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Figure 1: Proposed new local government area
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MINISTER’S FOREWORD 

Four years of extensive consultation, research and analysis have demonstrated that change is needed in 
local government to strengthen local communities. 

Independent experts have concluded that NSW cannot sustain 152 councils – twice as many as Queensland 
and Victoria. 

After considering the clear need for change, the Independent Local Government Review Panel (ILGRP) 
research and recommendations, the assessment of councils by the Independent Pricing and Regulatory 
Tribunal (IPART), council merger preferences, community views and the unique needs and characteristics of 
each region, I am putting forward the proposal to merge the local government areas of Dungog Shire and 
Gloucester Shire.  

The proposed merger will create a council better able to meet the needs of the community into the future and 
will provide significant benefits for the community.  

This document details the benefits the merger will provide to communities, including:  

 a total financial benefit of $19 million over a 20 year period that can be reinvested in better services and 

more infrastructure;  

 potentially reducing the reliance on rate increases through Special Rate Variations (SRVs) to fund local 

infrastructure;  

 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the infrastructure backlog across the two councils;  

 improved strategic planning and economic development to better respond to the changing needs of the 

community;  

 effective representation by a council with the required scale and capacity to meet the future needs of the 

community; and 

 providing a more effective voice for the region’s interests and better able to deliver on priorities in 

partnership with the NSW and Australian governments. 

With the merger savings, NSW Government funding of $15 million – and a stronger voice – the new council 
will be better able to provide the services and infrastructure that matter to the community, projects like: 

 the replacement of bridges within Dungog Shire; 

 the maintenance of the extensive road network in Dungog Shire; and 

 the maintenance of the large amount of public infrastructure in Gloucester Shire, including road and 

transport assets, public buildings, parks and sporting facilities.  

The savings, combined with the NSW Government’s policy to freeze existing rate paths for four years, will 
ensure that ratepayers get a better deal. 

A suitably qualified delegate of the Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government will consider this 
proposal against criteria set out in the Local Government Act (1993), and undertake public consultation to 
seek community views.  

I look forward to receiving the report on the proposal and the comments from the independent Local 
Government Boundaries Commission. 

 

 

Minister Paul Toole 

January 2016 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The communities of Dungog and Gloucester share common characteristics 
and connections and will benefit by up to $19 million from a merged council 
with a stronger capability to deliver on community priorities and meet the 
future needs of its residents.  

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This is a proposal by the Minister for Local 
Government under section 218E(1) of the 
Local Government Act (1993) for the merger of 
Dungog Shire and Gloucester Shire local 
government areas.

1
 This merger proposal sets 

out the impacts, benefits and opportunities of 
creating a new council. 

The creation of this new council will bring together 
communities with similar expectations in terms of 
demands for services, infrastructure and facilities. 
The communities have a common interest in 
further developing their agricultural and tourism 
industries. 

The proposal has been informed by four years of 
extensive council and community consultation and 
is supported by independent analysis and 
modelling by KPMG. 

The proposal is broadly consistent with the 
Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal’s 
(IPART) 2015 assessment that each of these two 
councils is ‘not fit’ to remain as a standalone 
entity. 

IPART determined that neither Dungog Shire nor 
Gloucester Shire council satisfied key financial 
performance benchmarks. IPART also assessed 
that operating individually, each council would 
have limited scale and capacity to effectively 
deliver on behalf of residents and meet future 
community needs. 

                                                      
1
 The end result if the proposal is implemented is that a new 

local government area will be created. For simplicity 

throughout this document, we have referred to a new council 

rather than a new local government area. 

The new council for the new local government 
area will not only oversee an economy that shares 
many similar residential, workforce and industry 
characteristics, but will have enhanced scale and 
capacity to help it deliver on local infrastructure 
priorities such as replacing and improved public 
domain infrastructure around the key centres of 
Dungog and Gloucester. 

Impacts, Benefits and Opportunities 

A range of benefits and opportunities have been 
identified from the proposed merger, including a 
stronger balance sheet to meet local community 
needs and priorities. 

Analysis by KPMG shows the new council has the 
potential to generate net savings to council 
operations. The merger is expected to lead to 
about $4 million in net financial savings over 20 
years.  

The analysis also shows the proposed merger is 
expected to generate, on average, around 
$500,000 in savings every year from 2020 
onwards. Savings will primarily be from the 
streamlining of senior management roles; 
efficiencies from increased purchasing power of 
materials and contracts; and reduced expenditure 
on councillor fees.

