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Council: Shoalhaven 

Delegate: Greg Wright 

Venue: Shoalhaven Ex-Servicemen's Club (Main Club) 

Date: 3 February 2016 

Time: 2pm 

  

Facilitator: Good afternoon and welcome.  Thanks very much for being with us today.  My 

name’s **** and my job today is to facilitate the proceedings to help make 

sure they run smoothly and that we start and finish on time.  Before we start 

the formal procedures for the day, the inquiry, can I just remind you, if you 5 

haven’t already done so, could you please turn off your mobile phones as a 

courtesy to speakers and your colleagues?   

 Just a couple of quick housekeeping matters.  The toilets are obviously 

behind me here and in the very unlikely event of an emergency the club staff 

will escort us out of the building and the assembly place is in the carpark to 10 

the rear.  

 Before I introduce Greg Wright who’s the delegate who’ll conduct today’s 

public inquiry, a couple of matters I just wanted to draw to your attention.  The 

detailed procedures for today’s public inquiry are posted around the room and 

at the back of the room.  I won’t go through those in detail today but a couple 15 

of things I did want to draw attention to.  The proceedings are being audio 

recorded today so if you’re speaking your voice and comments will be 

recorded.  Now, the sole purpose of that is to make sure we have an accurate 

record of the contributions made and the comments made to the delegate and 

that audio recording will be used to prepare a transcript of the proceedings 20 

today which will be transcribed and posted on the website so it will be a public 

document ultimately.  

 So, if you object to being audio recorded you should let us know but no one 

has so far. 

 My job today will be to - as we move through the process of inviting speakers 25 

to the lectern to address the delegate I’ll call you up in order.  I think we have 

some 17 or 18 speakers now registered and Greg Wright is going to take you 

through the detailed process for how long people will have but we’ll be starting 

the proceedings today with the General Manager of Council, Shoalhaven 

Council, who’ll have about 15 minutes to present.  So, ladies and gentlemen, 30 

could I introduce Greg Wright who is the delegate for this public inquiry? 

Greg: Thank you, ****, and thank you, ladies and gentlemen.  As **** mentioned, my 

name’s Greg Wright and I’m the delegate who has been appointed by the 

Acting Chief Executive of the Office of Local Government to examine and 

report on the Minister for Local Government’s proposal to merge Kiama 35 

Council and Shoalhaven City Council.  I’d like to formally welcome you to this 
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public inquiry which is part of the examination of the reporting process into the 

merger proposal. 

 I begin by acknowledging the traditional custodians and their ancestors of the 

land on which this public inquiry takes place and also to pay my respects to 

elders past and present.   5 

 This public inquiry is being conducted in accordance with Section 263 of the 

Local Government Act of 1993.  My role as delegate is to examine and report 

on a proposal that’s been referred to the Office of Local Government by the 

Minister for Local Government under Section 218F(1) of that act.  

 As I said before, this proposal is for the merger between Kiama Municipal 10 

Council and Shoalhaven City Council and I’ve been appointed to conduct an 

examination of the proposal and ultimately provide a report and a 

recommendation to both the Minister and the New South Wales Boundaries 

Commission. 

 I’d like to stress that my role is an impartial one and I’m not an advocate for or 15 

against the proposal. 

 The Local Government Act requires me to hold a public inquiry into the 

proposal to merge the two councils.  The main purpose of the public inquiry is 

to provide members of the public with an opportunity to provide their views on 

the proposal directly to me.  This isn’t a question and answer session.  It is 20 

your opportunity to provide your views to me.   

 As members of the public you may, if you choose, speak about the proposal 

under examination today and, as **** mentioned, we’ve got 17 or 18 people 

registered now to do so. 

 More detail about the examination and reporting process can be found on the 25 

website, the Council Boundary Review website, but in summary I’ll be doing 

three things.  Firstly, I’ll be conducting a public inquiry and today’s meeting is 

part of that process, then we’ll be calling for written submissions and that has 

already opened and will continue until the end of February and, finally, I’ll be 

preparing a report on the proposal, having due regard to the factors in Section 30 

263(3) of the Local Government Act. 

 And, just so you know, I’ll run through those factors.  There are ten primary 

ones.  Firstly, the financial advantages and disadvantages of the proposal to 

the residents and the ratepayers of the areas concerned.   

 Secondly, the communities of interest and geographic cohesion in the existing 35 

areas and in any proposed new area, the existing historical and traditional 

values in the existing areas and the impact of change on them.   

 The attitude of the residents and ratepayers of the areas concerned.   

 The requirements of the area concerned in relation to elected representation 

for residents and ratepayers at the local level.   40 
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 The desirable and appropriate relationship between elected representatives 

and ratepayers and residents and such other matters as are considered 

relevant in relation to the past and future patterns of elected representation in 

the area.   

 The next one is the impact of the proposal on the ability of the council to 5 

provide adequate, equitable and appropriate services and facilities to its 

residents.   

 The impact of the proposal on the employment of the staff of the council or 

councils, in this case.   

 The impact of the proposal on any rural communities in the resulting new area 10 

and the desirability or otherwise of dividing the resulting new area or areas 

into wards for electoral purposes.   

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

the resulting area or areas are effectively represented and, finally, any other 

factors relevant to the provision of efficient and effective local government in 15 

the existing and proposed new areas. 

 So, it’s a bit of a mouthful.  There are ten, as I say, primary factors but they 

are the factors upon which I will making my assessment of the proposal. 

 At the conclusion of the examination process I will prepare a report for both 

the Minister and the Boundaries Commission.  It will be the same report but it 20 

goes to those two places.   

 The Boundaries Commission will review my report and will provide comment 

and will then provide those comments to the Minister for Local Government.  

The Minister for Local Government will then consider the report, together with 

any comments from the Boundaries Commission and may or may not 25 

recommend to the Governor of New South Wales the proposed merger be 

implemented, with or without modification. 

 So, to allow today’s proceedings to be conducted fairly and efficiently, the 

inquiry will be structured and we’ve got a schedule of speakers and time limits 

on the speakers.  Given the number of speakers and the time we’ve got 30 
available we are able to make five minutes available to every speaker with the 

exception of the council.  The official council representative will be able to 

speak for 15 minutes and I’ve made that decision on timing in an effort to 

provide fairness and equity and maximise the number of speakers able to 

have their say. 35 

 Our facilitator for the day, ****, will provide a more detailed rundown as we go.  

Other members of my team here today are Elizabeth Milton, my executive 

officer, and a number of administrative staff who I’m sure you met coming in 

for registration.  My thanks to all of them for their assistance. 

 Finally, my duty here today is to listen to all submissions and to consider them 40 

along with other material gathered throughout the course of the examination 
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process in preparation for my final report.  I need to make it clear that I do not 

have the power to resolve any specific issues or identify solutions to particular 

complaints anyone might have about the proposal or the local government 

reform process to date.  My brief is simply to assess the proposal that has 

been put before me.  5 

 I’d also like to encourage people to make written submissions so, in addition 

to the opportunity to speak today, members of the public may provide their 

views on the merger proposal by making a written submission and I would 

encourage you to do so if you have views about this issue. 

 Written submissions will be one of the most important ways for me to gather 10 
information about the examination process during the examination process, 

as will the verbal submissions today.  If you wish to make a written 

submission you’re encouraged to focus on one or more of the factors that I 

mentioned earlier, the ones in Section 263(3) of the Local Government Act, 

and they can be found on the website under the frequently asked questions 15 

section of that website.   

 My final report and all of the written submissions, together with the transcript 

from today, will be published at the end of the proposal examination process 

unless the author of a submission specifically asks that their submission 

remain confidential.  20 

 Written submissions close at 5:00pm Eastern Summer Time, on Sunday the 

28th of February 2016 and they can be submitted either online at the Council 

Boundary Review website or by mail to Council Boundary Review, GPO Box 

5341, Sydney, New South Wales, 2001. 

 I would like to add that I have been able to secure an additional public hearing 25 

in the south of the Shoalhaven City or Ulladulla.  The date is still to be 

determined but I’m hopeful it will be in the third or fourth week of February.  

We have a statutory advertising period that we need to go through before that 

can occur but I hope to be able to have a date published in the local media 

here quickly but, as you can imagine, we’ve got a full round of hearings today 30 

and we’ll get onto finalising that tomorrow. 

 Finally, before we begin, I need to just remind you that this is not a question 

and answer session.  It’s not meant to be interactive to a great degree.  It is 

your opportunity to make known to me your views about this proposal so I can 

factor them in to my assessment and ultimately my recommendation. 35 

 So, with that, I think we should get started and I’ll hand back to **** to kick off 

with the speakers. 

Facilitator: Thanks, Greg.  Ladies and gentlemen, each of the registered speakers has 

been given a number.  What I propose to do is call each of the registered 

speakers in turn to the lectern.  As Greg has said, each of the individual 40 

speakers will have five minutes.  I’ll give you a two-minute indication when 

you have two minutes and a one-minute indication when you have one minute 
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left and then I’ll ask you to wrap up.  In that way we’ll get through as many 

speakers as we possibly can.   

 So, our first speaker is Shoalhaven City Council, Mr Russ Pigg, who’s the 

General Manager. 

