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Speaker 1: The merger proposal was submitted to the State Government and to IPART 

who independently assessed the submission.  The merger with Harden 

satisfied all the criteria including scale and capacity, financial sustainability 

management of infrastructure services and efficiencies.  However, the State 5 

Government considered the submission along with IPART’s recommendation 

and then surprised us all by delivering a new proposal, the merger of 

Cootamundra and Gundagai Shires.   

 

During the public inquiry into the merger of Cootamundra with Gundagai we 10 

made it clear we would still prefer a merger with Harden alone provided it 

came with the $20 million funding being offered for a three-way merger.  

Harden Shire Council has now formally submitted this current three-way 

merger option.  Council previously put a lot of effort into the business case for 

a Harden/Cootamundra merger, fought seriously about how to make it 15 

successful and planned to deal with the areas of difficulty in a logical and a 

rational way, and hopefully, in turn, with minimal disruption.   

 

Council apply the same philosophies and methodologies used previously in 

the Cootamundra/Harden business case and extend them to the larger 20 

three-way merger that is currently under consideration.  Council believes that 

the new Council must keep all of its present staff, identify any duplication, 

retrain staff where necessary and redeploy duplicated staff and resources, 

use the process of reform to provide additional services wherever possible, 

not attempt to nor give false promises about the reduction in rates, be open 25 

and honest with residents about the financial position of the new Council.   

 

Therefore, to put it very simply, while Council’s preferred option is still the 

merger of Cootamundra and Harden Shire Councils we accept the 

Government has proposed the merger of Cootamundra and Gundagai and we 30 

are willing to work to make this a success, although we have previously 

identified that this two-way merger would not be a natural fit and take many 

years to succeed.  We, in turn, accept the current proposal from Harden Shire 

Council be included in the three-Council merger with Cootamundra, Gundagai 

and we acknowledge that these would bring benefits, existing synergies and 35 

good working relationship within Cootamundra and Harden we believe will 

assist in bringing an improved outcome for the whole new Council should a 

three-way merger be initiated.   
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I will now address the considerations outlined in Section 263, Sub-Section (3) 

of the Act: 

 

Section (a) Financial Considerations – first of all it’s worth noting that Council 5 

put together a thorough financial plan including a detailed five-year budget for 

the Cootamundra/Harden proposal and Gundagai Shire Council has 

independently produced its long-term financial plan.  Therefore, these 

comments are based on the amalgamation of these two documents.  We 

calculate that the new Council could be sustainable for Year 4 onwards.  Now, 10 
this is based upon the Government’s 15 million infrastructure grants to deal 

with the identified 12 million general fund infrastructure backlog along with 

5 million of merger fund cost funding.  This clearly would be both necessary 

and appreciated.   

 15 

It is worth noting that the identified backlog is based on general fund items 

only and excludes items such as the proposed replacement of both the 

Gundagai and Harden treatment works, the planned Gundagai water filtration 

plant and the renewal of water and soil mains across the Council area.  The 

new Council will have opportunities as well as challenges but none of these 20 

are beyond the capacity of a functional Council with good staff and proactive 

Councillors.  It’s the view of Cootamundra Shire Council that a merged 

Council should achieve productivity gains and have greater capacity to 

effectively deliver services to the entire community. 

 25 

Section (b) Community of Interest and Geographic Cohesiveness – the first 

point of note is that while Cootamundra and Harden share very strong 

community linkages there are few specific communities of interest between 

Cootamundra and Gundagai other than sport and this was reflected in the 

examples given by the Government proposal.  There is minimal business 30 
crossover with Gundagai businesses as they primarily use Tumut or Wagga 

Wagga for major banking, legal advice, accounting and other professional 

contacts rather than Cootamundra.   

 

Several businesses operate branches in the town of Cootamundra and 35 

Harden and a number of residents travel between these three towns to work.  

As an example, several Gundagai residents actually work for Cootamundra 

Shire Council and several Cootamundra residents work for Harden Shire 

Council.  There are natural landform linkages across the three Councils and 

the common strengths and the local economy is based on agriculture.  The 40 

three Council areas are located within the Murrumbidgee Catchment and are 

part of the major food bowl of NSW.   

 

There are parts of the total area of the three Councils that are physically 

separate with the northern end of the proposed new Shire being plains while 45 

the existing Gundagai landfall becomes hilly slopes varying up to mountains in 

the south-east.  The inclusion of Harden into the merger with Cootamundra 

and Gundagai enhances the community of interest and geographic 

cohesiveness of the new Council as the residents of the southern area of 
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Harden including the village of Jugiong at present relate primarily to the 

Cootamundra and Gundagai townships.   

 

The region is fortunate to have a very passionate community with a strong 

community spirit.  In the 2011 census between 26 and 29 percent of the 5 

communities of Cootamundra, Harden and Gundagai participated in voluntary 

work for these community groups.  Each of the existing three councils work 

with volunteers to operate councils’ museums, visitors’ information centres, 

village progress associations and other committees and this support from 

volunteers would continue with the opportunity of an improved focus and 10 
consistent approach in the new Council.   

 

Major transport linkages connect with the Hume Highway, traversing the 

existing Harden Shire and passes through the centre of Gundagai Shire while 

the southern railway line passes through harden and Cootamundra.  Tourism 15 

is a major industry for Gundagai with the industry revolving around servicing 

travellers on the Hume Highway.  The town of Jugiong, also located on the 

Hume Highway in Harden Shire, is also a major tourism success story, 

particularly with Canberra visitors.   