2
 

The NSW Government has announced a funding 
package to support merging councils which would 
result in $15 million being made available should 
the proposed merger proceed. 

                                                      
2
 NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: 

Merger Impacts and Analysis, December 2015. 
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These savings may enable the new council to 
reduce its reliance on rate increases to fund new 
and improved community infrastructure. 

Both councils are currently seeking approval for 
an SRV from IPART. For example:  

 Dungog Shire Council intends to request a 

cumulative SRV of 92.2 per cent over a six-

year period from 201617; and 

 Gloucester Shire Council intends to request a 

cumulative SRV of 36.6 per cent over a three- 

year period from 201819. 

The proposed merger is also expected to result in 
simplified council regulations for many residents 
and businesses in the Dungog and Gloucester 
council areas, given each council is currently 
responsible for separate and potentially 
inconsistent regulatory environments. Regulatory 
benefits include consistency in approaches to 
development approvals, health and safety, 
building maintenance, traffic management and 
waste management. 

The proposed merger will provide significant 
opportunities to strengthen the role and strategic 
capacity of the new council to partner with the 
NSW and Australian governments on major 
infrastructure projects, addressing regional socio-
economic challenges, delivery of services and 
focus on regional priorities. 

This could assist in: 

 reducing the existing $102 million 

infrastructure backlog across the Dungog and 

Gloucester region; 

 addressing demographic challenges, such as 

stimulating population growth and facilitating 

affordable and adequate housing to meet the 

needs of an ageing population; 

 the maintenance of recreational spaces such 

as Cook and Bennett parks; 

 improved maintenance of ageing infrastructure 

such as roads, footpaths and bridges; and 

 supporting economic growth while enhancing 

the standard of living and lifestyle that local 

residents value. 

While a merged council will increase the current 
ratio of residents to elected councillors, the new 
ratio is likely to be comparable with levels 
currently experienced by other communities 
across regional NSW.  

Next Steps 

This merger proposal will be referred for 
examination and report under the Local 
Government Act (1993).   

Local communities have an important role to play 
in helping ensure the new council meets their 
current and future needs for services and 
infrastructure and will have an opportunity to 
provide input on how the new council should 
function and be structured.  

Local communities will have an opportunity to 
attend the public inquiry that will be held for this 
merger proposal and an opportunity to provide 
written submissions. For more details please visit 
www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au.  

Figure 2: Map showing boundaries for the proposed new council with Wagga 
Wagga City Council highlighted for comparison 

http://www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au/
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INTRODUCTION 

This merger proposal has been informed by an extensive four-year 
consultation and review process.  

The NSW Government has been working with local councils and communities since 2011 to strengthen 
council performance and ensure local government is well placed to meet future community needs. 

A first key step in that process was the ILGRP’s comprehensive review of local government and subsequent 
recommendations for wide-ranging structural reform and improvements to the system. In response, the NSW 
Government initiated the Fit for the Future reforms that required each local council to self-assess against key 
performance indicators and submit proposals demonstrating how they would meet future community needs.  

The NSW Government appointed IPART in 2015 to assess each council’s submission. IPART has now 
completed its assessment of 139 proposals (received from 144 councils) and concluded 60 per cent of 
councils are ‘not fit’ for the future. Many of these councils did not meet the elements of the ‘scale and 
capacity’ criterion (refer Box 1 below). 

Dungog Shire and Gloucester Shire councils each submitted Fit for the Future proposals to remain as 
standalone councils. In assessing each council’s submission, IPART determined that neither of the two 
councils was ‘fit’ to stand alone and a merger was needed to achieve the required scale and capacity to 
meet the needs of residents now and in the future. 

Box 1: Overview of scale and capacity 

Key elements of ‘scale and capacity’ 

Scale and capacity is a minimum requirement because it is the best indicator of a council’s ability to 
govern effectively and provide a strong voice for its community. At a practical level, this includes being 
able to: 

 undertake regional planning and strategic delivery of projects; 

 address challenges and opportunities, particularly infrastructure backlogs and improving financial 

sustainability;  

 be an effective partner for the NSW and Australian governments on delivering infrastructure projects 

and other cross-government initiatives; and 

 function as a modern organisation with: 

o staffing capacity and expertise at a level that is currently not practical or economically possible for 

small councils; 

o innovative and creative approaches to service delivery; and 

o the resources to deliver better training and attract professionals into leadership and specialist 

roles. 
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A NEW COUNCIL FOR THE DUNGOG AND 
GLOUCESTER REGION 

The proposed new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service 
delivery to around 14,000 residents across the Dungog and Gloucester 
region. 
 
