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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

South Australian Councils across metropolitan and regional areas are recognising the 

benefits of collaborations and partnerships through shared resources (both staffing and 

physical assets) to provide operational efficiencies and improved services to the local 

community.  

 

With the Local Government of South Australia comprising of 68 Councils, there is an 

opportunity for the Local Government Sector to develop a centralised graduate program 

within People and Culture to attract and retain staff for a future workforce. Graduate 

programs are currently well established within the State Government and Private 

Sectors.  

 

From the survey and research undertaken, over 50% of Councils would be interested in 

participating in the centralised graduate program that would be managed by either the 

Local Government Association or Local Government Professionals. Councils would have 

the opportunity to submit their candidate requirements to the overarching body and select 

preferred candidates through a selection process. Each Council would provide 

meaningful employment, whilst the graduate is given the opportunity to learn about Local 

Government and develop their skills base. The cost of the program would be funded by 

the participating Councils, in line with existing programs.  

 

The key findings from the investigation showed that program would need to be structured 

to attract graduates to regional/ rural Councils, not to be disadvantaged by Metropolitan 

Councils with significant budgets and resources.  

 

The introduction of a graduate program within the next five years would enable Councils 

to build capacity, increase innovation and strengthen diversity within the sector.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The parameters of this project were to investigate ‘what is the biggest opportunity facing 

Local Government in South Australia in the next five years?’. South Australian Councils 

across metropolitan and regional areas are recognising the benefits of collaborations and 

partnerships through shared services or partnerships in project and service delivery. 

What has not been fully investigated is the opportunity to promote Local Government as 

an employer of choice attracting and retaining skilled workers and the most efficient and 

collaborative way to achieve this.  

 

A number of South Australian Council’s currently run programs to assist future school 

leavers and university graduates in securing employment or experience in their chosen 

field including graduate, intern, apprenticeship or work experience programs. These 

workers are recognised as being highly capable and energetic who can assist in building 

capacity, increasing innovation and diversity within the workplace. These skills are 

valuable assets in targeting and cultivating a workplace both within an organisation and 

across Local Government.  

 

This report will investigate existing graduate programs within Local Government and in 

other sectors and the opportunities for a centralised program to be established that could 

be accessed by all Councils. It will consider the opportunities and/or constraints of a 

graduate program and the benefits it could provide metropolitan and regional councils 

within the next five years.  

 

BACKGROUND 
 

Generally, a graduate program is a recruitment program that caters to a variety of 

difference disciplines; offering employment opportunities for recent school-leavers for a 

period of one to two years. 

 

For the graduate, these programs provide valuable on the job training and opportunities 

to enter the workforce. For the organisation, the program attracts highly capable, 

energetic new workers to Local Government, whilst building capacity, expanding 

knowledge and addressing diversity. It can benefit Councils in achieving their 
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organisational goals around workforce planning, attraction and retention of staff and 

supporting Local Government as being a competitive employer of choice.  

 

A number of graduate programs exist across different industries throughout the country, 

both within private enterprise and government sectors. The key differences between a 

graduate program and a standard entry-level position within an organisation is that the 

graduate program incorporates more formal ongoing training and mentoring and 

focussed at developing future leaders within an organisation (Shepherd, C 2021).  

 

In addition, an ‘internship’ is defined as a ‘carefully monitored work or volunteer 

experience in which an individual has intentional learning goals and reflects actively on 

what he or she is learning throughout the experience’ (Australian Internships, 2015).  Fair 

Work Australia goes further to state that internships (sometimes called student 

placements or work experience) are usually undertaken whilst the intern is a student, to 

help them meet course requirements.  The key differences between a graduate program 

and an internship or work experience, therefore, are that a graduate program is usually 

paid work and for a longer period.   

 

The State and Federal Government offer a comparable graduate program that serves as 

a valuable case study for local government. In some cases, it is centralised, or for 

industry specific fields, programs are at department level. The Department of Innovation 

and Skills (2021) within the Government of South Australia, provides an example of a 

comprehensive graduate program that they offer. Along with opportunities to simply enter 

the workforce, it recognises that there is value in investing and developing new talent 

through a broad annual schedule including: 

• Induction programs 

• Rotational placements  

• Training and development sessions 

• Structured study program for formal qualifications 

• Mentoring program 

• Networking opportunities.  

 

This report seeks to understand the opportunity that exists for a similar model to be 

adopted by Local Government.  

 

 



       

PAGE   6 

Local Government Association of South Australia 

Whilst graduate, work experience, and apprenticeship programs within individual 

Councils already exist, this report also investigates whether it is a tangible option to have 

this program managed centrally by the Local Government Association of South Australia 

(LGA).  

