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Presentation Notes
The Auditor-General provides assurance to Parliament on the accountability and performance of the Victorian Public Sector. The Auditor-General conducts financial audits and performance audits, and reports on the results of these audits to Parliament. On the 5th of February 2014, the Auditor-General tabled his performance audit report, Oversight and Accountability of Committees of Management.



Background 2 

• Crown land reserves—public land for the  
benefit of Victorians, with a range of purposes. 

• Community-based committees of management (CoM): 
• around 1 200 CoMs with 8 000 volunteer members 
• manage around 1 500 reserves across Victoria 
• manage prominent state sites and locally important 

reserves 
• volunteer labour of 840 000 hours per year—worth up  

to $32 million. 
• Reviews over 20 years identifying concerns with 

support and oversight of CoMs. 
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Crown land reserves are areas of public land that are set aside for the benefit and enjoyment of Victorians. They range from coastal areas and bushland, to community halls, sporting grounds, and parks and gardens. Around 1 500 of these reserves are managed by nearly 1 200 community-based committees of management, made up of around 8 000 volunteers. These reserves include some high-profile locations such as coastal reserves, as well as reserves that are important to local communities. Responsibility for managing reserves is delegated to committees by the Department of Environment and Primary Industries, or DEPI. Committees of management provide substantial social value and economic benefit to Victoria. Collectively, committee members provide around 840 000 hours of voluntary labour a year, worth up to 32 million dollars. A number of reviews over the past 20 years have looked at the oversight and support provided to committees of management. These have identified several recurring issues, such as insufficient support for committees, and concerns about their ongoing viability.



Audit objective 3 

To assess adequacy of the 
Department of Environment and 
Primary Industries’ (DEPI) 
governance and support for 
CoMs: 

• establishment and governance  
arrangements 

• guidance and support 

• monitoring, transparency and 
accountability of CoMs. 

 

Gippsland Plains Rail Trail. 
Photo used with permission of 
the Gippsland Plains  Rail Trail 
Committee of Management Inc.  
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 The objective of the audit was to determine whether the governance and support that DEPI provides to committees of management enables them to effectively and efficiently manage Crown land reserves. To do this, we examined whether DEPI:effectively establishes committees and associated governance arrangements,provides the guidance and support that committees need to carry out their responsibilities and obligations, andmonitors the effectiveness of committees in meeting their responsibilities, and ensures transparency and accountability in their operations, in accordance with the level of risk. 



Roles and responsibilities 4 

Roles of the minister and DEPI 
• Appointment roles—minister can establish CoMs and  

appoint members. 
• Oversight roles—a range of legislated powers. 

Roles of CoMs 
• Manage, improve, maintain and control reserves: 

• leasing 
• licensing 
• contracting 
• employing people 
• enforcing regulations 
• using revenue.  
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On behalf of the Minister for Environment and Climate Change, DEPI has overall responsibility for most of Victoria’s public land. The Minister has several legislative powers relating to committees, some of which are delegated to DEPI. Among other powers, the Minister can establish committees and appoint members, remove members and revoke committees. He can also direct committees to spend their revenue in a particular way.Committees must manage, improve, maintain and control their reserve for the purpose for which the land was set aside. They can enter into contracts, leases and licences, employ people to assist in managing the land, and spend revenue to maintain or improve the reserve.



Audit conclusions 5 

• Governance of CoMs needs significant 
improvement: 
• need consistent and appropriate governance 

arrangements 
• insufficient consideration of environmental and social 

risks 
• Insufficient support and guidance for CoMs: 

• not adequately targeted 
• not informed by analysis of key information 
• gaps in DEPI internal coordination and communication. 

• Sustainability of CoMs is not assured. 
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The audit found significant weaknesses in the governance, oversight and support that DEPI provides to committees of management. DEPI has classified committees into four groups based on their financial risk, but has not considered social and environmental risk, and has not applied consistent and tailored governance arrangements across the four groups. DEPI has not taken a strategic approach to providing support and guidance to committees. It has not targeted support and oversight to committees who manager higher-risk reserves, nor to areas where committees require further guidance. DEPI has not effectively used the information that it collects about committees, and there have been gaps in DEPI’s internal coordination and communication about committees. These flaws have reduced the effectiveness of DEPI’s support and have impacted on committees’ ability to manage reserves effectively.We also found that DEPI has not taken adequate steps to be sure that committees are sustainable into the future. 