The creation of a new council provides the opportunity to bring together communities from across the local 
government areas of Dungog and Gloucester. These communities have similar population outlooks and 
demographic compositions, with population growth in the area influenced by flow on effects of growth and 
infrastructure development from Sydney and Newcastle. The two councils also reflect broader population 
trends playing out across the Hunter region, including a higher than average percentage of older residents. 

The new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service delivery to around 13,600 residents by 
2031. This reflects the expected population decline across the region of 0.2 per cent per annum.

3
  

The proposed merger aligns with the approach of the NSW Government’s draft Regional Plan for the Hunter. 
The draft Regional Plan identifies the future population’s needs for housing, jobs, infrastructure and a healthy 
environment. The NSW Government has identified a number of regional priorities that are directly relevant to 
the proposed new council. For example:  

 environmental management to sustain the region’s natural assets, agricultural communities and the 
tourism industries;  

 effective planning for an ageing population;  

 diversification of the local economy  to increase revenue, improve economic growth outlooks and attract 
young people to the area;  

 redeveloping and improving maintenance of ageing infrastructure assets such as roads, footpaths, 
bridges, drainage and community buildings to meet community standards; 

 protecting and securing water resources, the natural environment and local heritage; and 

 providing opportunities to enhance the development of agribusiness through a coordinated approach to 
both marketing and development of local infrastructure and planning. 

For the plan to be implemented effectively, a coordinated approach will be required. A new council with 
appropriate scale and capacity will be better able to partner with the NSW Government on the 
implementation of these regional priorities. 

The establishment of a new council will also provide an opportunity to generate savings and efficiencies and 
reduce the current duplication of back-office functions, senior executive positions and potentially the many 
layers of current regulations. Any savings generated by a merger of these two councils could be redirected to 
improving local community infrastructure, lowering residential rates and/or enhancing service delivery. An 
overview of the current performance of the two existing councils and the projected performance of the new 
proposed entity is provided in Figure 3. 

In addition, IPART also found that each council’s ability to effectively advocate for community priorities is 
affected by a lack of scale and capacity. A merged council will improve this, with an enhanced scale and 
capacity to better plan and coordinate investment in critical infrastructure and services. This should also put 
the new council in a better position to advocate to the NSW and Australian governments for the regional 
investments that will be needed for the future. 

 

 

                                                      
3
 NSW Department of Planning & Environment (2014), NSW Projections (Population, Household and Dwellings). 
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Figure 3: Council profiles
4
 

 

Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Department of Planning and Environment, Office of Local Government, Council Long Term 
Financial Plans, Fit for the Future submissions to IPART and IPART Assessment of Council Fit for the Future Proposals. 

Note: Totals may not sum due to rounding. Estimates of the new council’s operating performance and financial position is based on an 
aggregation of each existing council’s projected position as stated in respective Long Term Financial Plans (2013–14). In addition, it is 
assumed efficiency savings are generated from a merger, and this is reflected in the projected 2019–20 operating result for the new 
council. Further details are available in [NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December.  

    

  

                                                      
4 2013-14 operating revenue figures were corrected on 20 January 2016.   



 

Page 8 

BENEFITS, OPPORTUNITIES AND IMPACTS 

The proposed merger has the potential to provide a $19 million benefit to 
communities over 20 years which could support investment in critical local 
infrastructure and services and/or be utilised to address rate pressures.  

Financial Benefits of the Proposed Merger 

Analysis by KPMG in 2015 shows the proposed merger has the potential to generate a net financial saving 
of $4million to the new council over 20 years. The proposed merger is also expected to generate, on 
average, around $500,000 in net savings every year from 2020 onwards.

5
 Consequently, the merged council 

will have a balance sheet that is stronger and in a better position to meet local community needs and 
priorities.  

Gross savings over 20 years will primarily be due to:  

 streamlining senior management roles ($4 million);  

 the redeployment of back office and administrative functions ($3 million)
6
; and 

 efficiencies generated through increased purchasing power of materials and contracts ($1 million).
7
 

In addition, the NSW Government has announced a funding package to support merging councils which 
would result in $15 million being made available should the proposed merger proceed. 