Russ: Yes, my name’s Russ Pigg, I’m the General Manager of Shoalhaven City.  I’m 5 

representing the council’s views.  The council has a population approaching 

100,000.  We’re already the largest council outside the Newcastle, Sydney, 

Wollongong strip, 49 towns and villages, 150 kilometres of coastline, 14 

complex estuary systems, over 1,700 kilometres of roads and the fifth highest 

number of DAs in the state.   10 

 Council has already been assessed as Fit for the Future.  Our community 

satisfaction runs at approximately 85 percent.  Council is already large.  

Some, in fact, say too large.   

 In short, Council is opposed to the merger proposal in its present form.  

However, I place on record that the council has supported and continues to 15 

support the need, rationale and principles of the New South Wales state local 

government reform.  It recognises the need and importance of change.  

Council has proven its positive and proactive support of reform in a number of 

ways:  by addressing its revenue limitations in its Fit for the Future application; 

by undertaking the two-year restructure and transformation programme that’s 20 

already delivered annual savings of 6.5 million and by actively participating in 

the establishment of the Illawarra Pilot Joint Organisation.  

 We all know the history of the reform process.  It commenced in 2011.  

There’s been many reports.  In October 2013 the Independent Local 

Government Review Panel concluded that Shoalhaven would remain 25 

standalone but become part of the joint organisation.  In respect of the three 

Illawarra councils, it said that closer collaboration through a joint organisation 

should enable a sufficient response to regional challenges for some time to 

come.  

 In September 2014 the New South Wales government released its response 30 

to that report and recommendation 33 supported voluntary mergers.  The 

government said it expected all councils to become financially sustainable, 

efficient, effectively manage infrastructure and deliver services and have 

scale, resources and strategic capacity to govern effectively.  It called on 

councils to submit a proposal by the 30th of June 2015 outlining how they will 35 

achieve this and council subsequently did submit its application to IPART. 

 In October 2015 IPART concluded that Shoalhaven was Fit for the Future, it 

had the scale and capacity, it satisfied the financial criteria overall and it 

concluded that it had not identified evidence for a better alternative to the 

council’s proposal to stand alone.  Notwithstanding the views and the 40 

recommendations of those reports and bodies and the fact that both councils 

had not supported any merger, the Premier and Minister announced this 

proposal on the 18th of December.  What had changed? 
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 Earlier this month our council formally considered and resolved to form the 

view that the merger proposal presented in its current form and on the 

evidence available contains anomalies and it’s therefore unworkable and 

cannot be supported.  However, it will continue to maintain an open and 

positive dialogue over the reform merger with the state government and will 5 

present its objection to the merger in its present form. 

 The merger proposal document itself was released on the 6th of January.  It 

had numerous errors and council had numerous concerns.  A revised version 

was released on the 21st of January.  We still have concerns.  The merger 

document’s completely silent on the issue of Shoalhaven Water.  We don’t 10 
know how we reach a break-even point in four years and we have continuing 

concerns about the relevance of some of the figures. 

 The merger document sets out benefits of the merger.  In respect of the 

financial benefits it says:  “Total financial benefit of 53 million over 20 years.”  

It says:  “Gross savings over 20 years of 46.2 million.”  It says:  “Net financial 15 

savings of 38 million over 20 years.”   And, then says:  “On average around 

three million in savings every year from 2020 onwards.” 

 Gross savings over 20 years are said to equate to streamlined senior 

management, saving of six million.  We agree that there will be savings in 

senior management positions.   20 

 It says redeployment of back office and admin functions, $32 million savings.  

Redeployment doesn’t equate to dollar savings so we question that 32 million 

savings.  Redeployment might be better read as unemployment. 

 Purchasing power efficiencies, eight million, and there might be some areas of 

savings in that but time will tell whether that’s achievable. 25 

 And, then reduced councillors’ related expenses.  A miserly 260,000 will be 

saved over 20 years.  That’s the calculations in the merger proposal.  So, to 

be clear, 82 percent of the savings will come from staff reductions. There’s no 

argument that savings would be made.  The quantum of those savings are, 

however, queried. 30 

 The costs to implement the merger are also in question.  The KPMG 

modelling assumption is calculated at about nine million for a merger to occur 

and the government’s only providing funds of five.  The new merged council 

will also have separate water authorities:  Sydney Water and Shoalhaven 

Water, both having very different pricing structures and operations.  35 

Shoalhaven Water contributes over seven million dollars to Shoalhaven 

general fund operations via an annual dividend and contribution to overheads.  

If, at the end of the day, there’s adverse changes to that situation, the 

financial savings estimates would be impacted again. 

 The second benefit refers to potentially reducing reliance on rate increases.  40 

The four-year rate freeze policy, which is part of the merger, will seriously 

reduce the revenue proposed to be raised over that period by both councils in 

their Fit for the Future applications.  For Shoalhaven this equates to a loss of 
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revenue of approximately $20 million and for Kiama a little over a million in 

those initial four years.  The rate freeze may be politically popular but it’s not 

practical. 

 On our calculations, taking into consideration all those issues I’ve raised, the 

merged council would be at least ten million dollars worse off compared to 5 

what our Fit for the Future strategies are saying and would be eight million 

dollars per annum worse off in following years. 

 The government’s forced rate freeze basically ensures the merged council is 

unfit for the future.   

 The third benefit is about creating greater capacity to manage and reduce 10 

infrastructure backlog.  Both councils have a backlog of 2.58 percent for 

Shoalhaven and 2.44 percent for Kiama.  They’re both only a little over the 

two percent benchmark.  Nevertheless, an SRV was going to assist to 

achieve improvements which won’t be achieved.   

 The other stated benefits will be covered in the written submission.   15 

 In respect of the KPMG financial modelling assumptions, only released very 

recently, Professor Brian Dollery best summed it up on ABC Radio last week.  

He described them as, and I quote:  “methodologies rotten with error” and 

“assumptions are nuts”.  We tend to agree. 

 I now turn to the heads of consideration, the financial advantages or 20 

disadvantages for residents and ratepayers.  I’ve mentioned the impact of the 

rate freeze policy.  The merged council will not have the opportunity to meet 

the Fit for the Future benchmarks or improve its infrastructure renewals 

programme.  It must be remembered that Shoalhaven’s average residential 

rate is far less than other Group 5 councils.  In fact, by 2016-17 our average 25 

residential rate is between 17 percent and 42 percent less than other Group 5 

councils and it’s significantly less than Kiama’s average residential rate. 

 Of course, the advantages to ratepayers is that their rates are guaranteed to 

be kept low for the next four years and will fall further behind comparable 

councils.  The disadvantage to ratepayers is that the merged council will not 30 

have the revenue to provide what the community expect and want and some 

time in the future a significant rate rise is inevitable or services cut. 

 We note the government is restrictive on rates yet doesn’t apply the same 

principles to themselves.  Late last year we were advised of further increases 

to our rural services levy to be paid to the state government.  RFS 35 

contributions increased 75 percent in the last three years.  Our contribution to 

fire and rescue increased 80 percent in just one year from 2014-15 to 2015-

16, and our contribution to SES increased 17 percent for that same one-year 

period. 

 We were not expecting those increases from the state government.  That’s 40 

almost 700,000 in cash over and above what we have in our adopted budget 

for 2015-16.   
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 I’ve mentioned the impact if anything adverse is decided in respect to 

Shoalhaven Water operations.  Ratepayers may be better off under Sydney 

Water pricing, on the one hand, but that creates another seven million-plus 

hole in the merged council’s finances.  Council will be in a detrimental 

financial state as a result of the merger and that will impact on ratepayers. 5 

 The community of interest question.  There’s no real evidence of a strong 

community of interest between the two council areas.  There are many issues 

around the socio-economic differences between the two areas and we’ll 

expand on that in the written submission. 

 Attitude of resident and ratepayers.  Of submissions received by council to 10 
date, the ratio is about ten to one.  Ten submissions not supporting the 

merger to one that does.  Council has engaged IRIS to undertake a 

community survey and the results of that will be included in our written 

submission. 

 Elected representation.  The change in representation will be very dramatic 15 

for Kiama residents but less significant in the Shoalhaven situation.  However, 

travel distances and time lost and inefficiencies are significant for councillors, 

staff and the community in a larger geographic area. 

 Impact to provide adequate, equitable and appropriate services and facilities, 

heads of consideration number six.  There’s no doubt more funds are required 20 

to achieve adequate services especially in respect to infrastructure renewal, 

maintenance and backlog.  There are significant differences in service levels 

and services provided by the two councils.  Having different levels of service 

in different parts of a merged area could be problematic and create an “us and 

them” situation which leads to political and community tensions and unrest.  It 25 

causes confusion for residents, ratepayers, developers and staff. 

 A merged council will result in many inequities and differences across its 

numerous communities.  It will take many years to harmonise these 

differences and there’s no predicting how a new merged council may do this 

in the future. 30 

 Impact on staff.  Staff are generally resilient and able to cope with change, in 

fact, Shoalhaven staff have coped with massive change in the last three 

years.  Nevertheless, 82 percent of the predicted savings arise from staff 

changes.  There’s an immediate impact on senior staff and after the three 

years’ protection period there’s highly likely to be significant job losses in the 35 

rest of the staff to achieve the predicted savings.   

 This is a strategy to create unemployment in an area that already has high 

unemployment rates compared to national and state averages. 