 20 

The three Councils are presently part of various tourism groups and there’s a 

significant opportunity to capitalise on multiple tourist facilities and events with 

a better coordination of effort.  The merged Council would include ten unique 

village communities.  Many of these villages have very strong progress 

associations or committees which partner with Council to provide a strong 25 

voice and practical support for service delivery in these village areas.  All 

three of the existing Councils support these village communities and 

committees, recognising the importance of healthy village communities.  It is 

hoped that the efficiency gains from the merged Council could allow for 

improved involvement and services to these communities. 30 
 

The new Council operation will be structured in such a way that Council 

resources were complementary and duplication would be minimised.  

However, due to the size of the new potential Council area distance will 

always present efficiency challenges.  Some parts of the Council operation 35 

would, out of practical necessity, operate as distinct working groups servicing 

disparate areas of the merged Shire.  It is anticipated that the new merged 

Council would establish working groups pulling knowledge and expertise to 

achieve efficiency in use of physical resources, human resources, systems 

and processes and service delivery.   40 

 

The existing Council operations have enough similarities to ensure that many 

areas of efficiency and improved performance can be achieved.  For example, 

all three Councils have the same operational software systems for all major 

applications except for record-keeping.  All three Councils are members of the 45 

South West Regional Waste Management Group and there could be some 

rationalisation of waste collection systems allowing better use of plants and 

waste depots.  Critically, if new Council would have the capacity to develop a 

combined asset management system and better manage the forward planning 

of 2,200 Km of local and regional road network.   50 
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All three Councils employ qualified engineering staffs but none of the staff are 

large enough to cover the management, the supervision, the survey design 

and the compliance of civil engineering works.  The relative strengths of each 

Council could, when merged, allow for full range of engineering skills to be 5 

expertly managed in-house. 

 

To summarise, the new merged Council should be able to make productivity 

gains by working together and combining the sources.  However, while 

Cootamundra remains optimistic about the future of a new merged Council we 10 
acknowledge there will be challenges and the process of merging will certainly 

not be easy for neither staff nor the Councillors in a three-way merger.   

 

Section (c) Historical and Traditional Values – In this regard Council cannot 

foresee any real problems.  Each of the existing areas is mostly both 15 

conservative and has rural-based communities, whether that be farming, 

agriculture, forestry or associated support industries.  We would expect the 

merger to have minimal impact on neither the community nor the individual 

core values.   

 20 

Community settlement – I base Council’s comments on the previous merger 

talks which were extensive with Harden.  Council’s previous consultation with 

the community of Harden Shire was quite exhaustive and showed that the 

community was very positive about the idea of a merger with Cootamundra 

with a few general comments in favour of Gundagai being added to the mix.  25 

However, when the Government announced their proposal to merge 

Cootamundra and Gundagai alone the Council heard significant levels of 

progress and disappointment about the Government’s decision to ignore the 

voluntary merger that was supported by both communities.   

 30 
During the first round of public inquiries into the merger proposal for 

Cootamundra with Gundagai members of the Cootamundra community made 

public submissions against a Gundagai merger and based on these meetings 

Council can only reflect the residents of Cootamundra are reluctant to merge 

with Gundagai but remain strongly supportive of a merger involving Harden.   35 

 

I have probably already covered the issues raised in Section (e1) Impact by 

saying earlier I believe new Council will be able to make productivity gains in 

many areas across many Council services but also face frankable difficulties 

due to the large size of the Newcastle area and the distances therefore to be 40 

covered. 

 

Section (e2) Employment Issues – Council is aware of the employment 

protection provision of the Local Government Award that cover all staff for 

three years other than General Managers under Section 218 Protection of 45 

Staff that count for Gundagai and Harden Shire.   

 

As stated before, we are philosophically committed to keeping all staff and 

redeploying those whose positions are duplicated or redundant.  We believe 

this is the way a merged Council can offer greater services to its extended 50 
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communities.  Council does not believe there would be any change in where 

or how rural communities operate in answer to Section (e3).   

 

Regarding (e4) Wards Council is philosophically opposed to the legation of 

wards as they create artificial and fixed Councillor outlook and create a virtue 5 

of divide in the focus of Councillors away from the full Council area.   

 

In closing, sir, I’d like to reiterate that Cootamundra Shire Council understands 

both the problems and the opportunities of Council mergers and is willing to 

work to make the proposed merger with Gundagai and Harden worth the 10 
benefit of all residents if this three-way merger is the final decision.  In saying 

that, we also acknowledge that the inclusion of Gundagai Shire is not a 

voluntary merger and the Gundagai community has made a very strong 

stance against any merger with any Council.  At the same time, we should 

never forget the original two-way proposed merger with Harden Shire is a 15 

voluntary merger and that has many implementable benefits.  However, as I 

have stated previously, with good will there are always ways to make any 

proposed merger work and potentially work very well for the long-term benefit 

of our communities.   

 20 

I have attempted on behalf of Council to give a realistic and pragmatic 

response to all the proposals, not glossing over the shortcomings and not 

downplaying the potential gains and hopefully this will be helpful to you as you 

prepare your report for the Boundaries Commission and the Minister for Local 

Government.  Thank you. 25 

 

: Thank you very much. 