The implementation costs associated with the proposed merger (for example, information and 
communication technology, office relocation, workforce training, signage, and legal costs) are expected to be 
surpassed by the accumulated net savings generated by the merger within an eight-year payback period.  

Merger savings could be reinvested to: 

 improve infrastructure – annual savings could be redirected towards infrastructure renewal or capital 

works including project like re-sealing roads and upgrading bridges and causeways. Redeployment of 

savings could lead to cumulative additional infrastructure expenditure of $4 million by 2025; 

 enhance service delivery – redeployment of duplicate back office and administration functions and 

streamlining of senior management roles could provide the basis for employing an additional six staff for 

frontline services. This could include services such as waste disposal and library services; and/or 

 reduce rate pressures – annual savings could be used to reduce the need for SRVs to fund community 

infrastructure and/or avoid future rate increases. 

The expected operating performance ratio of each council over the next 10 years is illustrated in Figure 4.
8
 

Analysis of each council’s projected operating performance over the next 10 years indicates that, operating 
individually, both councils are expected to have ongoing negative operating performance ratios. This merger 
proposal will provide the new council with the opportunity to strengthen its balance sheet and provide a more 
consistent level of financial performance. Overall, the proposed merger is expected to enhance the financial 
sustainability of the new council through: 

 net financial savings of $4 million to the new council over 20 years; 

 achieving efficiencies across council operations through, for example, the redeployment of duplicated 
back office roles and administrative functions, and streamlining senior management; 

 establishing a larger entity with revenue that is expected to exceed $34 million per year by 2025; 

                                                      
5 NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December. 
6 The gross savings figure for the redeployment of back office and administrative functions was corrected on 20 January 2016. 
7
 NSW Government (2015), Local Government Reform: Merger Impacts and Analysis, December. 

8
 This ratio measures a council’s achievement of containing operating expenditure within operating revenue. It is important to distinguish 

that this ratio is focusing on operating performance and hence capital grants and contributions, fair value adjustments and reversal of 
revaluation decrements are excluded. 
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 an asset base of approximately $364 million to be managed by the merged council; and  

 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the $102 million infrastructure backlog across the 

region by maintaining and upgrading community assets. 

The Local Government Act contains protections for three years for all council employees below senior staff 
level. In rural centres with populations below 5000, staff numbers must be retained as far as is reasonably 
practicable. 

Figure 4: Projected operating performance ratio by council (2016-2025) 

   

Note: Operating performance ratio measures a council’s ability to contain operating expenditure within operating income.  

Source: Council Long Term Financial Plans (2013-14). 

Opportunities for Improved Services and Infrastructure 

The efficiencies and savings generated by the merger will allow the new council to invest in improved service 
levels and/or a greater range of services and address the current infrastructure backlog across the two 
councils. Examples of local infrastructure priorities that could be funded by merger-generated savings 
include projects like: 

 the replacement of bridges within Dungog Shire; 

 the maintenance of the extensive road network in Dungog Shire; 

 the maintenance of the large amount of public infrastructure in Gloucester Shire, including public 

buildings, parks and sporting facilities; and 

 the replacement and maintenance of transport assets in Gloucester Shire, including deteriorating roads 

and bridges.  

Regulatory Benefits 

There are currently 152 separate regulatory and compliance regimes applied across local council boundaries 
in NSW. These many layers of regulations are making it hard for people to do business, build homes and 
access services they need. NSW businesses rated local councils as second to only the Australian Tax Office 
as the most frequently used regulatory body, and highest for complexity in dealings.

9
  

It can be expected that the proposed merger will result in simplified council regulations for many Dungog and 
Gloucester residents and businesses. Dungog Shire and Gloucester Shire are each responsible for separate 
and potentially inconsistent regulatory environments. A merged council provides an opportunity to streamline 
and harmonise regulations.  

                                                      
9
 NSW Business Chamber, 2012 Red Tape Survey. 
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Adopting best practice regulatory activities will generate efficiencies for a merged council and benefit local 
residents and businesses. For example: 

 a tradesperson who operates that operates across the Dungog and Gloucester region will have just a 
single local council regulatory framework to understand and comply with; and 

 residents can have greater confidence that development applications will be subject to a more uniform 
process than the existing variation in regulations, which can add to the cost and complexity of home 
renovations and building approvals. 

