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4.1 Rethinking the governance of orienteering in 
Australia 
 
Governance of sport has become a major focus of the Australian Sports Commission in recent years. 
Their rationale is described at some length in the discussion paper “Governance Reform in Sport”. 
From our point of view, some of our priorities in the governance area include: 
 

 To have a structure which facilitates efficient and timely decision-making. 

 To have a structure which fully engages people in the organisation and management of the 
sport. 

 To have a structure which is capable of effectively resolving conflict when it occurs and 
reaching effective decisions in situations where there are differing points of view. 
(Governance is easy when everybody agrees with each other; it is when they do not that good 
structures need to be in place).  
 

The structures we have in place need to be forward-looking, and to be the best possible, not just to 
manage the sport as it exists now, but to manage the challenges and opportunities we will face in the 
short, medium and long term. We have been experiencing significant growth in participation over the 
last few years and, should this growth be continued (as we hope it will), the task of managing the sport 
at all levels is likely to become bigger over time. 
 
The governance of orienteering in Australia has evolved over the last decade. We have traditionally 
operated under a federated model; Orienteering Australia is a federation of the seven State 
Associations. Since the mid-2000s, we have moved from a structure where the key decision-making 
body was the Council (i.e. Conference and the AGM), with the Board (or Executive as it was then 
known) only having responsibility for “urgent” decisions in between meeting, to a structure where 
primary decision-making responsibility rests with the Board, and what were formerly Council meetings 
have been redefined as general meetings of Orienteering Australia. 
 
The Australian Sports Commission wants national sporting organisations (NSOs) to operate under a 
single national strategic direction, and for NSOs to be able to make decisions in the national interest 
of the sport independent of the interests of individual states or other stakeholders. They regard an 
independent national board as being an essential part of that.  
 
Ultimately, the ASC’s preferred option is for NSOs to be structured as a company limited by guarantee, 
rather than an incorporated association (as OA currently is). Their motivation for this is partly because 
they believe national organisations should operate under a national jurisdiction (the Corporations Act 
is federal, whereas incorporated associations are registered in state jurisdictions – the ACT in 
Orienteering Australia’s case), but mostly because of a preference for a structure in which an NSO’s 
Board has a strategic/oversight role and operational responsibility for the organisation is held by a 
Chief Executive Officer (CEO). OA last considered the question of moving to a company model in 2012 
and concluded at that time that doing so was not yet justified, but now considers it appropriate to 
review this. 
 
The ASC has issued a set of what they refer to as “Mandatory Governance Principles”. These are 
currently mandatory (as a condition of ASC funding) for their top 6 funded sports, and are in the 
process of being extended to the next 15. We are not currently in either of these categories, but could 
find ourselves in the position of being required by the ASC to adopt these principles – either because 
ASC extends their application to all (or most) funded sports, or because we move to a higher tier of 
funding because of increased participation. In the meantime, the ASC has made it clear that progress 



4.1-2 
 

towards the adoption of the principles will be viewed favourably in their regular assessment of sports, 
which in turn potentially feeds into future funding decisions (OA is also required to report annually to 
ASC on its compliance with them). Some of the principles are a direct or indirect consequence of 
moving to a company model, but others are not, and OA has made substantial progress towards 
implementing those principles which are not dependent on adoption of a company model (see 
appendix for further details). 
 
The OA Board sees both advantages and disadvantages in moving to a company model, and currently 
has an open mind as to which model of governance is most appropriate to our sport. We also have an 
open mind as to the future shape of national/state relations within the sport.  
 
We see the discussion at Conference as being instrumental to shaping our preferred governance 
direction as a sport. Any preferred position to emerge from Conference would then form the start of 
a process to formalise whatever changes may be required and for those changes to be properly 
canvassed at both national and state levels. We would not anticipate that any final decisions (which 
are likely to require at a minimum changes to the Constitution, and a maximum its repeal and 
replacement) would be reached any earlier than the 2016 Conference. (The advice of the ASC is that 
major governance reform should not be rushed, and they are quite willing to embrace an extended 
process in the interest of maximising the extent to which all stakeholders of the sport are brought on 
board).  
 