 

The LGA currently provides a range of member services which in effect represents 

shared services facilitated at the state level. “The Local Government Association is a 

representative body for Local Government in South Australia, with a mission to provide 

leadership to Council for the benefit of the South Australian Community” (Garrett C, page 

9).  

 

The LGA’s Strategic Plan (2021) outlines that as the voice of Local Government in South 

Australia, it is underpinned by four focus areas being: Advocate, Assist, Advance and 

Achieve: 

 

Source: Local Government Association: https://www.lga.sa.gov.au/about-lga/overview-of-the-lga/lgamembership 

 

Strategy 2 of the Strategic Plan (Assist) identifies that the LGA (or related entities) 

already provides a number of services for the benefit of all member Councils.  

 

Several of the more prominent shared resources provided by the association include: 

• Local Government Association Procurement 

• Local Government Risk Services 

• Local Government Financing Authority; and 

• Local Government Functional Support Group.  

 

https://www.lga.sa.gov.au/about-lga/overview-of-the-lga/lgamembership
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With the Local Government of South Australia comprising of 68 Councils, there is an 

opportunity to further expand the current services of the LGA to a centralised graduate 

program to reduce duplication of this service across Local Government. A LGA hosted 

graduate program links closely to outcome 2.2 (of the LGA’s Strategic Plan), which states 

‘Councils draw upon our resources, services and advice in order to save time and money 

and reduce risk’. A centralised model could also improve the outcomes in relation to 

training and graduate experience with increased opportunities to connect graduates with 

employment opportunities within Regional areas. 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

APPROACH 

The objectives of the engagement and investigations to support this project are to: 

• Establish what graduate programs currently exist, both within Local Government 

and in other sectors 

• Understand the opportunities and challenges that graduate programs offer 

• Determine whether a centralised graduate pool would be the most efficient  

• Identify the employment areas where graduates may be best recruited  

• Understand the opportunities that may exist for attracting and supporting graduates 

to regional areas; and 

• Establish what support may be required from a centralised coordinator in terms of 

training and employment.  

 

To obtain this information, a qualitative survey was distributed across the People and 

Culture network coordinated by the Local Government Professionals (refer to Appendix 

1).  The survey was available from 22 September 2021 – 11 October 2021.  It was initially 

distributed to the Local Government People and Culture network only due to their 

intimate knowledge of current programs, recruitment strategies, staff attraction/retention 

and training. However, the survey was extended to the Local Government Professionals 

network to ensure it reached all Councils that may not have Human Resource members 

within the People and Culture network.   

 

In addition to the survey, research was also conducted on existing graduate programs 

within Local Government and other sectors such as resources and programs offered 

through South Australian universities and TAFE to identify key themes, opportunities and 

constraints.  
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OUTCOMES 

As a result of the approach, there were a total of 101 respondents to the survey from 34 

different Councils (representing 50% of all Council’s in SA). Further details are as follows:   

• 48 from metropolitan Councils.  

• 47 from regional Councils.   

• 1 worked across three different Councils.  

• 1 from the LGA . 

• 4 respondents did not list their employer.  

 

Refer to Appendix 2 for a copy of the survey results. 

 

 ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION 

This section provides an overview of the responses to each question within the survey 

and analysis of the survey results pertaining to the feasibility of a centralised graduate 

program within the South Australian Local Government sector.  

The online survey comprised 12 questions, aimed at gathering information from 

Council’s in South Australia regarding existing graduate programs and work experience 

opportunities, and the demand for and feasibility of a centralised graduate program that 

could be managed by a suitable authority, such as the LGA.  

In most cases, the online survey was completed by local government staff working in 

the people and culture environment, however the survey was available to all local 

government staff.  

Question 1 - Does your council currently have any of the following programs? (N 

= 99) 

 

 

 

 20%

16%

68%

27%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

GRADUATE PROGRAM

INTERN PROGRAM
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OTHER
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Of the respondents who stated ‘other’, 12 council’s offer traineeships, 6 council’s offer 

no programs and 2 council’s offer ad hoc/informal opportunities according to student 

and organisation needs.  

The majority of respondents indicated that their council currently offers student 

programs, with work experience opportunities the most frequently listed (74% of 

respondents). This highlights the proactive nature of SA Council’s in engaging with 

educational institutions and their communities and demonstrating Council’s support and 

willingness to participate and manage programs for students and graduates.  

Question 2 - What do you think the benefits/advantages of a shared graduate 

program would be for SA Council’s? (N = 99)  

 

The majority of respondents indicated a positive understanding of a shared graduate 

program, with 40 respondents recognising the benefits to the participant, and 20 

respondents recognising the benefits of having a third party, such as the LGA in 

coordinating a shared graduate program. 

