Chapter 5

Making Room for Democracy in
Intergovernmental Relations

Paul Kildea

| Introduction

The challenge of reconciling the practice and institutions of intergovernmental
relations with basic democratic values has long been a matter of concern in
Australia. It is more than 40 years since Geoffrey Sawer wrote of the tendency of
intergovernmental relations ‘to erode responsible government’, and misgivings
about accountability and transparency have been expressed intermittently ever
since.! Notwithstanding the longstanding nature of these concerns, very little
has been done by government to address them. This is despite the fact that both
the Commonwealth and the states have during that same period displayed an
appetite for reform to other aspects of intergovernmental relations. Not least of
these was the formalisation of heads of government meetings through the estab-
lishment of the Council of Australian Governments (‘{COAG’) and, more recently,
the restructuring of federal financial relations through the Intergovernmental
Agreement on Federal Financial Relations. The creation and subsequent expansion
of the COAG Reform Council showed there was interest in making governments
more accountable for their performance against agreed objectives. So far, though,
the challenge of addressing the broader ‘democratic deficit” of intergovernmental
relations has never seriously made its way onto the agenda.
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