 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Speaker 2, Mary Donnelly.  Just a reminder that all speakers 

have four minutes with a 30-second warning. 30 
 

Mary: Good evening, everyone.  To those that do not know me, I am Mary Donnelly 

and I am happy to be a councillor on the Cootamundra Shire Council since 

2004.  I wish to speak against the merger of the three Councils of Harden, 

Cootamundra and Gundagai.  I would like to remind everyone that we, 35 

together with a handful of Councils in the State who voluntarily spoke with our 

neighbour, Harden, last year on many occasions and for that we were hit with 

a sledgehammer and told, “No, you are going with Gundagai” with absolutely 

no reason given.   

 40 

On the 23rd of March, a couple of weeks ago, my daughter was on business in 

the Premier’s office.  She spoke to Matthew, and his surname begins with C, 

and he told her, because she said to him, “My mum is very upset about this 

Harden and Cootamundra that was rejected” and Matthew said, “We stuffed 

up with Harden and Cootamundra”.  That’s my proof that they made a big 45 

mistake and have admitted it.  It is never too late for the person responsible 

who draws a line on a map to admit that they were wrong but that takes 

courage.  

 

Please do not put us through the misery of picking up two smaller councils 50 
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who are struggling.  We are happy to work with Harden but to even try to work 

or speak with Gundagai is impossible.  They want nothing to do with us and I 

don’t want anything to do with them.  Anyone with any commonsense knows 

they belong with Tumut, they are a heavy terrain and we have absolutely 

nothing in common with them.  Most people travel north through Harden on 5 

their way to Yass, Goulburn, Canberra or Sydney.  We have so much in 

common with Harden including being connected by rail and growing similar 

crops.  We have also worked together for many years with Harden on 

roadworks. 

 10 
My fellow Councillors are not exactly rubbing their hands together and saying, 

‘Isn't it great that when we’re working with Gundagai –’ hands up those who 

think it’s a good idea for three Councils to amalgamate.  Thank you.  Local 

Government has to change and we made an effort.  If all the other Shires in 

the State did as much as Cootamundra did in preparation for voluntary 15 

amalgamations we would not be here tonight.  It would all have been decided 

months ago.  Instead, we’re here again, forced into a position where we do 

not want to be. 

 

I cannot understand why the State Government do not accept all the voluntary 20 

amalgamations put forward and then let the others who could not make up 

their mind to sort out things.  They could have crossed us off the list and we 

could’ve gone happily on a venture with Harden.  Why make life harder for 

those who are proactive and make a voluntary decision, as we were asked?  

But, no, they have to make life harder and more difficult just because they do 25 

not understand the geography of the bush. 

 

Let commonsense prevail.  Put Gundagai into administration or with Tumut 

where they belong and if Gundagai will not do anything to help themselves 

maybe the Government should force the issue, not with us but with someone 30 
else.  They have refused twice to even speak with us.  As we have won the 

Bluett Award twice we do not deserve to be put into administration.  The time 

that’s been wasted is unbelievable.  We’re all over it and we cannot make any 

plans for the future as we have been left well and truly up in the air waiting for 

someone in Sydney to make a bad decision.   35 

 

We can manage with one council but with two have been told that they are not 

Fit for the Future, the strain would be too much and the three Councils would 

fall under a huge financial pressure.  Even with 20 million promised we really 

need 40 for the backlog of work with three councils and the Government also 40 

lowered our rate rise from 2.3 to 1.8 for the next four years.  Why not go with 

two which would survive happily than destroy three?  It makes no sense.  Why 

not go with Cootamundra and Harden sailing happily into the sunset rather 

than three running straight into a bushfire? 

 45 

Facilitator: Mary, sorry, that’s four minutes. 

 

John: Thank you. 

 

Facilitator: Our next speaker, speaker 3, Roderick Chalmers. 50 
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Roderick: Good evening.  My name is Roderick Chalmers.  I'm a resident and Councillor 

of Cootamundra Shire.  I would like once again to take an opportunity to make 

a submission, this time concerning the suggested amalgamation of 

Cootamundra, Harden and Gundagai Shire Councils.  As I have submitted 5 

once before, Cootamundra/Harden Shire Councils fulfil all their obligations 

under the Fit for the Future process and are acknowledged for their efforts.  A 

council must reflect and not divide their communities’ economic, recreational, 

social and regional interests and be consistent with the communities’ 

structures, values, expectations and aspirations.  Our Council has complied 10 
with those community expectations via surveys and meetings. 

 

Whilst the decision to join with Harden Shire Council had a 95 percent 

approval rating from the ratepayers of both shires, any thought of joining with 

Gundagai were, at best, a very minor consideration.  However, we now find 15 

ourselves in a position where we need to change our planning because the 

decision is taken – and I might point out contrary to the ratepayers’ wishes – 

to consider an amalgamation with Gundagai as well.   

 

My overriding concern, can this amalgamation of all three councils be 20 

successful in any sort of a regional timeframe due to the intransigence of one 

of the participants?  Our information so far indicates that an essential number 

of Gundagai residents are willing participants in the suggested amalgamation, 

however, the negativity and opposition being expressed by the majority of 

their Councillors is a disturbing reflection of the difficulties we are going to 25 

encounter in getting these reforms to work for our communities.   

 

We are willing to move forward to comply with the reforms, as we always have 

been, but it seems plainly obvious that Gundagai Shire Councillors are not.  

We have now learned that they're even contemplating taking legal action 30 
against the Government.  This unintelligible decision to indulge in a fanciful 

legal action against the Government assumes the dimensions of a Senor Don 

Quixote talking of windmills which we all know was also complete folly and 

which we have no wish to be involved in.   

