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One of the pillars of Local Government 
Professionals Australia’s policy platform 
is to support and practice the principles 
of diversity and inclusion. As part of this 
ongoing effort, I announced our target 
for gender balance in local government 
leadership of 40:40:20 by 2025 at the 
Local Government Meeting in December 
2020 – that is, 40 percent female, 40 
percent male, and 20 percent any gender. 
Local government as a sector employs 
nearly 200,000 people across Australia. 
It is also intrinsically linked to the 
communities it serves. Beyond the 
economic imperatives behind the push 
for gender equity, there is also the 
expectation that local government be 
truly representative of these communities. 
Achieving gender balance is one step 
toward expanding this diversity and equity 
of representation. 
Progress has been made though, and while 
we look to accelerate the pace, a look 
back at how far we have come is overdue. 
As is an exploration of what needs to 
change to pave the way for tomorrow’s 
truly equal leadership. This document, 
exploring the personal and professional 
stories of women navigating their own 
leadership journeys in local government 
and the men who champion equality in 
their organisations, is being released on 
International Women’s Day to celebrate 
the progress that has been made. Not 
simply accepting the status quo, it goes 
further to also explore our sector’s next 
steps.

Part of this organisation’s remit alongside 
all members of the Local Government 
Professionals network is to provide 
pathways for the next generation of 
aspiring leaders in local government. 
Alongside our fostering of these emerging 
leaders through programs, awards, 
scholarships, and events, we illuminate the 
path to leadership for local government 
professionals through the stories of the 
local leaders featured below. We also 
draw on their experience to highlight the 
barriers but also opportunities for women 
in the sector. I hope you enjoy and learn 
from these interviews that I am proud to 
be included in.

 

Victoria MacKirdy 
National President 
LG Professionals Australia



JEN BEDNAR  
DIRECTOR CUSTOMER 
& BUSINESS 
TRANSFORMATION  
CASEY CITY COUNCIL 
BOARD MEMBER  
LGPRO VICTORIA

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

It’s about everyone having the opportunity 
to really develop their skills and thrive in an 
environment which is without the constraint of 
assumption over capability, over availability, 
or what people may assume women, for 
instance, may need to deal with in their day-
to-day life. It’s really about having those 
broad and open opportunities available to 
everyone. If I’m speaking to gender from a 
woman’s perspective, it’s really for women to 
be empowered to be able to craft their own 
leadership path forward without others making 
assumptions about what they can and cannot 
do. 

What was your leadership journey?

I’ve been with Casey City Council for just over 
two years now and prior to that I was with 
Yarra Ranges Council for around 10 years, so 
I’ve been in the sector now for quite a bit of 
time. 

When I first started in the sector, I had no 
preconceived ideas as to what working in 
local government was all about, really. I was 
obviously new to the sector, but the female 
leader who recruited me who is now a CEO 
within local government saw the potential and 
the talent that I had to offer even though I did 
not have any experience in local government. 

From that role to where I am today, I have really 
looked to develop my skills within the sector 
but also challenge the sector a little bit to think 
differently around how we engage with our key 
stakeholders and also around how we develop 
talent internally. And I think it was some of 
that different thinking that really appealed to 
the leadership at Yarra Ranges, and it meant 
that I got to progress through the layers of 
leadership.

The move to Casey for me was a really fantastic 
opportunity because it was a director role 
reporting to the CEO in one of the biggest 
municipalities in Victoria. 

“I said to my friends 
that it was like flying 
a Cessna to flying an 
Airbus all in one big 

jump.”
 
And I think what is really unique about the 
leadership at Casey and the opportunity I was 
granted is that, when accepting the role, I 
explained to my new manager that I would like 
to work part-time. 

“I think the biggest barriers 
for any aspiring leaders 
are the restrictions and 
assumptions that others 
can place upon peoples’ 

capacity.”



And as a director in local government, I am not 
sure there are many other examples of that. I have 
three small children, and my son at that time was 
only one and I had two older daughters, and my 
manager is a huge gender equity advocate and 
had no problems with that whatsoever.

“I work a four-day week, 
and at times that’s really 
challenging, but with my 
own self-discipline and 
the support of others, 

it’s certainly something 
that I think anyone could 

make work if they are 
supported in the right 

environment.”
What have been the barriers to reaching a 
leadership position?

I think the biggest barriers for any aspiring leaders 
are the restrictions and assumptions that others 
can place upon peoples’ capacity. 

I know many, many people within the sector who 
have grappled with ever asking to go part-time 
or ever being brave enough to say no to after-
hours events or things like that because they’d be 
perceived as not being capable of fulfilling their 
role. 

I’ve been super lucky that all of my local 
government leaders have never seen my or 
anyone’s family situation as an inhibitor to what it 
is that they’re capable of. So I think it’s the support 
of your leaders that is so important in ensuring 
that everyone is given the opportunities that they 
deserve to be able to use their skills. I have always 
said that just because I’m not there 40 hours a 
week, that does not mean that my ability to lead 
a team or lead an organisation or make decisions 
is inhibited – it’s actually how you use those hours 
that’s really important.

How has the pandemic affected the push for 
gender equity in local government leadership?

I think the pandemic has been both a door-
opener but also a kind of mirror on what is really 
necessary for people to be able to thrive in their 
environment. Early on in the pandemic, my three 
kids, my husband and I moved to the country 
during the first lockdown phase, and when the kids 
were home schooling and my little toddler was two 
and a half, it was possibly one of the most stressful 
working experiences I’ve had. I can normally get 
myself into the mindset for work, and it really 
highlighted to me that you can’t ask people to be 
doing two, three, fifty things all at once. 



Trying to home-school, trying to look after a 
toddler, and trying to work was a completely 
unsustainable environment. So I think that did 
show that we all need to be really realistic around 
what kind of factors enable us to thrive at work. 
And for me it was about being able to create the 
time, space, and mindset to actually work well in 
that working environment. 