 Impact on rural communities.  The new merged council is financially worse off 

and therefore it’s likely to impact on the ability to maintain and renew vital 40 

road infrastructure serving rural areas.   
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 Consideration ten is about ensuring the opinions of each of the diverse 

communities are effectively represented.  Community engagement will be 

more difficult and complex with such a large number of distinct and unique 

communities over such a significant geographic scale.  Additional resources 

are needed. 5 

 Other factors to consider.  I jump to one.  Mergers do not fix financial 

challenges.  There’s numerous reports, studies and evidence.  In 2004, 

Clarence Valley Council was formed through amalgamation of four general 

purpose councils and two county councils.  Six GMs became one, six sets of 

senior officers became one.  In 2015 IPART assessed Clarence Valley’s Fit 10 
for the Future application and said not fit for the future.  They met scale and 

capacity but didn’t meet financial criteria.  That was even though they had 

relied on a special variation of 47 percent rate increase from 2016-17 over five 

years, that is 43 percent above rate peg.  So, after 11 or 12 years of 

amalgamation, with all the supposed savings and a 47 percent rate increase, 15 

it’s still not fit for the future. 

 Local Government NSW has continually chanted, “Fix the funding first.”  The 

evidence doesn’t stack up.  It doesn’t support the proposed merger. 

 I’ll leave with one comment, one quote from Edward Cornish, founder of the 

World Future Society.  He said, “We can do nothing to change the past but we 20 

have enormous power to shape the future.  Once we grasp that essential 

insight we recognise our responsibility and capability for building our dreams 

of tomorrow and avoiding our nightmares.”  Don’t continue with this 

nightmare. 

Facilitator: ****.  25 

Speaker 2: **** from Tomerong, candidate for Ward 2 in Shoalhaven City Council.  The 

process of creating the proposed merged local government area between 

what is now the Kiama Municipal Council and the Shoalhaven City Council by 

the New South Wales state government has been a perfect example of why 

both communities have been so resistant to the change.  The manner in 30 

which the New South Wales state government has drip-fed the minimal 

amount of information to the community throughout the last few months and 

only released information related to the final proposal seven days prior to last 

Christmas, has been indicative of the disregard and disrespect with which we 

here in the region have been treated by governments at all levels for decades.  35 

 The proposed merger of Kiama and Shoalhaven is not one that serves the 

interests of either community well at all and is a clear example of Sydney-

based decision-making being imposed on an unwilling populace.   

 The most prominent example of this phenomenon is the complete failure of 

the New South Wales state government to address the elephant in the room 40 

that is the future of Shoalhaven Water in the face of the behemoth that is 

Sydney Water. 
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 Shoalhaven Water is a crucial resource that every person in the Shoalhaven 

directly or indirectly benefits from.  Regardless of what people in the region 

may think about any particular council administration we can and, indeed, 

should all be proud of the vision of our civic leaders past and present in 

establishing and maintaining a first class water service that is owned by all of 5 

us and is the envy of every other region in our state.  

 We, as the Shoalhaven community, feel a great sense of pride when we look 

upon the fact that Shoalhaven Water with its $1.2 billion in assets, its $2.5 

million in annual dividends and $5.4 million in additional revenue, as stated in 

the discussion paper on the proposed merger, provides crucial funding for 10 
council operations and local community infrastructure and is all ours. 

 Sydney Water will never allow water services in the region to be divided 

between the centrally serviced northern end of a potential Kiama city council, 

making up only a tiny fraction of the affected geographical area, and a locally 

serviced southern end as it currently is, directly and indirectly servicing 15 

approximately 80 percent of the population of this merged entity.   

 The breathtaking failure to acknowledge the results of the community’s 

forward planning, hard work and self-reliance in this regard has been, for 

many that I’ve spoken to in our community, in many different fora, the first and 

last hurdle that this proposal has failed to clear.  It’s the line in the sand.  It 20 

instils in everyone that I’ve spoken to a fear that this proposal serves as a 

pretext for state government raiding of the coffers, once again built on the 

backs of the local community.  That is us.   

 Being considered Fit for the Future, what we sincerely believed was supposed 

to insulate us from the kind of external meddling that we are fighting right now, 25 

the evidence of successive administrations to curb costs and, indeed, to share 

resources with neighbouring local government areas including, most 

prominently, the Municipality of Kiama, has been a great achievement for our 

area and one that other councils across the state could and should have 

learned from. 30 

 Why we should be punished when others are failing to meet their Fit for the 

Future criteria is bewildering.  It makes a mockery of the process that we’ve 

entered into in good faith and again makes the actions of people in Sydney 

highly suspicious in the minds of many who might otherwise have been open 

to a transparent and truly comprehensive reform proposal. 35 

 The people of the Shoalhaven live in a special place, one that has its own 

unique culture and outlook, the jewel in regional New South Wales’ crown for 

its record of environmental protection, tourist attractiveness and quality of life.   

 This is related to a sense of common purpose that we feel even though we 

are spread over 49 towns and villages.  We share common interests born out 40 

of decades of combined effort, commonalities of socio-economic status, 

education, jobs, as well as age and culture.  We understand the need to stand 

together in the face of bureaucratic intransigence and government 

[indecipherable].  We can’t afford this massive slug after four years. 
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 Roads are another main concern. I live on a road that is partially unsealed 

and dangerous in the wet. Perpetually pot holed. Our communities are 

obviously much more greatly dispersed than Kiama. Their issues are different. 

How can we, as one massive council, deal with little issues like these that 

have a massive bearing on people’s overall quality of life? There’s one other 5 

point mainly with regards to planning. We have a ten percent unemployment 

rate. Kiama has a green focus. We can’t afford a green focus; we need jobs. 

Basically, at the end, I fear for the future of this council. It promises to be 

overstretched, divided socially, culturally and economically. Basically, the 

proposal is insufficient, the process has been opaque and I feel terribly sad 10 
that we’re being treated this way, given how much we’ve contributed to the 

state as a whole. Thank you. 

Facilitator: Speaker number 3, please, ****. 

Speaker 3: Thank you. Pardon my croaky voice. I’m ****. I’ve lived in the Shoalhaven for 

36 years. I have a Bachelor of Science Honours degree and I want to confine 15 

my comments to the implications for water services as a consequence of the 

proposed amalgamations. The reason for this is that I have a certain amount 

of expertise in that area and professional knowledge and understanding as 

well as a community representation on behalf of water services, which in 

Shoalhaven, is a couple of areas. Plus, within the regional areas, taking in 20 

Wollongong, Shellharbour and Kiama and a few other areas. Over much of 

that 36 years, I’ve lobbied with Shoalhaven City Council over many issues to 

do with water and sewerage. In particular, I played an important role as a 

community representative on a technical advisory response to the 

Shoalhaven regional management scheme.  25 

I was an environmental scientist for ten years in the Illawarra region for 

Sydney water, which covered Wollongong, Shellharbour and Kiama Local 

Government Areas. I had specific responsibility during that time for guiding 

the development of effluent management we used for the [indecipherable] 

sewerage scheme. I’m chair of the Shoalhaven River Alliance and chair of the 30 

Shoalhaven Branch of the Australian Conservation Foundation and these 

roles have taken the important role promoting better environmental 

management of local water services and establishment of an environmental 

focus for the lower Shoalhaven River. This background demonstrates my 

familiarity with the water for the sewerage schemes of both the Kiama and 35 

Shoalhaven LGAs and the sourcing and management of water resources for 

the communities they’re in. 

My concerns regarding the proposed Kiama and Shoalhaven amalgamation 

stem from the significant differences between the two LGAs with regard to 

provision of water services and the lack of consideration by the government to 40 

these differences. For example, the source of urban drinking water for Kiama 

divides Haven Dam, so this is north of that local government area. While 

Shoalhaven’s sources derive from within its own boundaries but principally 

from the Shoalhaven River, there are also a number of differences regarding 

the provision of sewerage services and how these are managed. While it may 45 

seem that at first glance this would be just a single matter of amalgamating 
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two council water divisions into one, the fact is that Kiama Municipal Council 

plays no role in the provision of water service in its local government area; this 

is the responsibility of Sydney Water, whereas in the Shoalhaven City Area, 

the council has the prime responsibility through its water division. 

How then will the provision of water services, one of our most basic 5 

community needs, be managed? Will it work for the new amalgamated council 

to be responsible for water services? This I doubt very much. For the new 

council and its citizens, confusion will reign supreme. It will be an 

administrative nightmare for the council and frustrating for members of the 

committee as they seek to communicate with whoever is the appropriate 10 
water body. The obvious answer is for one agency to assume responsibility 

for the provision of water services. My fear is that the government will favour 

the Sydney Water takeover. This will extend Sydney Water a very long 

distance from its base of operations in Sydney, remove the decision-making 

responsibilities from the local scene, threaten the loss of jobs and the loss of 15 

local skills and knowledge, reduce community contact with local board 

managers and will miss the [indecipherable] by Shoalhaven City Council the 

provision of other local government news, plus shared overheads amounting 

to something in the order of about $8 million. 

During the 1990s, I had the experience of Sydney Water’s treatment of the 20 

communities of Wollongong, Shellharbour, Kiama LGAs and the staff of its 

Illawarra region as it proceeded to decimate the centralised control of the so 

called regional operation in the interest of efficiency. This resulted in the 

outcome that I’ve just expressed my concern about, in particular, during my 

ten years with the organisation, the Illawarra region staff numbers fell by 80 25 

percent. In this example, what can we expect if Sydney Water expands its 

empire to even more companies? In my view, it would make sense for the 

expansion of Shoalhaven to take over the responsibility of providing water 

services for the community of Kiama. It is also my view that it would even 

more sense if the amalgamation didn’t go ahead. Thank you. 30 

Facilitator: Speaker number 4, please. Thank you. 