Audit approach 6 

• VAGO focused on early agreement and  
identifying solutions. 

• DEPI acknowledged issues at an early stage. 
• DEPI has since committed to a series of 

improvement initiatives: 
• 11 audit recommendations—actions will fully address 

four and substantially address seven. 
• DEPI project team established October 2013. 
• Actions expected to be fully implemented by  

December 2014. 
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As many of the issues were not new, this audit focused on obtaining the department’s agreement on the issues, and identifying solutions to address them. In an environment of limited resources, DEPI was initially reluctant to take action to address the issues, even though it acknowledged them at an early stage. However, during the course of the audit, DEPI committed to a number of improvement initiatives and established a project team which has begun to implement these actions. If fully implemented, DEPI’s governance, support and oversight of committees will substantially improve. 



Governance – findings 7 

DEPI’s categorisation framework is not sufficient: 

 

 

 

 
 
Categorisation framework has not been applied to appropriately tailor 
governance arrangements: 
• Appointment methods for higher-risk CoMs not consistent nor sufficiently 

robust. 
• Probity checks not tailored according to risk. 
• Higher-risk CoMs do not all have adequate internal governance 

processes, and their remuneration is inconsistent. 

 

CoM category Annual expenditure and/or cash balance No. of CoMs 
A $1 million or higher 11 
B $250 000 up to $1 million 27 
C $10 000 up to $250 000  495 
D Less than $10 000 639 
Total 1 172  
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Almost 1 200 committees of management across Victoria manage reserves with varying levels of financial, social and environmental risks. To oversee these committees effectively, a risk-based and tailored approach is needed, based on appropriate categorisation.While DEPI developed a categorisation framework in 2012, the framework is insufficient.The audit found that:While DEPI appoints members to some higher-risk committees based on an assessment of their skills, this is not always the case. Where it does use a skills-based appointment process, DEPI’s procedures are not consistent, and are not sufficiently robust or transparent. DEPI conducts adequate probity checks of committee members, but does not tailor checks according to risk.DEPI does not ensure that all higher-risk committees have adequate internal governance processes. 



Governance – recommendations and actions 8 

 
 
 
 
DEPI has commenced actions that will fully address 
all three recommendations. 

Accept  
That the Department of Environment and Primary Industries:  

1. further develop its categorisation framework for 
committees of management, based on an analysis of 
financial, social and environmental risks 

 

2. apply its categorisation framework to develop a tailored 
and consistent approach to governance processes 

 

3. review and revise its appointment procedures for skills-
based committees of management to ensure that they are 
robust and are applied consistently. 
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The audit made three recommendations aimed at addressing these weaknesses in DEPI’s governance of committees.DEPI has commenced actions that will fully address all three recommendations. 



Support and oversight – findings 9 

DEPI’s support and guidance for 
CoMs is not strategic nor sufficient: 
• Approach to supporting and 

guiding CoMs is not sufficiently 
risk-based, tailored or strategic. 

• Guidance material is lacking in 
key areas, or not adequately 
communicated. 

• Inadequate collection, collation 
and analysis of information 
about CoMs. 

• Significant gaps in DEPI’s 
internal coordination and 
communication. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Royal Melbourne Mint, managed by 
the Mint Inc. CoM. 

Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons. 
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DEPI has not taken a sufficiently strategic approach to supporting and overseeing committees. While DEPI has closer relationships with some higher-risk committees, its engagement with committees has mostly been reactive and opportunistic rather than strategic and systematic. Guidance material does not fully meet the needs of committees. It is missing in some key areas, and the material that does exist is not easily accessible. DEPI collects some useful information about committees, but it hasn’t used this information to understand issues, prioritise its actions or understand how committees are performing and where they are at risk.DEPI’s ability to support and oversee committees has been limited by poorly defined roles and responsibilities in some key areas, and gaps in communication, with limited opportunities for sharing information about committees across the department.