On the other hand, I know plenty of people who 
now, because of the fact that they’re not travelling 
long distances, that they’re able to organise their 
time a little bit better, are really able to shine 
because some of the time that they used to be 
giving to things like travelling can now be used to 
ensure they maintain their work-life balance while 
still being able to commit to their work.

“From a leadership 
perspective, we’ve all 

had a bit of a sneak peek 
into peoples’ real lives, 
and that’s been really 
lovely on many fronts 
because I feel like the 

type of relationship that 
I have with many of my 
team members now is a 
far deeper one and one 
that understands that 

we’re all humans, and in 
order for us to bring our 
full selves and our full 
attention to work, we 

need to be conscious of 
everything going on in 

peoples’ lives.”

What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in local government leadership?

There needs to be a continued focus on 
development. Targets are fantastic, but 
we need the mindset of people across the 
broader leadership sector to support the active 
development of female leaders in order to fulfil 
those roles. I think for many female leaders, 
having mentors and coaches who are able to 
ensure that female leaders aren’t aspiring to be 
male leaders, that we are actually aspiring to 
be ourselves, is important. Being yourself, and 
having the confidence to be yourself in aspiring to 
a leadership role, is something that comes with 
maturity and experience, but it also comes from a 
reinforcement from those around you that having 
your own unique approach to leading people is 
exactly what we’re asking for. We’re not asking for 
everyone to be a vanilla cookie-cut of everyone 
else, and the diversity of different views that 
gender equity will bring to the sector will actually 
only create a stronger sector and one that’s more 
representative of the communities that we serve.



BRETT DE CHASTEL 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER 
NOOSA SHIRE COUNCIL 
PRESIDENT 
LGMA QUEENSLAND

“When it comes to 
diversity, gender is 

one of the most critical 
elements in providing that 

diversity.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

The best leadership teams are those with a 
diversity of views but that also get on well 
and have a shared vision. And when it comes 
to diversity, gender is one of the most critical 
elements in providing that diversity. When I 
became CEO at my current council, only one 
out of my five Directors was female. It is now 
three out of five and I am proud of that and 
that we’ve reached this position by appointing 
the best person for the job. Our team is better 
for that diversity in terms of our different 
perspectives, life experiences and team 
dynamics. We are now a more empathetic and 
flexible team. Good gender equity leads to great 
leadership teams.

What have been the barriers for women 
participating at the senior level in local 
government?

I think one of the big barriers has been 
inherent or sometimes unconscious bias in 
selection processes. Unless we are aware of 
it, sometimes we tend to choose ‘people like 
us.’ That leads to a monoculture and a lack of 
diversity of approach and thought. Further, in 
some professions, there has not traditionally 
been high representation of women until more 
recently - engineering is a good example. 

So in those fields which are traditionally 
male-orientated in local government, it has 
taken too long for those barriers to be broken 
down. And finally, I think organisations 
sometimes undervalue skills and attributes like 
communication and empathy where women 
managers tend to be much stronger. 

What has helped overcome these barriers? 

Some of the things that help include basic 
actions such as ensuring that there are gender 
balanced interview panels. We have also 
consciously selected future female leaders when 
developing our internal mentoring programs 
and match them up with good role models. 
Of course, when we select our Australasian 
Management Challenge team, we always make 
sure that at least 50 percent of our team are 
women and we try to make sure that some of 
the coaches of that team are also senior women 
leaders who can act as good role models. 

If some of the barriers for women participating 
at the senior level are a result of unconscious 
bias, we need to offset that with conscious 
investment to change that over time. As CEO, 
I can also assist by setting the right ‘tone from 
the top’ with decisions about professional 
development investment and supporting 
internal mentoring programs designed to 
develop our next generation of women leaders.



How has the pandemic affected the push for 
gender equity in the workplace?

It has certainly helped because organisations are 
now prepared to be more flexible in the workforce. 

“Gone are the days where 
leaders are expected to be 
first in the office and last to 

leave.”
 
With working from home becoming the new norm 
in the pandemic, the focus has shifted (rightly) to 
what is achieved, rather than an office-based ‘time 
present’ culture. This provides more flexibility for 
parents and families. 

It doesn’t worry me if someone is working from 
home and spending time with their children in 
a hybrid work type environment. What I care 
about is if we achieve the right outcome for our 
community and how someone works to achieve 
that is up to them. I have someone who works 
directly for me who now works from home a few 
days a week so that she can pick up kids from 
school and have time to be a good parent. It 
doesn’t worry me that she takes time out during 
the workday to do that because I know that if she 
needs to do something outside of normal hours, 
she will get it sorted. Flexibility works both ways 
and it works well for her in terms of work-life 
balance. 

“If anything, COVID-19 
has seen flexible working 

practices mature much 
quicker than what it would 

have without it and that 
has really been a good 

thing for balancing family 
and work commitments.”

What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in leadership?

We have more to do, both as individual councils 
and also as a sector. The first step in addressing 
any problem is to recognise that you have a 
problem. Do we recognise our own inherent 
biases? Do we really understand the barriers for 
women to reach senior leadership roles? The 
second step is the fortitude to do something about 
it. Local leadership and commitment are incredibly 
important elements of promoting and supporting 
that change. As CEO, I have an important role 
within my organisation to lead by example but I 
can also encourage my Mayor and Councillors to 
support gender equity in the community in their 
roles as community leaders.



DEB LARWOOD 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER  
DISTRICT COUNCIL OF 
KIMBA 
BOARD MEMBER 
LG PROFESSIONALS SA

“When I first started, 
there was a lot less 
progress in gender 

equity, and that has 
changed a lot.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

To me, it’s mostly about equality of opportunity 
where females and males are given the same 
opportunities to actually get into leadership 
positions if they want to. While there are 
some females that are committed to being at 
home with the kids or have other priorities, the 
opportunity should still be available to them, 
whether they choose to take them or not.

