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Introduction 

The Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the 
exposure draft of the Australia’s Foreign Relations (State and Territory Arrangements) Amendment Bill 
2026 (the Bill). 

ALGA is the national voice of local government in Australia, representing 538 councils across the country. 
Established in 1947, ALGA is a federation of state and territory local government associations and has a 
long history of contributing to issues of national significance affecting local government and local 
communities.  

ALGA works with the Australian Government and state and territory governments to ensure local 
government perspectives are reflected in national policy development. This submission should be read in 
conjunction with any separate submissions from state and territory local government associations and 
individual councils.  

Councils engage in a range of low-risk international activities, (including sister-city relationships, cultural, 
community, educational and technical exchanges), that support local economic development, community 
wellbeing and international cooperation. 

ALGA’s comments focus on the practical implications of the proposed amendments for local governments, 
particularly administrative burden, legal certainty and proportionality of regulatory settings. 

ALGA notes that implementation practicality will be particularly important for smaller regional and remote 
councils, many of which operate with limited legal and corporate governance capacity and less frequent 
council meeting cycles. Administrative processes, notification requirements and reporting obligations 
should therefore remain proportionate and workable across councils of differing scale and capability. 

 

Overall Position 

ALGA does not oppose the exposure draft. 

Overall, the Bill largely reflects how the Foreign Relations Scheme is already being administered in 
practice and introduces several changes that reduce unnecessary regulatory burden on councils, while 
improving flexibility for the Commonwealth to manage higher-risk arrangements. 

ALGA is broadly supportive of the Bill, subject to the comments set out below. 

 

Key observations from a local government perspective 

Reduced burden for councils 

ALGA welcomes amendments that simplify compliance for councils, including: 

• reduced notification and approval requirements for renewals or variations of previously approved 
core arrangements (for example, extending the term of an existing agreement or making minor 
administrative changes); 

• streamlined treatment of non-core foreign arrangements, which typically include routine, low-risk 
council partnerships such as sister-city, cultural, community and educational arrangements; 

• removal of proposed or expired arrangements from the public register, improving accuracy and 
usability; 

• a one-step notification process for entered non-core arrangements. 
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These changes appropriately reduce red tape for councils engaging in routine international activity with 
minimal foreign policy or national interest risk. 

Fixing unintended harsh outcomes 

ALGA supports amendments that address situations where arrangements could previously be invalidated 
due to administrative oversight or timing issues. Allowing the Minister to retrospectively validate certain 
arrangements where no national interest or foreign policy risk exists provides a more proportionate and 
practical regulatory outcome for councils. 

Broader “national interest” test 

ALGA notes the shift from a narrow “foreign relations” test to an explicit “national interest” test. While 
broader, this approach reflects existing administrative practice and provides a clearer basis for decisions. 

ALGA considers it important that this expanded discretion continues to be applied proportionately and 
risk-based, particularly for local government arrangements that are clearly low-risk and 
community-focused. 

Clear explanatory guidance on how “national interest” and “foreign policy” considerations will operate 
together in practice would assist councils to appropriately assess low-risk community, cultural and 
educational arrangements without creating unnecessary uncertainty or over-compliance. 

Ministerial conditions and extended timeframes 

ALGA acknowledges the rationale for allowing the Minister to: 

• extend decision timeframes for complex core arrangements; 

• impose conditions on approvals or on the operation of arrangements. 

From a local government perspective, these powers should be used judiciously and transparently, with 
clear guidance so councils can understand expectations and remain compliant without unnecessary 
administrative effort. 

ALGA also notes that extended decision timeframes may create practical challenges for councils where 
participation in arrangements is linked to external deadlines, funding windows or scheduled international 
activities. Early communication and practical guidance regarding likely use of extensions would assist 
councils to plan accordingly. 

In relation to conditions powers, councils would benefit from clear, plain-English guidance regarding the 
types of conditions likely to be applied and how compliance expectations will operate in practice, 
particularly for smaller councils with limited legal resources. 

 

Implementation considerations 

ALGA encourages DFAT to: 

• provide clear, plain-English guidance and case studies for councils on how the amended 
framework will operate in practice; 

• clearly explain the distinction between core and non-core arrangements, including practical 
examples relevant to local government; 

• continue engagement with state and territory local government associations and councils to 
support consistent understanding and compliance across the sector. 
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Administrative practicality for councils 
ALGA encourages DFAT to ensure implementation arrangements remain workable for councils of varying 
size and capability, particularly regional and remote councils. This includes ensuring notification and 
response timeframes are practical, providing standard templates and checklists where possible, and 
minimising unnecessary duplicate reporting obligations 

s51A 14-day timeframe  
Some proposed response periods, including the default 14-day timeframe associated with Ministerial 
requests for exempt or subsidiary arrangements, may be challenging for some councils where document 
retrieval, governance sign-off or staff availability constraints apply. Consideration should be given to 
flexible implementation approaches and risk-based use of these powers. 

Confidentiality/public register concerns 
ALGA also encourages DFAT to provide practical guidance regarding confidentiality protections, 
information sharing arrangements and operation of the public register, particularly where councils may be 
balancing transparency obligations with commercially sensitive or community-sensitive information. 

 

Conclusion 

The exposure draft represents a sensible refinement of the existing Foreign Relations Scheme.  

From a local government perspective, the Bill generally reduces unnecessary regulatory burden, improves 
administrative certainty and addresses unintended consequences that may arise from timing or procedural 
issues. These changes are welcome, particularly where they support councils to continue low-risk 
international engagement, including sister-city, cultural, community, educational and technical exchanges. 

ALGA supports the Bill’s progression, subject to the amended framework being implemented in a 
proportionate, risk-based and practical manner. Clear guidance, plain-English examples and continued 
engagement with state and territory local government associations and councils will be important to 
ensure councils of all sizes can understand and comply with their obligations. 

ALGA would welcome continued engagement with DFAT as the amendments are finalised and 
implemented. 
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