
 

 
 
Council Name:  Great Lakes Council  

Web Address:  www.greatlakes.nsw.gov.au  

Local Government Managers Australia (LGMA NSW) is p leased to be a partner in the 
Urban Sustainability Support Alliance. Through the program LGMA NSW are able to support 
Councils in implementing the NSW Local Government S ustainability Health Check within 
the council, region or network. To find out more co ntact LGMA NSW on 02-9648-1071 
www.lgmansw.com.au  

 
Abstract  
 
This case study provides a comprehensive review of how Great Lakes Council undertook the 
NSW Local Government Sustainability Health Check du ring 2008. They used it to help them look 
at their whole of council operations with regard to  sustainability, and  to develop a sustainability 
plan for their organisation, which in turn will inf orm their long term community plan. 
 
With a new cross council sustainability team in pla ce Great Lakes found it to be a great exercise 
to engage the team with a robust program of organis ational assessment. 
 
The sustainability team at Great Lakes Council has found the Sustainability Health Check easy to 
work through, good for benchmarking council and pla nning for the future…. Now we’ve been 
through the process people realise it’s not just ab out the natural environment and more so, that 
sustainability is a corporate responsibility for us  all. 
 
 I’d say if you are thinking about progress at your council “give it a go.” We did the Sustainability 
Health Check internally as it’s very self-explanato ry. The LGMA have been good to bounce 
ideas with, helpful and supportive. (Naomi Soustal,  Sustainability Coordinator) 
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Background 
 
Our first real exposure to looking at sustainabilit y issues across council was towards the end of 2007  when 
we had intensive sustainability training through th e LGSA. This was great as council was able to have both 
staff and management involved at the same time. We came back from that experience fired up with a 
“what shall we do next?” approach.  With the suppor t of the General Manager to progress our agenda 
we established what we call the S - team. The S - t eam has found the Sustainability Health Check easy to 
work through, good for benchmarking council and pla nning for the future. 
 
Which parts of the Sustainability Health Check have  we used?   
 
We went through part B which looks at our processes  and systems and part C, the outcomes or impacts 
of our current approach for council and community. We came out with – as a result of not just the 
sustainability health check, but also other process es of reflection and engagement – over 200 actions to 
make progress here at Great Lakes. These were edite d by the S – Team to around 60. 
 
How did we undertake our Sustainability Health Chec k? 
 
Part B we did as a one day workshop with the whole S-Team. Spreadsheets were projected and we 
recorded the discussion in the spreadsheets. The fa cilitation experience of our manager was very helpf ul 
for steering discussion amongst the group. We spent  a day on the activity from 9am-4pm, taking a few 
breaks as we went.  
 
For the outcomes section (part C) we formed working  groups within the S-Team (which includes about 30 
staff including the General Manager and Directors) to look at each of the five outcome areas 
(governance, human habitat (infrastructure), econom y, society and ecology). The invitation went out to  
staff from MANEX (Managers and Executive Meeting). To do the assessment we used the relevant 
sections of the Management Plan to help us answer t he questions. Our Management Plan already aligns 
well with the areas of the SHC as we have areas cov ering built and natural environment, community 
wellbeing, economic development, governance and inf rastructure. Each working group spent a day on 
the assessment. The days were intense, but very val uable. The sessions were held over a month. 
 
Who is involved with the process, how did you get t hem involved and why them? 
 
The Director of Corporate Services has been an advo cate for the sustainability journey here at Great 
Lakes, because it’s an area of professional interes t for him. Sustainability is now well supported rig ht across 
council, and underpins the Great Lakes Improvement Process which engages staff from several divisions 
and aims to improve processes and operations throug hout council.  Our energy for the SHC process was 
very much fired by the intensive sustainability pro gram that we undertook through the LGSA in 2007(alo ng 
with Greater Taree and Gloucester Councils). Other members of staff who are really engaged with the 
holistic program include the Asset Manager, who, wi th the assistance of water grants has been able to 
get on with the water management projects he wants to implement to ensure we manage water  
resources effectively and efficiently in the future . We have about 30 people all up involved in differ ent 
capacities. 



 

 
 
How are the findings of the Sustainability Health C heck to be used at your council? 
 
