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Managing a

‘lownship

Going from the property sector to local government, Kerry Robinson
understands the challenge and privilege of working in the city where

he was raised.
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ocated in Western
Sydney, Blacktown
City is the biggest
local government
authority in New
South Wales. In early July 2013,
Kerry Robinson was appointed as
general manager of Blacktown City
Council. Kerry had more than 30
years of experience in the property
industry, having worked in local
government, private consultancy,
and a range of private-sector
development organisations.

Having grown up and gone to
school in Doonside, Kerry has
always had an affinity for
Blacktown, and came into the role
to bring corporate management,
modern communication, and
branding expertise to the council.

Kerry spoke with 7%e CEO
Magazine about his role, his
experiences, and his hopes for the
council’s future.
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The CEO Magazine: What led
you to your current role as
general manager of Blacktown
City Council?

Kerry: I have a long family
history in Blacktown. I went to
school here, and council gave me
a cadetship during my university
town-planning course. So I started
my working life here before
moving on to a whole range of
things including commercial
property research, industrial land
sales, and then working for a
number of property developers,
particularly Delfin Property
Group, which was the largest
subdivider of land in the country
at that time, and then Lend Lease.
For the past 13 years I worked at
UrbanGrowth NSW.

A constant theme of this career
path is that even while working for
those commercial entities, a lot of
my project work was within

Western Sydney and a majority
was in Blacktown, so I have a long
linkage with Blacktown. When I
was contemplating this position, it
wasn’t necessarily that I wanted to
be a local government general
manager; it was more that I saw
my history, the work that I had
done, and my connection to the
Blacktown area as an opportunity
for me to make a positive
contribution to the Blacktown
community through this role.

What have been your
greatest achievements as
general manager?

Although it is early days—I started
at council in August 2013—major
projects are underway. We are
working on a number of things
that are internal rearrangements,
and we have engaged the Plain
English Foundation to run a
writing training course to address
some of the shortcomings. I think >
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ALMOST A DECADE AGO, BLACKTOWN CITY COUNCIL BECAME ONE OF THE
FIRST SYDNEY COUNCILS TO REALISE THE IMPORTANCE OF ACHIEVING
THE BEST SUSTAINABLE OUTCOMES FOR THEIR COMMUNITY.

THAT’S WHY IN 2005, BLACKTOWN CITY COUNCIL PARTNERED WITH A
LEADER IN RESOURCE RECOVERY.

Through state-of-the-art Advanced Resource Recovery Technology (ARRT),

SITA Australia has assisted Blacktown City Council in becoming a pioneer

in best practice waste management, reducing their carbon footprint and
conserving their local environment and natural resources.

SITA is a proud partner of Blacktown City Council, a true City of Excellence.

‘L AUSTRALIAN
For information on best practice waste

management solutions, contact SITA Australia
on 13 13 35 or visit sita.com.au \

131335

SITA.COM.AU
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we have a great opportunity to get
our messaging across in a manner
that is far better than we have
been doing in the past.

Blacktown Council is by no means
broken; it is the largest local
government entity by population in
New South Wales and, as of 1
January 2014, is the fourth largest
in the country.

It has a sound financial position,
although it has some challenges, as
you can imagine. The council has
certainly placed their faith in me,
and it is a clear statement of intent.
I am the seventeenth general
manager or town clerk of this
council, but the first to be
appointed from outside the
organisation. The council sees that
I have a mix of understanding
through my work for more than a
decade in Landcom, the ability to
work within government, and my
commercial background, having
delivered more than a billion and a
half dollars worth of real estate
development. So I bring a mix of
skills to the role.

The councillors have asked me to
review council structure, and I
have taken that in the normal
fashion, which is to benchmark us
against best practice not only in
Australia, but also in New Zealand,
Canada, and the UK. I have
consultants working on that, and
they have presented their ideas to
me and my executive team, which
L in turn, report as a new structure
to the council.

We are about to start staff
consultation on expanding our
office hours. It’s a simple thing, but
if we are serious about wanting to
provide better service to our
customers, | believe that we need
to be open far longer.

As a city council, how have you
utilised your experience in the
commercial sector to take a fresh
look at running the council?