Speaker 4: Good afternoon. Thank you for the opportunity speak. 

****Female:  Can you use the mic? We can’t hear? 

Speaker 4: Good afternoon and thank you for the opportunity to speak. Thanks for the air 

condition facilities. I’d much rather to vote than to speak, because that’s how 35 

we really represent democracy, and I know the Kiama community would much 

rather that too, because over 92 percent of them are against this merger. 

****Male: Can’t hear you. 

Speaker 4:  Is that better? I’ll start again if that’s okay. 

****Female: Can we have a name? 40 
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Speaker 4:  ****. Good afternoon and thanks for the opportunity to speak. However I’d 

much rather the opportunity to vote on this matter, as would the local member 

and as over 92 percent of the Kiama community want the opportunity to vote. 

Both councils ae against this merger, both in their IPART submissions and 

subsequently, voted in council meetings unanimously. They both state, for 5 

different reasons, that the proposal is wrong. I hope to address only two 

areas: representation and finance. So, let me speak about representation first. 

Kiama is an internationally recognised, healthy city. Point to internationally 

recognise them in the UN ranking in that area. Kiama has no wards, nine 

councillors and the Mayor is elected by councillors every 12 months. Kiama 10 
was born in 1858 and it’s quite modern because it’s got webcast and public 

access for council meetings. Most people live within about a ten minute drive 

from the council chambers. 

 Shoalhaven has three wards, 12 councillors and a directly elected Mayor for a 

term of four years. Shoalhaven was formed in 1949 and to the best of my 15 

knowledge, Shoalhaven has no webcast for council meetings. I’m told by a 

councillor that Shoalhaven does not have any form of public access. This is 

understandable, given the distances that residents would have to travel. An 

interesting observation about the distances people have to travel there is 

simply the cost of the Shoalhaven Council has cost the community about 20 

$150,000 per annum in travel costs over a total councillor cost of $643,000, 

i.e. about $50,000 average, whereas the total cost to the Kiama committee of 

their councillors is about $185,000, i.e. $20,000. 

 So, we’ll get rid of the Kiama Council, save a real lot of money? I don’t think 

so. The Kiama community prefers a no wards model, always has, and any 25 

change there would be a major change and the community should be 

consulted. Both Kiama and Shoalhaven Councils have stated that Kiama will 

get one, maybe two, councillors in a new merged council. That doesn’t seem 

like democracy for 21,000 people to me. How will the differences between 

these two models be resolved? Will the Kiama community have any input into 30 

this and if they do have any input, will it be fair? I’ve written to the local 

member, the Premier and the Local Government Minister and the only 

response was from Gareth Ward, who said there are no answers to these 

questions. It hasn’t been considered. We don’t know how many wards, we 

don’t know if we’re going to have wards, how many councillors directly 35 

elected, not directly elected; I think the community should be involved in this 

stuff. For what it’s worth, I think an option of four wards with four councillors 

actually is some sort of representation.  

How will the naming challenge be addressed? Kiama would like their name to 

continue for historical reasons; Shoalhaven would like their name to continue? 40 

How are we going to resolve it? I think we need to have – personally, I like the 

Kiama name because the father of our Federation represented Kiama. 

Financial disadvantages: I’ll make that really quick. **** did a fantastic thing on 

it and I think your councillor needs to be credited and congratulated on your 

terrific merger discussion paper because you summarise everything I had 45 

there, so I’m not going to repeat it. Thank you for what you put out to us. 
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So, after two years, the Shoalhaven community will be $25 million down in the 

hole, because in the first two years, you lose $10 million on rates each time 

and you lose about $5 million on the implementation of the package. So, after 

two years, you’re $25 million down and somehow, magically, it’s going to turn 

into $53 million credit. I don’t know how that’s going to happen and the 5 

government won’t release information to see how it’s going to happen. So, 

how can we make an informed decision without information? And I have the 

same summary line that **** had, which is this whole process seems to be 

taking two fit for the future councils and merge them to make one not fit for the 

future council. How is that progress? 10 

Do they want to sell everything? Is this all about asset sales? Because the 

only way you can make the numbers work is an asset sale. We don’t know. 

Hopefully they’ll tell you, sir. Hopefully, they’ll let you see the models. Thank 

you. In closing this section, I reiterate that the government does not promise 

to ensure that the rates will not go up. The government states the savings 15 

generated by a merger may enable the new council to reduce reliance on 

special rate increases to fund community infrastructure. The weasel word is 

“may”. I don’t trust them and I suggest you don’t either. 

Facilitator: Can I invite speaker number 5, please, to the lectern? There you are. Thank 

you. 20 

Speaker 5: Good afternoon. My name’s ****. I’m the publisher and editor of Kiama’s local 

newspaper, The Bugle. I started The Bugle 18 months ago in response to 

Fairfax’s rationalisation of its regional operations. This rationalisation might 

make sense to Fairfax papers but it left Kiama residents thirsty for local news. 

Kiama-ites are very parochial. Sometimes, that word is seen as a derogatory 25 

term, but I believe in Kiama’s case, it means that they are proudly local. They 

resented their local paper changing, so it was full of stories and ads from the 

rest of the Illawarra. People say to me there’s nothing in the Independent; that 

isn’t true. It is at least a 24 page paper. What they mean it is isn’t all about 

Kiama; that’s what they’re interested in. They’re not interested in stories from 30 

Fairy Meadow or other places in Illawarra. 

 I’ve never lived in an area with such a strong sense of mobile identity and 

community. I moved down here to Kiama ten years ago. I think it is because 

people never leave. Whether they’re born there or move there of their own 

accord, people appreciate its beauty, its country town atmosphere and its 35 

facilities. Since young people may seeks experiences elsewhere, so many of 

them come back to ultimately raise their own families. When they have school 

reunions in Kiama, it’s an odd person who’s come from interstate for the 

reunion. I don’t know why they have reunions; they see each other all the 

time, basically. 40 

 The originally farming and mercantile families, the ****s, the ****s, the ****s, 

the ****s, the ****s, the ****s, the ****s just to name a few are thriving and still 

making contributions to Kiama’s social and economic development. This 

connection to country in the past is something that builds a strong sense of 

local identity. I attended the inquiry in Kiama this morning. I’m not sure how 45 
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many of you have come down from Kiama but the conditions here are 

completely different. I think someone said there were 16 – 17 people 

registered to speak here; in Kiama, there were 87 speakers registered. 52 of 

them were allowed to speak; the others are going to try to be accommodated 

in the session tonight. The crowd was so big that instead of having it in the 5 

leagues club room, which is about this size, they had to hire two marquees 

and have it in the car park with no fans, let alone air conditioning, and lots of 

water being handed out. People weren’t impressed and I understand this isn’t 

the delegate’s fault. 

 So, with all those people talking this morning, they took away a fair bit of my 10 
points, so I don’t want to bore the delegate with comments about Blue Haven 

and other assets that Kiama’s worried about. One aspect that wasn’t touched 

about this morning was the NBN. So, I’ve ditched my concerns about those 

other things and decided to focus on that. All of the phone lines in Kiama are 

powered by the NBN now, with fibre to the home. That’s the option that’s no 15 

longer available through the government; everything that techies want is fibre 

to the home. That’s the best way of doing things. The council received grants 

of well over $1 million to implement the NBN throughout its organisation and 

the library and the family history centre. The Pavilion is fully NBN-capable with 

– the Pavilion is the community hall facility at the showground. This gives 20 

Kiama a substantial advantage in its IT capability for the future. To add to this, 

councillors recently implemented a decision to connect up all of its Kiama 

locations with its own fibre to save ongoing rental costs from 

telecommunications providers. It’s expected that data used by organisations 

it’s going to increase substantially and Kiama has prepared itself for the future 25 

buying it all and now, they’ll save all those costs.  

 They were also able to use a cable to implement free Wi-Fi through the CBD 

and CCTV throughout the CBD. My question is all that investment and what’s 

going to happen to it, basically, because I understand Shoalhaven doesn’t 

have that sort of investment. The merger will create a council bigger than the 30 

federal seat of Gilmore. How is that local government? Fit for the future, but 

Shoalhaven seems to be fit for the future with substantial rate rises, so if 

those rate rises aren’t allowed to happen, I don’t know what the whole point of 

the thing is. 

Facilitator: Thank you. Speaker number 6, please. 35 

Speaker 6: I’ve decided not to speak. Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you very much. Number 7, ****. Thank you. 

Speaker 7: Thank you. Thank you very much indeed, and I’m only going to be about one 

minute; I’ll give my four minutes to you, ****. So, I’m just here to say to you 

that we understand the philosophy for reform in the city areas. I think regional 40 

country areas are a slightly different ballpark to play with. However, I want to 

reaffirm our council’s position on this and the present merger model, as 

you’ve heard, is certainly unworkable in its present form and it cannot be 

supported and the reasons have been very aptly outlined by our general 

manager and I thank him for that, and I know the Deputy Mayor has another 45 
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point of view as well. However, we have left the door open. Should further 

options be presented that address all of our concerns and do not 

disadvantage Shoalhaven City or Kiama, then we will certainly make further 

submissions prior to the closing date of 28 February. I just needed you to 

know that. Thank you. 5 

Facilitator: Thank you. Speaker number 8, please. 