What was your leadership journey?

I guess I’ve been lucky. I’ve lived in Kimba, 
where I am currently the CEO, for about 32 
years, so I know my town and I have had a 
very supportive environment because I know 
everyone here fairly well. I came over here 
in the banking industry originally, had kids, 
married a farmer, and for a while was a stay-at-
home mum - until my kids got to about four and 
five and I got bored. I’m not a big housework 
and gardening type person - I do it because I 
have to, not because I want to – so I became 
what I like to call a professional volunteer. 

I was offered the opportunity to work as 
Manager Corporate Services here back in 2007, 
and I had a really supportive CEO for about nine 
years and he actually mentored me. He took 
me to everything: I got to go to every single 
conference known to man and to all the local 
government association AGMs. He mentored 
me in that role with the view to me being the 
succession plan for him in his role as CEO. 

In October 2016, he retired and I applied to 
the position and was successful. But if you had 
asked me 15 years ago if I would have been 
CEO of a council one day, I would have said, 
“Absolutely not.” 

And in saying that, I don’t regret the decision 
and would do the same thing over again. I was 
probably stuck in the traditional role of being 
mum, wife, farming partner. I got my formal 
qualifications after I started my job rather than 
before, and it was a very smooth leadership 
journey quite beyond any expectations I’d 
thought I’d have.  

What were the barriers to you reaching your 
position?

“One was around 
the whole work-life 

balance.”
Balancing your role as a mum, as a wife, 
as a partner is one thing, but there’s also 
perceptions in the community. We’re a very 
small community in Kimba with a population 
of just over 1,000, so it is very traditional, 
and I was probably one of the few females 
in the community that worked full-time. So I 
found myself trying to maintain the work-life 
balance, your kids’ life, your husband’s life, the 
farm, relationships with your friends, and the 
perceptions within the community. 



And back then on the Eyre Peninsula specifically, 
it was a male-driven environment. I think when 
I started there were about six or seven female 
CEOs out of 68 in South Australia and I would have 
been the only female CEO of the Eyre Peninsula’s 
11 councils. And I also think that probably the 
biggest barrier was my own perception. I had 
very traditional perceptions of what I could do, 
particularly if it went outside my comfort zone. 
And I think my confidence in myself was as big a 
barrier as anything and I think that’s probably still 
there to this day. I still sometimes sit in the role 
of CEO and pinch myself and think that someone 
is going to come and say, “What the hell are you 
doing here?!” Part of that was probably that I was 
from a very traditional home where mum stayed 
at home with the kids, so getting past that barrier 
in my mind was a very big challenge for me.

How did you overcome these barriers?

“Mentoring was a really 
big thing for me, and my 
former CEO was probably 

the strongest mentor I 
had.”

After I had been in the role for one or two years, he 
said that if I decided I wanted to be CEO, he would 
do what he could to get me there. He had always 
said that Kimba was going to be his last council 
before he retired and he saw me as a succession 
plan, so he gave me that opportunity. And he 
also set up networks for me. In the first three 
or four years, he put me in touch with another 
female involved with local government that I could 
talk to when I needed to. And he gave me a lot 
of experience, and I did what I like to call work 
experience at two metropolitan councils. 

I also have a very supportive friendship base which 
encouraged me to do it. They are the ones who are 
there when I think, “Oh my god, I’m never going to 
be able to do this.” And it is also the groups that I 
have had along the way. We have set up a women 
CEOs group that gets together once a month for 
a bit of a chat. There are now two other female 
CEOs on the Eyre Peninsula and we have a close 
relationship. I think that overcoming challenges 
has a lot to do with the relationships you have and 
the support network you can go to, and being in 
my community for a long time, I did get a lot of 
support from the community who had confidence 
in me. So it’s all about the people that you’ve got 
there for you when you need them.

Has the pandemic affected the push for gender 
equity in local government?

With respect to the whole, overall local 
government, I think it may have helped gender 
equity. I think women may have been given a few 
more opportunities from COVID because it has 
allowed for working from home and for more 
interaction via Zoom. I’ve been fairly sheltered 
from it over here in Kimba though, and we were 
not really affected much by the pandemic.

What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in leadership?

A lot of it for me is around education. Kimba is a 
traditional town and, at times, local government 
can be seen to be a little bit of a traditional 
organisation. People have got long term beliefs 
about what roles are what and there are 
stereotypes of who should in which role, and I 
guess just breaking down barriers so that it is seen 
as, for want of a better word, normal for women to 
take on leadership roles and balance their family 
life. I know some of the things that some of the 
women I know struggle with is the guilt associated 
with leaving their kids at home. I guess males 
don’t tend to get that guilt while females do. We 
need education that says that it’s alright and more 
acceptable for women to actually be in leadership 
roles and to make sure that the support networks 
like I had are in place for everybody else. 

There is also a role for elected members to 
play: in each individual organisation, I think the 
Council needs to be aware that men may have 
different needs to women in the workplace and 
to make sure that the environment is adaptable 
so that those needs can be met depending on 
who gets the leadership position. And then on 
the broader scale across the community and 
in our organisations, a lot of encouragement. 
Encouragement both ways: for men to also take on 
administrative jobs, and for women to take on the 
roles they want. 

I think it has gotten better though. A lot better. I 
think over the nearly 14 years that I have been in 
local government, it has improved, not just in the 
number of women that are in leadership positions 
in councils but also in the acceptability of it all. 
When I first started, there was a lot less progress 
in gender equity, and that has changed a lot. For 
women in local government, it has become a lot 
easier to be in an executive position. Everyone has 
changed to be a lot more flexible. And there are 
many more women in leadership positions, like 
Victoria MacKirdy, the National President of LG 
Professionals at the moment, and I think that gives 
confidence to the rest of us to say, “Yeah, we can 
do it.”



