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City Deal Masterclass Event Summary 

DATE & TIME: Wednesday 20 February 2019, 7:30am – 9:00am 

VENUE: Brisbane Convention and Exhibition Centre   

MODERATOR:  Mike Gillen, Director – Cities, AECOM 

PANEL SPEAKERS: Western Sydney 

 Kiersten Fishburn, CEO, Liverpool City Council 

South East Queensland  

 Matt Collins, General Manager, Transformation Taskforce, QLD 
Treasury  

 Scott Smith, CEO, Council of Mayors, SEQ 

Darwin 

 Neil Glentworth, Chairman, GWI 

APOLOGIES: Townsville 

 Brett Brogan, General Manager – Future Cities, Townsville City 
Council  

MAJOR EVENT SPONSORS: McCullough Robertson Lawyers 

 
 

On February 12th, the Queensland Government and the SEQ Council of Mayors released Transforming 
SEQ, their joint pitch outlining the case or proposition for an SEQ City Deal. The document sets out 35 
opportunities across six domains – connecting infrastructure, jobs and skills, liveability and 
sustainability, housing and planning, digital, and governance and leadership – to deliver a potential $58-
billion boost to the region’s economy as well as improved outcomes for its residents.   

Following the release of this document, and for their first event of the year, the Committee for Brisbane 
convened a number of national leaders experienced in the City Deal process for a ‘Masterclass’ to 
highlight and discuss the changing landscape for urban policy and the important role City Deals plays in 
this space. 

First developed in the United Kingdom, City Deals are emerging as a bold new approach for Australia to 
bring together all three tiers of government to deliver better outcomes through a coordinated investment 
plan for our cities. City Deals will drive key priorities tailored to local needs, enable governments to 
better develop collective plans for growth, and commit to implementation of a program of actions, 
investments, reforms and governance. 

To date, four City Deals have been signed for Townsville, Launceston, Western Sydney and Darwin, 
and four additional City Deals have been announced for Adelaide, Hobart, Geelong and Perth. A 
Regional Deal has also been announced for Barkly.  

   

https://s3.treasury.qld.gov.au/files/TransformingSEQ_CityDealProposition_Final_3_LR.pdf
https://s3.treasury.qld.gov.au/files/TransformingSEQ_CityDealProposition_Final_3_LR.pdf
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The Western Sydney Experience 

The Committee’s Masterclass commenced with an overview of the Western Sydney City Deal. Liverpool 
City Council CEO, Kiersten Fishburn, provided background to the ‘Deal process’, its key stages and 
outcomes, and its challenges, particularly: 

• The scale of the region in terms of area and population (740,000 people in 2016, expected to grow 
to 1.1 million by 2036).  

• The complex challenges across the region including liveability issues (particularly around heat), a 
jobs deficit and very low levels of employment self-containment, and a public transport deficit.  

• The political environment with eight Local Government Areas, headed up by 4 Labour Mayors, 3 
Independent Mayors, and 1 Liberal Mayor, negotiating with Liberal State and Federal 
Governments.  

Having done the hard yards, Kiersten shared ‘lessons learned’ from the Western Sydney process. The 
most important was to “get the governance right… from day one”; a critical requirement given the 
potential extent of competing interests. Further, as a guiding principle a strong, robust and successful 
City Deal should be equal parts “…transactional, transformational and tactical..” to maximise benefit 
across the many facets of any given region. 

The realities of dealing with three tiers of government presents vastly differing priorities and focuses - 
and often limited overlaps. As Kiersten noted, “if local government brings 100 priorities to the table, the 
State brings 100, and the Feds bring 100 - there may be just 15 that overlap”.  



   

3 

At the same time, parties to the Deal must navigate the different operational practices at each level of 
government. Each tier has its own sensitivities and protocols, and of course financial responsibilities. 
Rapid decision making at one level of Government therefore may not necessarily be replicated 
elsewhere.   

The establishment of clear governance and communication protocols ensuring effective navigation 
of the very different ways of working across the three tiers of government, and a clear path to decision 
making is therefore essential. Early and robust conversations about what your sticking points and points 
of agreement might be, so you can be aware of and plan appropriately for resolution processes is 
critical. 

Kiersten also stressed from the local government perspective the importance, and challenge, of bringing 
Local Councillors “along the journey”. This applies across all levels of governance of course, and 
ultimately includes external stakeholders and industry, and is a complex balancing act between full 
disclosure of information, and the very real need to maintain confidentiality in many aspects of the 
process.  

Managing expectations in terms of deliverables and benefits accruing is paramount. All parties 
understanding at the outset that by their nature as long-term, multi-signatory agreements and allied 
programs of actions, not everyone is going to immediately get the same amount or same benefit 
from the Deal, nor necessarily benefits at the same time. Communicating the wider benefit of any 
Deal process and managing expectations around this throughout the process should be a clear focus.  