John Wells: My name is John Wells. I am Ward 1 Councillor for the City of Shoalhaven. 

Ward 1 is the northern ward of the city which shares a boundary with the 

Municipality of Kiama. I am Deputy Mayor of the city and Deputy Chairman of 

the Illawarra Joint Organisation of Councils. Shoalhaven City Council’s 10 
resolved position, with respect to the mergers, is that it does not support the 

forced amalgamation of councils. That said, the council acknowledges and 

has supported the New South Wales government pursuit through the 

independent review of local government and the local government task force 

that measures to make local government more efficient and effective going 15 

forward. To that end, Shoalhaven City Council has worked hard to become fit 

for the future by addressing its infrastructure backlog though a ring-fed special 

rate variation, by transformative change for its organisation and processes 

which reveal its substantial savings. 

 By active participation in the regional joint organisation of councils to pursue 20 

regional efficiencies and effectiveness and by submitting a fit for the future 

submission to IPART which proposed future revenue raising strategies and 

efficiency measures. Shoalhaven City Council has been deemed fit for the 

future, which is a very gratifying assessment. The Shoalhaven-Kiama merger, 

as proposed by the government, is however considered by council to be 25 

unworkable. It is unworkable because it removes access to special rate 

variations over the merger period, thus compromising both councils’ ability to 

be future financial and asset management targets. It is unworkable because it 

inadequately compensates the merging councillors in meeting infrastructure 

backlogs. It is unworkable because it inadequately compensates councils’ 30 

merger costs. 

 Why does the government expect regional mergers to cost half that of 

metropolitan mergers? The proposal will therefore make a fit Shoalhaven 

Council unfit. I also note that the local government merger proposal document 

made no mention whatsoever of the fact that Shoalhaven and Kiama are 35 

served by different water and sewerage utilities. There’s a multitude of issues 

not considered in that proposal arising from that apparent oversight. I 

therefore fully support Shoalhaven Council’s submission to the delegate. This 

leads me to my concluding points. As part of the fit for the future reforms, the 

government piloted five regional joint organisations. The Illawarra-Shoalhaven 40 

JO was one of these pilots commencing in 2014 and has been subsequently 

assessed by Minister Paul Tool as the model JO, whilst JOs were established 

to coordinate planning at regional level, give more gravitas to regional 

advocacy and enable the exercise of regional leadership, the also had the 

ability to drive efficiency effective and service delivery and achieve substantial 45 

cost savings in procurement of goods and services. 
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 I believe much can be done through the JO to secure much of the $53 million 

saving that KPMG estimated on being the financial benefit of the merger over 

20 years. Goodness me, it’s only $2.5 million a year. Much is already being 

done by the JO through its procurements committee and state contracts to 

achieve savings. However, opportunities exist to further. So, the joint 5 

procurement of telecoms and waste services and integration of corporate 

services, worker health and safety, audit, training and some technical 

functions. In this regard, I note and support the office of local governments 

who recently published an explanatory paper regarding amendments for the 

Local Government Act which propose amendments around sections 377 to 10 
381 of the act. The amendments to the name or council of the delegated 

regulatory function to another council or a JO to support future collaboration 

and resource sharing. 

 I therefore think that JO is the way to go for Shoalhaven-Kiama, rather than 

pursuit of an unhappy merger. I am also convinced that this was **** vision for 15 

the region. I commend this alternative option for the delegate for 

consideration. Thank you. 

Facilitator: Could I ask speaker number 12, please, to come to the lectern. ****. 

Speaker 12: Delegate, my name is ****. My husband and I live in St George’s Basin and 

we’ve been Shoalhaven ratepayers for 15 years. I’m opposed to this proposed 20 

merger. Last year, we attended a council forum at Vincentia High School and 

we were told that in order to be fit for the future, our rates must increase by 

seven percent each year for three years. As a result of this, the council was 

considered to be fit for future. Now, we are told that with the merger, we will 

have rates freeze for four years and we are to merge with a council that is not 25 

fit for future. It does not make sense. We can only conclude that our rates will 

massively increase after four years to make up for lost income. 

 I read in the media that the KPMG report used out-of-date figures. How can 

we believe that this merger is a good move for Shoalhaven? Currently, we 

suffer from poorly-maintained roads, lack of footpaths and other infrastructure 30 

and the council said at the public meeting that seven percent rate increases 

would help better assist the problem. Our council must become fit for an 

ageing population. I cannot see this happening with a reduction of revenue. 

There will be financial disadvantages as a ratepayer, I contend, when a freeze 

on rates, a loss of jobs, a much bigger area to service when the Shoalhaven 35 

will be worse off under this merger. I’m proud to live in the Shoalhaven; I do 

not want to see us go backwards. Keep us strong. Don’t weaken our council. 

Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you. Can I ask that speaker 13 come to the lectern, please? Thank 

you. 40 

Speaker 13: Thank you. My name’s ****. I’m the Chairman of the Sussex Inlet District 

Community Forum and president of the Cudmirrah Barrera Swanhaven 

Progress.  I’m passionate about Shoalhaven. It’s god’s country we live in. We 

don’t need a merger. My concern is increasing the size of Shoalhaven by up 

to ten to 15 percent, adding Kiama, reducing will make it difficult, if not 45 
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impossible, to maintain essential services and infrastructures that both 

councils appear to be struggling with. It appears that some councils on the list 

found to be unfit for the future are all of a sudden found to be fit for the future. 

By coincidence, it makes a different to parliamentary seats. To me, a more 

rational approach would have been any doubtful council have a wake-up call 5 

that a merger could be the next step. My concern is increasing Shoalhaven is 

really going to make things difficult for everyone to look after – and I’m not 

going to stay very long on this, because most of what I want to say has been 

said, but please put in your own submission. Don’t assume that someone else 

will do it because they’re assuming you’re going to do it. So, get off your 10 
backside, please, put your own submissions in and one thing: we’re fit for the 

future. If it ain’t broke, why do we have to fix it? Thank you. 

Facilitator: Thank you. Speaker 14, please. ****. 

Speaker 14: Can everyone hear me? Hi, my name is **** and I come to you as a 

representative of the United Services Union. The United Services Union is the 15 

largest local government employee organisation in New South Wales. We 

have approximately 25,000 members in the industry in New South Wales 

alone and among the two councils, we’re sitting at approximately 800 

members out of a total of 1,000 staff. The United Services Union is opposed 

to the forced council amalgamations. We believe local government is the level 20 

of government most capable of reflecting the unique differences and character 

of communities across the state and any decision to merge local councils 

should be driven by the consent of the local community.  

For this reason, we implore you as the delegate to exercise your discretion 

under section 218(f)(iii)(b) of the Local Government Act 1993. In this, what I’m 25 

asking for is that the delegate conduct a formal poll of all residents of both 

seats that have been put forward in the proposed merger. When Australia was 

formed as a nation, the citizens of New South Wales were given a vote on 

whether they wanted to merge with the other states. We feel as citizens of 

your local region and as your local council electorate, you should be given the 30 

same say. As a union, one of our main priorities is maintaining and growing 

the employment of local government and this should be afforded as the 

highest priority. Employment in local government provides stable, well-paying 

jobs for local residence while also providing vital services to the community. 

 As we all know, the South Coast and the Illawarra has some of the highest 35 

rates of unemployment in the country. If you look at youth unemployment in 

particular, you’re sitting around 20 percent. Furthermore, with the restraints 

that have been put on our communities due to clients in the steel industry, 

casualisation of our federal public services which we’ve seen throughout 

Wollongong, decline in mining in the coal areas of the further northern 40 

suburbs; all of these have taken its toll and damage on our communities. So, 

one thing that we do push: if this merger is to go ahead, we believe it is 

imperative that the merger comply with all employee protections contained 

under the Local Government Act under section 218 and 354. What this refers 

to is no forced redundancies for a period of at least three years for all staff. 45 
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 We understand that local council gives the opportunity for many young people 

to get employment. So, we see in Kiama Council and Shoalhaven Council 

both have a large number of trainees and apprentice staff. We’re seeing fewer 

and fewer apprentices being taken on in different industries and local 

government provides this opportunity which is essential to grow our 5 

communities for the future. If we keep stripping away jobs, where are the 

young people going to work? The USU’s also opposed to larger merged 

councils becoming the venue for wholesale outsourcing of council services. 

Ensuring that council services continue to be provided and managed by local 

communities is the only way to ensure stable, well-paying jobs and provision 10 
of a high quality of services to ratepayers. 

 We’ve already discussed Shoalhaven Water and the fact that it’s one of the 

largest profit-making entities in the Shoalhaven region. Kiama: they run 

through Sydney Water. Who knows what’ll happen to that asset? Who knows 

what’ll happen to those jobs if this merger goes ahead? As well as this, we 15 

know that Kiama as a council maintains their own waste functions. Employees 

at Kiama Council are not outsourced for reminders as they are for the 

Shoalhaven region. This will also have implications for employees if this 

merger is to go ahead in the Kiama region. In the event if an amalgamation is 

to occur, the United Services Union believes a new council should commence 20 

discussions with the USU and other industry unions, including DPA and the 

Local Government Engineers Association as soon as possible and no later 

than a week after the council is constituted by proclamation. We believe this 

to form a working party. The working party would commence the process of 

identifying above-award conditions, assisting in negotiation of new salary 25 

systems and ensure that employment policies are protected and that we’re 

able to get relevant workplace documents in there to protect these conditions. 

