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Fit for the future: Reflections on regional spaces 

in a changing world 
 

Sally Watterson 

 

Regional museums, galleries, sites and keeping places come in all shapes and sizes. The 

overriding traditional commonality has been a community passionate about what the past 

means for future generations. In the current economic climate the relationship of community 

and local government to regional and remote museums is more important than ever. This 

paper considers the transforming role that both must continue to have in shaping future, 

relevant collections and contributing to local identity. Specifically, this work examines where 

museums and culture ‘fit’ within local government in recent decades. The past is considered 

in conjunction with the changing nature of local government and how we as museum 

professionals can embrace these changes. Having worked for the past decade with remote 

and regional spaces, I have been privy to the internal workings of both volunteer run spaces 

and of local government - two very different languages at times. In these times of increased 

competition and initiatives to self-fund, a positivist projection for future possibilities is 

essential, hence this examination of this hitherto understudied area. 

This work has its genesis in a keynote presentation on the Regional and Remote day of the 

Museums Australia 2015 Conference in Sydney. I chose to pull the focus away from 

predominantly state and federally funded places (commonly in city centres), and to take a 

broad view of the terms regional and remote. Regional and remote places are here defined 

as those other than the ‘big’ institutions, yet many of which are in metropolitan areas as well 

as further afield. The term ‘spaces’, is used to encompass a broad range of museums 

including, for example; museums (art, science, history, immigration, house), libraries, national 

parks and historic places.  

In recent decades, events such as the Bicentenary of white settlement, Sydney Olympics, the 

Centenary of Federation, and anniversaries associated with WWI - including ANZAC - are often 

accompanied by grant schemes that impact exhibitions and give rise to capital projects. As do 
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state and federal elections. Having observed the effects of such historical milestones on 

museums, there is a perception that ‘pots of gold’, that is significant grants from federal and 

state governments are a method for cultural improvement and museum making. A survey of 

recent projects around New South Wales both supports this notion but revels that the genesis 

for museum making and improvement is not solely grants. While significant capital grants are 

often the catalyst for development, still financial and community support at a local level is 

what makes these catalysts turn into production. In fact, culture has been - on paper and at a 

state level – more and more recognised as a key existing local government activity. My 

understanding that museums and local government are frequently not fully aware of the 

depth and extent of their relationships grew out of experience working for local government 

and with community, what is concerning about this is that these relationships are in danger 

of being unrecognised and undervalued.  

According to the Australia Bureau of Statistics there were ‘1,019 museums operating from 

1,276 locations in Australia at the end of June 2008. These locations included 768 social 

history museums, 425 historic properties and sites, and 83 other museums.’1 

Museums and Galleries NSW identified that there are  

…495 operational museums in New South Wales. They included 293 community run 

and managed museums, 57 public and regional galleries, 51 public and regional 

museums, 37 community run and managed galleries and artist run initiatives and 23 

Aboriginal cultural centres. The balance of the identified organisations were state or 

national galleries or museums located in NSW.2 

There are approximately 41 local government areas (LGAs) in Greater Sydney, 152 in NSW, 

and 565 in Australia.3 From a simple quantitative consideration of these statistics, it is clear 

that museums associated with local government numerically exceed the large state and 

federal institutions, both nationally and in New South Wales as an example. 

In recent decades, this relationship between local government and culture has become 

recognised. While the traditional roles of local council colloquially known as the ‘three r’s’, 

that is roads, rates and rubbish, continue to predominate, culture has been increasingly seen 

as necessary, if not core business of local government. At a New South Wales state level, in 

2004, Premier Carr acknowledged that 



Sally Watterson  65 

Local councils are among the largest and most generous contributors to the nation’s 

cultural development. We rely on them for local libraries, art galleries and many 

regional museums and other services.4 

Further, Local Government NSW itself has recognised the social benefits of culture and 

museums and the scope of local government commitments,  

Councils are vital in enabling local people to participate in artistic and cultural 

expression. In a climate of expanding global homogeneity, local production and 

participation is increasingly important. In NSW they managing over 4000 cultural sites, 

deliver [sic] services, programs, events and local cultural planning.5 

The museum sector too has identified that ‘…the majority of organisations operate from 

council owned premises’.6  

Aside from this growing recognition of the extent of the relationship that exists, data further 

suggests the significance of local government in funding this majority of sites in Australia. 