 35 

So, after much serious reflection my support for the three-way merger has 

now changed.  I am still completely in favour of a two-way merger with 

Harden.  However, I am no longer in favour of any sort of a merger or 

amalgamation with Gundagai.  I strongly advise that the Cootamundra and 

Harden Councils have met all the criteria to be Fit for the Future, and as they 40 

have voluntarily agreed to amalgamate they should be allowed to do so.  

There are assumedly no overriding reasons that would preclude a voluntary 

amalgamation going ahead and this would be by far the best outcome for both 

of our communities. 

 45 

The financial imperatives put forward as reasons for the amalgamation not to 

proceed have not passed any sort of rigorous financial scrutiny despite the 

supposed high qualifications of the report writers.  However, to include 

Gundagai in the final proclamation who are now a demonstrably financially 

weaker council and obviously in a parlous financial state would be to place the 50 
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two more financially secure councils in an intolerable position in their 

endeavours to successfully progress these reforms to a favourable ending. 

 

At the conclusion of this convoluted process that we've all had to endure, and 

when the Minister finally makes a decision, if we are directed to any sort of a 5 

merger with Gundagai, then as a Council I am sure we will endeavour to 

make every success of the amalgamation despite our concerns and 

scepticism because we are a council that views these reforms as a positive 

benefit for our communities.  Thank you. 

 10 
John: Thank you. 

 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Our next speaker is Alan Conkey. 

 

Alan: Good evening, Mr Chairman.  Thank you very much for coming tonight again. 15 

 

Facilitator: Do you want to use the microphone? 

 

Alan: I’ll use the mic?  It’s on, is it? 

 20 

Facilitator: Yes. 

 

Alan: And, good evening to everybody.  Alan Conkey is my name.  I have been a 

ratepayer of both Gundagai and Cootamundra Shires over the years in 

different periods and I have found that Gundagai Shire as well as 25 

Cootamundra Shire have run a very, very good council.  But, under the 

circumstances, I agree with Councillor Donnelly and the letter written by 

Geoff Larsen in Wednesday’s Coota paper on the 23rd of the 3rd that under the 

circumstances Cootamundra should only proceed with Harden Shire and 

possibly a section of Jugiong area in a proposal of amalgamation to Minister 30 
Toole of the New South Wales Government. 

 

Gundagai Shire is too far to the south-east of Cootamundra, approximately 

80 Km to Gundagai and possibly 120 to the Shire boundaries.  This could be 

a costly exercise due to the hilly and mountainous terrain of secondary roads 35 

like Tumorrama, Adjungbilly and the maintenance, if necessary, on 

approximately 50 Km of the Hume Highway.  No doubt the State Government 

would pay for that.   

 

Cootamundra and Harden, possibly Jugiong, is a compact area, mostly 40 

70 percent of flat, arable country and easier to maintain all roads than 

secondary country roads.  This, I believe, is still the best option for 

Cootamundra.  This would lead Gundagai’s argumentative Council towards 

amalgamation on their own, as they require.  Gundagai could be difficult to 

merge with Cootamundra, Harden as apparently they are not even on talking 45 

terms with merging.   

 

This would create too much animosity and I believe this may not be worth the 

problems that could come out of this merger with Gundagai.  Anyway, 

whatever happened to the voluntary of councils which Cootamundra and 50 
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Harden were doing early in the piece?  The guarantee was given by the 

Premier earlier in the piece on different radio sessions that there would be no 

forced amalgamations.  Cootamundra Shire was the first Council to try and 

negotiate mergers and should be praised for this effort, ongoing.  Thank you 

very much. 5 

 

John: Thank you. 

 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Our next speaker is Dennis Palmer. 

 10 
Dennis: Thank you.  My name is Dennis Palmer and I speak tonight as a ratepayer 

who operates both a small business and a farming enterprise of this Shire.  I 

am also a Shire Councillor and I acknowledge the need for reform and 

restructure of Local Government.  I wholly support Council’s preferred option 

of a Cootamundra/Harden amalgamation.  Councillors and the community put 15 

a lot of time, energy and support into supporting this proposal and provide a 

complete business case for that proposal.  It was extremely disappointing that 

it was rejected by the Government.   

 

Council was then informed of the Government’s proposal for Cootamundra 20 

and Gundagai to amalgamate.  A thorough submission was prepared for the 

Government but it identified that the merger was not a natural fit and would 

take many years to succeed.  Our main concern now is that Cootamundra 

Shire Council will be penalised by Gundagai not wanting to be part of this 

process.  Gundagai are still unwilling partners and we are therefore very 25 

concerned about a cohesive partnership in the future.   

 

Council now accepts the Cootamundra/Gundagai/Harden amalgamation that 

was proposed by Harden and I believe this merger could suit all involved.  We 

need a strategic vision encompassing initiative and innovation to achieve 30 
efficiency and hopefully existing synergies between Cootamundra and Harden 

will help provide an improved overall outcome for the whole new Council.  

Whatever the new Council boundary is we will obviously endeavour to obtain 

the best outcome for our respective communities.  However, community 

emotions are high.   35 

 

The vision of a secure future and the community respect for the process is 

now being questioned and many community members are disillusioned.  We 

are very wary of engaging a reluctant partner.  We need and we deserve our 

voices to be heard.  We need to remain Fit for the Future and mutual respect 40 

and harmony must exist within the newly formed Shire for a successful 

transition and a positive future.  I sincerely ask you to carefully consider every 

aspect of our concerns when you prepare your report for the Minister.  Thank 

you. 

 45 

John: Thank you. 