 So, in closing, I’m going to be completely blunt here. I know many of you 

believe unions are often just here for our own self-interest, here for our 

members and I’m going to be realistic; we are here for our members. We’re 30 

here to protect the member’s jobs and protect jobs in your industry. If we’re 

not going to fight for it, who is? So, the USU wishes to restate its position it’s 

adopted for the entire process. Our primary concern is ensuring the security of 

employment and good paying conditions for members throughout all of local 

government. Thank you. 35 

Facilitator: Speaker number 15, please. ****. 

Speaker 15: Thanks very much. My name’s ****. I’m a resident of Shoalhaven for the past 

12 years. I was employed as a professional officer for 50 years in a number of 

New South Wales councils, including the last ten years at Shoalhaven 

Council. I’m now happily retired. I see the Shoalhaven Council as an 40 

important entity corporation. While individual councils or Mayors come or go, 

that’s a matter for the electorate, but the Shoalhaven council entity should 

remain intact. When the fit for the future clearly didn’t get the results it wanted, 

the government proceeded to come up with another arbitrary merging 

councils. It’s been a story of changing goalposts. For me, the process has 45 
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been done in a way to cloud issues, confuse and to isolate communities, uses 

jargon and states aspirations that are not effectively articulated.  

Released information has been discredited by many due to assumptions used 

being forward. Just some observations: one set of economists can boast 

outcomes across a 20 year timeframe and $53 million saving. Quite fanciful. 5 

The 2.6 million per year: isn’t this achievable by other means? Even 

Shoalhaven with its recent transformation process to reduce operating costs 

could probably achieve more than that already. How likely is it the merger 

aspirations will reduce the $48 million infrastructure backlog across both 

councils? Savings and other aspirations the government espouses the pie in 10 
the sky statements. In the past few years, these councils have been down the 

exhaustive strategic planning exercise and reduced its local environment plan 

and developed control plans. A lot of time, a lot of money; this was costly and 

created a blueprint that now applies in each council. 

A merger will require a new set of plans with each community view as 15 

different and will suffer under changes to create the best fit. Quite an 

expensive exercise that’s not compensated. There’s already resource sharing 

facility sharing between councils. It could be progressed without the merger. 

Efficiencies from increasing purchasing power of materials and contracts can 

already be achieved by council co-operation without a merger. The loss of a 20 

general manager and three directors creates a small saving, but they would 

realistically be swapped by costs associated with employing second-level staff 

to fill some of the management gaps that inevitably arise. The stated staff 

freeze on employment redundancies produce very little savings in the next 

few years. The stated costs of reducing current councillor numbers and the 25 

projected savings are miniscule the plethora of stated large, multimillion dollar 

savings.  

In reality, with a larger council entity, it’s more likely that the fees of councils 

would be increased across the state. No savings in reality. Reports say the 

communities of Shoalhaven and council share common characteristics and 30 

connections. My belief is the common element is the ocean on the east side 

of both councils. In summary, I’m concerned about these outcomes. The 

financial statements of the government just don’t stack up. Others have been 

able to discredit many of the assumptions. The council’s the one that can 

crunch all the numbers; they’ve got the resources and expertise to do that 35 

rather than me. Stated savings are at best aspiration but are not backed up 

for realistic examination. For a four year rate freeze, what then? It leads to a 

steep rate hike to catch up. Rating comes as part of a council’s income and 

desirability no more than 30 percent or less. Is the government serious that 

this will facilitate less than increasing the rates? Water authorities are different 40 

in each council area. The government has been silent on how this will be 

managed. Shoalhaven Council has a lot more to use in financial terms. As a 

resident, me, this loss translates to potential rate increases or reduction in 

services.  

The roads and infrastructure: yes, each council has a backlog that 45 

maintenance marks. Fit for the future process: we call councils to address 
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how that could be met. Shoalhaven council has a plan to assist the 

community in reaching this level. Changing names: each council has created 

its identity for tourism at least over decades at real cost but it yields economic 

benefits. The cost of name-changing across the board should not be 

underestimated. It’s more than just changing letterheads. So, in conclusion, I 5 

don’t agree that the government has established its case for a merger. In 

short for a merging offered, the poor case made for real savings and the 

actual costs means that the Shoalhaven community will be worse off. As a 

resident, therefore, I will be worse off. Let councils work through the 

improvements identified in the fit for the future process; don’t force this 10 
charade onto Shoalhaven residents. Thank you. 

Facilitator: Speaker number 16. 

Speaker 16: Thank you very much. My name’s ****. I’ve served on Shoalhaven City 

Council for over 41 years. During that time, I was Mayor for 14 years, so I do 

have an in-depth understanding of the organisation and the impacts this 15 

proposal might have on it. It’d be a very significant financial impact on the 

Shoalhaven City area if the proposed merger proceeds. I’ve estimated that 

this will amount to in excess of $25 million over a ten year period. At least 10 

million of this expenditure will occur in the first two years as the 

administrations of both local government areas are merged. This expenditure 20 

will be generated by the requirement to replace – these are just some 

examples – every street sign and locality identification sign to represent the 

new local government area. There will be an excess of 10,000 such signs 

across the combined areas. This exercise alone would cost in excess of $3 

million. Then there’s the cost of redoing Shoalhaven and Kiama’s local 25 

environment plan. This will cost in excess of $500,000 and take at least two 

years. This is from experience. The merging of the building and development 

controls used in assessing development applications would take 18 months 

and cost at least $350,000. 

 We can go on and on about this, the cost of merging financial systems, 30 

webpages, redoing letterheads, filing systems; I estimate this to cost in 

excess of $1.5 million. The potential payout of the two general managers and 

three directors: I estimate this is a direct cost of about $750,000 when you 

take into account long service leave and other settlements. At the end of the 

three years embargo on the retrenchment of salaries and wages staff, our 35 

staff have estimated that we’ll need to share somewhere around $3.3 million 

annually in staff. Forgetting about the impact, the cost of this will be probably 

in excess of $2 million in direct costs by the time you meet the redundancy 

payouts, long service leave payouts, and in some cases, untaken sick leave 

payouts. 40 

 That’s just a few examples of the horrendous toll on council employees, their 

families and our community, as well as the impact of this ill-considered 

development proposal on administration. The other great impact from my 

perspective is the potential loss of our identity. If the amalgamated area’s 

name is changed from Shoalhaven, just imagine the situation. We don’t have 45 

a place other than Shoalhaven Heads; it’s called Shoalhaven and when you 
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start to think about that, since 1980, we have an investment of present value 

of at least $40 million in the name Shoalhaven. That’s made us the number 1 

tourist destination outside of Sydney in New South Wales. The loss of that 

identity will be a tremendous blow to our tourist industry. I just want to move 

on to the effect on community groups. I just noted here that in this area, we 5 

have a large number of organisations carrying the name Shoalhaven. 

Shoalhaven Rugby Club, Shoalhaven Basketball Association, Shoalhaven 

Dragon Boat Association, Shoalhaven Parkland, Shoalhaven City Orchestra, 

Shoalhaven Art Society, Shoalhaven Potters and Weavers. I estimate there’s 

over 100 organisations using the name Shoalhaven. If it vanishes, then 10 
eventually, they will all have to rebadge themselves, but at what cost to their 

social fabric? At what cost to our history does all of this occur? 

 In conclusion, our area is a linear area, which in my view, is far too big. It 

should never have been increased by adding the seventh council when we 

had our amalgamation in 1949. We don’t deserve to go through what we went 15 

through for 20 years after that original amalgamation. We had that 

amalgamation and my request for Mr Wright is that we’re given the right to 

continue with a stable local government area, instead of running into a 

generation of discontent if this ill-considered merger occurs. Thank you. 

Facilitator: Next speaker is number 18, please. ****. 20 

Speaker 18: Hello, everyone. My name’s ****. I’m representing the Staff Committee of 

Shoalhaven City Council. This committee represents the interest of staff. Our 

staff are open to change and renewal. Staff and proactively and council 

proactively introduced a transformation program three years ago to ensure 

that it was sustainable into the future as an organisation in its own right and 25 

that it operates as effectively as possible in its delivery of services to our 

community. This was a significant restructure. It saw an increase in frontline 

services and a reduction of 38 management positions. It involved the 

identification implementation of $6.5 million in savings each year. These 

results are not reflected in the current merger proposal. All of our programs 30 

were reviewed to operate as frugally as possible in order to deliver savings 

required for the future process. 

 If merging is the most productive solution for our community in the long term, 

staff will work diligently to make the transition happen as smoothly as possibly 

but I would suggest that many of the salary savings have already been made 35 

and some of the proposed savings are miscalculated. For example, the 

KPMG assumptions used in the merger proposal refer to the Fair Work 

provisions rather than the local government award. This is a significant flaw. 