JAMIE PARRY 
DIRECTOR GOVERNANCE & 
STRATEGY 
CITY OF JOONDALUP 
PRESIDENT 
LG PROFESSIONALS WA

“Making real changes 
requires getting the entire 

sector involved, from 
the organisation to the 

Council.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

As the peak body supporting and advocating for 
local government officers in Western Australia, 
LG Professionals WA is in a prime position to 
raise awareness within the sector about the 
benefits of gender balance and help influence 
practices that would assist in achieving 
better gender balance, particularly in senior 
management positions.

From an LG Professionals WA perspective, 
we recognise that local government is most 
effective when there is diversity and gender 
balance within the workplace reflecting the 
diversity of the communities they serve. 
Selection by merit remains the most important 
element in any recruitment process. However, 
unconscious bias can sometimes influence the 
way candidates are selected and interviewed.

Gender balance is not about treating men and 
women in exactly the same way. It is about 
treating men and women the same when 
their needs and aspirations are the same, and 
differently when their needs and aspirations are 
different.

What have been the barriers for women 
participating at the senior level in local 
government?

Gender equity is viewed as somewhat of a 
systemic issue in the local government sector as 
it has been male-dominated at the senior level 
for many years, not only within organisations, 
but at the elected member level. Making real 
changes requires getting the entire sector 
involved, from the organisation to the Council 
(responsible for recruitment of CEOs).

Barriers for women in the local government 
sector are considered to include institutional 
mindsets including gender bias and 
stereotyping, poor recruitment practices that do 
not require consideration of a gender balanced 
shortlisted pool of candidates, poor workplace 
cultures and not recognising the need for 
workplace flexibility. The conduct of elected 
members is often cited as a deterrent to women 
applying for senior and CEO roles in the sector.

“Political and structural 
barriers can be ingrained 
despite targeted efforts.” 



What can help overcome these barriers?

There are a number of strategies that are 
considered helpful in overcoming these barriers. 
Leaders implementing policies and key practices 
which ensure commitment from decision-makers 
to help overcome barriers to women’s leadership, 
for instance. Policies can also be set that require all 
positions to having to consider a gender balanced 
shortlist of candidates. This should be applied 
whether the recruitment is done internally or 
externally through recruitment agencies. 

Local governments can also establish, and effect, 
flexible work arrangements, and encourage men in 
the workplace to make use of these arrangements 
as flexible working arrangements are not just 
designed to accommodate women. This will help 
to minimise the stigmas. They can additionally 
provide learning and development opportunities, 
and support and mentoring.

At the leadership level, it is challenging 
assumptions considering the possibility for 
different styles and skill sets that women can bring 
as leaders. Local governments should actively 
lead or participate in discussions of women and 
leadership. More broadly, the sharing of best 
practices amongst local governments is helpful.

How has the pandemic affected the push for 
gender equity in the workplace?

It is apparent through research that many mothers 
have considered downshifting their career or 
leaving the workforce as they have been more 
burdened with the responsibilities of childcare. As 
such, the pandemic represents an opportunity to 
make more investment in building a more flexible 
and empathetic workplace. 

The ability to be able to work from home has 
become the norm which further promotes flexible 
working arrangements. 

Domestic and gender-based violence is known to 
have increased during the pandemic, and therefore 
local governments need to implement policies to 
support those that are impacted by it and provide 
the necessary support where required.

Ever more so, workplaces require leaders 
that demonstrate authenticity, empathy and 
compassion – all the qualities in which women are 
skilled, if not often more able to bring to leadership 
positions.  

What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in leadership?

Make gender equity in leadership a formal 
organisational priority and elevate gender-
equitable leadership to a strategic business 
imperative. Local governments must combat 
unconscious biases through awareness raising, 
education, and sharing of best practices.

There also needs to be support for and mentoring 
of women recognising their aspirations and 
talents. Organisations should review their 
workplace culture and examine strategies to 
improve cultural aspects that attract and support 
women. This review extends to workplace flexibility 
policies.

“Set a target and goal, 
and keep the organisation 

accountable.”



LINDA CARDEW 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER  
COOK SHIRE COUNCIL 
DIRECTOR NORTH 
QUEENSLAND 
LGMA QUEENSLAND 

“The culture of an 
organisation from the 

top down is probably the 
most valuable and most 
important thing that one 

can encourage.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

It means providing exactly the same 
opportunities regardless of gender and creating 
a platform which is equitable across the board. 
It is a blind spot against whether a person is 
a man or a woman, instead really getting at 
the heart of what that person is and what 
that person can do, regardless. I think gender 
equity can best be achieved when you have a 
culture that will foster an appreciation of the 
person rather than the superficial way in which 
a person is perceived as a result of their gender. 
It’s interesting for me because obviously I’m a 
woman, but I’m also about five feet tall, and 
I work substantially in a male world, and yet 
I don’t often feel that there is an inequity in 
terms of the way in which people respond to me 
or perceive me.

What was your leadership journey?

I always felt I could add a little bit more. I 
always felt that I wanted to provide greater 
value, and the way to do that was to, almost 
unintentionally, move to the next stage up the 
ladder. I was always keen for a professional 
adventure and I loved the idea of intellectual 
and professional growth but, without being 
overly ambitious, I just thought that I could 
contribute more at a higher level and I think 
before I knew it I found myself being promoted. 

But I also sought out work within different 
organisations. I have rarely sought internal 
promotions, instead I have been attracted to 
opportunities and the variety and diversity of 
other organisations, other cultures and other 
ways of thinking that seemed to add a great 
deal more from a professional perspective 
than simply working within one town or one 
organisation or one level of government.