While figures can be difficult to compare, they are ‘out there’ and suggest a significant 

investment. The publication Museums, Australia, 2007-08 reported on sources of income for 

museums and art museums, including funding by local government; 

Overall, 67% of museums' (excluding art museums) income was funding provided by 

all levels of government ($400.2m). The remainder consisted of income from 

admissions ($56.0m), fundraising ($40.7m) and other sources of income ($105.5m).  

Of the $657.8m in government funding for all museums (including art museums, social 

history museums and historic properties/sites), approximately $43.3m (6.6%) was 

from local governments. 7 

Local Government NSW suggests that; ‘…Councils invested $435.7m in arts and culture during 

2012-13, a 3 per cent increase from $421.8m in 2011-12’.8 And in 2013 Museums and 

Galleries NSW found that ‘…over half of small to medium (S2M) museum and gallery sector 

receives some level of support from local government and 30% receiving core funding’.9 

Indeed the 2013 report titled All Culture is Local identified ‘..twenty per cent of public 

investment in cultural activity in Australia comes from local government.’10 While museums 

are only a part of the cultural sector, these figures are still indicative of local governments’ 

existing funding and support. 
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Having worked with local government on several museum development strategies over the 

years, I have a suspicion that the figures identified above are modest. The seed of this 

pondering occurred in 2005, when on arrival as inaugural Director of Tweed Regional Museum 

in northern New South Wales I was charged with organising and coordinating three pre-

existing organisations on several sites in to one Council owned and managed entity.11 Initially 

I visited each volunteer group and asked the question ‘What does Council do for you already?’ 

The answer was usually along the lines of ‘not much, not enough, it’s too bureaucratic, we 

need more help’. However, when surveying museum support from within the myriad agencies 

of Council and spending more time seeing how the sites worked, a different - opposite - 

picture emerged. While the actual dollar figure allocated to the ‘museums’ account code was 

at that time minimal, a soft economy of in-kind support across numerous areas of Council 

already existed. For example, it emerged that apart from small annual cultural grants, which 

were well known, Council insured buildings and contents, maintained workplace safety 

standards, mowed lawns, upgraded car parks, provided improved disability access, 

fumigated, publicised, provided printing and internet access and other technology. However, 

as this was not centrally or strategically coordinated, and came out of a number of operating 

and capital maintenance budgets, the level of connection (and expenditure) was unknown to 

Council or the community groups and thus, undervalued on both sides.  

Thus Council and its museums were having what I termed for the Conference keynote a 

‘secret affair’ at it was there, but unknown to either party. While this has changed at Tweed, 

which is now a highly organised Council and community collaboration, in my experience since 

then in other LGAs, this is not a unique case, in fact it is typical of many. While I do not want 

to overstate the relationship, as many museums are in need of so much more assistance, I 

use this example as evidence that in some cases, perhaps many, the relationship is there, but 

is not coordinated, and at times ad hoc and therefore less mutually successful than it could 

be. A tension can arise whereby community museums perceive the need for more council 

assistance, while council staff are assisting at the very inner and outer limits of their core 

responsibilities. Both groups are working hard to work together, but this needs recognition 

and coordination, both for basic morale maintenance but more importantly to chart 

strategies for growth and future sustainability and for contributing to local identity. At times 

of state and federal funding issues this tension I argue can be harnessed, recognised and 
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celebrated as a potential good news story, and more importantly, as a strong basis on which 

to build.  

Having identified that numerous local government areas service numerous museums, my 

original presentation moved to highlight some high points in these relationships. Recent case 

studies of success stories at a local government level, while not comprehensive (and it is 

crucial to note there is still plenty of work to be done) vary in scope and outcomes, but each 

achieved final outcomes due to community energy, local government coordination and some 

aligning of the stars. For example, Albury Museum and Library cultural precinct was the first 

piece of contemporary civic architecture in forty years in the town centre. The funding 

structure for this project was described by Regional Arts NSW at the time; 

…has a total budget of $17 million (including the purchase of the land), the bulk of 

which will be provided by council, with an (exceptional) $1.3 million contribution from 

the NSW Ministry for the Arts Capital Infrastructure Program and a $330,000 grant 

from DOTARS.12 

While the final structure of funding changed somewhat, the final product has been described 

as a ‘game changer for the City’ and attracts over 220 000 visitor per annum.13 In the same 

precinct, as of March 2015, $7 million of the $10.5 million dollar Murray Art Museum Albury 

(MAMA) redevelopment is Council contributions. 