Support and oversight – recommendations and actions 10 

Accept  
That the Department of Environment and Primary Industries:  

4. develop and implement an engagement guideline to guide its 
approach to providing support and guidance to committees of 
management 

 

5. take steps to improve the support and guidance it provides to 
committees of management, including it’s guidelines, networking 
and website 

 

6. evaluate its current collection and use of information and develop 
and implement a strategy to guide information collection  

 

7. clarify staff roles and responsibilities through group and work 
performance plans 

 

8. develop and implement an internal communication strategy to 
improve information sharing.  

 

DEPI is currently implementing actions that will substantially 
address these recommendations. 
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The audit made 5 recommendations to address these concerns.DEPI is currently implementing actions that will substantially address these recommendations.



Ongoing management – findings  11 

DEPI has not taken adequate steps to ensure the 
sustainability of CoMs: 
• Does not select delegated land managers strategically. 
• Has not ensured a sufficient volunteer base for CoMs. 
• Allocation of limited funds to CoMs is not fully informed. 
 
Funding of particular concern: 
• Operational and maintenance costs problematic for CoMs. 
• No direct funding from DEPI and limited grant funding. 
• Consequent risks—public safety, strain on CoMs. 
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DEPI has not taken the steps needed to position committees to achieve their objectives, and sustain this success over time. This is because:Some reserves that are managed by committees do not relate to DEPI’s core functions, and DEPI does not strategically determine whether the delegated land manager should be a committee of management or another body.DEPI is not taking steps to ensure that committees have a sufficient volunteer base.DEPI’s allocation of limited funds to committees is not fully informed.The funding arrangements for committees are of particular concern. The audit found that paying for key operational and maintenance costs is problematic for most committees.Risks from the limited funding include the deterioration of reserves, development of public safety risks, and the possibility of committees folding.



Ongoing management – recommendations and actions 12 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DEPI has commenced actions that will substantially 
address all of these recommendations. 
 

Accept  
That the Department of Environment and Primary Industries:  
9. develop and implement strategies to better identify the most 

appropriate managers for Crown land reserves, and align 
reserves accordingly 

 

10. develop and implement strategies to ensure that committees of 
management have an adequate volunteer base, including by 
investigating opportunities to amalgamate committees 

 

11. develop an informed approach to understanding the funding 
needs of committees of management, so that funding decisions 
appropriately consider and address risks, including the 
sustainability of committees. 
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The audit made 3 recommendations aimed at improving each of these areas.DEPI has commenced actions that will substantially address all of these recommendations.



Final comment 13 

• DEPI’s constructive and 
proactive approach 
throughout audit was 
pleasing. 

• Must follow through with 
committed actions. 

• Lessons apply more 
broadly. 

• Auditor-General will 
follow up in the future. 
 
 

The Great Ocean Road Coast Committee 
manages 37 km of coastal Crown land 
reserves along the Great Ocean Road. 

Photo by Christina Bagot. 
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It is pleasing that DEPI has taken a constructive and proactive approach throughout the audit.Without committees of management, responsibility for managing around 1 500 Crown land reserves would fall back to the government. This would be at a significant economic cost and at the expense of valuable citizen and community involvement.It is essential that DEPI follow through with its committed actions, so that committees are properly supported to carry out their functions. Other government bodies who delegate functions to volunteers should also consider the learnings from this audit.The Auditor-General will follow up in the future, to assess the department’s progress in improving its governance, oversight and support for committees of management. 



Contact details 14 

For further information on this presentation please 
contact: 
 
Victorian Auditor-General’s Office 
[p] 8601 7000 
[w] www.audit.vic.gov.au/about_us/contact_us.aspx 
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All our reports are available on our website. If you have any questions about this or other reports, or if you have anything else you would like to discuss with us including ideas for future audit topics, please call us on 03 8601 7 thousand or contact us via our website.
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