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Council: Harden, Cootamundra, Gundagai, Young and Boorowa 

Shire Councils 

Delegate: John Turner 

Venue:  

Date: 5 April 2016 

Time: 3pm 

  

Facilitator: Can I please ask everyone to take a seat, we’re going to start in a couple of 

minutes.  There’s a lot of seats over here on my right.  All right.  I think we’re 

ready to start.  Thank you for coming in today, it’s a full room as you can see.  

My name is Amreetha.  I’m actually an independent facilitator today, so my 5 

role is to make sure that today’s session runs smoothly and efficiently.  I’m 

also in charge of time keeping which I’ll tell you a bit more about in a moment.  

Before we start, can I please ask everyone to either put their phones on silent 

to turn their phones off to minimise any disruptions.  For those of you that 

aren’t familiar with this room, the toilets are just here on my left, a ladies and 10 

gents and in the event of an emergency, we have an exit just here at the front 

or the back in the doors that you came in through.  Just for your information, 

this session is actually being audio recorded just here, and that’s just for our 

personal use for reporting data.  I’d like to now introduce the Delegate, 

Mr John Turner. 15 

John: I don’t think I need a clap, thank you very much though.  Good afternoon.  As 

Amreetha said, my name is John Turner.  I’m the Delegate appointed by the 

Acting Chief Executive Officer of the local government to report on a proposal 

put forward by Harden Shire Council to merge with Cootamundra and 

Gundagai Shires.  I’d like to formally welcome you here today, thank you for 20 

taking part in the inquiry.  I begin by acknowledging the traditional custodians 

and their ancestors of the land on which this public inquiry takes place and 

also pay respect to the Elders, past and present.  This public inquiry is being 

conducted in accordance with Section 263 of the Local Government Act.  My 

role as the Delegate is to examine and report on a proposal that has been 25 

referred to the Acting Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government by 

the Minister for Local Government under Section 218F(1) of the Act and that 

proposal is, as I mentioned a moment ago, a merger between the Harden, 

Cootamundra and Gundagai Shire Councils.  I’ve been appointed to conduct 

an examination of the proposal and to provide a report to the Minister and the 30 

Boundaries Commission. 

I’d like to stress my role is impartial and I am not – I stress, am not an 

advocate of the proposal.  Section 262(2)(a) and Section 218(f)(2) of the 

Local Government Act requires you to hold a public inquiry in the proposal for 

this merger.  The main purpose of this public inquiry is to provide members of 35 

the public with an opportunity to express their opinions on the proposal 

directly to me.  Now, members of the public have been invited to attend this 

public inquiry and should they choose to speak about a proposal under 
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examination.  I should say at this point, I’ve allocated a time of 20 minutes for 

your Council presentation and four minutes for individuals.  The reason I have 

done this is that this is a public inquiry which stretches over three venues, not 

three different public enquiries.  Venue one is here at Harden.  Tonight it will 

be at Cootamundra and tomorrow I’ll be at Gundagai.  I’ve assessed the time 5 

on the basis of the most number of speakers, which is Gundagai.  Three 

hours has been given for this meeting and I cannot extend the meeting over 

three hours.  With Gundagai, the mathematics of the number of people versus 

the three hour time limit determines that four minutes would be the 

appropriate time to speak.  It would be unfair of me to allow a longer time here 10 
where there are less speakers registered than at another part of the same 

public hearing where more people have been registered.  I regret for those 

people who wish to speak a bit longer, but in fairness and equity of all 

speakers being accorded the same time, I have determined that that will be 

the time.  15 

More detail about the examination of the reporting proposals can be found on 

the council boundary review website, but in summary, I will conduct a public 

inquiry and call for written submissions and prepare a report for the proposal 

with due regard to the factors in Section 263(3) of the Act.  The factors that I 

must consider in my report are: 20 

 the financial advantages or disadvantages of the proposal to the 

residents and rate payers of the areas concerned; 

 the community of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing 

areas and in any proposed new area; 

 the existing historical and traditional values in the existing areas and 25 
the impact of change on them; 

 the attitude of residents and rate payers of the areas concerned; 

 the requirements of the area concerned in relation to elected 

representation for residents and rate payers at the local level; 

 the desirable and appropriate relationship between elected 30 

representatives and rate payers and residents; 

 such other matters are considered relevant in relation to the past and 

future patterns of elected representation for that area; 

 the impact of the proposal on the ability of the Council to provide 

adequate, equitable and appropriate services and facilities; 35 

 the impact of the proposal of the employment of the staff of the 

Council; 

 the impact of the proposal on any rural communities in the resulting 

area; 
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 the desirability or otherwise of dividing the resulting area or areas into 

wards; 

 the need to ensure that the opinions of each of the diverse 

communities of the result area or areas are effectively represented; 

 and any other factors relevant to the provisions of an efficient and 5 
effective local government in the existing and proposed new areas. 

At the conclusion of the examination process, I will, as I said, prepare a report 

to the Minister and the Boundaries Commission.  The Boundaries 

Commission will review and provide comment on the report and provide those 

comments to the Minister for local government.  The Minister for Local 10 

Government will them consider the report together with any comments from 

the Boundaries Commission and may or may not recommend to the Governor 

of New South Wales that the proposed merge is implemented. 

To allow today’s proceedings to be conducted equitably and efficiently, the 

inquiry will be structured with a schedule of time as I’ve just described.  Our 15 

Facilitator, Amreetha, will provide a more detailed run down of today’s 

proceedings.  Other members of my team today are my Executive Officer, 

Kara on my right and Assistant Co-Ordinators are Linda Correa and Wendy 

O’Reagan.  Finally, I need to make it clear that while today’s public inquiry is 

interested in hearing from the speakers about the proposal under the 20 

examination, I do not have the power to resolve specific issues or complaints 

that any individual or organisation may have about the proposal.  My duty 

today is to listen to all submissions and consider them, along with other 

material gathered throughout the course of the examination process by final 

report.  I need to make it clear that while today’s public inquiry is interested in 25 

hearing from the speakers about the proposal under the examination, I do not 

have the power to resolve specific issues or complaints that an individual or 

organisation may have about the proposal.  My duty today is to listen to all 

submissions and consider them, along with other material gathered 

throughout the course of the examination process in my final report.  I need to 30 

make it clear that I do not have the power to resolve any specific issues or 

identify solutions on any specific complaints that an individual or organisation 

may have about the proposal or the local govern reform process to date. 

In addition to having the opportunity to speak at the public inquiry, members 

of the public may provide their views on the merger proposal by making a 35 

written submission.  Written submissions will be one of the most important 

ways for me to gather information during the examination process and the 

weight of written submissions is no different to the weight of verbal 

submissions.  If you wish to make a written submission, you are encouraged 

to focus on one or more of the factors in Section 263(3) of the Act which I’ve 40 
just read out.  All submissions will be published at the end of the proposal 

examination unless the author of the submission requests that they remain 

confidential.  Written submissions close at 5:00pm on Friday, the 15th of April 

2016 and can be submitted either online at the Council Boundary Review 

website or by mail to GPO Box 5341, Sydney. 45 
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I will now hand you back to Amreetha.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thanks, John.  As John said, Council will be able to speak for 20 minutes. We 

only actually have two representatives from Council who will speak for 

approximately ten minutes each.  I’ll just hit this glass 30 seconds prior to that 

so you know when to switch over. All other speakers are allowed to speak for 5 

four minutes and again, I will just tap this glass at 30 seconds so they can 

wrap up their thoughts. 

 If you have not yet registered to speak but you would like to, there is still an 

opportunity to do so.  So, if you would like to speak at the end, I’ve got 17 

speakers here.  Please just register your name at the back and we’ll get to 10 
those if we have time.  Speakers will be invited to come up in order of their 

number that’s been given to them, so if they can ask for speakers one to five 

to come and take a seat at the front, that will help with running things 

efficiently.  Just a couple of housekeeping things, it’s really important that you 

respect the speakers.  They’re all entitled to their own views, so it’s very 15 

important that they are not interrupted.  Please keep points relevant to the 

proposal under examination and please also put any thoughts through to the 

Delegates here, addressing the Delegate, not the audience.  There are two 

options.  We only have one microphone, so we’re going to be sharing.  You 

can either speak at the lectern here or take a seat at the front.  Without 20 

wasting any more time, can I please invite up those speakers to come to the 

front.  John Horton, Mayor of Harden Shire Council. 