Were there barriers to getting to where you are 
today?

Actually, I don’t think so. I don’t feel that I have 
been challenged or blocked because I was a 
woman or because I was simply working within 
one organisation.

“I guess I have taken the 
initiative to seek out new 

and challenging roles 
when they were on offer, 

comfortable and confident 
that my life journey would 
take me where I wanted 

to be.”



How has the pandemic affected the pursuit of 
gender equity in local government?

It has not in any way affected the gender balance 
within our council. We have adapted in a very 
flexible way to be able to deal with the pandemic 
requirements including working from home and so 
forth. I think the COVID impact has created a much 
greater amount of work for certain people within 
the organisation, and some of those people may 
coincidentally be women, but for us COVID has not 
created a particularly gender-focused problem, but 
rather an organisational and a resource challenge. 

We have a family-friendly workplace approach to 
life in any case, and that understanding of family 
needs is possibly a little more driven because 
obviously I am in the CEO role and two out of four 
people in our executive leadership team are also 
women. I can’t think of any example where the 
pandemic has negatively or positively impacted 
on the ability to parent though, for example. Our 
staff have already been able to generally fulfil and 
juggle their parenting roles with the endorsement 
of the executive team – it’s not something that has 
been brought about because of COVID.

What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in leadership across the sector?

At this time, local government is typically identified 
by conservative male leadership. 

“In anticipation of the 
change that will inevitably 

come we need to 
encourage millennials at 

every opportunity.”
We need to communicate the reality that 
local government is enormously attractive 
professionally, it provides opportunities for a 
fabulous career. 

They say that there are 145 separate professions 
or trades within local government, and so there 
is something for everyone. I think we need to 
tackle the problem systemically. We need to 
be advertising at universities and in vocational 
institutions that there is a valid and rewarding 
career in local government and we need to 
encourage young people to understand that 
you can have both professional success and an 
exceptional quality of life while also having the 
personal satisfaction that comes from serving 
the community that you’re working for. And I 
think that if we work to encourage and keep the 
next generation in local government, then the 
traditional older male executive model will change. 

But it will be a generational thing. You can’t just 
place women in senior roles and expect that to 
work – that’s not a strategy that’s sustainable.  
A more sustainable approach is to work to 
understand the  drivers for next generation, to 
understand their needs so we attract and keep the 
most ambitious and motivated and committed 
young professionals. 

The culture of an organisation from the top down 
is probably the most valuable and most important 
thing that one can encourage. The culture need 
not come from a woman in the CEO role, however 
it needs to come from a person who understands 
the value of the individual regardless of whether 
they are male, female, or other, and value people 
as they are for the professional and personal 
contribution they can make to an organisation. 
A sustainable local government is absolutely 
dependent on people being able to work together 
with and for the elected members and for the 
community, because that is the role of local 
government. 

And you have got to be human. You have got to, at 
the top of your list, recognise that people and the 
community we serve are human beyond all else. 
And if the organisational culture respects that, 
then we are on our way to achieving gender equity 
and well advanced to support equity in all other 
areas.



GARY ARNOLD 
GENERAL MANAGER 
KINGBOROUGH COUNCIL 
PRESIDENT 
LG PROFESSIONALS TAS

“When there is diversity 
in decision-making 

bodies there are better 
decisions.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

In essence it is about providing a level playing 
field, ensuring that women have the same 
access to leadership positions, and that 
barriers, such as unconscious bias, active 
discrimination, lack of recognition of different 
pathways, flexible working arrangements, are 
removed. 

What barriers have stood in the way of 
women participating at the senior level in local 
government? What has helped overcome these 
barriers?

Research has shown that one of the biggest 
barriers for women to be appointed to senior 
levels in Council is a lack of councillor diversity. 
Pleasingly, Kingborough Council bucks the 
trend in this regard with 50 percent of current 
Councillors being women, including our Deputy 
Mayor, Cr Jo Westwood.

Another barrier has been the traditional 
promotion pathway from technical specialist 
roles like Finance, Works, and Planning, that 
have historically been male-dominated fields. 
Contemporary management and leadership 
research has demonstrated the benefit of 
generalists and this opens new opportunities 
to think about the appointment of women to 
senior roles. 

For example, our new Director at Council, Dr 
Katrena Stephenson, while having extensive 
local government experience and broad 
tertiary education, does not have a technical 
qualification.

How has the pandemic affected the push for 
gender equity in the workplace?

“It has been strongly 
suggested that women 
have borne the brunt 

of the pandemic, 
particularly because of the 

disproportionate number of 
women in front line health 
roles, and because many 

women work in casualised 
or part-time roles in 

impacted industries such as 
hospitality and tourism.”



Lockdowns and school closures also affected 
women because in our society, women still bear 
much of the responsibility for childcare. 

Kingborough Council was quick to pivot through 
technology to support our workers to work from 
home during lockdowns and school closures or 
to manage vulnerable health conditions. Our 
learning has led to the development of a Flexible 
Working from Home Policy which provides a robust 
framework through which to consider requests for 
different working arrangements.

What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in leadership?

A key starting point is ensuring girls have exactly 
the same access to educational and job entry 
positions as boys. Education or the lack thereof 
is one of the biggest drivers of gender inequity. 
Secondly, we need more women elected to 
government at all levels. From this will flow the 
appointment of more women into senior public 
service and policy making roles.

“Finally, building recognition 
broadly that when there is 

diversity in decision-making 
bodies there are better 

decisions is vital if we are to 
normalise the appointment 

of women.”



STACY WILLIAMS 
DIRECTOR COMMUNITY 
WELLBEING  
GANNAWARRA SHIRE 
COUNCIL 

“As leaders, we need to 
demonstrate that gender 

equity is an absolute 
priority by what we say, 

what we do, and how we 
lead.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

“It means that men 
and women are equally 

effective leaders.” 
What was your leadership journey?