 

 

 

Benefit Graduate / Student experience

Third Party Organisation Managing the Program

Attracting and Retaining skill people to the sector

Attracting and Retaining skill people to regional
sector

Increased Collaboration Between Councils and a
constant Experience

Providing a pathway for young people to the sector

None/ Unsure/ Need more information

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Student Experience
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Question 3 - What do you think could be the potential disadvantages to a shared 

graduate program? (N = 98) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The key themes indicated that respondents recognised the logistical restrictions 

including Travel, regional housing, insurance and the overall management of the 

graduates as being the key disadvantages.  These disadvantages may be overcome 

through detailed planning and adequate resource allocation.  

Question 4 - Do you feel the LGA is the right body to host / facilitate such a 

program? (N = 98) 
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Most respondents agreed that the LGA were the right body to host / facilitate such a 

program. Of those that answered no, respondents suggested the following:  

 

Question 5 - Do you feel there would be a benefit for program participants to 

spend a portion of their time at regional Councils? (N = 100) 

 

The majority of respondents felt that there would be a benefit for program participants 

to spend a portion of their time at regional Councils. Of the respondents who provided 

more information to this question, most believed the opportunity to experience a 

regional council would provide positive benefits to the participant and host council, 

however some respondents indicated this shouldn’t be a mandatory requirement of the 

program.  
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Question 6 - Do you think a centralised training program, run in association with 

a graduate program would be beneficial? I.e. Report Writing, ICAC, Governance, 

Dealing with Difficult Customers, etc. (N = 97) 

 

The majority of respondents felt that a centralised training program, ran in association 

with a graduate program would be beneficial.  

Of the respondents who provided more information to this question, most believed a 

centralised training program would be of benefit as Local Government is a diverse 

sector, but that this program should be tailored to different needs.  

Additional responses indicated that such a program should:   

• be part of the base requirements of the graduate program;  

• be undertaken in partnership with a University or another entity so that cost to 

Council’s is reduced; and  

• be open to as many participants (different qualifications) as possible.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

91%

9%

Training Program
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Question 7 - What specific areas do you feel there is a need for graduates in the 

sector? (N = 100) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whilst the responses to this question may be representative of an individual council or 

region at a point in time, such as current job vacancies or stimulus funding acquired as 

a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the answers varied with multiple areas receiving a 

similar number of responses. This not only highlights the diversity of the sector, but the 

quality and range of potential opportunities for graduates.  
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Question 8 - How should the cost of a graduate pool service be covered? (N = 88) 

 

The responses to this question were evenly divided, indicating there isn’t a clear 

preference for covering the costs of the program. Most respondents suggest the host 

Council should contribute financially, whether it be through a fee for service or LGA 

subscription.  A smaller, but no less significant number of respondents, indicated that a 

combination of different funding sources could be used, suggesting this option could be 

explored further.  

Question 9 - What potential incentives could be offered to Council’s to 

encourage participation? (N = 88) 

This question was an open text to enable respondents provide impartial and detailed 

responses. The total number of responses to this question was 83, and a summary of 

the frequent responses is as follows:  
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The majority of respondents indicated the provision of financial assistance to the host 

Council or participant would be the most effective incentive to encourage participation 

in a shared graduate program.  Examples provided included fee subsidies, financial 

assistance for housing costs, or reimbursement of travel and moving costs.  

Question 10 - What should be included in the application process? (N = 97) 

 

The preference is for applicants to provide a cover letter and resume, and face to face 

interviews should be included in the application process for a shared graduate 
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program, which could be supported by a shortlisting process, completed by the LGA.  

Application requirements such as providing an academic transcript, holding an 

assessment day or shortlisting by a university were least supported by respondents. 

Question 11 - What would make a Local Government graduate program more 

attractive/appealing than a similar program at other levels of government or the 

private sector? (N = 90) 

This question was an open text to enable respondents provide impartial and detailed 

responses. The total number of responses to this question was 85, and a summary of 

the frequent responses is as follows:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The majority of respondents indicated that promoting the diversity of opportunities 

within Local Government would be the best way to make a shared graduate program 

more appealing. 

Question 12 - Please provide any further suggestions, feedback and ideas. (N = 

53) 

This question was an open text to enable respondents provide impartial and detailed 

responses. The total number of responses to this question was 49, and a summary of 

the frequent responses is as follows:  
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• Interested in and/or support the idea – 9 responses 

• The shared graduate program should consider existing programs and ways to 

partner with tertiary institutions and other organisations – 4 responses  

• Consider staff already working within Council’s that want further opportunities 

and/or job security – 1 response 

• Need to gain input and approval from Council’s CEO’s – 1 response  

Whilst this question received the least responses overall, the responses indicate that 

there is interest and support for such a program and potential partnership opportunities 

could be further investigated.  

 RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

With the collaborated data collected through the survey, many of the participants 

believed the graduate program would be a viable addition to the Local Government 

sector. The key findings from the investigations conclude that:  

• Majority of Councils would consider a graduate program to obtain specialised 

staff suitable to fill in positions on a temporary basis.  