John: My name is John Horton.  I’m the Mayor of Harden Shire Council.  I am 

authorised by resolution of Harden Shire Council to represent Council before 

this New South Wales Boundaries Commission public inquiry on proposal to 25 

merge Cootamundra, Gundagai and Harden Shire Councils.  Delegate John 

Turner, Kara, your staff, member for Cootamundra, Katrina Hodgkinson, 

Mayors, Counsellors, Brother Stan Madden, ladies and gentleman.  We pay 

our respects to and acknowledge the Wiradjuri people, the traditional 

custodians of the land we meet on today and also acknowledge their Elders, 30 

both past and present. 

 Mr Delegate, the first public inquiry dealt with our involvement with the 

proposed merger with Boorowa and Young.  In this public meeting inquiry 

today, we are being asked to gauge community support for the alternative 

proposal to merge Cootamundra, Gundagai and Harden.  Once again, we 35 

have called on the community to rally support and once again, you have 

responded.  Thank you very much.  Mr Delegate, our merger background 

goes like this.  From day one, Harden Shire has been in favour of a voluntary 

amalgamation, but against forced amalgamation.  In favour of voluntary, but 

against forced.  At the local government New South Wales annual conference 40 

at Coffs Harbour in 2014, Minister for local government, Paul Toole, 

addressed managers and executive staff of 152 councils in New South Wales.  

I attended this conference, along with the general manager. 

 At that time, the Minister, Paul Toole, state, and I quote “Those councils that 

submitted a voluntary proposal to merge by the 30th of June 2015 and 45 
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provided a fit for the future, and provided they have community support, then 

those councils will get 100 percent support from the New South Wales 

government.”  At this time Premier, Mike Baird, was on record in stating that 

there would be no forced amalgamations in New South Wales.  Mr Delegate, 

as a result of the Premiers’ and the Minister’s commitments, Harden Shire 5 

Council became very proactive in evaluating its merger options.  We 

negotiated over many months with Yass, Boorowa, Young, Cootamundra and 

Gundagai.  By June 30 2015, we were one of the first councils in New South 

Wales to submit a voluntary merger proposal to the New South Wales 

government in accordance with the bid for future reform process.  We were 10 
one of nine councils, one of nine, out of a total of 152 councils in New South 

Wales to put a proposal in by the 30th of June.  We ticked all the boxes. 

 We showed how we could fit for the future and following a survey of all 

residents, 90.5 percent of the respondents in the Harden Shire were in favour 

of merging with the Cootamundra Shire.  Cootamundra conducted a similar 15 

survey and their results mirrored that of Hardman with 85 percent of 

Cootamundra residents that responded to the survey, wanting to join with 

Harden Shire Council.  The Harden and Cootamundra merger option was 

assessed fit for the future by IPART and following IPART’S assessment of the 

Cootamundra Harden merger proposal, the Minister gave both councils an 20 

opportunity to reconsider our merge options by 18th of November, 2015.  This 

is the second round. 

 At that time Hardman and Cootamundra seriously considered adding an 

option to include Gundagai in the merger proposal.  Indeed, both councils left 

open the option for Gundagai to join the voluntary proposal right up until the 25 

last minute in November 2015.  Gundagai advised both Harden and 

Cootamundra that their bid for the future preference was to remain a stand-

alone council.  Mr Delegate, out of respect for Gundagai’s decision, both 

Harden and Cootamundra elected not to present any alternative merger 

preference option to the government.  On the 18th of November 2015, Harden 30 

and Cootamundra confirmed their decision to support the voluntary merger 

proposal of the two councils and submitted only this option to the government 

for a second time.  

 On Friday, the 18th of December 2015, our council was informed of the 

government’s proposal to merge Boorowa, Harden and Young and the 35 

proposal to merge Cootamundra and Gundagai, directly ignoring council’s 

voluntary merger option.  At an extraordinary meeting on the 20th of January 

this year, Harden Shire Council resolved to first provide a response to the 

government merger proposal for the Boorowa, Harden and Young Shire 

Councils and to indicate to the government that Harden would be included in 40 

the government’s merger proposal of Cootamundra and Gundagai.  The 

proposal put forward by the government, not Harden Shire.  Please convey to 

the government that this council is prepared to work with the government, 

Mr Delegate, and to achieve the local government fit for the future reforms 

that’s supported by our Harden community. 45 
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 Mr Delegate, Harden Shire Council made a submission to the public inquiry 

for the government’s proposal to merge Boorowa, Harden and Young, 

proposing our involvement in the merger.  We are dead against it.  Harden 

Shire Council also signalled to the inquiry our intention to lodge an alternative 

proposal to merge Cootamundra, Gundagai and Harden.  On February the 5 

28th this year, Harden Shire Council submitted an alternative proposal in 

accordance with Section 218E of the Local Government Act 2016 to the 

Minister for local government to merge Cootamundra, Gundagai and Harden. 

 The Minister referred the Harden Shire Council alternative merger proposal to 

the Chief Executive Officer of the Officer of Local Government to undertake 10 
this public inquiry.  I want to take this opportunity to respond to public criticism 

of Harden Shire Council that we are trying to force Gundagai into a merger 

option when their preferred option is to stand alone. Harden Shire Council’s 

preferred merger outcome is the merger of Cootamundra set out in our 

original merger proposals to the government.  This proposal has been 15 

rejected by the government and in response, they have proposed to force 

Harden Shire Council into an unwanted merger with Boorowa and Young. 

 As a compromise, Harden Shire Council has put forward an alternative 

proposal seeking to be involved in the government’s proposal to merge 

Cootamundra and Gundagai.  We seek to be involved in that, Mr Delegate.  It 20 

has never been the council’s intention to force Gundagai into an unwanted 

merger outcome.  Harden’s decision to merge with Cootamundra and 

Gundagai is based on sound business principles and strong community 

support for the proposal and not emotion on its own. 

 At a community meeting in Harden on the 2nd of February 2016 attended by 25 

230 residents and rate payers, there was unanimous support for council to 

pursue a merger with Cootamundra and Gundagai.  Mr Delegate, some 

factors support the merger of Cootamundra and Gundagai are as follows: 

 our computer systems are generally compatible and will have a low 

cost to convert; 30 

 the councils have strong similarities in their historic and traditional 

core values; 

 each of the councils have low debt levels; 

 Harden and Cootamundra are both on the main rail link from Sydney 

to Melbourne, they are both railway towns, however Gundagai is not; 35 

 Harden Yarrawonga Chamber of Commerce is supported by the 

opportunity to engage with an expanded Cootamundra business 

chamber.  In particular, the chamber is opposed to be involved with 

the Young business community; 

 Cootamundra and Gundagai are members of the Riverina region 40 
organisation of councils and Harden Shire Council is a member of the 

Canberra region organisation of councils; 
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 Harden, Cootamundra and Gundagai are all in the Riverina.  Boorowa 

is not. Harden sees it an advantage to becoming a member of the 

Riverina organisation of councils, which is well established and has 

been appointed by the New South Wales government as one of five 

pilot organisations to establish the roles and responsibilities of joint 5 

organisation referred to as JOs.   

Our council also sees the benefit in continuing our involvement with the 

Canberra joint organisation region, as an associate member to have a foot in 

both camps.  Due to the recent involvement with the ACP, we would not be an 

associated member.  10 

I can’t believe from some of the councils that are here, we’re taking Harden 

out of the Hill Tops.  I’ve never heard of such rubbish.  Mr Delegate, if we 

merged with New York, Harden would still be in the Hills Tops region and if 

anything, it will be expanded when we join with Cootamundra and Gundagai.  

Of course we will be involved in the joint promotion with Canberra as a region 15 

if it’s good for our community.  I advise that the Hill Tops will be involved in 

any and all promotions with the Hill Tops, Boorowa, Young, whoever, 

whoever, because it’s in the interests of the community and we’re not going 

anywhere, we’re staying here.  We’re just getting bigger and stronger. 