I have over 15 years’ experience in rural 
Victorian local government. Over those 15 
years I have invested in my own leadership 
development, taking opportunities to be 
on community boards, undertaking formal 
training, and seeking the advice and support 
of exceptional mentors. I’ve had opportunities 
to step into new and challenging roles and also 
experienced career-limiting barriers. I moved 
from a coordination role with small teams 
to management roles, and three years ago 
moved into a Director role at Gannawarra Shire 
Council. 

What were the barriers to reaching your 
position?

As a young woman, I have lost out on 
opportunities because I was either pregnant, 
or commencing or returning from maternity 
leave. I think raising a family while maintaining 
a career can be a tough time as a woman, 
justifying yourself, your skills, and your abilities. 

During these years, I was once described by a 
manager as a great resource to have on the 
bench to step in and to fix things. What this 
meant was that my opportunities were short-
term, and I was never really a full member 
of the team. I think I have also had my own 
internal barriers to overcome. I have suffered 
over the years with bouts of self-doubt and 
‘imposter syndrome,’ not believing in my own 
abilities.

What helped you overcome these barriers? 

I think it is critical to have good people, good 
mentors, peers, family, and friends beside you 
who encourage you to see your strengths and 
to believe in yourself. This is something I try 
to do now as a leader and mentor, holding 
a mirror up to my team and getting them to 
see their strengths and abilities. I think I have 
also sought every opportunity to invest in my 
professional and personal development. 

How has the pandemic affected the push for 
gender equity in the workplace?

“I think the pandemic has 
highlighted the continued 
inequality in workplaces 

and homes.” 



As children were sent home to learn, many 
mothers were juggling their own work and their 
responsibilities to support remote learning. I 
think as a workplace we supported flexibility 
and understanding. I think the pandemic has 
highlighted the important roles women play in 
healthcare, community-based services, and the 
like. Many female-dominated workforces were 
challenged to maintain their work during the 
pandemic in many services that were deemed 
‘essential.’ 

What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in leadership?

Equal pay is just one step and whilst this might be 
an attraction, women want more. 

“The new generation is 
looking for challenging 

work, skill development, 
and flexibility.” 

I think the pandemic has proven to many that 
flexible working arrangements can work, and they 
have so many benefits for the organisation as 
well as the individual. Secondly, I think it is critical 
to look for gender equity in succession planning, 
especially in non-traditional female roles. Finally, I 
think that it’s time we walked the talk. As leaders, 
we need to demonstrate that gender equity is an 
absolute priority by what we say, what we do, and 
how we lead.



STEWART TODD 
GENERAL MANAGER  
NARRABRI SHIRE COUNCIL 
PRESIDENT 
LG PROFESSIONALS NSW 

“Productive, leading 
organisations require 

diversification and inclusion 
of all groups.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

Gender equality, like all types of equality, is 
an attitude, not an act. I don’t necessarily 
see gender equality as setting defined targets 
for equal participation of genders, rather 
identifying and removing actual or perceived 
barriers that prevent opportunities for equality. 
Councils require diversity to thrive.

What have been the barriers for women 
participating at the senior level in local 
government?

The main barriers to female participation at the 
senior level would be limited access to flexibility 
at work and changing the perception of merit-
based selection to ensure engagements are 
based on capability. 

Historically, women may have been 
underrepresented at the senior level because 
they may have had less combined qualification 
and experience than their male counterparts, 
however there may not have been sufficient 
recognition of what they were actually able 
to deliver, and their overall capacity and fit 
within the organisation. The most experienced 
candidate is not necessarily the best candidate, 
and as an employer, systems need to be 
implemented to recognise the total potential of 
a candidate.

What has helped overcome these barriers? 

Council has a strong focus on equality and 
inclusiveness of all groups, particularly those 
marginalised or minority groups. In addition 
to recognising gender equality, Council has 
removed barriers to retaining our ageing 
workforce, provides opportunities to young 
workers, and continues to increase the cultural 
diversification of our workforce.

Specifically, in relation to gender equality 
in leadership, the first step in overcoming 
barriers is selecting people at all levels based 
on capability. Our Council has introduced 
additional protocols around flexible working 
hours to accommodate work-life balance, and 
management reporting structures have been 
designed to allow opportunities for managers to 
participate in senior management forums.

How has the pandemic affected the push for 
gender equity in the workplace?

The pandemic has actually had a positive 
impact on gender equality. The pandemic 
required Council to think more broadly about 
how flexibility can be offered, and fortunately 
this has placed our Council in a competitive 
position in the local labour market as an 
employer of choice, despite competing against 
other major industries and significant projects.



What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in leadership?

“An increased awareness 
and understanding 

that historical gender 
stereotypes no longer 

apply, and that 
productive, leading 

organisations require 
diversification and 

inclusion of all groups.”



VICTORIA 
MACKIRDY 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER  
CITY OF VICTOR HARBOR 
NATIONAL PRESIDENT 
LG PROFESSIONALS 
AUSTRALIA 

“There needs to be more 
advocacy for change, and 
it needs to be led by both 

men and women.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

For me, it’s about inspiring change, modelling 
what that change looks like, and recognising the 
amazing contributions that women have and 
continue to have in all sorts of roles including 
leadership. It’s about providing an environment 
in which women have the opportunity to thrive 
with no barriers or hurdles. 

“Evidence shows us 
that a balance of great 
men and great women 
in leadership provides 

excellent economic, social, 
and wellbeing outcomes 
within our organisations 

and communities we 
serve.”

Advocating for change needs to be continual. 
We can’t be complacent in our efforts to 
educate, support and encourage these changes 
in our organisations, clubs, schools, and at 
home. Leadership in gender equity does not just 
start and stop in the work environment. 