It’s more about smaller areas with

focus rather than the big picture.
As I said earlier, at a big-picture
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level, this council has a sound
position, with challenges. We had
an operating deficit in the 2013
financial year of close to $8
million, and there are debates
within council that are going on as
to how we address that. We have
recommended to council that we
increase rates so as to generate an
extra $10 million per annum,
which can be applied to asset
renewal and maintenance. Over a
decade, this will wind back the
current $68 million deficit that we
face in this area.

To apply my commercial skills, or
commercial view of how to tackle
things, I am very keen to bring
together all of our design functions
and create a centre of design
excellence. While working for
Lend Lease, I learned that the
great synergy is to get a result of
1+1=3. That challenges our
project management and project
delivery model. In the new

structure, we will put more focus
on project management skills and
our project management
performance, and that’s coming
from my experience of using
external project managers in large
projects to deliver outcomes.

A second example is that this
council has carried out its own
land projects and its own
subdivision works for many years,
and I see that there is an
opportunity for council to
generate more profit out of those
works—not at the expense of
anything else that we do, but
simply by giving more focus to
those land management and
subdivision projects. In order to
do that, I have established an
expert panel to assist our staff
with the preparation of a business
plan as well as provide some
additional skilling and mentoring
to our staff in land subdivision

and land development works. The >
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aim of all of that is to have
council generating a profit of
about $2 million a year from land
projects that we can recycle into
our major projects program.

This is about taking those
commercial skills learned in
government and in the private
sector and pushing some of those
things in a commercial sense in
the businesses that we run, but
also with an eye to continuing

to provide customer service.
Council needs to be commercial,
but that doesn’t mean it isn’t a
social service provider; it is a social
service provider. As the leader of
the organisation, I need to get that
balance right.

I want to benchmark Blacktown
City Council against other councils
and be seen as one of the best.
Consolidation of the council’s
strengths through initiatives such
as a graduate program to attract
and retain young staff will seek to
promote the ongoing success and
prosperity of the council.

How would you describe the
organisation’s culture and how
you are planning on shaping it as
you progress into the role?

I just finished a meeting where we
were talking about all the issues
around changing our opening
hours, and I made the point that
one of the reasons I am doing that
is to demonstrate to our team that
we need to renew our focus on
providing service to customers. We
need, all the time, to think about
what service we’re providing to the
community, the way we operate in
our playing fields, or the way we
operate to service the development
industry. It’s important that we are
providing the right type of service
to our customers.

At Blacktown Council, there is a
long history of facilitating
development, and part of that
comes from a clear understanding
on both sides of politics that a
great way to serve our community
is to address the job imbalance
that exists in Western Sydney. If

Gonnecting Western Sydney for more than 40 years

.
H.’\

Houghton & Meredith Pty Ltd is a professional civil engineering contractor
specialising in the construction of roads, drainage structural concrete, and
sporting fields. For more than 40 years, we have consistently proven that
we have the capability and experience to provide the right team to deliver
quality, innovative, and cost-effective infrastructure development. Our
successful combination of technical and practical expertise meet and
surpass the requirements and expectations of our clients in both public and
private sectors.

Our projects include:

» Westlink M7

* Blacktown Showground

« Blacktown Ring Road

« Blacktown International Sportspark
+ Giants Stadium

+ Castle Towers

We would like to thank Blacktown
City Council for all their support
and our continuing relationship.

(02) 9627 4192 - info@hmeivil.com

2

we are going to create new jobs,
we need to have an eye to
facilitating developments that
employ those people, so we need
to make sure that it’s easy to do
business with council; and we need
to make sure that we have a very
sharp focus on turning around
development applications as
quickly as we possibly can.

One of the things that the
development industry said to me
when I took up this role is that
there are a couple of particular
issues where our performance in
serving the development industry
hasn’t improved. Drainage
engineering is one particular
example of this. Part of my
response to that has been to direct
a better practice review of certain
engineering functions. I have
formed a panel with Laurie Rose,
AO, who was at one time the
national president of the Urban
Development Institute; Professor
Dr Tony Wong, who is the chief
executive officer of the
Cooperative Research Centre for >
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Y & ly: CIVIL CONTRAGTORS
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We are a family-owned business undertaking
construction projects for various councils and
private developers in the Western Sydney area.