Mr Delegate, Harden Shire Council has participated in the New South Wales 20 

government’s reform agenda from day one and we remain committed to do 

so.  Recognising our limitation on scale and capacity, we accepted the need 

to consider merger options with the surrounding councils as mentioned.  And, 

the merger options for us will ultimately come down to three proposals, 

weekends, night work by our staff in councils, work beyond their normal duties 25 

and they have been fantastic, both Cootamundra and Harden councils, 

counsellors and staff.  But the three options that we’re down to are as follows: 

(i) Harden, Boorowa, Young.  Rejected by the Harden community; 

(ii) Cootamundra and Harden.  This remains Harden Shire Council’s 

preferred merger option; and 30 

(iii) Cootamundra, Gundagai and Harden. 

Following the government’s rejection of the joint merger proposal of 

Cootamundra and Harden, this proposal has been submitted as a 

compromise option that achieves both the government’s and Harden’s 

objectives for local government report.  Delegate John Turner, I thank you and 35 

your staff and I request that on behalf of council and the Shire of Harden that 

you express our thanks to the New South Wales government for giving us this 

opportunity to present our third, and I hope, our final and successful 

submission.  Thank you all and thank you community.  If I have your support 

with this merger, let’s hear from it in three cheers.  Hip, hip.  Hip, hip.  Hip, hip.  40 

Thank you very much. 

Facilitator: Thank you. 
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Trevor: Thank you, Mr Mayor.  My name is Trevor Drowley.  I am the Assistant 

General Manager of Harden Shire Council and like the Mayor, I’ve been 

authorised by council to represent this New South Wales Boundary 

Commission public inquiry on a proposal to merge Cootamundra, Gundagai 

and Harden Shires. 5 

 As the Mayor has outlined, the merger proposes that it be for the community 

in this area, in fact five mergers.  Originally, we were looking at a merger of 

Boorowa, Harman and Young, and also of Cootamundra and Gundagai.  

Following the last public enquiries, two alternate merger proposals are now 

on the table.  One submitted by Harden Shire Council and that is to merge 10 
Harden, Cootamundra and Gundagai.  The other is the proposal initiated by 

the Minister for local government for the merger of Boorowa and Young Shire. 

 I propose we address what is known as the 263 criteria under the merger 

proposal set out in the Local Government Act under the heading of “Financial 

Advantages and Disadvantages”.  The financial analysis contained in the 15 

KPMG financial analysis of the government’s merger proposals for 

Cootamundra and Gundagai indicates that the new council would have 

potential to provide an $18 million total financial benefit to the community over 

20 years, and I stress that this is the government’s proposal for the merger of 

Gundagai and Cootamundra. 20 

 That is made up of $3 million in net financial savings and $15 million in 

government merger assisted funding that is not guaranteed, but funding that 

has been allocated for that purpose by the government and is still subject to 

the commitment of the government by the parliament.  The financial analysis 

undertaken by KPMG on the alternative proposal that we put forward 25 

indicates that the new council has the capacity to provide $29 million total 

financial benefit to the community over 20 years.  Now, that figure is based on 

a $9 million financial saving to the council and $20 million in merger funding 

over 20 years.  I need to qualify that comment by saying that the $20 million is 

not guaranteed funding, just like it is not guaranteed funding under the other 30 

proposals and it is subject to that being allocated for the purpose of a merger. 

 If the government decides not to fund the voluntary merger and only funds a 

forced merger, then I think they will be held to account by any community, 

including ours.  The financial analysis by KPMG for the Cootamundra 

Gundagai merger indicated that the new council would in fact have operating 35 

deficits into the mid-2020s requiring the organisation to look at special rate 

variations.  The inclusion of Harden into that merger proposal generates 

increased debt financial savings which would offset the need for the rate 

increase.  So it makes big sense.  The government’s financial savings that 

are typically relevant in light of the government’s announcement that rate 40 

increases in the merger organisation will be frozen in the first four years 

during an IPART review of the rating structures.  So, there is no capacity to 

raise additional revenue from special rate increases in those first four years.  

Once again, our proposal makes more sense in that you actually achieve that 

benefit from day one. 45 
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 In assessing Cootamundra Harden’s initial voluntary merger proposal as fit, 

IPART highlighted that the financial assessment provided a special rate 

variation of 21.6 percent, so once again IPART highlighted that we needed a 

special rate increase in our voluntary proposal to break even.  Again, that 

criticism is relieved by the current merger proposal that we have submitted 5 

and that is $6 million worth of financial savings, together with the $20 million 

in government funding can again go to offset the operating deficits and offset 

the need for any special rate variation. 

 Communities of interest, in terms of geographic cohesiveness, our 

communities across the three councils have many common characteristics.  10 
They’re part of the Riverina, they are within the Murrumbidgee basin and they 

each share access to the Murrumbidgee River catchment.  Similar 

typography, land use is heavily dominated by agriculture pursuits.  And, the 

region is at the centre of excellence for the production of all fat lambs and 

cattle and grain crops, and it is regarded as such throughout the world. 15 

 The three councils are what is known as multi-purpose rule councils with the 

major focus on road construction by each.  In each of the councils, various 

villages are a part, and an integral part, of our cultural heritage by each of 

those communities and they are part of the fabric of rural life that makes up 

these communities.  There are in fact political similarities across the three 20 

councils.  Both Cootamundra and Harden communities have demonstrated 

their support through the previous government proposal and, as the Mayor 

has indicated, that was 90.5 percent of respondents to our surveys supported 

the merger of Harden Cootamundra.  That’s actually a telling statistic. 

 Our employment, the council has consulted extensively with our staff and the 25 

unions on the various merger options by this council.  We have conducted 

staff surveys.  At the same time, we took surveys of the community.  That 

alternative merger proposal to merge Cootamundra, Gundagai and Harden 

has been considered by both indoor and outdoor staff and has the support of 

the union.  Council recognise the employment protection that exists under the 30 

Local Government Award and Section 218C of the Local Government Act, in 

that employment protection exists in these areas of less than 5,000 

population [indecipherable] and those protections apply for a period of three 

years.  I might add, they don’t apply to General Managers. 

 Rural communities, in the case of Harden’s villages, Galong, Jugiong and 35 

Wombat, they’re all opposed to the merger with Young because Young is in 

fact a town centre community and they believe that their lifestyle and 

livelihood would be under threat with such a merger.  The same local villages 

see Cootamundra and Gundagai as village communities and they believe that 

their way of life would be preserved in the merger. 40 

 In conclusion, Harden Shire Council remains committed to the local 

government’s reform process as the Mayor has said.  We support the process 

of voluntary mergers. We have extensively consulted with our surrounding 

community and councils.  We believe that the alternative proposal is in the 

best interests of our communities.  It is a compromise because we sought to 45 



 10 

go out with Cootamundra.  That has been rejected by the government and the 

only proposal that we can put on the table now is a proposal involving 

Gundagai, Harden and Cootamundra.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Can I please ask our third speaker to the front, that is Peter Orr.  And, just a 

reminder that all speakers from this point have four minutes with a 30 second 5 

warning. 

Peter: Thank you, Mr Turner and staff.  Ladies and gentlemen, as I said at the last 

meeting we had here, I am not going to talk on the pros and cons of the 

merger because there are many more people here more expert than what I 

am on such matters.  What I want to speak on is an item that was mentioned 10 
in the guidelines for submissions, which hasn’t been addressed and that is 

the desirability or otherwise of using the ward system.  Now, when I first 

noticed this and started making a few enquiries about wards, I found the 

response I got from people was that wards were a bit old hat, weren’t really 

used much and weren’t really that relevant anymore, but on a bit of research I 15 

found that that is not so. 

 There are 152 councils in New South Wales.  At the moment, 89 of them are 

divided into wards, that’s something like two thirds.  There are other major 

parliamentary bodies in Australia, the Tasmanian State government is elected 

on the same system.  In fact, the system was developed for Tasmania, the 20 

single vote extended system, the Hare-Clark system was developed for 

Tasmania.  The senate is elected on the same system, as is the ACT 

legislative assembly.  And, they too are broken up into wards, although the 

word ward is not used.  In Tasmania, the five divisions which are effectively 

wards, are the five Federal electorates.  Tasmania elects five members from 25 

each of those to make up the 25 seat legislative assembly. 