Impact on Rates 

Both councils are currently seeking rate increases to meet local community and infrastructure needs:  

 Dungog Shire Council intends to request a cumulative SRV of 92.2 per cent over a six-year period from 

201617; and 

 Gloucester Shire Council intends to request a cumulative SRV of 36.6 per cent over a three-year period 

from 201819. 

The savings generated by a merger may enable the new council to reduce reliance on rate increases to fund 
community infrastructure.  

In addition, the proposed merger will bring together a range of residential, farmland and business premises 
across the region, providing the new council with a large rate base on which to set ratings policies and 
improve the sustainability of council revenue. Table 1 outlines the mix of business, farmland and residential 
rating assessments that underpin current rate revenue across the region. 

Table 1: Comparison of rateable businesses and residential properties (total and percentage share) 

Council 
Business rating 

assessments 
Residential rating 

assessments 

Farmland rating 
assessments 

Dungog Shire Council 366 8% 3,396 71% 989 21% 

Gloucester Shire Council 262 8% 2,223 71% 656 21% 

Merged council 628 8% 5,619 71% 1,645 21% 

Source: NSW Office of Local Government, Council Annual Data Returns (2013-14). 

Local Representation 

The ratio of residents to elected councillors in each of the two councils is relatively different. This reflects the 
variation in resident populations. While the proposed merger will increase the ratio of residents to elected 
councillors, the ratio, based on councillor numbers in the existing councils, is likely to be similar to those 
currently experienced in other regional NSW councils, such as Inverell Shire Council (Table 2). For the 
purpose of analysis of merger benefits, this proposal has assumed that the new Council will have the same 
number of councillors as Dungog Shire Council, as this has the largest number of councillors of the councils 
covered by this proposal. The Government welcomes feedback through the consultation process on the 
appropriate number of councillors for the new council. 

Some councils in NSW have wards where each ward electorate elects an equal number of councillors to 
make up the whole council. Community views on the desirability of wards for a new council will be sought 
through the consultation process.  

The new council will be in a position to use its larger scale and capacity to more effectively advocate for the 
needs of the Dungog and Gloucester communities. As the new council will represent a more significant 
share of the broader region’s population, and have a substantial economic base, it will be able to advocate 
more effectively on behalf of its residents. It will also be able to develop improved strategic capacity to 
partner with the NSW and Australian governments, including on major infrastructure initiatives, community 
services and regional planning and development. 
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Table 2: Changes to local representation in Dungog and Gloucester 

Council 
Number of 

councillors 
Number of 

residents (2014) 
Residents per 

councillor 

Dungog Shire Council 9 9,108 1,012 

Gloucester Shire Council 7 5,064 723 

Merged council 9* 14,172 1,575 

Inverell Shire Council 9 16,846 1,859 

*
 The Dungog and Gloucester communities will have an opportunity to shape how a new merged council will be structured, including the 
appropriate number of elected councillors. Fifteen elected councillors is the maximum number currently permitted under the NSW Local 
Government Act 1993. 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2014), Estimated Resident Population; and NSW Office of Local Government, Council Annual 
Data Returns (2013-14). 

The many ways communities currently engage with these councils will continue, including through public 
forums, committees, surveys and strategic planning Councillors will continue to represent local community 
interests and will have the opportunity to take a more regional approach to economic development and 
strategic planning. 
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THE LOCAL COMMUNITY 

The communities across the Dungog and Gloucester region share common 
characteristics and connections. The proposed new council will have 
enhanced scale and capacity and be better placed to shape and deliver the 
economic development, community services, and infrastructure that underpin 
the lifestyle of these communities. 

Geography and Environment 

Dungog Shire Council and Gloucester Shire Council are located in the Hunter Region of NSW. The district is 
predominantly rural and approximately 70 kilometres from the regional centre of Newcastle and 
200 kilometres from Sydney. 

The region features national parks, state conservation areas and a series of pristine waterways. More than 
one-fifth of the Barrington Tops National Park, bordered by the Bucketts and Mograni Ranges to the east 
and west, sits within the Dungog and Gloucester region. As a World Heritage- listed area and part of the 
Great Dividing Range, Barrington Tops National Park forms an important part of the region’s geography, 
history and identity. 

The region covering the Dungog and Gloucester council districts also sits within the Hunter River Catchment 
area. Within this catchment area are tributaries of the Williams and Paterson Rivers, contributing over 40 per 
cent of the Hunter River’s flow and creating an aquatic environment that is home to a plethora of unique flora 
and fauna, which contributes to the natural beauty found across the entire region. 