Our services include:

¢ Earthworks ¢ Utility services

e Drainage e Landscaping
e Roadworks e Bridge construction
e Plant hire e Subdivisions

Our commitment is to continually
exceed our clients expectations
for service and quality.

P: 96257000 F: 9625 7800
adminfdjaylelcivil.com.au



‘Water Sensitive Cities; and
Associate Professor Roberta Ryan,
of the Centre for Excellence in
Local Government. This panel is
looking at our performance, what

3 is best practice, and providing
— - council with advice on how we can
improve and get a better level of

J & G EXCAVATIONS & ASPHALTING ;

J & G Excavations & Asphalting is an established and reputable i _‘—_ service to the development
Australian civil construction company that has been in the - = — industry with the consequence of
business for more than 20 years. We specialise in all areas = delivering jobs to our community.
of asphalt and profiling works. Whatever the extent of your =

asphalting needs, J & G Excavations can offer the perfect solution. . How do you work with suppliers,

Whether you need repair works or a complete reconstruction, subcontractors, and strategic

we can provide you with a prompt, friendly, and quality service. - partners to achieve success?
* Road works and construction - o . .

+ Asphalt surfacing Eer Council is a little constrained in

* Profiling the supply chain because the Local
- Excavations " Government Act mandates that for
+ Earth moving any large procurement, we need to

go to open tender. That being said,
we do have a number of key
suppliers that are very, very
important to the way we continue
to run our business. We use
procurement panels from a
number of places—Local
Government NSV, along with the
Western City Regional
Organisation of Councils—to aid
our procurement. As a public
organisation using public funds,
we need to be careful to deliver
demonstrable value for money to
our ratepayers. We do work with a
number of suppliers over the long
term and some of our supplier
contracts are over the long term,
but they are procured in a slightly
different way to the way you might
do in the commercial world where
you have a stronger focus on
building a long-term partnership
with some of your suppliers.

J & G Excavations & Asphalting uses modern
technology and equipment to allow us to
complete every job to the highest-possible
standard. We focus on quality workmanship
and refuse to cut corners or take shortcuts

at any stage of the process. (02) 9675 3300 - www.jandgexcavations.com.au
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Concrete Contractors

What is your vision for
Blacktown City Council?
INDUSTRIAL | COMMERCIAL | DOMESTIC
There are a number of key projects
that we need to deliver on. They
are geared to quality of open space,
quality of recreation and sporting
activities, as well as building
culture and building education and
jobs within Blacktown. The current
council has a very significant
reform agenda to be achieved in
the current term, so my job is to
lead the organisation to deliver on
what the council actually wants.

All types of concreting. Bobcat backhoe tipper for hire.

Phone: (02) 9677 2011
Fax: (02) 9625 2891
Email: info@georgievskibros.com.au
Address: Unit 3/184 Power Street, Glendenning NSW 2761

There is a liberal majority in
power in council at the moment,

theCeomagazintcom.au

which rules by support of an
independent. That very fine
balance of seven on one side,
seven on the other side, and the
independent, means that a lot of
change is very, very vigorously
debated in the chamber and the
desire of the Liberal council at
the moment is to affect a number
of areas of change. Other than our
outdoor staff, there is not an area
of our operations that is not
under very significant reform. We
have, in the realm of planning, a
new planning instrument for the
whole of the city that has been
exhibited and there are some
challenges in that.

In 2014, Blacktown City had more
than 320,000 residents. By 2040,
the population will have grown to

500,000. There will be many
thousands of new homes here in
the years ahead. Council will
position itself to unlock the many
hectares of employment lands
currently vacant and realise the
potential in the city’s existing
business zones. Investment and
jobs will follow if the council
presents its carefully designed
planning strategy in the most
effective manner.

Council must be viewed by all as a
competent and reliable deliverer of
local services and facilities. It must
also be widely known as a
resourceful, creative leader and
partner. Blacktown City must be,
and be seen to be, a local
government authority built on the
skills and experience of its people. o
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