiency, light industrial development and a full range of medical facilities 
with resident staff were emphasised.  Adequate local employment, better local shopping, 
improved sporting and entertainment facilities and a constant water supply also received 
emphasis. 
 
What to do First? 
 
Finally, participants in the meetings were asked to decide in groups what to do first.  In 
Muswellbrook, five areas were emphasised: public transport, better council/community 
communications, cultural programs, community information, and co-ordination of existing 
groups, services and facilities.  Five areas also were identified for immediate   attention   in   
Murrurundi:  employment creation, tourism development, expanded community services,  
improvements to roads, and business and industrial development. 
 
COMMUNITY SERVICES AND FACILITIES PLAN 
 
The Community Services and Facilities Plans built on the key issues identified from the LAA's 
and the public meetings.  Emphasis was on specific implementable recommendations, including 
sources of funding and management implications.  These plans differed greatly between the two 
Shires, reflecting enormous differences in their size, scope and problems. 
 
In Murrurundi, the emphasis was quite simply on basic needs for the relatively isolated 
population: improved roads, more employment and basic social services.  The Shire has few 
major institutions, no major employers and no immediate prospects for growth.  The simple 
lack of resources - financial and human - overshadowed all issues for both the Council itself 
and the Shire's residents. 
 
In Muswellbrook the issues were far more complex.  The massive spurts of growth in the 1970s 
and early 1980s have caused a concern more for issues of community organisation, community 
and council communication, and how to deal with the social effects of growth.  The size of 
Muswellbrook - some six times the population of Murrurundi - made it difficult to absorb, 
understand, and focus on all of the issues. 
 
Certainly, both Shires showed concern with the issues which affect most rural councils: 
population structure, inadequate public transport, isolation of rural population and small 
villages, lack of attention paid by government personnel (especially in Murrurundi) and a 
general lack of the educational, social, cultural and community resources which exist in the 
major metropolitan centres. 
 
Ongoing Consultation 
 
In both communities extensive consultation was necessary at all stages and it was necessary to 
keep in touch with Council and residents to ensure that there were 'no surprises'.  The 
consultants assisted Muswellbrook Council in the selection of a community services staff 
member and in Murrurundi provided advice on tourism development and community services 
staff resources, in consultation with State Government departments. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Both Muswellbrook and Murrurundi Shires are victims of major economic changes.  This is not 
uncommon for non-metropolitan Australian councils.  It is difficult, however, to see where and 
how 'social planning' can be of real assistance in the face of these overwhelming economic 
realities. 
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Perhaps the best way social planning can assist is in encouraging the Council to undertake a 
corporate planning approach to its social and economic problems (see Jones 1977).  Too often 
Councils view 'social planning' in a narrow community services context.  To be truly effective 
and useful, social planning must incorporate the complete range of council activities.  The 
priorities identified by the residents (economic development, transport, roads, etc.) support this 
contention. 
 
In analysing the success of the SPC's social planning model, two weaknesses and two strengths 
clearly emerge.  The weaknesses are as follows: 
 
(1) It takes a long time to understand the dynamics of a community, especially for larger 

ones (i.e., Muswellbrook).  This is particularly difficult for outside consultants no matter 
how committed they may be. 

 
(2) As most Councils have little administrative and financial flexibility, the raising of 

expectations by the preparation of a social plan can be counter-productive: The Council 
will not be able to deliver on all of the recommendations that such a 'broad brush' social 
plan produces. 

 
The two major strengths of the model are: 
 
(1) It ties the 'checklist' approach to community service provision to goals and futures of the 

council (especially in the LAA), providing a framework for interpreting levels of service 
Provision. 

 
(2) It is truly participatory, utilising the LAA as a document for discussion, and involving 

the structured public meeting. 
 
And, finally, we offer some recommendations about the social planning process for country 
councils: 
 
1. Councils need specific information.  More emphasis should be placed on producing 

good community profiles and data bases, rather than 'all encompassing' plans.  Planning, 
when utilised, should or could concentrate on a few major local concerns, rather than 
giving an equal balance to all issues.  In Murrurundi this might include tourism, 
employment, and youth; in Muswellbrook they might be housing, transport and other 
services for isolated people and youth. 

 
2. As most country (rural or non-metropolitan councils) generally lack specialised 

expertise, social planning must be tailored for the expertise they have and to help them 
obtain the expertise. 

 
3. The production of good socio-economic and demographic data is crucial.  Data accuracy 

in small communities is a problem.  Good data will assist in applications for funding for 
services and infrastructure. 

 
4. As most country councils have a limited employment base, social planning must tackle 

economic development issues.  The 'social welfare' model is not appropriate. 
 
5. As most small councils have limited resources and a small leadership base, social 

planning must emphasise local self-help (self-reliance) approaches. 
 
6. Solutions and strategies must be 'low cost' and developed in a way which does not put 

unnecessary strains on the council. 
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