Part of the region is situated on the Hunter River flood plains, which experienced heavy flooding in April 2015 
that affected Dungog Shire. This resulted in damage to farm infrastructure, pastures and in some cases 
significant loss of livestock. Both Dungog Shire and Gloucester Shire councils have committed to boosting 
the agricultural economy across the region and, in the short term, assisting the regional recovery. 

Local Economy 

The local economy is characterised by: 

 levels of household income above and below the NSW regional average of $65,168, the average 

household income in Dungog is $69,188, while in Gloucester it is $55,460;  

 levels of unemployment slightly below the NSW regional average rate of 7.3 per cent per annum, with 

Dungog at 7 per cent and Gloucester at 6.6 per cent; 

 markedly different employment growth rates compared to the NSW regional average of 0.6 per cent, with 

Dungog lower than the regional average at 0.5 per cent and Gloucester higher at 6.5 per cent; 

 levels of post-secondary educational attainment (post-school qualifications) close to the NSW regional 

average of 53 per cent, with both Dungog at 52 per cent and Gloucester at 48 per cent; and 

 the largest industry sector in both council areas being agriculture, forestry and fishing. The region also 

has a strong health care and social assistance sector (including the Dungog Community Hospital and 

Gloucester Soldiers’ Memorial Hospital), and a growing tourism sector. 

The region’s main agricultural products are dairy and beef cattle. While agriculture still remains a strong 
source of employment, it has been heavily impacted by severe storm events.  

The region’s national parks and state forests attract more than 100,000 visitors annually.
10

 This supports the 
local retail, hospitality and broader tourism industries across both Dungog and Gloucester. Investment in 
tourism accommodation is a priority for the region, which a new council could more effectively support 
through planning and regional advocacy. 

                                                      

10
 Dungog Shire Council, Dungog Shire Community Strategic Plan 2012-2030, June 2012. 
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Table 3 below provides a snapshot of the local business profile of each council. Almost 1,700 local 
businesses across the region contribute more than 5,600 jobs to the local economy.  

Table 3: Local business and employment profile 

Council Number of businesses Local jobs Largest sector 

Dungog Shire Council 982 3,721 
Agriculture, forestry and 

fishing  

Gloucester Shire Council 708 1,963 
Agriculture, forestry and 

fishing  

Merged council 1,690 5,684 
Agriculture, forestry and 

fishing  

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2014), Business Counts and Employment by Industry. 

Residents typically remain within the region to work, and both towns serve as a major commercial, tourist 
and retail locations within the Upper Hunter region. Places of interest and facilities in the towns include 
Gloucester Primary and High Schools, the local Dungog Historical Museum, Dungog’s James Theatre (the 
oldest purpose-built cinema still operating in Australia) and the Gloucester shopping centre.  

The common business profile across the region, and the corresponding workforce, will require relatively 
similar services and infrastructure. A merged council will be better placed to deliver these services and 
infrastructure in a coordinated manner.  

Population and Housing 

The new council will be responsible for infrastructure and service delivery to more than 13,600 residents by 
2031. Like a number of regions across NSW, the Dungog and Gloucester region is experiencing population 
decline and will also experience the impacts of an ageing population over the next 20 years (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Change in population distribution, by age cohort (2011 v 2031) 

   

Source: NSW Department of Planning & Environment (2014), NSW Projections (Population, Household and Dwellings). 

A strong council with the appropriate scale and capacity is needed to respond and adapt to the changing 
service needs of the community. An ageing population is likely to increase demand for community health 
services, the creation and maintenance of accessible parks and leisure areas, and community outreach 
services. 

Access to aged care services will become an increasingly important issue for the growing number of semi-
isolated older residents in rural areas across the district. This is particularly relevant in regions outside the 
Dungog and Gloucester townships where the population is projected to decline as younger family members 
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continue to migrate to the larger coastal and metropolitan centres for employment or educational 
opportunities.

11
 

There will also be a corresponding reduction in the number of working age residents in the new council area. 
This demographic shift is being accentuated as younger people leave the area to seek employment 
opportunities. A new council with more resources will likely be better able to plan for and facilitate 
sustainable business growth in the region, helping to generate jobs and stronger support networks to meet 
the various needs of the community. The creation of employment opportunities has the potential to slow this 
trend in migration. 