 In the Senate, the Senate is effectively divided into six wards, and they are 

the States.  Each State is a multi-member constituency selecting six members 

on the single vote transfer system, although the extended preference system 

in the Senate that we’ve been using up til the present time, was not part of the 30 

original Hare-Clark system.  There’s actually two legislative assemblies uses 

the same system.  Now, time doesn’t allow me to go into great detail on the 

advantages or otherwise of the wards, so suffice it to say in the country area 

where we have disparate towns and villages making up an LGA, I believe that 

the ward system gives some protection, in fact it gives a lot of protection, 35 

against the influence being concentrated in any one area.  Now, in our case, 

in each of the amalgamations proposed, the original Young, Boorowa, Harden 

and the comprised solution, we have a large town and two smaller towns, 

plus some villages.  And, in order to prevent concentration of influence via an 

excessive number of councils being elected from those areas, the method 40 

that can be used should the government choose on its introduction of the 

amalgamations, would be what’s known as a divide system, that is the system 

based on wards. 

 Wards have to be, as in Federal and State electorates, made up of the 

average number of voters in the electorate, plus or minus ten percent, as in 45 
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the State and Federal.  And, each ward has to elect an equal number of 

counsellors, and I believe that – although the time perhaps is not now to 

address the problem, at least the time has arrived for us to start thinking 

about it because we will eventually have to address that problem and we will 

have to give, I believe, our council will need to give an opinion to the 5 

Boundary Commission and the other people who are involved in the decision 

making process, on which way we go.  So, I commend the ward system to 

you ladies and gentlemen.  It offers us some protection that we otherwise 

might not have against an imbalance of representatives being elected to the 

council. 10 

 Just in completion, I’d like to say, Mr Turner, that I would hope the last 

Delegate, Amanda and yourselves, would go back to the Boundaries 

Commission and to your Minister, and tell them that the people of Harden are 

intractably and vehemently opposed to the proposed amalgamation – the 

original, and to the compromised amalgamation which has been proposed, 15 

and are in favour of – strongly in favour or our original amalgamation 

proposed for the Harden, Cootamundra.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Speaker four, Ross Flannery. 

Ross: Mr Turner, as I said, I’m Ross Flannery.  I have 34 years as a counsellor on 

the Harden Council, 12 as Mayor, so I think I can say I know my way around 20 

the local government area a bit.  I am a bit lost as to just where all these 

proposals are going, despite [indecipherable] Cootamundra and Gundagai, it 

seems the Minister is set on Boorowa, Harden, Young.  So, I’ll just speak a 

little bit against that. 

 Just initially addressed in this handout, I won’t talk about the financial 25 

advantages, they’ve been covered.  The disadvantages have been covered in 

many places.  The community interest in geographic amalgamation between 

Young and Boorowa is not good, there’s not much cohesion between the 

various areas and for some reason, [indecipherable] Harden and Young don’t 

seem to get along very well, we [indecipherable] that [indecipherable] and 30 

often ends up in brawls.  I’m not going into the historical and traditional 

values.  I will go into the attitude of the residents themselves and 

[indecipherable] delve into the mechanics, because it was a unanimous vote 

and I emphasise it was unanimous at the last indication, that Harden and 

Boorowa, but not Young.  Gundagai was mentioned and was specifically 35 

included.  Because [indecipherable] thing here I’ll deal with representation 

and I think that’s the problem with amalgamating with Young and Boorowa, 

and I’ll read a little bit out of this handout which is from Boorowa Council.  I’ll 

read a little bit that starts on the back page. 

 It says “If a Boorowa Young Council was to have nine counsellors”, and there 40 

has to be an odd number, “the council would have balance of 8/1 or 7/2 in 

favour of Young.”  A pretty important issue I think, and that’s the big problem 

we’ve got there.  The other issue here is that, I think I presently counted 

seven counsellors here, about three are farmers or have farms.  There’s a 

pretty good representation between the town and country.  That is certainly 45 
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not the case with the current, I doubt there if are any rural based counsellors 

on the council and if you have a look around the roads and [indecipherable] 

that’s pretty evident.  The property up at [indecipherable] Road 

[indecipherable] outlying areas.  

 The other point about Harden [indecipherable] a rural base.  85 percent of our 5 

income comes from agriculture and that’s a really big figure.  Young, I believe, 

is about 50 percent.  Cootamundra is around 70 to 75 percent rural based.  I 

think in aligning the shires, you need [indecipherable] for people who think the 

same.  And, I can assure you, that’s not the opinion I get from Young.  In fact, 

at the meeting that was held between Young and Harden and Boorowa 10 
Councils earlier in the year, I think our emotions were on the table.  The 

current mayor [indecipherable] member of [indecipherable] meeting has, as 

did one of the other counsellors, well before it [indecipherable] when it was 

suggested that in [indecipherable] amalgamations start from partner and 

[indecipherable] protect it, he said “Who would want to travel to Harden?”  15 

[indecipherable] what would happen in Young. 

 I won’t buy into the media employment bit.  The rural opportunities and so on 

are much better and [indecipherable] with Coota.  One of the previous 

speakers said the preference is for Harden and Cootamundra, and Gundagai 

are thrown in the mix I think because the Minister said the previous proposal 20 

wasn’t tenable.  I don’t think Gundagai should be in it.  They’re a different 

area, so on and so forth.  So, I’ll speak very strongly in favour of the Harden 

and Cootamundra amalgamation, certainly not with Young and Boorowa.  

Thank you. 

Facilitator: Speaker five, Hilton Dobara.  May I ask speakers six to ten to please take a 25 

seat at the front? 

Hilton: Thank you.  Mr Turner, staff, Mr Mayor, Katrina Hodgkinson and all our 

community members. You can’t hear?  Welcome everybody.  I just want to 

make it known, Mr Turner, that we’re not against amalgamation per se, but 

we are against forced amalgamation.  And, may I tell you this, that it’s going 30 

to cost your government - - -  

John: It’s not my government, I’m a Delegate. 

Hilton: Well, whoever it is, it’s going to cost.  Come the next election, we have a 

Federal election in a couple of months, we have a State one, we have a 

council election.  I would just ask the government to be aware of that and to 35 

understand that what our council and what our Shire and the community think 

of this.  As you already know, a public meeting was held on March the 2nd 

with the community regarding an amalgamation of Harden and Cootamundra. 

At that time, we gathered some 450 signatures requesting from the 

government the restoration of our democratic rights regarding forced 40 

amalgamations and the approval to merge with Cootamundra.  This was our 

third proposal, which has cost the community and our council considerable 

time and effort. 
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 We are not naïve not to know that the government will do what they want, 

regardless of what we say.  So, therefore I say be aware.  The community 

has never connected with Gundagai and whilst we may have to understand 

that that is a prerequisite to get something to do with Cootamundra, if 

Gundagai are not happy to do it, then I as a person, can’t force them.  I 5 

consider that that might be the position of many others, but if they are willing 

to do it and they want to come with Cootamundra and Harden, yes.  Also 

regarding that, there has been no public meeting here for any of us in this hall 

to have a meeting to ask us whether we want to do this or not.  So, today is 

basically the first time that our community has been faced with this.  10 
Therefore, we would like to know the motives of the government for bouncing 

us around for the last 18 months or so with different proposals, changing the 

goal posts.  It would be great if we could have things crystal clear and call, 

once and for all, something a spade is a spade. 

 John, you live in Mascot, don’t you?  You live in Sydney.  You don’t?  There 15 

are many shires in Sydney and councils and if, say a council like Botany 

Council was to have another council member 80 kilometres away, that would 

make it out near the Blue Mountains or in the north, Gosford or in the south, 

Wollongong.  That would be incomprehensible.  How do you think we’re going 

to get on here with such a small amount of people and we have cost 20 

structures and roads to look after, and we do not have the population.  Maybe 

the government would be far better off to put their time and effort into getting 

people to move from Sydney and from the bigger areas to the smaller 

communities like ours and then these problems would not exist.  Thank you, 

sir. 25 

Facilitator: I’ve been given a message that we’re trying to get the air con working.  