 

So where is the SEQ City Deal at?  

The desire for an SEQ City Deal long been recognised but, until recently, has lacked a confirmed 
partner in the Federal Government. As of just last week, the Federal Government has now committed to 
negotiations with the relevant parties to progress the potential Deal and the Transforming SEQ 
document provides a starting point for discussions.  

Queensland Treasury’s Matt Collins and the SEQ Council of Mayors’ Scott Smith acknowledged that 
with the parties now aligned in principle, the next phase of activity comprises the hard negotiations, 
likely to proceed over a 12-month period, with the first meeting with the Federal Government 
scheduled for late February. Lessons learned from Western Sydney are front of mind, with agreement 
around governance arrangements and priorities/protocols high on the agenda.  

With an election on the horizon, will City Deals endure if there is a change of government at the Federal 
level. Scott Smith and GWI’s Neil Glentworth noted commitment across both major parties to the 
continuation of the process – albeit with bespoke nomenclature! While the current Government will 
continue the program broadly as is, in the case of a change of government the opposition’s ‘City 
Partnerships Program’ will ostensibly carry on the City Deals process, with a key difference perhaps 
being more focus on the process of Deal arrangements, and nuances around the content of the Deals.  

 

What can we learn from the existing City Deals? How can the City Deal process be improved? 

What does a City Deal look like? 

There’s no single template or process for City Deals, but GWI’s Neil Glentworth suggests that although 
there may be some aspects that could be standardised, their unique nature is ultimately a good thing, 
imploring “please don’t ever make communities generic”. With City Deals ultimately tasked with 
transforming diverse communities at a large scale, in terms of both physical area and across many 
areas of opportunity, a single, generic template for the plan won’t work – there are fundamentally varied 
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challenges, issues and opportunities in communities as diverse as Darwin, Western Sydney, Townsville 
or South East Queensland.  

Industry Engagement 

Partnership with the private sector presents an enormous opportunity within the City Deals 
process, and perhaps hasn’t been fully explored to date. Neil identified this as one of the current 
challenges in the City Deal process in the Australian context to date. Perhaps given the emerging 
nature of the process, and the early days of procedural maturity we are yet to see an effective 
integration of public and private sectoral engagement. As Neil noted however, given the unique 
challenges our highly dispersed geography and economy presents, “industry needs to be at the table”.   

Queensland Treasury’s Matt Collins agreed but noted this is a “tough space to find answers”, 
particularly given commercial- and cabinet-in-confidence issues. He identified two opportunities for 
industry engagement – at the strategic thinking level and around the opportunities arising from the City 
Deal. He noted opportunities for industry participation and engagement will be raised during discussions 
with the Federal Government next week.  

Both Matt and moderator Mike Gillen (Aecom) raised the importance of also having the university 
sector at the table as well, with all City Deals to date incorporating priorities linked to higher 
education. The benefits of integration of the tertiary sector within the fabric of cities and towns rather 
than on the fringes is often an untapped resource outside of our capital cities. In Western Sydney, the 
City Deal incorporates a planned ‘multiversity’ – a university campus within the Aerotropolis precinct at 
Badgerys Creek specialising in STEM, with four universities located on the one campus. While the 
challenge of achieving such an initiative is understandably significant, the long-term benefits are 
enormous. Notably as Matt observed, the SEQ City Deal proposition includes clear priorities around 
innovation and commercialisation of knowledge and research, and the role of partnerships with the 
tertiary sector. 

Regulatory Reform 

A key premise for City Deals overseas has been their ability to drive innovation and regulatory 
reform. While it seems that such reform is constantly on the agendas of all levels of Government, most 
would agree that streamlined processes, and minimisation of red tape is not a strength of the Australian 
system generally. This has been and will continue to be a focus of the various deals across the nation, 
and importantly the SEQ Deal. Allied to this, but also as a specific focus, the innovative collation and 
utilisation of data is a massive opportunity within our economy, and at all levels of government 
administration. Neil noted that improving the collection, accessibility, utilisation and brokering of data 
collected by each tier of government is an outstanding opportunity to make business easier and 
empower communities through seamless regulation and data use.  

Kiersten identified the development of universal planning and engineering standards across all eight 
local government areas involved in the Western Sydney City Deal as an effective example of how 
regulatory reform can be achieved, with perhaps the quote of the event - “we see this as a gateway drug 
to the Council’s working more effectively together”. Brilliant. 

One key strength SEQ has in this regard is a long history of collaboration between the Council areas 
and their Mayors, particularly through the SEQ Council of Mayors established back in 2005. As Council 
of Mayors’ CEO Scott Smith noted, regulatory reform is hard, but “we’ve done it plenty of times”. The 
addition of State and Federal collaborative reform will take us to the next frontier of effectiveness in 
administering an outstanding future for SEQ. 

These are indeed exciting times, and the future of SEQ is looking very bright indeed. 