The findings are to be integrated into change proce sses for council as well as delivering on specific 
actions for various teams. We are working towards i ntegrating our planning and reporting across 
governance, economic, infrastructure, social and en vironmental considerations.  Through undertaking 
the Sustainability Health Check and other processes  including staff consultation we started with aroun d 
200 recommendations! These were edited by the S-tea m to around 60. The other actions won’t be lost 
but are contained in a supporting document for mana gement. Those 60 odd proposals were presented 
to the Managers Forum categorised under various the mes for progression. Themes included audits and 
internal corporate programs (including management p lanning and reporting to enable us to better 
coordinate our strategic activities) on ground acti on, communication and engagement. 
 
What timetable have you worked to regarding doing t he Sustainability Health Check and responding to 
the findings? 
 
A three month period (from January to March 2008). The findings were incorporated into Council’s 
Sustainability Strategy which we have been developi ng with assistance from the NSW Government 
Environmental Trust. We plan to revisit our progres s by using the Sustainability Health Check in the n ext few 
years, where we will expect to see an improvement i n our scores. 
 
Are there parts of the Sustainability Health Check that you found more or less relevant for your counc il?  
 
The questions in all sections made us think about a ll aspects of our organisation practices, systems a nd 
processes. Whilst we did the whole check, we didn’t  address all areas in as much depth as we might 
have done. That is a benefit of the Sustainability Health Check – that you can use it in as little or as much 
depth as suits your needs. Whilst we didn’t look at  all areas of strengths and weaknesses, for example  we 
did identify many opportunities to improve our prac tices and performance. 
 
How has undertaking the Sustainability Health Check  impacted on delivering your vision or mission 
statement? 
 
Our vision, which we had worked on a few years earl ier, is to be a leader in the provision of infrastr ucture 
and services which sustain and enhance the natural environment and achieve a quality lifestyle for 
residents and visitors. Our mission is providing go vernance which is effective, efficient, socially ju st, 
transparent and visionary. The process of undertaki ng the Sustainability Health Check has helped us to  
both ‘tweek’ and to communicate that vision interna lly to ensure it’s relevance and ownership for coun cil 
staff. We have also been informed by the community consultation undertaken by our corporate planner 
which has demonstrated that the environment is a to p priority for our community.   
 
Next we will look at what council does well, and no t so well in line with where we want to go so that we 
are integrating that culture of sustainability thro ugh our existing organisational structures, such as  position 
descriptions, reports and so on. This will be a cha llenge, but we are in a good position to address it . 
 



 

 
What behavioural changes have you noticed within co uncil since undertaking the Sustainability Health 
Check? 
  
As a council we are now much more prepared for chan ges that we will have to make around long term 
planning for our organisation and community. We kno w the direction we want to go in and have set the 
actions to start us on that road.  
 
Lessons learnt by undertaking the NSW Local Governm ent Sustainability Health Check? 
 
We have learnt a lot through this process. Firstly as a local government – when there are grants that assist 
you in making progress, to grab those opportunities . Professionally, that this is a learning process a nd 
despite some lack of experience our end, we have le arnt so much about sustainability and the 
importance for our council. It’s amazing what you l earn.  
 

For example I hadn’t really thought about how much of a role our organisational systems play in 
driving sustainability. Now we’ve been through the process people realise it’s not just about the 
natural environment.  More so, that sustainability is a corporate responsibility for us all.  

 
Contacts 
Naomi Soustal 
Sustainability Coordinator 
02 6591 7305 
naomi.soustal@greatlakes.nsw.gov.au  
 
Gerard Tuckerman 
Manager Natural Systems 
02 6591 7274 
gerard.tuckerman@greatlakes.nsw.gov.au  
 
Council Switch  02 6591 7222.  Case study prepared by Great Lakes Council and LGMA  NSW August 2008  
 
 
To find out more about the NSW Local Government Sus tainability Health Check  
www.lgmansw.com.au  or phone 02-9648-1071 or see www.lgsa/org.au/USSA   
 
 
LGMA NSW prepares the Sustainability Health Check c ase studies for councils who are considering using the NSW Local 
Government Sustainability Health Check for the firs t time to hear how others have gone about it and fo r those councils who have 
completed part of the health check to think about h ow they might best undertake other parts and or rev iew their health in the 
future. They are therefore useful what ever stage o f the journey the council is at. Useful for general  managers, councillors, officers, 
managers and key – decision makers interested in th e processes and outcomes of sustainability reviewin g and planning within local 
government. This project is delivered by the Local Government Managers Australia (NSW) through the Urb an Sustainability Support 
Alliance, funded by the NSW Government Environmenta l Trust. The Local Government Sustainability Health  Check was developed 
by Sustainable Futures Australia for Local Governme nt Managers Australia (NSW) and the Department of E nvironment and 
Conservation NSW (DEC) in 2006. 

 