Hoping that will happen soon.  Thank you, Hilton.  So, our next speaker is Jim 

Wright, please? 

Jim: Seven. 

Facilitator: Yeah, six - - -  30 

Jim: Okay.  Mr Turner, ladies and gentlemen.  My name is Jim Wright.  I’ve lived in 

Harden 52 years and I all but over those when – as a consultant, and prior to 

that, I was the District [indecipherable] Tumut and the [indecipherable] at 

Tumut, Gundagai and Tumbarumba Shires.  This is our third meeting and 

responses to the government’s request and the community is sick and tired of 35 

the lack of credible information provided by the government to show cause as 

to why we should merge with anyone.  No credible figures have yet been 

supplied to the public and the criteria as to how those figures have been 

chosen and compiled have not been explained. 

 As pointed out previously by me, the net benefits to council’s western dividing 40 

range are about $26 million, of which almost half is the government’s 

proposed contribution to the infrastructure, whilst in the said areas, the 

benefits average $89 million, of which only 15 percent will come from 

infrastructure donations.  So, there’s a city centric situation.  The merger 

zones in the country will be much less than that stated due to the much 45 
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greater time required for senior staff and counsellors to travel to the greatly 

enlarged area for necessary maintenance purposes.  This is a much lesser 

problem in Sydney.  

 The 30,000 proposed to be given to the new counsellors would have three 

adverse effects.  It will cost more, rather than less as claimed among the 5 

country counsellors.  People in the country, as we already know, have put 

their hands up for election because of the much greater time involved in 

covering a much greater area.  There’s no room for people that take on a 

council position as a part time worker.  

 The other thing is that for younger people in the worker force to participate, 10 
which they currently do, and lower the pool from – the size of the pool from 

which to choose.  The quality of the councils will decline as only older people 

with independent means could participate.  In my view, we have four options 

of preference: 

 stand alone, which is not offered by the government, but the figures – 15 
I’ll explain properly at another date; 

 merge with Cootamundra, supported by about 90 percent of both the 

council surveys; 

 staff and bookkeeping systems are compatible, both councils agree 

that for a – forward to work together; and 20 

 some real [indecipherable] identified [indecipherable] here, deemed fit 

for future. 

Cootamundra population is twice Harden’s and they have a back log which we 

don’t.  Notice that Cootamundra and Gundagai have $12 million backlog.  To 

merge with Cootamundra and Gundagai, this was done on the basis that we 25 

had to have a second proposal different from the first and on the basis that 

Gundagai was agreeable.  It was felt that Harden and Gundagai together 

would equal the population of Cootamundra and would have a better 

balanced council.  However, it was readily apparent that Gundagai is adamant 

about standing alone. 30 

Again, they have a back log we don’t have.  Young and a Harden merge, 

council said bookkeeping, not as up to date, not as compatible.  Harden 

people are very adamant they don’t want to merge with Young as they have 

are very town focussed.  Both Young and Boorawa have a $19 million back 

log whilst we don’t have any.  It being further north to south and east to west 35 

business wise – the other options, option three.  Combine Harden and 

Boorowa and have half the population of Young, but supply 56 percent of 

revenue.  Together with the back log that Young and Boorowa have and 

Young will have, I don’t see a good outcome for Harden. 

This process has been based on very poor performance by the consultants 40 

employed, as I think all councils would agree.  The community has been 

outraged by the jack booted approach to the merger proposals.  Governments 
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should be reminded that the winners won’t change their voting intentions, but 

the losers will.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Speaker eight, Rana Wright. 

Rana: Well, good afternoon everyone.  Welcome to the people that have come to 

listen to this.  It’s going to be - - - 5 

Male: [indecipherable] speaker. 

Rana: Let’s have another go.  Okay.  Well, good afternoon.  It’s marvellous to see so 

many people here.  Terrific, and welcome to the people who have come to 

listen to us as well.  And, we’ve got another opportunity to share how we’re 

feeling. 10 

 A good, healthy town is one which functions well.  One where there’s a high 

community involvement, including people who volunteer for things, where 

people are respected and valued and where different backgrounds and 

experiences are held as a positive and not automatically damned as being 

“not one of us.”  The people who have been elected to the local government in 15 

our area have a great responsibility because they need to listen to all the 

people, they need to act upon the needs and they need to administrate with 

great skill really, and a lot of challenge, which they have done in our 

community. 

 It’s always going to be a two way street.  It’s not a them and us, as I said last 20 

time, it’s us working together doing the best we possibly can.  A good district 

or region at it’s very best can draw the towns and communities within it to act 

in accordance with something which is going to be good for all, as much as 

possible.  A good region cares for all its various enterprises and variety.  It 

does not just concentrate on one, it value adds as much as it possibly can and 25 

the result will be more vibrant community here, there and everywhere, if that’s 

the case.  Having good towns and good regions are very, very important.  It’s 

more than a two way street in that case, because we are all the towns coming 

together and working for the common good, even though they might be very 

different in some ways. 30 

 So then you get to the State.  A good State is one which has respect for the 

people who have elected it in the government and also has respect for those 

who didn’t vote for them as well, and that’s the most important.  A good State 

is one where the mighty dollar won’t rule everything, and people’s compassion 

and understanding of the needs of the people is most important.  So often we 35 

see the dollar sign being the final bottom line.  We know we have to be 

accountable for what we spend and that’s fair enough, but when people’s 

needs come before that, then you’ve got a problem. 

 It’s like having a multiple way street instead of a two way or three way street, 

because the State government which understands the logistics of looking after 40 

all its communities and seeing the big picture, it’s the State government that’s 

really got everything going for it.  We know they won’t always do all the best 

things because it’s very hard to bring everyone together, but they will at least 
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try.  Now, all the other things that have been said, yep I can go along with 

most of that, but I will just one thing.  We were very keen to join with 

Cootamundra, and I still agree that that’s a great decision, but there’s some 

great people in Gundagai as well and it would be terrific if the three centres 

could actually work together and pull together and make this area of the 5 

Riverina as it were, extended area, a really vibrant – more vibrant place than it 

is now.  The potential is there, for God’s sake, let’s realise it. 

Facilitator: Speaker nine, Tony Flannery.  Can I ask for speakers 11 to 15 to come to the 

front please? 

Tony: Mr Turner and rate payers of Harden Shire, other guests, thank you for your 10 
time.  I support the amalgamation of Harden, Boorowa as a counsellor, I’m 

part of the Shire Council.  Sorry, of Harden, Cootamundra.  Counsellor faux 

pas.  I do not support the amalgamation of Harden, Boorowa, Young.  We 

have not been able to sit and civilly discuss the futures of our towns when 

we’ve tried to meet, and I think that’s a pretty good starting point because if 15 

you can’t sit there at the beginning when things aren’t so rough, it gets difficult 

when you’re there and you’ve got to really thrash out demolitions. 

 I don’t support the amalgamation of Harden, Gundagai and Cootamundra.  

Gundagai do not wish to be part of the amalgamation.  We do not wish to be 

forced to be with Boorowa and Gundagai should not be forced to be with us.  20 

We have not worked with them in any way, shape or form to see the credibility 

of the numbers of amalgamating the three and I don’t see why it’s our only 

option.  We should be allowed to amalgamate with Cootamundra.  We’ve 

spent a lot of time and effort working on it and we’re like minded in our 

discussions as to how the mechanics of it would work as far as administration, 25 

staff, outdoor staff, indoor staff, the rate payers of two towns before it, and we 

have never had a similar conversation with Gundagai, how can we expect to 

start from scratch and work with them now?  And, geographically, I just think 

it’s unrealistic. 

 If the government wants to make savings how on earth can they propose a 30 

model such as this, which I think highlights what a dog’s breakfast we now 

have.  Tonight there will be a meeting in Boorowa and tomorrow they will be in 

Young.  As a rate payer in Boorowa Shire, I’ve received flyers and a lot of 

notes about why Boorowa does not want to be forced to amalgamate solely 

with Young and all the facts and figures behind that.  So, it’s a very sad state 35 

of affairs of a small council of Boorowa stating down the barrel of being bullied 

and blustered by Young, whether that is fact or fiction, that’s how they feel.  

