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Local Government Managers Australia (LGMA NSW) is p leased to be a partner 
in the Urban Sustainability Support Alliance. Throu gh the program LGMA NSW 
are able to support Councils in implementing the NSW  Local Government 
Sustainability Health Check within your council, re gion or network.  
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Abstract:  
 
If you think that the NSW Sustainability Health Che ck is just for large organisations – think again! 
This case study shows that even the smallest counci l in NSW (Hunter’s Hill Council in Sydney) has 
used the NSW Local Government Sustainability Health  Check to improve the way council does 
its business. Hunters Hill used the Sustainability Health Check to develop a transparent 
framework for sustainability planning and reporting . 
 
“Our purpose from the start of the development of a  sustainability plan has been to bring in a 
measurable transparent and accountable sustainabili ty planning and reporting framework. We 
were really motivated to use the NSW Local Governme nt Sustainable Health Check, and can 
say with some certainty - as the smallest council i n NSW - that being small is no reason to not use 
this tool!   
 
We used it to provide us with a baseline about our processes and structures for sustainability 
and to trigger us to think about how the community perceives us with regard to sustainability 
matters and what we can do about that. We also want ed to set ourselves key performance 
indicators for our sustainability plan.”   
 
Michael Druitt, Sustainability Officer, Hunter’s Hi ll Council. 
 

 

Making use of the Sustainability 
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What was the purpose of doing the Sustainability He alth Check at your council? 
 
We used the Sustainability Health Check to undertak e an internal performance review. This was 
to include benchmarking and establishing categories  for our environmentally focussed 
sustainability plan. As a result we identified six key strategic areas for the “Towards a Sustainable 
Hunters Hill” plan (2008) and key performance indic ators. 
 
Which sections of the Health Check have you used? 
 
Hunter’s Hill Council has looked at our internal op erations and organisational systems (part B) as 
well as the outcomes of our decisions (part C) so w e have done a full Sustainability Health 
Check. 
 
How did you do the Sustainability Health Check? 
 
As our sustainability plan was to be strongly outco mes focussed we didn’t want to undertake a 
corporate review of this scale without a clear sens e of what and how the findings were to be 
used. So, before we worked with staff we considered  the intent of each question in the 
Sustainability Health Check and how our answers mig ht help us prepare our sustainability plan. 
 
Three workshops were then run to provide all staff members with the opportunity to contribute 
to all stages of the Sustainability Health Check pr ocess; preparation, assessment of our culture 
and assessment of outcomes. 
 
We engaged the Institute of Sustainable Futures (at  University of Sydney) for the first workshop. 
This was an explanation of the what’s, whys and whe refores of sustainability in general and to 
let staff know how their contributions would form t he foundation of the sustainability plan. This 
productive half day workshop allowed us to identify  the kind of outcomes we were looking for 
and our understanding of sustainability.  Common go als emerged.   
 
The General Manager was also, for the first time, a ble to hear directly from staff about a range 
of organisational matters.  Whilst the session invo lved some ‘kicking open of doors’ and 
elements of discomfort (which are an integral part of change) we are still reaping the benefits; 
light bulbs went on for staff, debate happened, cha mpions sprung up and staff were generally 
excited about the whole thing. 
 
This introductory workshop was followed by two Sust ainability Health Check workshops. All 
members of staff were given a choice of days to att end each workshop to ensure maximum 
attendance and to accommodate staff schedules and e xisting commitments. 
 



 

Workshop participants split into small groups to an swer the questions in part B – which looks at 
the extent to which councils systems are used to pu rsue sustainability outcomes and the extent 
to which the various components of the system from strategic planning to operations and 
reporting are integrated across the organisation. 
 
The project team chose to amend part C of the Healt h Check using the information from the 
facilitated workshop. We still used the Health Chec k’s key tools and skills of knowledge, 
principles and values; engagement and participation ; strategic action planning; resourcing 
and support; monitoring & evaluation; and reporting  and improvement. However rather than 
using them to address ecology, society, economy, hu man habitat (infrastructure) and 
governance as suggested in the Sustainability Healt h Check we focussed our questioning on 
issues that had emerged as of most relevance to our  council’s approach to sustainability and 
the environment. These were energy, water, waste, b iodiversity, urban development (broadly 
including roles of government, responsible design p ractices, population expansion and heritage 
values – which are strong in Hunters Hill) and educ ation. 
 
In our workshops we put staff into small groups to answer the questions. We deliberately mixed 
representation from departments so that we could ga in as diverse feedback as possible.  Whilst 
it meant that the participants were challenged they  were also able to contribute from their 
core areas of professional knowledge.  We didn’t wo rry if people were unable to answer a 
question as that was an answer in itself. The knowl edge gained from the whole of council 
introductory workshop informed both our thinking be hind, and the answers we gave to, the 
strategic questions in the Health Check. 
 
Who is involved with the process, how did you get t hem involved and why them? 
 