In comparison with the rest of regional NSW, the Dungog and Gloucester communities have varied levels of 
advantage and disadvantage from a socio-economic standpoint. The Socio-Economic Index for Areas 
(SEIFA), illustrated in Figure 6, measures a range of factors to rate an individual council’s relative socio-
economic advantage. Dungog Shire has a SEIFA score which is above the regional average, but below the 
NSW average, while Gloucester Shire has a SEIFA score which is below both the regional and NSW 
average. This reflects the characteristics across the communities in relation to, for example, economy, 
household income, education, employment and occupation.  

Figure 6: Comparison of councils' socio-economic profile 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011), SEIFA by local government area.  

Table 4 outlines the current mix of housing types across the region. As with most regional areas across 
NSW, the dominant forms of dwelling across Dungog and Gloucester are separate houses.  

Table 4: Dwelling types in the Dungog and Gloucester region (total number and per cent) 

Dwelling type Dungog Shire Council Gloucester Shire 
Council 

Separate house 3,685 96% 2,321 91% 

Medium density 96 3% 125 5% 

High density - - - - 

Other 41 1% 93 4% 

Total private dwellings 3,823  2,539  

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census (2011), Dwelling Structure by local government area. 

A merged council provides an opportunity to apply a more regional and strategic focus to planning for the 
additional 300 households and associated amenities that are predicted to be required by 2031. While the 

                                                      

11
 Dungog Shire Council (2012), Dungog Shire Community Strategic Plan 2012-2030, June 2012. 
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overall population is expected to decline, an ageing population has the potential to increase demand for 
medium density dwellings. 

Shared Community Values and Interests 

These communities are bound by their sense of place as rural communities in the Hunter region and share 
similar demographic profiles. Box 2 provides examples of community organisations, services and facilities 
that have a presence across the region, which indicate the existence of strong existing connections between 
the communities in the existing council areas. 

Box 2: Examples of common community services and facilities  

Shared regional services and facilities 

Examples of community services which operate across the region include: 

 the Dungog Recovery Centre, provides assistance to residents in storm-affected areas of both council 
areas and provides a direct connection to agencies such as Disaster Welfare Services, WorkCover, 
Legal Aid, Red Cross, NSW Health, Small Business, NSW Fair Trading, and Chaplains;  

 the Newcastle Joint Library Service, to which Dungog and Gloucester libraries both belong;  

 Arts Upper Hunter, one of 13 Regional Arts Boards across the state of NSW which come together 
through Regional Arts NSW. The Arts Upper Hunter Board consists of members who represent the 
communities of Gloucester and Dungog (as well as Upper Hunter, Muswellbrook, and Singleton). Arts 
Upper Hunter is connected to a broad network of skills and resources to assist in the promotion and 
implementation of arts and cultural practices in the region; and 

 the Hunter Valley Town & Country Leader newspaper, which is distributed across the Hunter Region, 
including Dungog and Gloucester. 

The Dungog Shire and Gloucester Shire councils have a strong history of regional collaboration, for 
example: 

 the Upper Hunter Strategic Regional Land Use Plan, which comprises multiple initiatives to address land 
use conflict in regional areas. The plan provides a strategic framework for the Upper Hunter ( including 
Dungog Shire and Gloucester Shire council areas) for government investment priorities, servicing 
strategies, and local environmental planning; and 

 both councils are proponents of the Hunter and Central Coast Regional Environmental Management 
Strategy, a framework to deliver a regional approach to climate and sustainability issues. Through this 
organisation, regional councils have also pursued a shared interest in reducing some forms of 
expenditure by generating efficiencies of scale for council training, records storage, and procurement 
activities;  

 both councils are members of the Mid North Weight of Loads Group, which works in co-operation with the 
NSW Roads and Maritime Services to protect and prolong the life of local roads by reducing the incidence 
of overloaded vehicles. 

Beyond initiatives for regional collaboration, Dungog Shire and Gloucester Shire councils have also 
established similar principles in their approach to planning and this is reflected in their Community Strategic 
Plans. For example, both councils identify the importance of enhancing their unique built heritage, 
sustainable development, establishing affordable housing, and improving community participation to retain 
new generations within the region.  

Both councils are participating members of Hunter Councils Incorporated, a regional initiative that brings 
together councils across the Hunter Valley region to reduce costs through resource-sharing and building 
economies of scale. This has supported the development and growth of strategic divisions such as the Local 
Government Training Institute, which provides training for council staff. 