They’re trying to drag Harden into the mix.  The government needs to go back 

to the drawing board or call another moratorium and do what they should 

have done in the first place and put some of these administrators or 40 

representatives such as Mr Turner or Amanda Chapman that was here last 

time, sit down with the councils, say to everyone ‘There is going to be 

amalgamations, you either work it out logistically, which should include some 

boundary adjustments.’   
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We had the Premier down for a [indecipherable] meeting yesterday thrashing 

out health and education policy and complaining bitterly about their lack of 

funding, but nonetheless, at least give them a chance by the Federal 

government to negotiate, and what do we get from our State government?  

Take it or well and truly leave it, and in fact we’ll put administrators in to 5 

replace elected counsellors if you don’t take what we are going to give you.  

Now, I’ve never heard such an undemocratic process in all my life.  I was 

elected onto the council twice to represent local community.  It’s really a throw 

your hands up in the air.  The phone calls and questions I get about what’s 

going to happen, I haven’t got a clue.  I know what’s going to happen, the 10 
government is going to put us on the sword, so it’s time our local members, 

our State politicians, put it to the Premier that it’s not on.  This is just not on. 

If they’re not going to stand up for us, well then it’s pointless even having a 

council and not any point in having State politicians, but that is not the reality 

of what we’ve got.  We’ve got people who are elected to make decisions and 15 

move the community forward.  The community is a common interest, we need 

outcome that save money.  That is clearly an agenda here and we’re happy to 

work with that, but let’s work with what is a realistic situation that will benefit 

local communities and not leave local communities that by and large have 

worked together for 20 years on the rural fire service, health services, local 20 

Act services, now fighting each other.  It’s not our local – our State politicians 

need to be more accountable for it.  

Facilitator: Our next speaker is Athol Cant. 

Athol: Thank you.  Perhaps I could just get settled first.  You won’t believe it will you, 

but I fell off a pew at church on Sunday morning.  Right.  Well, here we are 25 

again, I and my wife and each of you.  Perhaps not as many as before, but a 

lot more than I expected because many have told me that they’ve given up 

the fight as a non-winner for us.  And, it is so sad of a democracy.  And, why 

here again?  Because of the bloody mindedness of a Baird government in it’s 

mad, head long rush down this undemocratic path.  For what?  Well, we’re all 30 

asking that question, but the answers just will not come. 

 We have indicated, as rate payers, that we support our council plans for 

amalgamation.  We know we were declared fit for the future, but all that was 

just ignored by the government.  Granted, that our proposals did not at first 

include Gundagai, but we didn’t put Gundagai into this equation, the Baird 35 

government did.  Let everyone remember that fact, it was not Harden, it was 

not Coota that put Gundagai into his present equation.  It was solely and only 

the work of the Baird government.   

So what is my response?  I support the Coota Harden amalgamation 

proposal.  If it must include Gundagai as the government seems to insist, then 40 

we should, as good people, say firmly and sincerely and of all [indecipherable] 

brothers and sisters of Gundagai, we welcome you and wish you well and we 

hope you will stay with us and it will be fruitful and productive for all of us.  

This is not the time then to attack each other as rate payers.  It’s the time to 
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support our shire and indicate to the Baird government that we will not be 

cowered down by them or their despicable actions. 

Let us all move forward as Harden and Coota Shire, but if necessary, if as the 

government seems to insist, including Gundagai as fellow victims of these 

undemocratic acts.  May I just briefly refer to a most unseemly offence of an 5 

undemocratic act by the government towards our elected shire reps.  It’s not 

widely publicised, that is the letters asking them to indicate they would be 

willing to renominate as a shire rep on any new household.  Shame, shame 

on the government.  What on earth have we come to when a government of 

our nation acts like some South American dictatorship?  They will then choose 10 
our reps, they will determine what shape our council looks like.  It is clear that 

the government is even going to give us any say in what the end organisation 

will look like or who will be on it, to which I repeat, three shames again.  

These actions are the actions of [indecipherable] and dictators, and what will 

beat us is apathy.  Apathy is the finest food the dictators can think of.  I 15 

conclude again by saying I support the shire proposals for a Harden Coota 

amalgamation, but if we are also to have Gundagai, then let’s all welcome 

them to the new shire without any reservations.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you, Athol.  Speaker 11, Robert Warner. 

Robert: Can you hear me?  All right.  Thank you Mr Turner and staff.  Firstly today, 20 

here today, I think a lot has been discussed about history, but myself not 

being a historian, I much prefer to make history rather than record it.  But 

firstly, I’d like to thank our original people who [indecipherable], the 

Aboriginals, who didn’t pillage and rape our country.  But, I’d like to also thank 

the past and present counsellors of the Harden Shire for running such a very 25 

good show compared to, say, Young.  But, that’s all history and funnily 

enough, counsellors don’t hang around forever, so hopefully Young might get 

some new counsellors. 

 So, where are we?  Has there been an advantage said why the amalgamation 

is?  Has it been determined?  We’ll go back to boundaries.  We’re still talking 30 

about shire boundaries.  They were set probably 100 year ago.  They were sit 

for different reasons and I guess the person who set those boundaries had 

good reasons.  It’s a railway town, but hang on, Harden’s boundary is six and 

seven times from Young.  Six and seven.  We’ve got buildings right up to our 

boundary now and it’s encroaching on us, so I think we’ve got to look for the 35 

future, not coming from behind.  So, I can’t believe why the government is not 

saying righto, let’s redraw the boundaries.  I can see people down in Jugiong 

not wanting to be part of Young, fair enough.  Anyway, I’ll go with that.  

There’s been a lot said about the past conflicts of councils at Young and 

Harden.  Yep, I agree with you there, people being people.  They’re always 40 

having troubles.  Councils move on.  There’s going to be problems and it’s 

been touched here today about wards and voting rights.   

So yes, I can tell you that, if you were with Young, and I’m not saying you’ve 

got to go with Young at all, I’m not getting people to think about it, it can be 

resolved, so there’s other problems going to be surfacing.  But, the other thing 45 
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I’m concerned about, you’re not wanting to go with Young.  But hang on, 

there’s a damn lot of traffic goes from Harden to Young.  I guess you’re not 

over there walking the streets, you’re spending your money.  That money 

ends up in Young.  If you think about it, if you don’t go into Young, that money 

won’t come back.  It can’t come back.  It won’t come back.  They won’t send it 5 

back, guarantee it. So, you might have to think about it a little bit more.   

There’s going to be other issues and they will have to be resolved and thought 

about.  So, I am just asking you to think more and see if we can come up with 

some other ideas.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Our next speaker is Lisa Ryan. 10 

Female: Not here. 

Facilitator: Speaker 13, Amy Erkhart.  Can I just ask speakers 14 to 18 to come to the 

front? 

Amy: Good afternoon, Mr Delegate and ladies and gentlemen.  As mentioned 

before, my name is Amy Erkhart.  I’m a sixth generation resident of Harden 15 

Shire.  In my written submission for the proposal of Harden and Cootamundra 

and Gundagai Shire Councils, I said that I wholeheartedly support the 

proposal submitted by Harden Shire.  I wish to clarify my position there.  

Throughout this process, Harden Shire Council has worked hard to ensure the 

democratic voice of its residents is heard whilst also working within the 20 

bureaucratic boundaries of the State government. Harden Shire Council 

knows, through the process of public consultation, that if the State 

government forces us to merge with a neighbouring council, that its rate 

payers would prefer to be included in a merger that involves Cootamundra. 

 In their infinite wisdom, and I use that term loosely, the State government has 25 

ignored our democratic voice and has rejected our voluntary merger proposal 

with Cootamundra without providing any valid reasoning behind their decision.  

Once again, Harden Shire Council is doing its best to ensure the democratic 

voice of its residents is being heard whilst working within the ever shrinking 

boundaries of State government.   30 

This is by no means an attack on Gundagai Council.  We support their 

endeavours to fight any form of forced merger on their council and we 

continue to support their wish to stand alone.  All Harden Shire Council seeks 

to do through this proposal is send the following message on behalf of its 

residents to the decision makers in Macquarie Street.  For goodness sake, 35 

listen to us.  We are the ones impacted by your decision, we are the ones who 

know the intimate workings of our community.  Stop making us jump through 

the hoops and listen.  We are not unreasonable.  We understand the need for 

change, hence why we have been on the front foot this whole time.  We’ve 

been the ones putting the voluntary proposals forward, we’ve been one of 40 

nine councils that has been supportive of this process throughout.  If you’re 

going to insist on forced mergers with our community, please include us in 

your proposed merger of Cootamundra and Gundagai, because it’s the 

closest thing that represents what we want.  Thank you. 
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Facilitator: Speaker 14, Mary McKay. 