Orienteering governance in a federal system 
 
There are three levels of orienteering governance in Australia – national, state and club. This mirrors 
the structure of the Australian federation where there are federal, state and local (except in the ACT) 
tiers of government.  
 
A structure with three levels, all with significant responsibilities, is unusual in the orienteering world. 
In countries such as Sweden, Great Britain (except for Scotland) and New Zealand, the primary levels 
of governance are the national federation and the club; regional associations exist, but play a very 
limited role, covering areas such as fixture coordination.  
 
One important way in which the sporting scene in Australia is different is that state governments play 
a significant role in sport, including a major role in funding programs. (Local governments also play a 
role, but most of that role is in the provision of sporting infrastructure of limited relevance to us). The 
state is also a traditional unit of sporting competition in Australia to an extent that applies in few other 
countries, something which works in our favour in competitions such as the National Orienteering 
League and the Australian Schools Orienteering Championships.  
 
Nearly all event programs are delivered at the state and local level. It is a reasonable (if untested) 
proposition that people might be more prepared to volunteer on behalf of a body that is closer to 
them, such as a club or state body, than they would be for a national body. Another consideration is 
whether it will be more difficult to engage volunteers in a structure in which there is an increasing 
reliance on paid staff, although there is little evidence of this happening to date at state level in those 
states where paid staff have a significant role in delivering programs. 
 
The concept of the company model 
 
The basic conceptual difference being considered here (not necessarily totally inherent to the legal 

structure, but essentially is in this context) is that in an association model, the Board is the decision-

making body, has operational responsibilities, and volunteers/staff ultimately report to the Board. In 
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a company model, the Board has strategic oversight but the CEO is responsible for the day-to-day 

running of the organisation, has significant decision-making power, and volunteers/staff normally 

report to them. 

Some major features of the company model include: 

 The Board is elected by the members (in OA’s case, the states) at the Annual General 

Meeting. Board members do not have specific portfolio responsibilities and are expected to 

have collective responsibility for all areas, although specialist Board sub-committees (e.g. a 

finance committee) may be established. 

 The chair is elected by the Board, rather than directly by the members. 

 The Board has broad responsibility for setting strategy and policy for the organisation, as 

well as determining budgets. 

 Operational decision-making on a day-to-day basis is the responsibility of the CEO. The 

Board would be expected not to involve itself in operational decision-making providing it is 

within Board-endorsed policies and budgets. 

 Reporting lines for individuals working within the sport (either paid or volunteer) are 

through the CEO (or a subordinate) and not to the Board or any of its members – for 

example, a team coach would report to the Head Coach, who would report to the CEO.  

 
The distinction between an Executive Officer and a Chief Executive Officer 
 
For the purposes of this paper, a distinction will be drawn between an Executive Officer (EO) and a 
Chief Executive Officer (CEO). 
 
A CEO is defined as someone who has the operational and management responsibility for a sport. 
They have substantial decision-making responsibility and authority within budgets and policies 
endorsed by the Board, and staff within the sport (both paid and voluntary) report to the CEO (either 
directly or through a subordinate), not to the Board or any individual member of the Board. 
 
An EO can be considered as primarily an administrative position, with limited decision-making 
authority. In some cases staff may report to the EO but there are also other channels of reporting. 
 
OA currently has an Executive Officer position. Whilst originally established as an administrative 
position, it has evolved such that its most important responsibility is now that of managing OA’s 
relationship with the ASC. The position has no formal decision-making authority (except as specifically 
delegated by the Board, who under the current Constitution has decision-making authority), and 
currently has only a token financial delegation. Management of other staff does not currently form 
any part of the stated duties of the EO’s position (although it has been occurring in practice to some 
extent), nor did management expertise form part of the selection criteria when the position was last 
filled in 2009.  
 