 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Our next speaker is Brendon McKay. 
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Brendon: Good evening.  My name is Brendon McKay.  I am a sixth generation resident 

of Harden Shire representing some 200 years of local history.  I reckon that 

this public inquiry is the one that we should’ve had.  However, this proposal is 

two-thirds correct.  Harden and Cootamundra have worked for two years on 

merging together with the Government leading us to believe we were on the 5 

right path, only to have them change the goal posts at the last minute and 

send us in separate directions.  The Harden/Coota merger originally ticked all 

the boxes, was deemed Fit for the Future by IPART and, more importantly, 

had and still has the majority of community support, 90 percent-plus in 

Harden, 80 percent-plus in Cootamundra.   10 
 

As respective communities we are all well aware of the benefits and 

advantages of the Cootamundra/Harden merger through extensive community 

consultation yet the Government chose to ignore this in the first instance.  In a 

democracy where majority rules why is it that a Parliament of about 100 has 15 

the arrogance to override the sentiment of 11,000?  Why did they pick a fight 

with two communities prepared to work with them?  We now have the 

situation where we drag Gundagai into this mess just so we can get 

Government to consider the option that Cootamundra and Harden have 

wanted all along.  One problem, Gundagai does not want a bar of it. 20 

 

The Government needs to start respecting the wishes of communities on this 

issue.  We have this mess because the Government chose to ignore what our 

respective communities wanted in the first place.  One of the saving graces of 

the proposal before us tonight is that with a population of about 15,000 the 25 

new Council area could be broken into three wards of roughly about 5,000.  

Each ward is centred around the three centres of Cootamundra, Gundagai 

and Harden, at least guaranteeing equal representation to each community 

without one community gaining dominance over another, a massive problem 

with previous proposals put forward.   30 
 

To respect Gundagai’s wishes we need to exclude them from this proposal. 

This would still leave a viable option.  Remember, IPART said Harden and 

Cootamundra on its own would work and meet the Government’s criteria.  An 

example of the commonality between Cootamundra and Harden exists 35 

between the infrastructure that exists between those two areas, this being the 

Olympic Highway, the Burley Griffin Way, the Sydney and Melbourne rail line 

all having a common interface between Harden and Cootamundra.  The 

Hume Highway is the only piece of infrastructure that is common and that is 

only between Gundagai and Harden. 40 

 

Constant references in earlier inquiry measures to the Hilltops are erroneous.  

The Hilltops is a marketing strategy of the Wind and Brandy Corporation 

represents only a small sector, that being a boutique sector of the Harden 

economy.  The more prominent and major economic drivers of the grain and 45 

livestock industries do not associate with the Hilltops branding.  May well we 

say Advance Australia Fair because there is nothing fair about this shambolic 

process being inflicted on communities across the State.  That will ultimately 

see the downfall of the Government.   
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Gundagai must be left to stand alone.  The people of Cootamundra and 

Harden want to work together.  It was fit, it is fit, will always be fit.  The people 

mandated contrary to the Government’s own arrogant belief.  The people’s 

view must prevail. 5 

 

John: Thank you. 

 

Facilitator: Thanks, Brendon.  Our next speaker is Edward O’Connor. 

 10 
Edward: Thank you, Mr Chairman.  I have lived in Cootamundra all my life and I've 

come to realise that I've forgotten a lot of things that these young people 

haven't even learned yet.  The people making these decisions, they’re well 

educated but they lack the experience and, most importantly, they lack 

commonsense.  That’s the word that’s disappeared from our language 15 

because you're not allowed to have it today.  Hopefully, it will prevail.   

 

Going back, Harden and Cootamundra, all this has been said before, they’ve 

met all their criteria and to be forced into an amalgamation with Gundagai is 

very, very difficult to work.  Now, a forced marriage is always an unhappy one 20 

and usually leads to divorce and I can’t see how it’s going to be a happy 

relationship when Gundagai won’t even enter into discussions with Harden 

and Cootamundra.  So, it’s going to be a very rocky road.  Harden and 

Cootamundra are natural.  They have met all the criteria and I think that two 

or three well said that the terrain, everything, the land mass, it’s completely 25 

different in Gundagai to what it is in Cootamundra.   

 

Why not just let Cootamundra and Harden do what they said they’d do?  The 

Premier came out and said that there’d be no forced amalgamations.  I'm sick 

of politicians going back on their word.  We elected the Government on that 30 
promise but I think another election will come along and they won’t get a shot 

but I would conclude by saying that I hope some of our politicians grow ears 

because they're not listening, are they?  Thank you. 

 

John: Thank you. 35 

 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Do we have speaker 11 here?  Yes.  Speaker 11, Marianne 

McInerney. 

 

Marianne: You're forgiven. 40 

 

Facilitator: Thank you. 

 

Marianne:  I do speak loudly.  I may not need my microphone so if you need me to move 

it away just let me know.  Mr Turner, the whole amalgamation and 45 

consultation progress to date has been very disappointing and I think it fair to 

say that most people in all communities being put through this process are 

feeling quite betrayed by the State Government.  The Government has bullied 

Shires into this but the flavour and twisting of words telling Shires that they 
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can submit their own proposals that will be truly considered if they meet the 

Fit for the Future criteria amounts to nothing other than blatant lies. 

 

I assume that Mr Baird is so comfortable in his role as Premier that he affords 

himself the arrogance to stand in Parliament and State, that his Party has 5 

given due consideration to the voluntary proposals submitted by shires.  