Mary: Good afternoon, Mr Delegate and all my fellow community members.  Firstly, 

my name is Mary-Anne McKay and firstly, I’d like to state that I am for the 

Harden Cootamundra merger, the original merger.  Now, I have lived in this 

wonderful town for 62 years and I have watched and been a part of the never 5 

ending struggle to keep our communities viable against government 

decisions. 

 I am angry and have no confidence in the powers that be who sit in their 

Macquarie Street offices and make decisions about our future without having 

the faintest idea of how small country communities work and struggle to 10 
survive.  And while I’m at that, they have no idea of the distances between our 

shire boundaries unless they take a helicopter.  The government calls it cost 

saving, but the reality is there will be no money saved, there will be no saving 

at all.  We worked that out the last time we were here.  The saving came 

down to less than $1 per head.  All this angst for less than $1 per head.  But 15 

there will be a cost and the cost will be to our community.  The loss of equal 

representation, the loss of services, loss of business and loss of local 

employment. 

 Now, to attend this inquiry today and exercise my democratic right, I have had 

to abandon my small family business.  My husband and son will attend the 20 

inquiry at Cootamundra tonight because to have three of us out of our 

business to attend yet another inquiry during working hours is costly to our 

business and very inconvenient to our customers. 

 I am sorry that we have upset Gundagai by pushing ourselves into the forced, 

and may I reiterate on that, the forced Gundagai Cootamundra proposal, but 25 

the government left us with no choice.  We had to do this to get back on the 

table, to just get them to listen to what we want.  The Harden Cootamundra 

proposal is what we want.  Our council worked diligently together to prepare 

the proposal.  It was a voluntary merger, a very happy marriage.  It ticked all 

the boxes required by government.  IPART declared it fit for the future.  Why 30 

then was it discarded? 

 The government is ticking a box here today when it says these enquiries are 

to listen to what the people want.  Well, please listen to us now.  We don’t 

want to force Gundagai, just like we don’t want to be forced into a Young 

Boorowa amalgamation.  We want the original Harden Cootamundra 35 

proposal, the voluntary, happy marriage, because we feel it fits our future 

best.  Not your future, our future.  A future fit for our children and our 

grandchildren.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Speaker 15, Joy Cobbin. 

Joy: Good afternoon, Mr Turner, Mrs Hodgkinson.  I’m Joy Cobbin.  I’m from the 40 

village of Jugiong, a vibrant village to the south of the Harden Shire.  We have 

had a public meeting there where the vast majority did not want to be merged 

with Young.  We wish to be merged with Cootamundra.  Gundagai does not 

want to merge with anyone and this they should be allowed to do. 
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 The Cootamundra Harden merger was held up as an example of how 

mergers should be done.  A brain snap, probably politically decided in the air 

conditioned offices of a high rise office in Sydney, decided that this was a 

mistake and reversed this decision.  If it can be made one way with no given 

economical or cultural reasons, this can also be reversed again.  To knowing 5 

when to decide to destroy the culture of Gundagai by bullying tactics speaks 

volumes of the attitude of our government. 

 Is it working?  Yes.  Our politicians are supposed to be our servants and as 

servants, they could be discussing - - -  

Facilitator: Just try - - -  10 

Male: Might be your glasses. 

Joy: To knowing decide to destroy the culture of Gundagai by bullying tactics 

speaks volumes of the attitude of our government.  Our politicians are 

supposed to be our servants, and as servants they should be discussing ways 

they can enable Gundagai to remain alone.  Ditto to the merger with 15 

Cootamundra and Harden.  They, our government representatives, should be 

working with these communities for the long term.  They should be planning 

how to make these savings to the benefit of the communities, just as the 

Harden and Cootamundra merger showed. 

 Our government representatives are forcing us to merge with our friends, 20 

Gundagai, who wish to stand alone, as is their right, or merge with a shire, 

Young, with no business, education, sporting or cultural links.  It is a cruel 

Hobson’s choice.  The shires who do not want to merge with neighbouring 

shires is like trying to blend water and oil.  No matter how much you spin it, 

they will still separate.  The government has already done damage to our 25 

communities, wasted our time, money and resources.  What has this cost our 

shires already? 

 Until now, we’ve lived in a democracy.  Our current government 

representatives have forgotten this.  The people have spoken, 90 percent in 

favour with Cootamundra and Harden merger.  Gundagai was not in this mix.  30 

Gundagai has said firmly that we should stand alone, and again, they should 

be allowed to do so.  By the way, every time I hear the word “savings”, it’s just 

political spin for cuts.  To make these savings, there will be cuts to staff and to 

services and to our representative.  

 Much of what makes up the fabric of Jugiong and also other communities, it 35 

includes our community pool, churches, park infrastructure and the golf club 

has been funded, at least in part, by our communities and a debt is owed to 

those who came before us to ensure that it is maintained, which 

[indecipherable] under a merged Harden and Cootamundra Shire.  Mr Turner 

and government representatives, please note should the merger of Harden, 40 

Cootamundra and Boorowa shires proceed as planned, Jugiong request a 

boundary change to be allowing Jugiong to become part of the Cootamundra 

Shire in order to maintain the current level of services in the village so we will 
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continue to have a voice in our future and will remain a strong and vibrant 

community. 

 If the government is not going to listen to 90 percent of the people over this, 

maybe they won’t have to come and worry the next election where these 

same people vote.  80 or 90 percent is called a land slide and gives us a 5 

mandate, but the damage will already be done to our people, our cultures and 

will take generations to heal.  To our government representatives, do you wish 

to remember it this way? 

Facilitator: Thanks, Joy.  Tony Wallace. 

Tony: Mr Turner, ladies and gentlemen.  My name is Tony Wallace.  I’m a counsellor 10 
on Young shire and I’m a rate payer in Harden Shire.  From the time the 

Young and Boorowa Shire counsellors first met to discuss amalgamations 

three years ago, I have been a firm proponent.  As such, I am strongly 

opposed to this merger proposal initiated by Harden Shire which appears to 

me to be nothing more than an 11th hour thought bubble. 15 

 Whilst I have some reservations about the State government financial 

analysis of this merger, given the very short time frame it was conducted in, it 

still states the projected savings for this merger would be $9 million over 

20 years.  This compares poorly with the saving of $13.75 million which can 

be achieved with a Boorowa, Harden, Young merger.  Further, and much 20 

more importantly, there is no guarantee that this proposed merger would 

result in the one off payment from the State government of $20 million. 

 To potentially reap about $25 million from this community is, I believe, 

scandalous.  Your original position from Harden to amalgamate with 

Cootamundra ride on an 11.2 percent special rate variation.  It is not clear 25 

whether the Harden proposal still relies on that variation.  However, if it is still 

needed, on top of the $25 million is an additional 11.2 percent on top of all our 

rates.  How could we let this happen?  In my mind, it’s economic suicide. 

 As to the community of interest considerations, those at Harden, 

Cootamundra and Gundagai pale when compared with those of Harden, 30 

Young and Boorowa, and I know in practical terms you all know that to be 

true.  In this proposal where are the following that are shared by Young, 

Harden and Boorowa, the Hills Tops region brand, the proximity of townships?  

Harden Shire is only five kilometres from Young.  Membership of the 

Canberra Region Joint Organisation, integrated health delivery for 35 

Murrumbidgee Local Health, shared library services, shared town planning, 

shared weeds management services through the Southern Slopes Weeds 

County Council, shared RFS services and a new shared newspaper 

[indecipherable]. 