Even if OA does not move to a company model, the Board considers it appropriate to review the duty 
statement to reflect the position’s current responsibilities, and to expand the decision-making and 
financial delegations of the position. There have been a number of situations in recent times where 
there has been a lack of clarity as to where decision-making authority resided, which has not been 
conducive to good governance outcomes; furthermore, the expansion of the ASC part of the EO’s 
responsibilities has meant that some items in the EO’s original duty statement are not being carried 
out by the EO but are not necessarily being picked up elsewhere.  
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The option also exists of transitioning the EO position towards a CEO position even without a change 
in OA’s legal structure (for example, Orienteering NSW is an incorporated association but most ONSW 
staff report to the Executive Officer, not to the Board).  
 
Advantages and disadvantages of the company model 
 
The Board has identified a number of advantages and disadvantages of the company model. These 
include: 
 
Advantages 

 ASC preferred option for NSOs – may have implications for funding down the track. 

 Greater ability to respond rapidly – Board decision-making can be slow. 

 More consistent with what is seen as modern corporate governance best practice. 

 Reduced operational responsibilities for Board members may improve OA’s capacity to 
recruit new Board members.  

 Provides clearer reporting lines for those working within OA – at present some are 
effectively reporting both to a paid officer (EO, Head Coach) and to the Board, with potential 
for resulting conflict.  

 
Disadvantages 
 

 Increased powers of CEO may be seen as a reduction in accountability. 

 CEO is a larger position than Executive Officer (and has a different range of responsibilities, 
e.g. people management) – this would warrant more hours and a higher rate of pay, so has 
cost implications.  

 Some existing operational responsibilities of Board members might also go to paid staff, 
which also has cost implications.  

 
Neither clear advantages nor disadvantages 
 

 In a company structure, selection of the CEO is critical. Finding a strong candidate at a price 
we can afford may be a challenge. The organisation can become very dependent on the CEO 
– a good selection could be an outstanding benefit but a poor selection could do the 
organisation serious damage. 

 Compliance bureaucracy (and fees) no longer a serious disadvantage as changes to the 
Corporations Act in recent years have reduced the filing and audit requirements for smaller 
organisations with income below $1 million. (However, ASIC enforces filing deadlines, and 
consequent late fees, more rigorously than state jurisdictions tend to). Note that most states 
also different tiers of compliance requirements for incorporated associations – in the ACT, 
the threshold for the higher tier was formerly $500,000 (which OA exceeded in 2011, with 
significant consequences for audit costs and time) but has now been increased to $1 million. 

 The obligations imposed by the Corporations Act 2001 on directors of companies are more 
onerous than the obligations imposed on officers of incorporated associations; however, 
they are more clearly defined. In contrast the equivalent obligations of members of the 
committee of an incorporated association have not been as well defined through court 
processes. 

 Transition from old to new structure likely to be a complex exercise.  
 
The option also exists of moving to a company limited by guarantee as a legal entity, but not to adopt 
all features of the model (for example, it would be possible to have a model where the Head Coach is 



4.1-5 
 

responsible for all high performance matters and the CEO for all other matters, with both positions 
reporting to the Board).  
 
Further material on the advantages and disadvantages of a company model is presented in two 
accompanying papers, one written by Neil Primrose for the ASC, and one written by Landcare NSW. 
 
The ASC ‘Governance Reform in Sport’ discussion paper 
 
The ASC has recently released a discussion paper on Governance Reform in Sport, which accompanies 
this paper. This paper was described by them in our discussions with them as being deliberately 
provocative, and should be read in this light. 
 
There are five key concepts put forward in the paper. The first three (subjects on which members 
should have voting rights, and voting rights on special and general resolutions) have already been 
dealt with by us – we have already adopted the recommendations on the subject of voting rights, 
while their basis for recommending a ‘double majority’ voting system on ordinary general meeting 
resolutions is, in essence, to make it politically easier for sports to make the transition from a ‘Council’ 
to a ‘Board’ model, a transition which we have already made. 
 