Staff accepted the fit for the future process in good faith. This process has 

now been tossed aside and it would appear that we are starting from scratch. 40 

To be completely frank, our staff consider the merger proposal destabilising 

and offensive. It’s flimsy at best. The superficial nature of the document raises 

more questions than it answers. It’s poorly researched and demonstrates a 

lack of understanding about how local government actually operates. It lacks 

facts, evidence and realistic costings. What sort of government would put 45 
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forward a proposal to reform one of the region’s largest employers are remain 

silent of the future of the water utility that it operates. 

 There’s only two choices for that one: you either want a government that’s 

grossly incompetent or one with a hidden agenda. So, which is it? Well, I can’t 

tell you, because the merger proposal had no information for us to make an 5 

educated guess. The provision of water and sewer functions in the Kiama 

LGA are the responsibility of Sydney Water while Shoalhaven City Council 

area, these functions are delivered by Shoalhaven Water, a business unit of 

council. There has been no indication of how a merged council would cater for 

the different water utility providers that operate under different legislation. This 10 
has caused a great deal of fear and uncertainty among staff about the future. 

More detail is required to judge whether or not the assumptions in the merger 

proposal are realistic. Staff want to ensure that the full cost of the transition is 

transparently considered and factored in. $5 million is not sufficient to merge 

all of our systems and processes with Kiama. It’s my understanding that a 15 

minimum of $9 million is required for this transition as a short fall of $4 million. 

 Regional councils are being allocated half the funding offered to their 

metropolitan neighbours. This is clearly not realistic or workable. We have 

more staff and a bigger area than most metropolitan councils; we should be 

treated equally. What is it that makes redundancies and restructure costs 20 

cheaper in a regional area when we’re all under the same award? Council 

needs to be adequately resourced to manage the change process. If it’s done 

poorly, the impacts will be long-term decrease in productivity for our 

community. The successful migration of data, financial systems, human 

resources, licences and security systems is not cheap; it’s a transitional cost 25 

that must be considered and without a breakdown of what actually needs to 

be migrated across, this cannot have been accurately accounted. 

 In the short-term, extra funds and capacity will be needed to ensure a 

workable transition. The cost of integrating our waste operations is also 

substantial. As you know, Kiama has three bins; we only have two. That’s a 30 

lot of community consultation required to sort that one out. If much of the 

savings will come from a merger of back office functions, the question must 

be asked: is this the most effective way to achieve these savings? Many of 

these savings could be made by incentivising the existing joint organisation to 

undertake these roles. We haven’t finished the pilot of our joint organisation 35 

yet to test whether or not it could potentially find the savings sought by a 

merger. The claim that increasing our purchasing power will save $8 million is 

also intriguing. We already use the power of state government purchasing, so 

staff aren’t convinced this is realistic. 

 In summary, our staff want to ensure that the full cost of the transition has 40 

been factored in. The merger proposal makes a range of claims about 

financial benefits which are not explained or verified. Staff employed to 

request solid costings to ensure council is not in a position it is unable to offer 

the community the level of service they’ve come to expect. Staff will support a 

final decision as long as it’s realistic and practical. We don’t want our 45 

community to suffer a loss of capacity and services because the true costs 
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were not adequately worked out. While we acknowledge that there is a 

solution for everything if you look hard enough, the question must be asked if 

this merger is the best way to produce savings and provide services to both 

communities. The staff would argue that it’s not and the current merger is not 

workable or sustainable. 5 

Facilitator: Ladies and gentlemen, we’re coming towards the end of the registered 

speakers. Is there anyone else in the room that would like to speak that hasn’t 

previously registered? If so, would you please make your way over and put 

your name on the list 

Greg: Shall we have two more registered speakers but if anyone else has changed 10 
their mind and wishes to speak, just register; we do have time to take others. 

So, I might just go to speaker 19, please. ****. 

Speaker 19: Delegate, ladies and gentlemen, my name is ****. I’m a resident at 

Shoalhaven for the past 20 years. My experience and qualification include 30 

years in local government as a department manager then as a regional 15 

manager and later as a professional specialist. I’ve had 40-plus years of 

operating profitable business ventures both for local government and in 

private enterprise. I have relevant university studies as well in relation to 

matters of administration, economic theory of practice, politics and public 

administration and so forth. 20 

 My learning in those areas continues. My local government experience 

included negotiating and managing co-operative ventures between seven 

councils for a regional library service and between all rural New South Wales 

councils for a lobby group to pressure state government to deliver its fair 

share of rural library funding. My comments here start with a last 25 

consideration of section 263. The ministerial merger proposal is superficial, 

following a pro forma with errors of fact and lacking logical argument and 

some gross omissions. The Shoalhaven Council briefing documents are more 

reliable and informed, the published letter of **** has more correct detail and 

analysis than the minster’s proposal. Various others contributed much more in 30 

the way of factual information and the state government has denied us access 

the KPMG detail on which a reasonable assessment might be made. 

 So, first, it must be recorded again that I am part of the ILGRP and did not 

recommend or propose this merger; to suggest otherwise would be 

misleading. This is exactly what the minister’s fall does. Second, the motion 35 

proposal disregards the proven fitness of both individual councils. Third, this 

proposal draws on fundamentalist neo-conservative theory when it makes 

three simplistic and erroneous assumptions regarding corporatisation and the 

purpose of government and the relation of local and state governments. 

These simplistic assumptions deserve full criticism, but here, I’m going to 40 

have to be very brief and blunt, so forgive me. Presuming that bigger and 

centralised is always better or cheaper: this is not an established fact, neither 

generally nor specifically, not in principle, not in practice, not in historical 

evidence of public administration and economic performance. 
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  Presuming that the purpose of government is to achieve an annual balance of 

profit, no loss, as it were a private corporation. However, councils are for 

service and for co-operative action for a lifetime community and not about 

profit. Again, one might be tempted to look at the state government and 

question its credentials in that regard. Presuming that funding the council 5 

roles is a much more taxing problem.  The roles and services by council may 

well be administered well locally, but many functions which council nurture 

have been hoisted by the state level of government. This reduces funding for 

what constitutionally are state roles. This has been corroborated by numerous 

studies and I won’t go into the details of those but they’re available on the 10 
internet if you care to look for them. Broadly, by misrepresentation, by poor 

analysis and wrong assumptions, this merger proposal does not meet the 

standard proposed by ILGRP final report section 10.2. 

 I won’t go into details of other matters as these have been well covered by 

other speakers and briefings by the councils. There are no grounds for a 15 

merger; the councils are sound and share tenders. Kiama and Shoalhaven 

share a library service. They do joint tendering. Local council was created for 

southern enterprise which works extremely well. Unlike the proposed merger, 

such co-operation is selective and proven cost effective. In the big picture 

facing councils today, there are so many extremely pressing issues to be 20 

addressed rather than wasting time, energy and intelligence on shuffling the 

administrative chairs for a merger. I would cite climate change as an issue 

challenging both of our councils extremely urgently. Balancing the partnership 

with state government for addressing the cost of services is another one 

where the overloaded boat has been put to the extreme test. In the face of 25 

such real issues, I urge the state government to stop shuffling the 

administrative chairs for a council merger. 

Facilitator: Speaker number 20, please. Thank you. 

Speaker 20: Delegate, Mr Wright, inquiry staff, residents, ladies and gentlemen, my name 

is ****. Today, I’m making this submission opposing the forced amalgamation 30 

of Shoalhaven and Kiama Councils on behalf of the Australian Labour Party’s 

New South Wales South Coast State Electric Council and also as latest 

candidate for Gilmore, representing Labor’s Federal Electric Council. Both 

these positions represent a membership of around 400 people across both 

the Shoalhaven and Kiama areas. Labor has been quite clear in its opposition 35 

to forced council amalgamations. That was the decision going into the New 

South Wales state election in March 2015 where I was latest candidate for 

South Coast and that remains Labor’s position today, to the point where the 

New South Wales Labor leader, Luke Foley, announced yesterday that a 

Labor government will de-amalgamate unpopular council mergers if that’s 40 

what local residents vote to do. 

 I am opposed to the forced amalgamation, primarily on financial grounds. The 

ability of the merged council to provide adequate services but also because of 

much feedback I’ve received from members and from community members. 

As a nine year old girl, I still vividly remember the official ceremony for the 45 

proclamation of the city of Shoalhaven. Over the years, the roads, the pools, 
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the libraries and particularly the goodwill and community cohesion in our 

many towns and villages, but nothing disturbs me more than the New South 

Wales government’s forced proposal to amalgamate Shoalhaven and Kiama 

Councils, because of the multiplied effects on our community. Where the 

government may argue savings, which is already shown to be based on 5 

flawed assumptions that we’ve heard this afternoon, I see loss of jobs, 

increased rates and less household disposable income. This means less 

spending in our local shops and businesses; it means empty shops, 

businesses finding it harder to stay open, further job losses, higher 

unemployment and making it even harder for workers, families and retirees to 10 
survive. 

 That was not what I envisaged as a young girl in 1979 and in 2016, it’s not 

something I’m willing to accept. I find it even more disturbing that there has 

not been any economic modelling put forward on the effects of the 

amalgamation on our community and the multiplied effects on spending, jobs 15 

and businesses in our coastal and rural areas. No mention of Shoalhaven 

Water, no mention of the $1.5 billion in Shoalhaven water assets, no mention 

of the $2.5 million in dividend each year, the $5 million financial rebate to 

council each year. To conclude, when I leave this inquiry, I leave with the 

knowledge of a fit for the future Shoalhaven Council, a council that rightly 20 

must be left to stand alone. Thank you. 