Submissions not only had to meet the seven criteria points to be determined 

Fit for the Future by IPART but also had to provide proof that vital community 

support for that submission had been gained.  It was stated that the 

Government would consider all Shire proposals and the communities’ 10 
preferences but it strongly appears to have not.   

 

Not only has the Government not supported the voluntary proposal that 

Harden and Cootamundra Shires put forward it has slapped Shire residents in 

the face by completing rejecting a proposal that was deemed Fit for the Future 15 

and had overwhelming support in both Shires by their residents.  We are 

being forced into amalgamations.  If the Government had predetermined 

plans for amalgamations why go to the financial expense of dangling carrots 

to entice councils to lodge their own submissions?  Why contract a company 

to investigate options around the State and address council staff to offer 20 

information and spend time asking for opinions of?  Why waste the many 

hours spent by council staff and Councillors that were put into the preparation 

of voluntary submissions that could have been well spent elsewhere?  It 

makes no sense. 

 25 

Here we are again standing in front of the Delegate from the Government 

trying to be heard, but to what effect?  Do we think we will be listened to?  I 

certainly don’t believe I will be but this is my last chance.  I live in 

Cootamundra but I work in Harden at Harden Council.  It makes so much 

sense to me for Harden and Cootamundra to merge that I did not conceive of 30 
the Government rejecting that voluntary proposal submitted.  I feel no sense 

of security in the Hilltops merger for the future prospects of Harden and 

Boorowa residents and businesses or for my employment.  My job may exist 

for now but in three years’ time where will I stand? 

 35 

In meetings between Council Young has made it clear in discussions that they 

are only concerned with the progress of Young.  At the last community 

meeting held in Harden a young Councillor announced that if Harden wanted 

to go ahead they had to do it themselves, hardly confidence-inspiring.  A 

proposal has now been submitted for Cootamundra, Gundagai and Harden to 40 

merge.  A merger between these three Councils has been shown to be equal 

in both a financial and sustainable future when compared with a merger of 

Young and Boorowa Shires.  Again, it is another voluntary proposal that 

makes sense, ticks all the boxes and is highly supported by the Harden and 

Cootamundra communities. 45 

 

I am aware that Gundagai is still trying to stand alone and that the community 

supports that intention.  I empathise with them.  However, if Gundagai is 

made to merge with Cootamundra I implore the Government to allow Harden 

to join them.  I am 49 years old and I care for my ageing father and have 50 
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family to consider.  At the end of three years if I do not have a job in Council 

what prospects are there for me finding another job to its equivalent?  I have a 

mortgage and other financial obligations and I am reaching an age that no 

matter how experienced I am and regardless of the qualifications I have, 

employers will not want to employ me.  I fear for my security and my future.  5 

Thank you. 

 

John: Thank you. 

 

Facilitator: Thanks, Marianne.  Speaker 12, Elizabeth Brown. 10 
 

Elizabeth: Good evening.  Is it switched on? 

 

John: Yes. 

 15 

Elizabeth: Yeah.  Good evening.  My name is Elizabeth Brown and I'm a resident of 

Cootamundra.  The Government has stated on many occasions that there 

would be no forced amalgamations and that councils should decide with 

which councils they wish to amalgamate with.  In view of this, Cootamundra 

and Harden Councils spent a great deal time and money examining what 20 

would be the best option for them and to which council or councils they should 

amalgamate with.  After two years of hard work and discussion it was decided 

that a merger of Harden and Cootamundra Shires would be in the best 

interests of both Shires.   

 25 

The citizens of both Cootamundra and Harden gave overwhelming support to 

the merging of their Shire Councils.  The State Government declared 

Cootamundra and Harden as Fit for the Future.  Then why was their 

submission disregarded?  It does not appear that Cootamundra and Harden 

Council’s submissions were even given the slightest consideration.  Instead it 30 
seemed to me that those submissions were very quickly treated like garbage 

and tossed in the rubbish bin.  I have spoken to many residents in the Jugiong 

area and have not found anyone who has any desire to be included in the 

Young Shire.   

 35 

Cootamundra and Harden are the towns where they do their business and 

where the cultural, schooling and sporting things are.  Young is almost an 

hour’s drive away from Jugiong and the people there have no ties or 

connection with Young and feel Jugiong will be neglected.  Gundagai holds a 

unique position in Australian folklore and history.  It is celebrated in song, 40 

poem, movie and radio shows.  I doubt there would be another town 

celebrated to such an extent.   

 

If Gundagai was to be merged into amalgamation it would soon lose its 

identity.  Approximately 95 percent of Gundagai residents wish to stand alone.  45 

If Paul Toole places any value on the communities having any say on these 

amalgamations and any value on democracy Gundagai will be permitted to 

stand alone and Cootamundra and Harden join as a joint council.  Thank you 

very much. 

 50 
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John: Thank you. 

 

Facilitator: Thanks Elizabeth.  Speaker 13, Rosalind Wight. 

 

Rosalind: Good evening, John Turner and Katrina.  Thank you for coming, and Mayor 5 

John Horton and Jim Slattery and Councillors and other residents here this 

evening.  My name is Rosalind Wight and I am a Councillor on the 

Cootamundra Shire Council.  Essentially, this evening’s public inquiry should 

be about the wishes of Cootamundra and Harden Shire residents regrading 

amalgamations.  If that were true we wouldn’t be here for a second time 10 
because the public consultation process should’ve been recognised.  It wasn’t 

and we were never told why our submissions were unsuccessful.   