The remaining two concepts are both touched on later in this paper: 
 

 An evolving governance model should be adopted by NSOs, allowing the sport to capitalise on 
the benefits of best practice 

 NSOs should introduce centralised fee collection and distribution based on strategic needs of 
the sport.  

 
Both of these, in our context, relate to how federal-state relations are structured. In respect of 
governance models, two models they put forward are a ‘National behaviour or one management 
model’, where centralised services and management structures support the organisation but state 
member associations are still governed separately, and a ‘Unified model’, where there is a single 
organisation of which state organisations are branches/divisions.  
 
The ASC papers note that no NSO currently operates on the ‘Unified model’, although outside the 
sporting arena, one example is YHA (Youth Hostels Association), where the various state YHAs merged 
themselves into YHA Australia some years ago. A critical consideration, were we ever to adopt such a 
model, would be to ensure that it was structured in such a way as to maintain the eligibility of 
state/local divisions for state and local government grants, as these are a major source of income to 
the sport.  
 
Resourcing implications of adopting the ASC governance principles 
 
When OA last considered a change in structure in 2012, the advice we received at the time (which was 
consistent with our own assessment) was that a change to a company structure was warranted for an 
organisation which was sufficiently large to have 3-4 FTE employees (see the Neil Primrose paper 
accompanying). We are still some way short of that size, although the range of programs we have 
some level of responsibility for (many of them through distributing funding to states and other parties) 
has grown considerably in recent years. 
 
Some of the ASC’s governance principles which are not directly connected with the introduction of a 
company structure also presuppose the existence of an organisation which is larger than ours; for 
example, the AIS Sports Science Sports Medicine Best Practice Principles (adoption of which is part of 
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the ASC governance principles) assumes the existence of NSO medical personnel who have 
responsibility for managing the medical care of athletes in the sport’s high performance program.  
 
As noted above, the main resource implication of a move to a company structure is that the position 
of CEO would have a larger workload, and a higher level of responsibility (commanding a 
commensurately higher salary) than the existing EO position. No attempt has yet been made to cost 
this change. Some of the ASC governance principles (such as the sports science principles mentioned 
above) are likely to be impossible for us to implement in full under any plausible short-term resourcing 
scenario.  
 
It should be noted that the ASC is prepared to support participation funding being spent on improving 
governance (on the grounds that they see better governance as supporting improved participation). 
It is, however, unlikely that they would support participation funding being used to cover the cost 
difference between an EO and a CEO on an ongoing basis.  
 
 
Structures existing within the states 
 
All state associations are incorporated associations, but operate under a range of structures. 
 
In some states (notably the ACT and Western Australia), the main legal and financial entity is the state 
association. The state association owns the maps and receives the revenue from events. The clubs in 
these states are still important as social and competitive groups, and as units responsible for 
organising events, but have a limited financial role, and are usually not incorporated bodies. 
 
In other states (notably NSW, Victoria and South Australia), the clubs have the financial responsibility 
for maps and organising events (with some exceptions for major events), with a portion of revenues 
being paid to the state (similar to OA levies on the states).  
 
The governance structure in states also varies somewhat. For example, Orienteering NSW is 
constituted as a federation of clubs and one “joins” ONSW by joining an affiliated club. In most other 
states, state associations are associations of individual members. In all states, there is a Board1 with a 
relatively small number of people elected as independent directors (i.e. not as representatives of 
clubs), and a Council which includes representatives of each club (and sometimes holders of other 
offices, such as chairs of sub-committees), but the relative powers of these bodies, and the frequency 
with which they meet, varies from state to state. No state has yet adopted a company model, although 
ONSW’s structure (notably the role of the Executive Officer) has some elements of it. 
 
The role of OA committees 
 
OA has a number of specialist committees. The level of activity of these committees varies widely, 
with some active throughout the year and others active only at their annual meeting (normally at 
Easter). OA considers it desirable that these committees play a more active role, in part to remove 
some of the workload from Board members and OA employees. 
 
The role of such specialist committees will need to be considered in any governance structure which 
is adopted by OA. 
 