John: Order.  Order. 40 

Tony: While I’m getting some criticism, I’d like to point out that I am a rural 

counsellor from Young Shire and I’m not the only one.  Furthermore, I’d like to 

point out that Young is not [indecipherable] Boorowa and since we adopt 
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exactly the same position they do, we do not want a two council merger with 

them.  To support this proposal that is currently proposed would effectively 

dismantle a regional brand of national significance.  It would only weaken 

Harden’s economic potential with the Hill Tops alliance.  This, at a time when 

branding could be fully developed through an economy from both the 5 

agriculture and tourism.  The economy is based on the exploitation of 

amenities and resources, show exceptionally fast growth and character 

creation of new jobs.  With the announcement of international travel directly to 

Canberra and Harden, Young and Boorowa’s members of the Canberra Joint 

Region Organisation, the possibilities for tourism are endless. 10 

 The Harden proposal for this amalgamation speaks of agriculture as a 

community interest, and yet I would argue that that interest is far stronger with 

Boorowa and Young.  Harden Shire states it wishes to amalgamate with 

Gundagai, who were not consulted and from my understanding, are not 

interested in amalgamating with anyone.  It also states it wishes to 15 

amalgamate with Cootamundra, as long as it doesn’t steal the southern half of 

the shire.  The whole proposal appears fraught.  On the other hand, Harden 

has two very willing merger partners in Young and Boorowa.  I urge you all 

and the Delegate to see the financial farce of this current proposal and the 

good existing working relationships with Boorowa and Young. 20 

 Finally, I ask you to feel the love with Boorowa and Young and reject this 

current proposal. 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Our next speaker is Gregory Stephens-Jones. 

Gregory: John Turner, the Delegate and staff, local member, Katrina Hodgkinson, 

Mr Mayor, counsellors, ladies and gentlemen, my name is Greg 25 

Stephens-Jones and I live at Kingsvale.  I am a resident and a rate payer of 

13 years approximately.  I am totally against the merger of Harden, Coota and 

Gundagai.  To me, the Harden, Boorowa, Young, the Hill Tops, is the natural, 

compact fit for the three towns, being half an hour travel between the three 

centres. 30 

 Most residents shop or do business and visit friends within this area.  I have 

not heard of anyone going to Gundagai to shop or do business.  Travel time 

from the boundary of Harden to the boundary of Gundagai is about an hour 

and a half, and I’d like to quote from the Young Witness on March 9.  “From a 

financial perspective, Young, Boorowa and Harden will not have to raise their 35 

rates, whereas the Coota and Harden need significant rate increases.”  I 

believe the General Manager said 21.6 percent, I believe that figure was.  

 Now, also after the first meeting we had at the Mechanics Institute, there was 

a piece of paper given out that people were asked to fill in and return.  Now, 

they talk about a 90.5 percent approval, but only eight percent of the residents 40 

of the shire voted. 

Male: That’s not correct. 

John: Order. 
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Gregory: It is correct.  I rang up the council and got the figures, thank you very much.  

And, I didn’t speak like you did.  Now, I’d like to also quote from the Twin 

Towers Times a couple of lines.  A lot of people won’t like this.  From the 

December the 24th’s edition “Self-interested individuals are rife in local 

government.”  That’s the end of the quote from the paper.  But, I believe this is 5 

driving a lot of the counsellors and I have only heard one counsellor 

suggesting we may have some bridges to mend with Boorowa and Young, 

especially as the councils are already tied within a range of shared services, 

weed management, library services, rural fire brigade, town planning, regional 

waste and possibly plenty of others I haven’t got a clue about. 10 

 From a job perspective, and I was speaking to a lady last week whose 

husband must work on the outdoor staff of Harden, and she’s been convinced 

that he’s going to lose his job.  Well, we have a long term job protection under 

the Local Government Act because we have a population of under 5,000 

people.  More protection than they currently have, so I don’t know what 15 

people are worried about or complaining about in that regard. 

 Finally, a lot has been said regarding the Young debt level, simply explained 

in the Young Witness on Wednesday, the 3rd of February.  So, anyone who 

wants to doubt, it’s in print and it would take me too long to read it.  The 

proposed amalgamation with Coota, to me, is the situation of anything but 20 

Young, and I think that is a disgrace.  Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you.  Just a reminder to everyone to please not participate when 

someone else is talking.  We have two more speakers that are registered, so 

we do have some time after this.  The meeting will actually end at 5:00.  If you 

would like to speak, please feel free to register at the back.  Our next speaker 25 

is John McEvoy. 

John M: Thank you.  I would like to address the wonderful people from - - - 

Several: [indecipherable]. 

John M: So, I would like to address Young’s concerns and Kingsvale’s concerns about 

this.  I think the biggest problem that we have or had with the mergers with 30 

Young and with Boorowa was the fact that we’ve been told by other council 

members that basically because of the award system, we would not have the 

votes on their council to have a say as to anything that happened in the new 

council merger. 

 Now, that came over very evidently in the last proposal that we had, and I 35 

think that’s why a lot of us are very, very scared, which is basically about 

losing our democratic rights, which is probably exactly the same situation that 

Gundagai feels, that they’re losing their democratic rights and their democratic 

say at the table.  And, there’s only one thing I could really turn around and say 

about that, is basically this situation has been fostered upon us by the State 40 

government and coming from Canberra, there’s always been the argument 

that democracy is good, which is the best way to run it, through a centralised 

system or through a State system?  Seeing this type of activity coming up 

from a State government, I tend to think and believe that we’d probably have 
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been better off with a centralised system of government rather than a State 

system of government, because quite frankly, what they’ve done through 

obscurity and lack of consultation is basically made us all nervous as to what 

the future is going to be.  We don’t know the type of voting system that we’re 

going to have in the new council, which was something that should have been 5 

relevant.  We don’t have any clue as to how it’s going to be run financially, 

because basically the KPMG report has never been made public.  So, none of 

us know what’s going on. 

 Now, these are things that any government had any credibility whatsoever or 

had any honesty or any integrity, would be willing to put up.  Now, I’d like to 10 
tell you that Young is also between nine kilometres plus away from Harden, 

but we like Young and we always have.  And, we like Kingsvale, we always 

have.  And, we like Coota.  We also like Gundagai.  We’re all people and the 

only thing that’s getting to us is our State government is making us scared.  

And, it’s making us scared because we have a lack of information.  We’re 15 

always going to shop at Young and if we have a barbecue, we’d invite you to 

a barbecue as well because we like you.  And, we like Kingsvale, and we like 

everybody.  And, we’d all like them to have a democratic voice where they 

can all get the proper information available to them to make good choices for 

the community. 20 

 So, if I have anything to say about this at all, it would be this.  I think that the 

State government is going to have to be a little bit more open and up front as 

to what they actually want.  The idea of a change just for the sake of change 

doesn’t cut it.  The idea of throwing our democracy away because they think 

they’ve got a financial incentive to do so is killing our democracy, and maybe 25 

we should start seeing about having a decentralised government.  Thank you, 

have a nice day. 

Facilitator: Phillip Webster. 

John: He’s an apology. 

Facilitator: An apology.  Do we have any more registered speakers or does anyone want 30 

to speak?  Is that a hand up there? 

John: Well, thank you very much.  If there are any other speakers, please feel free 

to put your hand up.  We have time up our sleeve.  Okay.  If not, I do thank 

you for coming and I do thank you for your genuine input into the public 

inquiry today.  It’s been most helpful in my considerations and we’ll certainly 35 

be looking at the transcripts very closely.  You might have noticed I’ve taken 

copious notes as Kara has as well.  A transcript of the proceedings will be 

made available at the conclusion of the examination and reporting process, 

and I’d like to also remind everybody that written submissions can be lodged 

and if you choose to do that, that they do close on the 15th of April at 5:00pm, 40 

but you can lodge them through the Boundaries Commission, the council’s 

boundary review website or GPO Box 5341, Sydney. 

 So, again, thank you very much.  I have to stay here with my staff until five 

o’clock.  Not quite as bad as being in a little hall at another place where we 
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finished about half an hour after we started and I had to sit there for the rest of 

the time.  As such, it’s a public inquiry.  I can’t take one on one people coming 

to talk to me now because it’s a public inquiry.  We don’t expect you to sit 

here with us, please feel free to leave and we thank you again for your input.  

Thanks very much. 5 

  

END TRANSCRIPT 

 

 