• Many advantages and disadvantages identified in the program that could 

potentially be a detriment to the rural / regional areas due to limited resources 

such as funding and accessibility resulting in the graduate program not being as 

effective as metropolitan councils.  

• The ability to attract graduates to regional / rural areas due to many contributing 

factors, including housing, distance from home, benefits to working in a regional 

council and any perceived stigma connected to working for local government 

• Potential for metropolitan Councils to offer attractive incentives to secure the best 

candidates 

• Opportunity for regional Councils to collaborate funds to attract graduates, offer 

greater diversity and work experience across the field and the implementation of 

new creative ideas to assist regional councils move into the future,  

• Requirement for a certain amount of time or hours working within a rural council 

with possible subsidies or even accommodation and wages paid for as an 

incentive. The cost of this could be shared over a few regional councils who can 

agree on a specialised graduate and utilise the candidate by having them work 

through various areas. 

• With potentially the Local Government Association (LGA) or even LG 

Professionals SA coordinating the program, there would be possibilities for 
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funding to be subsidised allowing the cost for both local government and the 

graduates to be low. Ensuring a high interest and increased implementation of 

staff to improve works in local government.  

• The program would be a great contribution to how local government works. While 

learning how local government works, without requiring permanent replacement 

of staff, and supply a high standard of workers to bring local government into the 

future.  

 

With the right organisation overseeing the graduate program it could be utilised 

effectively to ensure local government becomes a versatile and a future job full of 

opportunities that is currently unknown by the graduates. If the program acquires more 

interest from graduates, over the next five years it could be a credible in attracting the 

right person for the job in the future. Which could save local government the long and 

expensive process of hiring staff. With the data collected with the right organisation and 

backing the graduate program could be a life changing endeavour for the LGA and for 

them to oversee the efficiency it would provide. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Over the next five years, there is an exciting opportunity for South Australian Councils 

and the LGA to develop a centralised graduate program to attract and retain a new 

workforce to the Local Government Sector.  

 

The program will need to be developed with key considerations to how regional Councils 

can recognise the benefits of the program and not be disadvantaged by smaller budgets 

and remote locations. This could include incentive schemes or a requirement for 

graduates to spend time in a regional Council area.  

 

With the preference being for the LGA or Local Government Professionals to oversee 

the graduate program with shared funding from Councils, there is the opportunity to work 

with the tertiary education sector to attract a high calibre of graduates with the Local 

Government sector to become employer of choice; a modern workforce.   
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APPENDIX 1 
 
Qualitative Survey distributed to SA Local Government staff between 22 September 2021 
– 11 October 2021. 
 
 
Q1: Does your council currently have any of the follow programs? 
 

• Graduate Program 

• Intern Program  

• Work experience program 

• Other (please specify) 
 
 
Q2: What do you think the benefits/advantages of a shared graduate 
program would be for SA Councils?  
 
 
Q3: What do you think could be potential disadvantages to a shared 
graduate program? 
 
 
Q4: Do you feel the LGA is the right body to host / facilitate such a 
program? 
 

• Yes 

• No – if no, who do you suggest?  
 
 
Q5: Do you feel there would be a benefit for program participants to spend 
a portion of their time at regional Councils? 
 

• Yes 

• No – if no, why?  
 
 
Q6: Do you think a centralised training program, run in association with a 
graduate employment program would be beneficial? I.e. Report Writing, 
ICAC, Governance, Dealing with Difficult customer etc 

 

• Yes 

• No  

• Other (please specify) 
 
 
Q7: What specific areas do you feel there is a need for graduates in the 
sector? 
 

• Finance 

• Environmental Health 

• Human Resources 
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• Engineering (Civil) 

• Planning and Development 

• Media /Communication 

• Marketing 

• Environmental Management 

• Information Technology 

• All Local Government services 

• Other  
 
 

Q8: How should the cost of graduate pool service be covered? (excludes 
salaries) 
 

• LGA annual subscription 

• Fee for service 

• Other (please specify) 
 
 
Q9: What potential incentives could be offered to Council’s to encourage 
participation? 
 
 
Q10: What should be included in the application process? 
 

• Cover letter and resume  

• Academic transcript  

• Introduction video answering generic questions 

• Shortlisting and Council identification completed by LGA 

• Shortlisting and Council identification completed by university 

• Face to face Interviews 

• Assessment Day 
 
 
Q11: What would make LG program more attractive/appealing than a 
similar program at other levels of government or the private sector? 
 
 
Q12: Please provide any further suggestions, feedback, ideas below 
 
 
Q13: Are you from a metro or regional Council? 
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APPENDIX 2  
 
Detailed survey results.   
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