The disparity between where money is raised in orienteering, and where it is spent 
 

                                                           
1 Different names may sometimes be used for these bodies, e.g. the “Board” may be known as the Executive. 
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Sources of income to the sport as a whole include: 
 

 Membership fees 

 Event entry fees 

 Fees for other services provided (e.g. school and corporate programs) 

 Grants (federal, state and local) 

 Sponsorships (cash or in kind) 

 Donations 

 Sale of maps, goods and equipment 

 Investment income 
 
The situation we have at the moment is that the national level of the sport has substantial spending 
functions but limited independent income; apart from grants (all of which are now tied to specific 
projects, and most of which are distributed to the states), Orienteering Australia has only relatively 
marginal revenue from investment income, donations and sponsorships. Conversely, at the state and 
club levels, the amount of earnings from external sources generally exceeds external expenditure - 
the extent to which this occurs at the state and club level varies between states depending on each 
state’s structure. (In this context, ‘external’ means from/to people/organisations other than 
orienteering clubs/associations, and includes payments from individual members/participants).  
 
This disparity is addressed by transfers of funds (whether in the form of fees, levies or something else) 
between the different levels of the sport – from state to national, and (in those states where clubs 
have a significant financial role) from club to state.  
 
Questions this raises include the following: 
 

 Is this imbalance a problem? 

 If it is a problem, is there scope either to transfer expenditure to lower levels, or income to 
upper levels? 

 Would moving more of the sport’s finances up the pyramid produce gains in administrative 
efficiency, or more effective use of currently fragmented capital? If so, are the benefits of 
doing so worth the challenges of making that transition? 

 
To pose only one example of an idea (posing it in this paper is not intended to imply in any way that it 
is a Board recommendation at this stage), one option would be to restructure membership so that 
members joined Orienteering Australia, and then became members of their State Association by virtue 
of being OA members resident in that state – with the membership fees going to OA in exchange for 
the abolition of the State Registration Fee. Such an option would go a long way towards addressing 
the financial imbalance between levels and would also undoubtedly improve efficiency (since only a 
single membership database needs to be maintained instead of seven separate ones), but it would 
require agreement on common definitions of membership and almost certainly require constitutional 
change in OA and all states. The ASC discussion paper on governance reform puts such a model 
forward as desirable (under its ‘National behaviour or one management model’).  
 
The Board also notes that there is currently no consolidated picture of the financial position of the 
sport as a whole in Australia (combining national, state and club level). We note that such information 
will be important for an informed discussion and identify collecting such information for 2014 and 
subsequent financial years as being a priority. 
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Outcomes desired from the Conference 
 
The Board’s main desire at the conference is for the governance issues outlined in this paper to be 
discussed fully and for all member associations to have the opportunity to put their views.  
 
One possible outcome of the Conference is that we may emerge from it with a clear consensus on the 
best model for governance of orienteering in Australia going forward. Should such a consensus be 
reached, work would then begin on defining what would be required to implement it.  
 
However, the Board recognises (as do the ASC) that governance reform should not be rushed if we 
wish to bring all stakeholders in the sport along with us. Should Conference fail to reach a consensus, 
the discussion on governance will be continued at the 2016 AGM, with (we hope) further detailed 
consideration at both national and state levels in the interim.  
 
Blair Trewin 
President 
3 November 2015 
 
Documents to accompany this paper when distributed for Conference 
 

(a) A copy of the ASC Mandatory Sports Governance Principles. 
(b) An assessment of how OA currently rates against those principles. 
(c) A copy of more general governance principles issued in 2012 by ASC (the Mandatory Sports 

Governance Principles are in essence a subset of these). Some, although not necessarily all, of 
these can also be considered as a guide to good practice at the state level.  

(d) The 2015 ASC “Governance Reform in Sport: Discussion Paper”. 
(e) The Neil Primrose background paper for the ASC. 
(f) The Landcare NSW factsheet on advantages and disadvantages of a company structure. 

 
 