Also in regional NSW while non local support is substantial for the Orange Regional Museum 

redevelopment, local contribution for the size and population of the LGA is significant. Of the 

$8 million value of the project, $4 million is Federal Government contribution, $ 1 million from 

the State Government in the value of the Crown Land, $2 million from Orange City Council 

and, significantly $1 million from community fund-raising.14 

A similar picture of the importance of community fundraising and local government is the 

Margaret Olley Art Centre at Tweed Regional Gallery. The multi award winning and highly 

popular project is a $4.2 million extension to existing Tweed Regional Gallery. The 

infrastructure budget alone was comprised of a $1 million donation by the artist’s Estate, $1 

million grant from Federal Government’s Community Infrastructure Grants Program, 

$200,000 from Arts NSW, $1.2 million from Tweed Shire Council and the balance from 

community fundraising by the Friends of Tweed Regional Gallery Inc. and the Tweed Regional 
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Gallery Foundation Ltd. Also at Tweed, a $3 million museum redevelopment was recently 

completed in Murwillumbah, of which the state contributed $600 000 and Council committed 

$2.4 million. Tweed Shire Council also paid for a $600 000 purpose built off site store and 

contributed land. While these are only a few examples and they are all ‘success stories’, it is 

clear that based on figures alone, there is no one manner in which museum improvement 

happens. In all of these cases, the complexity and length of projects coming to fruition cannot 

be understated. And it must be reiterated that this paper is aimed at identifying positive ways 

of looking to the future, given growing paucity of some areas of public funding. What this 

group do however indicate is the power of local government/community/museum 

partnerships. 

So what does this retrospective teach us for the future? In 2014 in New South Wales the Baird 

Government announced the ‘Fit for the Future Plan for Local Governments in NSW’.15 The 

Plan was the result of a three-year Independent Local Government Review Panel which 

resulted in what is known as the Sansom Review. Among other outcomes, the Review 

recommended that 105 of NSW’s 152 councils merge.16 The Plan to act on the Review 

announced a number of measures including; $1 billion NSW State Government funding to 

LGA’s to consider mergers, the suggestion that this plan may save councils up to $600 million 

in loan interest payments, as well as other efficiency benefits. Council mergers in Australia 

are not historically unprecedented. Queensland in 2007 and 2008 reduced the number of 

local councils from 157 to 73 - more than half - with come controversial outcomes.17 For 

example; Noosa Regional Council, incorporated five State electorates, whereas Waggamba 

Shire, based in Goondiwindi, covered 18,000 square km with a population of less than 5,000. 

Similar merger initiatives have been undertaken in the Northern Territory and Western 

Australia.18  

In researching this paper, I was unable to uncover data about what LGA mergers mean for 

local museums and heritage. There is much information and discussion on the economic 

benefits of mergers, yet as local museums are often repositories of collections pertaining to 

local identity, this area needs critique. The question is; is there evidence in other states to 

suggest what does the future structure of local government mean for regional and remote 

museums?  
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A recent business planning workshop with a large Sydney metropolitan LGA was a chance for 

me to test these ideas with a local cultural community and see what their knowledge of the 

Fit for the Future Plan is, and how far their thinking was to be ‘fit for the future’. When asked 

what may happen if the Council merged with another larger, more politically important LGA 

in the Greater West, the volunteers replied along the lines of ; …what's the use if we merge 

we’re going OK? , ‘well our histories and collections are indivisible, so why not?’, ‘but we need 

a cultural precinct here, not there’, ‘but they’ve already got one, so who’d come here’. The 

answers clearly reflected that these groups, though incredibly enthusiastic and in many cases 

already nimble, were not taking into account the impending changing nature of their very 

environment or searching for opportunities to harness this for betterment. 

So, by way of conclusion, this paper has discussed the scope and size and connectivity of local 

government to our thousands of museums in Australia. It has taken a broad definition of 

regional and remote museums to encompass all manner of places that do not fall directly 

under the state or federal governments remits. Statistics demonstrate that regional and 

remote museums are the majority (numerically, not in size or budget!) of the museums in our 

country. While the amount of museums is known, what is more encouraging is that the value 

of cultural infrastructure to local identity is recognised by local government and is being acted 

on in significant ways. Museums and local councils need to be aware of the strength and 

importance of their existing relationships. However where this local 

government/community/museum relationship is so crucial and already and mutually 

beneficial, we need to be aware of impending changes. To be fit and ready to make a future 

of plenty, we need to be active contributors to current debate, positive collaborators, and be 

ready to make change work for us. 
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