As a level of government closest to the people, 
local government has the opportunity to lead 
in this space, striving for gender equity in our 
elected bodies, our organisations, and within 
the programs and services we provide.

What was your leadership journey?

I started as a trainee in local government when 
I was quite young and, to be honest, I had no 
aspiration or desire to be a CEO or a leader. The 
more I began to learn about local government, 
the more interested I became. I was inspired 
by the impact our sector has on the day-to-day 
lives of everyone in the community. We create 
amazing places to live, we maintain beautiful 
natural environments, we support communities 
with amazing programs – I wanted to be 
involved in making a difference.

I progressed in my career by putting up my hand 
wherever I could to learn more and be involved.  
The more I learnt, the more I was inspired. 
I had some great mentors, both men and 
women, who inspired me, supported me, and 
encouraged me. And while I did have barriers 
along the way, I stayed focused, I wanted to 
make a difference, but I didn’t push my way 
through - I worked hard, I was prepared to step 
outside my comfort zone and lead by example. 

What were some of these barriers you faced?

When I was younger, a young woman 
probably wasn’t seen as best placed to be in 
a management role, especially in a very male-
dominated executive team. 



And while they were amazingly supportive of 
the work that I did, it was almost seen as, ‘Well, 
you’re a young woman, you’re not ready to be a 
manager.’ Likewise, when I was having children, 
the sentiment felt like, ‘Well, your focus needs to 
be on your family and not on your career.’ It was 
almost like that was meant to be encouraging, but 
it’s not - I should be able to do both and have both, 
and I wanted both, and I have continued to pursue 
both despite the bias - which can be made by men 
and women - that I really should be focusing solely 
on my family. 

“And that’s probably one 
of the biggest barriers we 
face in the push for gender 
equity: many people don’t 
realise the bias that they 

have, and they put women 
into boxes when they are at 
certain stages of their lives 
as opposed to recognising 
that we can have careers, 
we can progress, and we 
can have families at the 

same time.”
 
How have you overcome these barriers?

Having open and honest conversations. It also 
relies on you having good support at home and 
within your organisation. It’s all well and good for 
me to say I want to have a career, but I couldn’t 
pursue it without that support at home and 
encouragement from my family and my partner. 
I continued to have really honest conversations 
about what I actually wanted to do and how 
I was able to achieve it. And sometimes those 
conversations were hard - I had lots of setbacks.

Understanding leadership is also really important. 
I have continued to study and learn more about 
leadership which has helped me to be able to 
have those conversations with the people that 
matter.  Conversations about flexibility in the way 
in which we work, in some instances convincing 
my manager that I could still deliver what the 
organisation needed and work part-time.

What effect has the pandemic had on the pursuit 
of gender equity?

“If anything, the pandemic 
demonstrated some of 
the challenges that we 

have with flexible working 
arrangements.”

 
In some States, we all had our children at home 
and you probably would have found that there 
were more women at home balancing schooling 
and working than there were men – not in all 
cases, of course, but broadly. 

But also, many of the frontline jobs in councils 
were the ones that went, and a lot of them are 
held by women. There was a real mixture that 
I experienced in terms of those jobs that were 
affected by COVID. A lot of the part-time jobs in our 
libraries or our visitor information centres are held 
by women, and their roles were impacted when 
those facilities were closed. Our local government 
had the advantage that none of our staff were 
made redundant, but we had to relocate them and 
find them new duties, so there was definitely more 
of an impact because a lot of women do those 
part-time roles, while our field staff in the outdoor 
workforce on the other hand are mostly men and 
were not affected in the same way.

I would hope that there are long-term positive 
impacts as a result of COVID, particularly in our 
adoption of flexible working arrangements. In 
having flexible work options for men and women 
to be able to do the work they do in supportive 
organisations, you are only going to get the 
best outcomes because you are going to have 
employees who are happy in what they are doing 
and are supported to manage those work-life 
balance arrangements for the best outcomes. 
Before COVID, there were many roles and jobs 
that, whether filled by males or females, were 
seemingly frowned upon to be taken on flexibly. 
The attitude was that you couldn’t do them from 
home or remotely. Whereas now, you can - it’s 
been proven. We all had to 

What needs to change to reach true gender equity 
in local government?

Opportunities need to be provided to both men 
and women. We need to inspire and educate 
our workforce about how important it is to 
have equity in our workforce and in our elected 
representatives. But we have a history of women 



always working part-time or shared roles which 
do not let them progress into management and 
higher level leadership roles.

There needs to be more advocacy for change, and 
it needs to be led by both men and women - it 
should not just be a women-led initiative because 
it impacts on both men and women. We need to 
reduce the biases around women having certain 
roles or places, the perception of women not being 
capable of managing that work-life balance, or 
women not being strong enough to be in those 
leadership roles. We likely need to change policy in 
some areas too. 

And finally, we need some really good leadership 
role models that we really promote within our 
sector pointing to what we are doing and how we 
are changing. I try to be a really good role model 
and I try to be authentic and tell people it is not 
always easy. 

“I say to women, ‘It is hard 
sometimes – if you want 
to have both family and 

career, you can have both, 
but it’s hard work.’”



MICHAEL 
SEDGMAN 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER  
RURAL CITY OF MURRAY 
BRIDGE 
PRESIDENT 
LG PROFESSIONALS SA 

“There is a need to lead by 
example in appointment of 

leadership positions.”

Why is gender equity in local government 
leadership important to you?

If we look at the employees across the sector 
based on employment metrics, at least 50 
percent of our employees are women, but I’m 
not sure that that’s necessarily reflective of 
representation in leadership within the sector. It 
strikes me that in terms of general population, 
around 50 percent of our population is 
also women, and reinforced by those local 
government employment metrics, what I’m 
painfully aware of is, that doesn’t translate into 
representation in leadership.