We established a cross council advisory committee t o guide the process of developing the 
sustainability plan. This committee includes staff,  councillors and community representatives. The 
support from the General Manager and Senior Managem ent Team (SMT) was a crucial 
component of the staff workshops and gave the proce ss of undertaking the Health Check and 
developing the sustainability plan added importance .  
 
Project management has been the responsibility of c ouncil’s Sustainability Officer with support 
from a Project Officer funded specifically for the work through an Environmental Trust grant. 
 
What timetable have you worked to? 
 
We had a 12 month timetable to develop the sustaina bility plan. Over one month we held all 
three staff workshops. The findings and recommendat ions of the two Sustainability Health Check 
workshops subsequently informed two councillor info rmation sessions and, along with the input 
from our community engagement process provided stru cture, direction and content for the 



 

sustainability plan. 
 
The sustainability plan has now been integrated wit h council’s strategic management plan, and 
responsibilities for delivery allocated and budgete d. The next stage is an integrated annual 
report with a set of key sustainability performance  indicators. 
 
Are there parts of the Sustainability Health Check that you found more or less relevant for your 
council? Which ones and why? 
 
The Sustainability Health Check is adaptable and ro bust enough for us to tailor the questions to 
our council’s situation yet retain its integrity. S o being a small council is certainly no impediment 
to using it. By slightly adapting Part C we had the  framework we wanted to develop the key 
strategic areas, goals, outcomes and strategies we needed for the Hunter's Hill Council 
Sustainability Plan. 
 
How has the process helped you with integrating sus tainability? 
 
Conducting the Sustainability Health Check assisted  our development of the key strategic 
areas, goals, outcomes and strategies now contained  within the Hunter’s Hill Council 
Sustainability Plan. The final results from Parts B  and C assisted in the development of an annual 
sustainability monitoring and reporting mechanism. 
 
Three things came into play early on that that cont ributed to the success of the process and 
integration.  Firstly, the value of exploring, up f ront, the question what does sustainability mean 
for our organisation? Secondly, the support of the Senior Management Team in the exploration 
and deliberation of that question; and, finally, th e collective input from a cross section of staff 
enabling the development of shared visions and dire ction for the future.  With these three 
elements we were able to move forward confidently a nd self-facilitate the Sustainability Health 
Check workshops ourselves. 
 
Where next? 
 
To build on the foundation established by the Susta inability Plan and assist in ensuring that in the 
future environmental education within the Hunters H ill Local Government Area occurs on a 
regular and systematic basis Council is looking at developing an Education for Sustainability 
Action Plan. Council has also been establishing rev iew and reporting processes (including 
indicators) for sustainability. 
 
 
 
 



 

What behavioural changes have you noticed within co uncil since undertaking the Sustainability 
Health Check? 
 
The whole process worked really well at changing th e culture at council – even before the plan 
itself was adopted.   In the Sustainability Health Check workshops several mental ‘light bulbs’ 
went on! Participants demonstrated adaptive reflect ion and systems thinking skills.  All members 
of staff have been involved with the development of  the plan and at the end of the first year 
we will report back to them so that they can see th eir influence and contributions to our 
sustainability goals. 
 
What lessons have you learnt through this process? 
 
That we do have an ethos of environmental responsib ility at Hunter’s Hill Council. Individual 
members of staff were able to make the connection b etween their own jobs and their existing 
or future opportunities to make a positive contribu tion. 
 
With regard to the Sustainability Health Check, we’ ve learnt that you can dip into it without 
doing the whole thing in depth. I would advise Gene ral Managers and their staff to be clear 
about your purpose of undertaking the Sustainabilit y Health Check review. The strategic 
questions within it might raise all sorts of issues , debate and reflection for you.  Most of it very 
positive. This is exactly what they are designed to  do, as that’s part of assisting you on your 
sustainability journey. 
 
Your council:  Hunter’s Hill Council  
Your name: Michael Druitt  
Your position: Sustainability Officer  
Your contact details: sustainability@huntershill.nsw.gov.au     phone (02) 9879 9460 
Find out more about the Sustainability Health Check  www.lgmansw.com.au  
phone (02)9648 1071 or see www.lgsa.org.au/USSA  
 
                                                                                                                    Information correct as at March 2009 
 
LGMA NSW prepares NSW Local Government Sustainabili ty Health Check case studies for councils who are c onsidering using the 
NSW Local Government Sustainability Health Check fo r the first time to hear how others have gone about  it and for those councils 
who have completed part of the Sustainability Healt h Check to think about how they might best undertak e other parts and or 
review their sustainability health in the future.  
 
They are therefore useful whatever stage of the jou rney the council is at. Useful for general managers , councillors, officers, 
managers and key decision makers interested in the processes and outcomes of sustainability reviewing 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 Environmental Trust. Th e Local Government Sustainability Health Check was developed by Sustainable 
Futures Australia for Local Government Managers Australia ( NSW) and the Department of Environment and Conserva tion NSW 
(DEC) in 2006. 



 

 

 
 