 

Our original proposal was to merge with Harden.  If Gundagai wished to 

merge with us as well, they could.  The offer for them was left open.  Our 15 

Councils, Cootamundra and Harden, were led to believe we were well on 

track for a favourable outcome.  Never at any time did any politician or 

bureaucrat inform us we were unlikely to succeed with our submissions.  

Quite the reverse, we were held up as a model council actively participating 

with Government policy.   20 

 

Our second submission involved Gundagai, Harden and Cootamundra being 

amalgamated.  I attended the public inquiry in Gundagai along with four other 

Councillors and our General Manager.  Gundagai is a charming town with 

good, friendly people living there as there are here and Harden.  Very early on 25 

in the inquiry it was quite apparent the Mayor of Gundagai had been 

extremely economic with the truth regarding the strident position he was 

taking concerning Gundagai’s future.  This disregard for the truth, including 

reference to Cootamundra’s perceived predatory behaviour and our 

unsatisfactory position, all references of course being totally untrue.   30 
 

 

After two hours we were all heartily sick of being quite unjustly vilified and we 

tactfully departed.  In my opinion, this is exactly where we should’ve left it 

because since then Gundagai has increased their aggressive position of 35 

wishing to stand alone which of course they're entitled to do.  Gundagai’s 

current action has left Cootamundra and Harden in a very difficult position 

indeed and I believe that Gundagai’s decisions have led to some punitive 

actions against us.  Why else would we, as Councillors, have to apply for our 

own job if we want to be part of a future shire?  I find this directive from 40 

Minister Toole particularly offensive because fundamentally the Minister is 

saying that all work you might have put into being a Councillor has amounted 

to nothing and that the effort put in is being discounted to the point of being 

invalid, unrecognised, so do it all again.   

 45 

Like Minister Toole, we were elected to represent the residents so why do we 

have to justify our position and he does not?  Since being elected to the 

Council I have worked hard as he to represent the voters who put me there so 

why do I have to justify my worth to a group of politicians in Sydney who know 

nothing about me and care even less?  This directive is an unwelcome move 50 
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for the democratic principles that the Liberal National Party is supposed to 

uphold.  This is not an outpost in a far-flung province of China.  This is the 

Riverina in the once-great State of New South Wales. 

 

Throughout this amalgamation process there has existed thinly-veiled, 5 

intimidating threats, punitive action as well directed at Council or currently 

Councillors who do not follow OLG policy.  If you do not, for example, submit 

an expression of interest for new Council you will not be considered.  We 

have demonstrated very clearly in our submission that our merger with 

Harden was based on many shared community interests and an 10 
evidently-based strong financial position.   

 

We do not have many shared interests with Gundagai and as time has gone 

on we have even less as our ambition to stand alone clearly indicates.  I do 

not support the amalgamation with Gundagai but I wholeheartedly support the 15 

amalgamation between Harden and Cootamundra.  This merger between 

Cootamundra and Harden has a strong financial future and of course 

rock-solid community backing.  Isn't that what it is meant to be all about?  

Would you be good enough to convey to Minister Toole those sentiments?  

Thank you, John Turner. 20 

 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Speaker 14, Isabelle Scott. 

 

Geoff: Can I ask why speaker number 5 has been bypassed? 

 25 

Facilitator: Speaker number 5?  I've got a note here saying ‘not speaking’.  You're Geoff 

Larsen? 

 

Geoff: That’s correct. 

 30 
Facilitator: Geoff, if you’d like to come now, that would be fine. 

 

John: Sorry about that.  We got a message. 

 

Geoff: I especially registered earlier this time; I thought I was going to miss the boat.  35 

Geoff Larsen, I'm a resident of Cootamundra Shire and a ratepayer and I'm a 

former Shire Councillor of Wingecarribee Shire Council which is a bit distant 

from here, I know, but I have had a lot of Local Government experience over 

21 years.  The Cootamundra/Harden/Gundagai proposal is a no as far as I'm 

concerned.  I wonder in this whole episode of amalgamation of councils has 40 

anything been said or considered about the economy of country towns 

because in most country towns the local council is the biggest employer of 

labour?  And, if too many of them are put together it won’t affect so much the 

outside labour but the office labour in time will and if you look around the main 

streets of a lot of country towns there are a lot of empty shops around and 45 

you're going to add to the problem if we keep going over this path. 

 

The administration staff will eventually come under one roof.  I don't know if 

some members of the councils involved have thought very much about that 

but if you're going to have an amalgamation they’ve got to get ministered from 50 
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one point.  Otherwise you're having a Claytons amalgamation, the 

amalgamation you have when you're not having an amalgamation.   

 

I must say I'm disappointed with the lack or the visible lack of action by 

Cootamundra Council since you were here last time, Mr Turner.  We haven't 5 

been given very much information at all over this six- or eight-week period.  

So, I can understand Harden’s concerns, why they’ve put up another proposal 

to include Gundagai.  I'm a little bit disappointed they’ve put it up too without 

any consultation with most ratepayers in the areas concerned.   

 10 
The so-called savings that have been mooted by KPMG is a pipe dream in my 

view.  $9 million in 20 years, we’ll be looking at $9,000 on today’s dollars and 

cents, I think you'll find.  And, we all know if you employ somebody to provide 

a report for you, you're the payer, they’ll provide the report that you want to 

hear, not the report that is fact in most cases.  I know because I've been there 15 

and done that.  I've been through an amalgamation process.   