What have been the barriers in increasing 
gender equity, and what has helped so far?

The key barrier would probably be the lack 
of flexible working arrangements that allow 
for the necessary professional development 
that then equips women in the sector with the 
opportunities to apply for and be successful 
in terms of leadership roles. We as an 
organisation at Murray Bridge have very much 
focused on flexible workplace arrangements, 
and they apply equally for men and women in 
the sector. I think that has probably cut through 
the barrier to some degree. I think a growing 
awareness in the community generally but a 
recognition within the sector more specifically 
that this is an issue that we as a sector need to 
address has helped. 

What needs to change going forward to 
reach true gender equity in local government 
leadership?

I think it is about ensuring a number of things. 
Flexible workplace arrangements that are 
cognisant of the family dynamics that operate, 
noting that that is an evolving issue in the 
twenty-first century. I think salary equity is a 
key issue and I think there are less barriers now 
than there may have historically been, and 
certainly in my organisation we have full salary 
package equity regardless of gender, and that is 
something that I’ve been keenly focused on. 

I think there is also a need to lead by example 
in appointment of leadership positions. In 
our circumstance here, I have three General 
Managers that report directly to me, and two 
of those three General Managers are women. 
That sends a very strong message throughout 
my organisation.

“We need to actively 
promote the pathways 

that are available to 
women that are in our 

organisations and in our 
sector more broadly.”



We operate a number of networks within Local 
Government Professionals SA. 

“Promoting participation 
within the Women’s 

Network is an important 
step in making it clear that 
there are pathways, there 

are opportunities, and I see 
that as an important value-
add to female professionals 

in our sector.”



SUZANNE 
RICHMOND 
HUMAN RESOURCES 
MANAGER  
TWEED SHIRE COUNCIL 

“Our strength is in the 
diversity, in the different 

voices, and in the different 
backgrounds.”

What does gender equity in leadership mean to 
you?

It’s really about ensuring that leadership is 
representative of those they are leading or 
advocating on behalf of. If you think about 
it, we all have such very different skills, 
backgrounds, strengths, opinions, and if we 
skew in any direction, we lose some of those 
differences. Our strength is in the diversity, 
in the different voices, and in the different 
backgrounds. This is important to achieve 
across all diversity groups. We want to hear 
as many different voices and perspectives as 
possible and use the strengths that this gives us 
to get the best possible outcomes for everybody.

What was your leadership journey?

“I’ve been exceedingly 
lucky in my leadership 

journey.”
While I’m very aware that discrimination 
and bias still exists on a lot of levels, I don’t 
personally feel that I have been disadvantaged 
in my career as a result of my gender. I’ve 
worked in state government, in the private 
sector, in consulting, and now in the local 
government sector, so I have a diverse 
background and experience in many different 
workplaces. 

My career started with the attainment of an 
Honours degree in Psychology which I have 
used primarily in the areas of Human Resources 
and Quality Management.

I have worked both full-time and part time, had 
a career break to start my family and another 
4 year break when our son started school.  
There have been times when my husband 
and I have both worked professionally, and 
other times when only one of us has worked 
professionally while the other focused on family 
responsibilities.

I have been lucky enough to work with 
organisations that have offered strong flexible 
work practices to both men and women and 
have encouraged me to grow professionally 
whilst acknowledging that I have a life separate 
to the workplace. I’ve had the pleasure of 
contributing to a landmark legal case resulting 
in merit practices replacing seniority, have 
participated in the development of employment 
conditions across several different employment 
sectors, and participated in industry sector 
working groups. I have also been privileged to 
be approached by a smaller council to provide 
formal mentoring support to an up-and-coming 
female HR professional.

 



What kind of barriers did you face on this career 
journey?

I don’t think the barriers are nearly as strong as 
they have been in the past – whilst things can 
still improve it is important that we take the time 
to acknowledge what has been achieved to date 
and how far we have come over the last two 
generations.  

In terms of barriers today, I think as women we 
can sometimes be our own worst enemies. As a 
generality we often lack the confidence to put 
ourselves forward when opportunities present and 
we could certainly do more to support and mentor 
each other and to celebrate the successes of our 
female colleagues.

How did the pandemic affect the push for gender 
equity in local government leadership?

I think it has really highlighted where some of the 
inequities still exist. In particular it has been female 
workers who have often carried a disproportional 
load in relation to home school and caring for 
older members of the family.  Interestingly, 
feedback from our staff is that those with young 
families have felt well supported with flexible work 
arrangements during the pandemic, however 
staff caring for the elderly or infirm have felt less 
supported. This is an imbalance we need to give 
some attention to.

What needs to change to address the barriers you 
mentioned?

I think we really need to look at how we are raising 
the next generation. There are still gender biases 
in the way that we talk to our children, what we 
expect of them, the language we use with them 
and the toys we give them.   

We need to do more to actively support women 
who are interested in working in non-traditional 
roles and to removing the conscious and 
unconscious biases relating to what it takes to 
succeed in these fields. If the mining industry can 
address this issue then there is nothing stopping 
the rest of us other than a lack of effort. 

Women still typically take on more of the family 
responsibilities. They are the ones more typically 
taking the career breaks, reducing their hours to 
part time and racing home to sort out homework, 
sporting activities and cook the meals. We need 
to ensure that our flexible work arrangements 
are equally available to our male workers and 
that there are no barriers to them applying for 
our being approved flexible work arrangements.  
The more that take up these options the less they 
will be seen as the realm of women and the more 
mainstream they will become. 

It’s also important that we actively include men in 
the gender discussion.

“This is not a women’s-
only issue but a social 

issue. We need to work 
with our male colleagues, 

not against them, to 
achieve the required 

change.”