Facilitator: Ladies and gentlemen, we have three more registered speakers. Number 21, 

please. ****. 

Speaker 21: Hi there. ****. I’m from North Nowra. I’m only going to be brief because 

everything’s already been said and I don’t need to reiterate all the things 25 

about job losses, about the cost of all of this – so many different things. One 

thing that was only briefly touched upon is the size of Shoalhaven. It takes two 

hours to drive north to south. We’ve got councillors going to meetings, driving 

home late at night after meetings, an hour-and-a-half to get home. We’re 

more worried about workplace health and safety. One of the most dangerous 30 

things we do in our lives is drive on our roads. By increasing the size of the 

LGA, that’s going to make it three hours to drive north to south, not to mention 

the council workers as well as the councillors after meetings.  

 I think this is just absolutely ludicrous. We’re talking about safety and it 

worries me already people driving the long distance they do on our roads. 35 

They’re improving but it doesn’t take into account human error. There’s 

always accidents; people die every single day on our roads. Do we want to 

make this even worse with people driving even further? People are away from 

their families for even longer times. Environmentally, more fossil fuels are 

being burnt up. That’s another reason to add to why this merger should not go 40 

ahead. Thank you. 

Facilitator: Speaker 22, please. ****. 

Speaker 22 **** from Cambewarra and I’m the Greens candidate for the coming federal 

election. I’m only going to be quick too, because I’ve just done this off the cuff. 

While I’ve been sitting here, I’ve been looking up some things. I think we need 45 
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to also remember whose land we’re standing on and the custodians of this 

land and all their elders past and present. That’s one thing that we always 

forget when we’re talking about ownership and who’s in control. I think we’ve 

already heard from a lot of experts today from lots of areas, so I don’t want to 

repeat any of that either. If you were listening to the professor on the ABC, he 5 

was saying that Australia has some of the largest councils in the world already 

and it just seems ludicrous for all the reasons people have said, travel and so 

on. Just looking after such huge areas with one small body of people when it 

would be less people looking after even more land. 

 It seems that from the top to the bottom in government, they’re increasing 10 
responsibilities but decreasing funds coming down. That just continues to go 

on from federal to state from state to local governments. The Greens actually 

propose more self-determination. Increase self-determination and greater 

consultation with the public. We’ve seen none of this for the last five years or 

longer than that. Nearly four years since this government was elected at the 15 

state level. Yes, they think they can run it as a business; we can’t run people 

as business. We see what that does. We see where our taxes are going 

offshore. That’s where we need to find funds, not by amalgamating councils. It 

seems like you’re sweeping up the dust in the corner but you’re not looking at 

the detritus around the rest of the house. 20 

 It seems also to me that KPMG managed to get this together so quickly, I’ve 

never heard of an inquiry of any kind being derived so quickly across a whole 

state. All those councils, all those figures, all the works that councils have 

done themselves; how did KMPG manage to do that kind of work and come 

up with those conclusions? And we’ve already heard how flawed they are. Of 25 

course, one thing – **** just mentioned it as well. When people end up with 

the sack, you have less people working, you have less people paying tax. I 

know it sounds Keynesian and since Reagan, we’ve gone into the rationalist 

economics, but if people don’t have a worthwhile way of earning a living, it 

leads to all sorts of health problems and so forth. And of course, climate 30 

change will also lead to health problems, so you’ll end up with greater 

numbers of people unemployed, unhealthy and with no support. We can’t 

keep doing this at all levels of government. 

 The next part’s going to be quite quick, I think. Also, there doesn’t seem to be 

anything coming from the state level or the federal level to encourage 35 

initiatives for councils to make more money themselves. Shoalhaven Water is 

an example of how a council can actually make money. I mean, we sold off 

the lotteries, we sold off Telstra, but when you have councils able to come up 

with ideas to generate income, that’s what should be encouraged. The only 

other thing I want to point out: I’ve been looking up a total conflict of interest 40 

with KPMG being the body that has done the work for this government. In the 

2014-15 year, they donated $60,115 to the Australian Liberal Party, $40,000 

to the Queensland Liberal Party, $40,960 to the Victorian Party, $8,000 to the 

South Australian Liberal Party and a piddly $4213 to New South Wales, but I 

think you can imagine it trickles down from the top when it comes to 45 

donations. Thank you very much. 
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Facilitator: Our final speaker is number 23, please. ****. 

Speaker 23: Hi. Sorry for being a late addition but just reading through the document and 

listening to the other speakers, I felt compelled to speak, mainly because 

there is a general lack of representation from my age and stage of life, so I 

thought I’d raise a few things. On page 15, it talks about shared regional 5 

services and facilities, and I just had to look at it and I was a bit floored by the 

selection that they put into the document and I’d just like to tell you about 

some others that actually exist. All of our sporting groups. So, our kids play 

rugby against the kids – I live in Shoalhaven Heads – not only in Kiama but 

also against the kids in the Shellharbour Council and all the way down to 10 
Bateman’s Bay. So, rugby league’s the same, surf lifesaving, our tourism 

groups are intertwined and work alongside with not only Kiama but 

Shellharbour and further down the coast with Sapphire. Our wine region 

includes the Crooked River, Seven Mile Beach is shared and you’ll find most 

of the residents of Shoalhaven Heads up there every day, not weekend. 15 

 Our canteen networking groups with the schools are all shared. So, you’ll find 

generally there’s a lot of farmers from Fox Grounds; there’s a lot of merging. 

Basically, we’re actually neighbours and we all like each other. We like Kiama, 

we like Shoalhaven, we’re so close, we use each other’s facilities; we have to 

actually go to Kiama if we want an indoor pool with great pool facilities 20 

because we don’t have a pool facility for junior kids that’s indoor except for St 

George’s Basin and we all have to change trains at Kiama to get to either 

Berry or Nowra. All those things may sound trivial but what I’m coming to is 

that I work in change management and if you ever want people to change, 

you have to have a good case for change, and if you can just pick that one 25 

paragraph to pieces like that and thing why these things are being highlighted 

as shared regional services and facilities when there’s really so many others, 

then it just highlights that perhaps this isn’t a good enough case for change. 

 I want to just go back a page to page number 14 and I can tell you the 

economic impact – it talks about the socio-economic standpoint of putting 30 

Shoalhaven right down and Kiama right up on the bell curve, and I just have 

to say in places like Shoalhaven Heads for instance, at our school 

registrations, it’s gone from 160 kids to over 200 in that period of time. It 

means there’s been a lot of people who have been on the pension that have 

moved out of Shoalhaven Heads and a lot of working families that have 35 

moved in. So, those figures will have been skewed somewhat just in that 

village, let alone others. The other thing that unites us with Kiama is that a lot 

of us are commuting to either Wollongong or Sydney for work. The 

demographics, if you look at Ward 1, are actually quite close to what I’d 

suggest are in Kiama. 40 

 This is a document that is proposing a case for change but it’s just not a 

compelling case for change. I’d like to see a compelling case for change and 

make a decision on it. I’m neutral on this one and I’d like to see a better case. 

Thank you 
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Greg: Ladies and gentlemen, that brings us to the end of the registered speakers. 

We’ll be here until 5 o’clock but as I say, the process is for people through the 

speaking program to give me their views. I’ve taken copious notes, as has 

Elizabeth, and we will have the transcript of the audio recording as well. What 

I might do is run through my closing remarks. I don’t want to keep you all 5 

sitting in the room for another hour-and-a-half if you don’t need to. That’s the 

end of the program though I will be here until 5 o’clock. Can I thank everybody 

for coming along, particularly those that have taken time to prepare and 

speak, as well as those that have attended to listen? As I said, a transcript of 

today’s proceedings will be produced and we’ll provide a formal record of 10 
today’s proceedings. Those transcripts will be publicly available at the 

conclusion of my reporting process.  

I’d like to once again remind everybody as well as the verbal submissions 

made today that I would encourage you to make written submissions as they’ll 

be one of the more important ways in which I will form my opinions around the 15 

recommendation that I ultimately provide to the minister. Just to remind you 

that written submissions close at 5.00 PM on Sunday. 28 February, and you 

can do that either online at the Council Boundary Review website or by mail. 

The website also provides more detail about the merger proposal generally as 

well as details specifically about the merger proposal between Kiama 20 

Municipal and Shoalhaven City Council. 

 Finally, once again, my thanks to everybody for attending today. As I say, 

we’ll be here for a little while yet but that’s the end of the formal speaking 

program. 

[BREAK] 25 

Greg: I’d like to thank everyone for coming along today, those who’ve taken time to 

prepare and speak as well as those who have attended to listen.  A transcript 

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

proceedings and those transcripts will be publicly available at the conclusion 

of the examination and reporting process.   30 

 I would like to remind everyone that as well as the information provided by 

speakers today, written submissions will be one of the most important ways 

for me to gather information during the examination process.  Written 

submissions, I would remind you, close at 5:00pm on Sunday the 28th of 

February and can be submitted either online at the Council Boundary Review 35 

website or by mail to Council Boundary Review, GPO Box 5341, Sydney, 

2001.   

 A reminder that the Council Boundary Review website also provides more 

detail about the merger proposal process as well as details about the 

proposed merger between Kiama Municipal and Shoalhaven City councils.   40 

 Finally, once again, my thanks to all of you for attending today.  

END TRANSCRIPT 
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