The connections between the councils and communities are evident in these existing partnerships and 
collaborations. A new council will be better placed to deliver these services and projects into the future, 
without relying on voluntary collaboration.  
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CONCLUSION 

This proposal to create a merged council has the potential to provide a range of benefits to local 
communities, including: 

 a $19 million total financial benefit over a 20 year period that may be used to deliver better community 

services, enhanced infrastructure and/or lower rates; 

 NSW Government funding of $15 million to meet merger costs and provide a head start on investing in 

services and infrastructure that the savings from mergers will ultimately support; 

 greater efficiencies through the redeployment of back office and administrative functions, increased 

purchasing power of materials and contracts, and reduced expenditure on councillor fees, all of which 

are expected, on average, to generate savings of around $500,000 every year from 2020 onward; 

 greater capacity to effectively manage and reduce the $102 million infrastructure backlog across the two 

councils by maintaining and upgrading community assets; 

 reducing the reliance on rate increases through SRVs to fund local community infrastructure projects and 

services; 

 better integrating strategic planning and economic development to more efficiently respond to the 

changing needs of the community; 

 building on the shared communities’ interests and strong local identity across the region;  

 providing effective representation through a council with the required scale and capacity to meet the 

future needs of the community; and  

 being a more effective advocate for the region’s interests and better able to deliver on priorities in 

partnership with the NSW and Australian governments. 
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NEXT STEPS 

Every community will have an opportunity to help shape a new council for 
their region. 

Community Engagement 

This merger proposal will be referred to the Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government for 
examination and report under the Local Government Act (1993).  The Chief Executive proposes to delegate 
this function to a suitably qualified person. The delegate will consider this proposal as required under the Act, 
including against statutory criteria and hold a public inquiry.  The delegate will also undertake public 
consultation to seek community views. The delegate is also required by the Act to provide the delegate’s 
report to an independent Boundaries Commission for review and comment. The Minister for Local 
Government under the legislation may decide whether or not to recommend to the Governor that the merger 
proposal be implemented. For the factors a delegate must consider when examining a merger proposal 
(under Section 263 of the Local Government Act (1993)), please refer to the Appendix to this document. 

Through the merger assessment process, there will be opportunities for communities and stakeholders to 
consider merger proposals and have their say. Each merger proposal will be the subject of a public inquiry 
where the community can hear about and discuss the proposal. Through the consultation process, the 
delegate will ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting area or areas will 
be effectively represented. 

Further information about the process is available on the Local Government Reform website at 
www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au, including: 

 details about the proposed mergers;  

 information about the delegate for your area;  

 dates for public meetings; and  

 a portal to provide a written submission. 

 

  

http://www.councilboundaryreview.nsw.gov.au/
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Appendix 

The following table outlines the factors that a delegate must consider under section 263 of the Local 
Government Act (1993) when examining a proposal. The section references outline where the criteria have 
been addressed in this merger proposal. 

Legislative criteria Section reference 

(a) the financial advantages or disadvantages (including the economies or diseconomies 
of scale) of any relevant proposal to the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned 

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts  

(b) the community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing areas and in any 
proposed new area 

The Local Community 

(c) the existing historical and traditional values in the existing areas and the impact of 
change on them 

The Local Community  

(d) the attitude of the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned There is a public consultation process 
which includes a public inquiry allowing 
for the views of residents and 
ratepayers to be considered. 

(e) the requirements of the area concerned in relation to elected representation for 
residents and ratepayers at the local level, the desirable and appropriate relationship 
between elected representatives and ratepayers and residents and such other matters as 
it considers relevant in relation to the past and future patterns of elected representation for 
that area 

Local Representation 

(e1) the impact of any relevant proposal on the ability of the councils of the areas 
concerned to provide adequate, equitable and appropriate services and facilities 

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts 

(e2) the impact of any relevant proposal on the employment of the staff by the councils of 
the areas concerned 

Financial Benefits of the Proposed 
Merger 

(e3) the impact of any relevant proposal on rural communities in the areas concerned The Local Community  

(e4) in the case of a proposal for the amalgamation of two or more areas, the desirability 
(or otherwise) of dividing the resulting area or areas into wards 

Local Representation 

(e5) in the case of a proposal for the amalgamation of two or more areas, the need to 
ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse communities of the resulting area or areas 
are effectively represented 

Next Steps  
 

(f) such other factors as it considers relevant to the provision of efficient and effective local 
government in the existing and proposed new areas 

Benefits, Opportunities and Impacts 
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