 

Gundagai is not interested, as several other speakers have indicated here 

tonight.  I cannot see any real community of interest whatsoever between 

Cootamundra, Harden and Gundagai; Cootamundra and Harden, yes, but not 20 

Gundagai.  We are seated by a major highway for one thing.  The original 

Cootamundra/Harden proposal which has been mentioned on numerous 

occasions by the speakers before me tonight ticked all the boxes and must be 

revisited urgently, I believe, by the Minister and the Premier.  That is the 

people want, that’s what they have been hoping for and I believe it should be 25 

the thing that happens. 

 

With a successful union of two councils such as that, that would be an ideal 

recipe, I believe, for councils around the rest of the State to adopt.  So, 

Mr Turner, I believe you should take that back with you, that most of us here 30 
tonight, most of the members of the community, want the 

Harden/Cootamundra proposal to be revisited.  Thank you. 

 

John: Thank you. 

 35 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Speaker 14, Isabelle Scott. 

 

Isabelle: Mr Chairman, Katrina, Cootamundra Shire Councillors. 

 

Facilitator: The microphone. 40 

 

Isabelle: The microphone?  Okay.  I'm just an ordinary community volunteer who works 

very hard for our community in many ways.  One of them is economic 

development and originally when the amalgamation was put up we were all 

asked as a community what did we want?  We gave our answer.  We went to 45 

many things that were organised and we all gave our answer and we were in 

agreement with going with Harden.   

 

Recently, the fresh approach of amalgamating us with Gundagai was never 

asked of us.  We didn’t want it.  Then it has come down to a three-way.  We 50 
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still haven't been really asked but if you look out there in the community I, as a 

volunteer in this community that works hard for this Shire and for the 

community, I want to do and work with the people that do the same sort of 

thing I do.  Now, I’m of the land and we are members of the Muttama Bushfire 

Brigade.  So, we border Gundagai and Harden.  Whenever there’s a fire we 5 

ring Harden.  That is where we get our directions from.  That’s where we get 

our help from.  That is where we get our trucks from.  They have light trucks, 

light facilities for fighting the kinds of fires in the slope of the area they are.   

 

The other area that I am involved in is the arts.  Gundagai is not a member of 10 
the Eastern Riverina Arts.  They have no wish to be a member of the Eastern 

Riverina Arts and they like to stand alone.  They have one particular member 

of their Council who is very strong, who thinks that anything that’s done by 

amateurs is not good enough.  We are a part of the Eastern Riverina Arts as 

an arts organisation in Cootamundra and so is Harden.  I prefer to work with 15 

people that have the same line so if we work together we’ll have a little bit of 

strength.  Thank you. 

 

John: Thank you. 

 20 

Facilitator: Thank you.  We’re actually coming to our last registered speakers so if 

anyone else would like to speak please feel free to come to the front and write 

your name down.  Speaker 15, David Hayne. 

 

David: Good evening, all.  Mr Turner.  My name is David Hayne.  I've lived in the 25 

Coota Shire since 1993 and I have owned a farm here with my wife since 

1980.  I have lived and worked in the bush all my life.  The British tried and 

failed.  The Russians tried and failed.  The Americans tried and failed.  What 

am I talking about?  Culture change in the Middle East.  Well, you might ask, 

what’s this got to do with the Local Government amalgamations?  For an 30 
amalgamation of people, tribes or corporations to be successful it must go 

beyond economic rationalism as its sole reason or it will fail.  We are being 

told these amalgamations will save a lot of money, maybe, if they work.  If the 

amalgamations don’t work they will certainly cost a lot of money. 

 35 

According to George Soros, the internationally-recognised and very 

successful financial guru, the US spent $1.7 trillion on the second Iraq war.  

That is, 17 followed by 11 zeroes of $1,700,000,000,000 or 40,000 tonnes of 

gold or 17,000 tonnes of $100 notes.  And, the US still failed in its objective, 

defeated by cultural issues they either ignored or did not recognise.  The 40 

uninitiated or just plain ignorant think all country towns have the same culture.  

Anyone who has lived in the bush or any time knows they do not.  Just as the 

US and its predecessors failed forced amalgamations of unwilling and 

culturally-different shires are doomed.  As in the Middle East, now it will be the 

residents of the Shires who will have to deal with the ensuing mess. 45 

 

Gundagai is not willing to merge with us and in any event as a 

culturally-different community.  Cootamundra and Harden are culturally 

compatible and willing to amalgamate so let us get on with it.  So, I say to 



 18 

Mr Baird, if you wish your political epitaph to be ‘I failed’ just carry on with 

what you're doing.  Thank you. 

 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Would anyone else like to speak?  

 5 

John: Thank you again for coming along and thank you for the manner in which 

you’ve conducted this public meeting and given everybody an opportunity 

to deliver their message which I will now consider along with the submissions 

that will be coming in.  I would advise that written submissions can be lodged 

by the 15th of April, 5:00pm on the 15th of April, and they can be submitted 10 
either online at the Boundary Commission Review website or mail to 

GPO Box 5341, Sydney. 

 

A transcript of today’s proceedings will be generated to provide a formal 

record of the proceedings and will be publicly made available at the 15 

conclusion of the examination and reporting process.  We, as last time, for 

those who weren’t here, have to stay until ten o'clock.  We don’t expect for 

you to stay and accompany us to ten o'clock so please feel free to leave when 

you wish.  Unfortunately, because it still is an open public hearing I can’t do 

one-on-one meetings at the table so thank you again for coming and have a 20 

safe journey home.   

 

END TRANSCRIPT 


